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The past 30 yearsbrought about significant economic, political
andtechnol ogical changes, which haveinfluenced thestructureandthe
functionsof urban areasin Gulf countries. TheUnited Arab Emirates (UAE)
isarich, oil-producing nation that has, in the span of a decade or so,
becomehighly urbanized with moderninfrastructure. For acountry like
theUnited Arab Emirates(UAE), urban development isamajor concern
of policymakers, planners, publicofficials,and environmental advocates.
The UAE has been progressing steadily on the path of growth and
development over thelast three decades, propelled by an oil-rich economy.
Although not affluent in other natural resources, the country scoreshigh
on devel opment indicesinrecent yearsdueto unprecedented economic
growth, high per capitaincome, and robust social devel opment. According
to the 2005 Human Devel opment | ndex Report compiled by the United
Nations Devel opment Programme (UNDP), the UAE hasriseninrank to
occupy the 41st position among the nations of theworld . Because of its
economic growthandrelatively openimmigration policies, theUAE has
attractedlargenumbersof peoplefromall over theworld, particularly
from Asia and Europe. The UAE has urbanized rapidly over a
comparatively brief timeframe. Prominent citieslike Dubai have expanded
severa timestheir sizein comparison with what they used to be, even as
recently asthe 1970sand 1980s. Today, Dubai featuresprominently on
the global map of emerging places.?
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Present paper isan attempt to highlight the process of Urban Sprawl,
problemsof Urbanization e.g. socio-economic problems, environmental
threat , urban crimeand challengesfor the Sustainable Urban Devel opment
of Dubai.

Three main factors have shaped the urban landscape of UAE are:
(UN ESCWA, 1999) 3

the 1973 oil boom
thelarge-scale international andintra-regional migration
and globalization .

Rapid economic growth, which occurred in Dubai after the oil boom of
1973, wasaccompanied by popul ation growth and increased urbani zation.
There hasbeen amassive migration of the population from rural to urban
areas, aswell asimmigration of foreign labour into Dubai. Government
policiesof freetradeand to promoteissuesof globalization made Dubai a
dreamcity for foreigninvestors, businessmen, andworkersinall sectors
of economy.

Urban Sprawl

Between 1973 and 2006 dramati c changes a ong the coast of the United
Arab Emiratesfollow the devel opment of Dubai, one of the country’s
seven emirates. The country islocated along the eastern coast of the Arabian
Peninsulawheretheland tapersto asharptip that nearly separatesthe
Persian Gulf to the north from the Gulf of Oman to the south. Thistrio of
imagesfrom NASA’ sseriesof Landsat satellites showsthe remarkable
transformation in landscape and urban sprawl.



Urbanization in Dubai : Process, Problems and Challenges

LIl BT RSO

August 28,1990

January 22,1973
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In theimage, captured on October 11, 2006, artificial islands
shaped likepalmtreesstretch alongtheshore. Inland, irrigated vegetation
standsout inred (theimageisenhanced with infrared light) against the
tan-coloured desert. Devel oped areas, including numerousroads, appear
cement-coloured. Inthemiddleimage, captured on August 28, 1990, the
number and density of roadsand buildingsisfar lessthanin 2006. The
areatothe southwest of image centreisparticularly lessdevel oped. While
intheimageof 1973, urban development isalmost negligible.

Thecity of Dubai ishometo morethan 1.2 million people, and it
isstill growing rapidly. Thecity’ semergenceasamajor metropolisand
tourist destinationisevident inthesesatelliteimages. Land conversion
activitiesin UAE and especially inDubai for large-scalereclamation
projectsthat extend shorelinesinto thesea. Dubai city, increasedinsize
by 92 km2 by 1985.

ThePam Islands are artificial isandsin Dubai, United Arab
Emiratesonwhichmajor commercial andresidential infrastructurewill be
constructed. Theislandsarethe Palm Jumeirah, the Palm Jebel Ali andthe
Palm Deira. Each settlement will bein the shape of apalm tree, topped
with acrescent, and will have alargenumber of residential, leisureand
entertainment centres. The Palm Islandsarelocated of f the coast of The
United Arab Emiratesinthe Persian Gulf and will add 520 kilometres of
beachestothecity of Dubai. Between thethreeislandstherewill be over
100luxury hotels, exclusiveresidential beach sidevillasand apartments,
marinas, water themeparks, restaurants, shopping malls, sportsfacilities
and health spas.?

The creation of the Palm Jumeirah began in June 2001. Shortly
after, thePalm Jebel Ali wasannounced and reclamation work began.
ThePalm Deira, whichisplanned to have asurfaceareaof 46.35 square
kilometre. Constructionwasoriginally planned totake 10-15 years, but
that was before theimpact of the global credit crunch hit Dubai in 2007-
2008. 3

Dubal isemerging asone of the biggest tourism destinations of the
world. Income generating from tourism, shopping and re-export of
goods havemagjor shareinthetotal GDP of Dubai. But thequestionis
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what will happenedin thetime of recession asDubai’ stourismisbadly
hit. Dubai’ seconomy ismainly tourism based economy, and activitiesrel ated
totourismmainly hotels, restaurants, shopping malls, tourist resortsand
recreational centersetc. aredeveloping very fast.

Problems Associated with Rapid Urban Growth

Theurbanization processin Dubai refersto much morethansimple
populationgrowth; itinvolveschangesintheeconomicand socia structures
of the region. Rapid urban growth is also responsible for many
environmental and social changesintheurban environment. Thecityis
becoming overcrowded and facing the problemsof smooth transportation,
unrest among foreign workers, problems of social security. Job
opportunitiesdueto fast growing urbanization of thecity motivated the
mass movement of surplus population from other countries.

At the sametime, migrantsprovided cheap, plentiful abour for theemerging
economic activities. Though theindustrial development istaking placein
Dubai, but main emphasisison the construction and devel opment of tourist
places, hotel sand resorts. Herethe concentration of investmentsattracts
largenumbersof migrantslooking for employment, thereby creatinga
large surplus labour force, which keepswages|low. Thissituationis
attractiveto Dubai government aswell asforeigninvestment companies
those arein construction business.

Socio-economicProblems

Though the urban development in Dubai hasvery shiny pictureinfront of
theworld, but it hasdark sidealso. Workers, turning thisdesert into high-
risetowersand luxury hotels, livein cramped |abour camps, low pay and
increasing desperation. Theconstructionworkers' camps, inparticular,
have been set up even deeper inthedesert. That addsan hour or two just
to get to thejobsite every morning, in addition to the workers 12 hour
shifts. A growing number prefer to suiciderather than return homewith
empty pockets. In 2005; 84 south Asianscommitted suicidein Dubai, up
from 70in 2004, inwhich alarge proportionswas of Indians.*

Therefore, workersfought for their rightsand in September 2005,
800 workers staged protest march down amain highway in the heart of
thecity and set of anational debate about thetreatment of foreign workers.
Labourershad at | east eight major strikesto demand their rightsand get
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their pay, whichissometimeswithheld. In April 2006 Asianworkersrioted
at thesiteof theworld' stallest skyscraper.®

Increasing urban crimeistheresult of urban poverty and anew emerging
issuein Dubai. Around 65,000 crimeswerereported inthe UAE in 2005.
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Source: World Bank, World Devel opment I ndicators,2006

Oneof seven emiratesinthe UAE federation, Dubai iswitnessing
asharp economic slowdown asoil pricescollapseandtheglobal financial
crisistakesitstoll onreal estate pricesand the stock market. Real growth
ingrossdomestic product (GDP) in Dubai wasset tofall to“dightly less”
than 2.5 percent in the beginning of 2009 compared with about 8 percent
In 2008, Raed Safadi told an International Monetary Fund briefingin Dubai.
Hopefully theworstisbehind us,” Safadi said. “Wearebeing challenged
on exports, on thereal estate sector, construction ... all of these sectors
areunder pressurehere.” In 2007, the government of Dubai, which derives
only about 3to 4 percent of itsGDPfromail, said it aimed to grow at 11
percent ayear through to 2015. But could achieve between 4 and 6 percent
of thetarget . Dubai isstriving to keep itseconomy growing by expanding
public spending despite the lowdown. The emirate said in January it
expectedtorunitsfirst budget deficit ever of 4.2 billiondirhams($1.14
billion) thisyear. But signsof theslowdown are evident. Companiesacross
Dubai havelaid off thousands of employeesasreal estate pricesdropped
by at |east aquarter from apeak |atelast year after speculatorsexited the
market, analysts have said.

Environmental Threats

Economic growth continues at an exceedingly rapid pace, and is
frequently at the cost of thenatural environment. Marine, coastal, aswell
asmountain ecosystems of the country support biodiversity that needs
urgent protection. Thetransition between atraditional economy based on
subsi stencefisheries, oasisagricultureand livestock toamodern, highly
urbanized country inlessthan 30 yearsisaffecting the environment.

Themajor environmenta threatsinthe UAE arefollowing:

. Habitat for wildlife hasbeen|ost dueto urbani zation and industrial
development (oil and gas), over fishing and over grazing. Thefast
urbani zationisbringing problemsof waste management. Pollution
concernsarerising, especially intheproximity of new industrial
complexes; and al so on account of theoil trade. Ground water is
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being extracted at avery high paceto satisfy the demand of green
belt plantations and new farming. Ecological Footprint World
resources are being consumed at arate 25 % faster on average
than their availability. 2

. Tourism, recreational outdoor activitiesarenow starting to affect
theenvironment, especially infragileecosystemssuchas‘wadis' in
theHajjar Mountainswhereanincreasing number of occasional
touristsare camping around, and swimming in, the‘wadis.” The
coastlineisal so affected by the devel opment of largetourist resorts
and several coastal areasof regional importanceare being threatened
by tourism development. Indirectly affecting theenvironment isthe
lack of an organized institutional framework and environmental
legidlation Awareness. Theenvironment isvery much aconcernthat
isbeing addressed at thegovernment and non-government levels.
However, people’ sunderstanding of what needsto be doneissitill
very poor, and thelink between lifestylesinthe Emiratesandits
effects on the environment is not understood. 3

Challenges

Ultimately the question arises “thiswhole huge infrastructureis
for whom?” (around 20% population isnational whileremaining 80%
arenon-nationals).

Another question is“who will maintain and run thisambitious
urban infrastructure?” ,(when the policies are not much in the favor of
expatriateworkers).Moreover avery big chunk of theworkersiscoming
from India. Onthe onehand Indiaisafast growing economy and not very
much affected even inthetime of recession, whilethe Dubai economy is
badly hit.

Aboveall themgjor challengefor Dubai government isto facethe
nature’ slimitationsand to maintain environmental balance.

Conclusion

Urbanizationin Dubai isavery ambitious plan of the Government
of Dubai. No doubt thisisan example of one of the fastest, finest and
marvel ous urban growth in theworld and sometimes|ooksbeyond the
Imagination. Sincethebeginning, theurbanizationin Dubai isatopic of
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debate, whether it would be sustainable or not. Besides shiny pictureit
hasgloomy aspect also e.g. overlooking to the recommendations of human
right groups, thereforeworkersareunderpaid, overstressed, and deprived
of social life,(these phenomenaare resulting in workers resentment,
suicides, and strikes).Ignoring the nature’s limitations results in
environmental degradation . Besidestheseissuesrecession also put a
question mark onthefragileeconomy of Dubai depending on othersfor
their sustainability.
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