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ABSTRACT 
 
The following dissertation explores how the future of water is being imagined, planned and 
prepared for in two dryland cities ɀ hyper-arid Dubai and semi-arid Los Angeles ɀ as the 
ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÆÁÃÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȢȭ "ÏÔÈ 
Dubai and LA are cities that have long been deemed unsustainable, but are aiming to 
become sustainability leaders. Dubai, which relies on energy-intensive desalination and has 
high water consumption, including in ubiquitous urban greening, is investing heavily in 
achieving efficiencies and powering water through clean energy. Los Angeles, which 
sources the majority of its water through aqueduct systems from faraway places where 
water is becoming increasingly taxed, is looking to produce more of its water supply 
locally, and especially through wastewater recycling. Throughout the dissertation, I trace 
the plans, projects, and policies being introduced in this vein to consider how 
ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÐÌÁÙ ÏÕÔ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÔ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÏ-political and 
political economic structures in the two cities to unique effects.  
 
To get at sustainabÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÖÁÒÉÅÇÁÔÅÄ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓȟ ) ÆÉÒÓÔ ÖÉÅ× ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÓ Á 
ȰÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ ÏÂÊÅÃÔȱ ɉ3ÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒɊ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ0ÅÄÅÒÓÏÎ ÅÔȢ ÁÌɊȢ 
4ÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÓ Á ȰÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ ÏÂÊÅÃÔȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÂÕÔ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÂÙ 
actors enables me to hone in on the interests and forces - sometimes countervailing - that 
shape sustainability projects. Treating it as a technology of imagination allows me to get at 
the imaginative effects that sustainability projects constitute. Second, I consider how these 
interests, forces, and effects emerge from and get mediated through entrenched structures 
like bureaucratic systems, accumulation regimes, and sunken investments, which produce 
a stickiness to infrastructures and infrastructural visions that renders change challenging, 
ÓÌÏ×ȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÒÅÍÅÎÔÁÌȢ !Ó ÓÕÃÈȟ ) ÓÈÏ×ȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÈÏ× $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÚÅÄ 
governance structure and foreign-investment development model produce an emphasis on 
ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ-ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ  ÃÏÍÐÅÔitiveness agenda that can belie 
larger eco-ÒÅÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ,!ȭÓ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌȟ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÓÃÁÐÅÓ 
complicate collaboration on recycling projects which span across and exceed individual 
institutional mandates.   
    
Finally, alongside the municipal projects I focus on, I also look at visions of the future by 
artists, designers, and architects to get at how the arts might provide alternatives that in 
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some cases could help get beyond the stickiness of sustainability as it is currently being 
imagined.   
 
Thesis Supervisor: Christine Walley 
4ÉÔÌÅȡ 3(!33 $ÅÁÎȭÓ $ÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈÅÄ 0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÏÒ ÏÆ !ÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÙ  
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Envisioning Sustainable Water Futures in Drylands  
 
A Tale of Two Fountains: Water in the 20th and 21st Centuries  
 

 
 
The William Mulholland Memorial Fountain, Los Feliz, in 2019. Photo courtesy of the author.  

 
I open here with the story of two fountains worlds away. The first lies at the busy 
intersection of Riverside Drive and Los Feliz Boulevard in the neighborhood of Los Feliz in 
Los Angeles - the William Mulholland Memorial Fountain. Named after the engineer 
responsible for the Los Angeles Aqueduct, the art deco fountain memorializes in rushing 
waters a man whose significance is inscribed all over LA from the famed scenic Mulholland 
Drive in the Hollywood Hills that offers riveting sunset views over the San Fernando Valley 
to the concrete arched Mulholland Dam that impacts the Hollywood Reservoir and crowns 
ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÁÎÇÅÌÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÔÏÌÄ ÏÆ ,!ȭÓ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÂÅÇÉÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ,! 
!ÑÕÅÄÕÃÔȭÓ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÃÅÒÅmony in 1913 and with words that were uttered that day by 
Mulholland - Ȭ4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔ ÉÓȢ 4ÁËÅ ÉÔȢȭ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÑÕÅÄÕÃÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÅÄ ×ÁÔÅÒÓ ÅÎÁÂÌÅÄ ,!ȭÓ 
spectacular growth in the early 20th ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȟ Ȭ4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔ ÉÓȢ 4ÁËÅ ÉÔȭ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ 
ÍÅÔÒÏÐÏÌÉÓȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ Ôo water even longer. As such, Mulholland has taken on a legendary 
status in the city and its foundation story, even as his legend has come to be tinged with 
notoriety for his role in dispossessing the Owens Valley of its water and draining it to 
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ÑÕÅÎÃÈ ,!ȭs thirst.1 Turned on at a dedication ceremony in 1940, the Mulholland fountain 
×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÌÌÅÁÇÕÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ 
and which collected $30,000 in private donations to realize the public monument. In 2013, 
ÔÏ ÍÁÒË ÔÈÅ ÁÑÕÅÄÕÃÔȭÓ ρππ ÙÅÁÒÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȭÓ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÒÅÎÏÖÁÔÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ,! 
Aqueduct Centennial Garden.2  
 
The second fountain has a starkly different origin story. The Dubai Fountain is a dancing 
water feature that has been delighting viÓÉÔÏÒÓ ×ÉÔÈ Ȭ×ÁÔÅÒȟ ÌÉÇÈÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÓÉÃȭ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÓÉÎÃÅ ÉÔÓ 
ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ςππωȢ ,ÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÁÔ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÁÌÌȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÓÐÁÎÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÆÉÃÉÁÌ Ȭ"ÕÒÊ ,ÁËÅȭ ÓÏ 
named for the adjacent Burj Khalifa tower. The Dubai Fountain, Dubai Mall, and Burj 
+ÈÁÌÉÆÁ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÌÁÒÇÅst dancing fountain, biggest shopping center, and tallest 
ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÌ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÍÅÇÁÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒ %ÍÁÁÒȭÓ Αςπ ÂÉÌÌÉÏÎ 
Ȭ$Ï×ÎÔÏ×Î "ÕÒÊ $ÕÂÁÉȭ - ȰÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÓÏÕÇÈÔ-after residential and commercial 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔÓȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȢ3 Jets in the shape of five rings connected by two curving lines4 
shoot water from the 30-acre lake to over 150 meters - or 50 stories - in impressive 
thundering claps. 6,600 lights and 50 colored projectors illuminate the water columns that 
twist and twirl to bl aring music. The fountain was created by LA-based WET Design,5 a 
water features company founded by a former Disney Imagineer. Combining science, design, 
ÁÎÄ ÅÎÔÅÒÔÁÉÎÍÅÎÔȟ 7%4 $ÅÓÉÇÎȭÓ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅ ,ÁÓ 6ÅÇÁÓ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎÓ ÏÆ "ÅÌÌÁÇÉÏ6 that 
the Dubai Fountain now dwarfs.7  As a former fountain designer from LA explained to me, 
Los Angeles has a lot of water features design companies because of Disney and the 
entertainment industry and because of its proximity to the mega commercial and 
entertainment developments - in need of fountains - that proliferated in Asia over the last 
20 years. The designer left the field in the mid-2000s, anticipating that water features 
would eventually be phased out in California given intensifying droughts.8   
 

During the 2012-2016 drought in Los Angeles, some residents of the Los Feliz 
neighborhood clamored to have the Mulholland fountain turned off.9 By then, a re-
ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÍÁËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ,!ȭÓ ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÔÏÒÙ - and water supply - had been 

                                                
1 Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert: The American West and its Disappearing Water, rev. ed. (New York: Penguin 
Books, 1993): 62. 
2 (ÁÄÌÅÙ -ÅÁÒÅÓȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ -ÕÌÈÏÌÌÁÎÄ -ÅÍÏÒÉÁÌ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȡ ! 'ÒÁÎÄ -ÏÎÕÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ Á -ÁÎ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒȟȱ PBS SoCal, 
October 18, 2013, https://w ww.pbssocal.org/history-society/the-mulholland-memorial-fountain-a-grand-
monument-to-a-man-and-water.  
3 %ÍÁÁÒ 0*3#ȟ Ȱ%ÍÁÁÒ "ÒÉÎÇÓ 7ÏÒÌÄ-#ÌÁÓÓ 7ÁÔÅÒȟ ,ÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ -ÕÓÉÃ 3ÐÅÃÔÁÃÌÅ ÔÏ "ÕÒÊ $ÕÂÁÉ ,ÁËÅȟȱ Emaar, June 
9, 2008, https://web.archive.org/web/20110710184948/http://www.emaar.com/index.aspx?page=press -
release-details&id=149. 
4 Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȟȱ Architect Magazine, February 6, 2015,  https://www.architectmagazine.com/project -
gallery/the -dubai-fountain-6510Ƞ Ȱ!Î )ÎÃÒÅÄÉÂÌÅ $ÉÓÐÌÁÙ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ Hitachi, March 2018, 
https://social -innovation.hitachi/en/case_studies/burj -khalifa/ .  
5 %ÍÁÁÒ 0*3#ȟ Ȱ%ÍÁÁÒ "ÒÉÎÇÓ 7ÏÒÌÄ-#ÌÁÓÓ 7ÁÔÅÒȢȱ  
6 $ÁÎÉÅÌ /ÂÅÒÈÁÕÓȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÁÃÔÏÒÙ 7ÈÅÒÅ 4ÈÅÙ %ÎÇÉÎÅÅÒ -ÁÓÓÉÖÅ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÒÔ 0ÉÅÃÅÓȟȱ Wired, March 6, 2020, 
https://www.wired.com/story/wet -factory-engineering-massive-water-art-pieces/.    
7 Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȟȱ Architect Magazine, February 6, 2015. 
8 Personal interview with Liliane, Los Angeles, May 21, 2019.  
9 "ÉÁÎÃÁ "ÁÒÒÁÇÁÎȟ Ȱ7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ -ÕÌÈÏÌÌÁÎÄȭÓ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ 7ÉÌÌ .ÅÖÅÒ 2ÕÎ $ÒÙȟȱ Los Angeles Curbed, January 29, 
2015, https://la.curbed.com/2015/1/29/9997162/william -mulhollands-fountain-will -never-run-dry.   

https://www.pbssocal.org/history-society/the-mulholland-memorial-fountain-a-grand-monument-to-a-man-and-water
https://www.pbssocal.org/history-society/the-mulholland-memorial-fountain-a-grand-monument-to-a-man-and-water
https://web.archive.org/web/20110710184948/http:/www.emaar.com/index.aspx?page=press-release-details&id=149
https://web.archive.org/web/20110710184948/http:/www.emaar.com/index.aspx?page=press-release-details&id=149
https://www.architectmagazine.com/project-gallery/the-dubai-fountain-6510
https://www.architectmagazine.com/project-gallery/the-dubai-fountain-6510
https://social-innovation.hitachi/en/case_studies/burj-khalifa/
https://www.wired.com/story/wet-factory-engineering-massive-water-art-pieces/
https://la.curbed.com/2015/1/29/9997162/william-mulhollands-fountain-will-never-run-dry
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underway. Since its establishment, extensions of the LA Aqueduct and the construction of 
the Colorado River Aqueduct and the California Aqueduct of the State Water Project 
perpetuated the tradition of taking more and more water to feed southern California's 
ÒÁÐÁÃÉÏÕÓ ȬÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÍÁÃÈÉÎÅȢȭ10 To this day, LA depends on imported water conveyed 
through aqueduct systems to meet the vast majority ɀ around 89%11 - ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓȭ 
needs. But imported water is increasingly seen as less reliable due to climate change 
impacts on regional hydrology, intensifying demand on shared resources, and the limits 
placed on extraction by environmental regulation protecting source environments.12 
4ÏÄÁÙȟ ÔÈÅ ,! !ÑÕÅÄÕÃÔ #ÅÎÔÅÎÎÉÁÌ 'ÁÒÄÅÎ ÉÓ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅÄ ÕÓÉÎÇ Ȭ×ÁÔÅÒ-×ÉÓÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ 
appÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÅȭ ÐÌÁÎÔÓȟ13 and while the Mulholland fountain did not run dry that drought, it did 
see daytime switch-offs and the installation of spray-limiting devices.14 
 
Back at the newer Dubai Fountain, hundreds of liters of water that evaporate daily are 
designed to be replaced by membrane bioreactor and reverse osmosis treated wastewater 
collected from Burj Khalifa and Downtown Dubai. This feature - and energy-efficiency - are 
said to make the 22,000 gallon lake and its dancing jets in the middle of a desert 
ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȢȭ15 And dance they do to the sounds of Arabic pop songs like Aa Bali Habibi by 
,ÅÂÁÎÅÓÅ ÄÉÖÁ %ÌÉÓÓÁȟ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ !ÎÄÒÅÁ "ÏÃÅÌÌÉ ÁÎÄ 3ÁÒÁÈ "ÒÉÇÈÔÍÁÎȭÓ Con Te Partirò 
(Time to Say Goodbye), ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎÓȭ ÈÉÔ Baby Shark. There is a little bit of everything 
for everyone in the family here - ÔÈÅ ÅÓÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÍ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÄ ÕÐ ÔÏ 
ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȭÓ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇȟ ÍÅÇÁÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒ %ÍÁÁÒ ÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ Á 

                                                
10  Harvey Molotch ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȬÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÍÁÃÈÉÎÅȭ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÁÌÉÇÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÌÁÎÄ-
based interests around the imperative of growth (and the profits to be reaped from it) in cities. For more info, 
ÓÅÅ (ÁÒÖÅÙ -ÏÌÏÔÃÈȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ #ÉÔÙ ÁÓ Á 'ÒÏ×ÔÈ -ÁÃÈÉÎÅȡ 4Ï×ÁÒÄ Á 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÏÆ 0ÌÁÃÅȟȱ American Journal 
of Sociology 82, no. 2 (September 1976): 310, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2777096 .   
11 This number is for the calendar year of 2023. The contribution ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÔÏ ,!ȭÓ ÔÏÔÁÌ ×ÁÔÅÒ 
supply can vary significantly from year to year especially for local groundwater and the Los Angeles Aqueduct 
depending on whether a year is wet or dry but the overall percentages of imported and local water generally 
ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙȢ 3ÅÅ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ $ÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ 0Ï×ÅÒȟ Ȱ,Ȣ!ȢȭÓ 7ÁÔÅÒ 3ÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÉÎ ςπςσȟȱ 
Drinking Water Quality Report 2023, https://www.ladwp .com/sites/default/files/2024 -
07/DWQR%202023%20PDF%20print.pdf.  
12 Although environmental regulations have been put into place, some question the extent of their actual 
application and efficacy. Los Angeles Times columnist George Skelton, for instance, writes of an executive 
order passed by Governor Newsom in February 2023, which because of an ongoing drought cut river flows 
with implications for salmon populations in the state. Skelton suggests that the problem is not drought per 
say but a proliferating agÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÌÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȟȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÂÌÕÎÔÉÎÇ 
ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÅÄÇÅȢ &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅȟ ÓÅÅ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ 3ËÅÌÔÏÎȟ Ȱ#ÏÌÕÍÎȡ .Å×ÓÏÍ #ÁÒÅÓ -ÏÒÅ !ÂÏÕÔ !ÌÍÏÎÄ 
'ÒÏ×ÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÎ #ÁÌÉÆÏÒÎÉÁȭÓ 3ÁÌÍÏÎ &ÉÓÈÅÒÙȟȱ Los Angeles Times, February 27, 2023, 
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2023 -02-27/column -newsom-cares-more-about-almond-
growers-than-californias-salmon-fishery.    
13 !ÎÎÁ "ÅÒÇÒÅÎ -ÉÌÌÅÒȟ Ȱ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ #ÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÅÓ !ÑÕÅÄÕÃÔ #ÅÎÔÅÎÎÉÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ )ÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÖÅ 'ÁÒÄÅÎȟȱ 4ÈÅ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔȭÓ 
Newspaper, November 15, 2013,  https://www.archpaper.com/2013/11/los -angeles-celebrates-aqueduct-
centennial-with -interactive-garden/ .  
14 "ÉÁÎÃÁ "ÁÒÒÁÇÁÎȟ Ȱ7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ -ÕÌÈÏÌÌÁÎÄȭÓ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ 7ÉÌÌ .ÅÖÅÒ 2ÕÎ $ÒÙȟȱ Curbed Los Angeles, January 29, 
2015, https://la.curbed.com/2015/1/29/9997162/william -mulhollands-fountain-will -never-run-dry; 
Ȱ-ÕÌÈÏÌÌÁÎÄ -ÅÍÏÒÉÁÌ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ (ÁÓ ,Ï× &ÌÏ×ȟȱ Canyon News, February 25, 2015, https://www.canyon -
news.com/low-flow-for-los-feliz-memorial-fountain/16397 .     
15 Ȱ!Î )ÎÃÒÅÄÉÂÌÅ $ÉÓÐÌÁÙ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ Hitachi, March 2018,  https://social -
innovation.hitachi/en/case_studies/burj -khalifa/ȢȠ %ÍÁÁÒ 0*3#ȟ Ȱ%ÍÁÁÒ "ÒÉÎÇÓ 7ÏÒÌÄ-#ÌÁÓÓ 7ÁÔÅÒȢȱ  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2777096
https://www.ladwp.com/sites/default/files/2024-07/DWQR%202023%20PDF%20print.pdf
https://www.ladwp.com/sites/default/files/2024-07/DWQR%202023%20PDF%20print.pdf
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2023-02-27/column-newsom-cares-more-about-almond-growers-than-californias-salmon-fishery
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2023-02-27/column-newsom-cares-more-about-almond-growers-than-californias-salmon-fishery
https://www.archpaper.com/2013/11/los-angeles-celebrates-aqueduct-centennial-with-interactive-garden/
https://www.archpaper.com/2013/11/los-angeles-celebrates-aqueduct-centennial-with-interactive-garden/
https://la.curbed.com/2015/1/29/9997162/william-mulhollands-fountain-will-never-run-dry
https://www.canyon-news.com/low-flow-for-los-feliz-memorial-fountain/16397
https://www.canyon-news.com/low-flow-for-los-feliz-memorial-fountain/16397
https://social-innovation.hitachi/en/case_studies/burj-khalifa/
https://social-innovation.hitachi/en/case_studies/burj-khalifa/
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major tourist attraction that would see 10 million visitors a year.16 Today, visitors crowd 
ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȭÓ ÐÅÒÉÍÅÔÅÒ ÄÁÉÌÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÅÖÅÎ ÔÁËÅ ÁÎ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ Αρψ ÐÅÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÂÏÁÔ 
ride around Burj Lake.17 4ÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÒÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÃÅÌ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 
Ȭ×ÏÒÌÄ-ÃÌÁÓÓȭ ÃÉÔÙ ÁÓÐÉÒÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ  
 

 
 
The Dubai Fountain. Photo courtesy of PropertyNews.ae.18 

 
Visiting these two fountains punctuated my dissertation research on how the future of 
water is being imagined, planned, and prepared for in dryland cities as the climate changes 
ÁÎÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÆÁÃÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȢȭ Revisiting them here 
allows me to get at my interest in the ways in which sustainability plays out and gets 
negotiated through the socio-political and political economic structures in different cities to 
unique effects. As such, and on the one hand, in LA, the Los Feliz Neighborhood Council filed 
a motion with the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (LADWP) to apply 
#ÁÌÉÆÏÒÎÉÁ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÏÒ *ÅÒÒÙ "ÒÏ×ÎȭÓ ÄÒÏÕÇÈÔ-time executive order mandating all non-
recycled water fountains be turned off to the Mulholland fountain in the mid-2010s.19 And, 
ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒȟ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭs major shopping centers - Mall of the Emirates, 

                                                
16 %ÍÁÁÒ 0*3#ȟ Ȱ%ÍÁÁÒ "ÒÉÎÇÓ 7ÏÒÌÄ-#ÌÁÓÓ 7ÁÔÅÒȢȱ  
17 %ÍÁÁÒ 0*3#ȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȟȱ Burj Khalifa, n.d., https://www.burjkhalifa.ae/en/downtown -
dubai/the -dubai-fountain/ .  
18 Ȱ%ÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ 9ÏÕ .ÅÅÄ ÔÏ +ÎÏ× !ÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȟȱ Property News, August 25, 2021,  
https://www.propertynews.ae/general/everything -you-need-to-know-about-dubai-fountain/ .   
19 "ÉÁÎÃÁ "ÁÒÒÁÇÁÎȟ Ȱ7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ -ÕÌÈÏÌÌÁÎÄȭÓ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ 7ÉÌÌ .ÅÖÅÒ 2ÕÎ $ÒÙȟȱ Curbed Los Angeles, January 29, 
2015, https://la.curbed.com/2015/1/29/9997162/william -mulhollands-fountain-will -never-run-dry; Neal 
"ÒÏÖÅÒÍÁÎȟ Ȱ$ÅÓÐÉÔÅ $ÒÏÕÇÈÔȟ ,!$70 7ÏÎȭÔ 4ÕÒÎ /ÆÆ -ÕÌÈÏÌÌÁÎÄȭÓ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȟȱ Los Angeles Curbed, July 7, 
2014,  https://la.curbed.com/2014/7/7/10078650/despite -drought-ladwp-wont-turn -off-mulhollands-
fountain.  

https://www.burjkhalifa.ae/en/downtown-dubai/the-dubai-fountain/
https://www.burjkhalifa.ae/en/downtown-dubai/the-dubai-fountain/
https://www.propertynews.ae/general/everything-you-need-to-know-about-dubai-fountain/
https://la.curbed.com/2015/1/29/9997162/william-mulhollands-fountain-will-never-run-dry
https://la.curbed.com/2014/7/7/10078650/despite-drought-ladwp-wont-turn-off-mulhollands-fountain
https://la.curbed.com/2014/7/7/10078650/despite-drought-ladwp-wont-turn-off-mulhollands-fountain
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which houses a climate-ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÅÄ ÓËÉ ÓÌÏÐÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÂÙ 3ÁÌÅÍ 3ÁÉÆ  ÁÓ Ȱ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÔÁÃÌÅ 
ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ ȬÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÉÔÙȭȱ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÁÔÅÓ20 - received LEED Platinum 
ÃÅÒÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ Á ȬÇÒÅÅÎ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇȭ ÉÎ ςπςσȢ21 As a PhD candidate in an interdisciplinary 
program in history, anthropology, and science and technology studies, I set out to 
understand some of the forces, interests, and investments shaping water sustainability plans 
in hyperarid Dubai and semi-arid Los Angeles and remaking them in their execution.  
 
Central to my dissertation and animating these places today is their pursuit of a 
ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ-class or global cities economy.22 
From the U. 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 'ÏÁÌ ρρ ÏÎ ȰÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȱ23 
ÔÏ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÎÃÙ ÆÉÒÍ !ÒÃÁÄÉÓȭÓ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÉÅÓ )ÎÄÅØ24 to the ICLEI - 
Local Governments for Sustainability Network,25 rendering urban environments and their 
resourÃÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȭ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ɉÒÅ-)design and planning has become a priority for 
municipal governments globally and a way of achieving worldly stature. Despite evoking 
shared broad aspirations such as transit-oriented development, net-zero buildings, and 
public parks,26 ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÉÓ Á ÃÁÐÁÃÉÏÕÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÔÈÁÔ ÅÎÆÏÌÄÓ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 
what exactly sustainability is, how to achieve it, and what to prioritize in its pursuit. 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÏÕÓÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ ÁÍÏÒÐÈÏÕÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔion, which some 
suggest explains the widespread agreement that has formed around it; it is also because of 
the balancing  it inherently involves between at times contradictory economic, social, and 
environmental considerations.27 Given this amorphousness and contradictory balancing, 

                                                
20 3ÁÌÅÍ 3ÁÉÆȟ Ȱ"ÌÁÄÅ 2ÕÎÎÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆȟȱ Jacobin, November 2, 2017, https://jacobin.com/2017/11/gulf -
states-oil-capital-ecological-disaster. 
21 Ȱ-ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅÓ !ÃÈÉÅÖÅÓ 4ÏÐ ,%%$ 'ÒÅÅÎ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ 2ÁÔÉÎÇȟȱ Zawya, June 20, 2023,  
https://www.zawya.com/en/projects/construction/mall -of-the-emirates-achieves-top-leed-green-building-
rating-p265tfm2.   
22 /Î ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÓÐÉÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓȟ ÓÅÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ȰÐ,!Î !ÉÍÓ ÔÏ -ÁËÅ ,Ȣ!Ȣ .ÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ -ÏÓÔ 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 'ÌÏÂÁÌ #ÉÔÙȟȱ Pacific Council, April 10, 2015,  https://www.pacificcouncil.org/newsroom/plan -
aims-make-la-nations-most-sustainable-global-cityȢ /Î ÔÈÏÓÅ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ÓÅÅ 3ÁÍÉÒ !ÔÉÔÁÌÌÁÈȟ Ȱ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÉÅÓ 
of the Future: Why the UAE Represents a Role Model for Sustainable UÒÂÁÎ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟȱ MEA Finance, 
October 11, 2023, https://mea -finance.com/sustainable-cities-of-the-future-why-the-uae-represents-a-role-
model-for-sustainable-urban-development/ .  
23 Ȱ'ÏÁÌ ρρȡ -ÁËÅ #ÉÔÉÅÓ )ÎÃÌÕÓÉÖÅȟ 3ÁÆÅȟ 2ÅÓÉÌÉÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȟȱ Sustainable Development Goals, United 
Nations, n.d., https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/cities/ .  
24 Ȱ4ÈÅ !ÒÃÁÄÉÓ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÉÅÓ )ÎÄÅØ ςπςτȟȱ Arcadis, n.d., https://www.arcadis.com/en/knowledge -
hub/perspectives/global/sustainable -cities-index-2024.  
25 Ȱ!ÂÏÕÔ 5Óȟȱ ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability Network, n.d., https://iclei.org/about_iclei_2/ .  
26 3ÕÓÁÎ -ÅÙÅÒȟ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ Á 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙȩ ρπ #ÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ 'ÒÅÅÎ 5ÒÂÁÎ 0ÌÁÎÎÉÎÇȟȱ The Zebra, 
September 7, 2023, https://www.thezebr a.com/resources/home/what -is-a-sustainable-city/ .   
27 "ÅÎ 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ 9ÏÎÇ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ $ÁÒÒÅÎ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȡ )Î 3ÅÁÒÃÈ ÏÆ #ÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ 
/ÒÉÇÉÎÓȟȱ Sustainability Science 14, no. 3 (2019): 681-682, 685, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625 -018-0627-5;  
-ÁÒÃ "ÒÉÇÈÔÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ *ÅÒÏÍÅ ,Å×ÉÓȟ Ȱ)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȡ 4ÈÅ !ÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȡ "ÅÙÏÎÄ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 
ÁÎÄ 0ÒÏÇÒÅÓÓȟȱ ÉÎ The Anthropology of Sustainability: Beyond Development Development and Progress, eds. 
Marc Brightman and Jerome Lewis (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017): 1, 6, https://doi.org/10.1057/978 -1-137-
56636-2_1Ƞ  +ÁÔÈÅÒÉÎÅ -Ȣ (ÏÍÅ×ÏÏÄȟ ȰȬ4ÈÅÙ #ÁÌÌ )Ô 3ÈÁÎÇÒÉ-,Áȭȡ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌe Conservation, or African 
%ÎÃÌÏÓÕÒÅÓȩȱ ÉÎ The Anthropology of Sustainability: Beyond Development Development and Progress, eds. Marc 
Brightman and Jerome Lewis (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017): 92, https://doi.org/10.1057/978 -1-
137-56636-2_6Ƞ 3ÁÒÁÈ ,ÕÍÌÅÙ ÁÎÄ 0ÁÔÒÉÃË !ÒÍÓÔÒÏÎÇȟ Ȱ3ÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .ÉÎÅÔÅÅÎÔÈ #ÅÎÔÕÒÙ /ÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ #ÏÎÃÅÐÔȟȱ Environment, Development and Sustainability 6 (September 2004): 370-371.       

https://jacobin.com/2017/11/gulf-states-oil-capital-ecological-disaster
https://jacobin.com/2017/11/gulf-states-oil-capital-ecological-disaster
https://jacobin.com/2017/11/gulf-states-oil-capital-ecological-disaster
https://www.zawya.com/en/projects/construction/mall-of-the-emirates-achieves-top-leed-green-building-rating-p265tfm2
https://www.zawya.com/en/projects/construction/mall-of-the-emirates-achieves-top-leed-green-building-rating-p265tfm2
https://www.pacificcouncil.org/newsroom/plan-aims-make-la-nations-most-sustainable-global-city
https://www.pacificcouncil.org/newsroom/plan-aims-make-la-nations-most-sustainable-global-city
https://mea-finance.com/sustainable-cities-of-the-future-why-the-uae-represents-a-role-model-for-sustainable-urban-development/
https://mea-finance.com/sustainable-cities-of-the-future-why-the-uae-represents-a-role-model-for-sustainable-urban-development/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/cities/
https://www.arcadis.com/en/knowledge-hub/perspectives/global/sustainable-cities-index-2024
https://www.arcadis.com/en/knowledge-hub/perspectives/global/sustainable-cities-index-2024
https://iclei.org/about_iclei_2/
https://www.thezebra.com/resources/home/what-is-a-sustainable-city/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-018-0627-5
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-56636-2_1
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-56636-2_1
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-56636-2_6
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-56636-2_6
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sustainability planning constitutes a particularly productive space for examining how 
glocal realities from governance structures to public-private ties are shaping urban 
(environmental) futures.  
 
!ÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÉÎÇ ȬÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭ ÎÏÔ ÁÓ a unitary or coherent entity but as an amalgamation of 
institutions and individuals with contrasting mandates and investments, and considering 
the role of public, private, and civic actors in shaping urban policies and their outcomes,28 
my dissertation asks: How is the drive to become more sustainable manifesting in water 
planning and management in Dubai and Los Angeles in complicated - sometimes 
incongruous ways? And how do these complications and incongruities emerge from the 
social, political, and economic characteristics of the two cities? I chose to focus on Dubai 
and Los Angeles both because of their long-held associations with unsustainability and 
their present-day aspirations to become sustainability leaders, which seemed to involve 
reinvention and reimagination. Having worked in the arts before joining graduate school, I 
×ÁÓ ËÅÅÎ ÏÎ ÄÅÌÖÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ×ÏÒËȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÅÎÔÁÉÌÓ ɉÏÒ ÉÓ ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ 
thought to). At the same time, Dubai and LA are in many ways remarkably different. While 
DÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÄÒÉÖÅÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ȬÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȟȭ 
ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ,! ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÉÎÔÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ ȬÁÎÔÉ-ÃÉÔÙȭ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ29 and is 
marked by a recent history of engaged homeowners, neighborhood councils, and 
environmental activists. As a social scientist, such differences were appealing for me as a 
way to get at how concepts like sustainability, which are often assumed to be technical, 
vary highly from place to place and how these differences can be uniquely understood 
through a social lens.  
 
)Î ×ÈÁÔ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȟ ) ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÂÏÔÈ ÁÓ Á boundary object30 and technology of 
imagination.31 &ÉÒÓÔ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÁÍÏÒÐÈÏÕÓness and contradictory balancing lead me to 
treat it as a boundary object or an object that is shared (and has some commonalities) 
among diverse groups or communities who work together but who otherwise use it in 
different ways and attribute it with distin ct meanings and values.32 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ 
boundary object nature translates into highly varied conceptions of what is sustainable 
among stakeholders and to incongruous impulses and initiatives within sustainability 
planning. This is the case for sustainability as it is imagined and arbitrated locally between 
actor groups as well as globally between localities within a joint global sustainable cities 

                                                
28 For more on this approach to the state, see for instance Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: 
Lectures at the Collège de France, 1977ɀ78 ɉ0ÁÌÇÒÁÖÅ -ÁÃÍÉÌÌÁÎȟ ςππχɊȠ 4ÉÍÏÔÈÙ -ÉÔÃÈÅÌÌȟ Ȱ3ÏÃÉÅÔÙȟ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙȟ 
and ÔÈÅ 3ÔÁÔÅ %ÆÆÅÃÔȟȱ ÉÎ State/Culture: State-Formation After the Cultural Turn, ed. George Steinmetz (Cornell 
University Press, 1999); and Akhil Gupta, Red Tape: Bureaucracy, Structural Violence, and Poverty in India 
(Duke University Press, 2012): 9, 17-18, 28-29, 33.      
29 William Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis: The Politics of Urban Growth in Los Angeles, (The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1997): 13.  
30 3ÕÓÁÎ ,ÅÉÇÈ 3ÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ *ÁÍÅÓ 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒȟ Ȱ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ÃÏÌÏÇÙȟ Ȭ4ÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÁÎÄ "ÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ /ÂÊÅÃÔÓȡ 
!ÍÁÔÅÕÒÓ ÁÎÄ 0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÉÎ "ÅÒËÅÌÅÙȭÓ -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ 6ÅÒÔÅÂÒÁÔÅ :ÏÏÌÏÇÙȟ ρωπχ-ρωσωȟȱ Social Studies of 
Science 19, no. 3 (August 1989): 387-420.  
31 $ÁÖÉÄ 3ÎÅÁÔÈȟ -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÏÌÂÒÁÁÄȟ ÁÎÄ -ÏÒÔÅÎ !ØÅÌ 0ÅÄÅÒÓÅÎȟ Ȱ4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ )ÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȡ !Î 
)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ Ethnos 74, no. 1 (April 2009): 5-30.  
32 3ÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒȟ Ȱ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ÃÏÌÏÇÙȟȱ σψψ-389, 391-292.  
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ÓÙÓÔÅÍȢ #ÏÎÖÅÒÓÅÌÙȟ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ33 and its emphasis on 
technology as a means for rendering economic development protractible34 (see more later) 
also make it - and its plans and projects - technologies of the imagination or technologies 
×ÉÔÈ ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓȢȭ35 Treating sustainability as a boundary object and technology of 
the imagination enables me to explore what sustainability is for whom as well as what it 
does or the impacts that it has. )Î $ÕÂÁÉȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÉÎÇ 
world -class city status produces a focus on metrics and reputation that can elide larger 
socio-environmental futures and realities. Among the imaginative effects sustainable water 
planning - and within that alternative water resources development - promote is a 
foreclosing of the heightened uncertainties surrounding a climate-changed future by 
replacing hydrological unreliability with technological assuredness.36 Yet uncertainties 
ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÁÔÅÒȭÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÃÏÓÔÓ ÏÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ 
bureaucratic systems and accumulation regimes. Established structures produce a 
stickiness to infrastructures and infrastructural visions that render change challenging, slow, 
and incremental.   
 
Finally, building on my interests in the arts and the fact that creative practitioners are key 
figures in imagining future worlds, my dissertation includes alongside plans and projects 
by water engineers, urban planners, and policymakers, visions and proposals by artists, 
designers, and architects for sustainable urban futures. The artistic visions I focus on hold a 
range of relations to official approaches, with some providing contrast and others 
reinforcement. Placing plans and visions side by side is not to overlook the fact that the 
ÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÈÁÖÅ Ȱaccess to different social, financial, institutional, and 
scientiÆÉÃ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȟȱ37 which influences the weight of their imagined futures and their 
ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ȬÒÅÁÌÉÚÅȭ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÔ ÓÃÁÌÅȢ 2ÁÔÈÅÒȟ ) ÆÉÎÄ ÉÔ ÕÓÅÆÕÌȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÔ×ÏÒËÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ Á ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ 
for denaturalizing official approaches thought of as inevitable or the only way forward. I 
find it also useful, where artworks are reinforcing, for getting at how art and design can be 
mobilized in governmental work and especially governmental ambitions to develop 
creative economies within which the arts are being accorded increasing significance.  
 
&ÒÏÍ %ÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ $ÙÓÔÏÐÉÁ ÔÏ Ȭ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÉÅÓȭȡ 2ÅÉÎÖÅÎÔÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉ ÁÎÄ ,! 
 
Ȱ7ÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÌÄ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÓÅÅËÉÎÇ ÒÅÆÕÇÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÏÒÃÈÅÄ ÈÉÌÌÓȩ 7ÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÒÄÓÏÎÇ 
ÓÈÅȭÄ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅÄ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆȩ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄȡ ÓÃÏÒÐÉÏÎÓ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÁÉÎÓȟ Á ÐÁÉÒ ÏÆ ÍÕÍÍÉÆÉÅÄ 
frogs in the waterless fountain, a coyote carcass going wicker in the ravine. And sure, a 

                                                
33 $ÁÖÉÄ #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȡ 4ÈÅ 2Å--ÁËÉÎÇ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟȱ Journal of 
Third World Studies 18, no. 2 (Fall 2001): 102-10σȠ ,ÕÍÌÅÙ ÁÎÄ !ÒÍÓÔÒÏÎÇȟ Ȱ3ÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .ÉÎÅÔÅÅÎÔÈȟȱ σφψȢ     
34 #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ρππȢ  
35 3ÎÅÁÔÈȟ (ÏÌÂÒÁÁÄȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÅÄÅÒÓÅÎȟ Ȱ4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ )ÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ ρωȢ     
36 In describing the development of the alternative or unconventional resource of desalination in southern 
#ÁÌÉÆÏÒÎÉÁ ÁÎÄ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȟ 2ÕÔÈ -ÏÒÇÁÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ 3ÁÒÁÈ 0ÒÉÔÃÈÁÒÄȟ ×ÈÏ ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅÓ Ȭ7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ ÈÕÂÒÉÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÅÅÓ 
water as dependent on technology instead of hydrology, which desalination - and wastewater recycling - 
seem to ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅȢ 3ÅÅ 2ÕÔÈ -ÏÒÇÁÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ !ÌÌÕÒÅ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ #ÌÉÍÁÔÅ )ÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÃÅȡ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ÉÎ 
0ÅÒÔÈ ÁÎÄ 3ÁÎ $ÉÅÇÏȟȱ Journal of Urban History 46, no. 1 (January 2020): 115.  
37 .ÁÔÁÌÉÅ +ÏÃÈȟ Ȱ!Ç4ÅÃÈ ÉÎ !ÒÁÂÉÁȡ Ȭ3ÐÅÃÔÁÃÕÌÁÒ &ÏÒÇÅÔÔÉÎÇȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 4ÅÃÈÎÏÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ 'ÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ $ÅÓÅÒÔȟȱ 
Journal of Political Ecology 26, no. 1 (2019): 669. 



 

15 

ÓÃÏÒÐÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ Á ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ×ÉÓÄÏÍȟ ÂÕÔ ÓÈÅ ÙÅÁÒÎÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÆÁÕÎÁ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÈÁÒÉÓÍÁÔÉÃȢ Ȭ)ÔȭÓ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÌÉËÅ 
ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÇÏÔ ÕÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÉÓȟȭ 2ÁÙ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔȢȱ38  
 
9ÅÔ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÔÉÍÅ ÉÎ #ÌÁÉÒÅ 6ÁÙÅ 7ÁÔËÉÎÓȭ Gold Fame Citrus (2015), a climate-
fiction novel set in a future bone-dry Los Angeles, which like Dubai has been the fodder of 
environmental dystopias. Gold Fame Citrus (2015) tells the story of Luz and Ray who 
ÁÂÁÎÄÏÎ ÁÎ ÕÎÌÉÖÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÏÆ Á ÄÏ×ÓÅÒ ÉÎ Á ȰÔÏ×Î ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ Ábility to find 
×ÁÔÅÒȢ 0ÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÈÁÕÎÔÉÎÇ ÁÒÅ 7ÁÔËÉÎÓȭ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ȬÌÏÎÇ-ÄÒÁÉÎÅÄ Ó×ÉÍÍÉÎÇ ÐÏÏÌÓȭ 
ÁÎÄ ȬÄÒÉÅÄ ÐÏÏÌ ÓÌÉÍÅȟȭ ÒÅÓÅÒÖÏÉÒÓ ÐÁÔÒÏÌÌÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 'ÕÁÒÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÁÄ ÆÒÏÇÓ ÉÎ Á 
waterless fountain.39 Such sinister scenes resonate with the environmental wastelands that 
artists Fatima Al Qadiri and Sophia Al--ÁÒÉÁ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ÁÒÅ Á ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ Ȭ'ÕÌÆ &ÕÔÕÒÉÓÍȭ - an 
Arabian Gulf-specific orientation towards the future - ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÓ Á ȰÄÅÒÁÎÇÅÄ ÏÐÔÉÍÉÓÍ 
about the sustainability of both oil reserves and ÌÁÔÅ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÍȱ - and energy-intensive 
desalinated water supplies.40 The dystopian futures with which LA and Dubai are 
associated stem from their contemporary realities, which stand as exemplars of 20th 
century environmental hubris now recognized as untenable. To get a sense of the work that 
ÔÈÅ ÒÅÉÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÓ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȭ ×ÉÌÌ ÅÎÔÁÉÌȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÍ 
as they are today and as they are governed.   
 
!Î ȬÁÎÔÉ-ÃÉÔÙȭ ÏÒ ȰÒÅÌÕÃÔÁÎÔ ÍÅÔÒÏÐÏÌÉÓȱ41 the City of Los Angeles is a sprawling megalopolis 
that stretches over 501.55 square miles,42 which imperceptibly blend into the 87 other 
cities and checkerboard of seemingly endless unincorporated territories that make up Los 
Angeles County.43 The city is home to nearly 3.9 million people44 who live largely in single-
family houses45 and low rise apartment buildings connected by a dense network of 
highways. The automobile is king here, where it is common practice to give directions by 
referring to highway numbers - the terminus of the LA Aqueduct, as I learned for example, 
ÉÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÏÆÆ ÔÈÅ ȬυȢȭ (ÉÇÈ×ÁÙÓ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÙÃÅÎÔÒÉÃ ,! ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÃÅÎÔÅÒÓ ÌÉËÅ 
Downtown, Hollywood, Pasadena, and the San Fernando Valley. Though sometimes 

                                                
38 Claire Vay Watkins, Gold Fame Citrus (Riverhead Books, 2015), 6.  
39 Watkins, Gold Fame Citrus, 6, 7, 72.  
40 Fatima Al Qadiri and Sophia Al--ÁÒÉÁȟ Ȱ!Ì 1ÁÄÉÒÉ ÁÎÄ !Ì--ÁÒÉÁ ÏÎ 'ÕÌÆ &ÕÔÕÒÉÓÍȟȱ Dazed Digital, November 
14, 2012, https://www.dazeddigital.com/music/article/15037/1/ al-qadiri -al-maria-on-gulf-futurism .  
41 William Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis (Solano Press, 1997).   
42 Ȱ#ÉÔÙ ÏÆ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓȟȱ Los Angeles Almanac, n.d., https://www.laalmanac.com/LA/index.php .   
43 10 million people live in Los Angeles County, which spreads over 4000 square miles. The county is made up 
of 88 incorporated cities (including the City of Los Angeles), each of which has its own city council. Two-
ÔÈÉÒÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÙȭÓ ÁÒÅÁ ÉÓ ÕÎÉÎÃÏÒÐÏrated communities, which are not part of these cities and which do not 
have their own city council. The LA County Board of Supervisors is their council and the Supervisor 
representing the district they fall in acts as their mayor; municipal services are provided for these 
communities by the county as well. There are over 100 unincorporated communities that can range in size 
ÆÒÏÍ Á ÆÅ× ÓÔÒÅÅÔÓ ÔÏ ÐÏÐÕÌÏÕÓ ÃÅÎÔÅÒÓȢ Ȱ5ÎÉÎÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅÄ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ #ÏÕÎÔÙȟȱ Los Angeles County Planning, 
n.d.,   https://planning.lacounty.gov/unincorporated -los-angeles-county/ .  
44  Ȱ#ÉÔÙ ÏÆ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓȟȱ Los Angeles Almanac, n.d, https://www.laal manac.com/LA/index.php.   
45 χψϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ,! ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÌÁÎÄÓ ÁÒÅ ÚÏÎÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ-ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÈÏÍÅÓȢ $ÁÖÉÄ 7ÁÇÎÅÒȟ Ȱ(ÅÒÅȭÓ 
(Ï× ,!ȭÓ 3ÕÂÕÒÂÁÎ-3ÔÙÌÅ :ÏÎÉÎÇ #ÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÓ ÔÏ 2ÁÃÉÁÌ $ÉÓÐÁÒÉÔÉÅÓȟȱ LAist, March 2, 2022,  
https://laist.com/news/housing -homelessness/heres-how-las-suburban-style-zoning-contributes-to-racial-
disparities-uc-berkeley-study.  

https://www.dazeddigital.com/music/article/15037/1/al-qadiri-al-maria-on-gulf-futurism
https://www.laalmanac.com/LA/index.php
https://planning.lacounty.gov/unincorporated-los-angeles-county/
https://www.laalmanac.com/LA/index.php
https://laist.com/news/housing-homelessness/heres-how-las-suburban-style-zoning-contributes-to-racial-disparities-uc-berkeley-study
https://laist.com/news/housing-homelessness/heres-how-las-suburban-style-zoning-contributes-to-racial-disparities-uc-berkeley-study
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referred to as a desert,46 LA is actually characterized by a semi-arid or Mediterranean 
climate,47 with an annual average of 14.25 inches of rain,48 which is around four times 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓȠ ÁÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ -ÅÄÉÔÅÒÒÁÎÅÁÎȟ ÒÁÉÎ ÃÁÎ ÆÌÕÃÔÕÁÔÅ ×ÉÌÄÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÙÅÁÒ ÔÏ 
year.49 In walking around the city, I distinctly remember my surprise at encountering flora 
familiar from my Mediterranean hometown of Beirut like bougainvillea, jasmine, and 
lavender.  
 
,!ȭÓ ÓÐÅÃÔÁÃÕÌÁÒ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ςπÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ×ÁÓ ÅÎÁÂÌÅÄ ÂÙ ÌÁÎÄ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȟ Äevelopers 
the dream of homeownership, and imported water.,50 Neither LA nor Dubai could be 
ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÔÏÄÁÙ ÂÙ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȭ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÌÏÎÅȢ51 Arguably the opening event of that 
ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȟ ÔÈÅ ,! !ÑÕÅÄÕÃÔȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÆÏÒÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉr making of the 
ÃÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÁÃÔÉÏÎȡ ÉÎ ÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÑÕÅÄÕÃÔȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒÓȟ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ-connected elites invested 
in agricultural land in the San Fernando Valley for a steal and were enriched by the 
multiplication of its worth as irrigation became possible.52 Designed to avoid political 
machines and patronage politics,53 the anti-ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÓ 
decision-making and responsibilities between the Mayor, a very powerful 15-member City 
Council (with members largely in control of the districts they represent), and boards and 
commissions;54 this fragmentation is amplified by jurisdictional divisions and overlaps 
between the city and county,55 which altogether renders cooperation complicated to say 
the least. A growth-oriented iron-triangle of ȰÎÏÍÉÎÁÌÌÙ ÎÏÎÐÁÒÔÉÓÁÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓȟ 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓȾÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÏÒÓ ɍÔÏ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÁÍÐÁÉÇÎÓɎȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ $ÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÉÃ ÐÁÒÔÙȟȱ ÁÓ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ 
&ÕÌÔÏÎ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÉÔȟ ÈÁÓ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÄÏÍÉÎÁÔÅ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓȭÓ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȢ56 City council 
members, for instance, largely decide on development projects in their districts (which 
they often approve and which other council members usually lend their support to), and 

                                                
46 JesÓÉÃÁ 0Ȣ /ÇÉÌÖÉÅȟ Ȱ)Ó ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ Á $ÅÓÅÒÔȩȱ LAist, August 23, 2019, https://laist.com/news/is -los-angeles-
a-desert.  
47 David Bruno et. al., Climate of Los Angeles, California (NOAA Technical Memorandum NWS WR-261), (US 
National Weather Service, Western Region, 2000): 2, https://repository.library.noaa.gov/view/noaa/14744 .  
48 #ÉÔÙ .Å×Ó 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅȟ Ȱ(Ï× -ÕÃÈ 2ÁÉÎ (ÁÓ &ÁÌÌÅÎ 3Ï &ÁÒ ÉÎ ,!ȩ &ÅÂÒÕÁÒÙ ÉÓ /ÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÅÔÔÅÓÔ -ÏÎÔÈÓ %ÖÅÒ 
2ÅÃÏÒÄÅÄȟȱ ABC7, February 21, 2024,  https://abc7.com/los -angeles-rain-totals-winter -storm-southern-
california-weather-rainfall -in-la/14453120/ .  
49David Bruno et. al., Climate of Los Angeles, 2. 
50 Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis, 6, 8-10. 
51 Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis, 6.  
52 Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert (Penguin Books, 1993): 75-χφȠ Ȱ,!ȭÓ 7ÁÔÅÒ 7ÁÒÓ &ÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ )ÃÏÎÉÃ 
ρωχτ &ÉÌÍ Ȭ#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Îȟȭȱ )ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ×ÉÔÈ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ $ÅÖÅÒÅÌÌȟ LAist, October 31, 2013,  
https://laist.com/shows/take -two/las -water-wars-fictionalized-in-the-iconic-1974-film-chinatown. 
53 Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis, 13.  
54 *ÏÎ (ÅÁÌÅÙȟ Ȱ,! (ÁÓ #ÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ #ÏÕÎÔÙ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓȢ 7ÈÙ "ÏÔÈȩȱ Los Angeles Times, October 24, 2022, 
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022 -10-24/whats -the-difference-between-city-and-county-
governmentȠ !ÒÉÅÌ 7ÅÓÌÅÒȟ Ȱ(Ï× -ÕÃÈ 0Ï×ÅÒ $ÏÅÓ ÔÈÅ -ÁÙÏÒ ÏÆ ,! 2ÅÁÌÌÙ (ÁÖÅȩȱ Spectrum News 1, February 
25, 2022, https://spectr umnews1.com/ca/la-west/inside -the-issues/2022/02/25/how -much-power-does-
the-mayor-of-la-really-have-Ƞ 2ÁÐÈÁÅÌ *Ȣ 3ÏÎÅÎÓÈÅÉÎȟ Ȱ9ÏÕÒ 'ÕÉÄÅ ÔÏ 0Ï×ÅÒ ÉÎ ,!ȟȱ Los Angeles Magazine, 
February 21, 2013, https://lamag.com/news/your -guide-to-power-in-la.   
55 (ÅÁÌÅÙȟ Ȱ,! (ÁÓ #ÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ #ÏÕÎÔÙ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓȢȱȠ Ȱ7ÈÁÔͻÓ ÔÈÅ $ÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ "ÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ,! #ÏÕÎÔÙ ÁÎÄ ,! #ÉÔÙ 
ÁÎÄ /ÔÈÅÒ -ÕÎÉÃÉÐÁÌ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓȩȱ The LA 101 Guide, n.d.,  https://www.la101.guide/what -is-the-
difference.   
56 Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis, 47. 

https://laist.com/news/is-los-angeles-a-desert
https://laist.com/news/is-los-angeles-a-desert
https://repository.library.noaa.gov/view/noaa/14744
https://abc7.com/los-angeles-rain-totals-winter-storm-southern-california-weather-rainfall-in-la/14453120/
https://abc7.com/los-angeles-rain-totals-winter-storm-southern-california-weather-rainfall-in-la/14453120/
https://laist.com/shows/take-two/las-water-wars-fictionalized-in-the-iconic-1974-film-chinatown
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-10-24/whats-the-difference-between-city-and-county-government
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-10-24/whats-the-difference-between-city-and-county-government
https://spectrumnews1.com/ca/la-west/inside-the-issues/2022/02/25/how-much-power-does-the-mayor-of-la-really-have-
https://spectrumnews1.com/ca/la-west/inside-the-issues/2022/02/25/how-much-power-does-the-mayor-of-la-really-have-
https://lamag.com/news/your-guide-to-power-in-la
https://www.la101.guide/what-is-the-difference
https://www.la101.guide/what-is-the-difference
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stories abound of development projects approved in exchange - directly or indirectly - for 
campaign support.57 Opposition to this triangle by slow-ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÈÏÍÅÏ×ÎÅÒÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á ȬÎÏÔ ÉÎ 
ÍÙ ÂÁÃËÙÁÒÄȭ ÍÅÎÔÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌÉÓÔÓ ÈÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ Á ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅȢ58 
4ÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÁÇÅÎÃÙ - the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (LADWP) - is a 
political force to be reckoned with - its intrigues, including the swindling of Owens Valley 
residents from their water for the LA Aqueduct, have been the subject of movies like 
Chinatown59 and of recent corruption scandals in the news.60  
 
Today, LA is world-renowned for its entertainment industry and as the residence of the 
stars, but its prosperous economy - with a county GDP of $790 billion in 202261 - includes 
oil and gas, aerospace, real estate, garment manufacturing, and trade62 out of one of the 
busiest ports in the Western hemisphere - the Port of Los Angeles in San Pedro Bay.63 LA is 
simultaneously infamous for being the most overcrowded urban center in America64 whose 
streets are also inhabited by over 46,000 unhoused.65 Immigration from Central and South 
America and Asia have been central to its constitution;66 almost half of LA currently is of 
hispanic origin67 and its downtown has been a magnet for Asian capital.68 Los Angeles has 
                                                
57 *ÅÎÎÁ #ÈÁÎÄÌÅÒȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ ,Ȣ!Ȣ 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ -ÏÒÅ 0Ï×ÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ -ÁÙÏÒȟȱ theLand, n.d., 
https://thelandmag.com/voter -guide/why -do-city-council-members-have-so-much-power-los-angeles/.  
58 Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis, 1997, 10, 16-17; Mike Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los 
Angeles, rev. ed. (New York: Verso, 2006): 153-219.  
59 Ȱ,!ȭÓ 7ÁÔÅÒ 7ÁÒÓ &ÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ )ÃÏÎÉÃ ρωχτ &ÉÌÍ Ȭ#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Îȟȭȱ LAist, October 31, 2013; Chinatown, 
directed by Roman Polanski (Paramount Pictures, 1974), 2 hr., 11 min. 
60 &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÎ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÓÃÁÎÄÁÌÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ,!$70ȟ ÓÅÅ Ȱ3ÅÁÒÃÈ 7ÁÒÒÁÎÔÓ /ÒÄÅÒÅÄ 5ÎÓÅÁÌÅÄ ÉÎ 
$70 #ÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ )ÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ ABC7, April 16, 2024, https://abc7.com/judge -unseals-fbi-search-warrants-
in-ladwp-corruption -investigation/14678197/ .   
61 "ÕÒÅÁÕ ÏÆ %ÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ !ÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȟ Ȱ'ÒÏÓÓ $ÏÍÅÓÔÉÃ 0ÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÂÙ #ÏÕÎÔÙ ÁÎÄ -ÅÔÒÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ !ÒÅÁȟ ςπςςȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó 
release, December 7, 2023, https://www.bea.gov/news/2023/gross -domestic-product-county-and-
metropolitan-area-2022.  
62 Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolisȟ χȟ ρρȠ Ȱ%ÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÏÆ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓȟȱ Britannica, n.d.,  
https://www.britannica.com/place/Los -Angeles-California/Economy.    
63 Ȱ0ÏÒÔ ÏÆ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ ρπρȡ !Î )ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ 0ÏÒÔȟȱ The Port of Los Angeles, n.d., 
https://www.portoflosangeles.org/about/port -101.  
64 "ÒÉÔÔÎÙ -ÅÊÉÁ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ,Ȣ!ȢȭÓ ,ÏÖÅ ÏÆ 3ÐÒÁ×Ì -ÁÄÅ )Ô !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ -ÏÓÔ /ÖÅÒÃÒÏ×ÄÅÄ 0ÌÁÃÅȢ 0ÏÏÒ People Pay a 
$ÅÁÄÌÙ 0ÒÉÃÅȟȱ Los Angeles Times, October 19, 2022,   https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022 -10-
19/los -angeles-history-overcrowding-united-statesȠ $ÁÖÉÄ 7ÁÇÎÅÒȟ Ȱ7ÉÔÈ .Ï %ÁÓÙ 3ÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 'ÅÔ -ÏÒÅ 
Family-3ÉÚÅÄ (ÏÕÓÉÎÇ "ÕÉÌÔ ÉÎ ,!ȟ )Ó 0ÕÂÌÉÃ (ÏÕÓÉÎÇ ÁÎ /ÐÔÉÏÎȩȱ LAist, March 27, 2024, 
https://laist.com/news/housing -homelessness/los-angeles-family-sized-housing-policy-three-two-bedroom-
apartments-incentives-boyle-heights-rent-overcrowding.   
65 Los Angeles (ÏÍÅÌÅÓÓ 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅÓ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ,!ȭÓ (ÏÍÅÌÅÓÓ 2ÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ,ÅÁÄÅÒÓ 5ÎÉÔÅ ÔÏ !ÄÄÒÅÓÓ 5ÎÓÈÅÌÔÅÒÅÄ 
(ÏÍÅÌÅÓÓÎÅÓÓ ÁÓ (ÏÍÅÌÅÓÓ #ÏÕÎÔ 2ÉÓÅÓȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ *ÕÎÅ ςωȟ ςπςσȟ 
https://www.lahsa.org/news?article=927 -lahsa-releases-results-of-2023-greater-los-angeles-homeless-
count.   
66 Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolisȟ ρπȠ -ÅÊÉÁȟ $ÉÌÌÏÎȟ ,Å-ÅÅȟ ÁÎÄ +ÁÍÂÈÁÍÐÁÔÉȟ Ȱ,Ȣ!ȢȭÓ ,ÏÖÅ ÏÆ 3ÐÒÁ×ÌȢȱ  
67 Ȱ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ #ÉÔÙȟ #ÁÌÉÆÏÒÎÉÁȟȱ United States Census Bureau, n.d., 
https://data.census.gov/profile/Los_Angeles_city,_California?g=160XX00US0644000.  
68 Mike Davis writes of Japanese (and Canadian) investment in Downtown LA, especially in the 1980s and 
early 1990s, while Chinese investment has seen a significant uptick more recently. For more, see: Davis, City 
of Quartz, xi, 74, 76, 101, 105-106, 129, 135-ρσψȠ %ÄÄÉÅ +ÉÍȟ Ȱ$ÉÇÇÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ $Ï×ÎÔÏ×ÎȭÓ #ÈÉÎÁ )ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ 
"ÏÏÍȟȱ Los Angeles Downtown News, November 3, 2014, https://www.ladowntownnews.com/news/digging -
into-downtowns-chinese-investment-boom/article_80c864a8-6149-11e4-8a71-f779be4d5288.html.       
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https://www.britannica.com/place/Los-Angeles-California/Economy
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https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-10-19/los-angeles-history-overcrowding-united-states
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-10-19/los-angeles-history-overcrowding-united-states
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https://data.census.gov/profile/Los_Angeles_city,_California?g=160XX00US0644000
https://www.ladowntownnews.com/news/digging-into-downtowns-chinese-investment-boom/article_80c864a8-6149-11e4-8a71-f779be4d5288.html
https://www.ladowntownnews.com/news/digging-into-downtowns-chinese-investment-boom/article_80c864a8-6149-11e4-8a71-f779be4d5288.html
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been marked by a history of racial segregation69 - and a present of racial disparities70 - 
along with police brutality71 that came to a head in the 1965 Watts Riots72 and 1992 Los 
Angeles Riots.73 It is sorely lagging among big American cities in terms of parks and 
shade,74 a situation that becomes particularly pronounced in lower income and black and 
brown neighborhoods.75 Ȱ7ÅȭÒÅ ÒÉÃÈ ÁÎÄ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÐÏÏÒȟȱ ÏÎÅ ,!$70 ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ 
me.76  
 
Like Los Angeles, real estate development and speculation contributed significantly to the 
recent explosive boom of the Emirate of Dubai,77 one of seven emirates in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) in the Arabian Gulf. In the UAE, resources - whether energy, water, or 
minerals - are owned and managed at the emirate level,78 and unlike other emirates such as 
Abu Dhabi, Dubai has always had limited oil reserves. Ambiti ous government-underwritten 
development projects and infrastructures with early oil revenues ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÉÒÁÔÅȭÓ 
economy and enabled an economic - and population - boom helmed by the state.79 $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 
rulers today are spoken of as visionary for the gambles80 they have taken on projects like 
ÔÈÅ ÍÁÓÓÉÖÅ 0ÏÒÔ ÏÆ *ÅÂÅÌ !ÌÉȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÓ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÅÎÔÒÅÐÏÔ 
to become the ninth busiest port worldwide.81 Dubai is ruled by the Al Maktoum family 
who run the city in a centralized fashion along with a highly-trusted network of confidants 
and technocrats that sit on the city-ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ %ØÅÃÕÔÉÖÅ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌȟ ÈÅÁÄ ÉÔÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ 
authorities, and manage its government-owned companies.82 -ÁÎÙ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ 
companies are government-owned and soÍÅ ÂÅÌÏÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 3ÈÅÉËÈȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÐÏÒÔÆÏÌÉÏ - 

                                                
69 Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis, 10.   
70 3ÅÅ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ Ȱ!ÄÄÒÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ )ÎÅÑÕÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ "ÌÁÃË #ÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÉÎ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ #ÏÕÎÔÙȟȱ United Way of 
Greater Los Angeles, July 16, 2024,  https://unitedwayla.org/news/addressing -the-inequities-of-the-black-
community-in-los-angeles-county/ .  
71 3ÁÍ ,ÅÖÉÎȟ Ȱ2ÏÄÎÅÙ +ÉÎÇȡ σπ 9ÅÁÒÓ !ÆÔÅÒ "ÒÕÔÁÌ "ÅÁÔÉÎÇȟ !ÃÔÉÖÉÓÔÓ 3ÁÙ ,!0$ 3ÔÉÌÌ #ÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÁÎÄ 6ÉÏÌÅÎÔȟȱ The 
Guardian, March 3, 2021,  https://www.theguardian.com/us -news/2021/mar/02/rodney -king-lapd-police-
30-years-later.  
72 Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis, 10.   
73 Davis, City of Quartz, v-viii.   
74 .ÅÉÇÈÂÏÒÈÏÏÄ $ÁÔÁ ÆÏÒ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ #ÈÁÎÇÅȟ Ȱ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ ÉÓ 3ÈÏÒÔ ÏÎ 0ÁÒËÓȟ 2ÁÎËÉÎÇ χτÔÈ /ÕÔ ÏÆ ρππ #ÉÔÉÅÓȟȱ PBS 
SoCal, April 9, 2018,  https://www.pbssocal.org/neighborhood -data-for-social-change/los-angeles-is-short-
on-parks-ranking-74th-out-of-100-cities.   
75 Personal interview with Bernadette (Friends of the LA River), online, June 10, 2024.  
76 Personal interview with Harry (LADWP), Los Angeles, March 2, 2020.  
77 Personal interview with Raafat, online, March 22, 2021; Personal interview with Issa, online, March 22, 
2022.  
78 The federal government sets national priorities and strategies and coordinates among the emirates but the 
administration of resources itself is the purview of emirate or local governments.  Personal interview with 
Zaher (UAE Federal Government), Dubai, September 23, 2019.  
79 Christopher Davidson, Dubai: The Vulnerability of Success (Columbia University Press, 2008): 99-101; 
-ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȡ !Î /ÕÔÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ +ÅÙ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 0ÒÏÃÅÓÓ %ÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ International 
Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 41 (2009): 400, 406; Martin Hvidtȟ Ȱ0ÕÂÌÉÃ-Private Ties and their 
#ÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȡ 4ÈÅ #ÁÓÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ Middle Eastern Studies 43, no. 4 (July 2007): 562, 564. 
80 Davidson. 
81 &ÁÄÉ (ÁÌÌÁËȟ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ -ÁËÅÓ ÔÈÅ 0ÏÒÔ ÏÆ *ÅÂÅÌ !ÌÉ Á 7ÏÎÄÅÒȟȱ Spire, 4 March 2022, 
https://spire.com/blog/maritime/what -makes-the-port -of-jebel-ali-a-wonder/   
82 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ τπρ-τπςȠ -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ0ÕÂÌÉÃ-0ÒÉÖÁÔÅ 4ÉÅÓȟȱ υχπ-572; Davidson.  
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$ÕÂÁÉ (ÏÌÄÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ËÎÏ×Î ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÌÌÙ ÁÓ Ȭ$ÕÂÁÉ )ÎÃȢȭ 4ÈÉÓ ÁÌÏÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÒÕÌÅÒ 
3ÈÅÉËÈ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÂÉÎ 2ÁÓÈÉÄ !Ì -ÁËÔÏÕÍȭÓ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ-like approach to governance and 
government priorities83 has led some, like anthropologist Ahmed Kanna, to liken the city to 
a corporation.84    
 

 
 
! ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ÔÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ ÓËÙÌÉÎÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ !ÄÄÒÅÓÓ -ÏÎÔÇÏÍÅÒÉÅ (ÏÔÅÌȭÓ ÇÏÌÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅȢ 0ÈÏÔÏ ÃÏÕÒÔÅÓÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !ÄÄÒÅÓÓ 
Montgomerie Hotel.85 
 
Dubai is beyond a doubt a desert, receiving an annual average of 3.73 inches of rain;86 its 
scorching temperatures can reach over 120  in the summer87 and humidity levels up to 
90%.88 It is unbearable - and at times life-threatening - to be at length without air-
conditioning, which is a ubiquÉÔÏÕÓ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȢ89 For five or six 
months of the year, residents and visitors take refuge in largely climate-controlled malls 
that are mini-villages with somewhat more run-of-the-mill amenities like cinemas and 
coffee shops and somewhat more unusual ones like ski slopes and ice rinks. One of the 
earliest memories I have of visiting Dubai as a teenager was of the oppressive heat and 
humidity I was met with when I stepped outside of the freezing cold Dubai International 
Airport on  a June afternoon.  
 

                                                
83 Martin HÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ τπω-τρπȠ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ0ÕÂÌÉÃ-0ÒÉÖÁÔÅ 4ÉÅÓȟȱ υφωȢ   
84 Ahmed Kanna, Dubai, the City as Corporation (University of Minnesota Press, 2011). 
85 Ȱ!ÄÄÒÅÓÓ -ÏÎÔÇÏÍÅÒÉÅ (ÏÔÅÌ ɀ ! ,ÕØÕÒÉÏÕÓ 'ÏÌÆ 2ÅÔÒÅÁÔ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ My Bayut, n.d.,   
https://www.bayut.com/mybayut/address -montgomerie-dubai/ .  
86 *ÏÎ 'ÁÍÂÒÅÌÌȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 3ÅÅÓ Á 9ÅÁÒȭÓ 7ÏÒÔÈ ÏÆ 2ÁÉÎ ÉÎ ςτ (ÏÕÒÓȟȱ WAPT, April 17, 2024,  
https://www.wapt.com/article/dubai -rainfall -flooded/60520048 .   
87 3ÁÒÁ 3ÃÈÏÎÈÁÒÄÔȟ ȰȬ,ÏÓÅȟ ,ÏÓÅȟ ,ÏÓÅȭȡ /ÉÌ 0ÒÏÄÕÃÉÎÇ 0ÅÒÓÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆ &ÁÃÅÓ %ØÔÒÅÍÅ (ÅÁÔȟȱ E&E News, August 9, 
2023, https://www.eenews.net/articles/lose -lose-lose-oil-producing-persian-gulf-faces-extreme-heat/ .   
88 0ÁÔÒÉÃË 2ÙÁÎȟ Ȱ5!% 7ÅÁÔÈÅÒȡ "ÁËÉÎÇ (ÏÔ 3ÔÁÒÔ ÔÏ 3ÕÍÍÅÒ ÔÏ #ÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ×ÉÔÈ (ÉÇÈ (ÕÍÉÄÉÔÙ &ÏÒÅÃÁÓÔȟȱ The 
National, June 26, 2022, https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/environment/2022/06/26/uae -weather-
baking-hot-start-to-summer-to-continue-with -high-humidity -forecast/ .  
89 3ÁÒÁ 3ÃÈÏÎÈÁÒÄÔȟ ȰȬ,ÏÓÅȟ ,ÏÓÅȟ ,ÏÓÅȢȱ  
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4ÈÅ ÆÒÅÅ ÚÏÎÅ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ Á ËÅÙ ÔÏÏÌ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÌÉÇÈÔÎÉÎÇ-paced urban development over the 
ÌÁÓÔ Ô×Ï ÄÅÃÁÄÅÓȠ ÌÁÒÇÅ ȬÆÒÅÅ ÚÏÎÅȭ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÌÉËÅ $ÕÂÁÉ )ÎÔÅÒÎÅÔ #ÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÅÄÉÁ #ÉÔÙȟ 
which were master planned often by parastatal megadevelopers such as TECOM, became 
ÔÈÅ ȬÃÉÔÉÅÓ-within -the-ÃÉÔÙȭ ÎÏÒÍ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ×ÈÉÃÈ $ÕÂÁÉ ×ÁÓ ÒÁÐÉÄÌÙ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÃÁÌ 
commercial and labor restrictions circumvented.90 &ÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ Ï×ÎÅÒÓÈÉÐȭÓ 
legalization in the 2000s created a highly speculative real estate market that drove 
construction91 ÓÕÃÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÔ ÏÎÅ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ÑÕÁÒÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÃÒÁÎÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȢ92 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÉÎ Á ÖÏÌÁÔÉÌÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȠ ÔÁØ-free business environment; 
geographic location as a connector between Europe, Asia, and Africa; and sunny weather 
have attracted companies and residents to the city93 that has become a land of opportunity 
for many in the Global South, and especially South Asia. Today, Dubai has a population of 
3.65 million94 and is the regional headquarters of companies like ExxonMobil, Merck, 
Mitsubishi, and Schamberger.95 -ÏÓÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÅØÐÁÔÒÉÁÔÅÓ96 who live in the 
country on renewable work visas with no legal path to citizenship, which remains exclusive 
ÔÏ Á ÓÍÁÌÌ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÃÅ ÏÆ %ÍÉÒÁÔÉÓ ÏÒ ȬÌÏÃÁÌÓȭ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÅÎÅÒÏÕÓ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÓȢ 3ÏÕÔÈ 
!ÓÉÁÎÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÄÅÍÏÇÒÁÐÈÙȢ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ GDP is around $116 billion 
(2023)97 and includes among its most significant contributors tourism at 20%.98 Flashy 
developments and spectacular megaprojects like the Dubai Mall and Dubai Fountain, not to 
mention the artificial Palm Islands, have brought in tourists by the droves and have become 
ÆÉØÔÕÒÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÓÅÅÍÉÎÇ ÏÂÓÅÓÓÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇȢ99 The city is defined 
concomitantÌÙ ÂÙ ÈÙÐÅÒÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒÉÓÍȟ ÅØÐÁÔ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÓ ÌÉËÅ ÇÏÌÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ȬÉÍÐÅÃÃÁÂÌÅ 
ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅȟȭ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÈÁÎÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÅØÔÒÅÍÅ ÉÎÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȟ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ - the most extreme of 
which is to be found at its migrant labor camps.   

                                                
90 Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft: The Power of Infrastructure Space (New York: Verso, 2014): 26, 45; 
Tabitha Decker, -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏȡ 3ÔÁÔÅȟ 3ÐÁÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ )ÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ 0Ï×ÅÒ (PhD Dissertation, Yale 
University, 2013): 32. 
91 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ %ÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ$ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ '## #ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟȱ ÉÎ 2ÏÕÔÌÅÄÇÅ 
Handbook of Persian Gulf Politics, ed. Mehran Kamrava (Routledge, 2020): 206; Davidson, Dubai, 128-132; 
Personal interview with Issa (Dubai-based developer), online, March 22, 2022; Personal interview with 
Raafat, online, March 22, 2021.    
92 Ȱ.ÅÁÒÌÙ ςυϷ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÌÄȭÓ #ÒÁÎÅÓ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ Gulf News, June 18, 2006, https://gulfnews.com/uae/nearly -25-
of-worlds-cranes-in-dubai-1.241406.  
93 Personal interview with Youssef (Dubai-based developer), telephone, February 29, 2024.   
94 7ÁÈÅÅÄ !ÂÂÁÓȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 0ÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ 'ÒÏ×Ó ÂÙ ρππȟπππ ÉÎ ςπςσȟȱ Khaleej News, December 17, 2023, 
https://ww w.khaleejtimes.com/business/dubais-population-grows-by-100000-in-2023.   
95 $ÕÂÁÉ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ &ÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ #ÅÎÔÒÅȟ Ȱ7ÈÙ -ÕÌÔÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÁÒÅ 3ÅÔÔÉÎÇ 5Ð 2ÅÇÉÏÎÁÌ (ÅÁÄÑÕÁÒÔÅÒÓ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ 
Investment Monitor, January 27, 2023,  https://www.investmentmonitor.ai/sponsored/why -multinationals-
are-setting-up-regional-headquarters-in-dubai/ .  
96 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 0ÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ #ÒÏÓÓÅÓ σȢφ -ÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ &ÉÒÓÔ 4ÉÍÅȟȱ Gulf News, June 25, 2023, 
https://gulfnews.com/uae/dubais -population-crosses-36-million -for-the-first -time-1.96600619. 
97 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÅÄÉÁ /ÆÆÉÃÅȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ '$0 4ÏÐÓ !%$ ρρυ "ÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÉÎ &ÉÒÓÔ 1ÕÁÒÔÅÒ ÏÆ ςπςτ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓ 
%ÃÏÎÏÍÙ 'ÒÏ×ÉÎÇ σȢςϷ #ÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÍÅ 0ÅÒÉÏÄ ÉÎ ςπςσȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ *ÕÌÙ ςφ ςπςτȟ 
https://www.digitaldubai.ae/newsroom/news/dubai's -gdp-tops-aed-115-billion -in-first -quarter-of-2024-
with -its-economy-growing-3.2-compared-to-the-same-period-in-
2023#:~:text=The%20economic%20growth%20in%20the,of%20approximately%20AED%20415%20billio
n.  
98 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙȟȱ Dubai.com https://www.dubai.com/v/economy/ .    
99 (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȱ τπχȠ 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ×ÉÔÈ 2ÁÁÆÁÔȟ ÏÎÌÉÎÅȟ ςς -ÁÒÃÈ ςπςρȢ   
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Car culture and bumper-to-bumper traffic. Grass lawns and sprinkler irrigation. Frigid air 
conditioning. Sprawl and single-family homes. Coastal reclamation. These are just some of 
ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅ ,! ÁÎÄ $ÕÂÁÉ ȬÕÎÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȟȭ Á ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ 
move away from. Dubai, whicÈ ÈÁÄ ȰÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ ÅÃÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÆÏÏÔÐÒÉÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ÃÉÔÙ ÉÎ 
ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȱ ÉÎ ςππφȟ100 is now setting its sights on having the smallest footprint by 2050, 
ÇÁÒÎÅÒÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÍÏÎÉËÅÒÓ ÌÉËÅ ȰÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÅ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÃÉÔÙȱ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ 
continued surprise at ÉÔÓ ÂÙ ÎÏ× ÔÒÁÄÅÍÁÒË ȰÁÕÄÁÃÉÔÙȢȱ101 Its government has launched 
ÐÌÁÎ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÐÌÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÉÍ ÔÏ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ  ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭ 
ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓȟ Á ȬÇÒÅÅÎ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȭ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ 
2010s.102 LA has put forth its own 2015 Sustainable City pLAn that it updated as the Green 
New Deal in 2019;103 these blueprints lay out a range of sites for sustainable reworking 
from developing renewable energy capacity and improving air quality to increasing electric 
vehicles, expanding green spaces, and growing urban agriculture.104 Both were released 
under former Mayor Eric Garcetti, who I am told, was a progressive environmental leader 
×ÈÏ Ȱ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ,! ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÅÎÅÓÔ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÃÉÔÙ ÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȱ ÁÎÄ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ Ȱ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ 
legacy [of his work] on the water sidÅȢȱ105 
 
When I first began my research into these cities and encountered their far-reaching 
sustainability plans, I imagined that the future of water in them would be radically different 
from the present and would involve major systemic overhauls. And although at times 
indeed dissimilar, what I by and large found was a reformism and managerialism that was 
imbued with a faith that water supplies could be future-proofed and water managers 
seeking ways to do so. In Los Angeles, preparations for a more sustainable future of water 

                                                
100 In reality, it was the UAE that was determined by the World Wildlife Foundation in 2006 to be the country 
with the largest ecological footprint per capita in the world. Dubai may be one of the cities in the world with 
the largest ecological footprint per capita though I am not sure that can be extrapolated from the above fact. I 
included it nonetheless because I think it is indicative of the kind of imaginaries, and discourses circulating 
ÁÒÏÕÎÄ $ÕÂÁÉ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÐÌÁÎÎÅÄ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȢ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ +ÕÎÚÉÇȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄȭÓ -ÏÓÔ 
)ÍÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÅ 'ÒÅÅÎ #ÉÔÙȟȱ National Geographic, April 4, 2017, 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/dubai -ecological-footprint -sustainable-urban-
city. 
101 +ÕÎÚÉÇȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄȭÓ -ÏÓÔ )ÍÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÅȢȱ 
102 These include the Dubai Integrated Energy Strategy 2030, Dubai Clean Energy Strategy 2050, Dubai Net 
Zero Carbon Emissions Strategy 2050, Dubai Carbon Abatement Strategy 2030, Dubai Demand Side 
Management Strategy, and Dubai Integrated Water Resource Management Strategy 2030, not to mention the 
federal but Dubai leader-spearheaded A Green Economy for Sustainable Development initiative.   
103 Office of the Mayor - City of Los Angeles, Sustainable City pLAn (Los Angeles, 2015), 
https://plan.mayor.lacity.gov/sites/g/files/wph2176/files/2022 -12/2015_Sustainable_City_pLAn.pdf; Office 
of the Mayor - City of Los Angeles, ,!ȭÓ 'ÒÅÅÎ .Å× $ÅÁÌȡ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙ Ð,!Î φτυύ (Los Angeles, 2019), 
https://plan.mayor.lacity.gov/sites/g/files/wph2176/files/2022 -12/pLAn_2019_final.pdf.   
104 Office of the Mayor, ,!ȭÓ 'ÒÅÅÎ .Å× $ÅÁÌ. The Green New Deal has recently come under fire for its lack of 
ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÉÔÙȢ 3ÅÅ (ÁÙÌÅÙ 3ÍÉÔÈȟ Ȱ,Ȣ!ȢȭÓ 'ÒÅÅÎ .Å× $ÅÁÌ $ÉÄÎȭÔ 'ÅÔ -ÕÃÈ $ÏÎÅ ÁÎÄ .ÅÅÄÓ Á 2ÅÂÏÏÔȟ #ÉÔÙ 
#ÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÅÒ 3ÁÙÓȟȱ Los Angeles Times, October 6, 2023, https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2023 -
10-06/l -a-climate-plan-didnt -get-much-done-and-needs-reboot.    
105 Interview with Brian (LA-based water policymaker), telephone, July 3, 2019. Some of this may or may not 
have changed since Garcetti left office and was replaced by Karen Bass (after my fieldwork had been 
completed).  
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are dominated by a concern with diversifÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÐÏÒÔÆÏÌÉÏ ÓÏ ÁÓ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ 
ÒÉÓËÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȭÓ ÕÎÐÒÅÄÉÃÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÌÏÃÁÌ - and locally controlled - 
water resources as shared imported sources come under greater demand and contestation. 
Among the most significant local resources to be developed is the alternative - or 
unconventional - resource of recycled wastewater,106 which is seen as a way to 
Ȭ×ÅÁÔÈÅÒÐÒÏÏÆȭ ÏÒ ȬÄÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÐÒÏÏÆȭ ,!ȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÙȢ $ÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ 
from established approaches, some ongoing plans have a long history and point to how 
cumbersome change can be in Los Angeles. While in LA recycled water is not widely spoken 
of as an unconventional water resource, this designation and ideas around it are center 
stage in Dubai. UnconvÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÓ ËÅÙ ÔÏ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ 
effective total reliance on one unconventional resource -  desalination - for potable water 
and its extensive use of  another - wastewater recycled from desalinated supplies - for non-
potÁÂÌÅ ÕÓÅÓȢ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÒÓ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ Á ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÁÒÅ ÄÏÍÉÎÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ 
concerns over achieving efficiencies and powering water production through clean energy, 
×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȭ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ higher 
energy needs. The reformism and managerialism that I found, as I came to understand them, 
×ÅÒÅ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍÓ ÏÆ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ 
ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȭ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓȟ ÓÕÎËÅÎ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÅØÉÓting institutional 
arrangements that complicate system overhauls and give planned changes their socio-
material form.    
 
Ȭ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÁÓ Á Boundary Object: Reconciling the Economic, Environmental, and 
Social Imperatives of Development  
 
ȰHumanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs. The concept of sustainable development does imply limits - not absolute limits but 
limitations imposed by the present state of technology and social organization on 
environmental resources and by the ability of the biosphere to absorb the effects of human 
activities. But technological and social organization can be both managed and improved to 
ÍÁËÅ ×ÁÙ ÆÏÒ Á ÎÅ× ÅÒÁ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȢȱ107 
 
Sustainability is today one of the leading frameworks through which a more 
environmentally sensitive urban future is being imagined and worked towards. It is for this 
reason that it lies at the heart of my work. And yet approaches to sustainability are highly 
ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÌ ÔÏ 
understanding its present forms. Sustainable development was initially conceived as a way 
to resolve the negative impacts of continued economic growth on the environment, which 
were becoming of increasing concern; over time, it emerged as the predominant way 
through which the at-times at-odds economic, environmental, and social dimensions of 
development became imagined as simultaneously achievable and continued growth 

                                                
106 Local water sources are being developed through investments in wastewater recycling, stormwater 
capture, and groundwater remediation due to legacy contamination largely from the aerospace industry.  
107 Gro Harlem Brundtland, Our Common Future: Report of the World Commission on Environment and 
Development (Geneva, UN-Document A/42/427, 1987). 
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possible. This combining of at-odds dimensions has rendered sustainability a boundary 
object par excellence, compelling us to pay attention to its varied and contradictory 
appearances as a way of getting at the diverse actors and forces shaping the futures of 
cities.    
 
7ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωχπÓ ÁÎÄ ρωψπÓȟ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ 
offered a way to reconcile economic growth and environmental health, which had long been 
seen as involving trade-offs and which had come to be seen as increasingly incompatible.108 
4ÈÏÕÇÈ Á ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÁÔ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÃÏÒÅ 
root much further back. The notions of trade-ÏÆÆÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÅÎÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ 
ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÉÎÇȭ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÁÔ least the 17th or 
18th century. Among those who thought through these questions early on were economists 
like Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, David Ricardo and Thomas Malthus who pointed to limits 
and to incompatibilities between unchecked economic and demographic development, on 
the one hand, and human and environmental well being, on the other.109 In the 19th and 
20th centuries, divisions solidified as well between those who advocated for environmental 
conservation to ensure the longevity of resources for human consumption and those who 
ÁÄÖÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÖÁÌÕÅ110 - a division that remains in 
the divergent views encompassed within sustainability today. Groundwork was laid for our 
contemporary understanding of sustainability in the 1960s by both a rise in environmental 
ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ Á ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÔÈÅÎ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍÓ ÏÆ ȬÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÌÏÂÁÌ 3ÏÕÔÈ ÁÎÄ ȬÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÌÏÂÁÌ .ÏÒÔÈȠ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ 
be seen as environmentally destructive and as having benefits that remained elusive to the 
vast majority.111  
 
!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÓÉÎÃÅȟ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ ÁÓ ×Å ËÎÏ× ÉÔ ÔÏÄÁÙ ÒÏÏÔÓ ÉÎ radical 
early-ρωχπÓ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȰÁÎ ÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÓÃÁÒÃÉÔÙȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÌÉÍÉÔÓ ÔÏ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȱȠ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÚÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
Club of Rome and Global 2000 reports, such views understood economic growth without 
limits to be ecologically disastrous. The decade saw the emergence of ideas that countered 
ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÔÈÏÄÏØÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȬÓÔÅÁÄÙ-
sÔÁÔÅȭ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓȟ ÕÎÄÅÒÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȟ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ-centered development, and eco-
development.112 Ȱ4ÈÉÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ×ÁÓ ÒÁÄÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ 
growth of the Western world was fundamentally incompatible with ecological and social 
susÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÒÅÆÏÒÍȟȱ ×ÒÉÔÅ "ÅÎ 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ 9ÏÎÇ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ $ÁÒÒÅÎ 
Robinson.113  
 

                                                
108 #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ωσȢ 
109 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψςȠ ,ÕÍÌÅÙ ÁÎÄ !ÒÍÓÔÒÏÎÇȟ Ȱ3ÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
.ÉÎÅÔÅÅÎÔÈȟȱ σφψ-372. 
110 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψςȢ  
111 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψσȢ 
112 #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ωσ-96. 
113 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψσȢ  
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"ÕÔ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ρωψπÓ ÁÎÄ ρωωπÓȟ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÒÁÄÉÃÁÌÉÓÍ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÂÌÕÎÔÅÄȢ114 Ȭ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟȭ ÁÓ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÚÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 5. 7ÏÒÌÄ #ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÎ %ÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ 
$ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭÓ Our Common Future  ÏÒ Ȭ"ÒÕÎÄÔÌÁÎÄ 2ÅÐÏÒÔȭ (1987) in international policy 
circles,115 thereafter promised compatibility between growth and environmental health and 
an end to the debate on limits.116 Limits gave way to more malleable limitations, the source 
of which were technologies and societal management of the environment; organized 
ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÏÕÌÄȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÅÄȟ ȰÍÁËÅ ×ÁÙ ÆÏÒ Á ÎÅ× ÅÒÁ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȢȱ 117 
4ÈÅ "ÒÕÎÄÔÌÁÎÄ 2ÅÐÏÒÔȭÓ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟȭ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ $ÁÖÉÄ #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ ÈÁÄ Á ȰÖÁÇÕÅȟ 
contradictory stance on ecological limits and economic processes [that] weakened that 
very threat, leaving just enough wiggle room so that pro-growth economics, business 
ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÙ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔȢȱ118 A particular and 
desirable type of economic growth that could be environmentally and socially sustainable was 
now possible, replacing trade-offs with holistic management.   
 
Ȭ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÂÌÙ ÅÎÔÒÅÎÃÈÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ρωως 
UN Conference on Environment and Development at Rio de Janeiro, and through its Rio 
Declaration that outlined sustainable development principles and Agenda 21 that outlined a 
plan for applying them.119 And yet if the Brundtland Report rendered ecological limits 
vague, Agenda 21 clearly advocated for growth as a solution, posing poverty as the root 
cause of environmental degradation; poverty alleviation, free trade, and technological 
innovation were envisioned as the routes to a prosperous, environmentally healthier 
future.120  
 
)Æ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ Á ÍÁÉÎÓÔÒÅÁÍ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÏÎÃÉÌÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÁÎÄ 
environmental health, then ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ Á ÇÕÉÄÉÎÇ vision for how to design 
urban development while maintaining a healthy environment. Ȭ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ Á 
prevalent policy category in the 1990s121 ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÔÒÅÎÃÈÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Agenda 21 ÔÈÁÔ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙ ȰÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ ÏÆ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȢȱ122 But like sustainable development, aspirations of an urbanization 

                                                
114 Purvis, Mao, and Robinson, Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψτ-φψυȠ #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 
/ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ωψ-100. 
115 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÃÉÔÅÄ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωψπ World Conservation Strategy: Living 
Resource Conservation for Sustainable Development produced by the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature in partnership with the UN Environment Programme and the World Wildlife Federation. However, it 
×ÁÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÚÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ "ÒÕÎÄÔÌÁÎÄ 2ÅÐÏÒÔȢ 3ÅÅ 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌlars of 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψυȢ 
116 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψτ-φψυȠ ÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ 
/ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ωψ-99.  
117 Brundtland, Our Common Future; see also #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ρππȢ   
118 #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ωωȢ 
119 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψτȢ 
120 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψυȠ #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ Opposition to 
/ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ωω-100.  
121 !ÎÄÒÅ× "ÁÓÉÁÇÏȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 3ÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙ ÉÎ ςπÔÈ #ÅÎÔÕÒÙ 5ÒÂÁÎ 0ÌÁÎÎÉÎÇȟȱ The 
Environmentalist 16 (1996): 135.  
122 !ÎÄÒÅ× "ÁÓÉÁÇÏȟ Ȱ%ÃÏÎÏÍÉÃȟ 3ÏÃÉÁÌȟ ÁÎÄ %ÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 4ÈÅÏÒÙ ÁÎd Urban 
0ÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ 0ÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȟȱ The Environmentalist 19 (1999): 148-149. 
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less deleterious to the environment go further back, with precedents, as Andrew Basiago 
ÒÅÌÁÙÓȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Ȭ'ÁÒÄÅÎ #ÉÔÙȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρωππÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ Ȭ%ÃÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ #ÉÔÙȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρωχπÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÎÄ 
ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ Ȭ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρωωπÓȟ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÕÒÂÁÎÉÓÍ ÉÓ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ 
responsible for making environments uninhabitable and in need of rethinking to reduce its 
environmental impacts.123 While there is broad leeway in how this is understood, 
ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÔ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÁÒÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ȰÔÏ ×ÏÒË ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÁÎ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌÌÙȟ 
socially, and economically healthy and resilient habitat for existing populations, without 
compromising the ability of future geneÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȢȱ124  
 
7ÈÁÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ Ȭ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρωωπÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÉÔÓ ÐÒÅÃÅÄÅÎÔÓ ÉÓȟ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 
"ÁÓÉÁÇÏȟ ȰÁÎ ÕÎÐÒÅÃÅÄÅÎÔÅÄ ÓÙÎÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÏÎ ÂÅÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ 
ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÌÁÎÅÔÁÒÙ ÅÃÏÌÏÇÙȢȱ125 PlanÅÔÁÒÉÔÙ ÉÓ ËÅÙ ÔÏ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ 
imaginaries, which emerged as the environmental problems in focus came to take on 
planetary dimensions (ie. ozone depletion)126 and as planetary urbanization and the 
sustainability of cities became preoccupations wÏÒÌÄ×ÉÄÅȢ4ÏÄÁÙȟ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÓ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ 
high on the global agenda,127 but to be a world-class city - with the ability to attract talent, 
businesses, and investment, which is a top priority for metropolises128 ÅÎÇÁÇÅÄ ÉÎ ȬÐÌÁÃÅ 
×ÁÒÓȭ129 - is to also be a sustainable city. The intertwinement between the two is 
particularly significant in Dubai and produces a metricization and aestheticization of 
sustainability as I talk about in chapters 1 and 2.  
 
"ÅÓÉÄÅÓ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÉÎÇ social, economic, and environmental 
ȬÐÉÌÌÁÒÓȟȭ ×hich I will focus on shortly and throughout my dissertation, there are a few 
threads from this history and its implications for contemporary understandings of 
sustainability that seem particularly significant to pull out here. The first is sustainability or 
ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÇÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȢ !Ó 
ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÉÓÔÓ -ÁÒÃ "ÒÉÇÈÔÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ *ÅÒÏÍÅ ,Å×ÉÓ ÎÏÔÅȟ ȰÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÄÏÍÉÎÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ Á 
preoccupation with economic considerations, and a tendency to address cultural, social, 
and ecological concerns in ways compatible with economic growthȱ ɉÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÍÉÎÅɊȢ130 The 
ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÉÓ ÉÔÓ ȬÒÅÆÏÒÍÉÓÔȭ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÒÁÄÉÃÁÌ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ131 and its emphasis on management. The 
third is its emphasis on technological and administrative innovation as ways to exceed 
ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ Ȱ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟȱ ÁÓ ÔÈÕÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÅÄȟ Ȱ×ÏÕÌÄ ÒÅÌÙ ÏÎ 
technological fixes, requiring continued innovation, public and private support for research 
and development of green technologies, and attentiveness to southward technology 

                                                
123 "ÁÓÉÁÇÏȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 3ÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȟȱ ρσυȢ 
124 Steven Cohen and Guo Dong, The Sustainable City, second ed. (Columbia University Press, 2021): 4.  
125 "ÁÓÉÁÇÏȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 3ÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȟȱ ρυσȢ  
126 #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ωψ-99.  
127 !ÍÁÎÄÁ -Ã'ÒÁÔÈȟ Ȱ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ 4ÒÅÎÄÓȡ υ )ÓÓÕÅÓ ÔÏ 7ÁÔÃÈ ÉÎ ςπςτȟȱ IBM, February 7, 2024, 
https://www.ibm.com/blog/sustainability -trends/Ƞ -ÅÇÈÁÎ :Ȣ 'ÏÕÇÈȟ Ȱ2ÅÃÏÎÃÉÌÉÎÇ ,ÉÖÅÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȡ #ÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ 0ÒÁÃÔÉÃÁÌ )ÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ 0ÌÁÎÎÉÎÇȟȱ Journal of Planning Education and 
Research 35, no. 2 (2015): 147.   
128 John Rennie Short, Urban Theory: A Critical Assessment, second ed. (Palgrave Macmillan, 2014): 236-238.   
129 Short, Urban Theory, 238.  
130 "ÒÉÇÈÔÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ,Å×ÉÓȟ Ȱ)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȟȱ 5. 
131 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψυȢ  

https://www.ibm.com/blog/sustainability-trends/
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ÔÒÁÎÓÆÅÒȢȱ132 And the final is its emphasis on futurity. The future and the needs of future 
generations are preoccupations central to sustainability, which is imagined as involving 
ȰÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÔÕÒe economic development, and maintenance or enhancement of the 
natural environment and of the long-ÔÅÒÍ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓȢȱ133   
 
Perhaps the most prevalent way in which sustainability is understood today is as a way to 
harmonize between purportedly equal social, economic, and environmental goals.134 For 
instance, wÈÉÌÅ ,!ȭÓ Sustainable City pLAn is articulated by former Mayor Garcetti as 
ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ ,! ȰÏÎ Á ÐÁÔÈ ÔÏ ÓÁÖÅ ÏÕÒ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȟ ÇÒÏ× ÏÕÒ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ,ÏÓ 
Angeles remaiÎÓ Á ÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÁÌÌȟȱ135 $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÁÌËÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ 
ÔÏ ȰÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃȟ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 
ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȢȱ136 )Î ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÇÏÁÌÓ ÓÐÅÌÌ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÎÇ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
continue to involve trade-offs. Katherine Homewood, for instance, suggests that the 
indicators developed for the UN Sustainable Development Goals are inherently in tension 
with one another - with the elimination of poverty of SDG1 at odds with the protection of 
ecosystems of SDG15.137 Such tensions underscore the ȬÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ ÏÂÊÅÃÔȭ138 quality of 
sustainability. 
 
Formulated by Susan Leigh Star and James Griesemer, a boundary object is an object that is 
shared by diverse groups who use it in similar but also significantly distinct, sometimes 
contradictory, ways, which they have to reckon with in their work together. Boundary 
objects are sufficiently capacious to be shared across social worlds while retaining 
differences within them; they enable cooperation without consensus.139 Boundary objects, 
ÉÎ ÓÕÍȟ ÁÒÅ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÁÒÅ both adaptable to different viewpoints and robust enough to 
ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅÍȢȱ140 A formulation of a thing as a boundary object accounts 
for the communication or exchange it enables but also the continued autonomy of actor 
groups (and viewpoints) around it. Thinking of sustainability as a boundary object allows 
ÕÓ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÈÏ× ÉÔ ÃÏÎÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ ȰÌÉÖÅÓ ÉÎ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÈÁÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ 

                                                
132 #ÁÒÒÕÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȟȱ ρππȢ  
133 ,ÕÍÌÅÙ ÁÎÄ !ÒÍÓÔÒÏÎÇȟ Ȱ3ÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .ÉÎÅÔÅÅÎÔÈȟȱ σφψȢ  
134 0ÕÒÖÉÓȟ -ÁÏȟ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÅ 0ÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ φψρ-682, 685.  
135 Office of the Mayor - City of Los Angeles, ,!ȭÓ 'ÒÅÅÎ .Å× $ÅÁÌȟ 6.  
136 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2022 (DEWA, 2022), 6.  
137 "ÒÉÇÈÔÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ,Å×ÉÓȟ Ȱ)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȟȱ υȠ (ÏÍÅ×ÏÏÄȟ ȰȬ4ÈÅÙ #ÁÌÌ )Ô 3ÈÁÎÇÒÉ-,Áȟȭȱ ωςȢ 
138 Star and 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒȟ Ȱ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ÃÏÌÏÇÙȟȱ σψχ-420.  
139 3ÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒȟ Ȱ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ÃÏÌÏÇÙȟȱ σψχ-389, 392-393. Star and Griesemer build on Bruno Latour, 
-ÉÃÈÅÌ #ÁÌÌÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎ ,Á×ȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ interessement as the process through which differences 
are negotiated to achieve cooperation. According to Latour, Callon, and Law, actors from a particular group 
enroll to their side those belonging to another by translating or reframing the concerns of the latter in ways 
that fit into and further their gÏÁÌÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȬÏÂÌÉÇÁÔÏÒÙ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÐÏÉÎÔȢȭ &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ 
ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÓÅÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ -ÉÃÈÅÌ #ÁÌÌÏÎȟ Ȱ3ÏÍÅ %ÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ Á 3ÏÃÉÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ 4ÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎȡ $ÏÍÅÓÔÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
3ÃÁÌÌÏÐÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ &ÉÓÈÅÒÍÅÎ ÏÆ 3Ô "ÒÉÅÕÃ "ÁÙȟȱ The Sociological Review 32, no. 1 (May 1984): 196-233. Rather 
than focusing on how particular types of actors like scientific experts enroll non-scientists as Latour, Callon, 
and Law do, Star and Griesemer expand this, understanding translation work as conducted by all actor groups 
at the same time and in all directions. This, they suggest, allows for an ecological rather than singular 
viewpoint onto the cooperation process. See 3ÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒȟ Ȱ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ÃÏÌÏÇÙȟȱ σψω-391.           
140 3ÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒȟ Ȱ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ÃÏÌÏÇÙȟȱ σψχȢ  
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ÉÎ ÅÁÃÈȱ141 such that sustainability plans and projects can unfold while enfolding 
differences. Moreover, ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÁÍÏÒÐÈÏÕÓÎÅÓÓ ÒÅÎÄÅÒÓ ÉÔ Á ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ ÏÂÊÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
ȬÉÄÅÁÌ ÔÙÐÅȟȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ 3ÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÚÅ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÏÂÊÅÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ idealized and vague 
enough to be adaptable in different situations.142 Finally, it is not only sustainability as a 
concept that we might think of as a boundary object, but also in their own right the 
techniques and practices that constitute it like goals, indicators, and plans. This dissertation 
focuses on sustainability as a boundary object in Dubai and LA to get at both the forms that 
sustainability takes for different groups or as a result of competing forces in each city and 
how these emerge from their distinct realities.   
 
Sustainability as a Technology of Imagination ȡ Ȭ4ÅÍÐÏÒÁÌ /ÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȟȭ !ÃÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 
Future, and Aesthetics  
 
Besides being a boundary object, sustainability is also a technology of imagination. 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÌÉÎËÓ ÔÏ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÔÕÒÉÔÙ ÐÒÏÍÐÔ ÍÅ ÔÏ ÖÉÅ× ÉÔ ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ Á 
technology of the imagination but a technology of imagining the future. A focus on 
sustainability as a technology of imagination enables me to hone in on the social and 
material processes that constitute sustainability imaginaries143 and to turn the future into a 
tangible thing for social scientific inquiry.144 In other words, it  lets me get at the 
objects/images, institutions, and individuals involved in shaping senses of sustainable futures; 
how these objects/images are mobilized to construct specific futures and make them 
appealing; and the motivations behind envisioning - and promoting - futures as such. A 
formulation of sustainability as a technology of imagination might be especially useful, 
ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÆÏÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒË ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÄÏÅÓ ÏÒ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓȢ )Ô 
ÁÌÓÏȟ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÉÔÓ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÏÎ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÈÅÌÐÓ ÍÅ ÂÅÇÉÎ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÁÔ ÈÏ× 
infrastructures and infrastructural imaginaries can be sticky and difficult to remake (more 
later).   
 
Guiding this approach to sustainability is David Sneath, Martin Holbraad, and Morten Axel 
0ÅÄÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ 3ÎÅÁÔÈȟ (ÏÌÂÒÁÁÄȟ ÁÎÄ 
Pederson propose this notion to move away from prevalent social science understandings 
of the imagination as a conceptual backdrop that determines real-world actions through 
predetermined meanings; this, they suggest, renders the imagination as a near-synonym 
and replacement foÒ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÁÔ Á ÔÉÍÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÈÏÌÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÁÌÙÔÉÃ ÐÕÒÃÈÁÓÅ ÈÁÖÅ 
come under question. Instead, Sneath, Holbraad, and Pederson define imagination as an 
ÕÎÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÄ ÂÙÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÌÌ ȰÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓȢȱ 3ÕÃÈ Á ÓÈÉÆÔ ÉÎ ÆÏÃÕÓ 
recenters the socio-material processes through which imaginative effects come about and 
the openness or indeterminability of the imagination as a distinguishing feature vis a vis 
other cultural phenomena. Technologies of imagination moves us, they argue, from how 

                                                
141 3ÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒȟ Ȱ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ÃÏÌÏÇÙȟȱ τπωȢ  
142 3ÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ 'ÒÉÅÓÅÍÅÒȟ Ȱ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ÃÏÌÏÇÙȟȱ τρπȢ  
143 3ÎÅÁÔÈȟ (ÏÌÂÒÁÁÄȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÅÄÅÒÓÅÎȟ Ȱ4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ )ÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ φȠ 2ÅÂÅÃÃÁ "ÒÙÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ $ÁÎÉÅÌ -Ȣ 
Knight, The Anthropology of the Future (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019): 145-146.  
144 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 16.  
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imaginations shape interventions to how interventions shape imaginations.145 
Technologies of imagination, which range in form from company reports and building 
renderings to financial instruments and government visions, are wielded by governments 
and corporations, among other actors, in ways that project and condition the future.146  
 
Rebecca Bryant and Daniel Knight take up technologies of imagination in their work, which 
ÆÏÃÕÓÅÓ ÏÎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ȬÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÌÉËe 
anticipation, expectation, and speculation, and how these shape present-day temporalities 
ÁÎÄ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȢ "ÒÙÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ +ÎÉÇÈÔ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ȬÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ 
an assumed linearity of time but keep an emphasis on teleology or ends as a guide to 
behavior; in this way, they highlight how imaginations of the future (ends) orient activities 
in the now.147 Bryant and Knight draw on three concepts in expounding this: the multiple 
ȬÖÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒ ÔÉÍÅÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔȠ ÔÈÅ ȬÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÏÒ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÚÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÉÍÅÓÐÁÃÅÓȠ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȬÔÅÌÅÏÁÆÆÅÃÔÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÃÈ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ 
generate.148 Ȭ6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒ ÔÉÍÅÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ-specific experiences we have of 
living in a time (ie. a time of climate change) that is imbued with a particular temporality; 
significantly, as they emphasize, activities engaged in like climate change modeling and 
ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ ÁÒÅ ËÅÙ ÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ȬÔÉÍÅÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ ɉÁÎÄ ÓÅÎÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ 
present and future).149 )Î ÔÕÒÎȟ ȬÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÏÒ ȬÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÃÈaracterize 
how a particular sense of the future temporalizes the present and orients actions in a given 
timespace.150 Finally, teleoaffects are the normative feelings that are associated with these 
ends, orientations, and actions.151 For Bryant and Knight, technologies of imagination can 
ÅÎÔÒÅÎÃÈ Á ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ȬÔÉÍÅÓÐÁÃÅȟȭ ÃÁÎ ȰÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔÕÍ 
towards an indeterminate somethingȱ ÏÒ ÁÎ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÅÎÄÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÎ ÅÎÄÏÒÓÅ 
certain teleoaffects. They can create traction for the visions of the future that they promote 
and mobilize collective action aimed at achieving them.152  
 
As technologies of imagination, sustainable water plans and projects render the future 
workable in present-day policy-making through a temporal orientation of anticipation. 
!ÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ same 
ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÔÉÍÅÓÐÁÃÅȢȱ153 !Ó "ÒÙÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ +ÎÉÇÈÔ ×ÒÉÔÅȟ ÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ȰÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ 
expecting something to happen; it is the act of looking forward that also pulls me in the 
direction of the future and prepares the groundwork for that future to occurȢȱ )Ô ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ 
about readying oneself for the future (to either welcome or avoid it in certain forms), it also 
ÓÅÅÓ ÏÎÅ ȰÐÒÅÓÓ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȟ ÅÎÁÃÔÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÐÕÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ 

                                                
145 3ÎÅÁÔÈȟ (ÏÌÂÒÁÁÄȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÅÄÅÒÓÅÎȟ Ȱ4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ )ÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ υ-8, 11-13, 16-19, 22-24, 26.  
146 ,ÁÕÒÁ "ÅÁÒȟ Ȱ3ÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȡ ! 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÏÆ 4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ )ÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ Economy and Society 49, 
no. 1 (February 2020): 8.  
147 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 2, 17.  
148 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 15, 16-18, 32.  
149 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 32-34.  
150 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 2, 16-17.  
151 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 18.  
152 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 135, 145-146, 150.  
153 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 22.  
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ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȢȱ154 The centrality of anticipation in water planning was emphasized by my 
interlocutors. In a telling comment, a water supply manager I spoke to at the Los Angeles 
Department of Water and Power (LADWP) suggestedȡ Ȱ4Ï ÂÅ ÁÎ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒȟ 
ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÌÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȢ 9ÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ÌÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢ 9ÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢȱ155 Water managers have long been factoring their 
imaginations of the future into water systems, as Sayd Randle and Jessica Barnes argue, 
even if concerns over climate change have made the role played by future imaginaries in 
shaping water systems more evident and have produced new senses of what is to come. 
Randle and Barnes emphasize how contemporary imaginaries, which see heightened 
ÁÎØÉÅÔÉÅÓ ÏÖÅÒ Á ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ Ȱ×ÁÔÅÒÓÃÁÐÅ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅȱ ɉȰÂÁÒÒÉÎÇ ÄÒÁÍÁÔÉÃ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎͼɊȟ impress 
ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÒÅÓÉÌÉÅÎÔȢȭ Ȱ4ÈÅÓÅ 
ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȟȱ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÒÉÔÅȟ ȰÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÙ ÈÏ× ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÆÕÔÕÒÅÓ ÃÁÎ ÓÈÁÐÅ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ 
and governance in the present, impacting contemporary institutions, laws, and 
infrastructures of ecological management (Ferry & Limbert, 2008; Limbert, 2010; Mathews 
Ǫ "ÁÒÎÅÓȟ ςπρφɊȢȱ156  
 
Significantly, anticipation in water planning draws on expectations, which are based on past 
experiences, and emphasize continuities of sorts. But it also deals with new and unexpected 
conditions (or discontinuities). In times of uncertainty, Bryant and Knight suggest that 
anticipatory stances can retool the parts of the past considered useful for imagining the 
future and produce new expectations. But when uncertainty is so heightened that 
expectation is foreclosed and anticipation blocked, speculation emerges.157 The 
undermining of certain experiences or expectations in a climate changed or post-oil future, 
then, can produce new expectations but can also lead to speculation as seen perhaps most 
clearly in the first artistic vision I consider. Anticipation, expectation, and speculation help 
me think through the continuities and discontinuities in how the future is imagined in cities 
today - and the tools or technologies of the imagination being used to navigate them.   
  
Lastly, Laura Bear, Ritu Birla, and Stine Simonsen Puri point us to the importance of 
aesthetics within speculation (or the navigation of discontinuities), which they focus on. 
"ÅÁÒȟ "ÉÒÌÁȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÕÒÉ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÉÚÉÎÇ ÏÆ 
ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÆÕÔÕÒÅÓȱȠ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÒÉÔÅȟ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÆÕÔÕÒÅÓ ÉÎ ÎÏÎ-
calculative ways and sits beside calculative future-imagining practices such as risk and 
modeling.158 Elsewhere, Bear builds directly on Sneath, Holbraad, and Pederson to suggest 
ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ×Å ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÅ ÂÙ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ 
ȰÐÒÏÃÅÅÄÓ ÂÙ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ and then projecting unseen ethical orders using 
ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÈÅÌÐ ÎÁÖÉÇÁÔÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȢȱ159 Among the 

                                                
154 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 28-29.  
155 Personal interview with Lee (LADWP), Los Angeles, September 11, 2019.  
156 3ÁÙÄ 2ÁÎÄÌÅ ÁÎÄ *ÅÓÓÉÃÁ "ÁÒÎÅÓȟ Ȱ,ÉÑÕÉÄ &ÕÔÕÒÅÓȡ 7ÁÔÅÒ -ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ 3ÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÁÎÄ !ÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅÄ 
%ÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÓȟȱ WIREs Water 5, no. 2 (2018), 
https://wires.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/wat2.1274 .   
157 Bryant and Knight, The Anthropology of the Future, 22, 28, 58, 69, 79.  
158 Laura Bear, Ritu "ÉÒÌÁȟ ÁÎÄ 3ÔÉÎÅ 3ÉÍÏÎÓÅÎ 0ÕÒÉȟ Ȱ3ÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȡ &ÕÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÎÄ #ÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÍ ÉÎ )ÎÄÉÁȟȱ 
Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 35, no. 3 (2015): 387, 388 
159 "ÅÁÒȟ Ȱ3ÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ σȟ ψȢ   
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ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÉÎÇ "ÅÁÒȟ "ÉÒÌÁȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÕÒÉ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÃÏÒÅ ÁÒÅ ȰÁÅÓÔÈÅÔÉÃ 
ÆÏÒÍÓȢȱ 4ÈÅÙ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÈÏ× media imaginaries undergird speculation which 
ȰÍÁËÅÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ Á ÄÉÓÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÉÎÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ɍÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅɎȟ ÂÕÔ 
ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ËÅÙ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓȢȱ160 Following Bear, Birla, and Puri I attend to the aesthetic 
dimensions of speculation as well as the various other orientations towards the future 
inherent in water imagining and planning, taking the role of aesthetics in future-making 
amidst a changing energy and water scape seriously in my work.  
 
Scarcity/Abundance in Imagined Futures: Resource-Making and Unconventional 
Water Resources 
 
Among the most significant recent developments in this changing waterscape is the 
ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ ÒÅÌÙÉÎÇ ÏÎ Ȭ×ÅÁÔÈÅÒ-ÐÒÏÏÆȭ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÒ ÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÌÉËÅ 
desalination and wastewater recycling; this turn has myriad imaginative effects, including 
ÉÎÓÔÉÌÌÉÎÇ Á ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ ×ÁÔÅÒȭÓ ÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÃÅȢ161 Today, 
ȬÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌȭ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ÈÏÌÄ ÍÕÃÈ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ×ÁÔÅÒȢ )Î ×ÁÙÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
echo ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȬÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÓÓÉÌ ÆÕÅÌÓȟ ÔÉÔÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÎÅ×Ó ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ 
ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÓÓÉÌ ÆÕÅÌ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÌÉËÅ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ )Æ 7Å .ÅÖÅÒ 2ÕÎ /ÕÔ ÏÆ 
/ÉÌȩȱ162 ÆÉÎÄ ÒÅÓÏÎÁÎÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÁÄÌÉÎÅÓ ÌÉËÅ Ȱ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ ÉÓ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ Á &ÕÔÕÒÅ 7Èere Water 
7ÏÎȭÔ 2ÕÎ /ÕÔȢȱ163  
 
Broadly defined, unconventional resources are previously untapped or only partially 
tapped resources that require unconventional processes, often involving new and complex 
technological interventions, for their exploitation.164 While unconventional water 
resources include many forms such as fog harvesting, cloud seeding, iceberg towing and 
onshore and offshore deep groundwater development,165 the two most prominent ɀ and 
ȬÍÏÓÔ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÉÎÇȭ ɀ among them are desalination and wastewater recycling.166 Less 
dependent on rainfall or sensitive to rainfall fluctuations, desalination and wastewater 

                                                
160 "ÅÁÒȟ "ÉÒÌÁȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÕÒÉȟ Ȱ3ÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ σωπȢ  
161 Joe WilÌÉÁÍÓ ÁÎÄ %ÒÉË 3×ÙÎÇÅÄÏÕ×ȟ Ȱ-ÏÂÉÌÉÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ /ÃÅÁÎÓ ÔÏ 1ÕÅÎÃÈ /ÕÒ 4ÈÉÒÓÔȟȱ ÉÎ Tapping the Oceans: 
Seawater Desalination and the Political Ecology of Water, eds. Joe Willams and Erik Syngedouw (Edward Elgar 
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https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/05/what -if-we-never-run-out-of-oil/309294/ .   
163 "ÒÉÁÎ %ÃËÈÏÕÓÅ ÁÎÄ ,ÁÕÒÁ "ÌÉÓÓȟ Ȱ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ ÉÓ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ Á &ÕÔÕÒÅ 7ÈÅÒÅ 7ÁÔÅÒ 7ÏÎȭÔ 2ÕÎ /ÕÔȟȱ 
Bloomberg, January 31, 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2022 -01-31/los -angeles-plans-a-
future-where-water-always-flows.  
164 Joe Williams, Ross Beveridge, and Pierre-,ÏÕÉÓ -ÁÙÁÕØȟ Ȱ5ÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ 7ÁÔÅÒÓȡ ! #ÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ 5ÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ 
ÏÆ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÓÔÅ×ÁÔÅÒ 2ÅÕÓÅȟȱ Water Alternatives 16, no. 2 (2023): 430.  
165 Manzoor Qadir, Vladimir Smakhtin, Sasha Koo-Oshima, and Edeltraud Guenther, eds. Unconventional 
Water Resources (Springer, 2022): 10-11; UN-Water, UN Analytical Brief on Unconventional Water Resources 
(UN-Water, June 5, 2020): 5-6.   
166 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓȟ "ÅÖÅÒÉÄÇÅȟ ÁÎÄ -ÁÙÁÕØȟ Ȱ5ÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ 7ÁÔÅÒÓȟȱ τςωȟ τσςȠ ,ÁÕÒÁ &Ȣ :ÁÒÚÁȟ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ .ÏÎ-
Conventional Water 2ÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȩȱ Smart Water Magazine, trans. Cristina Novo, n.d.,  
https://smartwatermagazine.com/q -a/what -are-non-conventional-water-resources.  
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https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2022-01-31/los-angeles-plans-a-future-where-water-always-flows
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recycling are seen as climate or water independent.167 Encountering the notion of 
unconventional water resources during my research - and the expectations around its 
potential to make the future water secure - sent me down a path of exploring how 
unconventional resources differ or are imagined to differ from conventional resources and 
the types of investments, possibilities, and challenges they are opening up. 
 
My engagement with this turn to unconventional resources stems, first, from an interest in 
the work of making resources, whether conventional or unconventional. In this, I draw on 
4ÁÎÙÁ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ 'ÉÓÁ 7ÅÓÚËÁÌÎÙÓ ×ÈÏ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅ ȰÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÓȱ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ 
than resources as substances - with inherent qualities - out there in the world; resources, 
as they suggest, are continuously made and remade through infrastructures, policies, 
expertise, and markets. Matter becomes a resource through technical, political, 
epistemological, and ontological processes requiring consideration.168 Second, my 
engagement centers the dialectic of scarcity and abundance within resource-making and 
ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÐÅÒÔÁÉÎÓ ÔÏ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ×ÁÔÅÒ 
ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȢȭ !Ó %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ %ÍÍÁ &ÅÒÒÙ ÁÎÄ -ÁÎÄÁÎÁ %Ȣ ,ÉÍÂÅÒÔ ÎÏÔÅȟ ÓÃÁÒÃÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÇÉÖÅÎ 
ÂÕÔ ȰÁÎ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐȟ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄȢȱ &ÅÒÒÙ ÁÎÄ ,ÉÍÂÅÒÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ 
among prominent responses to perceived scarcity denial and the deferral of finitude to the 
future or the development of replacements.169 Such attitudes are characteristic of the 
neoclassical scarcity thinking that dominates the present, as Fredrik Albritton Jonsson and 
Carl Wennerlind argue. Neoclassical scarcity approaches, of which sustainable 
development is part and parcel, see demand as infinite and nature as finite but infinitely 
substitutable through innovation.170 When it comes to water, scarcity and (technologically-
mediated) abundance are key features of modern drylands cities that have developed 
infrastructures which aim to replace hydrological uncertainty with technological certainty 
and which contribute to a sense of water as a byproduct of technology.171 As Danika Cooper 
suggests, and as such, water scarcity in present-day drylands tends to be seen as a 
ȰÔÅÃÈÎÏÃÒÁÔÉÃ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅȢȱ172 In short, unconventional water resources enact substitution 
through innovation, which entrenches views of water as abundant with the deployment of 
the right technology.  

                                                
167 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ 0ÁÂÌÏ ɉ$%7!Ɋȟ $ÕÂÁÉȟ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ρχȟ ςπρωȠ ÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ -ÏÒÇÁÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ !ÌÌÕÒÅ ÏÆ 
7ÁÔÅÒȟȱ ρρσȠ *ÏÅ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓȟ Ȱ#ÏÍÍÏÄÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 0ÁÃÉÆÉÃ /ÃÅÁÎȡ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ .ÅÏÌÉÂÅÒÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒ 
ÉÎ 3ÏÕÔÈÅÒÎ #ÁÌÉÆÏÒÎÉÁȟȱ ÉÎ Tapping the Oceans: Seawater Desalination and the Political Ecology of Water, eds. 
Joe Willams and Erik Syngedouw (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2018): 166.  
168 4ÁÎÙÁ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ 'ÉÓÁ 7ÅÓÚËÁÌÎÙÓȟ Ȱ)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȡ 2ÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ -ÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȟȱ Anthropological Quarterly 
87, no. 1 (Winter 2014): 7-8, 14, 16, 18-20.  
169 %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ %ÍÍÁ &ÅÒÒÙ ÁÎÄ -ÁÎÄÁÎÁ %Ȣ ,ÉÍÂÅÒÔȟ Ȱ)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȟȱ ÉÎ Timely Assets: The Politics of Resources 
and their Temporalities, eds. Elizabeth Emma Ferry and Mandana E. Limbert (School for Advanced Research 
Press, 2008): 6-7. 
170 Fredrik Albritton Jonsson and Carl Wennerlind, Scarcity: A History from the Origins of Capitalism to the 
Climate Crisis (Harvard University Press, 2023): 2-3, 4-7, 12-16.   
171 Jonsson and Wennerlind, Scarcity, 2-3, 4-7, 12-ρφȠ -ÏÒÇÁÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ !ÌÌÕÒÅ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒȟȱ ρρυȠ 3ÁÒÁÈ "Ȣ 0ÒÉÔÃÈÁÒÄȟ 
Ȱ7ÁÔÅÒȟ 4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙȟ ÁÎÄ 7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ (ÕÂÒÉÓȟȱ Pacific Standard, April 7, 2015, 
https://psmag.com/environment/water -technology-and-western-hubris/ .   
172 $ÁÎÉËÁ #ÏÏÐÅÒȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ #ÁÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 0ÏÏÌȡ )ÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ !ÂÕÎÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ )ÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ -ÏÄÅÒÎ 
$ÅÓÅÒÔȟȱ Landscape Research 47, no. 1 (2021), 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01426397.2021.1958308 .  
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Although unconventional water resources (and extraction technologies) have been around 
ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÔÏÄÁÙ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÎÅ× ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÆÒÏÎÔÉÅÒȢȱ )ÎÉÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÁÓ 
solutions for areas with chronic water shortages like the Mediterranean and Middle East, 
over the last two decades and as fears of global water shortages have intensified, 
unconventional water resources have experienced a rise in popularity and investment 
worldwide. 173 With conventional sources progressively viewed as unable to meet needs, 
ÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÂÒÉÄÇÅ ÔÈÅ Ȭ×ÁÔÅÒ ÇÁÐȭ 
between growing water demand and shrinking water supplies174 especially in dry areas.175 
Desalination and wastewater recycling are generally understood as reliable in the face of 
unreliably - or even reliably - dry conditions.176 
 
Scarcity is key to the uptake of unconventional water resources as they are generally more 
expensive than conventional ones, though wastewater recycling and desalination are 
becoming less so as technologies improve and conventional sources become more difficult 
to develop and costly. Robert, a US-based desalination engineer, joked about this, noting: 
Ȱ0ÅÏÐÌÅ ÓÁÙ ÈÏ× ÍÕÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÙÏÕ ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÐÁÙ ÆÏÒ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÉÓ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÈÏ× 
ÔÈÉÒÓÔÙ ÁÒÅ ÙÏÕȩȱ177 Temporality is also significant for their appeal and adoption; 
unconventional water resources are held to uniquely narrow the supply-demand gap 
×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÆÒÁÍÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÕÐÏÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÏÍÉÎÇ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÃÒÉÓÉÓȭÓ ÕÒÇÅÎÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÓÔ ÐÁÃÅ ÏÆ 
ÃÌÉÍÁÔÉÃ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȢ 3ÕÃÈ ÆÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÅÃÈÏ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÏÕÒ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÄÁÐÔ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ 
on large scales lags far behind how quickly the climate is changinÇȢȱ178 As a World Bank 
ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÎÏÔÅÓȡ Ȱ#ÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ 
and supply side management options can help alleviate scarcity, but the pace of change is 
ÔÏÏ ÓÌÏ×ȟȱ unlike, as it implies, the pace of unconventional resource development.179   
 
Until the early 2000s, desalination was relatively circumscribed to water poor, energy rich 
Arabian Gulf countries who faced few if any other choices on their growth trajectories. 
Since then, however, desalination has seen an uptick globally.180 Desalination is being 

                                                
173 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓȟ "ÅÖÅÒÉÄÇÅȟ ÁÎÄ -ÁÙÁÕØȟ Ȱ5ÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ 7ÁÔÅÒÓȟȱ τςω-430.  
174 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓȟ "ÅÖÅÒÉÄÇÅȟ ÁÎÄ -ÁÙÁÕØȟ Ȱ5ÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ 7ÁÔÅÒÓȟȱ τσρȠ 5.-Water, UN Analytical Brief on 
Unconventional Water Resources, 5-6. 
175 UN Analytical Brief on Unconventional Water Resources, 5; Manzoor Qadir, Vladimir Smakhtin, Sasha Koo-
Oshima, and Edeltraud Guenther, eds., Unconventional Water Resources (2022), 3-10.    
176 Typical of such reliability thinking is how the Arup report Cities Alive: Rethinking Cities in Arid 
Environments ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ !ÄÅÌÁÉÄÅȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÒÅÃÙÃÌÅÄ ×ÁÓÔÅ×ÁÔÅÒȟ 
following the Millennium Drought (2001-ςππωɊȢ Ȱ2ÅÃÙÃÌÅÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÓ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÏÒÍ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÓ 
ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÒÅÁÄÓȟ ȰÁÎÄ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ of aquifer storage has enabled stormwater to 
become more reliable, future integration of recycled water and stormwater schemes will provide a more 
ÈÏÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÒÏÂÕÓÔ ȬÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅȭ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÙȢȢȢȱ -ÉÃÈÅÌÌÅ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈȟ Ȱ7ÁÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ Á ,ÉÖÅÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙ ÏÆ !ÄÅÌÁÉÄÅȟȱ ÉÎ 
Cities Alive: Rethinking Cities in Arid Environments, eds. Arup Middle East Planning Team (Arup, March 2018): 
37. 
177 Personal conversation with Robert, online, May 28, 2020.  
178 -ÉËÈÁÉÌ #ÈÅÓÔÅÒȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 3ÌÏ× "ÁËÅ ÏÆ /ÕÒ )ÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȟȱ Scientific American, July 22, 2022, 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the -slow-bake-of-our-infrastructure/ .   
179 World Bank, The Role of Desalination in an Increasingly Water-Scarce World (World Bank, 2019): xi.  
180 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓ ÁÎÄ 3×ÙÎÇÅÄÏÕ×ȟ Ȱ-ÏÂÉÌÉÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ /ÃÅÁÎÓȟȱ φ-7. 
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ÆÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÏÎÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓ ÏÆ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÑÕÁÎÔÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ that will 
worsen with global population growth and the extreme heat and prolonged drought linked 
ÔÏ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȢȱ181 While obstacles to deÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ×ÉÄÅ-scale adoption are recognized 
as including its high costs, energy-intensity, and environmental impact, industry advocates 
and proponents suggest that improvements on these have already and will continue to be 
made.182 With highly limited freshwater resources, hyperarid Dubai has made use of 
desalination since 1979;183 it now relies on desalination for 99% of its potable water 
supply184 and around half of its total water.185  
 
Wastewater recycling is a long-established practice, particularly in drylands, with places 
like LA County and Windhoek, Namibia even doing potable reuse since the 1960s;186 today, 
recycling is growing even faster than desalination.187 As Christopher Gasson, an expert on 

                                                
181 (ÅÎÒÙ &ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ #ÁÎ -ÁËÅ -ÏÒÅ 7ÁÔÅÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 3ÅÁȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÔ 7ÈÁÔ #ÏÓÔȩȱ The New York Times, 
October 22, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/22/climate/desalination -water-climate-change.html.   
182  Personal conversation with Robert, online, May 28, 2020; also see, for example, World Bank, The Role of 
Desalination, xix, xvii, xix-xxi, xxi-xxii.  
183 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, Prospectus for the Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and 
Water Authority PJSC (DEWA, March 15, 2022): 42.  
184 Personal conversation with Hamza (DEWA), October 24, 2019.  
185 Personal interview with Hamid (Dubai energy manager), January 16, 2020.  
186 #ÌÅÍÅÎÃÉÁ 2ÏÄÒÉÇÕÅÚ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ)ÎÄÉÒÅÃÔ 0ÏÔÁÂÌÅ 2ÅÕÓÅȡ ! 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 7ÁÔÅÒ 3ÕÐÐÌÙ !ÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅȟȱ 
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 6, no. 3 (2009): 1174ɀ1209. The 
Montebello Forebay Groundwater Recharge Project in the Central Basin in Los Angeles County (operational 
ÓÉÎÃÅ ρωφςɊ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄÅÓÔ ȬÉÎÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÐÏÔÁÂÌÅ ÒÅÕÓÅȭ ÏÒ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ×ÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÃÈÁÒÇÅ ÐÒoject in California. (See Monica 
'ÁÓÃÁȟ Ȱ&ÏÕÒ $ÅÃÁÄÅÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ 2ÅÃÈÁÒÇÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ -ÏÎÔÅÂÅÌÌÏ &ÏÒÅÂÁÙȟȱ ςππωȟ  
https://www. researchgate.net/publication/268115651_Four_Decades_of_Successful_Recharge_at_the_Monte
bello_ForebayȢɊ Ȭ)ÎÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÐÏÔÁÂÌÅ ÒÅÕÓÅȭ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ÓÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÒÅÁÔÅÄ ×ÁÓÔÅ×ÁÔÅÒ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÁÎ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÆÉÌÔÅÒ 
like the ground or a surface water reservoir in order to additionally treat and/or dilute it before it is reused. 
ɉ3ÅÅ Ȱ)ÎÄÉÒÅÃÔ 0ÏÔÁÂÌÅ 2ÅÕÓÅ )ÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ State Water Resources Control Board, n.d., last updated 26 June 
2023, https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/drinking_water/certlic/drinkingwater/indirect -potable-reuse.html.) 
The Montebello Forebay project was developed to alleviate the problem of seawater intrusion into 
groundwater in the Central Basin from over abstraction by recharging the basin aquifer with a mix of 
imported water, stormwater, and recycled wastewater. It is a collaboration between the Los Angeles County 
Department of Public Works, the Water Replenishment District of Southern California, and the Los Angeles 
#ÏÕÎÔÙ 3ÁÎÉÔÁÔÉÏÎ $ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔÓȢ ɉ3ÅÅ -ÏÎÉÃÁ 'ÁÓÃÁȟ Ȱ&ÏÕÒ $ÅÃÁÄÅÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ 2ÅÃÈÁÒÇÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ -ÏÎÔÅÂÅÌÌÏ 
&ÏÒÅÂÁÙȟȱ ςππωȢɊ %ÁÒÌÙ ÏÎȟ /ÒÁÎÇÅ #ÏÕÎÔÙ 7ÁÔÅÒ $ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÈÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ×ÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÃÈÁÒÇÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ Ȭ7ÁÔÅÒ 
&ÁÃÔÏÒÙ ςρȭ ɉÁÌÓÏ ÆÏÒ ÓÅÁ×Áter intrusion reasons), which operated between 1975 and the mid 2000s, when it 
was demolished to be replaced by the current Groundwater Replenishment System project. (See Brian Peck, 
Ȱ(ÉÓÔÏÒÙ !ÒÃÈÉÖÅÓȡ /ÒÁÎÇÅ #ÏÕÎÔÙ 7ÁÔÅÒ $ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔȭÓ 7ÁÔÅÒ &ÁÃÔÏÒÙ ςρ ɀ The ,ÅÇÁÃÙ 2ÅÍÁÉÎÓȟȱ California Water 
Environment Association, n.d., https://www.cwea.org/news/the -orange-county-water-district -water-factory-
21-the-legacy-remains/ .)    
Windhoek in Namibia has the longest history with direct potable reuse in the world, with its first project 
ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ρωφψȢ ɉ&ÒÅÄÄÉÅ #ÌÁÙÔÏÎȟ Ȱ7ÈÙ .ÁÍÉÂÉÁȭÓ ρωφπÓ 3Å×ÁÇÅ 0ÕÒÉÆÙÉÎÇ 0ÌÁÎÔ ÉÓ Á "ÅÁÃÏÎ ÏÆ 
Hope for the US WaÔÅÒ #ÒÉÓÉÓȟȱ Nature Africa, December 8, 2023, https://www.nature.com/articles/d44148 -
023-00349-zȢɊ Ȭ$ÉÒÅÃÔ ÐÏÔÁÂÌÅ ÒÅÕÓÅȭ ÆÏÒÇÏÅÓ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÆÉÌÔÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÎÄÓ ÔÒÅÁÔÅÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÔÒÁÉÇÈÔ Ôo a 
drinking water treatment plant to be fed into the distribution system or directly upstream of it. (See 
Ȱ2ÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ $ÉÒÅÃÔ 0ÏÔÁÂÌÅ 2ÅÕÓÅ ÉÎ #ÁÌÉÆÏÒÎÉÁȟȱ State Water Resources Control Board, August 7, 2024, 
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/drinking_water/certlic/drinkingwater/direct_potable_reuse.html .)   
187 )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 2ÅÕÓÅ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎȟ Ȱ%ØÐÌÏÓÉÖÅ 'ÒÏ×ÔÈ ÉÎ $ÅÍÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ 5ÎÃÏÎÖÅÎtional 
7ÁÔÅÒ 2ÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÓ #ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅ "ÉÔÅÓȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅ, October 11, 2021, https://idadesal.org/explosive -
growth-in-demand-for-unconventional-water-resources-as-climate-change-bites/ .  

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/22/climate/desalination-water-climate-change.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268115651_Four_Decades_of_Successful_Recharge_at_the_Montebello_Forebay
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268115651_Four_Decades_of_Successful_Recharge_at_the_Montebello_Forebay
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/drinking_water/certlic/drinkingwater/indirect-potable-reuse.html
https://www.cwea.org/news/the-orange-county-water-district-water-factory-21-the-legacy-remains/
https://www.cwea.org/news/the-orange-county-water-district-water-factory-21-the-legacy-remains/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d44148-023-00349-z
https://www.nature.com/articles/d44148-023-00349-z
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/drinking_water/certlic/drinkingwater/direct_potable_reuse.html
https://idadesal.org/explosive-growth-in-demand-for-unconventional-water-resources-as-climate-change-bites/
https://idadesal.org/explosive-growth-in-demand-for-unconventional-water-resources-as-climate-change-bites/
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×ÁÔÅÒ ÍÁÒËÅÔÓȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ςπςρȡ Ȱ7ÁÔÅÒ Òeuse has seen incredible growth over the past 
five years, but this may be just the beginning of something even bigger. Once politicians 
understand that indirect potable reuse is the safest, lowest cost and most environmentally 
friendly source of additional ×ÁÔÅÒȟ ÉÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÒÍ ÁÌÌ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȢȢȢȱ188 
7ÁÓÔÅ×ÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÃÙÃÌÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ Á ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÐÉÅÃÅ ÏÆ ,!ȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÐÌÁÎÓȢ 
#ÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÎÇ ÁÔ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÏÎÌÙ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ςϷ ÏÆ ,!ȭÓ ÔÏÔÁÌ water, and used in non-potable 
applications like irrigation and industry, by 2035 wastewater recycling is set to produce 
συϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕpply, most of which will be for potable reuse.189 Dubai reuses 
around 90% of wastewater it treats for non-potable purposes, namely irrigation and 
increasingly district cooling, and plans to reuse 100% of treated water by 2030.190    
 
Beyond-just -fossil-fuels and Beyond-just -aqueducts: The Stickiness of Infrastructure 
and Infrastructural Visions  
 
In many ways, the anticipated future is new and uncertain, and there are ambitious 
projects being developed to prepare for it. And yet projects and their promises - which in 
some cases bear echoes from the past - are bounded by entrenched structures.  
 
Perhaps nowhere was this entrenchment more obvious recently than in some of the futures 
of energy as envisaged at the UNFCCC COP28 Climate Conference, which was hosted in 
Dubai and presided over by Sultan Ahmed Al Jaber, CEO of both the Abu Dhabi National Oil 
Corporation (ADNOC) Group and state-owned renewable energy company Masdar.  These 
futures were on display in the stories and scandals reported around the conference. First, 
there was the news of plans by the UAE to use the conference as an opportunity to hold 
private meetings to discuss fossil fuel development opportunities with 15 countries (in 
addition to commercial renewable energy deals with 20 countries) based on leaked 
briefings.191 Then, there were the comments made by Al Jaber to Mary Robinson (former 
0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ ÏÆ )ÒÅÌÁÎÄɊȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÏÆ ȬÎÏ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȭ ÏÒ ȬÓÃÅÎÁÒÉÏȭ ÔÏ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÅ× 
that fossil fuels have to be phased out to keep global warming below 1.5 Celsius or that 
phasing out is the way to do so.192 Finally, there was the letter writteÎ ÂÙ /0%#ȭÓ 3ÅÃÒÅÔÁÒÙ 
General Haitham Al Gaith urging OPEC member states to oppose the phasing out of fossil 
fuels if included in any final agreement reached at COP28 (which it was).193 Regardless of 
the veracity of some of the claims (which the UAE contests), they point to the stickiness of 
                                                
188 )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 2ÅÕÓÅ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎȟ Ȱ%ØÐÌÏÓÉÖÅ 'ÒÏ×ÔÈ ÉÎ $ÅÍÁÎÄȢȱ 
189 (ÁÙÌÅÙ 3ÍÉÔÈȟ Ȱ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ ÉÓ 2ÕÎÎÉÎÇ /ÕÔ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ 4ÉÍÅȢ !ÒÅ ,ÅÁÄÅÒÓ 7ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ !ÃÔȩȱ Los Angeles 
Times, October 13, 2022, https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2022 -10-13/as-election-nears-
future-l-a-water-supply-gains-focus.  
190 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 0ÌÁÎÓ ÔÏ 2ÅÃÙÃÌÅ ρππϷ ÏÆ 7ÁÓÔÅ×ÁÔÅÒ ÂÙ ςπσπȟȱ The National, 21 August 2023, 
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/gove rnment/2023/08/21/dubai -plans-to-recycle-100-of-
wastewater-by-2030/ .  
191 *ÕÓÔÉÎ 2Ï×ÌÁÔÔȟ Ȱ5!% 0ÌÁÎÎÅÄ ÔÏ 5ÓÅ #/0ςψ #ÌÉÍÁÔÅ 4ÁÌËÓ ÔÏ -ÁËÅ /ÉÌ $ÅÁÌÓȟȱ BBC News, November 27, 
2023, https://www.bbc.com/news/science -environment-67508331. 
192 ,ÉÓÁ &ÒÉÅÄÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ 3ÕÍÍÉÔ ,ÅÁÄÅÒ 4ÒÉÅÓ ÔÏ #ÁÌÍ 5ÐÒÏÁÒ /ÖÅÒ Á 2ÅÍÁÒË ÏÎ &ÏÓÓÉÌ &ÕÅÌÓȟȱ The New 
York Times, December 4, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/04/climate/cop28 -aljaber-fossil-
fuels.html.  
193 Ȱ#/0ςψȡ /0%# /ÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ &ÏÓÓÉÌ &ÕÅÌ $ÅÁÌ -ÅÔ ×ÉÔÈ /ÕÔÒÁÇÅȟȱ Deutsche Welle, December 9, 2023,   
https://www.dw.com/en/cop28 -opec-opposition-to-fossil-fuel-deal-met-with -outrage/a-67676599. 

https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2022-10-13/as-election-nears-future-l-a-water-supply-gains-focus
https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2022-10-13/as-election-nears-future-l-a-water-supply-gains-focus
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/government/2023/08/21/dubai-plans-to-recycle-100-of-wastewater-by-2030/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/government/2023/08/21/dubai-plans-to-recycle-100-of-wastewater-by-2030/
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-67508331
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-67508331
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/04/climate/cop28-aljaber-fossil-fuels.html#:~:text=Climate%20Summit%20Leader%20Tries%20to,phaseout%20of%20oil%20and%20gas.&text=Climate%20Forward%20There's%20an%20ongoing%20crisis%20%E2%80%94%20and%20tons%20of%20news
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/04/climate/cop28-aljaber-fossil-fuels.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/04/climate/cop28-aljaber-fossil-fuels.html
https://www.dw.com/en/cop28-opec-opposition-to-fossil-fuel-deal-met-with-outrage/a-67676599
https://www.dw.com/en/cop28-opec-opposition-to-fossil-fuel-deal-met-with-outrage/a-67676599
https://www.dw.com/en/cop28-opec-opposition-to-fossil-fuel-deal-met-with-outrage/a-67676599
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infrastructures and infrastructural visions. The future imaginaries highlighted here imagine 
an outsized role for CCS,194 focusing on emissions as the problem rather than fossil fuels 
per say;195 CCS technologies are seen to accrete over fossil fuel infrastructures and 
investments already made to extend their viability into the future. Such ideas persist in 
spite of conÃÅÒÎÓ ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ##3 ȰÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÄÅÐÌÏÙÅÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÁÌÅ 
or pace required to avoid the ×ÏÒÓÔ ÉÍÐÁÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȱ196 and expert views on CCS 
as as-ÙÅÔ ȰÕÎÐÒÏÖÅÎ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓȢȱ197 They hinge on a belief that the innovations required 
to solve still existing problems with developing technologies will assuredly occur in the 
future. 
 
I found similar entrenchedness or stickiness in other places in my work.. Plans to green 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÄÅÓÅÒÔ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÅØÔÅÎÄȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÌÏÎÇ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÉÅÓȟ 
which get remade by sustainability concerns but not displaced, as I discuss in detail in 
chapter 2. The much-hyped transition to local water in Los Angeles, as I read in Sayd 
2ÁÎÄÌÅȭÓ ×ÏÒËȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ-Ï×ÎÅÄ ,! !ÑÕÅÄÕÃÔ ÁÍÏÎÇ ȬÌÏÃÁÌȭ 
sources; it will, furthermore, continue to be supplemented by aqueducts, which are a 
ȬÍÕÓÔȟȭ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÁÓ ÁÑÕÅÄÕÃÔ-free as it might seem.198 And, as I discovered, one 
of the major wastewater recycling projects currently planned in LA - the Los Angeles 
Groundwater Replenishment Project - has been nearly three decades in the making and has 
experienced fits and starts since it was first launched as the East Valley Recycling Project, 
something I consider in chapter 3. I became intrigued, as such, to understand how existing 
socio-material systems, relationships, and imaginaries are circumscribing resource 
transitions as they unfold.  
 
-Ù ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÔÉÃËÉÎÅÓÓ ÅÃÈÏÅÓ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓÈÉÐ ÅÎÇÁÇÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÐÁÔÈ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÃÙȱ ÏÒ ÈÏ× 
entrenched infrastructures, policies, and relations shape adaptation endeavors and pose 
ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓȢ "ÒÉÁÎ /ȭ.ÅÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ Anne-,ÉÓÅ "ÏÙÅÒ ÔÁËÅ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÐÁÔÈ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÃÙȱ ÉÎ 
ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÏÒË ÏÎ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÎ !ÒÉÚÏÎÁȟ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÚÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÁÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÉÎÇ ȰÔÈÅ ÌÏÃËÉÎÇ-in of an 
hydrosocial system to a technologically rooted trajectory emphasizing the importance of 
fixed capital invested ÉÎ ÌÁÒÇÅ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÔ ȰÃÏÎÓÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ 
ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅÓȱ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆȟ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÓÕÎËÅÎ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓȢ199 A path dependency 
ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅÓȟ ÁÓ /ȭ.ÅÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ "ÏÙÅÒ ÄÏȟ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÃÅÄÅÎÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 
effects they have on the future. Historical factors that can lock-in water development along 

                                                
194 ,ÉÓÁ &ÒÉÅÄÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ 3ÕÍÍÉÔ ,ÅÁÄÅÒ 4ÒÉÅÓ ÔÏ #ÁÌÍ 5ÐÒÏÁÒ /ÖÅÒ Á 2ÅÍÁÒË ÏÎ &ÏÓÓÉÌ &ÕÅÌÓȢȱ 
195 &ÒÉÅÄÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ 3ÕÍÍÉÔ ,ÅÁÄÅÒ 4ÒÉÅÓȟȱȠ $ÁÍÉÁÎ #ÁÒÒÉÎÇÔÏÎ ÁÎÄ "ÅÎ 3ÔÏÃËÔÏÎȟ Ȱ#ÏÐςψ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ 3ÁÙÓ 
4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Ȭ.Ï 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅȭ "ÅÈÉÎÄ $ÅÍÁÎÄÓ ÆÏÒ 0ÈÁÓÅ-ÏÕÔ ÏÆ &ÏÓÓÉÌ &ÕÅÌÓȟȱ The Guardian, December 3, 2023, 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/dec/03/back -into-caves-cop28-president-dismisses-
phase-out-of-fossil-fuels.  
196  &ÒÉÅÄÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ 3ÕÍÍÉÔ ,ÅÁÄÅÒ 4ÒÉÅÓȢȱ 
197 $ÁÍÉÁÎ #ÁÒÒÉÎÇÔÏÎ ÁÎÄ "ÅÎ 3ÔÏÃËÔÏÎȟ Ȱ#ÏÐςψ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ 3ÁÙÓ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Ȭ.Ï 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅȭ "ÅÈÉÎÄ $emands for 
Phase-ÏÕÔ ÏÆ &ÏÓÓÉÌ &ÕÅÌÓȟȱ $ÅÃÅÍÂÅÒ σȟ ςπςσȢ  
198 3ÁÙÄ 2ÁÎÄÌÅȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ -ÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ,ÉÍÉÔÓ ÏÆ Ȭ,ÏÃÁÌ 7ÁÔÅÒȭ ÉÎ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓȟȱ Engagement, December 11, 2018, 
https://aesengagement.wordpress.com/2018/12/11/the -meanings-and-limits -of-local-water-in-los-
angeles/.    
199 "ÒÉÁÎ /ȭ.ÅÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ !ÎÎÅ-,ÉÓÅ "ÏÙÅÒȟ ȰȬ,ÏÃËÉÎÇ ÉÎȭ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 53-Mexico Borderlands: Path 
Dependency, Techno-/ÐÔÉÍÉÓÍȟ ÁÎÄ #ÌÉÍÁÔÅ !ÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ Water Alternatives 16, no. 2 (2023): 484.  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/dec/03/back-into-caves-cop28-president-dismisses-phase-out-of-fossil-fuels
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Á ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ ÁÒÅ ÁÓ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÁÓ ȰÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÅÍÏÒÙȟ ÆÉØÅÄ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÃÏÓÔÓȟ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÓ ÏÆ 
ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÐÏ×ÅÒȢȱ200 In Dubai and LA, I encountered talk of 
amortized assets and accrued expertise, of projects requiring billions of dollars of funding, 
and of urban spaces already highly paved and the challenges to unpaving that made the 
issue of path dependency crystal-clear. While recognizing that systems are formed by 
ÃÏÎÔÉÎÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÐÅÎ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȟ ) ÅÃÈÏ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÌÉËÅ /ȭ.ÅÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ "ÏÙÅÒ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 
ways in which systemic transformation can prove difficult once a path is chosen and a 
trajectory locked in.  
 
Moreover, and as the CSS and fossil fuels imaginary makes evident, even when change does 
occur, it generally accrues on top of the old. Anthropologist Nikhil Anand describes this as 
ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȭÓ ȬÁÃÃÒÅÔÉÏÎȭ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÙÅÒÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÅÒÉÏÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
continue to function across time. Building on the work of Susan Leigh Star, Anand writes of 
ÈÏ× ȰÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÅÌÄÏÍ ÂÕÉÌÔ de novoȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÁÒÅ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÅÄȟ ÉÎÓÔÁÌÌÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ 
into being on top of already existing infrastructures that both constrain and enable their 
form (StaÒ ρωωωɊȢȱ !Ó ÓÏÃÉÏÔÅÃÈÎÉÃÁÌ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 
technical, legal, financial, and political structures, infrastructures accrete when innovations 
in any of these structures are overlaid onto and refashion existing networks, which 
themselves materialize from older ideals, policies, and engineering best practices.201 Star 
ÁÄÄÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÃÁÌÅ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔÓ ÒÅÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÔÅÎÄÓ 
to be piecemeal rather than wholesale, with changes often requiring extensive negotiation 
and extending beyond the infrastructures themselves.202  
 
Finally, it is not just infrastructure (and embedded relations) that are sticky; there is a 
stickiness to infrastructural visions as well. David Saurí, David Pavón, and Santiago 
Gorostiza point out, for instance, how present-day visions of limitless renewables-powered 
desalination - and the growth it might enable -  in Spain (which find parallels in Dubai) 
echo visions of limitless nuclear-powered desalination from the 1960s that never 
materialized.203 Natalie Koch shows how contemporary ag-tech imaginaries in the UAE, 
which are thought to be novel, actually reproduce the promises made by earlier initiatives 
ÎÏ× ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ ÆÏÒÇÏÔÔÅÎȢ +ÏÃÈ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ ȰÓÐÅÃÔÁÃÕÌÁÒ ÆÏÒÇÅÔÔÉÎÇȟȱ ×ÈÅÒÅ 
spectacular visions of the future are strategically mobilized, forgotten, and repeated and 
where the fact of their repetition - ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ȬÆÁÉÌÕÒÅȭ - is unrecalled.204 Significantly, and 
as Koch demonstrates, we need to attend to the politics of forgetting and repetition amidst 
novelty claims about the future.   
 

                                                
200 /ȭ.ÅÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ "ÏÙÅÒȟ ȰȬ,ÏÃËÉÎÇ ÉÎȭ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ τψσȢ  
201 .ÉËÈÉÌ !ÎÁÎÄȟ Ȱ!ÃÃÒÅÔÉÏÎȟȱ Society for Cultural Anthropology (The Infrastructure Toolbox Series), 
September 24, 2015, https://culanth.org/fieldsights/accretion .  
202 Susan Leigh Star, Ȱ4ÈÅ %ÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÏÆ )ÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȟȱ American Behavioral Scientist 43, no. 3 
(November/December 1999): 382. 
203 $ÁÖÉÄ 3ÁÕÒþȟ 3ÁÎÔÉÁÇÏ 'ÏÒÏÓÔÉÚÁȟ ÁÎÄ $ÁÖÉÄ 0ÁÖĕÎȟ Ȱ7ÅÔ $ÒÅÁÍÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á 'ÒÁÉÎ ÏÆ 3ÁÌÔȡ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ 
3ÐÁÉÎȭÓ 7ÁÔÅÒ 0ÏÌÉÃÙȟȱ ÉÎ Tapping the Oceans: Seawater Desalination and the Political Ecology of Water, eds. Joe 
Williams and Erik Swyngedouw (Edward Elgar Publishing, 2018): 37.  
204 +ÏÃÈȟ Ȱ!Ç4ÅÃÈ ÉÎ !ÒÁÂÉÁȟȱ φφφ-686. 
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The dissertation explores what is sticky in sustainable water planning as it is being imagined 
and enacted in Dubai and LA and how that stickiness is generating beyond-just-fossil-fuel 
and beyond-just-aqueduct futures.  
 
Outline of the Dissertation  
 
In  what follows, I consider how imaginaries of aspired-for futures - ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÁÎ ȰÉÎÆÉÎÉÔÙ 
ÏÆ ×ÁÔÅÒȱ205 ÁÎÄ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÒ ȬÏÎÅ ×ÁÔÅÒȭ ÁÎÄ Ȭ×ÁÔÅÒ ×ÉÓÄÏÍȭ - are generating plans and 
and projects for, for instance, solar-powered efficient desalination, wastewater-irrigated 
desert greening, and massive potable wastewater recycling initiatives. In each of the three 
chapters, I consider specific city-wide sustainability plans and projects that are being 
developed by policymakers, water engineers, and urban planners. I hone in on a particular 
imaginary, the plans and projects it is driving, and the countervailing forces involved in 
their execution. Interspersed between the chapters are five visions or proposals for the 
future developed by designers, architects, and artists that relate to the city endeavors in 
different ways and shed further light on them. The dissertation is based on eight months of 
in-person ethnographic and archival fieldwork in Dubai and four months in Los Angeles. It 
relies especially heavily on semi-structured and structured interviews, the archives of 
newspapers and other periodicals, and planning documents and reports.     
 
I open with the first vision - a make-believe bio-desalination plant designed by Tellart and 
presented in the Museum of the Future-organized exhibition Climate Change Reimagined. 
The museum is among various future-oriented Government of Dubai institutions that aim 
ÔÏ ÇÕÁÒÁÎÔÅÅ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÂÙ ÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÉÎÇ 
for the future as well as trying to shape it via present-day policy-making. The bio-
desalination plant is envisaged as one of a slew of technological solutions to climate change 
challenges developed by the United Arab Emirates by 2050, by which time, it is imagined, 
the country has established itself as a leading developer and exporter of green 
technologies; it is a fictive genetically-ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÅÄ ÃÒÏÓÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Á ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ ÁÂÓÏÒÂÅÎÔȭ 
jelly-ÆÉÓÈ ÁÎÄ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÎÇȭ ÍÁÎÇÒÏÖÅ ÔÒÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄÌÙ ÓÏÌÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ 
of desalinatiÏÎȭÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÉÓ ȬÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌȭ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅ 
ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÏÔÈ ÍÁÒËÅÔ $ÕÂÁÉ ÁÓ ÆÕÔÕÒÉÓÔÉÃ ÓÏ ÁÓ ÔÏ 
attract interest, talent, and investment, and to inspire innovation so as to realize its 
aspiration of turning the city into a global green economy hub. In Dubai, where the state is 
the main economic actor that sets the tone for future directions, governmental visions like 
the bio-desalination plant filter through thick public-private ties, nudging the private sector 
ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÄÒÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙȭ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ 
by climate change challenges seen in Climate Change Reimagined is consonant with some 
aspects of attempts to make desalination more sustainable considered in chapter 1.  
 
Chapter 1 looks at how a concern for energy and emissions on the one hand and the costs 
ÏÆ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÒÅ ÄÒÉÖÉÎÇ Á ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȭ 
desalination in Dubai. The Government of Dubai and its utility - the Dubai Electricity and 

                                                
205 'İÎÅÌȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ )ÎÆÉÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒȟȱ ςωςȢ   
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Water Authority - are working ɀ quite intensively actually - to build more efficient forms of 
desalination infrastructures, power them using solar energy, and develop them through 
public-private partnerships expected to bring in expertise and capital. Such endeavors are 
ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇȟ 
and for enhancing the bottom line of governmental authorities that are run with laissez-
faire logics in $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅ Ï×ÎÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢ 
These motivations result in an emphasis within sustainability on economics, reputation, 
and eco-metrics that can obscure larger environmental realities in what I call a 
metricization of sustainability. I consider how sustainability is mobilized, for instance, to 
make the utility more profitable, especially given its recent partial public listing on the 
Dubai Financial Market that was as much about capitalizing the utility as it was about 
ÂÏÏÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÍÁÒËÅÔÓȢ /Ò ÈÏ× ÐÕÂÌÉÃ-private partnerships are being leveraged 
to develop local capacity through collaborations ɀ increasingly with Chinese companies as 
China comes to dominate renewables ɀ in order to turn Dubai and the UAE more broadly 
into green business leaders within a new green geo-economic order. The entrenchedness of 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 
imperative of attracting investment have outcomes like a lack of transparency in data, no 
ÏÖÅÒÓÉÇÈÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÆ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÂÙÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÂÒÉÎÅÓ ÏÎ ÍÁÒÉÎÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
absence of independent non-governmental organizations, and regulations that limit 
distributed solar installation to maintain a healthy income for the utility.  
 
In vision 2, I look at Wetlandȟ ÔÈÅ 5!%ȭÓ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÁÖÉÌÉÏÎ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ρχÔÈ 6ÅÎÉÃÅ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ 
Biennale in 2021. In Wetland, co-curators Wael Al Awar and Kenichi Teramoto present a 
material under development: a salt-based cement made from desalination brines. The salt-
based cement is a substitute to highly carbon emissions-intensive portland cement that 
puts to use desalination brines rather than disposing of them, thereby rendering both 
construction and desalination more sustainable. Wetland adopts a different take on 
vernacular architecture, which is seeing increasing popularity in the field of architecture as 
ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄÉÚÅÄ ȬÏÎÅ ÓÉÚÅ ÆÉÔÓ ÁÌÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȭ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ - ɉÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 
environmental ills it has produced) come under question and more environmentally 
ÓÅÎÓÉÔÉÖÅ ȬÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÖÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒÓȭ ÁÒÅ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÔÏȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ Wetland, rather, is an 
industrial vernacular: a construction material produced from the industrial waste specific 
to each locale that, unlike traditional vernaculars, is scalable at current growth rates. Al 
Awar is now working to make his salt-based cement more easily and quickly deployable so 
it can practically meet the needs of rapacious construction and real estate industries. As the 
5!%ȭÓ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÓÅÌÅÃÔÉÏn for the biennale, the project walks a fine line between criticizing 
ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ɉÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅɊ ÁÎÄ ÏÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ Á ÔÅÃÈÎÏÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ 
ÉÎ ÁÎ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÉÔÓ ×ÅÌÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ 
ambitions to achieve green innovation. But as Al Awar recognizes, the salt-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÃÅÍÅÎÔȭÓ 
wide-scale adoption will require systemic changes to, for instance, existing building 
standards and industrial relations that make techno-solutions like it more complicated 
than they might initially seem. 
 
#ÈÁÐÔÅÒ ς ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÔÏ ȬÇÒÅÅÎȭ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÍÁÙ ÍÅÁÎ ÆÏÒ 
×ÁÔÅÒȭÓ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢ 'ÒÅÅÎ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ Á ÈÁÌÌÍÁÒË ÏÆ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÔÏÕÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ 
sustainability benefits like micro-cooliÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÒÅÎÄÅÒÉÎÇ Á ȬÇÒÅÅÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭ 
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competitive and appealing. But in a harsh desert environment, such landscapes are neither 
as natural nor as sustainable as they sometimes get represented in a situation I call an 
aestheticization of sustainabilityȢ Ȭ'ÒÅÅÎÉÎÇȭ ÓÐÅÌÌÓ ÈÉÇÈ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ÒÕÎ 
counter to the goal of developing a sustainable water supply. As a key consideration in both 
ÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍÓȟ ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÐÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÃÉÔÙ 
master plans in Dubai translate into rafaha or luxury - ÉÎ ËÅÅÐÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÂÒÁÎÄ - 
and spell lush greenery; this greenery is central to the tourism and real estate properties - 
and particularly upscale ones - that contribute significantly to the city-ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ economy. 
'ÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÈÉÇÈ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÄÁ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÍÅÇÁ ÒÅÁÌ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȟ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ 
key players given how Dubai develops, with large areas often handed over to developers to 
build planned communities on after broad approvals; green spaces are integral to the 
ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÏÆ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÕÒÎ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ 
ÌÉËÅ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÙ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÏÓÅÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÅȭ ÉÎÔÏ ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÔÉÚÅÁÂÌÅ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅÓȢ 3ÕÃÈ 
contradictory impulses are made all the more extreme by the govÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ Ï×ÎÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÏÆ 
major real estate and tourism parastatals and by its desire to attract visitors and residents, 
which produces a business-friendly approach to sustainability regulations that some 
experts suggest are neither stringent nor stringently applied enough. Finally, while the 
ȰÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÏÆ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÔÓ ÏÎ ÉÔÓ ÉÒÒÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÔÒÅÁÔÅÄ ×ÁÓÔÅ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÎ Á 
situation typical of an approach in Dubai I characterize as efficient opulence, significant 
amounts of desalinated water are still needed to produce treated wastewater, recycled 
water requires considerable energy to produce and convey, and there are competing uses 
for recycled water from other emerging sustainability programs including centralized 
cooling that raise questions around how urban greening will be sustained and at what cost.  
 
In vision 3, I hone in on the artwork Becoming Xerophile by Cooking Sections, which was 
presented at the Sharjah Architecture Triennale in 2019 and which provides an alternative 
model for landscaping UAE desert cities. The duo presented a garden of sand and rock 
mounds adapted from traditional vernacular drylands cultivation techniques, in which 
landscapes are sculpted to produce micro-ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÄÕÃÅ Ȭ×ÁÔÅÒÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ×ÁÔÅÒȭ ÏÒ 
Ȭ×ÁÔÅÒÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÔÏÎÅÓȭȠ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÓÓÉÖÅ ÉÒÒÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÄÏÎÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÉÎÇ 
surface temperature differences generated ÆÒÏÍ Á ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅȭÓ ÓÃÕÌÐÔÅÄ ÆÏÒÍ ÔÏ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÅ 
ÃÏÎÄÅÎÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÉÃ ÈÕÍÉÄÉÔÙȢ !Ô ÔÈÅ 3ÈÁÒÊÁÈ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ 4ÒÉÅÎÎÁÌÅȭÓ 
permanent home, the artists ran a multi-year experiment that involved growing different 
species of edible desert plants on mounds of various sizes and slopes to gather data on and 
refine their mound garden designs. Becoming Xerophile is an alternative to the water-
intensive English garden model (seen in chapter 2), which foregrounds lawn to deleterious 
effects. It challenges modernist preconceptions of the desert as barren, unproductive, and 
aesthetically unpleasing that often undergird desert greening initiatives. As an open-ended 
experiment, Becoming Xerophile diverges from the instrumentalization of imagination in 
the innovation economy and the speedy, packaged solutions it favors.206 It offers an 
aesthetic for desert urban beautification work that has not yet been embraced by local 
policy-makers perhaps in part because it differs from the aestheticization of sustainability 
and world class city aesthetics popular today in Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Sharjah. 

                                                
206 John Beck and Ryan Bishop, Technocrats of the Imagination: Art, Technology, and the Military-Industrial 
Avant-Garde (Duke University Press, 2020): 178. 



 

40 

 
Chapter 3 considers the future of wastewater in Los Angeles and particularly ongoing 
potable reuse initiatives that aim to turn purified wastewater into drinking supplies. These 
hold the promise of providing LA with significant amounts of water but require inter-
ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ,!ȭÓ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȟ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇ 
ÓÃÁÐÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓȭÓ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ 
wastewater reuse initiatives. Divided regulation and institutional mandates intensify the 
challenges of treating water for public health and environmental health (which are at times 
overlapping and at others distinct). The contentious legacies of public health scandals 
ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÃÙÃÌÉÎÇ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÈÁÕÎÔ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅ ȬÏÖÅÒ-
ÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÏÕÔÒÅÁÃÈ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÓ ÔÏ ÁÖÏÉÄ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÄÄ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ 
Available financing mechanisms given established siloed management approaches like 
distinct sewage and water rates that can be used in circumscribed ways pose hurdles for 
funding collaborative projects. Conservation, a different policy priority and one being 
heavily relied on as a drought-response in LA, impacts wastewater flows and how much 
recycled water projects might actually end up producing. And plans to recycle otherwise 
treated and discharged water clash with urban revitalization planning underway around 
the Los Angeles River over the last two decades as discharged wastewater constitutes the 
ÖÁÓÔ ÍÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÖÅÒȭÓ ÆÌÏ×Ó ÏÎ ÄÒÙ ÄÁÙÓȢ 
 
Vision 4, Bending the River, is an environmental engineering project by Metabolic Studio. 
The project looks to siphon, clean, and reuse recycled wastewater flows in the LA River to 
irrigate the Los !ÎÇÅÌÅÓ 3ÔÁÔÅ (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ 0ÁÒËȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÐÁÒË ÉÓ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÖÅÒȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ 
floodplain - an area that would have regularly flooded during storms before the river was 
encased in a concrete channel and would have naturally been irrigated by the river as such. 
Today, and because of the infrastructural, bureaucratic, and legal systems developed to 
ÍÁÎÁÇÅ ÔÈÅ ,! 2ÉÖÅÒȭÓ ȬÃÙÂÏÒÇȭ ×ÁÔÅÒÓÈÅÄȟ Á ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÔÏ ÉÒÒÉÇÁÔÅ Á ÆÌÏÏÄÐÌÁÉÎ ÐÁÒË ×ÉÔÈ ÒÉÖÅÒ 
water has been over ten years in the making and has necessitated around 80 permits - a 
ÔÒÕÅ ÔÅÓÔÁÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ,!ȭÓ ÍÕÌÔÉ-jurisdictionality. Significantly, Bending the River combines 
wastewater reuse and river revitalization, which are seen as potentially at odds in chapter 
3. It aims to reintroduce a relationship between the river and city lost with channelization, 
ÔÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÖÅÒ ÁÓ Á ȰÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÌÉÆÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȱ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ 
ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÏÆ Ȱ×ÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÆÕÌ ÓÔÅ×ÁÒÄÓÈÉÐȱ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ 
ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ Ȱ×ÁÔÅÒ ÒÉÇÈÔÓȢȱ207 Bending the River managed to catalyze complex 
institutional collaborations perhaps, as Lauren Bon suggests, because it was seen as a 
ȬÓÈÏÒÔ-ÔÅÒÍ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÎÑÕÉÒÙȭȠ208 the studio sees in the project, however, a prototype for 
regenerating the river in its entirety and reconnecting it to its floodplain, as well as for re-
ÉÍÁÇÉÎÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓȭ ×ÁÓÔÅ×ÁÔÅÒ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÖÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÕÓÅÄ ÆÌÏ×Ó ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÆÏÒ Á 
ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȭ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȢ209 
                                                
207 ,ÁÕÒÅÎ "ÏÎȟ Ȱ! 2ÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ 7ÁÔÅÒȟȱ Metabolic Studio, n.d., 
https://metabolicstudio.org/posts/pdf/26_a -responsibility -to-water-by-lauren-bon.pdf.   
208 #ÁÒÏÌÉÎÁ !Ȣ -ÉÒÁÎÄÁȟ Ȱ%ÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÉÎÇ "ÕÒÉÅÄ ,!ȭÓ 2ÉÖÅÒȢ !ÒÔÉÓÔ ,ÁÕÒÅÎ "ÏÎ ÉÓ %ÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÉÎÇ Á 0ÌÁÎ ÔÏ &ÒÅÅ )Ôȟȱ 
Los Angeles Times, October 11, 2023, https://www.latimes.com/entertainment -arts/story/2023 -10-
11/artist -lauren-bon-and-metabolic-studio-bending-the-river -will -clean-polluted-water.   
209 Lauren Bon, Murray Pepper and Vicki Reynolds Pepper Distinguished Visiting Artist & Scholar Lecture, Pitzer 
College, Claremont, California, December 6, 2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n6mLTPgCbTs.  

https://metabolicstudio.org/posts/pdf/26_a-responsibility-to-water-by-lauren-bon.pdf
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2023-10-11/artist-lauren-bon-and-metabolic-studio-bending-the-river-will-clean-polluted-water
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2023-10-11/artist-lauren-bon-and-metabolic-studio-bending-the-river-will-clean-polluted-water
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n6mLTPgCbTs
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)Î ÍÙ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȟ ) ÔÕÒÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÉÎ ÍÙ ×ÏÒË ɀ namely the 
impact of imaginaries of the future on the present ɀ on its head and ask: what does an 
emphasis on sustainable futures mean when the 21st cities vying to be sustainability 
leaders are becoming increasingly unlivable for so many in the present? From mega 
storms, fires, and deadly temperatures to exorbitant costs of living and a dearth of 
affordable housing, Dubai and LA are in many ways exemplarily dystopian once again. I 
draw on the present-day realities of these two cities to explore some of the tensions 
between ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÌÉÖÅÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÓÏ ÁÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÅÎÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÉÎÅÑÕÉÔÉÅÓȢ ) 
advocate for a need to keep an eye on the present alongside the future and to question what 
ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȭ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÁÒe. 
 
Vision 5 is an abolitionist pod by the art collective and gallery Crenshaw Dairy Mart, which 
is based in the predominantly black and brown City of Inglewood in LA County.  
The collective mobilizes abolitionist aesthetics to imagine a future beyond the prison-
industrial complex in which economic, food, and housing security are the basis for 
community uplift and liberation instead. The pod is a geodesic dome-shaped farm grown 
with plants sourced from black farmers from across LA County and is being deployed in 
public spaces in LA; it is produced in collaboration with community members and for the 
community to, for instance, harvest, gather, and take respite in. Significantly, the 
abolitionist pod is a bottom-up vision of the future, which understands current solutions, 
including incarceration, as unsustainable, and which presents alternatives to them like 
mutual aid. Maintaining an experimental ethos, the collective is mobilizing pods to 
prototype conversations around abolition; model community; and encourage community 
ownership over interventions so that their contribution to making LA more sustainable, 
liveable, and just is meaningful and lasting.  
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Vision 1: Ȭ"ÉÏ-$ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÌÁÎÔÓȭ - Designing Experienceable Futures, 
Disruptive Innovation, and Growth Opportunities in the Green Economy 
Transition  
 

 
 
The Museum of the Future under construction in 2019. Photo courtesy of the author. 
 

I first arrived at the idea of focusing on future imaginaries for my dissertation topic when I 
was applying for an arts research and writing residency at the Jameel Arts Centre in Dubai. 
At the time, I was intrigued by the very palpable presence of the future in Dubai, which 
seemed everywhere around me: from the back-then still under construction Museum of the 
Future that would go on to present exhibits aiming to make the future experienceable, the 
3D printed office building of the Dubai Future Foundation, and Area 2071 - ÁÎ ȰÉÎÎÏÖÁtion 
ÅÃÏÓÙÓÔÅÍȱ ÂÒÉÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÔÏ ȬÉÄÅÁÔÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ 
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solutions for the future210 - to events like Dubai Future Week and roadside signs with 
ÑÕÏÔÅÓ ÂÙ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÒÕÌÅÒ 3ÈÁÉËÈ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÂÉÎ 2ÁÓÈÉÄ !Ì -ÁËÔÏÕÍȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ Ȱ4ÈÅ Æuture 
ÂÅÌÏÎÇÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÃÁÎ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÉÔȟ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÅØÅÃÕÔÅ ÉÔȢȱ 7ÈÁÔ ÄÏÅÓ ÉÔ ÍÅÁÎȟ ) ÁÓËÅÄ 
myself, for the future to belong to someone? How does one bring about the condition of 
owning the future? And what kinds of relations and economies is such an approach to the 
future driving?  
 
In 2017, before it opened the doors of its permanent211 parametric-designed structure,212 
the Museum of the Future presented a temporary exhibition titled Climate Change 
Reimagined at the high-profile World Governments Summit in Dubai.213 The fourth of such 
government-organized exhibitions at the annual summit,214 the shows seem to imagine the 
ÒÅÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÁÓÐÉÒÁÔÉÏÎÓȠ215 in the case of Climate Change 
Imagined, the exhibition envÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÆÕÌÆÉÌÌÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ-day green economic 
development aspirations.216 Climate Change Reimagined was set in 2050 and speculated 
ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ ÈÁÄ ÈÅÌÐÅÄ ȬÕÓȭ ÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÄÉÓÁÓÔÅÒÓ 
and social upheavaÌÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ςπςπÓ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÕÒÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÍÐÁÃÔÓ ÉÎÔÏ 
ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙȢȱ %ØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÅÒÓ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÖÅÎÔÉÖÅ ÂÒÅÁËÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÓ 
would end up providing new hope and that the UAE would lead in their development to 
become a regional and global exporter of climate change solutions;217 the future would be 
ÏÎÅ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ Ȱ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄ-21st 
ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÒÉÖÅÄȢȱ218  
 
Design agency Tellart drew on design fiction - ȰÔÈÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÏÆ creating tangible and 
evocative prototypes from possible near futures to help discover and represent the 
ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÍÁËÉÎÇȱ219 - to render the climate change solutions displayed in 
the exhibition.220 The exhibition presented speculative technosolutions to water shortages, 

                                                
210 Ȱ!ÂÏÕÔ 5Óȟȱ Area 2071, n.d., https://area2071.ae/about -us/ .  
211 4ÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ÐÅÒÍÁÎÅÎÔ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÉÎ ςπςςȢ 
212 %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ "ÁÉÎÓȟ Ȱ-ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅȡ 4ÈÅ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ $ÅÓÉÇÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÁÎ !ÌÇÏÒÉÔÈÍȟȱ BBC Future, October 28, 
2019, https://www.bbc.com/fut ure/article/20191028 -museum-of-the-future-the-building-designed-by-an-
algorithm. 
213 #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ 
214 Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅ 2ÅÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄȟȱ Tellart, n.d., https://www.tellart.com/projects/museum -of-the-future-
climate-change-reimagined.  
215 #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ 
216 ! ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ #ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅ !ÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÒÅÁÄÓȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ 5!% ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÔÈÅ 
transition to a climate-resilient green economy as a promising opportunity for economic diversification, while 
ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÁÓ Á ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÌÅÁÄÅÒ ÉÎ ÒÅÎÅ×ÁÂÌÅ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ 3ÅÅ -ÉÎÉÓÔÒÙ ÏÆ #ÌÉÍÁÔÅ 
Change and Environment, UAE Climate Risk Assessment and Adaptation Measures in Key Sectors: Health, 
Energy, Infrastructure, and Environment  (Ministry of Climate Change and Environment, 2019): 12.  
217 Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅ 2Å-Imagined - -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ ςπρχ ɍ7ÁÌËÔÈÒÏÕÇÈɎȟȱ 6ÉÍÅÏ ÖÉÄÅÏȟ πρȡρπ-02:55, 
posted by Tellart, https://vimeo.com/212559354 .  
218 Ȱ5!% /ÆÆÅÒÓ 3ÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ #ÏÍÂÁÔ #ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅȟȱ Gulf News, 10 February 2017, 
https://gulfnews.com/uae/government/uae -offers-solutions-to-combat-climate-change-1.1976251.  
219 .ÉÃË &ÏÓÔÅÒȟ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ $ÅÓÉÇÎ &ÉÃÔÉÏÎȩȱ Futurist, 23 June 2022, https://futurist.com/2022/06/23/what -is-
design-fiction/   
220 #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ 

https://area2071.ae/about-us/
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20191028-museum-of-the-future-the-building-designed-by-an-algorithm
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20191028-museum-of-the-future-the-building-designed-by-an-algorithm
https://www.tellart.com/projects/museum-of-the-future-climate-change-reimagined
https://www.tellart.com/projects/museum-of-the-future-climate-change-reimagined
https://vimeo.com/212559354
https://gulfnews.com/uae/government/uae-offers-solutions-to-combat-climate-change-1.1976251
https://futurist.com/2022/06/23/what-is-design-fiction/
https://futurist.com/2022/06/23/what-is-design-fiction/
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food insecurity and the threats posed to cities by sea level rise and storms. Bio-desalination 
plants genetically engineered from a cross between jellyfish and mangrove trees were 
ÃÏÎÊÕÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÆÒÅÓÈ×ÁÔÅÒȢ (ÉÇÈ ÔÅÃÈ ÆÏÏÄ ȬÁÕÔÏÆÁÒÍÓȭ ÉÎ ÄÉÓÕÓÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÐÁÒËÉÎÇ 
lots were envisioned to leverage seed printers, food bots, and predictive AI to produce 
efficient, custom-tailored, nutritious meals. Biotechnology and robotics-ÐÏ×ÅÒÅÄ ȬÃÉÔÙ ËÉÔÓȭ 
were conceived to rapidly grow and heal urban environments from found materials 
wherever they were deployed.221    
 
6ÉÓÉÔÏÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÓÁ× Á ÖÉÄÅÏ ÏÆ ÇÉÁÎÔ ȬÂÉÏ-ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÌÁÎÔÓȭ - ÏÒ ȬÌÉÖÉÎÇ 
ÆÒÅÓÈ×ÁÔÅÒ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÉÅÓȭ - floating off the shorelines of Dubai and other coastal cities.222 In a 
horizontal pan of a plant, a buoyant lattice structure that is seen to protrude from the 
×ÁÔÅÒȭÓ ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅ ÇÉÖÅÓ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÓÕÂÍÅÒÇÅÄ ÃÌÕÓÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÕÃÅÎÔ ÓÁÃÓ ÃÏÃÏÏÎÉÎÇ ÇÌÏ×ÉÎÇ 
roots and pulsating with life. The jellyfish-mangrove tree cross is explained as capitalizing 
ÏÎ ÊÅÌÌÙÆÉÓÈ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÁÂÓÏÒÐÔÉÖÅ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌȱÁÎÄ ÍÁÎÇÒÏÖÅ ÔÒÅÅÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 
ÍÏÓÔ ÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÂÉÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÏÒȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÐÌÁÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÌÙȱ ÓÉÐÈÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÔ 
seawater into freshwater, which gets piped to nearby cities.223 As Noah Raford, the former 
Futurist in Chief and Chief of Global Affairs at the Dubai Future Foundation - the umbrella 
government organization behind this vision - ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȡ Ȱ3Ïȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÎÄ 
scale these up into a mile-wide jellyfish that sucked water from the ocean around it, 
ÐÕÒÉÆÉÅÄ ÉÔȟ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÉÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÆÒÅÓÈ×ÁÔÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÐÕÍÐÅÄ ÉÔ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÓÈÏÒÅȟ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ 
an entirely new ecosystem literally ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÓȢȱ224 Dubai, which 
relies on desalination for its current potable water supply, might one day, it is conceived 
ÁÔÔÅÎÕÁÔÅ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÔÙ225 and achieve its promise of endless abundance 
by rendering it green.  
 
 

                                                
221 Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅ 2Å-Imagined - -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ ςπρχ ɍ7ÁÌËÔÈÒÏÕÇÈɎȟȱ πȡσφȡ-0:53, 3:07 -8:00; 
Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅ 2ÅÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄȢȱ 
222 Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅ 2Å-Imagined - -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ ςπρχȟȱ 6ÉÍÅÏ ÖÉÄÅÏȟ 1:20-1:53, posted by Idee Und 
Klang Audio Design, 2017, https://vimeo.com/214133619 .  
223 Ȱ#limate Change Re-Imagined - -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ ςπρχ ɍ7ÁÌËÔÈÒÏÕÇÈɎȟȱ σȡππ-4:00.     
224 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉȟ 4ÈÅ -ÏÓÔ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙ - Dr Noah Raford - &ÌÕØ 3ÙÍÐÏÓÉÕÍ ςπρχȟȱ 9ÏÕ4ÕÂÅ ÖÉÄÅÏȟ ρπȡτφ-11:02,  
posted by MVM for You, November 29, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bCBdT3HOGyQ&t=6s.  
225 Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅ 2Å-Imagined - -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ ςπρχ ɍ7ÁÌËÔÈÒÏÕÇÈɎȟȱ σȡπχ-4:00.    

https://vimeo.com/214133619
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bCBdT3HOGyQ&t=6s
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Top: An above water view of fictive bio-desalination plants presented in ÔÈÅ -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅȭÓ Climate 
Change Reimagined. Bottom: An underwater view. Images courtesy of Tellart/Museum of the Future.226   
 
Government of Dubai-sponsored imaginaries at the Museum of the Future like this fictive bio-
desalination plant leverage design fiction to achieve credibility and buy-ÉÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ 

                                                
226 4ÅÌÌÁÒÔȟ Ȱ&ÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÌÁÎÔȟȱ ÓÃÒÅÅÎÓÈÏÔÓȟ Tellart, 2017, 
https://www.tellart.com/projects/museum -of-the-future-climate-change-reimagined.    

https://www.tellart.com/projects/museum-of-the-future-climate-change-reimagined#section-id-1
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visions of the future227 that aim to legitimize policies, shape private sector directions, and 
attract investment. By making the future on display concrete and experienceable, credibility is 
secured from the general public.228 More significantly, enrollment in the realization of this 
future is obtained from private companies whose work, it is imagined, will be guided by the 
ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙȭÓ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÃÙÍÁËÉÎÇ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÚÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍȢ 
4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ Á ÎÅ× ÃÏÎÆÉÇÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ-led governance style,229 in which the 
government - as the main economic actor - takes the lead and sets the tone for development 
for the private sector to pick up on, execute and develop further.230 Within this new 
configuration, there is a changing role for design in policymaking, where designers and 
design-thinking are displacing or remaking some of the hegemony consultants, research, and 
white papers enjoyed.231 Some of this newfound importance can be explained by ideas about 
design and design thinking as drivers of innovation232 ÁÎÄ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÆÉÃÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÆÕÒÎÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁi 
×ÉÔÈ Á ȬÆÕÔÕÒÉÓÔÉÃȭ ÉÍÁÇÅ233 with which to attract the talent and investment it seeks as it 
ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÚÅÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢ 4ÈÅ -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅȭÓ ȬÂÉÏ-desalination 
ÐÌÁÎÔÓȭ ÇÅÔ ÂÕÙ-in not just for the idea that technosolutions will eventually make desalination 
sustainable - ÅÖÅÎ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȭ - but that the UAE will be a force behind developing them. It tells 
ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÆÏÒÅÓÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÔÏ ÔÁÐ ÉÎÔÏ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÉÎ 
the green economy transition, in part by marketing itself as an exciting science and 
technology hub.  
 
The Museum of the Future is just one early example of endeavors undertaken by 
governments in the UAE over the last decade that are fostering an anticipatory or future-
oriented approach in governance. Leading among these governments has been that of 
Dubai. As a designer involved in Museum of the Future exhibits, Sophia, explained to me, in 
the 2010s, UAE policies - while dynamic - were still highly reactive. The Museum of the 
Future emerged in Dubai in 2013 to inspire a more proactive imagining of the future. It 
aimed to propagate a culture of forecasting possible futures by extrapolating from still-
emerging environmental, political, or technological trends and whittling down from these 
futures to hone in on - and imagine what needs to be done to arrive at - the most favored 
among them. To imagine what needs to be done, the museum has tasked itself with 
anticipating challenges in those futures and with conceiving potential solutions - products 
and services - to address them. The museum then works to make these futures more 
textured and robust so that exhibitions become believable.234 Believability is bolstered by 
ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ ÆÕÔÕÒÅÓ ÅÎÔÁÉÌ ȬÈÉÇÈ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÏÒ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÒÏÏÔÅd in 
ongoing research and developments235 as the bio-desalination plants are within 

                                                
227 #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ 
228 Chaykaȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ  
229 Personal interview with Sophia (Tellart), online, April 1, 2019.  
230 (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ0ÕÂÌÉÃ-0ÒÉÖÁÔÅ 4ÉÅÓȟȱ υφτȢ  
231 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ×ÉÔÈ 3ÏÐÈÉÁ ɉ4ÅÌÌÁÒÔɊȟ ÏÎÌÉÎÅȟ !ÐÒÉÌ ρȟ ςπρωȠ ÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ ,ÉÌÌÙ )ÒÁÎÉȟ ȰȬ$ÅÓÉÇÎ 4ÈÉÎËÉÎÇȭȡ 
Defending Silicon 6ÁÌÌÅÙ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ !ÐÅØ ÏÆ 'ÌÏÂÁÌ ,ÁÂÏÒ (ÉÅÒÁÒÃÈÉÅÓȟȱ Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Technoscience 4, 
no. 1 (2018): 3.   
232 )ÒÁÎÉȟ ȰȬ$ÅÓÉÇÎ 4ÈÉÎËÉÎÇȟȭȱ σȢ  
233 #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ 
234 Personal interview with Sophia (Tellart), online, April 1, 2019.  
235 Personal interview with Liam (Dubai Future Foundation), Dubai, March 18, 2019.  
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contemporary biotechnology and biomimicry research and development.236 A founding 
member of the Dubai Future Foundation, Liam, suggests that it is this plausibility that 
makes Museum of the Future exhibitions distinct from art shows.237 Museum of the Future 
exhibitions gathered traction for the belief that imaginative policy, design, and innovation 
could enable the UAE to anticipate major future disruptions not only to avoid disasters but 
also to develop solutions before they arise,238 thereby securing for the country a 
competitive-advantage. 
 
If the Museum of the Future aimed to inspire proactive policy-making in Dubai, other 
future-oriented initiatives it laid the ground for engaged with policy even more directly. 
From the museum development work sprang ideas and proposals for various foresight 
initiatives that would eventually fall under an umbrella organization - the Dubai Future 
Foundation,239 which was established in 2016.240 Even more concretely than the museum, 
ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË directly with Dubai government agencies and 
government-owned companies, including the Dubai Electricity and Water Authority 
ɉ$%7!Ɋȟ ÔÏ ȰÈÅÌÐ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÉÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎg over the next 20 years and 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓÈÉÐÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅÌÐ ÔÈÅÍ ÇÅÔ ÁÈÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȢȱ 4ÈÅ 
foundation aims to transition the public sector away from a defensive response to change 
ÅÎÔÁÉÌÉÎÇ Á ȰÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȣ ÃÏÒÅ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÅÎÃÉÅÓȟȱ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÔÏ ȰÍÉÎÉÍÉÚÅ ÃÏÓÔÓȱ 
ÔÏ ÁÎ ÏÆÆÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔ ÏÆ ȰÎÅ× ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȢȱ241 Today, Dubai Future Foundation activities 
cover thought-ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ $ÕÂÁÉ &ÕÔÕÒÅ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÓ ȬÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ-ÂÁÓÅÄȭ 
research into possible futures;242 capacity-building through Dubai Future Academy, which 
trains Dubbayans in skills necessary for the future;243 future acceleration through Dubai 
&ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÃÃÅÌÅÒÁÔÏÒÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÃÃÅÌÅÒÁÔÅÓ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ȬÐÒÅ-ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÅÄȭ 

                                                
236 The bio-desalination plant seems rooted in the promise biomimicry holds generally and in desalination in 
specific as well as in ongoing research and development. Noah Rafford speaks of the bio-desalination plants 
ÁÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅ ȰÈÏ× ÃÁÎ ×Å ×ÏÒË ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȢȱ 3ÅÅ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉȟ 4ÈÅ -ÏÓÔ 
Sustainable City - Dr Noah Raford - &ÌÕØ 3ÙÍÐÏÓÉÕÍ ςπρχȟȱ .ÏÖÅÍÂÅÒ ςωȟ ςπρχȟ ρπȡςπ-10:31. Such 
approaches are discernaÂÌÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌÌÙ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ )Î ςπρωȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ #%/ ÏÆ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ 0ÕÂÌÉÃ 5ÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ 
"ÏÁÒÄ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÂÉÏÍÉÍÉÃÒÙ ÁÓ Á ÔÏÐ ÁÒÅÁ ÏÆ ×ÁÔÅÒ 2Ǫ$ ×ÏÒË ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ 
ÔÈÁÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÁÖÅ ÏÕÒ ÌÉÆÅȢȭ 0ÅÔÅÒ *ÏÏ (ÅÅ .' ɉ#ÈÉÅÆ %ØÅÃÕÔÉÖÅȟ 0ÕÂÌÉÃ 5ÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ "ÏÁÒÄȟ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅɊ ÉÎ Ȱ0ÕÂÌÉÃ 5ÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ 
ςȢπȟ -ÏÒÅ ×ÉÔÈ ,ÅÓÓȱ ɉÐÁÎÅÌ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎȟ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ 7ÏÒÌÄ #ÏÎÇÒÅÓÓȟ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ςρ 
October 2019). Public Utilities Board also recently developed energy-efficient synthetic aquaporin -coated 
desalination membranes to mimic how natural aquaporin helps mangrove trees effectively convey water 
ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÅÌÌ ÍÅÍÂÒÁÎÅÓȢ 3ÅÅ #ÈÅÒÙÌ 4ÁÎȟ Ȱ-ÁÎÇÒÏÖÅ-Inspired Membranes for Desalination Among New 
4ÅÃÈ "ÅÉÎÇ 4ÅÓÔÅÄ ÂÙ 05"ȟȱ The Straits Times, April 18, 2022, 
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/environment/mangrove -inspired-membranes-for-desalination-
among-new-tech-being-tested-by-pub.  
237 Personal interview with Liam (Dubai Future Foundation), Dubai, March 18, 2019.  
238 Personal interview with Sophia (Tellart), online, April 1, 2019.  
239 Personal interview with Sophia (Tellart).  
240 Ȱ!ÂÏÕÔȟȱ Dubai Future Foundation, n.d., https://www.dubaifuture.ae/about .  
241 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉȟ 4ÈÅ -ÏÓÔ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙ - Dr Noah Raford - &ÌÕØ 3ÙÍÐÏÓÉÕÍ ςπρχȟȱ .ÏÖÅÍÂÅÒ ςωȟ ςπρχȟ πȡρτ-
0:33, 2:30-3:02, 12:05-12:37.   
242 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ &ÕÔÕÒÅ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȟȱ Dubai Future Foundation, n.d., https://www.dubaifuture.ae/initiatives/future -
foresight-and-imagination/dubai -future-research.  
243 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÃÁÄÅÍÙȟȱ Dubai Future Foundation, n.d., https://ww w.dubaifuture.ae/initiatives/capacity -
building/dubai -future-academy.  

https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/environment/mangrove-inspired-membranes-for-desalination-among-new-tech-being-tested-by-pub
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governmental challenges;244 and future experience through the Museum of the Future, 
which renders the future sensible.245 An entire ecosystem of initiatives has been developed 
around future-making, with each initiative serving a unique purpose and interlinkages 
between them maximÉÚÉÎÇ ÏÖÅÒÁÌÌ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÁÎÄ ȬÂÕÙ-ÉÎȭ ÆÒÏÍ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÓÔÁËÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȢ  
 
The Museum of the Future, in specific, leverages design to shore up credibility for the 
ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÒÏÌÌ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅØÅÃÕÔÉÏÎȢ246 As an 
initiative on it s own, the Museum of the Future makes the future experienceable.247 It lies 
ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÆÁÎÃÉÆÕÌ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÔ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ &ÕÔÕÒÅ &ÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓȟ 
ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÏÓÔÅÒ ÃÈÉÌÄȱ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÒËȢ248 4ÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍ ÉÓ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅ ȬÂÕÙ-
ÉÎȭ for envisioned futures from the general public249 by shaping expectations of what is to 
come250 and legitimacy for contemporary policies by rendering the futures they make 
possible expected.251 As part of the broader futures-planning ecosystem, a five-year 
pipeline is the ideal thought to connect the museum to more near-future and pragmatic 
initiatives like Dubai Future Accelerators, with the out-there exhibits of the museum 
serving to inspire and trigger research that is expected to yield in the development and 
incubation of new technologies.252  Making the future experienceable as such is part of the 
ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÔÏ ÅÎÒÏÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅØÅÃÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍ 
ÐÌÁÃÅÓ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÁÇÅÎÄÁ ÆÒÏÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÃÅÎÔÒÅ ÉÎ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅȭÓ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ as the Dubai 
Future Foundation suggests.253 The future proposed by the Government of Dubai, and 
made experienceable by Climate Change Imagined, is one in which resource scarcities and 
environmental issues around desalination, for instance, become problems that future 
innovation - in the UAE - will someday certainly solve.254 Perhaps more remarkably, it is 
one in which desalination, long  seen as 'artificial' or industrial and enabled by technology, 
comes to be literally naturalized in ways that parallel to the naturalization of greening that 
appears in chapter 2. 
 
%ÎÒÏÌÌÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÈÉÎÇÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÒÏÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 
Dubai plays in setting the city-ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÇÅÎÄÁ ÁÎÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÎÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ-
private relations that pull the private sector into policy execution. As Martin Hvidt argues, 

                                                
244 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÃÃÅÌÅÒÁÔÏÒÓȟȱ Dubai Future Foundation, n.d., 
https://w ww.dubaifuture.ae/initiatives/future -design-and-acceleration/dubai-future-accelerators.  
245 Ȱ&ÕÔÕÒÅ %ØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȟȱ Dubai Future Foundation, n.d., https://www.dubaifuture.ae/initiativ es/future -
experience.  
246 Ȱ&ÕÔÕÒÅ %ØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȢȱ 
247 #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ 
248 Personal interview with Liam (Dubai Future Foundation), Dubai, March 18, 2019.  
249 Ȱ&ÕÔÕÒÅ %ØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȢȱ  
250 #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ 
251 #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ 
252 Personal interview with Liam (Dubai Future Foundation), Dubai, March 18, 2019.  
253 Ȱ&ÕÔÕÒÅ %ØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȢȱ 
254  #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ "ÒÉÁÎ &Ȣ /ȭ.ÅÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ !ÎÎ-Lise Boyer note how such viewpoints are inherent 
to desalination on the whole; to get at this, ÔÈÅÙ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ %ÒÉË 3×ÙÎÇÅÄÏÕ×ȭÓ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÉØȟȱ 
×ÈÉÃÈȟ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÒÉÔÅȟ ȰÄÅÆÅÒÓ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÏÆ ÌÅÇÁÌȟ ÂÕÒÅÁÕÃÒÁÔÉÃȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÁÉÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ 
mechanisms of path dependency to an undetermined future point, by which time 'innovation' will supposedly 
ÓÏÌÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÓÕÅȢȱ 3ÅÅ /ȭ.ÅÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ "ÏÙÅÒȟ Ȱͻ,ÏÃËÉÎÇ )Îͻ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ τψυȢ  
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in Dubai, which is a state-capitalist economy, the government often takes the first and 
riskiest investments through its companies and megaprojects. Thick overlaps between the 
public and private sectors - including business executives who occupy high governmental 
ÐÏÓÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÉÎÇ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȟ ÐÁÒÁÓÔÁÔÁÌÓȭ ÂÌÕÒÒÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÎÄ 
ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÆÕÎÄÓ ÉÎ ÂÉÇ ȬÐÒÉÖÁÔÅȭ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ - ensure that 
ȰÄÅÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓȱ ÅÎÓÕÅÓȢ255 Sophia points to how 
this translates within the futures industry. A lot of the market in Dubai is oriented towards 
the government and servicing it, she notes. Strategic foresight has found support among the 
ÈÉÇÈÅÓÔ ÌÅÖÅÌÓ ÏÆ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 0ÒÉÍÅ -ÉÎÉÓÔÅÒȭÓ /ÆÆÉÃÅ256 ÈÅÁÄÅÄ ÂÙ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 
ruler - and UAE Prime Minister - Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum;257 the 
Museum of the Future, for instance, lay under the jurisdiction of the Prime MiniÓÔÅÒȭÓ /ÆÆÉÃÅ 
before the Dubai Future Foundation was formed. Orientation towards government 
ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÁÄÏÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÆÏÒÅÓÉÇÈÔ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÉÇÈÔ ÉÓ ÁÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÄ 
and filters through;258 this filtering is key to how visions of the future forwarded through 
the museum are imagined to become reality.  
 
4ÈÅ -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÁÎÄ 
design thinking to spur innovation and set in motion an innovation economy; design is 
perceived as a way to stimulate the inventions necessary for the future259 - and achieving 
ÇÒÅÅÎ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȢ -ÕÓÅÕÍ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÓ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅ ÏÆ ȬÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȭ ÁÓ Á 
way to develop prospective policies260 in a fast-changing world. Applied extensively to 
everything from business operations to governance from the 2000s on,261 ȬÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȭ 
has been seen as complementing - if not partially displacing - the supposedly detached, 
rational, and calculative methods of business consulting.262 With its out-of-the-box 
methods for viewing complex problems, experimental and iterative prototyping of 
solutions, and focus on experience and storytelling,263 ȬÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȭ ÈÁÓ ÇÁÉÎÅÄ ÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ 
as a method for spurring creativity and innovation.264 !Ó ,ÉÌÌÙ )ÒÁÎÉ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ Ȱ$ÅÓÉÇÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ 
is the promise that methods - ȰÉÄÅÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ ÐÒÏÔÏÔÙÐÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ - can locate 
ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÎÏÎÅȣ$ÅÓÉÇÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎ 
ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÐÌÉÃÁÂÌÅȢȱ265 Moreover, design fiction, which is the specific design 

                                                
255 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ0ÕÂÌÉÃ-0ÒÉÖÁÔÅ 4ÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ #ÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟȱ *ÕÌÙ ςππχȟ υχπ-572.   
256 Personal interview with Sophia (Tellart), online, 1 April 2019.  
257 While future-orientation in governance has been embraced at the federal level in the UAE, including for 
ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ /ÆÆÉÃÅȭ ÉÎ ςπςπȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ 
$ÕÂÁÉ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌarity seems to begin and is the most palpable.  
258 Personal interview with Sophia (Tellart), online, 1 April 2019.  
259 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ $ÅÓÉÇÎ ,ÁÂȟȱ Dubai Future Foundation, n.d.,  https://www.dubaifuture.ae/initiatives/future -design-
and-acceleration/dubai-design-lab.  
260 Ibid.  
261 ,ÉÌÌÙ )ÒÁÎÉȟ ȰȬ$ÅÓÉÇÎ 4ÈÉÎËÉÎÇȟȭȱ ςπρψȟ τ-6; Personal interview with Sanjit, Dubai, 16 December 2019.  
262 Personal interview with Sophia (4ÅÌÌÁÒÔɊȟ ÏÎÌÉÎÅȟ ρ !ÐÒÉÌ ςπρωȢ 3ÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ ,ÉÌÌÙ )ÒÁÎÉȟ ȰȬ$ÅÓÉÇÎ 4ÈÉÎËÉÎÇȟȭȱ 
ςπρψȟ σȢ )Î ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȬÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȭ ÔÒÅÎÄȟ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔÉÎÇ ÆÉÒÍÓ ÌÉËÅ -Ã+ÉÎÓÅÙȟ $ÅÌÏÉÔÔÅȟ ÁÎÄ 
!ÃÃÅÎÔÕÒÅ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȢ 3ÅÅ *ÏÎ +ÏÌËÏȟ Ȱ$ÅÓÉÇÎ 4ÈÉÎËÉÎÇ #ÏÍÅÓ ÏÆ !ÇÅȟȱ Harvard Business 
Review (September 2015), 66-71, https://hbr.org/2015/09/design -thinking -comes-of-age.   
263 *ÏÎ +ÏÌËÏȟ Ȱ$ÅÓÉÇÎ 4ÈÉÎËÉÎÇ #ÏÍÅÓ ÏÆ !ÇÅȟȱ 3ÅÐÔÅÍÂÅÒ ςπρυȢ 
264 ,ÉÌÌÙ )ÒÁÎÉȟ ȰȬ$ÅÓÉÇÎ 4ÈÉÎËÉÎÇȟȭȱ ςπρψȟ σȢ 
265 ,ÉÌÌÙ )ÒÁÎÉȟ ȰȬ$ÅÓÉÇÎ 4ÈÉÎËÉÎÇȟȭȱ ςπρψ ȟ σȢ  
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approach adopted at the Museum of the Future, centers innovation through ideation and 
the display of products and services even if fictional (for now) and futuristic.266 Such 
emphasis on innovation and ideas on how to induce it sit well within broader current 
beliefs in the creative possibilities opened up by bringing together the arts and tech.267  
 
It is not just innovation that the Government of Dubai hopes to achieve but its reigning 
form - ȬÄÉÓÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȢȭ %ÎÊÏÙÉÎÇ ÄÏÇÍÁ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÓÅÎÓÅȟȭ ÄÉÓÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ 
ÈÏÌÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÁÒÇÅ ÉÎÃÕÍÂÅÎÔ ÁÃÔÏÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÉÎÇȭ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÌÏÓÅ ÏÕÔ ÔÏ 
upstarts that anticipate emerging opportunities.268 )Ô ÒÅÓÏÎÁÔÅÓ ÂÏÔÈ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 5!%ȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÅ 
of itself as an upstart - Á ȬÓÔÁÒÔ-ÕÐ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ȬÐÌÁÙÉÎÇ ÃÁÔÃÈ ÕÐȭ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÓ Á ȬÃÁÎ-ÄÏȭ 
attitude269 - within the established global order and with its anxieties over losing any 
established edge from other disruptions or disruptors.270 Such anxieties are intrinsic to 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎȢ271 $ÉÓÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÁÓÓÉÍÉÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÈÁÓ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÁÓÐÉÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÎÉÍÂÌÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ 
Dubai 10X program, which set a goal for governmental bodies - including DEWA - to 
ȰÄÉÓÒÕÐÔ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÄÖÁÎÃÅ $ÕÂÁÉ ρπ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢȱ272 But disruption is not total overhaul, for while disruption is encouraged, as Liam 
points out, no one wants to be so disruptive as to jeopardize core competencies;273 rather, 
core competencies are to be transformed or added on so as to multiply accumulation 
opportunities. 
 
Finally, the Museum of the Future sees the Government of Dubai deploy design to market 
the city globally as a forward-ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȟ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÁÖÖÙȟ ÁÎÄ ȬÆÕÔÕÒÉÓÔÉÃȭȠ274 such an 
image is necessary for successfully wooing the researchers, investment, and companies 
$ÕÂÁÉ ÉÓ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÅÌÌ Á ȰÖÉÓÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÓÔÏÒÙȱ ÁÂÏut Dubai, 
ÁÎÄ Á ȰÖÉÓÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÓÔÏÒÙȟȱ ÁÓ .ÏÁÈ 2ÁÆÏÒÄ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ ÉÓ Á ÍÕÓÔ ÔÏ ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ 
world. Raford conjectures (once again internalizing disruption) that in the 21st century - 
×ÈÅÎ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÌÉËÅ ȬÒÅÕÓÁÂÌÅ ÒÏÃËÅÔÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÐÏÒÔÁÂÌÅ ÓÕÐÅÒÃÏÍÐÕÔÅÒÓȭ ɉÉÅȢ ÓÍÁÒÔ ÐÈÏÎÅÓɊ 
exist - ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÏÒÉÎÇȱ ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÍÁÒÇÉÎÁÌÌÙ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ 
ÐÒÏÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÂÕÔ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÌÏÏË ÔÏ ÓÏÌÖÅ ȰÄÁÎÇÅÒÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÃÉÔÉÎÇ ςρst ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓȢȱ )Ô ÉÓȟ 
after all, such bold future-oriented work that wil l help cities or countries lead in the current 

                                                
266 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ×ÉÔÈ 3ÏÐÈÉÁ ɉ4ÅÌÌÁÒÔɊȟ ÏÎÌÉÎÅȟ ρ !ÐÒÉÌ ςπρωȠ #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ 
267 John Beck and Ryan Bishop, Technocrats of the Imagination, 2020, 1, 9-11, 170, 180-181.   
268 *ÏÓÅÐÈ ,Ȣ "Ï×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ #ÌÁÙÔÏÎ -Ȣ #ÈÒÉÓÔÅÎÓÅÎȟ Ȱ$ÉÓÒÕÐÔÉÖÅ 4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓȡ #ÁÔÃÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 7ÁÖÅȟȱ Harvard 
Business Review, January-February 1995, 43-45.  
269 Personal interview with Sanjit, Dubai, 16 December 2019.  
270 Personal interview with Raafat (urban planner and policy advisor in Dubai), online, 22 March 2021. On 
ÔÈÉÓ ÂÒÏÁÄÅÒ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎȟ ÓÅÅ  *ÉÌÌ ,ÅÐÏÒÅȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÉÓÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ -ÁÃÈÉÎÅȟȱ The New Yorker, 16 June 2014, 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/06/23/the -disruption -machine.  
271 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021. 
272 DEWA, Prospectus for the Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and Water Authority PJSC, 15 March 
2022, 43.  
273 Personal interview with Liam (Dubai Future Foundation), Dubai, 18 March 2019.  
274 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ×ÉÔÈ 3ÏÐÈÉÁ ɉ4ÅÌÌÁÒÔɊȟ ÏÎÌÉÎÅȠ +ÙÌÅ #ÈÁÙËÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ !ÇÅÎÃÙȟȱ σπ -ÁÒÃÈ ςπρχȢ 4ÈÉÓ 
ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÏÒ ÂÒÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ȰÔÏ ÍÁËÅ $ÕÂÁÉ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ 
ÆÏÒÅÍÏÓÔ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȢȱ 3ÅÅ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ &ÕÔÕÒÅ &ÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ Dubai Future Foundation, n.d., 
https://www.dubaifuture.ae/ .  
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competition for talent, capital, and attention, he argues. And being able to be relevant to get 
ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÈÅ ÁÄÄÓȟ ȰÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÃ ÐÒÏÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÓ 
the single most imporÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÉÎÇ ×ÈÉÃÈ ) ÔÈÉÎË ×Å ÆÁÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ςρÓÔ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȢȱ275 The 
ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÆÁÎÔÁÓÔÉÃÁÌ ÂÕÔ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÁÂÌÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ - behind which the UAE is presented as a 
driving force - aims to boost the hype around Dubai and render sensible a decision to 
invest in it.   
 
 

 
Museum of the Future rendering of Dubai in 2050, with the museum building at its center. Image courtesy of 
Tellart/Museum of the Future.276 
 

  

                                                
275 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉȟ 4ÈÅ -ÏÓÔ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙ - Dr Noah Raford - &ÌÕØ 3ÙÍÐÏÓÉÕÍ ςπρχȟȱ ςπρχȟ ρρȡςπ-13:50.   
276 4ÅÌÌÁÒÔȟ Ȱ#ÌÉÍÁÔÅ #ÈÁÎÇÅ 2ÅÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ,ȱ ÉÍÁÇÅȟ Tellart, 2017, https://www.tellart.com/projects/museum -
of-the-future-climate-change-reimagined.  

https://www.tellart.com/projects/museum-of-the-future-climate-change-reimagined
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Greening Desalination: Reverse Osmosis, Solar Power, and Public -
Private Partnerships in 21st Century Dubai  
 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ȬÔÈÅ #ÉÔÙ ÁÓ #ÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÏÎȭ  
 

 
A cityscape of part of Sheikh Zayed Road and its surroundings in Dubai. Photo courtesy of Smart Water 
Magazine.277  
 
Today, Gulf states techno-optimistically market their cities as at the forefront of urbanism if 
not models for the future. Ahmed Kanna calls the futurism with which cities like Dubai are 
associated, and which is propagated by not only local governments and developers, but by 
ÕÒÂÁÎÉÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌÌÙ ȬÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÌÉÓÍ ÉÎ ÒÅÖÅÒÓÅȢȭ 2ÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ 
backwaters lagging in modernity, the Gulf city is now figured as offering a glimpse into the 
future.278 This is a futurity that organizations like the Dubai Future Foundation amplify. 
7ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÏ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȟ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÉÔÓ 
expected affliction with some of the most extreme temperatures worldwide279 and its 
aggressive green energy development280 to its aspirations to become a green business 
hub281 and its established practice of desalinating water as more locales look to 

                                                
277 Ȱ3%0#/ ))) 3ÅÃÕÒÅÓ %0# #ÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÆÏÒ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ 3ÅÁ×ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȟȱ ÐÈÏÔÏÇÒÁÐÈȟ Smart Water 
Magazine, 30 October 2023, https://smartwatermagazine.com/news/smart -water-magazine/sepco-iii -
secures-epc-contract-hassyan-seawater-desalination-project.  
278 Ahmad Kanna, Dubai: The City as Corporation, 2011, 3-6. 
279 3ÃÈÏÎÈÁÒÄÔȟ ȰȬ,ÏÓÅȟ ,ÏÓÅȟ ,ÏÓÅȢȱ 
280 (% 3ÁÅÅÄ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ !Ì 4ÁÙÅÒȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ÉÓ 3ÔÅÁÄÉÌÙ -ÏÖÉÎÇ 4Ï×ÁÒÄÓ .ÅÔ-:ÅÒÏ ÂÙ ςπυπȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ρ 
March 2024,    https://www.worldgovernmentsummit.org/observer/articles/2024/detail/dubai -is-steadily-
moving-towards-net-zero-by-2050.  
281 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Climate Change Report 2021 (Dubai: DEWA, 2021): 7, 
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about -us/sustainability/climate -change-reports.   
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desalination282 ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÉÅÓ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ ȬÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔȢȭ283 To ready 
itself for the future - ÁÎÄ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ȬÆÕÔÕÒÅ-ÒÅÁÄÙȟȭ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ - the Dubai 
Electricity and Water Authority (DEWA) - and the Government of Dubai have been working 
to develop clean energy capacity and a reliable and efficient - ÉÆ ÎÏÔ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȭ -  water 
supply.284  
 
Over the last decade or so, the UAE - with Abu Dhabi and Dubai at its helm - has been 
ramping up its commitments to climate change pledges and asserting its climate leadership 
ÓÅÅÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÈÏÓÔÉÎÇȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃe, of COP28 and a sustainability-focused 
Expo 2020. Concerns over fossil fuel futures/energy security, carbon footprints, and 
ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÄÒÉÖÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉ ÔÏ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭ 
development, which is having significant effects on water. Dubai currently relies on 
desalinating seawater from the Arabian Gulf to produce freshwater that meets over 99% of 
its potable water supply285 and half of the total water used in the emirate.286 But 
desalination has long been held to be notoriously unsustainable.287 Reputation, a changing 
bottom line and investment landscape, and energy politics have rendered desalination and 
ÔÈÅ ȬÉÎÆÉÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ ×ÁÔÅÒȭ288 it has historically enabled Dubai in some ways less tenable. As 
such, desalination is today being reimagined and reworked into a sustainable water supply 
to extend that infinity into the future.    
 
In fact, this reworking is part of a broader global trend. While long criticized for its energy 
needs and costs, and effects on marine habitats by environmentalists and some water 
industry actors, technological improvements and fears over future water shortages - 
exacerbated by climate change - have led to a turn towards desalination as a solution.289 
Attempts are underway by engineers and policymakers to remake desalination into an 
ȬÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌÌÙ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȭ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÙȢ290 In light of this, the Government of Dubai and 

                                                
282 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓ ÁÎÄ 3×ÙÎÇÅÄÏÕ×ȟ Ȱ-ÏÂÉÌÉÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ /ÃÅÁÎÓȟȱ φ-8.  
283 MorÇÁÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ !ÌÌÕÒÅ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒȱ ρρσȢ  
284 3ÅÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȟ Ȱ$%7! %ÎÓÕÒÅÓ 7ÁÔÅÒ 3ÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 'ÌÏÂÁÌ 
0ÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ÁÎÄ Á 3ÍÁÒÔ ÁÎÄ #ÏÎÎÅÃÔÅÄ 'ÒÉÄȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ς *ÁÎÕÁÒÙ ςπςτȟ  
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about -us/media-publications/latest -news/2024/01/dewa -ensures-water-
security-and-sustainability .   
285 Personal conversation with Hamza (DEWA), Dubai, 24 October 2019. 
286 4ÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ non-potable groundwater and recycled wastewater. 
Personal interview with Hamid (Dubai energy manager), Dubai, 16 January 2020.     
287 Personal conversation with Robert, online, 28 May 2020.  
288 'ĘËëÅ 'İÎÅÌȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ )ÎÆÉÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒȟȱ ςπρφȟ ςωςȢ   
289 Personal conversation with Robert, online, 28 May 2020. 
290 International Desalination Association Energy and Environment Committee Forum (panel discussion, 
)ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ 7ÏÒÌÄ #ÏÎÇÒÅÓÓȟ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ςτ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπρωɊȠ -ÉÃÈÁÅÌ 4ÒÁÍÅÒȟ Ȱ"ÌÕÅ ÉÓ 
ÔÈÅ .Å× 'ÒÅÅÎȡ !ÃÈÉÅÖÉÎÇ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 3ÅÁ×ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ IDE Technologies, 12 October 2021,  
https://ide -tech.com/en/blog/blue -is-the-new-green-achieving-sustainable-seawater-desalination/ ; Ali Bin 
!ÂÄÕÌ2ÁÈÍÁÎ !Ì (ÁÚÍÉȟ Ȱ(Ï× #ÁÎ 7Å -ÁËÅ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ -ÏÒÅ 2ÅÌÉÁÂÌÅȟ %ÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȩȭ IDA 
Global Connections ɉ&ÁÌÌ ςπρωɊȡ ρωȠ !ÌÁÎÎÁ -ÁÙÁȟ Ȱ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ Water World, 11 June 2020, 
https://www.waterworld.com/drinking -water-treatment/article/14177014/sustainability -in-desalination.   
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$%7! ÈÁÖÅ ÓÅÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÉÇÈÔÓ ÏÎ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ 
introducing new water and energy technologies, regulations, and business models to do so.  
 
4ÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÓ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÄÒÉÖÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ Á ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȭ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÅÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ 
supply in Dubai is shaped by governmental concern with reputation and global standing; 
with the bottom-line of laissez-faire-run public companies; with attracting talent and 
developing capacity to turn Dubai into a knowledge economy; and with increasing 
investment and capital flows into the city and utility. The ability to attract financing is 
especially key to this story given that sustainability is not only a source of symbolic capital 
but increasingly a precondition for economic capital as Environmental, Social, and 
'ÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ɉ%3'Ɋ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÓÅÅÓ ÁÎ ÕÐÔÉÃËȢ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÆÉÅÒÃÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ςρÓ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ 
ȬÐÌÁÃÅ ×ÁÒÓȭ - ȰÁ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ 
cities vie for symbolic capital to acquire economic capital from international investors291 

and the significance of ESG to investing today render sustainability a high priority on the 
ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉc agenda. )Î ×ÈÁÔ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȟ ) ÈÏÎÅ ÉÎ ÏÎ ÈÏ× $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ȬÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ-based 
ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȭ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÒÕÎ ÂÙ ÍÁÒËÅÔ-based logics give 
sustainability particular forms including: metricization, which produces an emphasis on 
efficiency over ecology and raises questions around transparency; a business-oriented focus 
on profit margins and reputation to boost business; a leveraging of growth opportunities seen 
ÉÎ ÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÎÏÎÅÔÈÅÌÅÓÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÉÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ commercial 
interests; the mobilization of sustainability to create financial markets; and a lack of 
oversight given the absence of independent environmental organizations. In short the 
ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÉÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÌÏÏËÓ ÌÉËÅ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ȬÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ ÁÓ ÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÏÎȢȭ292 
 

Such forms have significant effects. The emphasis on efficiency and innovation within 
ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÂÙ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÌÁÎÎÅÒÓ ÉÓ Á ×ÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ÓÅÔÕÐÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
take advantage of green business opportunities so as to make possible a continuation of the 
city-ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÒÁÍÐÁÎÔ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÁÆÆÉÒÍ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÂÅÌÉÅÓ 
ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒÌÏÏËÓ ÉÔÓ ÆÏÏÔÐÒÉÎÔ ÏÎ ÍÁÒÉÎÅ 
environments.   
 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 'ÒÏ×ÔÈ -ÁÃÈÉÎÅȡ 7ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÍÁÎÄȟ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎd Global Aspirations  
 
Before getting to the sustainability turn within desalination, I give a brief overview of the 
history of desalination in Dubai. In light of how growth is an existential condition for the 
city-state due to its wholehearted uptake of the global cities competition and its population 
ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȟ ) ÐÁÙ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÕÎÉÑÕÅ ȬÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÍÁÃÈÉÎÅȭ 
ÈÁÓ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ. 
 
7ÅȭÒÅ ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ Á ÐÁÔÃÈ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÔ ÃÒÕÓÔÅÄ ÓÁÎÄ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÎ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÆÆÉÃ ÏÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 
main highway ɀ Sheikh Zayed Road. Across the highway and its green manicured lawns lies 
the Jebel Ali Power Plant and Desalination Complex. All desalination at the eight 

                                                
291 Ahmed Kanna, Dubai, the City as Corporation, 2011, 7.   
292 Ahmed Kanna, Dubai, the City as Corporation, 2011. 
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desalination plants293 in the complex is undertaken by the ciÔÙȭÓ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ - DEWA.294 Here, an 
average of about 375 million imperial gallons (or 682 Olympic-sized swimming pools) of 
water are churned out a day.295 9ÅÔ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÅÎÃÈÁÎÔ ÆÏÒ 
ȬÓÕÐÅÒÌÁÔÉÖÅÓȟȭ296 the Jebel Ali Power Plant and Desalination Complex is the largest single 
site desalination facility and largest single site natural gas power generation facility in the 
world.297 From where we stand, this size is both clear and incomprehensible as we barely 
make out some of the many combustion exhausts, oil tanks, substations, and tangles of 
ÍÅÔÁÌ ÐÉÐÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÉÅ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØȭÓ ÆÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÃÅȢ (ÉÇÈ ÖÏÌÔÁÇÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ 
lines that lead out of the complex tower above nearby, visually connecting the plants to the 
city, while underground water pipes remain out of sight, their presence hinted at by 
manholes, vent pipes, and placards. I am leading a tour of water infrastructures in the 
ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÒÈÏÏÄ ÏÆ *ÅÂÅÌ !ÌÉ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȭ7ÁÔÅÒÔÉÇÈÔȭ ÔÏ ÓÉÇÎÁÌ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÁÃÃÅÓÓÉÂÌÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ 
system, which participants and I are trying to make sense of from signs hidden in plain 
sight. The tour is part of programming I developed for an arts research and writing 
ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÃÙ ) ×ÁÓ Á×ÁÒÄÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ *ÁÍÅÅÌ !ÒÔÓ #ÅÎÔÒÅȢ ,ÏÏËÉÎÇ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ 
believe, as many narratives around the city emphasize, that only half a century ago, this 
was a barren salt flat.298  

                                                
293 Dubai has six thermal distillation plants and two membrane desalination plants that currently supply it 
×ÉÔÈ ×ÁÔÅÒȢ &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÓÅÅ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙ )ÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÓ ÉÔÓ #ÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ 
$ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÅÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ ÔÏ τωπ -ÉÌÌÉÏÎ )ÍÐÅÒÉÁÌ 'ÁÌÌÏÎÓ 0ÅÒ $ÁÙȟȱ Gulf News, 20 June 2021,  
https://gulfnews.com/uae/dubai -electricity -and-water-authority -increases-its-capacity-of-desalinated-
water-to-490-million -imperial -gallons-per-day-1.80064125.  
294 DEWA was established when the Dubai Electricity Company (DEC) and Dubai Water Department (DWD) 
were merged in 1992. DWD previously managed groundwater and water distribution, while the production of 
desalinated water - which was coupled with electricity generation - had fallen under the purview of DEC. 
Desalinated water was provided to DWD from DEC plants and from units attached to the Dubai Aluminum 
#ÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÓÍÅÌÔÅÒȢ &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÓÅÅ $ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Prospectus for the 
Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and Water Authority PJSC (Dubai: DEWA, 15 March 2022): 41-42; 
Dubai Water Department, Dubai Water Department: Three Decades - 1959-1989 (Dubai: Dubai Water 
Department, n.d.): 2, 9-ρρȠ ,ÁÔÈÅÅÆ &ÁÒÏÏËȟ Ȱ$5"!, ÉÓ 5ÎÉque - 3ÅÒÖÅÓ 4×Ï .ÅÅÄÓȟȱ Gulf News, 22 April 1979, 
τȠ .ÉÈÁÌ +ÁÎÅÉÒÁȟ Ȱ$%# 4ÁËÅÓ Á -ÁÊÏÒ 3ÔÅÐ &ÏÒ×ÁÒÄȟȱ Gulf Newsȟ ρφ *ÕÎÅ ρωψπȟ ρȠ .ÉÈÁÌ +ÁÎÅÉÒÁȟ Ȱ$ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 
7ÁÔÅÒ ÆÒÏÍ $ÕÂÁÉ 5ÎÉÔ "ÅÇÉÎÓ ÔÏ &ÌÏ× .ÅØÔ -ÏÎÔÈȟȱ Gulf Newsȟ σπ *ÕÌÙ ρωψπȟ σȠ Ȱ$5"!, "ÅÇÉÎÓ 3ÕÐÐly of 
$ÒÉÎËÉÎÇ 7ÁÔÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ #ÉÔÙȟȱ Gulf News, 2 October 1980, 3.   
295 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2022 (Dubai: DEWA, 2022): 63.  
296 Tabitha Decker, -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏ, 2013, 30. 
297 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÅÄÉÁ /ÆÆÉÃÅȟ Ȱ'ÕÉÎÅÓÓ 2ÅÃÏÒÄ ÔÏ $%7!ȭÓ *ÅÂÅÌ !ÌÉ 0Ï×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 
#ÏÍÐÌÅØȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ρχ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπςςȟ https://climatechmea.com/article/jebel -ali-guiness-10.22.   
298 Latheef &ÁÒÏÏËȟ Ȱ3ÔÁÎÄÂÙ 0Ï×ÅÒ ÆÏÒ *ÅÂÅÌ !ÌÉȟȱ Gulf News, 26 March 1979, 11.  

https://gulfnews.com/uae/dubai-electricity-and-water-authority-increases-its-capacity-of-desalinated-water-to-490-million-imperial-gallons-per-day-1.80064125
https://gulfnews.com/uae/dubai-electricity-and-water-authority-increases-its-capacity-of-desalinated-water-to-490-million-imperial-gallons-per-day-1.80064125
https://climatechmea.com/article/jebel-ali-guiness-10.22
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Looking at the Jebel Ali complex and signs of water mains during a guided tour of water infrastructures 
developed by the author for her Jameel Art Centre residency in 2019. Photo courtesy of DGM 
 
When desalination was first introduced into Dubai in the late 1970s, it paved a new path 
ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÐÌÅÎÔÙ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ÍÅÁÇÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ×ÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Á 
way to produce ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÔÏ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÙ ÉÔÓ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐȭÓ ÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÐÌÁÎÓȢ When 
Ȭ3ÔÁÔÉÏÎ $ȟȭ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÌÁÎÔȟ ÓÅÎÔ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÎÔÏ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÐÉÐÅÌÉÎÅÓ 
in 1979, it was a lone structure299 in a plot that had been set aside for future utilities 
construction to meet growth anticipated from development.300 Revenues from oil exports 
starting in 1969 had significantly intensified the pace of ongoing development projects and 
made possible an amplification of investments in industry, trade, and transport 
infrastructures under Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed Al Maktoum.301 Infr astructures developed at 
the time included the smelter302 of the Dubai Aluminum Company, an LNG plant, a cement 
factory,303 and the now famous Port of Jebel Ali, which played a pivotal role in turning 
Dubai into the shipping and logistics hub it is today.304 EveÎ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÏÉÌȟ ÓÏÍÅ ȬÇÁÍÂÌÅÓȭ ÈÁÄ 
                                                
299 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, Prospectus for the Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and 
Water Authority PJSC, 15 March 2022): 41.  
300 Ȱ)ÆÔÉÔÁÈ ÍÁÈÁÔÁÔ ÊÁÂÁÌ ÁÌÉ ÁÌ ÂÕËÈÁÒÉÙÙÁ ×Á ÍÕÊÁÍÁȭ ÔÁÈÌÉÙÁÔ ÁÌ ÍÉÙÁÈȟȱ Akhbar Dubbay (Dubai: Dubai 
Municipality, 21 June 1980): 9. 
301 &ÁÔÍÁ !Ì 3ÁÙÅÇÈȟ Ȱ-ÅÒÃÈÁÎÔÓȭ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ Á #ÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ 3ÏÃÉÅÔÙȡ 4ÈÅ #ÁÓÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ρωππ-ωπȟȱ Middle Eastern 
Studies 34, no. 1 (January 1998): 99-100; Christopher Davidson, Dubai: The Vulnerability of Success, 2008, 99-
114. 
302 Water was desalinated onsite at the aluminum smelter and provided to the city of Dubai beginning in 
ρωψπȢ 3ÅÅ ,ÁÔÈÅÅÆ &ÁÒÏÏËȟ Ȱ$5"!, ÉÓ 5ÎÉÑÕÅȟȱ ςς !ÐÒÉÌ ρωχωȟ τȠ Ȱ$5"!, "ÅÇÉÎÓ 3ÕÐÐÌÙ ÏÆ $Òinking Water to 
ÔÈÅ #ÉÔÙȟȱ ς /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ρωψπȟ σȢ 
303 Christopher Davidson, Dubai: The Vulnerability of Success, 2008, 101, 113.   
304 Ibid., 106-ρπψȠ "ÁÌÁÎ 3ÕÎÄÁÒÁËÁÎÉȟ Ȱ4ÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉ ,ÏÇÉÓÔÉÃÓ #ÏÒÒÉÄÏÒ ÉÎÔÏ Á 'ÌÏÂÁÌ ,ÏÇÉÓÔÉÃÓ (ÕÂȟȱ 
Asian Journal of Management Cases 14, no. 2 (2017): 116.    



 

59 

been made by investing limited resources in ambitious trade infrastructures that built on 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÓ Á ÐÒÏÍÉÎÅÎÔ ÅÎÔÒÅÐÏÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ςπÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȢ305 

)ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÉÒÁÔÅȭÓ ÅÃÏÎomy306 but established the state as the 
main economic actor and rendered it in control of large parts of economic activity.307 
Today, the government holds a monopoly over services, extensive public and semi-public 
enterprises in fields ranging from travel and telecom to real estate and logistics, and large 
property holdings. Some of this is effected through governmental authorities and some 
ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȟ Á ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÏÄÁÙ ÂÅÌÏÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 3ÈÅÉËÈȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÐÏÒÔÆÏÌÉÏȢ  

 

  
 
The Jebel Ali complex seen during a guided tour of water infrastructures developed by the author for her 
Jameel Art Centre residency in 2019. Photo courtesy of the author.  

 

                                                
305 Christopher Davidson, Dubai: The Vulnerability of Success, 2008., 91-ωςȠ &ÁÔÍÁ !Ì 3ÁÙÅÇÈȟ Ȱ-ÅÒÃÈÁÎÔÓȭ 2ÏÌÅ 
in a Changing Society, January 1998, 87-90, 98.   
306 Many early infrastructures were fossil-fuel adjacent or energy-intensive heavy industries, light 
manufacturing to meet development needs, or commerce-relaÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÅ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢ )Ô 
was in the 1990s that true diversification occurred with the development of tourism, real estate and 
construction, and finance, for example. For more, see Christopher Davidson, Dubai: The Vulnerability of 
Success, 2008, 1, 99-135.  
307 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȡ !Î /ÕÔÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ +ÅÙ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ-0ÒÏÃÅÓÓ %ÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ ςππωȟ τπυ-
406, 408-410.  
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Significantly, infrastructure development has been key to stimulating growth in Dubai and 
to attracting investmeÎÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÇÉÖÅÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ ÏÉÌ ÒÅÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ 
foreign capital.308 Historically, infrastructure projects developed by the government have 
often been outsized so as to generate economic activity and demand, and have involved 
ȰÆÕÌÌ ÔÈÒÏÔÔÌÅȱ ÕÎÄÅÒ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇÓ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÉËÅÌÉÈÏÏÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓȢ309 This 
ÉÓ ×ÈÁÔ -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȰÓÕÐÐÌÙ-ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÄÅÍÁÎÄȟȱ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ - as the main 
economic actor - produces supply that induces demand.310 Ȱ3ÕÐÐÌÙ-ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÄÅÍÁÎÄȱ is 
ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ÔÉÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÇÒÏ×Î ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ 
activity311 given that 92%312 are expats on renewable work visas.313 An urban planner and 
adviser to the Dubai government, Raafat, sheds light on  how this renders continued 
ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÁÎ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎȢ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÓÔÏÐ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇȢ )Æ ÉÔ ÓÔÏÐÓ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇȟ ÉÔ ÄÉÅÓȟȱ ÈÅ 
says.314 4ÏÄÁÙȟ ȬÓÔÁÔÅ-of-the-ÁÒÔȭ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÚÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÒÁ× ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
city and market it,315 with Dubai priding itself on its advanced infrastructures, including its 
desalination plants; infrastructures are not only a way to draw investment to the city but to 
infrastructures themselves as financialized assets.316 Like everything else in Dubai then, 
desalination infrastructures have been grown to meet demand induced through 
government-led development efforts.   
 

 
0ÈÏÔÏÇÒÁÐÈÓ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÌÁÎÔ - Station D - ÆÒÏÍ Ȱ$ÁÁȭÁÆÎÁ ÁÌ ÉÎÔÁÊ ÍÉÎ ÁÌ ÍÁȭ ×ÁÌ ËÁÈÒÕÂÁȭ ÆÉ 
ÊÅÂÅÌ ÁÌÉȢȱ Akhbar Dubbay 27, 7 July 1979, p. 20-27.  
 

                                                
308 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ %ÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ$ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ '## #ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟȱ ςπςπȟ ςπσȟ ςπυȠ 
Martin Hvidt, Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ ςππωȟ τπφȢ 
309 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ ςππωȟ τπφȢ 
310 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ ςππωȟ τπυ-τπφȠ -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ %ÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ$ÕÂÁÉ 
-ÏÄÅÌȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ '## #ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟȱ ςπςπȟ ςπσȟ ςπυȢ     
311 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
312 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 0ÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ #ÒÏÓÓÅÓ σȢφ -ÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ &ÉÒÓÔ 4ÉÍÅȟȱ ςυ *ÕÎÅ ςπςσȢ  
313 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ %ÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ$ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ '## #ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟȱ ςπςπȟ ςπσȠ -ÁÒÔÉÎ 
(ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ τπσ-404; Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.   
314 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
315 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ0ÕÂÌÉÃ-0ÒÉÖÁÔÅ 4ÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ #ÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȡ 4ÈÅ #ÁÓÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ Middle 
Eastern Studies 43.4 (July 2007): 563.  
316 HSBCȟ Ȱ&ÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ )ÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ "ÏÏÍȟȱ Financial Times, n.d., 
https://www.ft.com/partnercontent/hsbc/financing -the-gulf-infrastructure -boom.html.  

https://www.ft.com/partnercontent/hsbc/financing-the-gulf-infrastructure-boom.html
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With development projects came a rising population. To meet needs, labor was imported: 
teachers from Egypt and Iraq; administrators from Sudan; horticulturalists from Iran; 
construction workers from India; and managers from England. A diverse, ethnically-
stratified labor force began to take shape, a reality that remains in place today even if some 
ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄȢ !Ó $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÉÅÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ 
construct the first desalination plant - taken as early as 1976 - was articulated in local 
media as a way to generate a supply source that, unlike groundwater, would be able to 
keep up with demand. An article from Gulf News suggests, for example, that the first 
ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÌÁÎÔ ×ÁÓ ȰÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ Á ÐÌÁÎ ÔÏ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÒÁÔÅ ÏÆ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÐÏwer 
ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÄÅÍÁÎÄȢȱ317 Desalination, another article notes, was viewed as 
ÅÎÁÂÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ȰÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÓÈÏÒÔÆÁÌÌȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ÏÃÃÕÒȢ318 By the late 
ρωψπÓȟ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÁÕÇÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ×ÁÓ ÅÎÁÂÌÉÎÇ ×Áter officials to 
claim - despite population growth projections - that the thriving desert city would never 
run out of water.319 

 

 
 

                                                
317 .ÉÈÁÌ +ÁÎÅÉÒÁȟ Ȱ$%# 4ÁËÅÓ Á -ÁÊÏÒ 3ÔÅÐ &ÏÒ×ÁÒÄȟȱ Gulf News, 16 June 1980, 1.   
318 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 7ÁÔÅÒ 3ÕÐÐÌÙ ÔÏ ÂÅ )ÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄȟȱ Gulf News, 24 May 1979, 1.  
319 6ÉÃÔÏÒ 3Ȣ !ÎÄÒÅ×Óȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 7ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ !ÌÌ 3ÅÔ ÔÏ -ÅÅÔ $ÅÍÁÎÄȟȱ Gulf News, 26 September 1987, 8.  
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/ÎÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÏÌÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÔÏ×ÅÒÓȟ320 a remnant from its groundwater days, in Al Khazzan Park.  
Photo courtesy of the author.  

 
Seawater desalination plants have since almost completely replaced groundwater as 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÏÔÁÂÌÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÙȢ321 )Î ÔÈÅ ρωφπÓ ÁÎÄ ρωχπÓȟ ×ÈÅÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ×ÁÓ 
first being developed, the burgeoning city relied on potable groundwater drawn from well 
fields in the desert interior.322 At present, these well fields are left largely untouched and 
ÐÏÔÁÂÌÅ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÓ ÔÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÅÒÖÅȢ !Ó $%7! ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ÌÉËÅ 3ÁÌÅÅÍ ÎÏÔÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ȰÁ 
ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÉÎ ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢȱ323 Non-potable groundwater remains 
utilized for industrial processes and some types of irrigation, but Government of Dubai 
authorities aim to reduce that use of  this groundwater, which is fast depleting, by 
encouraging its substitution with recycled wastewater324  (see chapter 2).  
 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÐÉÃËÅÄ ÕÐ ÕÎÄÅÒ 3ÈÅÉËÈ 2ÁÓÈÉÄȭÓ ÓÏÎ - Sheikh 
-ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÂÉÎ 2ÁÓÈÉÄ !Ì -ÁËÔÏÕÍȟ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȭ.Å× $ÕÂÁÉȭ ÓÐÅÌÌÅÄ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ 
ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÒÅÁÌ estate, and 
tourism, with significant effects on population. While population grew in notable ways in 
the 1970s and 1980s, this was limited compared to the explosion from the late 1990s and 
early 2000s on, when Sheikh Mohammed assumed power.325 Ȭ.Å× $ÕÂÁÉȭ Íarked a shift 
for the city and its governing, as sociologist Tabitha Decker suggests. While previously, 
growth was hitched to investments that were largely extra-territorial or transnational in 
scope (ie. trade), under Sheikh Mohammad, investments came to ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÂÕÉÌÔ 
environment as an economic driver;326 Ȭ.Å× $ÕÂÁÉȭ ÓÁ× ÍÁÓÓÉÖÅ ÐÌÁÎÎÅÄ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ 
commercial projects (see chapter 2) constructed seemingly overnight by mega real estate 
developers and business park operators, most of which are parastatal, including Emaar 
Properties (est. 1997), Nakheel Properties (est. 2000), Dubai Properties (est. 2002), and 

                                                
320 7ÈÅÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ×ÁÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄȟ ×ÁÔÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÖÅÙÅÄ ÂÙ ÐÉÐÅÌÉÎÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÄÅÓÅÒÔ 
groundwater wellfields to the area of Khor Dubai and distributed by trucks around the city. See Sheikha Al 
'ÈÁ×Éȟ Ȱ4ÁÑÒÅÅÒ ÁÌ ÍÁÁȭȡ ÓÈÁÈÉÄ ÈÁÉ ȬÁÌÁ ÈÉËÍÁÔ ÑÉÙÁÄÁ ÔÁÓÔÁÓÈÒÉÆÁ ÁÌ ÍÕÓÔÁÑÂÁÌȟȱ Emirates News Agency - 
WAM, 31 July 2017, http://wam.ae/ar/deta ils/1395302625383 . By 1968, however, water was conveyed 
through pipelines to elevated water towers that were distributed around the city and that connected to 
nearby buildings. See Jim Krane, City of Gold: Dubai and the Dream of Capitalism (New York: St. MÁÒÔÉÎȭÓ 0ÒÅÓÓȟ 
ςππωɊȡ χρȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÔÏ×ÅÒ ÉÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ρωψπÓȢ 3ÁÊÉÌÁ 3ÁÓÅÅÎÄÒÁÎȟ Ȱ2ÅÖÁÍÐÅÄ $ÕÂÁÉ 0ÁÒË ÔÏ "ÁÓË ÉÎ 
ÔÈÅ 3ÕÎÓÈÉÎÅȟȱ Khaleej Times, 3 March 2015, https://www.khaleejtimes.com/uae/revamped -dubai-park-to-
bask-in-the-sunshine.   
321 Personal conversation with Hamza (DEWA), Dubai, 24 October 2019.  
322 "ÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ×ÁÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄȟ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ×ÁÔÅÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÈÁÌÌÏ× ×ÅÌÌÓ ÉÎ !Ì "ÁÒÁÈÁ ÁÎÄ !Ì 
Waheda on the northern Deira side of the city and Al Fahidi and Al Mankhool on the southern Bur Dubai side 
was fetched and carried by hand or on donkey back or sold door to door by a water bearer known as al 
Kundari. Groundwater well fields were developed by DWD, which was established in 1959, in Al Aweer 
(1961), Al Whoush (1972), and Al Habab (1977). Dubai Water Department, Dubai Water Department: Three 
Decades - 1959-1989, n.d., 1, 5-10; Personal conversation with Jibril (Dubai Municipality Historical Documents 
Center), Dubai, 28 February 2021.   
323 Personal interview with Saleem (DEWA), Dubai, 3 February 2020.  
324 Personal interview with Hamid (Dubai energy manager), Dubai, 16 January 2020.    
325 -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÂÉÎ 2ÁÓÈÉÄ !Ì -ÁËÔÏÕÍ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÒÕÌÅÒ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÌÙ in 2006 but he was its de facto head 
from the late 1990s/early 2000s.  Tabitha Decker, -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏ, 2013, 39.  
326 Tabitha Decker, -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏ, 2013, 31, 39-40.  

http://wam.ae/ar/details/1395302625383
https://www.khaleejtimes.com/uae/revamped-dubai-park-to-bask-in-the-sunshine
https://www.khaleejtimes.com/uae/revamped-dubai-park-to-bask-in-the-sunshine
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Tecom Group (est. 2005).327  Resident and visitor growth - and water demand - skyrocketed 
as a result.328 "ÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ρωωτ ÁÎÄ ςπρςȟ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÇÒÅ× ÆÒÏÍ φρπȟπππ ÔÏ ÏÖÅÒ ς 
million and its desalination capacity from 113 million imperial gallons (or about 205 
Olympic-sized swimming pools) of water a day to 470 million (or about 855 Olympic-sized 
swimming poÏÌÓɊȢ .Å× $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÉÚÅÄ ȰÌÁÖÉÓÈ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȱ 
supercharged investment flows into the city,329 and significantly ramped up desalinated 
water needs from residents and visitors.  
 
2008 marked a significant turning point for the city, coming up in nearly every interview I 
ÒÁÎȢ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÏÕÔ×ÁÒÄ-facing economic sectors (ie. tourism, trade, finance) came tumbling 
down as the financial crisis ensued,330 confirming doubts at the time about the longevity of 
its lightning growth (more in chapter 2). Today, Dubai is bubbling again. Its population tops 
3.6 million, up from 2 million in the early 2010s. Its properties are in high demand. This is 
ÔÈÁÎËÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔ ÔÏ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÒÅÏÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÎÄÅÍÉÃȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÁÄÅ ÌÕØÕÒÙ 
developments in its sunny weather popular among mobile rich looking to escape lockdown 
restrictions.331 It is also thanks in part to Russian investment, some of which has come from 
US-sanctioned sources that have taken advantage of sanctions noncompliance in the UAE 
(though this has been changing as the UAE comes under greater pressure to scrutinize 
Russian money).332 Growth is projected to rapidly continue, with the population thought to 
reach 5.8 million by 2040;333 concomitantly, desalination capacity334 is set to be expanded 
from a current 490 million imperial gallons (or about 891 Olympic-sized swimming pools) 
to 730 million imperial gallons (or about 1327 Olympic-sized swimming pools) of water 
daily by 2030.335 As Youssef - a Dubai-based developer tells me in venture capital terms, 

                                                
327 Tabitha Decker, -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏ, 2013, 32. From these companies, Emaar Properties is the only 
developer that is not currently 100% government owned. While when it was first established, it was fully 
government-owned, it more recently came to be publicly listed on the Dubai Financial Market. The 
ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ σπϷ ÓÈÁÒÅ ÉÎ ÉÔȢ &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÓÅÅ Ȱ%ÍÁÁÒ 0ÒÏÐÅÒÔÉÅÓȟȱ Market 
Screener, n.d.,  https://www.marketscreener.com/quote/stock/EMAAR -PROPERTIES-9059234/company/   
328 Tabitha Decker. -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏ, 2013. 31. 
329 Hvidt, 205. and Arif  
330 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 0ublic Debt Projected to be Reduced by $7.9 Bln by End-ςπςσȟȱ Reuters, 26 September 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/mid dle-east/dubai-public-debt-projected-be-reduced-by-79-bln-by-end-
2023-2023-09-26/ .  
331 Simeon Kerrȟ Ȱ.Å× 'ÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 2ÉÃÈ 3ÐÕÒÓ "ÏÏÍ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ,ÕØÕÒÉÏÕÓ (ÏÍÅÓ -ÁÒËÅÔȟȱ Financial Times, 
24 December 2022,  https://www.ft.com/content/1d6403bc -cb0a-40f2-8dad-2e2a2d099f20.   
332 Ȱ2ÕÓÓÉÁÎÓ (ÁÖÅ (ÅÌÐÅÄ -ÁËÅ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 0ÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ -ÁÒËÅÔ 2ÅÄ (ÏÔ - !ÇÁÉÎȟȱ The Economist, 5 April 2023, 
https://www.eco nomist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2023/04/05/russians -have-helped-make-dubais-
property -market-red-hot-againȠ "ÌÏÏÍÂÅÒÇ .Å×Óȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ÉÓ ,ÏÓÉÎÇ )ÔÓ !ÌÌÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ 7ÅÁÌÔÈÙ 2ÕÓÓÉÁÎÓȟȱ 
Bloomberg, 28 March 2024, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024 -03-28/dubai -s-glitz-dims-for-
russians-on-costs-us-sanction-pressures?embedded-checkout=true.  
333 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 0ÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ #ÒÏÓÓÅÓ σȢφ -ÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ &ÉÒÓÔ 4ÉÍÅȟȱ Gulf News, 25 June 2023, 
https://gulfnews.com/uae/dubais -population-crosses-36-million -for-the-first-time-1.96600619.  
334 While Dubai desalinates about 375 million imperial gallons a day, it has the capacity to desalinate up to 
490 million imperial gallons. This capacity includes a reserve margin to account for seasonal demand 
fluctuations, expected growth until further plants are built, and unexpected developments. 
335 This goal has been revised from an earlier 750 million following the Covid pandemic and related economic 
ÃÒÕÎÃÈȢ .ÏÔÁÂÌÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÐÏpulation appear to be 

https://www.marketscreener.com/quote/stock/EMAAR-PROPERTIES-9059234/company/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/dubai-public-debt-projected-be-reduced-by-79-bln-by-end-2023-2023-09-26/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/dubai-public-debt-projected-be-reduced-by-79-bln-by-end-2023-2023-09-26/
https://www.ft.com/simeon-kerr
https://www.ft.com/content/1d6403bc-cb0a-40f2-8dad-2e2a2d099f20
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2023/04/05/russians-have-helped-make-dubais-property-market-red-hot-again
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2023/04/05/russians-have-helped-make-dubais-property-market-red-hot-again
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-03-28/dubai-s-glitz-dims-for-russians-on-costs-us-sanction-pressures?embedded-checkout=true
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-03-28/dubai-s-glitz-dims-for-russians-on-costs-us-sanction-pressures?embedded-checkout=true
https://gulfnews.com/uae/dubais-population-crosses-36-million-for-the-first-time-1.96600619
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Dubai is nÏ× ÈÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȬÈÏÃËÅÙ ÓÔÉÃËȭ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ - or where growth is 
rapid following an earlier slow and steady pace. Early on, he says, it was not clear if the 
value proposition of Dubai was going to work, but now it is clear that it is working; more 
and more people are coming to live in Dubai. Doubts around the Dubai model seem more 
tempered though they do pop up from time to time.  
 
One place where doubts have been persistently expressed has been around the 
environmental sustainability of a city of milions running on air conditioning, cars, and 
desalination in a scorching hot desert on a warming planet. In the aftermath of the 2008 
crisis, questions of sustainable development, I am told, began to garner more attention. 
Since the 2010s, a transÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ 
underway. Some suggest that this increasing emphasis on sustainability might be partially 
ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÒÅÎÄÓȢ "ÕÔÈÁÉÎÁ ÓÁÙÓ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ÁÌÉÇÎÓ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ 
happening with the woÒÌÄȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÂÉÇ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔȢ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ Á ×ÁÙ 
ÆÏÒ $ÕÂÁÉ ÔÏ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÅÙÅȢ /ÔÈÅÒÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ 
ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÍÁËÅÓ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÓÅÎÓÅȭ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÎÏ× ÁÎÄ ÏÆÆÅÒÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÓÁÖÉÎÇÓ 
opportunities, a consideration especially key for a city government so concerned by - and 
invested in - the bottom line. And still others note pressures from the global shift towards 
sustainability-minded funding. These motivations have implications as shall be seen.  

 
Ȭ!ÕÄÉÔ #ÕÌÔÕÒÅȭȡ 4ÈÅ -ÅÔÒÉÃÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ 4ÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ  
 

!ÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÎÏÔÁÂÌÅ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ 
is its metricization. Sustainability endeavors today are heavily mediated through targets, 
key performance indicators, performance assessments, and external party evaluations. The 
ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÍÅÔÒÉÃÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ȰÉÎÓÉÎÕÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÅØÔÅÎÄ ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÌÏÇÉÃȱ336 to sustainability, 
produces an emphasis on economy, efficiency, and an air of transparency.337   
 
Although perhaps particularly pronounced in Dubai, metricization has become a feature of 
contemporary governance everywhere and has transformed governance initiatives 
including in sustainability. Cris Shore and Susan Wright write about the migration of 
calculative techniques like measurements, indicators, and rankings from accounting and 
finance to the management of seemingly everything including governance.338 Dennis Saint-
-ÁÒÔÉÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓÅ ÏÆ ȬÎÅ× ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȭ ÏÒ 
ȬÎÅ× ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒÉÁÌÉÓÍȟȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ contracting management 
ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÓ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȟȭ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ 
since the 1980s; this approach emerged as a governmental response to critiques of 

                                                
the greatest source of uncertainty when planning for the future because of the outward facing nature of 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȬÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÉÎÅÓÓȭ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ȬÇÕÅÓÔ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓȢȭ  
336 -ÉÃÈÁÅÌ 3ÁÕÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ 7ÅÎÄÙ .Ȣ %ÓÐÅÌÁÎÄȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ 2ÁÎËÉÎgs: Tight Coupling and Organizational 
#ÈÁÎÇÅȟȱ American Sociological Review 74, no. 1 (February 2009): 80 as cited in Cris Shore and Susan Wright, 
Ȱ!ÕÄÉÔ #ÕÌÔÕÒÅ 2ÅÖÉÓÉÔÅÄȡ 2ÁÎËÉÎÇÓȟ 2ÁÔÉÎÇÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 2ÅÁÓÓÅÍÂÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ 3ÏÃÉÅÔÙȟȱ Current Anthropology 56, no. 3 
(June 2015):  
337 &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌÌÙȟ ÓÅÅ #ÒÉÓ 3ÈÏÒÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÕÓÁÎ 7ÒÉÇÈÔȟ Ȱ!ÕÄÉÔ #ÕÌÔÕÒÅ 2ÅÖÉÓÉÔÅÄȟȱ *ÕÎÅ ςπρυȟ τςρ-444.   
338 #ÒÉÓ 3ÈÏÒÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÕÓÁÎ 7ÒÉÇÈÔȟ Ȱ!ÕÄÉÔ #ÕÌÔÕÒÅ 2ÅÖÉÓÉÔÅÄȟȱ *ÕÎÅ ςπρυȟ τςρ-428.    
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bureaucracy and was a reflection of the increasing influence of consultants at large.339 
Shore and Wright suggest that the calculative techniques developed, which have come to be 
used to measure the performance of institutions internally and represent it externally, have 
led to a foregrounding of particular forms of optimization, accountability, and 
ÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙȢ 0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȰɍÔɎÈÅÓÅ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ 
intensified as governments and other organizations have sought to mobilize their assets to 
compete more successfully in the global knÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢȱ340  
 
Today such calculative practices are an integral part of governance in Dubai and a way for 
it to achieve its global competitiveness agenda. As Saleem, a manager with over a decade of 
experience at DEWA, suggests, strategies with numeric targets and performance 
assessments are central to the way the emirate operates.341 Raafat says that these 
calculative practices, which are a prominent part of the government's work in Dubai, are 
ÔÈÅ ȬÍÁÓË ÏÆ ÎÅÏÌÉÂÅÒÁÌÉÓÍȭ ÔÈÁÔ $ÕÂÁÉ ×ÅÁÒÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÉÔÓ ÓÔÁÔÅ-capitalist system. Having 
originated in the private sector, these practices have been enthusiastically taken up by the 
public sector here, he explains. The Government of Dubai can be so indicator-focused, that 
Ȱɍ×ɎÅ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÓÐÅÎÄ ÈÏÕÒÓ ÄÅÂÁÔÉÎÇ Á ÂÅÎÃÈÍÁrk or debating a target for a certain 
indicator, and we tend to forget why we did it in the first place or why we are looking to 
ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÁÒÇÅÔȢȱ )ÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓ  are furthermore, he explains, reviewed every five or so 
years and set at yet more ambitious tÁÒÇÅÔÓ ÉÎ ȰÁÎ ÅÎÄÌÅÓÓ ÃÈÁÓÅȱ ÔÏ ÏÕÔÐÅÒÆÏÒÍ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ 
competitors but itself, guaranteeing headlines for the city and a maintenance of its edge.342 
In a somewhat typical fashion, Saleem, who works in sustainability at DEWA, told me of 
how the Dubai Carbon Abatement Strategy 2021 had a target of 16% carbon emissions 
reduction from business as usual, but that by 2019 it had already achieved 19%, and spoke 
of instructing his team to get an external party to evaluate their numbers  on an annual 
basis and assess how effective they are.343  
 
Targets and metrics are especially central to sustainability work in Dubai given its 
approach to sustainability as a way to enhance the city-ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇȟ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅ 
ambitious climate change commitments it has made on the world stage, and attract 
investment.344 Metricization was at the root of sustainability initiatives at DEWA, which 
ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÆÉÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ #/0 ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ςπρπÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 
prioritization of climate change action globally at the time. As Saleem explains, 
sustainability initiatives were initially focused on calculating the carbon emissions of the 
ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÏÎ ÒÅÄÕÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍȢ345 From minutes of electricity service lost and 

                                                
339 See Dennis Saint--ÁÒÔÉÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ .Å× -ÁÎÁÇÅÒÉÁÌÉÓÍ and the Policy Influence of Consultants in Government: 
An Historicalɀ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÔ !ÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ "ÒÉÔÁÉÎȟ #ÁÎÁÄÁ ÁÎÄ &ÒÁÎÃÅȟȱ Governance 11, no. 3 (1998): 319-320.   
340 #ÒÉÓ 3ÈÏÒÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÕÓÁÎ 7ÒÉÇÈÔȟ Ȱ!ÕÄÉÔ #ÕÌÔÕÒÅ 2ÅÖÉÓÉÔÅÄȟȱ *ÕÎÅ ςπρυȟ τςρ-422. 
341 Personal interview with Saleem (DEWA), Dubai, 3 February 2020.  
342 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021. 
343 Personal interview with Saleem (DEWA), Dubai, 3 February 2020.  
344 Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022.   
345 Personal interview with Saleem (DEWA), Dubai, 3 February 2020. DEWA developed a Monitoring, 
Reporting, and Verification Framework for its GHG emissions in 2012, which became its baseline emissions 
year, and launched its CO2 Emission Reduction Programme in 2012 as well. Dubai Electricity and Water 
Authority, DEWA Climate Change Report 2021, 2021: 14-15. 
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the carbon footprint of electricity production to leakages in the water system and 
conservation, everything is nowadays measured to be optimized. Numbers are mobilized to 
establish the competitiveness of DEWA - and by extension - Dubai.346 Ȱ!ÄÏÐÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅÓÔ 
global technologies in the production, transmission and distribution of energy and water 
ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ $%7!ȭÓ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÉÎÇ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÅÃÔÏÒÓȢ $%7!ȭÓ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÓÕÒÐÁÓÓ ÍÁÊÏÒ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÁÎÄ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ 
ÉÎ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓȟȱ ÒÅÁÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ςπςς Sustainability Report. Among the most 
ÃÉÔÅÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔÁÇÅ ÏÆ ȬÕÎÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÅÄ ×ÁÔÅÒȭ ÌÏÓÔ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ 
ÌÅÁËÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÉÓ τȢυϷ ȰÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ρυϷ ÉÎ .ÏÒÔÈ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȢȱ347 Such figures 
are not only important for attracting investment to Dubai, particularly amidst government 
plans to turn the city-ÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÎÔÏ ȬÁ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÈÕÂ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȟȭ348 but also to the 
utility itself, which is now - at least partially - publicly traded on the Dubai Financial 
Market349 (see later). 

 

 
 

Graphics such as the above are representative of the significance of rankings for achieving and demonstrating 
ÃÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ Á ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȢ 6ÉÓÕÁÌ ÃÏÕÒÔÅÓÙ ÏÆ !%4/37ÉÒÅȢ350  
 

                                                
346 $%7!ȭÓ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÓȟ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÓÉÎÃÅ ςπρσ ÁÎÄ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÏÎÌÉÎÅ ÁÔ 
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/consumer/sustainability/sustainability -reports, are replete with such 
numbers.  
347 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2022, 7.   
348 Ibid., 17.  
349 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2022.  
350 !%4/37ÉÒÅȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 2ÁÎËÓ &ÉÒÓÔ 'ÌÏÂÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ &$) ÆÏÒ #ÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ #ÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ )ÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÅÓ ςπςσȟȱ AETOSWire, 6 
June 2024, https://www.aetoswire.co m/en/news/dc06062024001 .  

https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/consumer/sustainability/sustainability-reports
https://www.aetoswire.com/en/news/dc06062024001
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"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȟ 
sustainability targets and commitments have been highly ambitious, generating buzz 
through their announcement even as their realism and the transparency around them are 
questioned by some. Salwa, a consultant with nearly two decades of experience in 
sustainability in a variety of fields, suggests that while there may be good intentions when 
it comes to sustainability, the targets the government sets are just too ambitious for there 
not to be greenwashing. Things are advertised as happening in a particular way here, she 
adds, but are not delivered as such. Salwa notes that while in theory, the government if 
anything should be transparent, there are competing priorities to make suÒÅ ȰÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÁÒÅ 
ÓÕÇÁÒ ÃÏÁÔÅÄ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓȢȱ 4ÈÉÓȟ ÓÈÅ ÇÏÅÓ ÓÏ ÆÁÒ ÁÓ ÔÏ ÓÁÙȟ ÓÔÏÐÓ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÂÌÅ 
to see its issues because nothing is ever recognized as wrong and to improve one needs to 
see something wrong.351 In my interviews with government officials, not only was critique 
largely absent but Dubai was almost invariably talked about as on top of and the best in 
everything. In one particular interview, I was told that there were no problems when it 
came to water in Dubai, only improvements.352 Dubai always wants to be the best in 
everything, Salwa continues, and there is no acknowledgement that there are any limits.353 
2ÁÁÆÁÔ ÅÃÈÏÅÓ 3ÁÌ×ÁȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÁÓ 
announced, their announcement nonetheless generates attention for the city to ensure 
people and money keep flowing in.354  
 
4ÈÉÎÇÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÓÏ ÓÔÒÁÉÇÈÔÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄȢ 4ÁËÅ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÔÒÉÃÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ×ÁÔÅÒȭÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ 
intensity in Dubai. Over the past ten to fifteen years, the energy intensity - and greenhouse 
gas emissions - of procuring or producing water have been prioritized globally as objects to 
be measured and minimized;355 utilities are aiming to improve the energy efficiency of 
their water systems and use renewable energy sources instead of fossil fuels. For much of 
ÉÔÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȟ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÕÐÌÅÄȢ (ÁÖÉÎÇ ÂÅÅÎ ÈÅÁÖÉÌÙ 
ÒÅÌÉÁÎÔ ÏÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÁÓ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙȟ Ȭ×ÁÓÔÅ ÈÅÁÔȭ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÂÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÇÁÓ ÆÏÒ ÐÏ×ÅÒ 
has been used to boil seawater and drive thermal desalination processes356 (see more 
ÂÅÌÏ×ɊȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ Ȭ×ÁÓÔÅ ÈÅÁÔȭ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÅ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ additional fossil fuels, water is 
ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ȰÆÕÅÌ ÆÒÅÅȢȱ357 As Saleem ÓÕÍÓ ÕÐȡ Ȱ) ÍÅÁÎȟ ÆÏÒ ÕÓȟ -3& ɍÁ 
type of thermal desalination] was the holy grail, ÌÅÔͻÓ ÓÁÙȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÆÒÅÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ 
ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇȢȱ358 3ÁÅÅÄ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÁÌ 4ÁÙÅÒȟ $%7!ȭÓ #%/ ÁÎÄ -ÁÎÁÇÉÎÇ $ÉÒÅÃÔÏÒȟ ÈÁÓ 

                                                
351 Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022.   
352 Personal interview with Hamid (Dubai energy manager), Dubai, 16 January 2020. 
353 Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022.   
354 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021. 
355 *ÏÅ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓȟ 3ÔÅÆÁÎ "ÏÕÚÁÒÏÖÓËÉȟ ÁÎÄ %ÒÉË 3×ÙÎÇÅÄÏÕ×ȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 5ÒÂÁÎ 2ÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ .ÅØÕÓȡ /Î ÔÈÅ 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ 
Relationality, Water-%ÎÅÒÇÙ )ÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ &ÁÌÌÁÃÙ ÏÆ )ÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ Politics and Space C 37, no. 4 
(2019): 653-657. The energy intensity of water is one side of the water-energy nexus, which has recently 
ÓÏÌÉÄÉÆÉÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÎ ÏÂÊÅÃÔ ÆÏÒ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅ×ÏÒËÅÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÎÅØÕÓ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ 
ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÆÏÒ ×ÁÔÅÒȭÓ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔȟ ÃÏÎÖÅÙÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÔribution, on the one hand, and the water 
required for those of energy on the other.   
356 Personal interview with Hamid (Dubai energy manager), Dubai, 16 January 2020. 
357 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2017 (Dubai: DEWA, 2017): 91.  
358 Personal interview with Saleem (DEWA), Dubai, 3 February 2020.  
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ÅÖÅÎ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ ȰÆÕÅÌ-ÆÒÅÅȣ ÉÔÓ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÆÏÏÔÐÒÉÎÔ ÉÓ ÚÅÒÏȢȱ359 But as Bruno, a 
DEWA energy engineer I spoke to, suggests, calculating the levels of emissions attributable 
to desalination may be controversial because of coupling but there is no doubt that the 
process has a carbon footprint.360 This is because the steam used to power desalination 
comes from fossil fuels and could be utilized to generate more electricity instead.361 While 
not to discount some potentially significant effects of sustainability work being done 
around water and energy in Dubai, it is to point to the political economic drivers behind the 
metricization of sustainability ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÔ ÒÁÉÓÅÓ ÆÏÒ ȬÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙȭ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔȢ  
 
Competitiveness through performance measurement is not just key to positioning DEWA 
and Dubai globally but also to positioning DEWA locally in relation to other governmental 
entities. Government bodies - and even departments within them - compete with one 
ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟ Á ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÄ ÂÙ 3ÈÅÉËÈ -ÏÈÁÍÍÁÄȭÓ ȰÐÏÌÉÃÙ-making style [that] 
includes playing key functionaries against each other to generate competitive rivalry in 
ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÅØÅÃÕÔÉÏÎȢȱ362 For instance, the Dubai Government Excellence 
Program, which was established in 1997, aims to assess the performance of government 
institutions through standardized criteria as a way of optimizing overall governance. The 
performance of each entity is rated out of 100% and compared and ranked against 
others.363 Because institutions compete with each other, DEWA employees talk of how they 
are ahead of other government institutions who learn from and follow their lead. Saleem 
ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÔÏ ÍÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÏÆ ÈÏ× $%7! ȰÂÅÁÔȱ ÔÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÕÎÉÃÉÐÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ 
change adaptation work and was collaborating with them because they had the know-how. 
Ȱ) ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ×Å ÈÁÄ Á ÓÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÍÍÅÒ ÏÆ ÌÁÓÔ ÙÅÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ×Åre talking about 
ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ ÈÅ ÔÅÌÌÓ ÍÅȟ ȰÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÇÁÔÈÅÒÉÎÇ ÄÁÔÁ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 5!% ÌÅÖÅÌ ÔÏ 
ÍÁËÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ !ÒÁÂ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅÓ ÁÓ Á ×ÈÏÌÅȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ 
ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȟ ÆÏÒ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȢ 3Ï ×Å ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÅÍ ȬÌÏÏË ÇÕÙÓ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ Á ÓÔÕÄÙȟ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÒÅÁÄÙȟ 
×Å ÄÉÄ ÏÕÒ ÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÁÎÄ ×Å ÃÁÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÄÖÉÓÅ ÙÏÕ ÏÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÎÐÕÔÓ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÉÎÔÏȢȱ364 Among 
the significant transparency-related consequences of this is that government entities do 
not share data with each other.365  
 
Reverse Osmosis: Efficiency, the Bottom Line, and Brand Reputation  
 
Perhaps the most notable change when it comes to making desalination more sustainable 
in Dubai is an ongoing shift from a particular form of thermal desalination to membrane 
desalination. Water and energy managers I spoke to explained this as necessitated by the 

                                                
359  IDA Conference? 
360 Personal interview with Bruno (DEWA), Dubai, 20 March 2019. 
361 Personal conversation with Robert, online, 28 May 2020.  
362 +ÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ #ÏÁÔÅÓ 5ÌÒÉÃÈÓÅÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ &ÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÉÎÇ #ÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 
Global Illicit Financial Flows, eds. Matthew T. Page and Jodi Vittori (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 2020): 20, https://carnegieendowment.org/files/PageVittori_DubaiCorruption_final.pdf . 
363 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ %ØÃÅÌÌÅÎÃÅ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍȟȱ https://dgep.gov.ae.   
364 Personal interview with Saleem (DEWA), Dubai, 3 February 2020.  
365 Ȱ$ÁÔÁ 3ÈÁÒÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ #ÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇȱ ɉÐÁÎÅÌ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎȟ The Gulf Environment: Understanding and 
Managing the Challenges, Center for Prototype Climate Modelling, NYU Abu Dhabi, Abu Dhabi, 23 January 
2020). 

https://carnegieendowment.org/files/PageVittori_DubaiCorruption_final.pdf
https://dgep.gov.ae/
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clean energy transition because improvements in membrane technology, specifically 
reverse osmosis (RO), have made it significantly less energy-intensive than thermal 
desalination and because RO is easier to run on electricity from solar power. The shift 
ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ 2/ ÉÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙ ÕÎÄÅÒÇÉÒÄÅÄ ÂÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙȭ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÓÔ ÃÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÓÏ ÁÓ 
to sustain a bottom line no longer possible under changing conditions. Sustaining the 
bottom line is critical to DEWA because self-generating revenue if profitability - along with 
competitiveness - is a guiding principle for Dubai government authorities.366 Efficiency is a 
ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ 
brand. DEWA itself emphasizes reputation and economic considerations including costs 
and investment among the key benefits of climate change management.367 Such an 
ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÉÓ ×ÈÁÔ +ÁÔÅ 2Á×ÏÒÔÈ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÁÓ Á ȬÄÏ ×ÈÁÔ ÐÁÙÓȭ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ 
pressures, which involves adopting eco-efficiencies to cut costs and improve branding so as 
to boost business.368 
 
Until recently, thermal desalination, and specifically multi-stage flash (MSF), was the 
favored desalination method in Dubai; it was viewed as robust for dealing with the Arabian 
'ÕÌÆȭÓ ÓÁÌÔÙ ×ÁÔÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÄÅÁÌ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÈÏ× ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 
water subsequently coupled. Today, MSF is globally the most-widespread type of thermal 
distillation, which is one form of desalination along with membrane treatment.369 Thermal 
distillation works by boiling salt water to produce vapor, which is condensed as 
freshwater, and leftover brine (some water, salts, treatment chemicals, etc.). MSF relies on 
ÌÏ× ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅ ÃÈÁÍÂÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÓÁÌÔ ×ÁÔÅÒȭÓ ÂÏÉÌÉÎÇ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÄÕÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÌÁÒÇÅ 
ÁÍÏÕÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȢ -3&ȭÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÐÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÅÄ 
by the technologÙȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ ×ÉÄÅÓÐÒÅÁÄ ÁÄÏÐÔÉÏÎȢ 0ÁÔÅÎÔÅÄ ÉÎ ρωυχ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÉÎ 
commercial plants around that time,370 MSF experienced a rapid uptake, particularly in the 
Arabian Gulf region.371 This uptake was due, first, to the high salinity of Arabian Gulf waters 

                                                
366 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ ςππωȟ τπψȢ   
367 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Climate Change Report 2021, 2021: 8, 10.  
368 +ÁÔÅ 2Á×ÏÒÔÈȟ Ȱ#ÒÅÁÔÅ ÔÏ 2ÅÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅȡ &ÒÏÍ Ȭ'ÒÏ×ÔÈ 7ÉÌÌ #ÌÅÁÎ ÉÔ 5Ð !ÇÁÉÎȭ ÔÏ Ȭ2ÅÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÂÙ $ÅÓÉÇÎȟȭȱ ÉÎ 
Doughnut Economics: Seven Ways to Think Like a 21st Century Economist (New York: Random House Business 
Books, 2017). Ebook. 
369 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓ ÁÎÄ 3×ÙÎÇÅÄÏÕ×ȟ Ȱ-ÏÂÉÌÉÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ /ÃÅÁÎÓȟȱ τȢ   
370 23 3ÉÌÖÅÒȟ Ȱ-ÕÌÔÉ-3ÔÁÇÅ &ÌÁÓÈ $ÉÓÔÉÌÌÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅ &ÉÒÓÔ ρπ 9ÅÁÒÓȟȱ Desalination 9, no. 1 (March 1971): 3-17, 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0011916400 801265; Desalination https://www.gcc -
sg.org/en-
us/CognitiveSources/DigitalLibrary/Lists/DigitalLibrary/Water%20and %20Electricity/1414489603.pdf ; As 
3ÉÌÖÅÒȭÓ ÔÅØÔ ÍÁËÅÓ ÃÌÅÁÒȟ -3&ȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÒÍÁÌ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÒÍÁÌ ÏÒ 
even flash desalination to be developed, but it is the one that has been widely adopted. The first MSF plant to 
be built in the region was in Kuwait. See Babak Zolghadr-!ÓÌÉ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ! #ÌÏÓÅÒ ,ÏÏË ÁÔ ÔÈÅ (ÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
$ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ )ÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȡ 4ÈÅ %ÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 0ÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÏÆ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ #ÏÕÒÓÅ ÏÆ 4ÉÍÅȟȱ Water 
Supply 23, no. 6 (June 2023): 2519.   
371 SeawÁÔÅÒ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌÉÔÙ ÅØÔÅÎÄÓ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ $ÕÂÁÉ ÔÏ ÌÏÃÁÌÅÓ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆȢ 2ÅÇÉÏÎÁÌÌÙȟ 
modern-day desalination plants were built beginning in the 1950s and by the year 2000 about 65% of 
desalination on earth was taking place there. (For more information, see Ibrahim Sl. Al--ÕÔÁÚȟ Ȱ7ÁÔÅÒ 
$ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆ 2ÅÇÉÏÎȟȱ ÉÎ Water Management, Purification and Conservation in Arid 
Climates, eds. Mattheus F. A. Goosen and Walid H. Shayya (Lancaster, PA: Technomic Publisher Co., Inc., 
2000), 248-249). This percentage has since decreased as desalination has been taken up more and more in 
ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ɉ3ÅÅ -ÁÎÚÏÏÒ 1ÁÄÉÒ ÁÎÄ 6ÌÁÄÉÍÉÒ 3ÍÁËÈÔÉÎȟ Ȱ7ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ 7ÁÔÅÒ )Óȟȱ Project Syndicate, 17 May 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0011916400801265
https://www.gcc-sg.org/en-us/CognitiveSources/DigitalLibrary/Lists/DigitalLibrary/Water%20and%20Electricity/1414489603.pdf
https://www.gcc-sg.org/en-us/CognitiveSources/DigitalLibrary/Lists/DigitalLibrary/Water%20and%20Electricity/1414489603.pdf
https://www.gcc-sg.org/en-us/CognitiveSources/DigitalLibrary/Lists/DigitalLibrary/Water%20and%20Electricity/1414489603.pdf
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(see more later),372 ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÁÄÅ ÍÅÍÂÒÁÎÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÌÏÇ ÏÒ ȬÆÏÕÌȭ ÌÅÓÓ ÓÕÉÔÁÂÌÅȢ373 It was due, 
second, to how electricity came to be produced, which lent itself to electricity-water 
coupling. In Dubai as elsewhere in the Gulf, electricity has been generated by burning fossil 
fuels, namely natural gas, to drive gas -powered steam turbines or combined-cycle power 
plants including gas and steam turbines. As mentioned previously, these processes produce 
byproduct heat (or steam)374 that are used to drive thermal distillation.375 Electricity and 
water infrastructures have as a result been commonly coupled and this coupling was for a 
ÌÏÎÇ ÔÉÍÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÁÓ ÅÎÁÂÌÉÎÇ ÓÁÖÉÎÇÓ ÂÙ ÕÓÉÎÇ Ȭ×ÁÓÔÅ ÈÅÁÔȭ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÌÏÎÅ ÆÕÅÌ ÔÏ 
ÐÏ×ÅÒ Á ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÔÈÅÒÍÁÌ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎation. What has resulted from 
coupling is a situation in which water and energy issues have become closely intertwined. 
 
A commitment to transform energy infrastructures is as such having significant effects on 
water. Clean energy plans, stakeholders suggest, are necessitating that DEWA build only 
reverse osmosis desalination going forward;376 reverse osmosis is a must, they say, because 
of its significantly lower energy requirements and its easier integration with solar power. 

                                                
2018,   https://www.project -syndicate.org/commentary/tapping -unconventional-freshwater-sources-by-
manzoor-qadir-and-vladimir -smakhtin-2018-05.)   
372 The Abu DÈÁÂÉ 'ÌÏÂÁÌ %ÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ $ÁÔÁ )ÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅ ɉ!'%$)Ɋ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÓÅÍÉ-
ÅÎÃÌÏÓÅÄ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÓÁÌÉÎÅ ÓÅÁȣ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÈÙÐÅÒ-ÁÒÉÄ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȢȱ ɉØÉÉÉɊ 4ÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ ÉÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÚÅÄ ÂÙ ÌÏ× 
freshwater inflows (namely from the Tigris, Euphrates, and Karun rivers, which have been increasingly 
dammed); high water evaporation rates because of elevated atmospheric temperatures and shallow basin 
depths; and low exchange rates with the Indian Ocean through the narrow Strait of Hormuz. Brines returned 
to the Arabian Gulf from larger scale desalination operations across the region have also been connected to an 
intensification of salinity and seawater temperatures. For more information, see AGEDI. Final Technical: 
Regional Desalination and Climate Change. LNRCCP. CCRG/10. 2016. xiv-xvi.  
373 In reverses osmosis, which is the most widely adopted membrane-based seawater desalination 
technology, and which is anticipated to become increasingly prevalent in the future, seawater is pushed with 
high pressure through semi-permeable membranes that allow the passage of water but not salts. With water 
of high salinity, membranes are more susceptible to getting clogged, which is why the pretreatment for water 
prior to the reverse osmosis process is necessary. For more information, see Mahmoud Shatat and Saffa B. 
2ÉÆÆÁÔȢ Ȱ7ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÎÇ 4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ 5ÔÉÌÉÚÉÎÇ #ÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ 2ÅÎÅ×ÁÂÌÅ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÏÕÒÃÅÓȢȱ 
International Journal of Low-Carbon Technologies 9.1 (March 2014). P. 1-19. Accessed at:  
https://academic.oup.com/ijlct/article/9/1/1/663897 .  
374 In steam turbines, steam produced by firing natural gas into a steam boiler passes through a steam turbine 
to partly power associated electricity generators to produce electricity and partly powers thermal distillation 
to produce water. In the combined-cycle power plants, heated pressurized gasses flow through a gas turbine 
that powers associated electricity generators to produce electricity and byproduct heat; the byproduct heat is 
captured by waste heat recovery boilers, which convert heat into steam that passes through a steam turbine 
to generate in part additional electricity from associated electricity generators and in part powers thermal 
distillation to produ ce water (See Technical Appendix 2). From Prospectus p. 58. Co-generation plants are 
plants that use a single source of energy (ie. a fossil fuel) to produce more than one type of energy (ie. from 
gas in a gas turbine and from byproduct heat in a steam turbine). For more information, see 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how -does-cogeneration-provide-heat-power/ .   
375Prospectus p. 58; co-generation plants are plants that use a single source of energy (ie. a fossil fuel) to 
produce more than one type of energy (ie. from gas in a gas turbine and from byproduct heat in a steam 
turbine). For more information, see https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how -does-cogeneration-
provide-heat-power/ .   
376 Building only reverse osmosis appears to have become a policy priority around 2017, although some 
reverse osmosis capacity has come online in Dubai since 2007. Prospecus, 54. The first real mention of 
significant RO related plans is in $%7!ȭÓ φτυϋ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎability Plan) 

https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/tapping-unconventional-freshwater-sources-by-manzoor-qadir-and-vladimir-smakhtin-2018-05
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/tapping-unconventional-freshwater-sources-by-manzoor-qadir-and-vladimir-smakhtin-2018-05
https://academic.oup.com/ijlct/article/9/1/1/663897
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-does-cogeneration-provide-heat-power/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-does-cogeneration-provide-heat-power/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-does-cogeneration-provide-heat-power/
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RO is currently the most common type of membrane treatment,377 which involves pushing 
seawater at high pressure through semi-permeable membranes to separate freshwater 
from brine. In fact, building only reverse osmosis desalination and powering desalination 
ÂÙ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭ - taken here to mean solar energy and waste heat - are two of the three 
main pillars of the Dubai Integrated Water Resource Management Strategy 2030.378At 
present, there are two small-scale reverse osmosis facilities at Jebel Ali and construction is 
underway on a massive 180 million imperial gallons a day solar-powered reverse osmosis 
plant at Hassyan near the Abu Dhabi border.  
 
2ÅÖÅÒÓÅ ÏÓÍÏÓÉÓ ÉÓ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÄÕÃÅ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÔÙ 
which is in line with future energy consumption and carbon footprint -related KPIs. RO has 
seen significant energy efficiency - and cost - improvements, which have increased its 
ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ ÇÌÏÂÁÌÌÙȢ 3ÉÎÃÅ ρωχπȟ Á ÆÉÖÅÆÏÌÄ ÄÒÏÐ ÉÎ 2/ȭÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÈÁÓ ÏÃÃÕÒÒÅÄȟ379 and 
while in 1999, it accounted for only 10% of global desalination capacity, in 2016 it 
constituted 65%.380 Whereas one meter cubed of MSF desalinated water requires 19.6 to 
27.3 kilowatt hours of power, the same amount of RO desalinated water requires only 2.5 
to 3.5.381 This translates into significant differences in carbon emissions, with one meter 
cubed of water from thermal distillation (including MSF) producing 8 to 20 kg of carbon 
dioxide as opposed to 2.6 to 3.6 kg from RO.382 3ÕÃÈ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÅÄ $%7!ȭÓ #%/ 3ÁÅÅÄ 
Mohammed al Tayer to refer to building RO, which he notes uses 90 percent less energy 
ÔÈÁÎ -3&ȟ ÁÓ ȰÉÎ ÁÄÈÅÒÅÎÃÅȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ Dubai Clean Energy Strategy383 - the most significant 
ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÇÕÉÄÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎȢ  
 
Moreover, the development of solar since the 2010s has meant that the earlier benefits of 
building MSF due to natural gas-related coupling gains no longer apply. As Hamid, an 
ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÄ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇȟ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÏÕÔȟ ÒÅÖÅÒÓÅ ÏÓÍÏÓÉÓ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ 
ȰÁ ÍÕÓÔȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ȰÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÓÏÌÁÒȟȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ 

                                                
377 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓ ÁÎÄ 3×ÙÎÇÅÄÏÕ×ȟ Ȱ-ÏÂÉÌÉÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ /ÃÅÁÎÓȟȱ τȢ   
378 4ÈÅ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÐÉÌÌÁÒ ÉÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÔÏÒÁÇÅ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙȢ #ÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙȟ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ 
transmission, and distribution system has about an unrestricted two days worth of centrally maintained 
ÓÔÏÒÁÇÅ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÏÎÅ ÄÁÙȭÓ ×ÏÒÔÈ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÓÔÏÒÁÇÅ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÔÁÎËÓ 
installed - and mandated by - the Dubai Municipality at individual building sites. But the Dubai Electricity and 
Water Authority is developing an Aquifer Storage and Recovery project to inject 60 billion gallons of 
desalinated water into groundwater aquifers in the desert. This can be drawn on when needed and 
constitutes enough water to supply Dubai with 50 million gallons daily for 90 days. For more information, see 
!ÎÇÅÌ 4ÅÓÏÒÅÒÏȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ (ÁÓ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 7ÁÔÅÒ 2ÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȟ 3ÁÙÓ $%7! #ÈÉÅÆȟȱ Gulf News, 3 June 2021,  
https://gulfnews.com/uae/environment/dubai -has-sustainable-water-resources-says-dewa-chief-
1.79646751.   
379  https://www.ifri.org/sites /default/files/atoms/files/eyl -mazzega_cassignol_desalination_us_2022.pdf p. 
19-21.  
380 https://world -nuclear.org/information -library/non -power-nuclear-applications/industry/nuclear -
desalination.aspx 
381 These numbers are estimates and vary based on the quality of the seawater (ie. water salinity, 
temperature, etc.); check sources from references below. messed up when moved.  
382  https://www.if ri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/eyl-mazzega_cassignol_desalination_us_2022.pdf p. 19-21.  
383 7!-ȟ Ȱ$%7! !×ÁÒÄÓ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ !ÄÖÉÓÏÒÙ 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅÓ #ÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÆÏÒ 2ÅÖÅÒÓÅ /ÓÍÏÓÉÓ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÌÁÎÔȟȱ 
Gulf News, 20 August 2016, https://gulfnews.com/business/dewa -awards-international -advisory-services-
contract-for-reverse-osmosis-desalination -plant-1.1882351.  

https://gulfnews.com/uae/environment/dubai-has-sustainable-water-resources-says-dewa-chief-1.79646751
https://gulfnews.com/uae/environment/dubai-has-sustainable-water-resources-says-dewa-chief-1.79646751
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/eyl-mazzega_cassignol_desalination_us_2022.pdf
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/eyl-mazzega_cassignol_desalination_us_2022.pdf
https://gulfnews.com/business/dewa-awards-international-advisory-services-contract-for-reverse-osmosis-desalination-plant-1.1882351
https://gulfnews.com/business/dewa-awards-international-advisory-services-contract-for-reverse-osmosis-desalination-plant-1.1882351
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longer additional waste heat being generated from planned gas development to make 
running MSF appealing. Pablo explains how, with MSF, electricity from renewable sources 
would have to be converted to steam to be used, whereas it can be used as is to power 
pumps in RO.384  
 
The turn to reverse osmosis has been ushering in a reassessment of efficiency that is now 
ascribed to the decoupling - rather than coupling - of electricity and water infrastructures; 
decoupling, DEWA ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÅÎÁÂÌÅ ȰÂÉÌÌÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÄÏÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÖÉÎÇÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢȱ385 
)ÎÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÁÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÕÐÌÉÎÇȭÓ ÔÙÉÎÇ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ 
production levels. Seasonal water and electricity demand mismatches are indeed a cause of 
consÉÄÅÒÁÂÌÅ ȬÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙȭ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÓȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ ÉÎ 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ Ó×ÅÌÔÅÒÉÎÇ ÓÕÍÍÅÒÓ386 is up to three times higher than winter demand because of 
air-conditioning,387 water demand remains relatively stable. Population growth has 
amplified the effects of demand mismatches.388 But with reverse osmosis, electricity and 
desalination plants are separate and production can be determined by need.389 !ÎÙ ȬÆÒÅÅ 
ÆÕÅÌȭ ÇÁÉÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ -3&-associated coupling are made irrelevant, furthermore, by the planned 
ÐÈÁÓÅ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÁÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÙ 2/ȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÅÃÉÁÂÌÙ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÏÖÅÒÁÌÌȢ  

 
Economic savings - and profits - seem to be special considerations in the drive towards 
greater operational efficiency, which sometimes gets equated with sustainability and turns 
holistic environmentalism to eco-metrics. Among DEWA management, sustainability is 
thought to be achieved by optimizing operations - by increasing efficiency in resource 
ÉÎÐÕÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÃÏÓÔÓȢ !Ô ÔÈÅ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ 7ÏÒÌÄ 
#ÏÎÇÒÅÓÓ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉ ÉÎ ςπρωȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ .ÁÓÓÅÒ ,ÏÏÔÁÈȟ $%7!ȭÓ %ØÅÃÕÔÉÖÅ 6ice President of 
Generation (Power & Water), made statements to such an effect. Explaining the 
ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÕÒÎȟ ÈÅ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ $%7! ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÁÃËÌÅ ÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙ ÉÎ ςππφȟ ÁÎÄ ȰÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ 
to ensure sustainability is really to reduce our cost [and] at the same time reduce our 
ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓɍÓɎȢȱ 4ÈÅ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ ÆÏÒ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÓÏȟ ÈÅ ÁÄÄÅÄȟ ÉÓ ÂÙ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ 
efficiency; this can be achieved through various means, among which he highlighted 
technical and business model innovation. Since 2006, he claimed, DEWA had achieved 31% 
improvement in efficiency in desalination production through optimization, which he 
translated into 14 billion AED in savings and about 20 million tons of CO2 emissions 
reduced. Lootah added that DEWA had also been making investments to diversify its 
ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÁÓ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȢȭ We found, he concludes, that 
we would be unable to sustain the same bottom line or profit margin if we continued doing 
things as we have been, including building MSF.390 Sustainability appears as such a way to 
improve business.  

                                                
384 Interview with Pablo, Dubai, 10 February 2021. 
385 Lootah talk? Or Saleem interview?  
386 $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÓÕÍÍÅÒ ÔÅÍÐÅÒÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÏÖÅÒ τπ # ÁÎÄ ÈÕÍÉÄÉÔÙ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÈÏÖÅÒÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ωπϷȢ 
Extended hours of exposure to this weather during certain times of the day can be life threatening.   
387 Prospectus, p. 58.  
388 0ÁÒÎÅÅÔ 0ÁÕÌ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ! 2ÅÖÉÅ× ÏÆ the Water and Energy Sectors and the Use of a Nexus Approach in Abu 
$ÈÁÂÉȟȱ ςπρφȢ  
389 Saleem interview 
390 IDA panel survival or sustainability  
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4ÈÅ ÂÏÔÔÏÍ ÌÉÎÅ ÉÓ ËÅÙ ÔÏ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÉÅÓ ÌÉËÅ $%7! ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 
ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅ ÒÅÖÅÎÕÅ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȰÓÅÌÆ-
ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇȟȱ391 if not turn a profit. Such an emphasis on the profitability of governmental 
bodies is part of a broader embrace of free-market ideology by governmental authorities 
and companies in Dubai, which relates to the long history of thick public-private ties in 
Dubai. But it also speaks to a global condition, for as Erik Swngedouw suggests, rather than 
being the antithesis of privatized utilities or private-public partnerships as is often thought, 
government-owned utilities today can run with the same logics, investing and operating 
internationally and treating water as a commodity.392 Indeed, DEWA is a largely 
government-owned private company393 and is among the more profitable governmental 
bodies. The utility is very cash-ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÖÅȟ %ÒÉÃ ÔÅÌÌÓ ÍÅȢ $%7!ȭÓ ÐÒÏÆÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ Á ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ 
pride, with the utility reporting, for instance, 11.1 billion Dirhams - about 3 billion USD - in 
standalone profits ÉÎ ςπςςȠ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒ ÉÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÂÙ $%7! ÁÓ ȰÉÔÓ ÂÅÓÔ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ 
ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȢȱ 3ÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙȟ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÖÅÎÕÅ ÉÎcreases 
that year came from growing demand and from changes to its tariff structure.394 This 
emphasis on profitability is unlike in LA, where the Los Angeles Department of Water and 
Power talks about revenue to cover costs and not profit. For DEWA, profitability has taken 
on a new significance since the 2022 public listing of 18% of its shares on the Dubai 
&ÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ -ÁÒËÅÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÈÅÁÌÔÈ ÆÏÒ ÓÈÁÒÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȢ 
Profitability is highlighted as a selling point to future shareholders in the prospectus 
ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÓÔÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ Á ȰÒÏÂÕÓÔ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅ 
×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÇÈ ÖÉÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÖÅÒ ÃÁÓÈ ÆÌÏ× ÁÎÄ ÓÈÁÒÅÈÏÌÄÅÒ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÓȢȱ395  
 
!ÌÏÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÒÏÆÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ $%7!ȭÓ ÂÒÁÎÄȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÒansition to RO 
helps to bolster, with implications for financing. Among governmental authorities, DEWA 
has come to be associated with efficiency and technical competency. Eric notes, for 
ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÈÏ× $%7! ÉÓ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ 3ÁÕÄÉ !ÒÁÍÃÏ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȟȭ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ 
3ÁÕÄÉ !ÒÁÂÉÁȭÓ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÏÉÌ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȢ (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȟ 3ÁÕÄÉ !ÒÁÍÃÏ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ 
ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÓÏÌÖÅÒ ÆÏÒ 3ÁÕÄÉ !ÒÁÂÉÁȭÓ ÂÉÇÇÅÓÔ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÈÏÐÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ 
ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÄ ȬÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔÌÙȢȭ 7ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÁÐÐÌÉes now that Aramco has been privatized is 
ÕÎÃÌÅÁÒȟ ÈÅ ÓÁÙÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÆÏÒ Á ÌÏÎÇ ÔÉÍÅ ÉÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ȰÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÙÏÕ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÇÅÔ ÔÏ ÄÏ 
anything because they were the only technically competent, well-resourced operation in 
ÔÈÅ ËÉÎÇÄÏÍȢȱ  
 

                                                
391 (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȣȢ ȟ τπψ 
392 2ÅÓÏÎÁÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 3×ÎÇÅÄÏÕ×ȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓȟ Á ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒ ) ÓÐÏËÅ ÔÏ ÁÔ $%7!ȟ suggested that water is 
a commodity in Dubai as it gets produced through desalination rather than is extracted as a natural resource. 
Production capacity has to be planned and built, more like how power is dealt with in other places than 
water.  https://www.redpepper.org.uk/hydropolitics -an-interview -with -erik-swyngedouw-water-
privatisation -desalination/  
393 Raafat 
394 https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about -us/media-publications/latest -news/2023/02/dubai -electricity -and-
water  
395 prospectus , 48. 

https://www.redpepper.org.uk/hydropolitics-an-interview-with-erik-swyngedouw-water-privatisation-desalination/
https://www.redpepper.org.uk/hydropolitics-an-interview-with-erik-swyngedouw-water-privatisation-desalination/
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2023/02/dubai-electricity-and-water
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2023/02/dubai-electricity-and-water
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The transition to RO, however, is complicated by other economic factors including the issue 
of legacy infrastructures and amortized assets. Hamza, for example, spoke of MSF as a 
legacy infrastructure that will only slowly be phased out. MSF plants are important assets, 
he says, and as such will not be retired before their lifespan ends. MSF technology as a 
whole will be put to rest once all existing plants have lived out their lives. He qualifies that 
these plants have long lives because they were built to last. Robert likewise notes that MSF 
plants, which can cost a billion or so dollars to build, can be run for 30 or 40 years, with 
minimal maintenance and cleaning required to keep them running. At present, existing MSF 
plants in Dubai are scheduled to be decommissioned in some cases as late as in 2062.396 As 
2ÏÂÅÒÔ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȟ ÏÖÅÒÔÉÍÅȟ -3& ÐÌÁÎÔÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȰÆÕÌÌÙ ÁÍÏÒÔÉÚÅÄ ÁÓÓÅÔÓȟȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÌÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ 
ÅØÐÅÎÓÅÓ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÒÅÃÏÕÐÅÄȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȰÃÈÅÁÐȱ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 
producing water from them as long as they work. Utilities might not choose to prematurely 
tear MSF plants down to replace them, but when it comes to developing new capacity they 
will go with a different technology like RO. That is why the desalination fleet remains very 
mixed and why there is still a lot of thermal capacity, he concludes, adding that the only 
reason to actually start decommissioning MSF plants early is if the energy differences 
ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ -3& ÁÎÄ 2/ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÓÏ ÅØÔÒÅÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ -3& ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ȰÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ ÕÎÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÁÌ ÔÏ 
ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅȢȱ  

 
-ÏÒÅÏÖÅÒȟ ÓÏÍÅ ÈÅÓÉÔÁÎÃÙ ÄÏÅÓ ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ 2/ȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÄÅÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÉÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
Gulf - which is expected to intensify with climate change (see more later); this has led to a 
ÎÅÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÄÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÌexity and expense. 
Robert says that DEWA managers may have spent many years seeing RO as a technology 
ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ×ÏÒË ×ÅÌÌȢ )Î ρωψπ ÏÒ ρωωπȟ -3& ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÅÅÍÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÁÆÅÒ ÂÅÔȱ ÔÏ 2/ ÁÎÄ 
ȰÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÄÏȢȱ 4ÈÅÙ ÍÁÙ ÅÖÅÎ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÁÌ ÔÏ -3&ȭÓ ÐÒÅsumed reliability. Robert 
said that within DEWA, some top decision-makers, including Lootah, are partial to MSF and 
are attached to the waste heat idea. But if you follow the money, he states, all desalination 
spending is happening on RO. Issues with salinity can be dealt with in RO by adding passess 
or layers of membranes, as Robert explains, where two passes are used for saltier water as 
opposed to one. Robert says that within 50 or so years, as feed water gets saltier, plants 
could even use up to three passes. RO systems will definitely be less efficient when that 
gets to be the case, but efficiency, he says, is improving as the technology develops.397 
&ÅÅÄ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÁÌÉÎÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȬÐÒÅÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔȟȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ 
Acciona Water CEO says is probably one of the most important areas of research and 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÌÙȟ ×ÉÔÈ ,ÏÏÔÁÈ ÎÏÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÉÆ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÉÎ ÐÒÅ-treatment, then I 
ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔÓ ɍÉÅȢ 2/Ɏ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ÐÉÅÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÁËÅȢȱ398  
 
Ȭ#ÌÅÁÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙȭȡ 4ÈÅ 4ÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 3ÏÌÁÒ ÁÎÄ the Global Geo-Economic Order  
 

                                                
396 DEWA, Prospectus for the Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and Water Authority PJSC, 15 March 
2022, 54. 
397 Personal conversation with Robert, online, 28 May 2020.   
398 Survival or Sustainability Panel, IDA World Congress, Dubai. 
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$ÒÉÖÉÎÇ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÉÓ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÇÕÉÄÅÄ ÂÙ 
ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÉÍ ÔÏ ÔÕÒÎ $ÕÂÁÉ ÉÎÔÏ ȰÁ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÈÕÂ ÆÏÒ ÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢȱ399  
Dubai has very assertively - and ahead of most other Gulf locales - embraced solar power, 
which is helping establish the utility as a leader. This assertiveness has been linked by 
some to the centralized nature of decision-making in Dubai, which allows the city-state to 
remain open and responsive to trends,400 but which also produces vested interests. There 
ÁÒÅ ÌÉÍÉÔÓ ÔÏ ÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭÓ ÁÄÏÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÔÅÍȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÍÏÎÏÐÏÌÙ 
status and commercial interests,401 in addition to limits from solar energy as a technology 
more broadly, sÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÆ ÓÏÌÁÒȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÍÉÔÔÅÎÃÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÉÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÁÎÄ 
water.402  
 
4ÏÄÁÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭ ÉÓ Á ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÙ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
introduction of significant policy, management, and infrastructure changes. At the policy 
level, strategies like the Dubai Integrated Energy Strategy 2030, which was launched in 
2011,403 and the Dubai Clean Energy Strategy, which was launched in 2015,404 detail plans, 
goals, and deadlines for the energy transition. The Dubai Clean Energy Strategy is the 
principal strategy guiding the transition, and, as Saleem explains, aims to reduce reliance 
on natural gas.405 Today, natural gas provides the emirate with about 87% of its energy 
needs including for desalinating water.406 This is down from over 99% in 2016.407 At 
launch, the Dubai Clean Energy Strategy aimed to shrink reliance on natural gas to 61% by 
ςπσπ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎ ȰÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÙ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÍÉØȱ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÎÅÅÄ - 25% from 
ÓÏÌÁÒȟ χϷ ÆÒÏÍ ÎÕÃÌÅÁÒȟ ÁÎÄ χϷ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÃÏÁÌȟȭ408 which as Eric points out is not very 
clean.409 By 2050, 75% of total energy was to be from clean energy sources.410 This has 

                                                
399  Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Climate Change Report 2021, 2021, 7. 
400 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020.  
401 Ibid., Personal conversation with Arif, telephone; Personal conversation with Raafat, Dubai, 29 March 
2022.   
402 Personal interview with Peter (Dubai-based water manager), Dubai, 22 March 2022; Personal interview 
with Hamid (Dubai energy manager), Dubai, 16 January 2020.    
403 Dubai Supreme Council of Energy, Dubai Demand Side Management Strategy: 2022 Annual Report (Dubai: 
DSCE, 2022): 7,  https://dubaisce.gov.ae/wp -content/uploads/2023/06/Taqati -Annual-Report-
2022_Hor_En-small.pdf.  
404 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ #ÌÅÁÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ςπυπ ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÄȟȱ Gulf News, 28 November 2015, 
https://gulfnews.com/uae/government/dubai -clean-energy-strategy-2050-launched-1.1628043.  
405 Personal interview with Saleem (DEWA), Dubai, 3 February 2020.   
406 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2023 (Dubai: DEWA, 2023): 32.  
407 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2018 (Dubai: DEWA, 2018): 65.  
408 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ #ÌÅÁÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟȱ UAE, n.d., last updated 7 May 2024,  https://u.ae/en/about -the-
uae/strategies-initiatives -and-awards/strategies-plans-and-visions/environment -and-energy/dubai-clean-
energy-strategy.   
409 %ÒÉÃ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÃÌÅÁÎ ÉÓ $%7!ȭÓ ×ÏÒÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÃÌÅÁÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÁÌȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ȰÔÈÅ ÍÏst 
ÁÄÖÁÎÃÅÄ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÃÏÁÌ ÃÏÍÂÕÓÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈÅÓÔ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÌÏ× 3/ς ÁÎÄ ./Ø ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓȟȱ ÁÎÄ 
ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÄ ȰÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅ ÒÅÁÄÙȱ ÏÒ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÏÒÁÇÅ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ 
could be added onto it in the future. He says that this is clean in quote marks and that it was certainly not 
even as clean as natural gas. Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 
2020.   
410 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ #ÌÅÁÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ςπυπ ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÄȟȱ Gulf News, 28 November 2πρυȠ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ #ÌÅÁÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 
3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟȱ UAE, n.d., last updated 7 May 2024.  
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since been upped to 100%411 ÁÎÄ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÃÏÁÌȭ ÓÃÒÁÐÐÅÄȢ412 Managerially, the Dubai Supreme 
Council of Energy was established in 2009 to oversee the transition outlined in these 
ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÙ ×ÏÒË ÏÎ ȰÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 
concerned authorities & energy bodies to deliver new energy sources while employing a 
ÂÁÌÁÎÃÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȢȱ413 The Regulatory and Supervisory 
Bureau was also set up in 2010 to regulate private sector participation in electricity and 
water generation, which was made legal in Dubai in 2011 and which was hoped would help 
attract investment and expertise for new infrastructure development.414 Infrastructurally, 
the Mohammed Bin Rashid Solar Park, which is expected to generate 5GW of energy by 
2030, has been coming online in phases since 2013.415 Infrastructures like MBR Solar Park 
are seen as a way to achieve green economy leadership through technology transfer and 
expertise development by way of private-public partnerships (see more later) and through 
attracting capital.    
 
The economics of solar energy, particularly for a city-state without significant fossil fuel 
ÒÅÓÅÒÖÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÉÎÇ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ 
and enthusiastic embrace of solar. Robert notes, for instance, that any energy costs 
ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ -3& ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÉÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ Ȭ×ÁÓÔÅ ÈÅÁÔȟȭ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ Á ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ 
concern in a place like Dubai, which is a net energy importer416 unlike Abu Dhabi and 
Riyadh.417 Salwa explains furthermore that sustainability has been gaining traction in the 
5!% ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ ÍÁËÅÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÎÏ×Ȣ Ȱ9ÏÕ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÉÓ ÒÉÓË-
ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙȭÖÅ ÇÒÏ×Î ÓÏ ÆÁÓÔȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÖÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÁÆÅ ÂÅÔÓȟȱ ÓÈÅ 
argues.418 Besides the much talked about concerns over emissions and costs, the energy 
transition, as was noted to me in hushed tones, is in no small part related to energy security 
ÇÉÖÅÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÒÅÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ 1ÁÔÁÒÉ ÇÁÓ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙȢ 'ÁÓ ÆÒÏÍ 1ÁÔÁÒ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ Á ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ 
ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÓ419 and the main ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÕÓÅÄ ÆÏÒ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ electricity generation.420 

Since 2008, the UAE, including Dubai, has imported Qatari gas through the Dolphin Gas 

                                                
411 $ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ$%7! ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÓ .ÅÔ-Zero by 2050 through pioneering projects 
ÁÎÄ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓȟȱ ρρ -ÁÙ ςπςτȟ https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about -us/media-publications/latest -
news/2024/05/dewa -supports-netzero.   
412 $ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ $ÒÏÐÓ #ÌÅÁÎ #ÏÁÌ &ÒÏÍ )ÔÓ %ÎÅÒÇÙ -ÉØȟȱ Bloomberg, n.d., 
https://sponsored.bloomberg.com/article/dewa/dubai -drops-clean-coal-from-its-energy-mix.   
 
413 Ȱ!ÂÏÕÔ $3#% - $ÕÂÁÉ 3ÕÐÒÅÍÅ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÏÆ %ÎÅÒÇÙȟȱ DSCE, n.d., https://dubaisce.gov.ae/en/about -dsce/.   
414 Ȱ!ÂÏÕÔ 23"ȟȱ Regulatory and Supervisory Bureau for Electricity and Water, n.d., 
https://rsbdubai.gov.ae/about -us/ .  
415 Ȱ-ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÂÉÎ 2ÁÓÈÉÄ !Ì -ÁËÔÏÕÍ 3ÏÌÁÒ 0ÁÒËȟȱ DEWA, n.d., https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/ab out-
us/strategic-initiatives/mbr -solar-park.   
416 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2013 (Dubai: DEWA, 2013): 22.  
417 Personal conversation with Robert, online, 28 May 2020.  
418 Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022. 
419 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
420 !ÎÔÈÏÎÙ $É 0ÁÏÌÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 5Ȣ!Ȣ%Ȣ .ÅÅÄÓ 1ÁÔÁÒȭÓ 'ÁÓ ÔÏ +ÅÅÐ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ,ÉÇÈÔÓ /Îȟȱ Bloomberg, 7 June 2017,  
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017 -06-07/u -a-e-gulps-qatari-gas-to-keep-dubai-s-lights-on-
despite-spat.  
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Pipeline,421 which has guaranteed the country supplies over the long term at prices below 
market value.422 Dolphin Energy, the company formed to develop and manage the pipeline 
project,423 signed a 25-year gas sales agreement in 2005 with the Dubai Supply Authority 
(DUSUP),424 the supplier of gas for Dubai government entities, including DEWA.425 In 
addition to pipeline deliveries, the UAE has also imported liquified natural gas from Qatar 
by boat since 2010, particularly during the summer when electricity demand peaks.426 As 
Raafat notes, the pipeline agreement with Qatar is set to expire in 2032 and will be up for 
renegotiation, which could have significant implications for the price of power from natural 
gas in Dubai.427 Moreover, recent geopolitical tensions in the Arabian Gulf amplified energy 
security issues. When a diplomatic crisis broke out in 2017 and UAE-Qatar ties were 
severed, worries over the future of boat and pipeline imports led Bloomberg to report: 
Ȱ5!% .ÅÅÄÓ 1ÁÔÁÒÉ .ÁÔÕÒÁÌ 'ÁÓ ÔÏ +ÅÅÐ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ,ÉÇÈÔÓ /ÎȢȱ428 While boat shipments were 
suspended during the crisis, pipeline deliveries continued.429 And although the crisis de-
escalated in 2021430 and diplomatic ties were fully restored last year,431 energy 
independence in the UAE remains a governmental priority. The country aims to achieve gas 
supply self-sufficiency by 2030 and has intensified ongoing prospecting,432 ȰÁ ÓÔÅÐ ÔÈÁÔ 

                                                
421 Ȱ$ÏÌÐÈÉÎ $ÅÌÉÖÅÒÓȟȱ Oil and Gas Middle East, 11 June 2008, 
https://www.oilandgasmiddleeast.com/news/article -4777-dolphin-delivers. 
422 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ×ÉÔÈ 2ÁÁÆÁÔȟ ÏÎÌÉÎÅȟ ςς -ÁÒÃÈ ςπςρȠ Ȱ5!% 0ÕÒÃÈÁÓÅÓ 'ÁÓ ÆÒÏÍ $ÏÌÐÈÉÎ 0ÉÐÅÌÉÎÅ ÁÔ 
2ÅÄÕÃÅÄ 2ÁÔÅȟȱ MEED, 16 May 2008, https://www.meed.com/uae -purchases-gas-from-dolphin-pipeline-at-
reduced-rate/ .  
423 υρϷ ÏÆ $ÏÌÐÈÉÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÓ Ï×ÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ !ÂÕ $ÈÁÂÉȭÓ ÉÎÖestment vehicle or sovereign 
×ÅÁÌÔÈ ÆÕÎÄ -ÕÂÁÄÁÌÁȢ Ȱ$ÏÌÐÈÉÎ $ÅÌÉÖÅÒÓȟȱ Oil and Gas Middle East, 11 June 2008.  
424 Ȱ$ÏÌÐÈÉÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÉÇÎÓ ,ÏÎÇ 4ÅÒÍ 'ÁÓ 3ÁÌÅÓ !ÇÒÅÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ $ÕÂÁÉ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟȱ Emirates News Agency - 
WAM, 3 May 2005, https://www.wam.ae/en/details/1395227421232 .  
425 Ȱ!ÂÏÕÔ /ÕÒ /ÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ DUSUP, n.d., https://www.dusup.ae/our -business/our-organisation/ .  
426 Simon 7ÅÂÂȟ Ȱ3ÈÅÌÌȟ 1ÁÔÁÒ ÔÏ 3ÕÐÐÌÙ ,.' ÔÏ $ÕÂÁÉ ÆÒÏÍ ςπρπȟȱ Reuters, 20 April 2008,  
https://www.reuters.com/article/us -shell-qatarlng-dubai/shell -qatar-to-supply-lng-to-dubai-from-2010-
idUSL2070760120080421.  
427 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
428 !ÎÔÈÏÎÙ $É 0ÁÏÌÁȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 5Ȣ!Ȣ%Ȣ .ÅÅÄÓ 1ÁÔÁÒȭÓ 'ÁÓ ÔÏ +ÅÅÐ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ,ÉÇÈÔÓ /Îȟȱ Bloomberg, 7 June 2017.   
429 Five Things to Know About the Qatar-'ÕÌÆ 2ÉÆÔȟȱ Al Jazeera, 10 June 2017,  
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/6/10/five -things-to-know-about-the-qatar-gulf-riftȠ Ȱ1ÁÔÁÒ 7ÉÌÌ .ÏÔ 
3ÈÕÔ 'ÁÓ 0ÉÐÅÌÉÎÅ ÔÏ 5!%ȡ 10 #%/ȟȱ Al Jazeera, 18 June 2017, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/6/18/qatar -will -not-shut-gas-pipeline-to-uae-qp-ceo.  
430 ςπςρ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÌÏÃËÁÄÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÉÎ ςπρχȢ 3ÅÅ 3ÁÍÕÅÌ 2ÁÍÁÎÉȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 1ÁÔÁÒ "ÌÏÃËÁÄÅ ÉÓ /ÖÅÒȟ 
but the Gulf CÒÉÓÉÓ ,ÉÖÅÓ /Îȟȱ Foreign Policy, 27 January 2021, https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/01/27/qatar -
blockade-gcc-divisions-turkey-libya-palestine/ .   
431 ThÅ 5!% ÅÍÂÁÓÓÙ ÉÎ 1ÁÔÁÒ ÁÎÄ 1ÁÔÁÒÉ ÅÍÂÁÓÓÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5!% ÒÅÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÉÎ *ÕÎÅ ςπςσȢ !0 .Å×Óȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 5!% ÁÎÄ 
1ÁÔÁÒ 2ÅÏÐÅÎ %ÍÂÁÓÓÉÅÓ ÁÓ 'ÕÌÆ !ÒÁÂ 2ÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ )ÍÐÒÏÖÅ !ÆÔÅÒ Á 9ÅÁÒÓÌÏÎÇ 2ÉÆÔȟȱ ρω *ÕÎÅ ςπςσȟ 
https://apnews.com/article/qatar -uae-gulf-politics-diplomacy-a6fbc6fe55baae6ae0665be3a8872a09.   
432 $ÁÌÉÁ 3ÁÌÅÍ ÁÎÄ !ÌÅØÁÎÄÒÅ !ÒÁÍÁÎȟ Ȱ!Î !$./# 4ÒÉÌÏÇÙȡ 4ÈÅ 4ÏÒÔÕÏÕÓ 0ÁÔÈ ÔÏ 'ÁÓ 3ÅÌÆ-3ÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙȟȱ Wood 
Mackenzie, 2 August 2023, https://www.woodmac.com/news/opinion/tortuous -path-to-gas-self-
sufficiency/Ƞ *ÅÎÎÉÆÅÒ 'ÎÁÎÁȟ Ȱ!ÂÕ $ÈÁÂÉ ÁÎÄ $ÕÂÁÉ ÔÏ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐ 6ÁÓÔ .Å× 'ÁÓÆÉÅÌÄȟȱ The National, 4 February 
2020, https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/energy/abu -dhabi-and-dubai-to-develop-new-gas-
reservoir-in-jebel-ali-area-1.973341.     
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would allow it to break its reliÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÓ ÆÒÏÍ 1ÁÔÁÒȢȱ433 A very significant gas reserve 
was discovered in 2020 along the Dubai-Abu Dhabi border, the implications of which 
remain to be seen.434  

 
 
The Mohammed bin Rashid Solar Park in Dubai. Photo courtesy of CNN.435 
 
This early and ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÉÖÅ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÌÁÒ ÉÓ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ $%7!ȭÓ ȬÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ-thinking 
ÎÁÔÕÒÅȭ ÁÎÄ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ȬÄÙÎÁÍÉÃȭ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ-making, which are linked by some to the highly 
centralized nature of decision-making in the emirate. Eric tells me, for instance, that 
$%7!ȭÓ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒd thinking approach to solar relates to the relative ease with which 
Ó×ÅÅÐÉÎÇ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÇÉÖÅÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ 
structure.436 Concentrations in decision-making power are a significant feature of Dubai, 
enabling the churning out of policies by the Sheikh and a small network of trusted 
confidants, many of whom head governmental authorities like DEWA and sit on the 

                                                
433 !ÎÔÈÏÎÙ $É 0ÁÏÌÁȟ Ȱ5Ȣ!Ȣ%Ȣ &ÉÎÄÓ 7ÏÒÌÄȭÓ "ÉÇÇÅÓÔ 'ÁÓ &ÉÅÌÄ 3ÉÎÃÅ ςππυȟȱ Bloomberg, 3 February 2020, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020 -02-03/abu -dhabi-dubai-make-gas-discovery-in-push-for-
self-sufficiency.    
434 *ÅÎÎÉÆÅÒ 'ÎÁÎÁȟ Ȱ!ÂÕ $ÈÁÂÉ ÁÎÄ $ÕÂÁÉ ÔÏ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐ 6ÁÓÔ .Å× 'ÁÓÆÉÅÌÄȟȱ τ &ÅÂÒÕÁÒÙ ςπςπȠ $ÁÎÉÁ 3ÁÁÄÉȟ Ȱ5!% 
3ÔÉÌÌ .ÅÅÄÓ ,.'ȟ 1ÁÔÁÒÉ 'ÁÓ )ÍÐÏÒÔÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ (ÕÇÅ *ÅÂÅÌ !ÌÉ $ÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÙȡ !ÎÁÌÙÓÔÓȟȱ S&P Global, 4 February 2020,  
https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market -insights/latest -news/natural -gas/020420-uae-
still -needs-lng-qatari-gas-imports-after-huge-jebel-ali-discovery-analystsȠ 6ÉÃÔÏÒ +ÏÓÔÅÖȟ Ȱ5ÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ #ÌÏÕÄÓ 
*ÅÂÅÌ !ÌÉ 'ÁÓ /ÐÔÉÍÉÓÍȟȱ Petroleum Economist, 18 February 2020, https://pemedianetwork.com/petroleum -
economist/articles/upstream/2020/uncertainty -clouds-jebel-ali-gas-optimism.   
435 4ÏÍ 0ÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ -ÁØ "ÕÒÎÅÌÌȟ ȰΑρσȢφ" 2ÅÃÏÒÄ-"ÒÅÁËÉÎÇ 3ÏÌÁÒ 0ÁÒË 2ÉÓÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ $ÕÂÁÉ $ÅÓÅÒÔȟȱ CNN, 25 April 
2019, https://www.cnn.com/style/article/mbr -solar-park-dubai-desert-intl/index.html .   
436 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020.  

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-03/abu-dhabi-dubai-make-gas-discovery-in-push-for-self-sufficiency
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https://pemedianetwork.com/petroleum-economist/articles/upstream/2020/uncertainty-clouds-jebel-ali-gas-optimism
https://www.cnn.com/style/article/mbr-solar-park-dubai-desert-intl/index.html
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'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ %ØÅÃÕÔÉÖÅ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌȠ437 the council works closely with the Sheikh to 
implement his visions438 but also has influence over policy-making in its own right. 
#ÏÎÆÉÄÁÎÔÓ ÓÉÔ ÏÎ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÂÏÁÒÄÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ !ÒÉÆȟ ÁÎ ÅÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒ 
×ÉÔÈ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ $%7!ȭÓ #%/ 3ÁÅÅÄ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ !Ì 4ÁÙÅÒ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ 
the most powerful people in Dubai not just because of how profitable - ie. successful - 
DEWA has been under his leadership but also because of all the governmental boards he is 
on.439 Some of the boards he sits on make decisions that directly impact DEWA. Al Tayer is 
the Vice Chairman of the Dubai Supreme Council of Energy,440 for instance, which 
technically regulates DEWA.441 $%7!ȭÓ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÌÁÒ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ×ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȟ 
%ÒÉÃ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅÓȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ 3ÈÅÉËÈ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÔÏÐ-down 
approach [that] he takes to Dubai is going to be whatever Dubai wants to be seen as, it's 
ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅÁȢ !ÎÄ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÆÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȢȱ442 
"ÅÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÉÓ ËÅÙ ÔÏ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÐÕÓÈÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÌÁÒ ÁÇÅÎÄÁ ÆÁÓÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ 
other countries in the region, Eric says; other places in the Gulf, especially Saudi, are 
catching up as the costs of solar are falling, but DEWA did move first.443  
 

3ÏÌÁÒȭÓ ÁÄÏÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÐÐÅÄ ÕÐ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅ ÂÉÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ $%7! ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ 
securing, which while enabled by public-private partnerships are also enabled by DEWA 
being a largely state-owned enterprise. As Eric explains, the regulation that enabled public-
private partnerships, which he suggests was motivated by attracting capital (see more 
ÌÁÔÅÒɊȟ ÈÁÓ ÈÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÄÅÄ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÏÆ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ȰÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÉÃÅÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ 
ÆÏÒ ÎÅ× ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÌÉËÅ 06 ɍÐÈÏÔÏÖÏÌÔÁÉÃÓɎ ÏÒ #30 ɍÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÓÏÌÁÒ ÐÏ×ÅÒɎȱ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 
ȰÈÉÇÈ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓȱ ÌÉËÅ !#7! 0Ï×ÅÒ ÏÒ -ÁÓÄÁÒ ÏÒ OÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔï ÄÅ &rance that are 
being brought in.444 Recently, DEWA secured globally low prices for solar and reverse 
ÏÓÍÏÓÉÓ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȢ $%7! ÔÁÌËÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔÓ ȰÔÒÁÃË-record of beating world records on 
ÁÃÈÉÅÖÉÎÇ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÒÅÃÏÒÄ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÐÒÉÃÅÓȟȱ ÎÏÔÉÎÇ ÉÔÓ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÌÏ×ÅÓÔ ÌÅÖÅÌÉÚÅÄ 
ÃÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÏÆ υȢφςÃȾË7È ÏÎ 0ÈÁÓÅ )) ÏÆ ÉÔÓ -"2 3ÏÌÁÒ 0ÁÒË ÉÎ ςπρυ ÁÎÄ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÏÆ 
1.69c/kWh on Phase V in 2019.445 Eric notes that these records make price no longer an 
obstacle for desalination the way it used to be when energy was produced solely from 
natural gas.446 !Ô (ÁÓÓÙÁÎȟ $%7!ȭÓ ÒÅÖÅÒÓÅ ÏÓÍÏÓÉÓ ÐÌÁÎÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ 
through a public-private partnership, secured a world record low price of $0.277 per cubic 

                                                
437 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ ςππωȟ τπς-403; Christopher Davidson, Dubai: The Vulnerability of 
Success, 2008, 158-160.   
438 4ÈÅ 3ÕÐÒÅÍÅ ,ÅÇÉÓÌÁÔÉÏÎ #ÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȟ Ȱ-ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÂÉÎ 2ÁÓÈÉÄ )ÓÓÕÅÓ ,Á× ÏÎ 4ÈÅ 
Executive Council ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ςχ $ÅÃÅÍÂÅÒ ςπςσȟ https://slc.dubai.gov.ae/en/content -
hub/news/2023/december -2023/law -on-the-executive-council -of-dubai/ .  
439 Personal conversation with Arif, telephone.  
440 Ȱ/ÕÒ -ÅÍÂÅÒÓȟȱ Dubai Supreme Council of Energy, n.d., https://dubaisce.gov.ae/en/our -members/.  
441 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Climate Change Report 2021 (Dubai: DEWA, 2021): 4. 
442 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020.  Similar conclusions 
were drawn in other interviews I had, including Personal interview with Liam (Dubai Future Foundation), 
Dubai, 18 March 2019.  
443 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020.  
444 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020.  
445 DEWA, Prospectus for the Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and Water Authority PJSC, 15 March 
2022, 45.   
446 Personal conversation with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), online, 13 March 2020.  
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meter of desalinated water.447 Despite private sector participation, continued state control 
ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ËÅÙ ÔÏ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÌÏ× ÐÒÉÃÅÓȢ 5ÎÔÉÌ ,Á× .ÏȢ φ Ȱ2ÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 
Participation of the Private Sector in Electricity and Water Production in the Emirate of 
$ÕÂÁÉȟȱ $%7! ÈÅÌÄ Á ÍÏÎÏÐÏÌÙ ÏÎ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ generation. Law No. 6 allows for 
public-private partnerships that have to be undertaken through an Independent Power 
Producer (IPP) or Independent Water Producer (IWP) respectively; these are special 
purpose vehicles (SPVs) set up between the consortium of private companies involved and 
DEWA in which DEWA always retains a majority of shares. The SPV develops, operates, and 
owns the water or power generation infrastructure, and sells what gets produced to DEWA 
through a long-term agreement (in pre-agreed on amounts and at pre-agreed on prices).448 
These long-term agreements for very large projects are possible because DEWA is mainly 
ÓÔÁÔÅ Ï×ÎÅÄȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÇÉÖÅÓ ÉÔ ȰÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÌÏ×ÅÒ-ÃÏÓÔ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÃÈÅÁÐÅÒ ÄÅÂÔȱ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÁÂÌÅÓ ÉÔ ÔÏ 
make very long term investments.449  
 
But the top down approach - and government monopolization, particularly as the 
government is run with private sector logics,450 has other limiting implications for the clean 
energy transition. This has been especially apparent with decentralized solar energy 
programs. In 2015, DEWA launched Shams Dubai, a distributed solar energy net metering 
program that received much publicity; customers were allowed to install PV panels and 
ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÅÎ ȬÎÅÔ ÏÆÆȭ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÏÎÔÈÌÙ ÂÉÌÌȢ451 As Eric explains to 
ÍÅȟ ÃÕÓÔÏÍÅÒÓȭ ÓÁÖÉÎÇÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÍÁÒÇÉÎÁÌ ÔÁÒÉÆÆȭ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ 
have paid and what they do pay for electricity. When Shams Dubai was first introduced, 
ÓÏÌÁÒ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭÓ ÃÏÓÔÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÏÄÁÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ $%7!ȭÓ ÔÁÒÉÆÆÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÓ ÓÏÌÁÒ 
ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭÓ ÐÒÉÃÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÄÒÏÐÐÅÄ ÁÎÄ $%7!ȭÓ ÔÁÒÉÆÆÓ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÅÄ ÕÎÃÈÁÎÇÅÄȟ Á ÌÁÒÇÅ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ 
decentralized solar emerged.452 In response, in 2020, the utility introduced restrictions that 

                                                
447 $ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ$%7! !ÃÈÉÅÖÅÓ Á .Å× 7ÏÒÌÄȭÓ "ÒÅÁËÉÎÇ 2ÅÃÏÒÄ ÆÏÒ ,Ï×ÅÓÔ 7ÁÔÅÒ 
Levelised Tariff of 0.277 USD Per Cubic MeÔÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ 3ÅÁ 7ÁÔÅÒ 2ÅÖÅÒÓÅ /ÓÍÏÓÉÓ 0ÌÁÎÔȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó 
release, 3 September 2020, https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about -us/media-publications/latest -
news/2020/09/dewa -achieves-a-new-worlds-breaking-recordȠ *ÅÎÎÉÆÅÒ 'ÎÁÎÁȟ Ȱ$Å×Á 3ÉÇÎÓ ΑτπψÍ 7ÁÔÅÒ 
0ÕÒÃÈÁÓÅ !ÇÒÅÅÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÌÁÎÔȟȱ The National, 31 March 2021, 
https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/energy/dewa -signs-408m-water-purchase-agreement-for-
hassyan-desalination-plant-1.1194774.   
448 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020; Law No. 6 of 2011 
Regulating the Participation of the Private Sector in Electricity and Water Production in the Emirate of Dubai. 
While private sector participation is allowed in generation, transmission and distribution remain the remit of 
the government.  
449 Faris Al-3ÕÌÁÙÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ *ÏÎ "Ȣ !ÌÔÅÒÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ %ÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȭ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 4ÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎÓȟȱ 
Center for Strategic and International Studies, 11 December 2023,  https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas -
essential-role-gulf-states-energy-transitions.   
450 Personal conversation with Arif, telephone, 5 March 2024.  
451 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒɊȟ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ςυ -ÁÒÃÈ ςπςπȠ ,ÉÁÍ 3ÔÏËÅÒȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 
5ÔÉÌÉÔÙ $%7! ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÓ 3ÏÌÁÒ 06 ÁÎÄ .ÅÔ -ÅÔÅÒÉÎÇ 3ÃÈÅÍÅȟȱ PV Tech, 16 March 2015,  https://www.pv -
tech.org/dubai_utility_dewa_launches_solar_pv_and_net_metering_scheme/Ƞ Ȱ(Ï× 3ÈÁÍÓ $ÕÂÁÉ .ÅÔ -ÅÔÅÒÉÎÇ 
0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ 7ÏÒËÓȟȱ Powernsun, 9 May, https://powern sun.com/how-shams-dubai-net-metering-program-
works/ .   
452 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. 
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significantly limited distributed solar power production.453 With these restrictions, far 
fewer projects than there otherwise would have been are now expected to come online, 
Eric explains.454 A number of people I spoke to noted how this is because distributed solar 
ÔÈÒÅÁÔÅÎÓ $%7!ȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓ ÁÎd that DEWA has the capacity to throttle 
schemes that do that. Raafat told me of a private real estate development that was blocked 
from going completely off-grid, and of a solar installation by a private company for a 
governmental entity that was effectively killed off when the entity was forced to install 
with the government instead.455 Arif likewise informed me of a private multinational, 
which tried to install solar panels to meet all its total electricity needs prior to restrictions 
but was not allowed to and was forced to buy energy from DEWA. Arif says, privatization in 
Dubai is managed in a way for the government to encourage investment while retaining 
control. He suggests that this enables Dubai to maintain its image of being open for 
business even as ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÈÏÌÄÓ Á ÍÏÎÏÐÏÌÙȢ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ×ÁÎÔÓ ÔÏ Ï×Î 
ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇȢ !Ô ÂÅÓÔȟ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ Á ÓÕÐÐÌÉÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÔÏÄÁÙȢ 
!ÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÔÏÏ ÂÉÇȢ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÏÕÔÓÈÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟȱ !ÒÉÆ ÓÁÙÓȢ456  
 
Moreover, producing electricity from solar power and using it to generate desalination in 
specific is not without its issues, with the transition to solar riddled by concerns over 
intermittency. Intermittency and its implications for supply reliability, a consultant familiar 
with  $%7!ȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÅÄȟ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÂÉÇ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙȢ457 
Ȱ/ÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÓÏÌÁÒ ÉÓÎȭÔ Á ÓÉÌÖÅÒ ÂÕÌÌÅÔ ÕÎÌÅÓÓ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÓÔÏÒÅ ÉÔȟȱ %ÒÉÃ ÎÏÔÅÓȢ458 When I visited 
the research and development center at the MBR solar park, among the facilities I saw was 
a pilot 50 cubic meters solar-powered reverse osmosis desalination plant. The RO plant is 
contained in a room almost similarly sized to an adjacent one where batteries charge all day 
to power the plant from sunset to sunrise.459 Zaher, a Dubai-based federal water manager, 
adds that battery technology is still under development and not yet so advanced.460 Hamid 
ÃÈÉÍÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÓÔÏÒÁÇÅ ɍÓÔÉÌÌɎ ÈÁÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÌÖÅ ÔÈÉÓȱȠ ÂÁÔÔÅÒÙ ÓÔÏÒÁÇÅ ÉÓ ȰÙÅÔ ÔÏ 
ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎȱ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ Ȱρπ ÙÅÁÒÓ Á×ÁÙȟȱ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ other storage techniques like 
concentrated solar power are being developed in the meantime.461 Ȱ7ÅȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ 
ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÏÎȟȱ %ÒÉÃ ÎÏÔÅÄȢ $%7! ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÓÏÌÁÒ ÔÈÅÒÍÁÌ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ 
storage capacity through, for instance, a concentrated solar power plant and parabolic 
troughs.462 Experiments planned in 2021 on the MBR RO plant included attempts to 

                                                
453 Ȱ$%7! !ÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÄ .Å× 2ÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ 3ÈÁÍÓ $ÕÂÁÉ .ÅÔ -ÅÔÅÒÉÎÇ 3ÃÈÅÍÅȟȱ TotalEnergies, 12 July 2020, 
https://solar -me.totalenergies.com/en/dewa-announced-new-regulations-shams-dubai-net-metering-
schemeȠ )ÌÉÁÓ 4ÓÁÇÁÓȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 5ÔÉÌÉÔÙ #ÌÁÍÐÓ $Ï×Î ÏÎ .ÅÔ-MetÅÒÅÄ #ÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ 3ÏÌÁÒȟȱ PV Magazine, 26 May 
2020,  https://www.pv -magazine.com/2020/05/26/dubai -utility -clamps-down-on-net-metered-
commercial-solar/ .   
454 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. 
455 Personal conversation with Raafat, Dubai, 29 March 2022.   
456 Personal conversation with Arif, telephone, 5 April 2024.   
457 Personal conversation with Khalil, Dubai, 6 February 2021.  
458 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. 
459 Personal tour of the DEWA Research & Development Center, Dubai, October 2019.  
460 Personal interview with Zaher, Dubai, Dubai, 23 September 2019. 
461 Personal interview with Hamid (Dubai energy manager), Dubai, 16 January 2020.    
462 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. 

https://solar-me.totalenergies.com/en/dewa-announced-new-regulations-shams-dubai-net-metering-scheme
https://solar-me.totalenergies.com/en/dewa-announced-new-regulations-shams-dubai-net-metering-scheme
https://www.pv-magazine.com/2020/05/26/dubai-utility-clamps-down-on-net-metered-commercial-solar/
https://www.pv-magazine.com/2020/05/26/dubai-utility-clamps-down-on-net-metered-commercial-solar/
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completely disconnect it from the grid.463 When I spoke to him in 2019, Zaher clarified that 
natural gas was cheaper, more secure, and well-known then as a technology, and that the 
idea was to keep natural gas a main source of power for now for desalination and begin 
introducing solar until the technology and the know-how develop.464 It is to the developing 
of this know-how that I now turn.   
 
Capacity Building, Knowledge Transfer, and Emiratization  
 
Joint ventures,465 the importing of talent,466 and a focus on Emiratization - or the 
prioritization of hiring Emiratis for significant technical and decision-making positions,467 
have been key to developing the capacity needed to make Dubai a green leader and 
innovation hub. Dubai aims to go from being an early adopter - as Salwa and Raafat both 
refer to the government there468 - to an innovator.469 Attempts to spur innovation, which is 
a priority for the uti lity,470 ÁÒÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ -"2 3ÏÌÁÒ 0ÁÒËȭÓ ÏÎÓÉÔÅ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ 
$ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ #ÅÎÔÅÒȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ÓÉÔ ÉÎ ȬÉÄÅÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÓÔ ÓÏÌÁÒ ÐÏ×ÅÒȟ 
smart grid, energy efficiency, and water technologies in various labs.471  
 

                                                
463 Personal tour of the DEWA Research & Development Center, Dubai, October 2019.  
464 Personal interview with Zaher, Dubai, Dubai, 23 September 2019. 
465 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ !ÒÉÆȟ ÔÅÌÅÐÈÏÎÅȟ υ !ÐÒÉÌ ςπςτȠ ÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ 'ĘËëÅ 'İÎÅÌȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ )ÎÆÉÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒȟȱ 
2016,  306-310.  
466 Personal conversation with Arif, telephone, 5 April 2024; Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 
2022. 
467 Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022; 
468 Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022; Personal conversation with Raafat, Dubai, 7 April 
2022.   
469 Personal conversation with Arif, telephone, 5 April 2024.    
470 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2019 (Dubai: DEWA, 2019): 107-108; 
$ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ3ÁÅÅÄ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ !Ì 4ÁÙÅÒ ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÓ *ÕÍÅÉÒÁÈ %ÎÅÒÇÙ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 
3ÉÌÉÃÏÎ 6ÁÌÌÅÙ ÉÎ 53!ȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ρτ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπρχ https://www.dewa.gov. ae/en/about -us/media-
publications/latest -news/2017/10/saeed -mohammed-al-tayer-launches--jumeirah-energy-international -
silicon-valley-in-usa.     
471 Personal tour of the DEWA Research & Development Center, Dubai, October 2019; Personal visit to the 
DEWA Research & Development Center, Dubai, February 2021.   

https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2017/10/saeed-mohammed-al-tayer-launches--jumeirah-energy-international-silicon-valley-in-usa
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2017/10/saeed-mohammed-al-tayer-launches--jumeirah-energy-international-silicon-valley-in-usa
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2017/10/saeed-mohammed-al-tayer-launches--jumeirah-energy-international-silicon-valley-in-usa
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The DEWA Sustainability and Innovation Centre at the Mohammed bin Rashid Solar Park. Photo courtesy of 
Emirates News Agency - WAM/Gult Today.472 
 
Developing the expertise needed around the green transition in particular is part of the 
reasoning given today for the passage of Law No. 6, which is talked about as a way to 
attract both investment (see more later) and technical know-how for the the infrastructure 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ȬÇÒÅÅÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÇÒÅÅÎ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭ ×ÉÌÌ ÅÎÔÁÉÌȢ473 Although initially 
potentially more focused on attracting investment, with the first IPP being for a 
conventional rather than clean energy project,474 IPPs and IWPs are today squarely framed 
ÁÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȢ 4ÈÅ 2ÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ 3ÕÐÅÒÖÉÓÏÒÙ "ÕÒÅÁÕȭÓ ×ÅÂÓÉÔÅ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÆÏÒ 
ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÈÏ× ȰɍÉɎÎÄÅÐÅndent water producers (IWP) are expected to play a significant role 
ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 2/Ȣȱ475An infographic on the Dubai Clean Energy Strategy 2050, 
ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅÓ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÅÓȟ ÎÏÔÉÎÇȡ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÔÏ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔ foreign investment and public-
private partnerships ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÉÔÓ ÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ Á ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȱ476 (emphasis mine). And 
ÔÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ $ÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÎÄ 4ÏÕÒÉÓÍ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÓȡ ȰÐÕÂÌÉÃ-private partnerships and 
ÃÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÔÁËÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ËÅÙ ÄÒÉÖÅÒÓ ÆÏÒ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȟ 
with businesses boosting innovation initiatives and technology to foster sustainable 

                                                
472 Emirates News Agency - 7!-ȟ Ȱ-"2!- 3ÏÌÁÒ 0ÁÒË +ÅÙ 0ÉÌÌÁÒ ÔÏ 2ÅÁÃÈ ρππϷ #ÌÅÁÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ Gulf 
Today, 5 May 2022, https:// www.gulftoday.ae/business/2022/05/05/mbram -solar-park-key-pillar -to--
reach-100-clean-energy-in-dubai.  
473 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. 
474 Ibid.  
475 Ȱ,ÉÃÅÎÓÉÎÇ 7ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ RSB, n.d., https://rsbdubai.gov.ae/services/licensing -water-desalination/ .   
476 .ÁÓÉÒȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ #ÌÅÁÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟȱ The Sustainability Cloud, 15 February 2021, 
https://www.thesustainabilitycloud.com/2050 -dubai-clean-energy-strategy/ .   

https://www.gulftoday.ae/business/2022/05/05/mbram-solar-park-key-pillar-to--reach-100-clean-energy-in-dubai
https://www.gulftoday.ae/business/2022/05/05/mbram-solar-park-key-pillar-to--reach-100-clean-energy-in-dubai
https://rsbdubai.gov.ae/services/licensing-water-desalination/
https://www.thesustainabilitycloud.com/2050-dubai-clean-energy-strategy/
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ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȢȱ477 Moreover, IPPs and IWPs are thought of as key to this in part because they 
enable the import of know-how required for the green transition and allow for sustained 
engagement with experts (more below).  
 
Partnerships are imagined to facilitate know-how transfer from world -leading technical 
experts, which seems especially critical in desalination given the discomfort around RO and 
$%7!ȭÓ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÅØÐÅÒÔÉÓÅ ÉÎ -3&Ȣ !Ô Ôhe IDA World Congress, I heard Lootah 
expressing his fondness for MSF and appreciation of its robustness, mentioning his many 
years of experience working on optimizing MSF technology; he never had confidence, he 
ÓÁÙÓȟ ÉÎ 2/ȭÓ ÒÏÂÕÓÔÎÅÓÓȢ Ȱ"ÕÔ ÎÏ×ȟȱ ÁÓ ,ÏÏÔÁÈ ÁÄÄÅÄȟ ȰÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÕÒ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÉÎ $%7! ×ÉÌÌ 
ÄÅÐÅÎÄ ÏÎ ÄÅÃÏÕÐÌÉÎÇȟ )ȭÍ ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÌÏÔÓ ÏÆ ÅÆÆÏÒÔ ÁÎÄ )ȭÍ ÁÓËÉÎÇ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȣ ÔÈÅ 
ÓÕÐÐÌÉÅÒÓȟ ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÎÔÓȟ ÅØÐÅÒÔÓȟ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÅÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÉÅÎÔ ÁÆÔÅÒ ×Å ÂÕÉÌÄ 
these projects. We have to build confÉÄÅÎÃÅȢȱ 0ÕÂÌÉÃ-private partnerships through long-
term agreements are seen as a way to build that confidence and the technological 
knowledge conducive of it.478 IPPs and IWPs are allowing DEWA access to top technological 
experts. Peter tells me how the projeÃÔ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒ ×ÈÏ ÒÕÎÓ $%7!ȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÓÏÌÁÒ 
ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÁÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ )00 ×ÉÔÈ Á ÃÏÎÓÏÒÔÉÕÍ ÌÅÄ ÂÙ 3ÁÕÄÉ !ÒÁÂÉÁȭÓ 
ACWA Power, has already had experience working on maybe 10 solar plant projects and is 
ȰÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÇÕÙÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒȟ ×ÈÏ ÉÓ 3ÐÁÎÉÓÈȟ 
ÊÏÉÎÅÄ !#7! 0Ï×ÅÒ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÄÏÎÅ Á ÆÅ× ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ÉÎ 3ÐÁÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÏÎ $%7!ȭÓ #30 
project for some time.479 Joint ventures and partnerships, as Arif explains, constitute a 
significant part of Gulf governmÅÎÔÓȭ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÁÐÐÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÔÁÌÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÔÉÓÅ 
to jumpstart innovation at home. Innovation ecosystems in the Gulf are still very nascent, 
Arif notes. Governments there have been investing in developing infrastructure for 
innovation, which they can buy, but the expertise - or human capital - necessary for the 
ecosystem takes longer to develop, he says, which is where joint ventures and partnerships 
come in.480  
 
Today, Gulf companies like the Abu Dhabi National Energy Company (Taqa) and ACWA 
Power have been leading clean energy and reverse osmosis development of projects in the 
region through joint venture IPPs and IWPs; they are working in partnership with foreign 
companies as a way to capacity-build and acquiring extensive portfolios in the region that 
enable them to become more competitive industry actors internationally.481 Most of the 
)00Ó ÁÎÄ )70Ó ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÁÔ -"2 3ÏÌÁÒ 0ÁÒË ÁÎÄ ÁÔ $%7!ȭÓ 2/ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÌÁÎÔ ÁÔ 
Hassyan have seen DEWA partner with consortiums led by Gulf companies.482 In fact, the 

                                                
477 Dubai Department of Economy and Tourism, Sustainability Industry Report (Dubai: DDET, May 2024): 2, 
https://www.dubaidet.gov.ae/en/research -and-insights/ -/media/files/faqs/sustainability -report/dubai -
sustainability-report -2024.pdf.  
478 .ÁÓÓÅÒ ,ÏÏÔÁÈ ɉ$%7!Ɋ ÉÎ Ȱ3ÕÒÖÉÖÁÌ ÏÒ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȡ 4ÈÅ 2ÏÌÅ ÏÆ !ÄÖÁÎÃÅÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ 4ÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔ 3ÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓȱ 
(panel discussion, International Desalination Association World Congress, Dubai, 21 October 2019).  
479 Personal interview with Peter, Dubai, 22 March 2022.  
480 Personal conversation with Arif, telephone, 5 April 2024.  
481 Faris Al-3ÕÌÁÙÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ *ÏÎ "Ȣ !ÌÔÅÒÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ %ÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȭ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 4ÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎÓȟȱ ρρ 
December 2023.    
482 While Phases 2, 4, and 5 of the MBR Solar Park are developed with ACWA, for instance, Phases 3 and 6 are 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ !ÂÕ $ÈÁÂÉ &ÕÔÕÒÅ %ÎÅÒÇÙ #ÏÍÐÁÎÙȢ &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÅÅ Ȱ-ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÂÉÎ 2ÁÓÈÉÄ 3ÏÌÁÒ 0ÁÒËȟȱ MBR 

https://www.dubaidet.gov.ae/en/research-and-insights/-/media/files/faqs/sustainability-report/dubai-sustainability-report-2024.pdf
https://www.dubaidet.gov.ae/en/research-and-insights/-/media/files/faqs/sustainability-report/dubai-sustainability-report-2024.pdf
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Hassyan reverse osmosis plant only saw bids from ACWA Power and Taqa when its request 
for proposals was run.483   
 

Central to this green infrastructure development and expertise repositioning has been a 
new geopolitical alliance around energy - namely collaboration and technical expertise 
transfer from Chinese companies as China emerges as a renewables leader and as Gulf 
countries aspire to as well. Through partnerships, various Gulf countries are tapping into 
ȰÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÒÔÉÓÅ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÆÉÒÍÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȢȱ484 
Chinese companies and banks have been playing a noticeably greater role in water and 
energy infrastructure development in Dubai. The massive RO plant at Hassyan - equivalent 
to nearly half of DuÂÁÉȭÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÔÏÔÁÌ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÕÓÅ - is a case in point.485 Saudi ACWA Power, 
which owns 40% of the project set up under an IWP model, is involved in managing the 
ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÌÁÎÔȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȢ486 Shandong Electric Power Construction 
Corporation III (SEPCO III), a subsidiary of the state-owned Power Construction 
#ÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁȟ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙ Á×ÁÒÄÅÄ Á ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÎÔȭÓ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÉÎÇȟ 
procurement, and construction.487 Various Chinese banks, including China Construction 
Bank, Agricultural Bank of China, and Industrial and Commercial Bank Of China Limited, 
ÁÒÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÄÅÂÔ ÐÁÃËÁÇÅ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ488 Significantly, the collaboration 
×ÉÔÈ 3%0#/ ))) ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ"ÅÌÔ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÁÄ )ÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅȭ ɉ"2)Ɋȟ489 a program of Chinese-led 
infrastruct ure and energy network financing and development meant to boost business 
and trade links between China and Eurasia, Africa, Oceania, and Latin America; the BRI is 

                                                
Solar Park, n.d., https://www.mbrsic.ae/en/about/mohammed -bin-rashid-al-maktoum-solar-park/ ; Masdar, 
Ȱ$%7! ÁÎÄ -ÁÓÄÁÒ 2ÅÁÃÈ &ÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ #ÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÏÎ ρψππ-7 φÔÈ 0ÈÁÓÅ ÏÆ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ÂÉÎ 2ÁÓÈÉÄ !Ì -ÁËÔÏÕÍ 
3ÏÌÁÒ 0ÁÒËȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ςρ &ÅÂÒÕÁÒÙ ςπςτȟ https://masdar.ae/en/news/newsroom/financial -closing-on-
1800mw-6th-phase-of-mohammed-bin-rashid-al-maktoum-solar-park. The Hassyan reverse osmosis plant, 
ÍÏÒÅÏÖÅÒȟ ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ !#7! 0Ï×ÅÒȢ 3ÅÅ !#7! 0Ï×ÅÒȟ Ȱ$%7! ÁÎÄ !#7! 0Ï×ÅÒ 3ÉÇÎ 7ÁÔÅÒ 
0ÕÒÃÈÁÓÅ !ÇÒÅÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ 3ÈÁÒÅÈÏÌÄÅÒ !ÇÒÅÅÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ 0ÈÁÓÅ ρ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ,ÁÒÇÅÓÔ 2ÅÎÅ×ÁÂÌÅ %ÎÅÒÇÙ-
0Ï×ÅÒÅÄ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÌÁÎÔȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ σ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπςσȟ https://www.acwapower.com/news/dewa -and-
acwa-power-sign-water-purchase-agreement-and-shareholder-agreement-for-phase-1-of-the-worlds-
largest-renewable-energy-powered-desalination-plant/ .   
483 Ȱ$%7! 2ÅÃÅÉÖÅÓ 4×Ï "ÉÄÓ ÆÏÒ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ )70ȟȱ Zawya, 23 May 2023,  
https://www.zawya.com/en/projects/utilities/dewa -receives-two-bids-for-hassyan-iwp-czsfhy7y.  
484 /ÓÓÍÁÎ %ÌÎÁÇÇÁÒȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ 'ÒÏ×ÉÎÇ Ȭ'ÒÅÅÎȭ %ÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ -%.!ȟȱ The Diplomat, 19 September 2019, 
https://thediplomat.com/2019/09/chinas -growing-green-engagement-in-mena/. See also Faris Al-Sulayman 
ÁÎÄ *ÏÎ "Ȣ !ÌÔÅÒÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ %ÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȭ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 4ÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎÓȟȱ ρρ $ÅÃÅÍÂÅÒ ςπςσȢ   
485 Ȱ3%0#/ ))) 3ÅÃÕÒÅÓ %0# #ÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÆÏÒ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ 3ÅÁ×ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȟȱ σπ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπςσȢ 
486 ACWA Power, ACWA Power Company: Investor Report as at and for the year ended 31 December 2023 
(Riyadh: ACWA Power, 2023), https://www.acwapower.com/media/342150/acwa -power_ye-2023-invesor-
report_fs_en.pdfȟ ςφȠ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÉÎÇ φπϷ ÉÓ Ï×ÎÅÄ ÂÙ $%7!Ȣ 3ÅÅ Ȱ!#7! 0Ï×ÅÒ 3ÉÇÎÓ 3!2 σȢτ "ÌÎ Water 
0ÕÒÃÈÁÓÅ !ÇÒÅÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ $%7!ȟȱ Argaam, 3 October 2023, 
https://www.argaam.com/en/article/articledetail/id/1674386 .       
487 Ȱ3%0#/ ))) 3ÅÃÕÒÅÓ %0# #ÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÆÏÒ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ 3ÅÁ×ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȟȱ σπ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπςσȢ 
488 Ȱ+3!ȭÓ !Ã×Á 3ÅÃÕÒÅÓ 53$ χσψ ÍÎ ÔÏ &ÉÎÁÎÃÅ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÌÁÎÔȟȱ Enterprise, 29 February 
2024, https://enterprise.news/uae/en/news/story/f9b6b7c1 -07ed-42cd-9813-
afc6fd2db4c7/ksa%25e2%2580%2599s-acwa-secures-usd-738-mn-to-finance-dubai%25e2%2580%2599s-
hassyan-desalination-plant.    
489 Ȱ3%0#/ ))) 3ÅÃÕÒÅÓ %0# #ÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÆÏÒ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ 3ÅÁ×ÁÔÅÒ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȟȱ σπ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπςσȢ 
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https://www.acwapower.com/media/342150/acwa-power_ye-2023-invesor-report_fs_en.pdf
https://www.acwapower.com/media/342150/acwa-power_ye-2023-invesor-report_fs_en.pdf
https://www.argaam.com/en/article/articledetail/id/1674386
https://enterprise.news/uae/en/news/story/f9b6b7c1-07ed-42cd-9813-afc6fd2db4c7/ksa%25e2%2580%2599s-acwa-secures-usd-738-mn-to-finance-dubai%25e2%2580%2599s-hassyan-desalination-plant
https://enterprise.news/uae/en/news/story/f9b6b7c1-07ed-42cd-9813-afc6fd2db4c7/ksa%25e2%2580%2599s-acwa-secures-usd-738-mn-to-finance-dubai%25e2%2580%2599s-hassyan-desalination-plant
https://enterprise.news/uae/en/news/story/f9b6b7c1-07ed-42cd-9813-afc6fd2db4c7/ksa%25e2%2580%2599s-acwa-secures-usd-738-mn-to-finance-dubai%25e2%2580%2599s-hassyan-desalination-plant
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ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÓÙÍÐÔÏÍÁÔÉÃ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÇÅÏ-economic ascendance.490 Almost half of BRI 
funding has been dedicated to developing fossil fuel and renewable energy 
infrastructures.491 ! ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÁÓ ÐÌÁÎÔ ÁÔ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÁÎ )00 ÉÓ ȰÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
ÂÉÇÇÅÓÔ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÐÌÁÎÔÓȱ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ "2) ÁÎÄ ȰÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ɍ"2)Ɏ 3ÉÌË 2ÏÁÄ &ÕÎÄȭÓ 
first investÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ -ÉÄÄÌÅ %ÁÓÔȢȱ492 )ÎÉÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÐÌÁÎÎÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÃÏÁÌȭ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÙȟ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ 
×ÁÓ ÔÏÕÔÅÄ ÁÓ Ȱa symbol of UAE-China green enerÇÙ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓÈÉÐȢȱ493  
 
#ÈÉÎÁ ÉÓ ÎÏ× ȰÁ ÄÒÉÖÉÎÇ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ɍÃÌÅÁÎ ÅÎÅÒÇÙɎ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎȢȱ494 Not only is 
Chinese expertise and capital partnering on projects in the Gulf, Gulf companies and 
financial institutions are also being wooed to partner with China on Belt and Road and 
green infrastructure projects elsewhere.495 Faris Al-Sulayman and Jon B. Alterman explain 
this collaboration as in part the result of tacit understandings between Gulf countries and 
China over the workings of state-Ï×ÎÅÄ ÅÎÔÅÒÐÒÉÓÅÓȢ Ȱ.ÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔ 
ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÓÔÏÎÉÓÈÉÎÇÌÙ ÌÏ× ÐÒÉÃÅÓ ÁÔ ÔÅÎÄÅÒÓȣȟ ÈÁÓ ÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÔÏÏ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÏÒ 
unappealing foÒ ÍÏÓÔ 7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ ÆÉÒÍÓȟȱ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÒÉÔÅȢ496 Such developments seem to herald the 
ÒÉÓÅ ÏÆ ȰÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ-ÌÅÄȟ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÁÒÉÁÎ ÎÅÏÌÉÂÅÒÁÌ ÕÒÂÁÎÉÓÍȱ497 in which China, as Elia 
Apostolopoulou writes of, but also increasingly the Arabian Gulf feature, and which is 
arguably shaping the sustainability transition globally as the two position themselves at its 
helm.498  

                                                
490 Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁ ÔÏ (ÏÓÔ "ÅÌÔ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÁÄ &ÏÒÕÍ ÉÎ "ÅÉÊÉÎÇ /ÃÔ ρχ-ρψȟȱ Reuters, 10 October 2023,   
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia -pacific/china-host-belt-road-forum-beijing-oct-17-18-2023-10-11/ ; 
James McBride Noah Berman, and Andrew #ÈÁÔÚËÙȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ -ÁÓÓÉÖÅ "ÅÌÔ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÁÄ )ÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅȟȱ Council on 
Foreign Relations, last updated 2 February 2023, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinas -massive-belt-
and-road-initiative .  
491 Stephanie Metzger, The Belt and Road Initiative: The Role for Coal (Gloucester: International Centre for 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÁÒÂÏÎȟ 3ÅÐÔÅÍÂÅÒ ςπςρɊȡ φȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÍÕÃÈ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
BRI and more broadly has been on its involvement in fossil fuel production, which remains significant, there 
has been increasing Chinese investment in renewable projects internationally. See Stephanie Metzger, The 
Belt and Road Initiative: The Role for Coal, September 2021, 25.  
492 Ȱ(ÁÓÓÙÁÎ 0Ï×ÅÒ #ÏÍÐÌÅØȟ $ÕÂÁÉȟ 5!%ȟȱ Power Technology, 21 June 2023,  https://www.power -
technology.com/projects/hassyan-clean-coal-project-dubai/ .   
493 XinhÕÁȟ Ȱ(ÁÓÓÙÁÎ #ÌÅÁÎ #ÏÁÌ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔ 3ÙÍÂÏÌ ÏÆ 5!%-#ÈÉÎÁ 'ÒÅÅÎ 0ÁÒÔÎÅÒÓÈÉÐȟȱ New China, 9 July 2018, 
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018 -07/10/c_137313050.htm .   
494 Ossman Elnaggar, Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ 'ÒÏ×ÉÎÇ Ȭ'ÒÅÅÎȭ %ÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ -%.!ȟȱ The Diplomat, 19 September 2019. See 
also Faris Al-3ÕÌÁÙÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ *ÏÎ "Ȣ !ÌÔÅÒÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ %ÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȭ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 4ÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎÓȟȱ ρρ 
December 2023.   
495 +ÁÎÄÙ 7ÏÎÇȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁ ,ÏÏËÓ ÔÏ 3ÈÏÒÅ 5Ð "ÅÌÔ-and-Road Deals with Middle East Cash and Partnerships as 
7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ )ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ 7ÁÎÅÓȟȱ South China Morning Post, 22 August 2023, 
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china -economy/article/3231912/china -looks-shore-belt-and-road-deals-
middle-east-cash-and-partnerships-western-investment-wanesȠ 'ÁÖÉÎ 'ÉÂÂÏÎȟ Ȱ3ÁÕÄÉ $ÏÍÉÎÁÔÅÓ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ "2) 
Investment ÉÎ '##ȟȱ Arab Gulf Business Insight, 17 February 2023, https://www.agbi.com/banking -
finance/2023/02/saudi -dominates-chinese-bri -investment-in-the-region/ ; Faris Al-Sulayman and Jon B. 
!ÌÔÅÒÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ %ÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȭ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 4ÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎÓȟȱ ςπςσȢ   
496 Faris Al-3ÕÌÁÙÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ *ÏÎ "Ȣ !ÌÔÅÒÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ %ÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȭ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 4ÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎÓȟȱ 
2023. 
497 Elia !ÐÏÓÔÏÌÏÐÏÕÌÏÕȟ Ȱ4ÒÁÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ,ÉÎËÓ "ÅÔ×ÅÅÎ )ÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ-Led Development, Urban Transformation, 
ÁÎÄ )ÎÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ "ÅÌÔ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÁÄ )ÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅȟȱ Antipode 0.0 (2020): 3.  
498 Faris Al-3ÕÌÁÙÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ *ÏÎ "Ȣ !ÌÔÅÒÍÁÎȟ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ %ÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȭ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 4ÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎÓȟȱ 
2023.  

https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/china-host-belt-road-forum-beijing-oct-17-18-2023-10-11/
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https://www.power-technology.com/projects/hassyan-clean-coal-project-dubai/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-07/10/c_137313050.htm
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3231912/china-looks-shore-belt-and-road-deals-middle-east-cash-and-partnerships-western-investment-wanes
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3231912/china-looks-shore-belt-and-road-deals-middle-east-cash-and-partnerships-western-investment-wanes
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https://www.agbi.com/banking-finance/2023/02/saudi-dominates-chinese-bri-investment-in-the-region/
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The Hassyan power and desalination plants complex under construction in Dubai in 2021, when the power 
ÐÌÁÎÔ ×ÁÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÃÌÅÁÎȭ ÃÏÁÌ-fired before being  switched to natural gas in 2022. Photo courtesy 
of China Communications Construction Company Limited (CCCC).499 
 
Developing capacity through such partnerships and otherwise is a managerial priority for 
the utility, which prides itself - as part of its brand, as mentioned previously - on the 
ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÃÁÌ ÅØÐÅÒÔÓ ÉÔ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 
ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢ )Ô ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÏÆ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ȰÁ ×ÏÒÌÄ-ÃÌÁÓÓ ×ÏÒËÆÏÒÃÅȟȱ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÉÎÇ 
a significant employer of engineers ÆÒÏÍ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȢ %ÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÔÏ $%7! ȰÁ ÈÉÇÈ 
value-ÁÄÄÅÄ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ500  
 
In developing this capacity, Emiratization is emphasized. Beyond being an approach at 
DEWA, Emiratization is a Government of Dubai and UAE Government imperative. It was, 
for example, an integral component of the national plan UAE Vision 2021. DEWA follows a 
number of policies to ensure Emiratization, which include recruiting and prioritizing the 
hiring of UAE nationals, substituting foreign labor with locals where capacities exist, and 
developing programs to train Emiratis. It boasts in 2019 of almost half of new hires being 
Emiratis and of 86.89% of management positions being occupied by locals.501 Emiratisation 
was very clear to me, where most of the leading decision-makers at DEWA and other 
governmental organizations whom I spoke to were Emirati; perhaps the research and 

                                                
499 #ÈÉÎÁ #ÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ #ÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ #(%#-contracted #Hassyan Power Plant Terminal and Water 
)ÎÔÁËÅ Ǫ /ÕÔÆÁÌÌ 0ÉÐÅÌÉÎÅÓ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÉÎ Π$ÕÂÁÉ ÏÆ 5!%ȟȱ X, 7 July 2021, 
https://x.com/CCCCLTDofficial/status/1412927554449641473 .  
500 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2015 (Dubai: DEWA, 2015), 80.  
501 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2019, 34, 104-105.  
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development team at DEWA was the exception - with heads being of European and 
Levantine origin but the team consisting of ÍÁÎÙ ÙÏÕÎÇ %ÍÉÒÁÔÉ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓȢ Ȱ7Å ×ÏÒË ÔÏ 
ÒÅÆÉÎÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÉ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÅÎÃÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÔÁÌÅÎÔÓȟȱ ÒÅÁÄÓ Á ÎÏÔÅ ÆÒÏÍ $%7!ȭÓ !Ì 4ÁÙÅÒ ÉÎ 
2022.502 Developing local capacity through Emiratization is framed by DEWA, furthermore, 
ÁÓ Á ȬÃÏÒÎÅÒÓÔÏÎÅȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ-ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ Óustainable development.503 Salwa explains 
Emiratization in different terms however and raises questions about its sustainability more 
ÈÏÌÉÓÔÉÃÁÌÌÙȢ 4ÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ÓÈÅ ÓÁÙÓȟ ÍÅÁÎÓ ȰÙÏÕͻÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ 
somewhere where you're going to dÅÃÉÄÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȱ ÕÎÌÅÓÓ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ Á ȬÌÏÃÁÌȢȭ 4ÈÁÔ ȬÌÏÃÁÌÓȭ ÈÏÌÄ 
decision-making power is something Salwa says she can somewhat understand from a 
ÓÏÖÅÒÅÉÇÎÔÙ ÁÎÇÌÅȢ 3ÈÅ ÁÄÄÓ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎͻÔ ÓÁÙ ÉÔͻÓ ÁÎ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ 
everybody gets equal opportunÉÔÙȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÁÔͻÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÅÍÅ ÉÎ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȢȱ504  
 
4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÌÉÍÉÔÓ ÔÏ ȬÌÏÃÁÌȭ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÔÁÌÅÎÔ Á 
continued necessity. Salwa talks about the significance of being able to attract talent 
because of how difficult it is to grow talent locally, with Emiratis constituting such a small 
ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȢ )ÍÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÔÁÌÅÎÔ ÉÓ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ȰÐÒÏÐ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ ËÅÅÐ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ 
ÏÒ ×ÏÒË ÏÎ Á ÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÈÅÌÐ ÙÏÕ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȟȱ ÓÈÅ ÓÁÙÓȢ505 Raafat 
likewise says that it is still much cheaper to import talent than it is to grow it locally. 
Ȱ4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÙ )ȭÍ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ ÈÅ ÓÁÙÓȢ Ȱ) ÃÏÍÅ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÁÌÌ ÒÅÁÄÙȢ )ȭÍ ÁÌÌ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ )ȭÍ ÒÅÁÄÙȢ "ÕÔ 
if they want to invest 20 years in one person for them to finish school and then 10 years to 
ÇÁÉÎ ÅØÐÅÒÔÉÓÅȟ ÉÔ ÔÁËÅÓ ÔÈÅÍ σπ ÙÅÁÒÓȢȱ 0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙȟ ÁÓ 2ÁÁÆÁÔ ÁÄÄÓȟ ÏÎÃÅ 
imported talent is no longer happy in their job or the government is no longer happy with 
ÔÈÅÍȟ ȰÔÈÁÎË ÙÏÕȟ ÇÏÏÄ ÂÙÅȢȱ 4ÈÉÓ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÓ ÅÑÕÁÌÌÙȟ ÈÅ ÓÁÙÓȟ Ôo foreign employees as to 
ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÎÔÓȟ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ Á ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÆÏÒ Á ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÁÔ Á ÐÒÉÃÅȢ Ȱ)Æ ÙÏÕ ÌÉËÅ ÉÔȟ ÐÌÅÁÓÅ ÃÏÍÅ 
ÄÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȟȱ ÈÅ ÓÁÙÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÎÃÅ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÄÏÎÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÏÖÅÒȢ506 Martin Hvidt talks about this 
approach to labor, which results from the UA%ȭÓ ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔÉÖÅ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓÈÉÐ ÌÁ×Óȟ ÁÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ Á 
flexible labor force that can be imported and sized according to needs with no obligations 
towards it from the state.507  
 

!ÔÔÒÁÃÔÉÎÇ &ÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇȟ $%7! ÁÓ ÁÎ Ȭ)ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ 0ÒÏÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȟȭ ÁÎÄ #ÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ -ÁÒËÅÔÓ 
Not Just for Sustainability  

 

!ÔÔÒÁÃÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÇÉÖÅÎ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ-
based economy508 has been a key driver for recent changes in utility policy509 and is not an 
insignificant element in the transition towards sustainability as investment becomes more 
environmentally risk-minded.510 At the same time, the transition towards sustainability 
and becoming a green business leader is necessitating the development of new types of 

                                                
502 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2022, 6. 
503  Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2019, 104.  
504 Personal interview with Salwa, online, March 26, 2022. 
505 Personal interview with Salwa, online, March 26, 2022. 
506 Personal interview with Raafat, online, March 22, 2021. 
507 (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ τπσ-404.  
508 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ %ÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ$ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ '## #ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟȱ ςπςπȟ ςπσȟ ςπυ-207. 
509 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. 
510 Ibid.; Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022. 
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infrastructures and potential phasing out of older ones, which further underscores 
investment needs. Among recent changes introduced, DEWA has been working to attract 
investment through its public-private partnership projects and the public listing of some of 
ÉÔÓ ÓÈÁÒÅÓȠ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇȭÓ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙ ÈÁÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÅØÐÅÄÉent an image of DEWA as sustainable, 
technically-competent and innovative, and profitable (as noted above). Interestingly, 
ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ $%7!ȭÓ ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÒÓ ÔÏ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÎÇ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÅÓ ÆÏÒ 
DEWA and its infrastructure projects but about reinforcing the city-ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÍÁÒËÅÔÓ 
ÍÏÒÅ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ &ÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ -ÁÒËÅÔȭÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ Ȭ×ÅÁËȭ 
position.   
 
!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ȰÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÖÅÒÙ ÇÏÏÄȟȱ Á ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔ 
financing for infrastructure development in general - and not just sustainable 
infrastructures - seems a key motivation for the initial legalization of public-private 
partnerships. Law No. 6, Eric holds, was likely created because DEWA was in need of 
ÍÏÎÅÙ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ Á ȬÃÁÓÈ ÃÒÕÎÃÈȢȭ %ÒÉÃ ÔÅÌÌÓ ÍÅ $%7! ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÁÓ ÃÁÓÈ ÆÌÕÓÈ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ 
today, and that this was especially the case around the 2008 financial crisis.511 Passed in 
2011, Eric says, Law No. 6 must have been drafted in 2010 and first thought of in 2009, or 
immediately after the crisis and before a 2011 tariff adjustment that significantly improved 
$%7!ȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÅÓȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ×ÁÓ 
ȰÒÏÃËÅÔÉÎÇ ÁÈÅÁÄȟȱ ÂÙ ςππψȟ ÁÓ %ÒÉÃ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȟ  ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ×ÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÓÃÁÎÔȢ Ȱ) ÔÈÉnk at that 
point probably there was a question about where DEWA would get the money from [to 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÉÔÓ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓɎȟȱ %ÒÉÃ ÓÁÙÓȢ  
 
Public-private partnerships emerged as a way to facilitate investment because they 
enabled infrastructures to be project-financed.512 As special purpose vehicles, IWPs are 
limited or no recourse financial structures that enable projects to take on debt, which is 
recouped from project revenues only. Project assets, rights, and interests can be held as 
collateral for this debt, but individual consortium companies are largely shielded from 
responsibility outside of the project.513 SPVs not only make project financing easier, they 
also, as Eric points out, have the added benefit of holding debt off the books for companies 
involved, including DEWA. Such developments echo ones from the mid-2000s, in which 
many parastatals (though still government-owned) were made into separate legal entities 
ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ȰÒÁÉÓÅ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÁËÅ ÏÎ ÄÅÂÔȱ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȢ 
This became problematic during the 2008 crisis when the debt held by government-owned 
companies was technically not held by the government and the companies could file for 
insolvency.514 
 
Eric claims the fact that the first IPP was for a conventional fossil fuel plant hints how 
private-public partnership setups were about helping financially more than doing things 
ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÁÔ ÆÉÒÓÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ )00 ×ÁÓ Á ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÁÓ ÁÎÄ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÃÏÁÌȭ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÐÌÁÎÔ ÁÔ 

                                                
511 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. 
512 Ibid. 
513 !ÄÁÍ (ÁÙÅÓȟ Ȱ0ÒÏÊÅÃÔ &ÉÎÁÎÃÅȡ $ÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎȟ (Ï× )Ô 7ÏÒËÓȟ ÁÎÄ 4ÙÐÅÓ ÏÆ ,ÏÁÎÓȟȱ Investopedia, updated 5 
October 2023, https://www.investopedia.com/terms/p/projectfinance.asp .   
514 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ %ÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ$ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ '## #ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟȱ ςπςπȟ ςπφȢ  

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/p/projectfinance.asp
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Hassyan.515 %ÒÉÃ ÓÁÙÓȡ Ȱ4ÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Ȭ×ÅȭÒÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÎÅ× ##'4 ɍÃÏÍÂÉÎÅÄ 
ÃÙÃÌÅ ÇÁÓ ÔÕÒÂÉÎÅɎ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙȢȭ ȣ×ÅȭÌÌ ÇÅÔ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒ ÉÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÅȭÌÌ ÇÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÎËÓ 
financing that project at whatever they finance it out, 70 or 80% of the total project value. 
And so the amount of money that DEWA has to put in is their share of the equity, which is 
ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÅÎ Á ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔÁÇÅȢȱ Ȱ)Ô ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ȬÏÈȟ ×Å ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ 
ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ×Å ÄÏ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȟȭȱ ÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓȢ516 
 
But as sustainability and an image of being sustainable have come to be increasingly 
significant, with Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) investing seeing an uptick 
worldwide, sustainability seems to have evolved into a more significant feature in the city-
sÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÓÃÈÅÍÅÓȢ %3'ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÇÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÂÙ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ 
of Dubai entities is a way for them to ensure they can attract increasingly environmentally-
minded financing, as Salwa and Eric both tell me.517 DEWA speaks of itself recently, for 
ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÓ ÁÎ Ȭ%3' ÃÅÎÔÒÉÃ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÉÇÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ .ÁÔÉÏÎÓ 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 'ÏÁÌÓ ςπσπȢȭ518 %ÒÉÃ ÈÏÌÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ $%7!ȭÓ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ Ó×ÉÔÃÈ ÏÖÅÒ 
ÔÈÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÐÌÁÎÔ ÁÔ (ÁÓÓÙÁÎ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÃÏÁÌȭ ÁÎÄ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÁÓ ÔÏ ÊÕÓÔ ÇÁÓ in 2022 relates to 
its listing on the Dubai Financial Market that year and to concerns over losing investors 
with ESG commitments,519 ÁÄÄÉÎÇ ÎÕÁÎÃÅ ÔÏ $%7!ȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ Ó×ÉÔÃÈ ÁÓ 
ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔÓ - made in 2021 - to become net zero.520 Salwa adds the 
caveat that even though ESG-financing has become increasingly popular and people are 
ÅØÃÉÔÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÎÃÅÌÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÃÏÁÌȭ ÎÏÔ ÓÏ ÌÏÎÇ ÁÇÏ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÈÏ× ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ 
think in terms of conventional technologies. While the Government of Dubai wants to score 
well on ESG ratings, and while ESG ratings are somewhat reflective of performance, there 
ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ÌÏÔÓ ÏÆ ȰÌÏÏÐÈÏÌÅÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÒËÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÏ %3' 
as a whole, Salwa says.521   
 
In addition to public-private partnerships, the listing of DEWA shares on the Dubai 
Financial Market in 2022 has been another significant development for attracting 
investment.522 The 18% of shares that were listed generated for DEWA 22.32 billion 

                                                
515 https://www.power -technology.com/projects/hassyan-clean-coal-project-dubai/  
516 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. In 2016, for example, 
it was announced that around 3.4 billion USD had been secured for the Hassyan power plant. Of this, 2.5 
ÂÉÌÌÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÓÅÃÕÒÅÄ ÁÓ ÄÅÂÔ ÁÎÄ φυπ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÅÑÕÉÔÙȢ 3ÅÅ !ÎÄÒÅ× 2ÏÓÃÏÅȟ Ȱ&ÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ #ÌÏÓÅ 2ÅÁÃÈÅÄ ÆÏÒ 
ΑσȢτÂÎ $ÕÂÁÉ #ÏÁÌ 0Ï×ÅÒ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȟȱ MEED, 12 September 2016,  https://www.meed.com/financial -close-
reached-for-3-4bn-dubai-coal-power-project/ .   
517 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020; Personal interview 
with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022. 
518 DEWA, Prospectus for the Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and Water Authority PJSC, 15 March 
2022, 49. 
519 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020.  
520 $ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ $ÒÏÐÓ #ÌÅÁÎ #ÏÁÌ ÆÒÏÍ ÉÔÓ %ÎÅÒÇÙ -ÉØȟȱ Bloomberg, n.d., 
https://sponsored.bloomberg.com/article/dewa/dubai -drops-clean-coal-from-its-energy-mix.   
521 Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022. 
522 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020.  
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Dirhams or 6.1 billion USD.523 2ÅÍÁÒËÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ $%7!ȭÓ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÏÆÆÅÒÉÎÇȟ !Ì 4ÁÙÅÒ 
ÓÁÉÄȡ Ȱ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÅ ÏÕÒ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÓÈÁÐÅ Á ÇÒÅÅÎ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ $ÕÂÁÉȢȱ524 Instigating 
ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȟ $%7!ȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ Ìisting of a small percentage of shares nevertheless keeps a 
majority government stake and government control over decision-making, with Eric noting 
ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ Á ȰÖÅÒÙ ÖÅÒÙ ÌÏÎÇ ÔÉÍÅȱ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓȢ525   
 
$%7!ȭÓ ÌÉÓÔÉÎÇ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÚing the utility to enable future development but 
ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÚÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÍÁÒËÅÔÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÒÅÇÉÏÎÁÌÌÙȢ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÕÐÔÁËÅ ÏÆ $%7!ȭÓ ÓÈÁÒÅÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÌÉÎÅÓ ÔÈÅ 
attractiveness of Dubai as a global ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÍÁÒËÅÔȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ςπςς Sustainability Report 
reads.526  The listing, as media sources note, was part of a broader move to publicly trade 
an announced ten government enterprises. This push to list government enterprises ɀ 
including DEWA ɀ is expÌÁÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÅÆÆÏÒÔ ÔÏ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÉÒÁÔÅȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÍÁÒËÅÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 
lags behind regional competitors like Saudi Arabia and Abu Dhabi. 527  The listing is spoken 
ÏÆ ÂÙ $%7! ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ȰÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙ ÂÏÏÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅȭÓ ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÁÌËÓ ÏÆ 
susÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÁÆÔÅÒÍÁÔÈ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÏÐÔÉÍÉÓÉÎÇ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÓÈÁÒÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓ 
×ÈÉÌÓÔ ÍÉÎÉÓÉÎÇ ÉÔÓ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÆÏÏÔÐÒÉÎÔȢȱ528 The public trading of these government enterprises 
ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÉÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÒÓ ÁÉÍÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÆÉÓÃÁÌ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉch also 
ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅȟ ÄÅÂÔ ÒÅÐÁÙÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ !ÂÕ $ÈÁÂÉ ÆÏÒ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÃÒÉÓÉÓ ÂÁÉÌÏÕÔȢ529 Across the 
Arabian Gulf region more broadly, listings of government entities like Saudi Aramco, which 
have become more common, are discerned as part of ongoing initiatives to instigate 
economic development beyond oil.530  
 
4Ï ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔȟ $%7! ÉÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȢȱ 
%ÒÉÃ ÓÁÙÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȬÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÊÕÓÔ Á ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÉÓ Á ÂÉÇ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÈÏ× $%7! ÉÓ ÐÏÒÔÒÁÙÉÎÇ 
itself as an investment opportunity; you can really see this in the public listing prospectus, 
he notes, which besides an emphasis on growth and sustainability really emphasizes the 
ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÐÉÏÎÅÅÒÉÎÇ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ (Å ÇÉÖÅÓ ÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ $%7! 3!4-1,531 a 

                                                
523 3ÁÒÍÁÄ +ÈÁÎȟ Ȱ$%7! 3ÈÁÒÅÓ 3ÕÒÇÅ ÏÎ $ÕÂÁÉ &ÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ -ÁÒËÅÔ $ÅÂÕÔ !ÆÔÅÒ )0/ȟȱ The National, 11 April 
2022,  https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/markets/2022/04/12/dewa -shares-surge-on-dubai-
financial-market-debut/ .   
524 7ÁÈÅÅÄ !ÂÂÁÓȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉȡ $Å×Á ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÓ )0/ȟ !ÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÓ 3ÈÁÒÅ 0ÒÉÃÅÓȟȱ Khaleej Times, 24 March 2022, last 
updated 25 March 2022, https://www.khaleejtimes.com/markets/dewa -launches-ipo-announces-share-
prices.   
525 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020.   
526 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2022, 7.   
527 Natasha Turakȟ Ȱ3ÈÁÒÅÓ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉ 5ÔÉÌÉÔÙ $Å×Á 3ÕÒÇÅ ÉÎ -ÉÄÄÌÅ %ÁÓÔȭÓ ,ÁÒÇÅÓÔ )0/ 3ÉÎÃÅ !ÒÁÍÃÏȟȱ CNBC, 12 
April 2022,  https://www.cnbc.com /2022/04/12/shares -in-dubai-utility -dewa-surge-in-middle-easts-
largest-ipo-since-aramco.html.  
528 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2022, 31. 
529 )ÓÁÁÃ *ÏÈÎȟ Ȱ$ÈςωÂ $ÅÂÔ 2ÅÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ 0ÌÁÎ 5ÎÄÅÒÌÉÎÅÓ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 3ÔÒÏÎÇ &ÉÓÃÁÌ 0ÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȟ 0ÏÌÉÃÙ 2ÅÆÏÒÍÓȟȱ 
Khaleej Timesȟ ρυ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπςσȟ  Ȱhttps://www.khaleejtimes.com/business/dh29b -debt-reduction-plan-
underlines-dubais-strong-fiscal-position-policy-reforms.  
530 .ÁÔÁÓÈÁ 4ÕÒÁËȟ Ȱ3ÈÁÒÅÓ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉ 5ÔÉÌÉÔÙ $Å×Á 3ÕÒÇÅ ÉÎ -ÉÄÄÌÅ %ÁÓÔȭÓ ,ÁÒÇÅÓÔ )0/ 3ÉÎÃÅ !ÒÁÍÃÏȟȱ CNBC, 12 
April 2022.    
531  Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. 
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nanosatellite that was launched by the utility on a SpaceX rocket from Cape Canaveral, 
Florida; the nanosatellite, which was developed at its Research and Development Centre (in 
ÃÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ .ÁÎÏ!ÖÉÏÎÉÃÓɊȟ ÄÒÁ×Ó ÏÎ Ȭ)ÎÔÅÒÎÅÔ ÏÆ 4ÈÉÎÇÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÍÏÔÅ ÓÅÎÓÉÎÇ ÔÅÃÈ532 
to ȰÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÉÔÓ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÍÁÉÎÔÅÎÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÔÅÒ 
ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÓȢȱ533 Since Eric and I last spoke, a second image-capturing nanosatellite - DEWA 
SAT-2 - was launched on another SpaceX rocket, this time from Santa Barbara County in 
California.534 A utility first, DEWA believes its nanosatellite technology could serve as a 
proof of concept for other utilities and usher in a new era.535 Ȱ3Ï ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× ÉÔȭÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ 
ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÉÔ ÈÅÌÐÓ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÅs to do 
things like that with, Eric concludes.536 3ÕÃÈ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÒÅÓÏÎÁÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ .ÏÁÈ 2ÁÆÏÒÄȭÓ 
suggestions on the significance of being exciting for attracting talent, capital, and attention 
ɉÓÅÅ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ρɊ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ Ȱ×ÉÄÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÅst from local and 
ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓ ÁÆÆÉÒÍÓ $%7!ȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈÅÄ ÁÎÄ 
ÐÉÏÎÅÅÒÉÎÇ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȢȱ537 Not only is DEWA presented as a good investment, 
DEWA Group also owns and invests in various companies.538 In 2017, for instance, DEWA 
launched a subsidiary - Jumeirah Energy International Silicon Valley in California - to 
explore research and development opportunities, and invest in tech startups and expand 
its investments portfolio.539   
 
Finally, Government oÆ $ÕÂÁÉ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÂÏÌÓÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÍÁÒËÅÔÓ540 and create 
business - and revenue - ÆÏÒ $%7! ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ȰÓÕÐÐÌÙ-ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÄÅÍÁÎÄȱ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌ 
of the city-state.541 In 2021, for instance, DEWA owned 70% of Empower, a district cooling 

                                                
532 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÅÄÉÁ /ÆÆÉÃÅȟ Ȱ$%7! ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÓ 7ÏÒÌÄȭÓ &ÉÒÓÔ .ÁÎÏÓÁÔÅÌÌÉÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ 3ÕÐÐÏÒÔÓ $ÉÇÉÔÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ 
ÏÆ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ .ÅÔ×ÏÒËÓȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅ, 13 January 2022, 
https://mediaoffice.ae/en/news/2022/Jan/13 -01/DEWA-launches-world -first -nanosatellite-that-supports-
digitisation-of-electricity -and-water-networks. 
533 $ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ$%7!-3!4 ρ 3ÅÎÄÓ &ÉÒÓÔ 3ÉÇÎÁÌÓ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÐÁÃÅȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ρτ 
January 2022, https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about -us/media-publications/latest -news/2022/01/dewa -sat-
1-sends-first -signals-from-space.  
534 Ȱ$%7! ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÓ )ÔÓ 3ÅÃÏÎÄ .ÁÎÏÓÁÔÅÌÌÉÔÅ $%7! 3!4-2 to Enhance Its Operations and Improve 
%ÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙȟȱ Business Wire, 15 April 2023, 
https://ww w.businesswire.com/news/home/20230415005011/en/DEWA -Launches-Its-Second-
Nanosatellite-DEWA-SAT-2-to-Enhance-Its-Operations-and-Improve-Efficiency. 
535 $ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ$%7! ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÓ 7ÏÒÌÄȭÓ &ÉÒÓÔ .ÁÎÏÓÁÔÅÌÌÉÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ 3ÕÐÐÏÒÔÓ 
$ÉÇÉÔÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ .ÅÔ×ÏÒËÓȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ρσ *ÁÎÕÁÒÙ ςπςςȟ   
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about -us/media-publications/latest -news/2022/01/dewa -launches-wol.   
536 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2020. 
537 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2022, 7. 
538 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority PJSC, DEWA PJSC Integrated Report 2023 (Dubai: DEWA PJSC, 2023): 
15-16.  
539 $ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ3ÁÅÅÄ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ !Ì 4ÁÙÅÒ ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÓ *ÕÍÅÉÒÁÈ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 
International SilÉÃÏÎ 6ÁÌÌÅÙ ÉÎ 53!ȟȱ ρτ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπρχȢ   
540 Ȱ'ÒÅÅÎ &ÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ 2ÅÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÅÃÔÏÒȟȱ The Sustainabilist, 22 January 2019,  
https://thesustainabilist.ae/gre en-funding-for-reshaping-the-energy-sector/ .  
541 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÏÄÅÌȟȱ ςππωȟ τπυ-τπφȠ -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÖÉÄÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ %ÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ$ÕÂÁÉ 
-ÏÄÅÌȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ '## #ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟȱ ςπςπȟ ςπσȟ ςπυȢ 

https://mediaoffice.ae/en/news/2022/Jan/13-01/DEWA-launches-world-first-nanosatellite-that-supports-digitisation-of-electricity-and-water-networks
https://mediaoffice.ae/en/news/2022/Jan/13-01/DEWA-launches-world-first-nanosatellite-that-supports-digitisation-of-electricity-and-water-networks
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2022/01/dewa-sat-1-sends-first-signals-from-space
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2022/01/dewa-sat-1-sends-first-signals-from-space
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20230415005011/en/DEWA-Launches-Its-Second-Nanosatellite-DEWA-SAT-2-to-Enhance-Its-Operations-and-Improve-Efficiency
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20230415005011/en/DEWA-Launches-Its-Second-Nanosatellite-DEWA-SAT-2-to-Enhance-Its-Operations-and-Improve-Efficiency
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2022/01/dewa-launches-wol
https://thesustainabilist.ae/green-funding-for-reshaping-the-energy-sector/
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company,542 which once fully government-owned and now partially publicly-listed TECOM 
owned the other 30% of.543 Empower in turn owned 79% of the market share for district 
cooling in Dubai, which has been on the up and up as district cooling is adopted as a 
solution to affect energy savings in Dubai as per the Dubai Integrated Energy Strategy.544 
%ÍÐÏ×ÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ρπϷ ÏÆ $%7! 'ÒÏÕÐȭÓ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÒÅÖÅÎÕÅȢ545 Another 
example is to be found in the $ÕÂÁÉ #ÌÅÁÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȭÓ ȬÆÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÐÉÌÌÁÒȟȭ  ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÄ 
a 100 billion AED (or around 27 billion USD)  Dubai Green Fund546 to finance green 
development. The fund works to invest and to attract private investment to sustainable 
development projects in Dubai. It provides low interest loans for projects that assist Dubai 
in achieving its clean energy goals by 2050.547 Among projects to receive financing is a PV 
and concentrated solar power project in the MBR Solar Park.548 The fund, which had 2.4 
billion AED at launch, was set up in collaboration with national banks; its leading investor 
at launch was National Bonds, a local savings scheme which is wholly owned by the 
)ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ #ÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȟ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÉÒÁÔÅȭÓ ÓÏÖÅÒÅÉÇÎ ×ÅÁÌÔÈ ÆÕÎÄȢ549 While the fund is 
talked about as having the potential to precipitate green markets,550 it is basically 
Government of Dubai money being moved around to often fund government-related 
projects551 ÁÎÄ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ Á ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÁÎÄ ÈÙÐÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇȢ552  
 
Brine, Salinity and the Absence of Environmental Oversight   
 
Brine return is among the main sustainability concerns around desalination,553 which in 
Dubai seems to get relatively less attention compared to more high profile environmental 
ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÌÉËÅ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÆÏÏÔÐÒÉÎÔȢ .ÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 

                                                
542 DEWA, Prospectus for the Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and Water Authority PJSC, 15 March 
ςπςςȟ ττȢ )Ô ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÎ $%7!ȭÓ Ï×ÎÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÔÏ υφϷȢ 3ÅÅ $ÕÂÁÉ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 
Water Authority PJSC, DEWA PJSC Integrated Report 2023, 2023, 15.  
543 Empower Energy Solutions, Annual Report 2022 (Dubai: Empower, 2022): 102, 
https://www.empower.ae/media/n2ubjvxk/empower_integrated_report_2022_305819.pdf    
544 DEWA, Prospectus for the Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and Water Authority PJSC, 15 March 
2022, 44. 
545 DEWA, Prospectus for the Public Offering of Shares in Dubai Electricity and Water Authority PJSC, 15 March 
2022, 43. 
546 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ #ÌÅÁÎ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟȱ UAE, n.d., last updated 7 May 2024,   
547 Emirates News Agency - 7!-ȟ Ȱ$%7! 2ÅÌÅÁÓÅÓ 2ÅÑÕÅÓÔ ÆÏÒ 0ÒÏÐÏÓÁÌÓ ÔÏ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ 
3ÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȟ &ÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÏÆ !%$ρππÂ $ÕÂÁÉ 'ÒÅÅÎ &ÕÎÄȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ σπ *ÁÎÕÁÒÙ ςπρφȟ   
https://www .wam.ae/en/details/1395290909102Ƞ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 'ÒÅÅÎ &ÕÎÄ 2ÁÉÓÅÄ Αφυπ -ÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ )ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȟȱ Climate Action, 25 October 2017, https://www.climateaction.org/news/dubai -green-
fund-raised-650-million -for-investment-in-sustainability-projec.   
548 Ȱ3ÁÍÐÌÅ )ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓȟȱ Dubai Green Fund, n.d., https://dgf.ae/sa mple-investments/ .  
549 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 'ÒÅÅÎ &ÕÎÄ 2ÁÉÓÅÄ Αφυπ -ÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ )ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȟȱ Climate Action, 25 
/ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπρχȠ Ȱ!ÂÏÕÔ 5Óȟȱ National Bonds, n.d., https://www.nationalbonds.ae/ aboutus.  
550 Ȱ'ÒÅÅÎ &ÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ 2ÅÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ %ÎÅÒÇÙ 3ÅÃÔÏÒȟȱ The Sustainabilist, 22 January 2019.   
551 Ȱ3ÁÍÐÌÅ )ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓȟȱ Dubai Green Fund, n.d.. 
552 Emirates News Agency - 7!-ȟ Ȱ$%7! 2ÅÌÅÁÓÅÓ 2ÅÑÕÅÓÔ ÆÏÒ 0ÒÏÐÏÓÁÌÓ ÔÏ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟ σπ *ÁÎÕÁÒÙ 
2016.    
553 Personal interview with Peter (Dubai-based water manager), Dubai, 22 March 2022; see also Mohammad 
Al-3ÁÉÄÉ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 0ÅÒÉÌÓ ÏÆ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ "ÉÇȡ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ "ÒÉÎÅ 2ÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂ 'ÕÌÆ 
#ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟȱ Water Resources and Industry 32 (2024): 4-5.   

https://www.empower.ae/media/n2ubjvxk/empower_integrated_report_2022_305819.pdf
https://www.wam.ae/en/details/1395290909102
https://www.climateaction.org/news/dubai-green-fund-raised-650-million-for-investment-in-sustainability-projec
https://www.climateaction.org/news/dubai-green-fund-raised-650-million-for-investment-in-sustainability-projec
https://dgf.ae/sample-investments/
https://www.nationalbonds.ae/aboutus
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Gulf where various countries including the UAE, Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia 
get water for desalination from, it is also where the byproduct of these desalination plants - 
salty brine - gets returned.554 Due to its natural characteristics and anthropogenic factors, 
the Arabian Gulf sea is already saline and warm, and is expected to get saltier with 
warming temperatures in the future.555 Some water and energy engineers and 
sustainability experts wonder what this might mean not only for the future of 
ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭs feedwater and desalination efficacy556 but also for marine environments.557 
Brine discharge is technically regulated by the Dubai Municipality which sets the standards 
that DEWA applies by558 and DEWA does mention ongoing research and development to 
extract and reuse resources from brine and minimize brine output.559 But in the UAE, 
where desalination is a critical infrastructure560 and where there are no independent non-
governmental environmental organizations to audit the state,561 the narrative around brine 
is singular and tempered. Here, the state audits itself, with the result being the elision of 
ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÂÒÉÎÅȭÓ environmental effects and disagreements - and lots of 
unclarity 562 - ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÉÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÁÃÔȭÓ ÅØÔÅÎÔȢ  
 
As a semi-enclosed body of water in a hot region, the Arabian Gulf has warm and salty 
waters, which already pose a challenge for planned desalination and which are expected to 
worsen with climate change. The Gulf receives freshwater inputs from the Tigris, 
Euphrates, and Karun rivers, the flows of which have been reduced by upstream damming 
and low precipitation. Water from the Arabian Gulf is otherwise only renewed by way of 
inflows/outflows with the Arabian Sea/Pacific Ocean via the Strait of Hormuz.563 While the 
ÓÔÒÁÉÔ ÉÓ ȰÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÏÉÌ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÐÏÉÎÔȟȱ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÊÕÓÔ σσ ËÉÌÏÍÅÔÅÒÓ ×ÉÄÅ 

                                                
554 7*& ,Å 1ÕÅÓÎÅȟ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ)Ó ÔÈÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ #ÏÍÐÁÔÉÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 
ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆȩȱ Marine Pollution Bulletin ρχσ ɉςπςρɊȡ ςȠ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ 3ÈÅÐÐÁÒÄȟ Ȱ#ÏÒÁÌ 2ÅÅÆÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ !ÒÅ 
Mostly Dead Now, But Can We $Ï !ÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ !ÂÏÕÔ )Ôȩȱ Marine Pollution Bulletin 105 (2016):  
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0025326X21009747 ; Personal interview with Peter 
(Dubai-based water manager), Dubai, 22 March 2022.    
555 7*& ,Å 1ÕÅÓÎÅȟ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ)Ó ÔÈÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ #ÏÍÐÁÔÉÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 
ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆȩȱ ςπςρȟ ςȟ ψ-10.   
556 Personal interview with Peter (Dubai-based water manager), Dubai, 22 March 2022.  
557 Mohammad Al-3ÁÉÄÉ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 0ÅÒÉÌÓ ÏÆ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ "ÉÇȟȱ ςπςτȟ σ-4.  
558 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2019 (Dubai: DEWA, 2019): 76.  
559 See for example, Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEWA Sustainability Report 2022 (Dubai: DEWA, 
2022): 38.  
560 Mohammad Al-Saidi et. al. write about this with respect to Qatar but the same can be said - and is 
mentioned by interlocutors I spoke to - about the UAE. Mohammad Al-3ÁÉÄÉ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 0ÅÒÉÌÓ ÏÆ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ "ÉÇȟȱ 
2024, 2; Personal interview with Bruno (DEWA), Dubai, 20 March 2019.   
561 0ÅÒÎÉÌÌÁ /ÕÉÓȟ ȰȬ'ÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅÓȟȭȱ ςππςȟ στρ-342.  
562 Personal interview with Peter, Dubai, 22 March 2022.   
563 7*& ,Å 1ÕÅÓÎÅȟ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ)Ó ÔÈÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ #ÏÍÐÁÔÉÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 
ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆȩȱ ςπςρȟ σȟ ψ-ρπȠ %ÒÁÓÍÉÁ !ÒÖÁÎÉÔÁ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÕÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ %ÕÐÈÒÁÔÅÓ River in Syria: A 
#ÒÁÄÌÅ ÏÆ #ÉÖÉÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ #ÒÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ (ÅÌÐȟȱ #ÅÎÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÁÎÄ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 3ÔÕÄÉÅÓȟ ÎȢÄȢȟ 
https://features.csis.org/the -future-of-the-Euphrates-River/ ; CÈÁÒÌÅÓ 3ÈÅÐÐÁÒÄȟ Ȱ#ÏÒÁÌ 2ÅÅÆÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ !ÒÅ 
-ÏÓÔÌÙ $ÅÁÄ .Ï×ȟ "ÕÔ #ÁÎ 7Å $Ï !ÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ !ÂÏÕÔ )Ôȩȱ ςπρφȟ υωτȠ $ÁÎÉÅÌ "ÁÒÄÓÌÅÙȟ Ȱ!ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆ ÉÎ (ÏÔ 7ÁÔÅÒ 
ÁÓ 3ÅÁ 4ÅÍÐÅÒÁÔÕÒÅÓ !ÒÅ 2ÉÓÉÎÇ &ÁÓÔÅÒ 4ÈÁÎ %ØÐÅÃÔÅÄȟȱ The National, 12 January 2019,  
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/environment/arabian -gulf-in-hot-water-as-sea-temperatures-are-
rising-faster-than-expected-1.812345.    

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0025326X21009747
https://features.csis.org/the-future-of-the-Euphrates-River/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/environment/arabian-gulf-in-hot-water-as-sea-temperatures-are-rising-faster-than-expected-1.812345
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/environment/arabian-gulf-in-hot-water-as-sea-temperatures-are-rising-faster-than-expected-1.812345
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at its narrowest point.564 Moreover, the Arabian Gulf basin itself is shallow, with high 
regional atmospheric temperatures leading to warm seawater and elevated levels of 
evaporation of about 1.4 meters of water a year.565 This has led to a relatively high 
concentration of salts - 38 to 42 grams of salt per kilogram of water depending where in 
the Gulf and in what season.566  
 
The issues of salinity and seawater temperatures are expected to intensify as atmospheric 
temperatures and higher evaporation levels become more extreme with climate change567 
with implications for future desalination and the environment.568 Environmental impacts 
are exacerbated at least in coastal environments by reject brines from desalination as well, 
which both MSF and reverse osmosis produce considerable amounts of.569  

 

Already there are implications from present and anticipated salinity on desalination, and 
specifically membrane plants. With high salinity seawater, thermal desalination like MSF 
fares better than membrane desalination. While thermal desalination might become less 
efficient as water gets saltier because more feedwater - and so more energy overall - might 
be needed to produce the same amount of freshwater, there are no hard salinity limits to 
the desalination process. The feedwater can continue to be boiled just more energy 
intensively. With membrane desalination like reverse osmosis, however, not only is 
additional pressure (and energy) required to push water across the semi-permeable 
membranes, highly saline water can also result in membrane clogging 
ɉȬÓÃÁÌÉÎÇȭȾȭÆÏÕÌÉÎÇȭɊȢ570 Moreover, RO membranes do not perform well at higher 
temperatures, with commercial membranes maxing out at 35 C. They can be utilized at 
higher temperatures, as Pablo points out, but they go out of warranty, and if water gets 
very hot, sometimes production has to be stopped or delayed.571  
 

                                                
564 Ȱ7ÈÙ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ 3ÔÒÁÉÔ ÏÆ (ÏÒÍÕÚ 3Ï 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃÁÌÌÙ )ÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȟȱ Al Jazeera, 11 July 2019, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy /2019/7/11/why -is-the-strait -of-hormuz-so-strategically-important .   
565 7*& ,Å 1ÕÅÓÎÅȟ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ)Ó ÔÈÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ #ÏÍÐÁÔÉÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 
ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆȩȱ ςπςρȟ σȢ  
566 Personal interview with Peter (Dubai-based water manager), Dubai, 22 March 2022. 
567 $ÁÎÉÅÌ "ÁÒÄÓÌÅÙȟ Ȱ!ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆ ÉÎ (ÏÔ 7ÁÔÅÒ ÁÓ 3ÅÁ 4ÅÍÐÅÒÁÔÕÒÅÓ !ÒÅ 2ÉÓÉÎÇ &ÁÓÔÅÒ 4ÈÁÎ %ØÐÅÃÔÅÄȟȱ ρς 
January 2019.  
568 Warming sea temperatures have already led to coral bleaching events, which along with land reclamation, 
inÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌ ÐÏÌÌÕÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒÆÉÓÈÉÎÇȟ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȬÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÏÓÓȭ ÏÆ χπϷ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÁÌ ÒÅÅÆ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ 
ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÆÉÓÈȟ ÍÁÎÇÒÏÖÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÁÇÒÁÓÓÅÓȢ 3ÅÅ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ 3ÈÅÐÐÁÒÄȟ Ȱ#ÏÒÁÌ 2ÅÅÆÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ !ÒÅ -ÏÓÔÌÙ 
Dead Now, But Can We Do Anything AboÕÔ )Ôȩȱ ςπρφȟ υωσ-594.  
569 7*& ,Å 1ÕÅÓÎÅȟ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ)Ó ÔÈÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ #ÏÍÐÁÔÉÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 
ÔÈÅ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆȩȱ ςπςρȟ ψ-10. Although MSF produces greater amounts of brine that is also warmer than RO 
and RO is therefore considered more sustainable - another driver behind the transition, the brine produced in 
RO is more concentrated and can have significant effects if not properly dispersed. See Mohammad Al-Saidi 
ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 0ÅÒÉÌÓ ÏÆ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ "ÉÇȟȱ ςπςτȟ ςȢ     
570 Personal conversation with Robert, online, 28 May 2020. 
571 Interview with Pablo, Dubai, 10 February 2021. Another aspect relating to lower efficiencies pertains to 
the use of seawater to cool equipment, which when hotter, does not cool as well, though Pablo suggests the 
effects of this are small.  

https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2019/7/11/why-is-the-strait-of-hormuz-so-strategically-important
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In fact, numerous water and sustainability experts I spoke to suggested that salinity and 
ÂÒÉÎÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ 
clarity around how challenging they were or could become. Peter suggests, for instance, 
that the biggest obstacle for the future of desalination is not energy or emissions but the 
ÓÁÌÉÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆȢ (Å ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅ ÇÅÔÓ ÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÉÅÓ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÂÒÉÎÅȭÓ 
impacts ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÁÌÉÎÉÔÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÓÁÙÓȟ ȰÎÏ×ȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙȣ ÉÔÓ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÔÏ ËÎÏ×Ȣ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ 
ËÎÏ× ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ ÈÁÓ Á ÄÅÔÒÉÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÉÆ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ "ÕÔ ÈÅ ÁÄÄÓ 
that logically if water is being taken out of the Gulf and brine returned (with little water 
ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅɊȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÌÏÎÇ ÔÅÒÍ ÏÕÔÌÏÏË ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÁÔ ɍÓÁÌÉÎÉÔÙɎ ×ÉÌÌ ÒÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÒÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÂÅÇÉÎ 
ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔÌÙ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÔÅÒȢȱ572 Raafat quips that desalination has 
been approached as a renewable source of water and the sÅÁ ÁÓ ȬÎÅÖÅÒ-ÅÎÄÉÎÇȭ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ 
is misguided given the Gulf is largely enclosed and water is not renewed as much as it is in 
other seas and in oceans. He notes how the widespread practice of desalination in the Gulf 
region, much of which is reliant on the Arabian Gulf including for brine disposal, must be 
adding to the salinity of the Gulf because of low levels of water renewal.573 And given that 
the Gulf is the main source of water for millions of people, it is especially key, as Zaher 
points out, to keep ÔÈÅ 'ÕÌÆ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÙȢ Ȱ"ÅÃÁÕÓÅȟ ÎÏ×ȟ ÏÕÒ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÆÒÅÓÈ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÁȟ ÉÔͻÓ 
ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÕÓ ÔÏ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÓ Á ÓÅÁȟȱ :ÁÈÅÒ ÎÏÔÅÓȢ574  
 
Finally, much of the lack of certainty around the impact of desalination on the Gulf - and on 
future desalination capacity - might be attributed to the absence of independent oversight. 
As Persilla Ouis notes, environmental groups in the UAE are state-sponsored rather than 
civil -society led. Ouis gives the example of the Emirates Environmental Group, which is an 
NGO sponsored by the Department of Economic Development, Government of Dubai and 
Dubai Municipality, as well as other official agencies. Not only is the state behind such 
organizations, UAE oil industry governmental bodies have played a leading role in 
establishing environmental organizations in the country.575 This interlinkage between oil 
and environmentalism was on full display at the Dubai-held UNFCCC COP28 Climate 
Conference as seen in its spearheading by an oil executive and policy-maker and the highly 
remarked upon potential conflict of interest that posed (see chapter 1).576 As Peter 
suggests, unlike in places where environmental organizations can pose resistance to water 
supply development plans, this is not the case in the UAE.577 The environmental challenge 
of brine and questions around the extent of its impact are driving factors behind vision 2 
that I now look at, which attempts to address this sustainability facet of desalination.   
 
 

                                                
572 Personal interview with Peter, Dubai, 22 March 2022.   
573 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
574 Personal interview with Zaher, Dubai, 23 September 2019.  
575 0ÅÒÎÉÌÌÁ /ÕÉÓȟ ȰȬ'ÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅÓȟȭȱ ςππςȟ στρ-342.  
576 0ÈÙÌÌÉÓ #ÕÔÔÉÎÏȟ Ȱ#/0ςψȭÓ !ÌÁÒÍÉÎÇ #ÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÏÆ )ÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȟȱ MSNBC, 5 December 2023,  
https://www.msnbc.com/opinion/msnbc -opinion/cop28 -dubai-spotlights-big-oils-sneaky-climate-change-
agenda-rcna127682.  
577 Personal interview with Peter, Dubai, 22 March 2022.   
  

https://www.msnbc.com/opinion/msnbc-opinion/cop28-dubai-spotlights-big-oils-sneaky-climate-change-agenda-rcna127682
https://www.msnbc.com/opinion/msnbc-opinion/cop28-dubai-spotlights-big-oils-sneaky-climate-change-agenda-rcna127682
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Vision 2: Wetland  - !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅȟ )ÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ Ȭ:ÅÒÏ "ÒÉÎÅ 
$ÉÓÃÈÁÒÇÅȭ ÆÏÒ Á -ÏÒÅ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ   
 

 
 
Photographs of the UAE National Pavilion,  Wetland, at the Venice Architecture Biennale. Courtesy of the 
author.   
 
Ȱ4ÈÅ 5!% ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÑÕÉÖÁÌent of 4800 Olympic-sized swimming pools of reject brine 
daily that are dumped back into the Arabian [Gulf] sea..., causing an environmental 
ÄÉÓÁÓÔÅÒȢȢȢȢȟȱ ÓÁÉÄ $ÕÂÁÉ-based Lebanese architect Wael Al Awar at a recent talk organized by 
the Department of Architecture at MIT.578 Al Awar was at MIT to present Wetland, the UAE 
National Pavilion, which he co-curated (along with Kenichi Teramoto) for the 17th Venice 
!ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ "ÉÅÎÎÁÌÅ ÉÎ ςπςρ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÅÎÎÁÌÅȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÒÅÓÔÉÇÉÏÕÓ 
award - the Golden Lion for Best National Participation.579 The pavilion is part of an 
ongoing research project that attempts to rethink contemporary construction industry 
ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȟ ÍÁÄÅ ÕÒÇÅÎÔ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȭÓ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÆÏÏÔÐÒÉÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ 
construction anticipated to be needed given projected population growth. Al Awar presents 
various statistics in his talk that scrutinize the construction industry for its responsibility 
for 40% of global resource extraction, 36% of global energy consumption, and 40% of 
global waste. A key culprit appears to be Portland cement, which, as he points out, releases 

                                                
578 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȱ ɉÌÅÃÔÕÒÅȟ !ÇÁ +ÈÁÎ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ ,ÅÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÎÄ %ÖÅÎÔÓȟ -)4ȟ 
Cambridge, MA, 4 May 2023), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JS19EUw9D_g.    
579 Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ MIT Architecture, n.d., https://architecture.mit.edu/events/wetland -
future-vernacular.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JS19EUw9D_g
https://architecture.mit.edu/events/wetland-future-vernacular
https://architecture.mit.edu/events/wetland-future-vernacular
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significant carbon dioxide emissions when limestone (CaCO3) is converted to lime (CaCO) 
to serve as a cement binding element.580 Receiving a commission for the pavilion from the 
UAE government set Al Awar and his team on a path that would see them develop an 
alternative to Portland cement from desalination brines, which would have the potential to 
protect marine environments as well.581  
 
Today, the environmental ramifications of brine disposal in desalination are driving work 
ÔÈÁÔ ÌÏÏËÓ ÔÏ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÄÅÓÁÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÐÕÔ ÂÒÉÎÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÕÓÅ ÓÏ ÁÓ ÔÏ 
ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁÌ ÏÆ ȬÚÅÒÏ ÂÒÉÎÅ ÄÉÓÃÈÁÒÇÅȢȭ )Î ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÎÇ Á ÂÒÉÎÅ-based cement, Wetland 
leveraged the opportunity provided by a high-profile exhibition to rethink established 
practices in the construction industry while simultaneously making desalination more 
ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȢ !Ó ÔÈÅ 5!% ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÏ×ȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÔÏ×ÅÄ a 
fine line between environmental critique (to the extent possible) tempered by a techno-
optimism harmonious with that of the state. While critical of the impact of current 
desalination practices on marine environments, which governmental utilities like DEWA 
recognize vaguely as a potential problem,582 Al Awar foregrounds a potentially marketizeable 
ÔÅÃÈÎÏÆÉØ ÉÎ ÁÎ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÒÅÓÏÎÁÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÍÅȭÓȢ (ÉÓ ÂÒÉÎÅ-based cement is a circular 
economy-indebted rethinking of vernacular that sees locally-ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ȬÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌ ×ÁÓÔÅȭ 
proposed as a material for producing new architectural vernaculars for the future. This is a 
ÖÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ȬÈÉÇÈ ÔÅÃÈȭ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎÕÆÁÃÔÕÒÅÄȟ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÉÎ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÌÁÂÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÃÁÌÁÂÌÅȟ 
unlike historical vernaculars that are becoming increasingly popular within sustainable 
architecture and that are, as he argues, not scalable everywhere. Al Awar aims to turn his 
exhibited prototype into a technology out in the world and continues to work on newer 
versions to make it more usable. Though the work dovetails with governmental aspirations to 
green desalination and turn the UAE into an innovation hub, and though its approach 
resonates with how architecture and design are imagined to fill the vacuum left by the failure 
of political solutions within contemporary technocratic approaches to environmental ills, the 
ÃÅÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÙÅÔ-to-be-fully-adopted status shows the limits of the techno-fix slant. As Al Awar 
himself recognizes, even technological change requires broader systemic transformation - and 
hinges on political will.  
 
!Ô ÔÈÅ ÂÉÅÎÎÁÌÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÖÉÌÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÅÎÔÅÒÐÉÅÃÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÂÌÏÃËÓ 
ÏÆ !Ì !×ÁÒȭÓ ÂÒÉÎÅ-based cement. It took the form of a roofless roughly elliptical-shaped 
shelter created by layering 2400 of these blocks. Around the space were scattered 
materials from various stages of the cement development process as well. Light-box 
photographs by Emirati artist Farah Al Qassimi adorned the walls. These were of 
desalination and energy infrastructure-framed sabkhas - salt flat landscape that first put Al 
!×ÁÒ ÏÎÔÏ ÓÁÌÔȭÓ ÃÅÍÅÎÔÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÅÎÔÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 
two openings and inside a looping audio piece could be heard. The audio piece relayed two 
hypothetical futures - one in which brine disposal makes the Arabian Gulf sea so salty that 

                                                
580 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȱ ɉÌÅÃÔÕÒÅȟ !ÇÁ +ÈÁÎ Program Lectures and Events, MIT, 
Cambridge, MA, 4 May 2023), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JS19EUw9D_g.   
581 Personal interview with Wael Al Awar, online, 24 June 2020.   
582 See, for example, Dubai Electricity and Water Authority, DEW Sustainability Report 2013 (Dubai: DEWA, 
2013): 96-97. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JS19EUw9D_g
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marine creatures struggle to survive and another in which brine is instead collected in a 
reservoir and used to make cement.583  
 
2ÅÓÐÏÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÅÎÎÁÌÅȭÓ ÐÒÏÍÐÔ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄ ×ÁÙÓ ÔÏ ÌÉÖÅ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÈÕÍanity as a 
whole and for the planet,584 !Ì !×ÁÒȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÔÏÏË ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ Á ȬÖÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȭ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÁÎ 
environmentally-ÄÅÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÖÅ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌȠ ÈÉÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ȬÖÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȭ 
ÓÉÄÅÓÔÅÐÐÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÕÁÌ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ȬÌÏ×-techȭ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÉÎ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ-
minded architecture today to retain industrial replicability and scalability. Various national 
pavilions in the biennale were also concerned with lessening the impact of architecture on 
the planet and some sought to do so by mining ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ ÆÏÒ ȬÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌÌÙ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÙȭȭ ÁÎÄ 
ȬÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ-ÓÅÎÓÉÔÉÖÅȭ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȢ "ÕÔ ÐÁÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5!% ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 
solutions at the scales required today.585 There, durable buildings utilized dried coral and a 
paste of lime, sand, and seashells.586 While the use of coral may have not been so 
environmentally destructive at earlier small scales, it would be highly unsustainable to 
build with for the present UAE population.587 Scalability is a key concern for Al Awar, who 
has said point blank that he does not believe in degrowth and wants to find ways to fix our 
growth-based system.588 
 
4ÈÅ ÕÎÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÖÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5!% ÆÏÒ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÌÅÄ !Ì 
Awar and his team to look within the local landscape for inspiration for a new cement 
binding element; this led them to sabkhas.589 Sabkhas are salt flat environments found in 
arid regions that form through regular inundation and evaporation of seawater and 
shallow groundwater, which leaves cementitious crusts of salt deposits behind. Established 
over centuries, sabkhas are major carbon sinks due to the sequestration of carbon in them 
by organisms in their soil (namely microbial mats). Found in and beyond the UAE, they 
have been used historically in developing building materials in salt-based architecture.590 
This includes salt bricks and saline mud mortar used in Siwa in Egypt.591 Sabkhas could 
                                                
583 Wael Al Awar and Kenichi Teramoto, Wetland (UAE National Pavilion), 17th International Architecture 
Exhibition of La Biennale di Venezia, Venice, 22 May - ςρ .ÏÖÅÍÂÅÒ ςπςρȠ 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 
6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȢ 
584 !ÒÃÈ$ÁÉÌÙȟ Ȱ7ÁÅÌ %Ì !×ÁÒȟ ρ *ÕÎÅ ςπςρȠ (ÁÓÈÉÍ 3ÁÒËÉÓȟ Ȱ3ÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ Ây Hashim Sarkis, Curator of the 17th 
)ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ %ØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎȟȱ La Biennale di Venezia, n.d., 
https://www.labiennale.org/en/architecture/2021/statement -hashim-sarkis. 
585 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȠ 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ 
Venice, 1 September 2021.  
586 !Ì 3ÈÉÎÄÁÇÈÁ -ÕÓÅÕÍȟ Ȱ!Ì 3ÈÉÎÄÁÇÈÁ Architectural Heritage - #ÏÒÁÌ 3ÔÏÎÅȟȱ Google Arts and Culture, n.d.,    
https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/al -shindagha-architectural -heritage-coral-
stone/eQFuA42jSkfYTQ?hl=en.  
587 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȠ 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ 
Venice, 1 September 2021.  
588 Personal conversation with Wael Al Awar, Venice, 1 September 2021.  
589 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȠ 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ 
Venice, 1 September 2021. As Wael mentions in his talk at MIT, there are coastal sabkhas that are formed 
through their regular inundation by shallow seawater and its evaporation and inland sabkhas that are formed 
through the pooling and evaporation of rainwater or of shallow groundwater in the desert.   
590 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȢ 
591 ,ÕÉÓÁ 2ÏÖÅÒÏ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 3ÁÌÔ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ in Siwa Oasis - Egypt (XII - 88 #ÅÎÔÕÒÉÅÓɊȟȱ Construction and 
Building Materials 23 (2009): 2493.   

https://www.labiennale.org/en/architecture/2021/statement-hashim-sarkis
https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/al-shindagha-architectural-heritage-coral-stone/eQFuA42jSkfYTQ?hl=en
https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/al-shindagha-architectural-heritage-coral-stone/eQFuA42jSkfYTQ?hl=en
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have provided the base for a new salt-based construction cement, as Al Awar notes, but this 
would have been antithetically extractive and destructive.592 With initial research showing 
that magnesium oxide is the binding element in cementitious Sabkha environments, Al 
Awar and his team began to look for where they might be able to find and less harmfully 
source this material.593 Eventually, they arrived at magnesium oxide-rich desalination 
brines;594 using desalination brines for cement would shrink the environmental footprint of 
not only construction but also desalination by recycling its waste.            
 
!Ì !×ÁÒȭÓ ÂÒÉÎÅ-based cement is essentially an industrial vernacular, which he suggests 
might be the future of vernacular for cities that as a general rule produce industrial wastes 
they struggle to dispose of. Al Awar imagines the future as one in which place-specific 
industrial wastes - like desalination brines in Dubai - become the ingredients for new 21st 
century vernacular architectures. Rather than standardized materials and practices that 
are exported globally, such as Portland cement, new vernaculars are developed in-situ 
ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ Á ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌ ×ÁÓÔÅ ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅȢ -ÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÐÏÒÔÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ 
locales with similar industrial profiles - like the UAE and the US Southwest, which both 
produce significant desalination brines - might hold opportunities for replicating and 
expanding processes.595 Brines, which are expected to increase as desalination intensifies 
in the future, could provide an industrial vernacular that is highly replicable.  
 
Brine-based cement coheres with current circular economy imperatives inherent in UAE 
ÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ 5!%ȭÓ #ÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙ 0ÏÌÉÃÙ ςπςρ-ςπσρ ÁÎÄ $%7!ȭÓ #ÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ 
Economy Strategy.596 Today, a growing trend is underway globally to shift from a linear 
economy in which resources are imagined to be infinite, limitlessly extractable, and 
discharged after use to a circular economy where resources are understood as finite and 
attempts are made to minimize extraction, maximize usefulness, and encourage 
recycling.597 &ÒÁÎÃË !ÇÇÅÒÉ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȭÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÌÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ 
furnishing of an ecologically sensitive way forward that does not preclude growth.598 
                                                
592 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȠ !ÒÃÈ$ÁÉÌÙȟ Ȱ7ÁÅÌ %Ì !×ÁÒ: "Our Future 
6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒ #ÏÕÌÄ "Å /ÕÒ )ÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌ 7ÁÓÔÅͼ ȿ 6ÅÎÉÃÅ "ÉÅÎÎÁÌÅ ςπςρȟȱ YouTube, 1 June 2021, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cTZIie4h2ys .    
593 !ÒÃÈ$ÁÉÌÙȟ Ȱ7ÁÅÌ %Ì !×ÁÒȟ ρ *ÕÎÅ ςπςρȠ 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȢ  
594 Ibid.  
595 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȠ 0ÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ×ÉÔÈ 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ ÏÎÌÉÎÅȟ 
24 June 2020.   
596 Government of United Arab Emirates, UAE Circular Economy Policy 2021-2031 (Abu Dhabi: Government of 
5!%ȟ ςπςρɊȠ Ȱ5!% #ÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙ 0ÏÌÉÃÙȟȱ UAE, updated 14 August 2023, https://u.ae/en/about -the-
uae/strategies-initiatives -and-awards/policies/economy/uae -circular-economy-policy; Dubai Electricity and 
7ÁÔÅÒ !ÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙȟ Ȱ$%7! 4ÁÐÓ 0Ï×ÅÒ ÏÆ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ +ÅÅÐ 5Ð 7ÉÔÈ 3ÕÒÇÉÎÇ $ÅÍÁÎÄ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ 
5ÔÉÌÉÔÙ 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅÓȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ςω /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςπ23,  https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about -us/media-
publications/latest -news/2023/10/dewa -taps-power-of-sustainability.  
597 Franck AggÅÒÉȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ #ÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙȡ (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ 0ÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ #ÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ )ÓÓÕÅÓȟȱ ÉÎ Circular 
Economy: From Waste Reduction to Value Creation, ed. Karen Delchet-Cochet (London: Wiley, 2020), vol. 3: 3; 
ÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ &ÒÁÎÃË !ÇÇÅÒÉȟ Ȱ&ÒÏÍ 7ÁÓÔÅ ÔÏ 5ÒÂÁÎ -ÉÎÅÓȡ ! (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ 0ÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ #ÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙȟȱ 
Industry and Waste: Toward the Circular Economy (The Veolia Institute Review) 25 (2021): 10-12,   
https://www.institut.veolia.org/sites/g/files/dvc2551/files/document/2021/11/Circular%20Economy%20
1.%20The%20need%20for%20a%20new%20waste%20management%20model.pdf.  
598 &ÒÁÎÃË !ÇÇÅÒÉȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ #ÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙȟȱ ςπςπȟ τȢ  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cTZIie4h2ys
https://u.ae/en/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-awards/policies/economy/uae-circular-economy-policy
https://u.ae/en/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-awards/policies/economy/uae-circular-economy-policy
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2023/10/dewa-taps-power-of-sustainability
https://www.dewa.gov.ae/en/about-us/media-publications/latest-news/2023/10/dewa-taps-power-of-sustainability
https://www.institut.veolia.org/sites/g/files/dvc2551/files/document/2021/11/Circular%20Economy%201.%20The%20need%20for%20a%20new%20waste%20management%20model.pdf
https://www.institut.veolia.org/sites/g/files/dvc2551/files/document/2021/11/Circular%20Economy%201.%20The%20need%20for%20a%20new%20waste%20management%20model.pdf
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Significantly, business executives view the circular econÏÍÙ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÖÁÌÕÅ-ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÄÒÉÖÅÒȢȱ )Ô 
is seen as recapturing value that would otherwise be lost in a linear system in which things 
are little (re-)utilized and disposed of.599 As with the circular economy, industrial 
vernaculars like brine-based cement offer a way to retain and extract more value - locally, 
which might explain some of its appeal.   
 
To develop his brine-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÃÅÍÅÎÔȟ !Ì !×ÁÒȭÓ practice collaborated with international 
ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÉÅÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5!%ȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ËÅÙ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÔÏ 
develop a knowledge economy,600 as well as with universities abroad. Initial basic 
experiments with brine conducted by the practice yielded merely temporary structures, 
which led its members to team up with various university laboratories on developing a 
more durable building material. At the American University of Sharjah, researchers 
analyzed the mineral composition of brine and isolated minerals, including magnesium 
oxide, to test their potential uses in salt-based architecture. Magnesium oxide was favored 
in the end. At New York University Abu Dhabi, experiments were run to develop methods 
for extracting magnesium oxide from brine and developing magnesium oxide-based bricks, 
which were strengthened structurally through carbon absorption. And at the University of 
Tokyo, magnesium oxide cement was used to create modular forms cast in the hand drawn 
shapes of corals, which paid homÁÇÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 5!%ȭÓ ÖÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒ ÃÏÒÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ 
then carbonated. Prototypes of structures made from these modular forms for the pavilion 
were built in Tokyo and Dubai.601  
 
!Ì !×ÁÒȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÁÔ Á ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ Árchitecture 
exhibition - and his endowment with the Golden Lion award - speaks of the increasing 
significance of material sciences as a perceived solution to climate change among 
architectural practitioners. When materials science burgeoned in the 20th century, its focus 
was on developing construction solutions for designers and architects. With the 
development of computer-aided design and manufacturing in the early 2000s, however, 
materials science became a way to tap into new design possibilities, and architects and 
designers became more directly involved in new material development. Experimental 
approaches have since resulted, which tend to rely on computation and involve 
interdisciplinary collaborations between scientists and designers. Moreover, building 
codes and material sustainability metrics, which, for instance, measure energy, water, and 
carbon footprints, have rendered material selection of greater significance and intensified 
the search for and development of more sustainable ones.602 
 

                                                
599 %ÒÉÃ (ÁÎÎÏÎȟ #ÌÁÒÉÓÓÅ -ÁÇÎÉÎȟ ÁÎÄ *ÏÓÈ 2ÏÓÅÎÆÉÅÌÄȟ Ȱ7ÈÙ ÔÈÅ #ÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÉÓ !ÌÌ !ÂÏÕÔ 2ÅÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ 
6ÁÌÕÅȟȱ McKinsey, 18 October 2016,  https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our -
insights/why -the-circular-economy-is-all-about-retaining-value.  
600 'ÕÎÅÌȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ )ÎÆÉÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ 7ÁÔÅÒȟȱ 
601 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȢ  
602 -ÁÒÔÉÎ "ÅÃÈÔÈÏÌÄ ÁÎÄ *ÁÍÅÓ #Ȣ 7ÅÁÖÅÒȟ Ȱ-ÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÓ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅȟȱ Nature Reviews Materials 2, 
17082 (2017): 1, 19.  

https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/why-the-circular-economy-is-all-about-retaining-value
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/why-the-circular-economy-is-all-about-retaining-value
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Photographs of the UAE National Pavilion,  Wetland, at the Venice Architecture Biennale. Photo by Andrea 
Avezzù, courtesy of La Biennale 2021. 

 
The emphasis on materials in solutions to sustainability is part of a broader story about 
how architecture is being imagined today within technocratic approaches to climate 
ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÓÁÖÅ ÕÓȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ 
ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÉÅÎÎÁÌÅ ÅÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÄÉÄȢ !Ó 3ÁÒËÉÓȭÓ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÁÌ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÅÎÎÁÌÅȟ ÔÉÔÌÅÄ How Will 
We Live Together?, suggests: given the shortcomings in political proposals, which have 
increased economic inequalities and environmental injuries, architecture may hold the key 
to a better socio-environmental future.603 Research and design are formulated as the path 
away from human extinction. Such formulations sit well with Buckminster Fuller-indebted 
ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ȰÁÎ ÅÌÉÔÉÓÔ ×ÏÒÌÄ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȟ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÌÍȟ 
ÓÔÅÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÎÅÔ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÃÒÉÓÅÓȢȱ604 
 
7ÈÉÌÅ !Ì !×ÁÒȭÓ cement is a departure from existing practices, at Venice, as he suggests, it 
remained a poetic or inspirational gesture in its exhibited form. Al Awar hopes to go 
beyond this however by developing his cement to make it more pragmatic, widely adopted, 
and integrated into construction systems.605 !Ì !×ÁÒȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ 
standard construction material but also entrenched architectural design practices. Here, a 

                                                
603 (ÁÓÈÉÍ 3ÁÒËÉÓȟ Ȱ3ÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ (ÁÓÈÉÍ 3ÁÒËÉÓȱ ÎȢÄȢȢ 
604 0ÅÄÅÒ !ÎËÅÒȟ Ȱ"ÕÃËÍÉÎÓÔÅÒ &ÕÌÌÅÒ ÁÓ #ÁÐÔÁÉÎ ÏÆ 3ÐÁÃÅÓÈÉÐ %ÁÒÔÈȟȱ Minerva 45 (2007): 417.  
605 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȢ   
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design is not produced by an architect then executed down to the minutest of details since 
such control and accuracy is not possible. Only instructions on how to build with the 
material need to be furnished (in theory) to builders.606 And yet while the prototype in the 
Venice exhibition is somewhat still cumbersome to use and an experimental idea, his goal is 
to eventually produce a material ȰÔÏ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ 0ÏÒÔÌÁÎÄ 
ÃÅÍÅÎÔȢȱ607 In an interview with ArchDaily at the biennale, Al Awar mentions his team is 
working on developing a demonstration precast house from their new cement and on 
figuring out ways for in situ casting the material in order to enable the speed and scale 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓ ×ÁÎÔȢ (Å ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓȟ ȰÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅȟ ÉÔ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ Á ÐÏÅÔÉÃ ÇÅÓÔÕÒÅȢȱ608 
 
But new material development is complicated by building codes, construction norms and 
standards, and industrial and trade relations, which explains why the materials used are 
more limited. Al Awar recognizes that an uptake of his salt-based cement would necessitate 
the revision of these. He concedes that building codes are slow to change, engineers do not 
want to be liable, and standards can be a form of economic protectionism, all of which 
create barriers to adoption. Of the challenges in developing alternatives, Al Awar notes that 
ȰÎÏ ÏÎÅ ×ÁÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔ Á very difficult and complicated system 
if they can just keep going the way they're going.. but you need to keep ringing the bell and 
ÓÁÙÉÎÇȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ×Å ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÔÈÉÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢȱ609 And it is here in this recognition 
of the broader systemic changes (rather than adjustments) that technological innovation 
necessitates where Al Awar potentially veers from the UAE government.  
 
!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ ÍÁÒËÅÔÓ ÙÅÔȟ !Ì !×ÁÒȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÈÅÁÖÉÌÙ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȟ 
particularly since it was awarded the Golden Lion,610 which increased the profile of both 
the project and the UAE in cultural circles generally and architectural ones in specific. Since 
the biennale, the architect has been presenting his project worldwide in exhibitions at art 
spaces611 and in talks at universities like the one at MIT, on the one hand, and in policy 
circles like COP28 in Dubai, on the other.612 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÉÔÙ ÇÁÒÎÅÒÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ !Ì !×ÁÒȭ 
work, the UAE government has been reaping cultural capital and positioning itself as a hub 
for innovation and the knowledge economy (with the exhibition rendered into an 
innovation showcase).613 The pavilion also inspired the UAE government to take action, as 
!Ì !×ÁÒ ÓÁÙÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÕÎÃÈ Á Ȭ2ÅÔÈÉÎË "ÒÉÎÅ #ÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅȢȭ614 The challenge is a competition for 
                                                
606 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȢ   
607 Ibid.   
608 ArchDaÉÌÙȟ Ȱ7ÁÅÌ %Ì !×ÁÒȟ ρ *ÕÎÅ ςπςρȢ  
609 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȢ    
610 Ȱ5!% 0ÁÖÉÌÉÏÎ 7ÉÎÓ 0ÒÅÓÔÉÇÉÏÕÓ 'ÏÌÄÅÎ ,ÉÏÎ !×ÁÒÄ ÁÔ 6ÅÎÉÃÅ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ "ÉÅÎÎÁÌÅȟȱ The National, 30 
August 2021,  https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts -culture/2021/08/30/uae -pavilion-wins-prestigious-
golden-lion-award-at-venice-architecture-biennale/ .  
611 In 2022, I visited, for instance, an exhibition titled (in)visible fields. space as energy at Galleria Michela 
Rizzo in Giudecca that featured material relating to the Wetland ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȢ 3ÅÅ ȰɉÉÎɊÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÆÉÅÌÄÓȢ 
ÓÐÁÃÅ ÁÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȟȱ My Art Guides, n.d., https://myartguides.com/exhibitions/venice/invisible -fields-space-as-
energy/ .   
612 7ÁÅÌ !Ì !×ÁÒȟ Ȱ7ÅÔÌÁÎÄȡ ! &ÕÔÕÒÅ 6ÅÒÎÁÃÕÌÁÒȟȱ τ -ÁÙ ςπςσȢ   
613  Ȱ5!% 0ÁÖÉÌÉÏÎ 7ÉÎÓ 0ÒÅÓÔÉÇÉÏÕÓ 'ÏÌÄÅÎ ,ÉÏÎ !×ÁÒÄ ÁÔ 6ÅÎÉÃÅ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ "ÉÅÎÎÁÌÅȟȱ The National, 30 
August 2021.  
614 Personal conversation with Wael Al Awar, Venice, 1 September 2021.  

https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts-culture/2021/08/30/uae-pavilion-wins-prestigious-golden-lion-award-at-venice-architecture-biennale/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts-culture/2021/08/30/uae-pavilion-wins-prestigious-golden-lion-award-at-venice-architecture-biennale/
https://myartguides.com/exhibitions/venice/invisible-fields-space-as-energy/
https://myartguides.com/exhibitions/venice/invisible-fields-space-as-energy/
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developing brine-based solutions, especially cements, that is sponsored by the 
Environment Agency-Abu Dhabi and Abu Dhabi-based real estate developer Al Dar.615  
Wetland ÁÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÔÈÅ 5!%ȭÓ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ616 - in image and 
reality - and yet tÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȭ ÉÔ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÒÉÐÐÌÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÁÒÅ 
still to be seen.  
 

 
 
Photographs of the UAE National Pavilion,  Wetland, at the Venice Architecture Biennale. Photo by Andrea 
Avezzù, courtesy of La Biennale 2021. 
 
  

                                                
615 Ȱ2ÅÔÈÉÎË "ÒÉÎÅ #ÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅȟȱ Researcher AE, n.d., https://www.researcher.ae/challenge/rethink -brine-
challenge/overview.  
616 Ȱ5!% 0ÁÖÉÌÉÏÎ 7ÉÎÓ 0ÒÅÓÔÉÇÉÏÕÓ 'ÏÌÄÅÎ ,ÉÏÎ !×ÁÒÄ ÁÔ 6ÅÎÉÃÅ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ "ÉÅÎÎÁÌÅȟȱ The National, 30 
August 2021.  
 

https://www.researcher.ae/challenge/rethink-brine-challenge/overview
https://www.researcher.ae/challenge/rethink-brine-challenge/overview
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'ÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȡ ,ÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÉÎÇȟ 7ÁÓÔÅ×ÁÔÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ )ÒÒÉÇÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ 
Ȭ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭȩ 
 

 
 
Rendering illustrating the Dubai 2040 Urban Master Plan and the extensive greening it entails. Courtesy of 
the Government of Dubai.617  
 
In March 2021, the Dubai 2040 Urban Master Plan was unveiled.618 Accompanying the 
buzzwords, targets, and maps released to promote the plan were renderings of Dubai in the 
ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢ Ȭ.ÁÔÕÒÅȭ ÉÓ ÃÅÎÔÅÒ ÓÔage here. Green and recreational spaces are projected to double 
ÉÎ ÁÒÅÁȟ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÒÅÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÖÅÒ φπϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÉÒÁÔÅȭÓ ÌÁÎÄÓȟ ÁÎÄ 
green corridors to link urban nodes.619 It is not just nature, but a particular type of nature 
in urban environments that is being forwarded: nature as green. The central and most 
circulated image associated with the plan features a six lane highway bisecting green lawns 
dotted with palms and stretching as far as the eye can see. Lush vegetation connects 
DubÁÉȭÓ ÆÏÒÍÅÒÌÙ ÄÅÓÅÒÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ !ÒÁÂÉÁÎ 'ÕÌÆ ÃÏÁÓÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ ÄÅÎÓÅ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÃÅÎÔÅÒ 

                                                
617 $ÕÂÁÉ ςπτπȡ %ÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ 9ÏÕ .ÅÅÄ ÔÏ +ÎÏ× ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ 5ÒÂÁÎ -ÁÓÔÅÒÐÌÁÎȟȱ The National, 13 March 2021, 
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/dubai -2040-everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-urban-
master-plan-1.1183432  
618 Ibid.  
619 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ςπτπ 5ÒÂÁÎ -ÁÓÔÅÒÐÌÁÎȟȱ UAE, updated 14 June 2023,  https://u.ae/en/about -the-uae/strategies-
initiatives -and-awards/strategies-plans-and-visions/transport -and-infrastructure/dubai -2040-urban-
master-plan.   

https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/dubai-2040-everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-urban-master-plan-1.1183432
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/dubai-2040-everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-urban-master-plan-1.1183432
https://u.ae/en/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-awards/strategies-plans-and-visions/transport-and-infrastructure/dubai-2040-urban-master-plan
https://u.ae/en/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-awards/strategies-plans-and-visions/transport-and-infrastructure/dubai-2040-urban-master-plan
https://u.ae/en/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-awards/strategies-plans-and-visions/transport-and-infrastructure/dubai-2040-urban-master-plan
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made instantly recognizable by Burj Khalifa tower. In the future, Dubai is a green Eden. 
'ÏÎÅ ÁÒÅ ÁÎÙ ÓÉÇÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÈÙÐÅÒ-arid climate or desert landscape. For a place 
that receives an average of 3.73 inches of rain a year,620 greening necessitates irrigation 
with significant amounts of water. In 2017, 231 million cubic meters or over 50 billion 
imperial gallons of water were used in irrigation.621 Although a large part of irrigation uses 
recycled water - ÏÒ ȬÔÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÓÅ×ÁÇÅ ÅÆÆÌÕÅÎÔȭ ɉ43%Ɋ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÌÏÃÁÌÌÙ622 - and 
ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÁÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÔÏÕÔÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȟȭ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ 
that are not insignificant, some of which will be touched on here.     
 
This chapter explores developments in urban landscaping in Dubai and their implications 
ÆÏÒ ×ÁÔÅÒȢ &ÒÏÍ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÍÁÓÔÅÒ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÉÍ ÔÏ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÆÙ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ȬÐÌÁÎÎÅÄ 
ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÂÙ ÒÅÁÌ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÌÕÓÈ green spaces are their selling points, 
the future of landscaping and the future of water are deeply intertwined in Dubai. In fact, 
urban greening has a long history in the Arabian Gulf, including in UAE cities like Dubai, 
where a greening program was launched by the Dubai Municipality as early as in 1969.623 
Scholarship on desert greening has noted how such initiatives have been imbued with 
modernist views that denigrate the desert and celebrate its mastery through rendering it 
green624 or that associate greening with development.625 Today, the paradigms of  
ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÈÅÁÌÔÈÙ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȟȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ $ÕÂÁÉ ÈÁÓ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅÄȟ626 ÁÌÓÏ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÚÅ ȬÇÒÅÅÎ 
ÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ627 in ways that reinforce and perhaps reshape these views. Greening, it is 
suggested, can help cities reduce urban heat island effects and furnish them with healthy 
environments through generating cleaner air and exercise and recreational 
opportunities.628 The extensive irrigation of greening in drylands cities like Dubai with - for 

                                                
620 *ÏÎ 'ÁÍÂÒÅÌÌȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 3ÅÅÓ Á 9ÅÁÒȭÓ 7ÏÒÔÈ ÏÆ 2ÁÉÎ ÉÎ ςτ (ÏÕÒÓȟȱ ρχ !ÐÒÉÌ ςπςτȢ   
621 Dubai Statistics Center, Dubai in Figures (Dubai: Dubai Statistics Center, 2017): 8,  
https://www.dsc.gov.ae/Publication/Dubai%20in%20Figures%202017.pdf .     
622 Personal interview with Hamid (Dubai energy manager), Dubai, 16 January 2020.    
623 !ËÈÂÁÒ $ÕÂÂÁÙȟ Ȱ-ÕÑÁÂÁÌÁ ÍÉÎ ÉȭÄÁd qism at-tahqiqat as-ÓÕÈÁÆÉÙÁ ÂÉÌ ÍÁÊÁÌÁ ÍÁȭ ÁÌ ȬÁÍÉÌÅÅÎ ÆÉ ÄÁÆÉȭ ȬÁÊÁÌÁÔ 
ÔÁÑÁÄÕÍ ÈÁÔÈÁ ÁÌ ÂÁÌÁÄȟȱ Akhbar Dubbay ω ɉψ -ÁÒÃÈ ρωχρɊȡ ρφȠ %ÌÉÁÓ -ÕÓÌÉÈȟ Ȱ-ÕÓÈÒÉÆȡ 7ÁÈÁ +ÈÁÄÒÁÁȭ ÆÉ ÑÁÌÂ 
ar-rimal al-mutawahija ɀ ÈÁÌ ÔÕÓÁȭÉÄ ȬÁÌÁ ÉËÈÔÉÆÁȭ ÔÁÑÌÅÅȭÁÔ ÁÌ-ÉÓÔÉÙÁÆȟȱ Akhbar Dubbay 29 (17 July 1975): 15. 
624 Diane K. Davis, The Arid Lands: History, Power, Knowledge (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2016): 1, 4-10; see also 
$ÉÁÎÅ +Ȣ $ÁÖÉÓȟ Ȱ)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ - Imperialism, Orientalism, and the Environment in the Middle East: History, 
PoliÃÙȟ 0Ï×ÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȟȱ ÉÎ Environmental Imaginaries of the Middle East and North Africa (Athens: Ohio 
University, Press, 2011): 1-22.    
625 Gareth Dohorty, Paradoxes of Green: Landscapes of a City-State (Oakland: University of California Press, 
2017): 127.  
626 2ÏÂÅÒÔ +ÕÎÚÉÇȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄȭÓ -ÏÓÔ )ÍÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÅ 'ÒÅÅÎ #ÉÔÙȟȱ τ !ÐÒÉÌ ςπρχȢ 
627 /Î ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȬÇÒÅÅÎ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÓÅÅ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅ 'ÁÂÂÙ 'ÅÌÂÉÅÎȟ 
Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ Á 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÉÔÙȩȡ ! #ÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ %ÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÎÄ /ÔÈÅÒ %ÍÅÒÇÉÎÇ #ÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓȟȱ 3DS Blog (Dassault 
Systeme), 13 Dcember 2023,  https://blog.3ds.com/industries/cities -public-services/what-is-a-sustainable-
city-a-circular-economy-and-other-emerging-characteristics/.  
628 In Dubai, links between greening and health - ÁÎÄ ȬÈÅÁÌÔÈÙ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȭ - are articulated in the Dubai 
Municipality, Dubai 2040 Structure Plan Executive Summary (Dubai: Dubai Municipality, 2022): 20, 
https://www.dm.gov.ae/wp -content/uploads/2024/04/Dubai -2040-Urban-Master-Plan-2040-Executive-
Summary-ÖρȢÐÄÆȢ -ÏÒÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙȟ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÕÎÃÏÍÍÏÎȡ ȰImproving public health 
through urban development and greenery renewal of compact cities is an important part of the sustainable 
development conÃÅÐÔȢȱ !ÌÅÓÓÉÏ 2ÕÓÓÏ ÁÎÄ 'ÉÕÓÅÐÐÅ 4Ȣ #ÉÒÅÌÌÁȟ Ȱ-ÏÄÅÒÎ #ÏÍÐÁÃÔ #ÉÔÉÅÓȡ (Ï× -ÕÃÈ 'ÒÅÅÎÅÒÙ 

https://www.dsc.gov.ae/Publication/Dubai%20in%20Figures%202017.pdf
https://blog.3ds.com/industries/cities-public-services/what-is-a-sustainable-city-a-circular-economy-and-other-emerging-characteristics/
https://blog.3ds.com/industries/cities-public-services/what-is-a-sustainable-city-a-circular-economy-and-other-emerging-characteristics/
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the most part - recycled wastewater have led sustainable development experts at firms like 
!ÒÕÐ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÍÏÎÇ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÆÏÒ ÁÒÉÄ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȢȱ629 And yet 
ÓÕÃÈ ȬÂÅÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȭ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅ ÌÁÒÇÅ ÁÍÏÕÎÔÓ ÏÆ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÔÏ 
ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÙ ÉÓ Á ȬÇÒÅÅÎȭ ÃÉÔÙȟ 
but green is not sustainable everywhere; writing of greening in similarly arid, neighboring 
Bahrain, Gareth Dohorty calls greening in arid cities, which is not so environmentally green 
ÂÕÔ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÇÅÔÓ ÔÁÌËÅÄ ÏÆ ÁÓ ÓÕÃÈȟ Á ȬÐÁÒÁÄÏØ ÏÆ ÇÒÅÅÎȢȭ630  
 
As the following will show, extensive greening in government plans is seen as a way to 
ÒÅÎÄÅÒ $ÕÂÁÉ Á Ȭ×ÏÒÌÄ-ÃÌÁÓÓ ÃÉÔÙȭ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÉÔÓ ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÐÌÁÃÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭ - key 
ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȠ631 such improvements are furthermore 
imagined as routes to attracting residents and visitors in the global cities competition. But 
in Dubai, a hyper-ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒÉÓÔ ÃÉÔÙ ËÎÏ×Î ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ȬÓÐÅÃÔÁÃÕÌÁÒ ÕÒÂÁÎÉÓÍȭ632 and as an 
ÕÐÓÃÁÌÅ ÄÅÓÔÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟ ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÌÕØÕÒÙ633 and spending,634 
spelling luxurious amenities with lavish greenery. MoÒÅÏÖÅÒȟ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÂÕÉÌÄÏÕÔ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 
developer-created planned communities,635 which are often targeted towards families, has 
led to emphasis on green spaces636 that sometimes get associated with nature and 
sustainability despite irrigation demands;637 here, quality of life turns into commoditizeable 
lifestyles: healthy and eco- living.638 Thick public-private ties between the government and 
mega developers, many of which are owned by the state/ruler, has produced a developer-
friendly market in which sustainably regulations, including on landscaping, are not so 
stringent.639 A second investment of the state that puts pressure on water from landscaping 
ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÐÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓ ÕÎÄÅÒ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÒÅÎÔÉÅÒ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÓÅÓ 
for the oversight of villa gardens and farms. While current or planned irrigation by recycled 
×ÁÓÔÅ×ÁÔÅÒ ÉÓ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÚÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÎÄÅÒ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÉÎÇ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȟȭ ÓÕÃÈ ÉÒÒÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ 
energy, environmental, and opportunity costs that raise questions about the implications of 
future greening plans. In Dubai, sustainability and greening are indeed in tension even if 
ÎÏÔ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ ÓÏȢ 3ÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙȟ ÏÎ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÍÁÎÙ ÄÉÖÅÒÇÅÎÔ ÒÏÌÅÓ - as a 
facilitator for urban investment and real estate development, as a developer itself, and as a 
provider of amenities to citizens - that shape sustainability plans as they are developed and 
ÁÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȢ 3Ï ÔÏÏ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÄÉÃÔÏÒÙ ÐÕÌÌÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Ȭ×ÏÒÌÄ ÃÌÁÓÓȭ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÁÎÄ 
                                                
$Ï 7Å .ÅÅÄȩȱ International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 15, no. 10 (2018), 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6209905/ .  
629 See for example the showcasing of irrigation with recycled water in dry cities among featured practices in 
Cities Alive: Rethinking Cities in Arid Environments, eds. Arup Middle East Planning Team (Dubai: Arup, March 
2018). 
630 Gareth Dohorty, Paradoxes of Green, 2017, 17, 138.  
631 "ÁÓÉÁÇÏȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 3ÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȟȱ ρσφȢ 
632 9ÁÓÓÅÒ %ÌÓÈÅÓÈÔÁ×Ùȟ Ȱ.ÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 3ÐÅÃÔÁÃÌÅȡ ,ÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅÓ ÏÆ #ÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ Architectural 
Theory Review 13, no. 2 (2008): 164-165, 167.   
633 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
634 Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 2022.   
635 Personal interview with Laith, Dubai, 14 October 2019.  
636 Personal interview with Issa, online, 22 March 2022.  
637 Personal interview with Khaled, online, 5 March 2024.   
638 Personal interview with Laith, Dubai, 14 October 2019.  
639 Personal interview with Buthaina, online, 23 March 2022.  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6209905/
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sustainable development - even as they are increasingly imagined as one and the same - 
that create an approach to environmentalism I call ȬÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÏÐÕÌÅÎÃÅ.ȭ   
 
Urban Development in Dubai: Flexibility, Speed, and Customer Experience  
 
Before turning to questions of landscaping and water, I present here an overview of urban 
development in Dubai for context, with a particular eye on developer-government 
ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ &ÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÓÐÅÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÓÔÏÍÅÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÒÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÕÒÂÁÎ 
environment, and have rendered it into a site of profitable accumulation.640 An enabling 
ÆÁÃÔÏÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÌÁÉÓÓÅÚ-faire approach and the nature of 
public-private relations,641 where some of the largest private developers, which are 
government-owned but separate from it, enable both speed and flexibility within policy 
execution. While decision-making is centralized among the Sheikh and confidants,642 room 
exists in execution that enables keeping up with trends and the currying of favors. The city 
is centrally managed but very fluidly so to enable it to continuously attract investment, 
visitors and residents, and world attention.643  
 
4ÈÅ 3ÈÅÉËÈ ÉÓ Á ȰÒÅÁÌ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄȟȱ 2ÁÁÆÁÔ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÍÅȟ ÁÍÕÓÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÏË ÏÆ 
intrigue written all over my face. We were mid-ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 
development and Raafat was explaining why he believed real estate development and 
construction are such significant economic drivers in the city. Smirking, he asked if I knew 
how Sheikh Rashid  - ÔÈÅ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ 3ÈÅÉËÈ -ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ - had consolidated some of his 
power. Before oil, he began to relay, the Sheikh had minimal funds at his disposal.644 He 
relied on the taxation of pearl fleets and on custom duties for his own spending and the 
treasury of the government.645 To mount small development projects, financing was 
ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÓÅÃÕÒÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ×ÅÁÌÔÈÙ ÍÅÒÃÈÁÎÔ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓȠ ÉÎ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅȟ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ÏÆ 
ÔÈÅÓÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÐÐÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÅÒȭÓ Majlis, an advisory council for the management 
ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÁÆÆÁÉÒÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÕÐ ÏÆ ÍÅÒÃÈÁÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÉÂÁÌ ÃÈÉÅÆÓȢ646 Things began to change, 
Raafat suggests, when, in 1959, the Sheikh invited British architect Richard Harris to 
develop a plan for the city; it is through this 1960 Master Plan of Dubai, and the 
development of the Dubai Land Department and land registry, that private property law 
developed. Anything lived on and built up at the time was recognized as owned by its 

                                                
640 Raafat emphasizes the sÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÐÅÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÆÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÆÉÔ ɉÓÅÅ 
more below). Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021. On speed and flexibility as well, see 
Tabitha Decker, -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏ 3ÔÁÔÅȟ 2013, 30, 48-49, 59. For an example of the emphasis on customer 
ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ȬÂÒÁÎÄ ÖÁÌÕÅȭ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓȟ ÓÅÅ .ÁËÈÅÅÌȟ Ȱ.ÁËÈÅÅÌ 2Å-Brand Supports Dubai 2040 Urban 
-ÁÓÔÅÒ 0ÌÁÎȟȱ ÎÅ×Ó ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅȟ ςχ 3ÅÐÔÅÍÂÅÒ ςπςςȟ https://www.nakheel.com/en/media -centre/press-
releases/news-detail/2022/09/27/nakheel -re-brand-supports-dubai-2040-urban-master-plan.    
641 Hvidt  
642 Hvidt. Davidson.  
643 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021. 
644 )ÂÉÄȢ 4ÈÅ 3ÈÅÉËÈȭÓ ÉÎÃÏÍÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅ ρωσπÓ ÆÒÏÍ "ÒÉÔÉÓÈ ÏÉÌ ÐÒÏÓÐÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÃÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÉÒ 
landing rights and significantly spiked with the discovery and export of oil in the 1960s. See Christopher 
Davidson, Dubai: The Vulnerability of Success, 2008, 24-25, 
645 &ÁÔÍÁ !Ì 3ÁÙÅÇÈȟ Ȱ-ÅÒÃÈÁÎÔÓȭ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ Á #ÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ 3ÏÃÉÅÔÙȟȱ *ÁÎÕÁÒÙ ρωωψȟ ωπȢ 
646 Ibid., 90-91.  

https://www.nakheel.com/en/media-centre/press-releases/news-detail/2022/09/27/nakheel-re-brand-supports-dubai-2040-urban-master-plan
https://www.nakheel.com/en/media-centre/press-releases/news-detail/2022/09/27/nakheel-re-brand-supports-dubai-2040-urban-master-plan
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occupier; anything that was not now belonged to the ruler,647 ×ÈÏ ÃÏÕÌÄ ȰÓÅÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄȟ 
lease it, put it to special uses over a set period, or allocate it to the municipality for public 
ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȟȱ ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ Á ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎ ÏÆ ÕÒÂÁÎ 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȢȱ648 )Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȟ ÔÈÅ 3ÈÅÉËÈ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ ÒÅÁÌ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ Ï×ÎÅÒ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓ 
able to make money through land,649 or, as Christopher Davidson suggests, buy allegiance 
by gifting it to locals.650 -ÏÒÅÏÖÅÒȟ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÎȭÓ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ 
to approval from the Dubai Municipality, while anything built outside could be considered a 
ȬÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȭ ÁÎÄ approved by the Sheikh himself.651  
 
Centralized control of development among the ruler and his confidants and the sidelining 
of Dubai Municipality seem to have become an important feature of New Dubai under 
Sheikh Mohammed;652 parastatal mega real estate developers and business park operators 
- ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÌÏÎÇÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 3ÈÅÉËÈȭÓ ÐÏÒÔÆÏÌÉÏ653 like Dubai Properties and Tecom 
Group - emerged as actors with significant influence. These were empowered by their 
state/ruler ownership, their management by close confidants, and the free zone 
administrative system (see more below).654 In speaking to developers in Dubai, I heard 
ÎÕÍÅÒÏÕÓ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÈÏ×ȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ $ÕÂÁÉ -ÕÎÉÃÉÐÁÌÉÔÙ ÐÌÁÎÎÅÒÓ ÉÎ .Å× $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ 
days were surprised to hear of developments like parÁÓÔÁÔÁÌ %ÍÁÁÒ 0ÒÏÐÅÒÔÉÅÓȭ Emirates 
Hills (completed in 2003), the approval for which was granted directly by the Sheikh.655 
Stephen Ramos writes of Emirates Hills, singling it out as the first major residential 
development to circumvent the Dubai Municipality, which developers at the time 
complained was too slow in its permitting processes; Emirates Hills set precedent for other 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Ȣ /Æ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÉÔ ÈÅÌÐÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ %ÍÁÁÒ 0ÒÏÐÅÒÔÉÅÓȭ #%/ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ×ÁÓ 
Mohamed Alabbar - ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÈÅÉËÈȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÄÁÎÔÓȢ 2ÁÍÏÓ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ3ÈÅÉËÈ 
Mohammad personally oversaw the project and fast-tracked all administrative and/or 
ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ -ÕÎÉÃÉÐÁÌÉÔÙȢȱ656 Speedy ȬÂÕÒÅÁÕÃÒÁÃÙ-ÆÒÅÅȭ development 
became a quality associated with Dubai.  
 
Though centralized and broadly municipality-overseen, development has encompassed 
much flexibility ,657 with megadevelopers that proliferated in the 2000s planning large 

                                                
647 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
648 -ÉÃÈÁÅÌ 0ÁÃÉÏÎÅȟ Ȱ#ÉÔÙ 0ÒÏÆÉÌÅȡ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ Cities 22, no. 3 (2005): 260. 
649 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
650 Christopher Davidson, Dubai: The Vulnerability of Success, 2008, 147-151.  
651 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021. In constructing his narrative, Raafat refers to and 
ÄÒÁ×Ó ÏÎ 4ÏÄÄ 2ÅÉÓÚȟ Ȱ4ÁËÉÎÇ -ÅÁÓÕÒÅÓȡ ρωφπ $ÕÂÁÉ 4Ï×Î 0ÌÁÎȟȱ ÉÎ Showpiece City: How Architecture Made 
Dubai (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2020): 102. Other authors who have narrated this development 
ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ 7ÁÌÅÅÄ (ÁÚÂÕÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 6ÉÅ× ÆÒÏÍ $ÕÂÁÉȡ 0ÏÓÔ ωȾρρ 'ÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÅÓ ÏÆ 4ÒÁÖÅÌȟȱ ÉÎ Beaches, Ruins, 
Resorts: The Politics of Tourism in the Arab World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008): 217. 
652 Tabitha Decker, -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏ 3ÔÁÔÅȟ 2013, 29, 57, 70-71.  
653 $ÕÂÁÉ (ÏÌÄÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÂÙ 2ÅÕÔÅÒÓ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÉÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢȱ 3ÅÅ Davide 
"ÁÒÂÕÓÃÉÁȟ Ȱ$ÅÓÅÒÔÅÄ $ÅÂÔÓ 3ÔÉÒ $ÉÓÑÕÉÅÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ -ÙÓÔÅÒÉÏÕÓ 7ÏÒÌÄ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉ )ÎÃȢȟȱ Reuters, 9 February 2021, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSKBN2A9117/ .   
654 Tabitha Decker, -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏ 3ÔÁÔÅȟ 2013, 70-71. 
655 Personal conversation with Raafat, Dubai, 29 March 2022.   
656 Stephen J. Ramos. Dubai Amplified: The Engineering of a Port Geography. Surrey: Ashgate, 2010. 
657 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021. 
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swathes of the city themselves after receiving broad approval. Laith, a developer with 
extensive experience in sustainability, explained how Dubai was largely built up over the 
last two decades through mega real estate developments, which involved sizable portions 
of the urban area being handed over by the government - often free of charge - to largely 
government-Ï×ÎÅÄ ÍÅÇÁÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÁÎÄ ÂÕÉÌÄ ȬÐÌÁÎÎÅÄ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ Á 
central feature of the city.658 Parts of these areas are sometimes sold by megadevelopers to 
smaller private developers to build their own projects on. This approach to development 
ÈÁÓ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ Á ÐÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȬÐÒÉÖÁÔÅÌÙ Ï×ÎÅÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ ÉÎ ÌÉÅÕ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ÁÓ 
Raafat tells me.659 "ÅÓÉÄÅÓ ÍÉÎÉÍÁÌ ÚÏÎÉÎÇ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ȰÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÄÏ ÐÒÅÔÔÙ ÍÕÃÈ ×ÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ 
×ÁÎÔȟȱ ,ÁÉÔÈ ÓÁÙÓȠ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÐÐÒÏÖÁÌ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÏÎÅ-ÔÉÍÅȱ ÒÁther than 
ȰÐÉÅÃÅÍÅÁÌȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÅÒȟ ÈÅ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÆÒÅÅ ÍÁÒËÅÔȢȱ660  
 
Ȭ&ÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÈÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÎ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÍÁÓÔÅÒ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ - 
and planning more generally - ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÌÉÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ 3ÈÅÉËÈȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ - 
ȰÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÂÒÁÃËÅÔÓȟȱ 2ÁÁÆÁÔ ÁÄÄÓȢ 3ÅÅÍÉÎÇÌÙ ÔÏÐ ÄÏ×Îȟ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ $ÕÂai 2020 Urban 
Masterplan (from 2011) and Dubai 2040 Urban Master Plan (from 2021) are schematic and 
capacious to be able to adapt to market conditions and needs. Raafat explains that 
generally urban plans set development parameters and necessitate project approval 
ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓȠ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÁÎ ÐÏÓÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 
urban growth depends on, however. Abiding by plans takes time, and delays are not good 
ÆÏÒ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÏ ÍÏÖÅ ÆÁÓÔȢ (Å ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓȡ Ȱ3Ï ÔÈÅÙ invented this 
keyword that is flexibility, which is basically a very loose framework where you can fit 
ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȢȱ Flexibility ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ Á ȬËÅÙ×ÏÒÄȭ ÆÏÒ ÐÌÁÎÎÅÒÓ ÆÏÒ Á ×ÈÉÌÅȟ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 2ÁÁÆÁÔȟ ÉÎ 
Dubai; it is why, he holds, on-paper masterplans like the 2020 one fail as new projects pop 
up here and there, now and again.661   
 
Facilitating the process of fast-paced large-scale development was the conversion of vast 
ÐÁÒÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ ÉÎÔÏ ȬÆÒÅÅ ÚÏÎÅÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÅ ÔÈÅÍ such 
that significant areas came to officially fall outside the administrative purview of the Dubai 
Municipality and under different sets of rules.662 !Ó ȰÅØÔÒÁÓÔÁÔÅÃÒÁÆÔȱ ÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ - whose 
governance is both beyond the state and supplementary to it, free zones - with their own 
commercial, labor, and property laws - are spaces of exception to local regulation;663 in 
$ÕÂÁÉȟ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÆÒÅÅ ÚÏÎÅÓ ÉÓ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȰÉÓÓÕÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 2ÕÌÅÒȢȱ664 Created to enable 
exceptionally expedited business set up and transactions, and offering enticing benefits like 

                                                
658 Personal interview with Laith, Dubai, 14 October 2019.  
659 Personal conversation with Raafat, Dubai, 7 April 2022.   
660 Personal interview with Laith, Dubai, 14 October 2019.  
661 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021. 
662 Tabitha Decker, -ÁËÉÎÇ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ -ÅÔÒÏ 3ÔÁÔÅȟ 2013, 71; Hvidt. 
663 Extrastatecraft is a term coined by Keller Easterling to describe the form of governance in free zones. See 
Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft, 2014.   
664 Government of Dubai, Law No. (16) of 2023 Concerning Urban Planning in the Emirate of Dubai, 
https://dlp.dubai.gov.ae/Legislation%20Reference/2023/Law%20No.%20(16)%20of%202023%20Concern
ing%20Urban%20Planning.html.  

https://dlp.dubai.gov.ae/Legislation%20Reference/2023/Law%20No.%20(16)%20of%202023%20Concerning%20Urban%20Planning.html
https://dlp.dubai.gov.ae/Legislation%20Reference/2023/Law%20No.%20(16)%20of%202023%20Concerning%20Urban%20Planning.html
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full foreign ownership of companies665 and repatriation of profits, free zones have been key 
ÔÏ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÔÏ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ666 - in addition to residents. While 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÓÔ ÆÒÅÅ ÚÏÎÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÆÒÅÅ ÔÒÁÄe zones that were established adjacent to the Port 
of Jebel Ali (JAFZ in 1985) and Dubai International Airport (DAFZ in 1996), the creation of 
the non-trade, industry-specific Dubai Internet City in 1999 marked a significant shift. 
From then on, loosely industry-specific free zones (offering tailored facilities and services) 
similar to Dubai Internet City rapidly mushroomed,667 including Dubai Media City (2000), 
Dubai Multi-Commodities Centre (2002), Dubai Healthcare City (2002), Dubai Knowledge 
Park (2003), and Dubai International Financial Centre (2004). Spaces of exception and 
cities-within -the-city became the norm.    
 

 
 
Map of free zones in Dubai. Courtesy of Mina Akhavan.668  
 

                                                
665 Companies outside of free zones are generally limited-liability, with foreign ownership restricted to a 
ÍÁØÉÍÕÍ ÏÆ τωϷ ÁÎÄ Á 5!% ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÔÏ Ï×Î ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ υρϷȢ 3ÅÅ !ÎÄÒÅ 3ÁÁÄÅȟ Ȱ&ÒÅÅÈÏÌÄ 4ÉÔÌÅ $ÏÅÓ .ÏÔ 
!ÌÌÏ× ÔÈÅ 3ÁÍÅ &ÒÅÅÄÏÍ ÁÓ 4ÈÁÔ ÏÆ Á &ÒÅÅ :ÏÎÅȟȱ The National, 1 May 2012, 
https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/freehold -title -does-not-allow-the-same-freedom-as-that-of-a-
free-zone-1.391376.  
666 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ &ÒÅÅ :ÏÎÅÓ 'ÕÉÄÅȟȱ International Free Zone Authority, n.d., https://ifza.com/en/industry -
analysis/dubai-free-zones.  
667 Christopher Davidson, Dubai: Vulnerability of a Success, 2013, 115-119.    
668 Ȱ4ÈÅ ÓÐÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÍÏÓÁÉÃ ÏÆ &ÒÅÅ :ÏÎÅÓ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȱ ÆÒÏÍ Mina Akhavan, Port Infrastructure Developments and 
Port-City Interface Dynamics (Berlin: Springer, 2020): 93. 3ÅÅ -ÉÎÁ !ËÈÁÖÁÎȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ &ÒÅÅ-Port Surging: 
Urbanizing the Sand into a Mosaic of Free-4ÒÁÄÅ :ÏÎÅÓȟȱ Port City Futures. 6 May 2022, 
https://www.portcityfutures.nl/news/dubai -free-port -surging-urbanizing-the-sand-into-a-mosaic-of-free-
trade-zones.  

https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/freehold-title-does-not-allow-the-same-freedom-as-that-of-a-free-zone-1.391376
https://www.thenationalnews.com/business/freehold-title-does-not-allow-the-same-freedom-as-that-of-a-free-zone-1.391376
https://ifza.com/en/industry-analysis/dubai-free-zones/#:~:text=Benefits%20of%20Dubai%20Free%20Zones,-The%20UAE%20is&text=100%25%20repatriation%20of%20capital%20and,Flexibility%20to%20operate%2024%2F7
https://ifza.com/en/industry-analysis/dubai-free-zones/#:~:text=Benefits%20of%20Dubai%20Free%20Zones,-The%20UAE%20is&text=100%25%20repatriation%20of%20capital%20and,Flexibility%20to%20operate%2024%2F7
https://www.portcityfutures.nl/news/dubai-free-port-surging-urbanizing-the-sand-into-a-mosaic-of-free-trade-zones
https://www.portcityfutures.nl/news/dubai-free-port-surging-urbanizing-the-sand-into-a-mosaic-of-free-trade-zones
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Facilitating capital flows was regulation introduced in the 2000s that enabled foreign 
ownership of property in Dubai669 ÁÎÄ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÒÅÁÌ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÍÁÒËÅÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 
accelerated development projects. Before the 2000s, property ownership had been limited 
ÔÏ %ÍÉÒÁÔÉÓ ÁÎÄ '## ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȢ 4ÈÉÎÇÓ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ×ÈÅÎ ȰÆÒÅÅÈÏÌÄ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȱ Ï×ÎÅÒÓÈÉÐ 
ÂÙ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅÄ ȬÆÒÅÅÈÏÌÄ ÚÏÎÅÓȭ ×ÁÓ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÃÒÅÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÅÒ ÉÎ ςππςȢ 
Freehold ownership was written into law in 2006, after which transactions could be legally 
registered and protected, though by then a market had already been formed.670 The decree 
kicked off a buying frenzy - with some properties doubling in price in just two years671  and 
this sped up the announcement of projects and the construction boom. Issa likens the city 
ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ Á ȬÃÁÓÉÎÏ ÇÁÍÂÌÉÎÇ ÆÌÏÏÒȭȠ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÒket, he says, was dominated by flippers - 
×ÈÏÍ ÈÅ ÊÏËÉÎÇÌÙ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȬÄÏÌÐÈÉÎÓȭ - or investors who bought to flip and make a profit. He 
ÓÐÏËÅ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÏÆ ÈÏ× ÂÕÙÅÒÓ ÃÁÍÐÅÄ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓȭ ÓÁÌÅÓ ÏÆÆÉÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÄÉÂÓȟ ÈÏ× 
projects were sold out off plan and before a foundational stone was even laid, and how 
sold-out developments made sensational headlines on a seemingly daily basis.672 Buyers 
early on included some expatriates living in Dubai but most were foreigners looking for 
investments673 expected to bÅ ÌÕÃÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×ÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÍÁÒËÅÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ 
holiday homes.674 Development as such led to a fast-expanding urban environment 
characterized by sprawl, which has generated an explosion in the value of more and more 
land that served as a magnet for investment capital. Capital - and visitors - have also been 
ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÓÐÅÃÔÁÃÕÌÁÒ ÍÅÇÁÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȢ4Ï ÓÈÉÎÅȟ 2ÁÁÆÁÔ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȟ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ 
ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ ÌÁÕÎÃÈÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÈÅÁÄÌÉÎÅÓȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ×Å ÓÔÏÐ ÌÁÕÎÃÈÉÎÇ 
new projects, we wiÌÌ ÓÔÏÐ ÓÈÉÎÉÎÇȟȱ ÈÅ ÁÄÄÓȢ675   
 
Things rocked ahead until the 2008 financial crisis. Scores of real estate projects in the 
pipeline in Dubai were postponed, resized, or completely canceled, some of which, like 
Palm Jebel Ali, are now being revived.676 Parastatals that had borrowed extensively to 

                                                
669 *ÅÒÒÙ 0ÁÒËÓȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 2ÅÁÌ Estate - 7ÈÁÔ 9ÏÕ .ÅÅÄ ÔÏ +ÎÏ× 7ÈÅÎ #ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ /×ÎÅÒÓÈÉÐ 3ÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓȟȱ 
Taylor Wessing, 17 May 2021,  https://www.taylorwessing.com/en/insights -and-
events/insights/2021/05/dubai -real-estate-what-you-need-to-know-when-considering-ownership-
structures.  
670 Ȱ2ÁÙ ÏÆ ,ÉÇÈÔȟȱ Oxford Business Group, 22 July 2010, https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/articles-interviews/ray-
of-lightȠ !ÎÄÒÅ 3ÁÁÄÅȟ Ȱ&ÒÅÅÈÏÌÄ 4ÉÔÌÅ $ÏÅÓ .ÏÔ !ÌÌÏ× ÔÈÅ 3ÁÍÅ &ÒÅÅÄÏÍ ÁÓ 4ÈÁÔ ÏÆ Á &ÒÅÅ :ÏÎÅȟȱ ρ -ÁÙ ςπρςȠ 
Government of Dubai, Law No. (7) of 2006 Concerning Land Registration in the Emirate of Dubai, 2006,  
https://ded.ae/ded_files/Files/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%86%20%D9%88
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AA%20PDF/Dubai_Law_(7)_2006_Co
ncerning_Land_Registration_Emirate_Dubai.pdf. Freehold zones include some free zone and some non-free 
ÚÏÎÅ ÁÒÅÁÓȢ ɉ3ÅÅ !ÎÄÒÅ 3ÁÁÄÅȟ Ȱ&ÒÅÅÈÏÌÄ 4ÉÔÌÅ $ÏÅÓ .ÏÔ !ÌÌÏ× ÔÈÅ 3ÁÍÅ &ÒÅÅÄÏÍ ÁÓ 4ÈÁÔ ÏÆ Á &ÒÅÅ :ÏÎÅȟȱ ρ 
May 2012) 
671 This is mentioned to be the case for some properties between 2003 and 2005. For more, see Ȱ2ÁÙ ÏÆ ,ÉÇÈÔȟȱ 
Oxford Business Group, 22 July 2010.  
672 Personal interview with Issa, online, 22 March 2022.  
673 Personal conversation with Youssef, telephone, 29 February 2024.   
674 Ginetta Vedrickasȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ÁÎÄ Á 'ÉÌÔ-%ÄÇÅÄ )ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔȟȱ The Independent, 11 July 2003, 17.  
675 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021. 
676 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 2ÕÌÅÒ !ÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÓ 0ÌÁÎ ÆÏÒ -ÏÔÈÂÁÌÌÅÄ 3ÅÃÏÎÄ 0ÁÌÍ-3ÈÁÐÅÄ )ÓÌÁÎÄȟȱ Reuters, 31 May 2023,  
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle -east/dubai-ruler -announces-plan-mothballed-second-palm-
shaped-island-2023-05-31/   

https://www.taylorwessing.com/en/insights-and-events/insights/2021/05/dubai-real-estate-what-you-need-to-know-when-considering-ownership-structures
https://www.taylorwessing.com/en/insights-and-events/insights/2021/05/dubai-real-estate-what-you-need-to-know-when-considering-ownership-structures
https://www.taylorwessing.com/en/insights-and-events/insights/2021/05/dubai-real-estate-what-you-need-to-know-when-considering-ownership-structures
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/articles-interviews/ray-of-light
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/articles-interviews/ray-of-light
https://ded.ae/ded_files/Files/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%86%20%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AA%20PDF/Dubai_Law_(7)_2006_Concerning_Land_Registration_Emirate_Dubai.pdf
https://ded.ae/ded_files/Files/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%86%20%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AA%20PDF/Dubai_Law_(7)_2006_Concerning_Land_Registration_Emirate_Dubai.pdf
https://ded.ae/ded_files/Files/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%86%20%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AA%20PDF/Dubai_Law_(7)_2006_Concerning_Land_Registration_Emirate_Dubai.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/dubai-ruler-announces-plan-mothballed-second-palm-shaped-island-2023-05-31/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/dubai-ruler-announces-plan-mothballed-second-palm-shaped-island-2023-05-31/
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undertake massive projects nearly defaulted on loans, with the Government of Dubai 
refusing in some cases to guarantee their debt.677 Many who off plan invested in projects 
that never materialized lost money.678 Waves of job loss set off a mass exodus of 
expatriates who had no work visas and ability to remain in the country. Described as a 
ȬÇÈÏÓÔ ÔÏ×Îȭ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÓÉÓȟ679 $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÅÖÅÎÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÌÐ ÏÆ 
bailouts from Abu Dhabi and the Central Bank of the UAE.680  
 
Because of the crisis, development became somewhat more controlled so as to reinstill 
investor and buyer confidence.681 The crisis led the Dubai Municipality, Issa relays, to 
complain about unreined development and instructions came out that nobody could build 
anything without prior approval from either the municipality or the relevant authority. 682 A 
requirement to register off-plan sales with the Dubai Land Department was introduced and 
was possible only after certain project approvals and processes were fulfilled.683 Cash for 
off-plan property sales was also required to be held in escrow accounts, with requirements 
placed on developers for accessing funds.684 Today, speculation and fast-paced 
development remain though on seemingly more solid foundations. Some aspects of 
planning, moreover, have become more centralized for streamlining; a Dubai Building Code 
recently unified building codes across the city, where previously the municipality had its 
ÃÏÄÅÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÆÒÅÅ ÚÏÎÅÓ ÈÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒÓÁ× ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î  Ȱ4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ Á ÂÉÔ ÏÆ Á ÐÁÔÃÈ×ÏÒË ÑÕÉÌÔ ÏÆ 
ÃÏÄÅÓȟȱ %ÒÉÃ ÓÁÙÓȢ685 Yet plans still get approved by different authorities depending under 
whose jurisdiction they lie in.686  
 

Ȭ4ÈÅ -ÏÓÔ )ÍÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÅ 'ÒÅÅÎ #ÉÔÙȭȡ -ÁÓÔÅÒ 0ÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ 'ÒÅÅÎÅÒÙȟ Ȭ1ÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ,ÉÆÅȟȭ ÁÎÄ 
Real Estate and Tourism Economies  
 
Greening, which has a long history in Dubai, constitutes a cornerstone of future urban 
planning, with green spaces seen as a path to achieving sustainable urban development.687  

                                                
677 https://carnegie -production-
assets.s3.amazonaws.com/static/files/PageVittori_DubaiCorruption_final.pdf, Ch. 2.   
678 Personal conversation with Raafat, Dubai, 29 March 2022.   
679 2ÏÂÅÒÔ &Ȣ 7ÏÒÔÈȟ Ȱ,ÁÉÄ /ÆÆ &ÏÒÅÉÇÎÅÒÓ &ÌÅÅ ÁÓ $ÕÂÁÉ 3ÐÉÒÁÌÓ $Ï×Îȟȱ New York Times, 11 February 2009, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/12/world/middleeast/12d ubai.html.   
680 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2022; Dana Khraiche and 
:ÁÉÎÁÂ &ÁÔÔÁÈȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ 2ÅÐÁÙÓ ΑυȢυ "ÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÏÆ #ÒÉÓÉÓ-%ÒÁ ,ÏÁÎ ÉÎ $ÅÂÔ #ÕÔÂÁÃËȟȱ Bloomberg, 26 September 2023, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023 -09-26/dubai -cuts-total-debt-to-25-of-gdp-by-repaying-
local-loans.  
681 Personal conversation with Raafat, Dubai, 29 March 2022.  
682 Personal interview with Issa, online, 22 March 2022.  
683 *ÏÈÎ 0ÅÁÃÏÃËȟ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ )ÎÔÅÒÉÍ 0ÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ 2ÅÇÉÓÔÅÒȩȱ Gulf News, 19 April 2017,  
https://gulfnews.com/business/property/what -is-the-interim -property -register-1.2013047.  
684 !ÓÈÒÁÆ 3ÁÙÅÄȟ (ÁÓ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ %ÓÃÒÏ× ,Á× 3ÕÃÃÅÅÄÅÄ ÉÎ 3ÅÃÕÒÉÎÇ 0ÕÒÃÈÁÓÅÒÓȭ -ÏÎÅÙȟȱ Hadef & Partners, 10 
February 2010,   https://www.hadefpartners.com/News/131/HAS -DUBAIS-ESCROW-LAW-SUCCEEDED-IN-
SECURING-PURCHASERS-MONEY-   
685 Personal interview with Eric (Dubai-based energy manager), Dubai, 25 March 2022.  
686 Ȱ$ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 3ÔÁÇÅȟȱ Land Department, n.d., https://dubailand.gov.ae/en/developer -book/main -
phases/development-stage/#/   
687 Dubai Municipality, Dubai 2040 Structure Plan Executive Summary, 2022, 12. 
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https://gulfnews.com/business/property/what-is-the-interim-property-register-1.2013047
https://www.hadefpartners.com/News/131/HAS-DUBAIS-ESCROW-LAW-SUCCEEDED-IN-SECURING-PURCHASERS-MONEY-
https://www.hadefpartners.com/News/131/HAS-DUBAIS-ESCROW-LAW-SUCCEEDED-IN-SECURING-PURCHASERS-MONEY-
https://dubailand.gov.ae/en/developer-book/main-phases/development-stage/#/
https://dubailand.gov.ae/en/developer-book/main-phases/development-stage/#/
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%ØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÉÓ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÎÄÅÒ $ÕÂÁÉ Á Ȭ×ÏÒÌÄ-
ÃÌÁÓÓ ÃÉÔÙȭ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÉÔÓ ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÐÌÁÃÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȟȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÁÓ ËÅÙ ÔÏ 
becomÉÎÇ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓȢ688 This greening-world class 
ÌÉÎË ÉÓ ÈÅÁÖÉÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÕØÕÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÏ× ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭ 
gets interpreted689 in the hyperconsumerist upscale and family destination that is 
contemporary Dubai. Government-led urban plans end up emphasizing not just green 
spaces but green lawns that are water-intensive,690 ÓÕÃÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ Ȭ×ÏÒÌÄ ÃÌÁÓÓȭ ÁÎÄ 
sustainable - which are seen as related - are contradictory. Here, quality of life 
improvement endeavors lead to eco as a commoditizeable lifestyle and an aestheticization of 
sustainability ÔÈÁÔ ÌÉËÅ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÍÅÔÒÉÃÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÁÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ρȟ 
glosses over larger ecological and in this case social realities as well. 
 
Far predating the 2040 masterplan, greening has been a city project for the Dubai 
Municipality since the late 1960s. Greening policies and practices have come to cover ever 
larger swathes of desert landscapes in UAE cities, including Dubai, with water-intensive 
lawn grasses and non-native flowers, trees, and shrubs.691 In Dubai, seeds were planted for 
this between 1969 and 1971, when the municipality established a horticulture department, 
hired an agricultural engineer from Iran to lead greening work, and developed an 
ÁÆÆÏÒÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒËÓ ÐÌÁÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȢ )Î ρωχψȟ Á Ô×Ï ÙÅÁÒ ȬÁÆÆÏÒÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÍÐÁÉÇÎȭ ÁÉÍÅÄ 
at planting 200,000 trees was announced, and by 1979 over 15 km of open spaces and 
ÒÏÁÄÓ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÇÒÅÅÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÒÔÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÎÏ× ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ 300 
employees.692 Akhbar Dubbay, a Dubai Municipality magazine published between 1965 and 
1980, is replete with articles from the 1970s on greening projects spearheaded by the 
ÍÕÎÉÃÉÐÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÓÔ ÐÁÒËÓ ÌÉËÅ -ÕÓÈÒÉÆ 0ÁÒË ɉÃȢ ρωχς-1975)693 
and Safa Park (c. 1975-1979).694 Greening has, like many things in Dubai, intensified in 
ÓÃÏÐÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÃÁÌÅȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÐÌÁÎÔ Á ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÔÒÅÅÓȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÌÁÕÎÃÈÅÄ ÂÙ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ 
ruler Sheikh Mohammed in 2010.695 As of 2020, the Dubai Municipality had developed 185 

                                                
688 Dubai Municipality, Dubai 2040 Structure Plan Executive Summary, 2022. 
689 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021; Personal interview with Salwa, online, 26 March 
2022.   
690 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
691 (ÁÓÎÁÉÎ !ÌÁÍ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ Ȱ,ÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ .ÁÔÉÖÅ 0ÌÁÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5!%ȡ ! 2ÅÖÉÅ×ȟȱ Emirates Journal of Food and 
Agriculture 29, no. 10 (2017): 730, 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/321166398_Landscaping_with_native_plants_in_the_UAE_A_revie
w.  
692 !ËÈÂÁÒ $ÕÂÂÁÙȟ Ȱ-ÕÑÁÂÁÌÁ ÍÉÎ Éȭdad qism at-tahqiqat as-ÓÕÈÁÆÉÙÁ ÂÉÌ ÍÁÊÁÌÁ ÍÁȭ ÁÌ ȬÁÍÉÌÅÅÎ ÆÉ ÄÁÆÉȭ ȬÁÊÁÌÁÔ 
ÔÁÑÁÄÕÍ ÈÁÔÈÁ ÁÌ ÂÁÌÁÄȟȱ Akhbar Dubbay ωȟ ψ -ÁÒÃÈ ρωχρȟ ρφȠ %ÌÉÁÓ -ÕÓÌÉÈȟ Ȱ-ÕÓÈÒÉÆȡ 7ÁÈÁ +ÈÁÄÒÁÁȭ ÆÉ ÑÁÌÂ 
ar-rimal al-mutawahija ɀ ÈÁÌ ÔÕÓÁȭÉÄ ȬÁÌÁ ÉËÈÔÉÆÁȭ ÔÁÑÌÅÅȭÁÔ ÁÌ-ÉÓÔÉÙÁÆȟȱ Akhbar Dubbay 29, 17 July 1975, 15. 
693 %ÌÉÁÓ -ÕÓÌÉÈȟ Ȱ-ÕÓÈÒÉÆȟȱ 17 July 1975. 14.    
694 For examples of Akhbar Dubbay ÃÏÖÅÒÁÇÅȟ ÓÅÅ Ȱ!Ì 3ÁÆÁ ×Á -ÕÓÈÒÉÆȡ 7ÁÈÁÔÁÎ ×ÁÒÉÑÁÔÁÎ ×Á ÒÉȭÁÔÁÎ ÌÉÌ 
ÔÁÎÁÆÆÕÓȟȱ Akhbar Dubbay ςυȟ ςσ *ÕÎÅ ρωχωȡ ςφȠ Ȱ(ÁÄÁȭÉÑ $ÕÂÂÁÙȡ -ÉÔÈÁÌÁtiha al-×ÁÑȭÉÙÁ ÍÉÎ ÌÁÈÅÅÂ ÁÓÈ-
ÓÈÁÍÓȟȱ Akhbar Dubbay 22, 29 May 1975: 17-21.  
695 Emirates News Agency - 7!-ȟ Ȱ-ÏÈÁÍÍÅÄ ,ÁÕÎÃÈÅÓ )ÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ 0ÌÁÎÔ /ÎÅ -ÉÌÌÉÏÎ 4ÒÅÅÓ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉȟȱ 
Emirates 24/7, 10 November 2010, https://www.emirates247.com/news/government/mohammed -
launches-initiative -to-plant-one-million -trees-in-dubai-2010-11-10-1.316014.   

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/321166398_Landscaping_with_native_plants_in_the_UAE_A_review
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/321166398_Landscaping_with_native_plants_in_the_UAE_A_review
https://www.emirates247.com/news/government/mohammed-launches-initiative-to-plant-one-million-trees-in-dubai-2010-11-10-1.316014
https://www.emirates247.com/news/government/mohammed-launches-initiative-to-plant-one-million-trees-in-dubai-2010-11-10-1.316014
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parks and playgrounds alone,696 not to mention roadside and roundabout greening, and the 
extensive green spaces introduced by private developers through megaprojects as well. 
4ÏÄÁÙȟ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ Á ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÌÁÒgest urban planning initiative - 
the 2040 Urban Master Plan. 
 
Existing scholarship emphasizes, in some cases critically, the social and cultural values 
embedded in desert greening aspirations in the UAE and beyond. Environmental historian 
Diana Davis, for instance, has noted how post-colonial greening projects like those in the 
UAE are often extensions from colonial environmental perspectives and policies that 
denigrated the desert as barren and unproductive.697 Social scientist Pernilla Ouis has 
pÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÙ ÏÆ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5!% ÁÓ Á ȬÇÌÏÃÁÌÉÚÅÄȭ ÏÎÅȢ 4ÈÅ 
modernizing project of UAE greening enfolds, as Ouis suggests, locally-specific narratives 
ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ %ÍÉÒÁÔÉ "ÅÄÏÕÉÎÓ ÏÎÃÅ ÅÎÊÏÙÅÄ ÔÏ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÅȭȠ ÔÈÅ 5!% 
ÆÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ 3ÈÅÉËÈ :ÁÙÅÄ ÂÉÎ 3ÕÌÔÁÎ !Ì .ÁÈÙÁÎȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓ ÉÎ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 
ÄÅÓÅÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȠ ÁÎÄ )ÓÌÁÍȭÓ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ 
with paradise.698 Greening has been part and parcel of Emirati state-building project as it 
ÈÁÓ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÙ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÅÄ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÏÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÆÏÄÄÅÒ ÆÏÒ ȬÔÈÅ 
ÃÏÎÑÕÅÒÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȭ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÓ /ÕÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÎÏÔÅÓȢ699 
Desert greening is affiliated with the prescience of UAE rulers and their tenacity against all 
odds. Sheikh Zayed, who was the force behind massive afforestation initiatives in the 
ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȟ ÉÓ ÐÏÒÔÒÁÙÅÄ ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÌÁÎÄ ÂÌÏÏÍȱ 
and as disagreeing with those who believed that Ȱ'ÏÄ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ Á ÄÅÓÅÒÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ 
ÒÅÍÁÉÎ Á ÄÅÓÅÒÔȢȱ700  
 
!ÍÏÎÇ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇȭÓ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎË ÍÁÄÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÉÔ 
and environmentalism, which are presented as compatible. Ouis hints at this in noting 
Sheikh ZayedȭÓ ÃÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÓ ÄÅÓÅÒÔ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ and environmental protection work.701 
'ĘËëÅ 'İÎÅÌ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 3ÈÅÉËÈ :ÁÙÅÄȭÓ ÌÅÇÁÃÙ ÁÓ ÓÕÃÈȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÒÅÎÄÅÒÓ 
unsustainable practices environmentally friendly.702 Gareth Dohorty writes of how a 
master plan fÏÒ "ÁÈÒÁÉÎ ÂÙ 3ËÉÄÍÏÒÅȟ /×ÉÎÇÓȟ ÁÎÄ -ÅÒÒÉÌÌ ȰÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÂÁÃË ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒÔÈ 
between literal and figurative use of green, so that pursuit of greenery, even by 
ÕÎÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÍÅÁÎÓȟ ÅÌÉÄÅÓ ÎÅÁÔÌÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔ ÏÆ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȢȱ703 In Dubai, Khaled, a 
                                                
696 6ÁÒÕÎ 'ÏÄÉÎÈÏȟ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ -ÕÎÉÃÉÐÁÌÉÔÙ (ÁÓ "ÕÉÌÔ χπ .Å× 0ÁÒËÓ ÁÎÄ 0ÌÁÙÇÒÏÕÎÄÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅ 4ÈÉÓ 9ÅÁÒȟȱ 
Gulf Business, 17 August 2020,  https://gulfbusi ness.com/dubai-municipality -has-built -70-new-parks-and-
playgrounds-in-the-emirate-this-year/ .   
697 Diane K. Davis.   
698 0ÅÒÎÉÌÌÁ /ÕÉÓȟ ȰȬ'ÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅÓȭȡ 4ÈÅ -ÏÄÅÒÎ #ÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ .ÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ !ÒÁÂ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅÓȟȱ 
Cultural Geographies 9, no. 3 (July 2002): 334-347.   
699 Ibid., 338-340.  
700 *ÁÍÅÓ ,ÁÎÇÔÏÎȟ Ȱ(Ï× Á 'ÁÒÄÅÎÅÒ ÆÒÏÍ 0ÁËÉÓÔÁÎ "ÅÃÁÍÅ 3ÈÅÉËÈ :ÁÙÅÄͻÓ 'ÒÅÅÎ &ÉÎÇÅÒÓȟȱ The National, 1 
March 2020, https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/heritage/how -a-gardener-from-pakistan-became-
sheikh-zayed-s-green-fingers-1.984485Ȣ &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ 0ÅÒÎÉÌÌÁ /ÕÉÓȟ ȰȬ'ÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅÓȟȭȱ 
July 2002, 339.  
701 0ÅÒÎÉÌÌÁ /ÕÉÓȟ ȰȬ'ÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ %ÍÉÒÁÔÅÓȟȭȱ *ÕÌÙ ςππςȢ  
702 Gökçe Günel, Spaceship in the Desert: Energy, Climate Change, and Urban Design in Abu Dhabi (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2019): 14-15.  
703 Gareth Dohorty, Paradoxes of Green, 2017, 138.  
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contractor with extensive experience in sustainability, spoke to me of a generally greater 
focus on greening in urban development than sustainability, noting, however, that the two 
terms sometimes get conflated or mixed up even though greening can be highly 
unsustainable.704 -Ù Ï×Î ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇȭÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ 
ÁÎÄ ȰÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȱ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÕØÕÒÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÁÌÔÈ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÈÏ× ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭ ÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉ 
translates.       
 
0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÎÏ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÇÒÅÅÎȭÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÍÏÒÅ on display than in the 
sustainability-focused 2040 Urban Master Plan, which includes ambitious greening goals. 
4ÈÅ ςπτπ 5ÒÂÁÎ -ÁÓÔÅÒ 0ÌÁÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ ÆÏÒÅÇÒÏÕÎÄÓ ȬÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÕÒÂÁÎ 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ705 and is touted as having the potential to turn $ÕÂÁÉ ÉÎÔÏ ȰÁ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÃÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ 
eco-friendly urban development, attracting environmentally conscious businesses and 
ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓȢȱ706 !ÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÎȭÓ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ ÉÓ ȰÄÏÕÂÌÉÎÇ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÉÓÕÒÅ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ɍÉÎ $ÕÂÁÉɎ 
to provide a healthy environment for residents and viÓÉÔÏÒÓȢȱ707 )Î ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÎȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ 
%ØÅÃÕÔÉÖÅ 3ÕÍÍÁÒÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÇÒÅÅÎÅÒÙ ÉÓ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÁÓ Á ×ÁÙ ȰÔÏ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ 
ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ708 ÁÎÄ ȰÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÒÅÓÉÌÉÅÎÃÅȢȱ709 Recognizing 
ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ÐÏÓÅÄ ÂÙ $ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ȰÌÏÃÁÌ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÎ ÎÏÎÅÔÈÅÌÅÓÓ 
suggests that ways - unspecified - ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÏ ÁÕÇÍÅÎÔ ȰÏÐÅÎ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȢȱ710 Imagined in 
$ÕÂÁÉȭÓ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ Á ȬÇÒÅÅÎ ÃÏÒÒÉÄÏÒÓȭ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÉÎËÓ Á ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÐÁÒËÓȟ ÒÕÒÁÌ 
conservation areas, and urban centers. Major and smaller parks and recreational amenities 
- open spaces - ÁÒÅ ÐÌÁÎÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÁÃÃÅÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÁÌÌȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ȰÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÐÁÒËÓ 
ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÅȱ ÉÓ ÓÅÔ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÆÒÏÍ ςρȢχ ÓÑÕÁÒÅ ËÉÌÏÍÅÔÅÒÓ ÉÎ ςπςπ ÔÏ τςȢψ ÉÎ ςπτπȟ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ 
doubling.711 While it is unclear how much urban green space is left out of this figure (like 
greening by private developers) and what green spaces are or are not included in water 
numbers such as the 231 million cubic meters used for irrigation mentioned above,712 what 
is clear is that plans spell a significant increase in water requirements. And although the 
use of native flora is mentioned in the plan and this might reduce water demand, Raafat 
ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÂÅ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÌÁ×Îȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ȰÎÏÔ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȢȱ713  
 

                                                
704 Personal interview with Khaled, online, 5 March 2024.   
705 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ςπτπ 5ÒÂÁÎ -ÁÓÔÅÒ 0ÌÁÎȟȱ Dubai 2040, n.d., http://dubai2040.ae/en/dubai -2040-
urban-master-plan/   
706 Ȱ(Ï× ÔÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ ςπτπ 5ÒÂÁÎ -ÁÓÔÅÒ 0ÌÁÎ 3ÅÔÓ ÔÈÅ 3ÔÁÇÅ ÆÏÒ 0ÒÏÆÉÔÁÂÌÅ 6ÅÎÔÕÒÅÓȟȱ Seed Group, 28 September 
2023,  https://s eedgroup.com/2023/09/how -the-dubai-2040-urban-master-plan-sets-the-stage-for-
profitable-ventures/ .   
707 Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ςπτπ 5ÒÂÁÎ -ÁÓÔÅÒ 0ÌÁÎȟȱ UAE, updated 14 June 2023,  https://u.ae/en/about -the-uae/strategies-
initiatives -and-awards/strategies-plans-and-visions/transport -and-infrastructure/dubai -2040-urban-
master-plan.  
708 Dubai Municipality, Dubai 2040 Structure Plan Executive Summary, 2022, 12 
709 Ibid., 10 
710 Ibid., 9 
711 Ibid., 32 
712 Dubai Statistics Center, Dubai in Figures, 2017, 8.  
713 Personal interview with Raafat, online, 22 March 2021.  
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https://u.ae/en/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-awards/strategies-plans-and-visions/transport-and-infrastructure/dubai-2040-urban-master-plan
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Top: Map of planned urban parks, nature reserves, and green corridors from the Dubai 2040 Urban Master 
Plan. Bottom: A rendering of a park from the Dubai 2040 Urban Master Plan. Images courtesy of the 
Government of Dubai.714 
 
-ÏÒÅÏÖÅÒȟ ÇÒÅÅÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ȰÖÉÂÒÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÙ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȱ715 (see more later) are 
ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ $ÕÂÁÉ ςπτπ 5ÒÂÁÎ -ÁÓÔÅÒ 0ÌÁÎ ÁÓ ×ÁÙÓ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ Á ÇÏÏÄ ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭȠ 
ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ Á ÐÒÅÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ ȬÔÒÅÎÄÙȭ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÕÒÂÁÎ 

                                                
714 Dubai Municipality, Dubai 2040 Structure Plan Executive Summary, 2022, 32, 34.  
715 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Ȱ$ÕÂÁÉ ςπτπ 5ÒÂÁÎ -ÁÓÔÅÒ 0ÌÁÎȟȱ Dubai 2040, n.d.. 


