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Prologue

along the Deffoit River, into a new mixed-use district. For the next four years I partook in
just about every activity on the redevelopment continuum, from creating a new master plan
for the district, to demolishing dilapidated factories and pulling industrial sludge out of the
ground, to supervising the design and construction ofnew infrastructure, and finally to nego-
tiating with developers to filI the district with new real estate. After more than three decades
of grand ideas and false starts, Detroit's riverfront was being reborn.

{Jnfortunately, all of this took place under the most corrupt mayoral administration in
Detroit's akeady sordid history. Just as our agency's efforts were reaching fruition and a slew
ofnew buildings were ready to break ground, a scandal broke that would eventually land the
mayor in federal prison. The drama dominated local news for months on end, torpedoing
political support for any initiative remotely associated with the mayor and his entourage-
including the redevelopment of the riverfront. At the same time, the national housing market
began to implode after years ofspeculative overheating, delivering the coup de grace to our
labors by decimating the ranks of prospective buyers for the riverfront's new residential proj-
ects. By early 2008, Detroit's nascent riverfront renaissance had ground to a halt.s:- As the work slowed I decided to look for opportunities elsewhere, and pondered going
abroad once more. I happened across a magazine article profiling the Arabian Gul{, where
a developmentbonanzawas just taking off-in stark contrast to the doldrums then descending
upon the industrialized world. The Gulf t oil sheikhdoms were bankrolling grandiose urban
expansions across the board. This was pardy in response to having some of the fastest-
growing populations in the world; by 2020 the inhabitants of the Gulf were predicted to
increase by more than a third. The Gulf's monarchs had their work cut out for them just
trying to stay ahead of this curve, but they also seemed to be competing with one another
to see who could use his petrodollars to buy the fanciest makeover for his city-state.

At that stage my knowledge of the Gulf was limited to Dubai. I had read story after
story about the extravagant desert fantasyland, where new skyscrapers rose from the sands
everyweek and shorelines were remade with fanciful palm-shaped islands visible from space.
In every city planner lurks a hint of megalomania; a place like Dubai embodied atantalizing
chance to set it free. Yet it was not Dubai that drew my attention now, but instead Abu
Dhabi, a city further down the Gulf coast. All I had known about Abu Dhabi up to that
point was that it was the mysterious destination to which Garfield the cat often mailed his
counterpart Nermal in the eponymous comic strip.

Its anonymity notwithstanding, Abu Dhabi appeared to be pursuing the Gulf's most
ambitious urban transformation by far.Its leaders had announced a plan to remake the city
into one of the world's leading centers of commerce and leisure, tripling its size by 2030.
They had enticed prominent institutions of culture (the Louvre and Guggenheim museums),
education (New York University and the Sorbonne), medicine (the Cleveland Clinic), and
media (CNN) to establish franchises in town. But Abu Dhabi was doing more than just rais-
ing buildings; it was charting a holistic strategy for growth. Its ruling sheikhs aimed to
balance progress and change with tradition, preserving and showcasing Abu Dhabi's character
as a traditional Arab city in the midst of rapid development. Abu Dhabit citizens wanted
to retain their proud identity and their cherished culture while embracing the best the modern
world had to offer.

This city-scaled experiment would have huge ramifications for an increasingly urbanized
world. Perhaps not coincidentally, it was during that same year, 2008, that the United Nations
estimated that more than half the world's people would live in cities for the first time in his-
tory.1 Societies around the globe were grappling with the tensions brought about by urban-
izatioris rapid shifts in population-geographic shifts from countryside to city and from

{
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The Sheikh Zayed Mosque at night.

things up in the late afternoon, calling out to the setting sun with a soaring paean that was
equal parts celebration and mourning for the passage of another day. Even for a non-Muslim,
it stirred the soul. On this day, however, the earliest of the calls to prayer was an alarm clock
I could have done without.

After another hour of fitful slumber I awoke again, stumbled over to the window, and
opened the curtains. Sunlight poured into the room. From my twelfth-foor vantage point I
would have had a commanding view of the eastern side of the city-if it werent for the tow-
ering eyesore standing in the way.

Rising outside my window was a thirty-story concrete partition as wide as it was tall.
Gaping voids pockmarked the unfinished fagade like squares on a checkerboard, with scarcely
a detail or ornament to break the repetition. Semi-circular turrets bulged out at either end
ofthe building, rising above the height ofthe fagade and topping out in the shape ofupside-
down fedoras. Clumps of uncut rebar jutted out from every edge and corner like flagella. A
half-dozen tower cranes soared above the structure, keeping watch over the hundreds of
laborers swarming about like worker bees.

This was the western side ofWahdaCity, one of dozens of new real estate projects that
had sprouted like weeds in Abu Dhabi's ongoing development boom. Architecturally, it left
much to be desired. Wahda City was far too big for the piece of land on which it sat, a
modest plot barely four hundred feet square. On the opposite side of the elongated building
visible from my window, the development also included a pair of equally tall towers with
narrow elliptical floorplates. The three buildings were wedged onto the plot at odd angles
to one another, like strangers trying to avoid contact in a crowded elevator. The entire cluster
loomed twice as tall as the surrounding buildings, a dissonant chord among the otherwise
uniform harmony of the skyline. When finished, the developmentwould overflowwith more
than a million square feet of offices, apartments, retail space, a movie theatre, and an 850-
room luxury hotel.

In addition to its bulk, Wahda City also occupied a singularly poor location. It was sur-
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7A Castles in the Sand

The attempts at diversification were not novel. When author Jonathan Raban visited
the GuH in the late 1970s, he observed that some of the region's city-states were already
setting up basic local industries like steel smelters. Although these were helpfirl for replacing
imports, Raban pointed out the illogic of their competitive position in global markets: "Why
ship alumina from the Pacific to be smelted in Bahrain and then shipped back to the Pacific
as aluminum?"1

The emirate of Dubai was one of the fust places in the Gulf to pursue diversification
on a large scale. In the 1980s Dubai began using the revenues from its own modest oil dis-
coveries to jump-start an economic expansion centered on real estate, tourism, and enter-
tainment. The endeavor paid off. By the early years of the new millennium, Dubai had
captured international attention with its meteoric growth and its ever more outlandish proj-
ects, including the creation of artificial islands and the construction of the world's tallest
building.

I interrupted to ask whether there was a rivalry between Dubai and Abu Dhabi.
Alex laughed. "It's more than that. Ask any of the Emiratis whose families have been

in Abu Dhabi for generations, and they'll tell you that Dubai is just an upstart. Abu Dhabi
is the real UAE. The power and culture are here. They think that their cousins in Dubai
sold out."

Ethan added, "A11 the same, you can imagine how watching your neighbors get the
glory for all those years could give you something of an inferiority complex."2

Dubai's expansion also attracted plenty of foreign critics who disparaged the emirate as
an Arabian Disneyland, lacking substance and authenticity. The frenzied activity and con-
struction eventually surpassed the realm of realistic growth and became a speculative bubble
in danger of bursting. At its peak, Dubai had more real estate under development than
Shanghai, a city with thirteen times Dubai's population.3

In their post-Zayed vision for diversification, Abu Dhabit sheikhs elected to cast a
wider economic net than had Dubai. They wanted to develop local industries in a broad
range of sectors, including manufacturing, defense, renewable energy, media, and more. The
emirate's state-owned sovereign wealth funds started targeting companies around the globe
for acquisition and investment, looking for opportunities to transfer those enterprises'knowl-
edge and facilities to Abu Dhabi. They also started buying stakes in everything from global
financial corporations like Barclays and Citibank to New York City office towers and London's
Gatwick Airport. In 2008 one of the sheikhs spearheaded the purchase of Manchester City
the English Premiere League football (i.e., soccer) club, subsequently investing more than
a billion pounds in new players and facilities.a The state dumped billions of dirhams, the
UAEt currency, irlto a ra{t of new Abu Dhabibased enterprises like the flagship Etihad
Airlines.

In order to create a suitable skyline for the new and improved Abu Dhabi, the sheikhs
lifted the emirate's development restrictions. Within a year and a half of Zayed's death,
untested development companies like Aldar and Sorouh had broken ground on dozens of
projects across the city, projects like Wahda City. The initial results of this new wave of
d"rr"lop*e.rt were disapptinting, to put it mildly. "The developers built a lot oiJbk," Alex
said. "Awful designs, cheap materials, poorly chosen locations. And there was no one to stop
them. The Abu Dhabi Municipality rubber-stamped everything the developers handed
them."

This didnt escape the crown prince's notice. He realized that without a comprehensive
plan for the transformation of Abu Dhabi's built environment, the emirate risked repeating
Dubai's speculative excesses and incoherent urban form. Dubai's frenzied development had
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L'r Castles in the Sand

resembled a stylized falcon, the UAE's national bird, which the Emiratis' Bedu ancestors
ptized for its hunting prowess.l3 The whitewashed stucco structure looked to have been built
during the initial boom of the eaily 7970s. The UPCt ofices had been remodeled in a con-
temporary style, complete with sleek new furniture and smoked-glass windows, but they
retained apatina of age, from the squat toilets in the bathrooms to the faint aroma of ou-d
incense that lingered in the hallways. I liked the feel of the place, with its hints of a bygone
era.

As I entered my office I nearly ran head-on into a figure clad in black from head to toe.
I recoiled at the sight o{ the abayya, the ink-hued gown that Emirati women wear over their
clothes. It wasn't the garment that repelled me, but the prospect of touching an Emirati
woman, even accidentally. I had come to Abu Dhabi with an irrational fear of Emirati
females, thanks to a friend from graduate school who had worked for years in the UAE.
"Emirati women are ice queens," she had warned me. "The only time you'll see them is when
1!rey're shopping at the mall, and then they'll act like you and everybody else dont exist.
Whatever you do, dont try to shake hands with one unless she offers first, which will probably
never happen." Physical contact between an Emirati woman and any male who wasnt a
family member was evidently a huge taboo.

I relaxed when I recognized the Emirati in front of me as Mahra, a young woman from
the UPC's public relations team. I had met her earlier in the week during my orientation,
and she had been kind enough to show me around the office. In between introductions to
the other staff, she interrogated me about mybackground, interests, and family, while proudly
discoursing on the traditions and culture of her own society. Tlue to form, she hadnt shaken
my hand, and had actually asked me not to try. But apart from that, she proved exactly the
opposite of what I was conditioned to expect. Mahra was smart, friendly, and genuinely
pleasant to talk to.

"Sorry, I didnt realize you were coming through the door," Mahra said. Beneath the
black wrap of her sbayla headscar{, her face was flushed from our near miss. She had a
winsome smile and dark, beguiling eyes, and didn't look a day older than twenty-five. ,,I just
came by to give you this." She handed me a bag. "Remember when you asked me the oiher
day about books on Abu Dhabi's history, and I said there was a very famous one that I
couldnt remember? This is it. I hope you enjoy." I reached in and pulled out a copy ofWilfred
Thesiger's Arabian Sands.

I forced what I hoped was a suitably appreciative smile. Thesiger was the last of the
legendary English explorers, a Luddite famed for his vocal disdain of modern advances as
well as for his remarkable adventures. During my time in Iraq I had begun reading The
Marsh Arabs, Thesiser's account of his travels through the riverine labyrinth of souihern
Mesopotamia in the 1950s. The narrative was as boggy as the marshes and the Englishman's
self-importance was excruciating. Thesiger revered tribal societies, such as the Arabs who
inhabited the marshes, as the last bastions of mankind not corrupted by modern inventions.
He deplored human settlements as scourges on the land, engines of decay filled with weak,
slothful people. As one making a career in the development of cities, I did nolexactly share
Thesiger's point of view. !'\-

I was also put offby his seeming hypocrisy. Although Thesiger ranted against the evils
of "the motor-car and the wireless," he apparently saw nothing wrong with gallivanting
around by plane and spending much of his time back in decidedly non-primitive England,
sipping tea and lecturing in the plush drawing rooms of the Royal Geographic Society. Even
wlile traveling, Thesiger enjoyed the comfort of a thermal sleeping bag ,rrd di.p..rr"d modern
pharmaceuticals wherever he went. At times he seemed mofe a poseur than someone serious
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Castles in the Sand

Thankfully she changed the subject. "How have you been enjoying our city so far? I
hope you've seen something besides the office and your hotel." I told her that I was still
g.t irrg to know Abu Dhabi. When I rnentioned my walk the previous weekend, she blanched.
"You ualked to the Corniche?!'

"IJm ... yes?" Had I committed some strange pedestrian fatrx pas?

Mahra s-hook her head. "Nobody walks here. Not unless you have to. I mean, I ve walked
along the Corniche, but never to it. I have my driver take me there'"

-"You dont drive yourself?" l blurted out the question before I rea'lized how rude it was'
She didnt seem offended. 'Actually I dont know how. My family has always had a

driver, so I never needed to learn." Her tone was matter-of-fact. Mahra's comment hinted
at the kind of privileged lifestyle modern Emiratis en1oy, amore luxuriant standard of living
than most people can imagine.

Mahra smiled again. "Anyway, enjoy your reading. I'11 be sure to qtiz you next time we
talk." She left, her flowing abayya seeming to glide down the hallway'
--- -The diversity at the UPC was nothing short of extraordinary. In its short eighteen
months of existence the agency had hired more than a hundred stafl half of them Emiratis
and the others a miniature League of Nations of expatriates. The foreigners included plenty
ofwesterners-North Americans, Europeans, Australians and so forth-but also several from
more exotic places like BrazTl,Japan, Russia, and even Fiji. There was also considerable rep-
resentation from other Arab countries and the Indian subcontinent'

Like the UPC itself, the staffers were generally quite young. Few of the department
heads were much over forty; the general manager, an Emirati, was only thirty-six. The locals
in particular were a wellspring of youth. They had been handpicked from other agencies or
..ooped up right out of college to become the first cadre of Abu Dhabi's indigenous urban
plrrrrr..r. Working alongside their expat colleagues, theywould gain the skills and experience
that would eventually enable Abu Dhabi to look inward for the expertise to build its future.
One day the UPC's eager young Emiratis would run the place.

That day was stilf a long way off. Planning was a new field for Abu Dhabi. Even Plan
2030 admitted that it was merely "an interim tool for evaluating development and growth
propositions prior to fulI induction of a planning culture within the city."16 The Em:'atis
who joined the UPC faced a steep learning curve. They had all come from different fields
and had to be retrained. The general manager himself had to start from scratch when the
crown prince picked him to head the agency; his first year ot so on thejob had been a crash
course in the basic principles ofwhat makes a citywork. The emiratet first academic planning
program at the Soiborr.r"', .r.* Abu Dhabi branch, then under construction, was still a few
y"^r, ^*^y from graduating its first students. The UPC was thus finding it a challeng€ to
recruit Emirati rLff thrt fit the agencyt unique mission. As a result, some sections of the
agency were made up almost entirely of expats.- A1"*'r little transport team was one of them. Our only Emirati was a young civil engineer
named Khalid. Clanry, our transit specialist, was a gifted young Australian just a few years

out of university. Lakshmi, a serene young Indian woman, was a technology vir{roso who
managed the digital maps and population databases we used for our transPort plans. Shortly
,ft.. I joined, the team increaied to six with the addition of Carlo, a dapper Italian who
possessed his country's fashion sense in spades, as evidenced by his monogrammed shirts
and colorful ties. Though he looked to have come straight from a Milan catwalk, in reality
he had more in .o*-on with Fermi and Marconi than with Gucci and Versace; his analytic
mind could rapidly decipher traffic models that looked like hieroglyphics to anyone else.

The UPC-t rapid growth made for cramped quarters at the office. I was put in an overflow
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Three

The Mean Streets

To me the sun-blistered skeleton of a car seemed infinitely more horrible than
the carcass of a camel.- Wilfred Thesiger, lrabian Sands

bu Dhabi's streets are designed to kill." The presenter's blunt statement shocked
his audience awake. We were in the second day of a workshop convened to help
create a new design manual for Abu Dhabi's streets, one of the UPC's foremost

initiatives. The workshop's momentum had begun to drag, prompting the presenter to try
and shake things up.

The dapper man at the podium was Dr. Adam, one of the UPCt senior managers some
of the staffhad nicknamed the Professor. He oversaw the TIES department, inqluding Alex's
transport team, and had an air of genius about him. The Professoi was in his fi?iEt, 

-a 
shade

over five feet tall, with a Cheshire-cat grin and a shock of hair reminiscent of Einstein. He
had left his native England when he was a teenager, hitchhiked through Asia on the Hippie
Tiail, and eventually landed in Australia. Within a few short years he had picked up a PhD
in planning and Australian citizenship. He had that rarest of intellectual combinations: the
scholarly mind that was also organized. Finding the life of an academic to involve too much
pondering and not enough doing, he had gone into practice, bringing to his work a cerebral
touch that had earned him his soubriquet. Although the Professor was Alex's supervisor and
thus my uber-boss, he was friendly and approachable, with a witty retort always at hand.

Creating a design manual for Abu Dhabi's streets was the Professor's labor of love. The
brutality of the roads had appalled the Professor when he came to the emira te in late 2007
as one of the UPCt first hires. He had proposed creating a manual to guide both the design
of all new streets and the retrofit of existing ones. Among its interventions, the manual would
reduce the width ofAbu Dhabi's gaping rights-of-way by moving certain utility lines beneath
the road surfaces. Although such a configuration is standard practice in just about every
other city, Abu Dhabi's utility companies had resisted it since the eady days of the emirate's
urbanization, instead demanding wide underground corridors on either side of main thor-
oughfares.l It had taken months of painstaking negotiations, but the Professor and the mem-
bers of the UPC's infrastructure team had persuaded some of the utilities to permit their
lines to run beneath the streets.

In addition to making better use of space and giving the streets a more human scale,
the manual's reduced rights-of-way would also facilitate tightening lane widths to reduce
speeds, drawing on recent research demonstrating that driver speeds are more influenced by
road design than by posted limits or the velocity of other cars.2 Slower speeds would in turn
render unnecessary the ubiquitous (and ubiquitously annoying) speed bumps that littered
Abu Dhabi's smaller streets. The manual would also prescribe how Abu Dhabi's new tram
and bus transit systems were to integrate into the street network. It would improve the harsh
pedestrian realm with landscaping, bike lines, furniture, and shading. In keeping with Plan
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Castles in the Sand

Dhabi government had founded in 2008 to experiment with an open press. The UAEt otherArabic-and English dailies were little more than government -o',rihpi.."r, like much of thepress throughout the region. Their front pug., i"rror.d breathless accounts of Sheikh So-
""9.Sg entertaining some foreign dignitary."Not so the Nationat, whrch was given consid-erable leeway ro report on topici thalwere normally offlimits."A French tourist *r. ,u., down and killed yesterd 

^y 
on upedestrian crossing in AbuDhabi," the Professor read, .just ninety minutes after he had disembarked from his cruiseship' The victim's *if,.i* , ti.1d ,rrr.rrg.d.to_ jump out of the way as the driver, an Emirati,sped offin his BMW."a rhe professor rJ.t"d th. .r.*.prp.r;" il; lectern. ,,so far this year,thirty percent of road accidents have involvea- p.a"rtliJ.rf "p-..rrra.r"bly from just twoyears ago' Our surveys indicate that two-thirds of p"d".triar,'. do.rt ,rr" .-rri.rg.'i..*r.theyte too far out of ihe way. There were nearly six hundred p"a"rt ir.r accidents last year-one every fourteen hours, many of them fatar'. That,ladies ind gentremen,,, the professor

paused for emphasis, "is why the street design manual matters.,,At the lunch break later in the day, the"Professor waved me over to his table. ,,Let meintroduce you to L^rry,.th2y.pct distinguished founder,,'h. ,"id. Beside him sat a geniar-looking man in his early fifties. I had hJard plenty rbout Lrrry r.om my upc colleaguesand was delighted to finally meet him.
Lartyhad spent most of his planning career with the City of Vancouver, rising throughthe ranks to become codirector of phnniig in the 1990s. During his tenure he presided over

t huge residential expansion in the form oidor"rr. of condomiriium towers that rose all overthe downtown' International affairs magazinesfawned over Vancouver's aesthetics and high-class lifestyle, portraying it as a sort of lity-sized Club Med with mountains instead of sun-shine' Vancouver's cultural amenities, -od..r, infrastructure, and low levels of crime andcongestion earned it a reputation as one of the worldt most livable cities.s There was somedebate over the extent.to which Larry and his policies drove this wave of success, with criticsclaiming he was merely * ,...rrory to vancouver's rise. Nevertheless , Larrywas awardedthe Order of Canada for his role in shaping rhe city.
_ When Larryleft th1 

_%1co_uve, gorr.irr*"rrt, ih. ..o*., prince,s people made him anoffer he couldn't refuse: a blank check t develop a blueprint fo, Ab., orrubi,s future and alsohelp set up a new agency to implemen t it. Larry brought ,to.rg ,r"rrty a dozenof his formerunderlings to serve as the UPC;s first staffers. Around-the 
"m.?, irr./rightheartedly refe*edto themselves as the vancouver Mafia and to their Fgryi" ,. i.g"la- y Lany.In the yearand a half since rhen, Larry and_his acolltes had finiJhed pnnZosoand gotten the upcup and running, after which he had swiiched roles and become *or. of a mentor to theagency's senior staff. That, at least, was what I had gathered fi.; ;y colleagues; after twoweeks at the UPC I still hadnt met Larry or even r.""" rri* i" "", om."r.Larry greeted me with a smile. "weicome to the upc. what section are you in?,,"The transport team,,, I replied.

"Transport, great' You knoua we have a sayrng in Vancouver: 'The best transportationplan is a good Iand use pla1.,"a I thought I saw the professor roll his eyes.I had a dozen burning questions for Larry about his .*p"ri.rr." and his theories onurbanism, but all that came out was inanity: ,,so ... ho* d. ;";i;k;living here? I imagineitt quite a change from Vancouver."
''I dorit live here," Larry-replied. Responding to my confused look, he clarified. .I comeout from vancouver every othei.month t; herp tie up'c *iJ .""i.gr. direction.,,
-9|l, -I'- sorry. No one told me you had moved back to Canadi.,,"I didnt. I never moved here to tegin with.,,

1()
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Castles in the Sand,Z

he said, "Right, well, let's hope our friends at the Department of Tiansport agree' The way

ifr"y ,rif., yJ"d ttti"k they wantto make another bloody Dubai'" 
-

The UpC,s ,.rrr.po.J,"rm faced an uphill battle. Ii*r, orr mission to remake not only

Abu Dhabi,s stfeets, but also the emirate's entire transport paradigm' Life in Abu Dhabi

revolved around the automobile-fitting for a place thai owid its modern existence to oil'

But the automotive addiction wa, "lro 
oI. of the emirate's greatest shortcomings and a detri-

ment to its residents' lives.
visitors to Abu Dhabi and the uAE as a whole are often bewildered at the contradiction

of the country's roads, where the first and third worlds collide' In terms of the quality of

their design and the extent to which they cover the country's major population centers' the

UAE,s highways ,r" .o-f 
"rrUle 

to in anf the West. Their shortcomings are relatively mi1o1'

on-ramps and off-ramps, for example, have an annoying tendency to change course mid-

turn, so that a driver p-r["ai"g do*n'r' off-ramp ,i " ,-"rrottrble speed can suddenly find

fri*r"ff poirrt"d dir".ily at the c]oncrete barrier lining the ramp-s outer edge' Lanes also have

a habit of disappearing without warning, resulting i" *11"19 ::tYtt as drivers are forced

to merge. Setting ,rr.li ,r,.oy"tt"' "ii", ho*"'0"1' the UAE's highways ale on- a par with

North Ameri.a', gre"t ';iigh'-rp""d slashes of concrete and tar," as John Steinbeck called

thern.1l I can vouch that thl UAe nign*rys certainly put Michigans potholed interstates to

shame.
Yettheseadvancedhighwaysarefullofdriverswhocannotgraspthe.gl:.qtthl:."

motor vehicle can injure or"even'ki1l. The result is a road circus that would be hilarious if it
did not so often end i., tragedy. The u.s. Department of State includes these sobering words

in its official advice,o ,r#l"irr "Tlaffic accidents are a leading cause of death in the UAE""
The uAE has the highest rate of road fatalities in the Middle East and one of the highest

rates in the wold. Diivers often drive at high speeds. Unsafe driving practices are common'

especially on inter-city highways'"'2
This is a monumental understatement. Unsafe driving practices are legion, and the

country,s road safety record is appalling. In 2009 the uAE averag"d 37 '1 rcad deaths for

every one hundred ,n.r1r"J p""n1., 1!"""all-highest rate in the world, and more than dou-

ble the global average of tg.'g.t''Traffic accidentJare the country's second leading cause of

deathaftercardiovasculardisease,rankingaheadofcontagionssuchasAIDSand
tuberculosis.'o In Abu Dhabi, the renewed inHux of foreign workers in the post-7.ayed years

has caused the numbers oir"gi.t"."a cars to skyrocket, fuither exacerbating the chaos' There

were a total of 116,487 road"accidents in Abu Dhabi in 2009-one wreck every four and-a

half minutes, an astoundi rry L49 Percent increase from just fou-r years before' The chaos is

compounded by the p.ii.y?r r"""ing accidents in place even if they are blocking traffic' If
the drivers involved in a collision attempt to move their cars out of the way' the police will

not file a report and the insurance .o*pr.ri". wont pay out. Driving the death-defying roa&

is one of ttre worst asPects of life in the emirate'
Although Ab,, Dh"bi', w"stern expats are wont to complain about the dangerous dfivio8

of th" city,s South Asian cabbies and truckers in particular, who presumably honed their

skills amidst the chaos of Dhaka or Kabul, all of tire emirate's myriad ethnic groups shart

the blame. The native Emiratis are certainly no exception. They are the driving force behind

Abu Dhabi's car craze,- plloting the biggest'sUVs, the poshest sedans, and the sleekest spora

cars. The UAn, ,.ra iU'r, pfrrfri i. prrl-i.rrl"., is one of the most lucrative automotive

in the world, home to fully orre-si*ti of the tlree hundred Bugatti Veyrons in existence' eadl

ofwhich costs a cool $1.5 *lttiorr. The UAE is Porsche's fourth-largest market after Germaq

china, and Russia, countries with anywhere from ten to 737 times its population' Sales d
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1+ Castles in the Sand

which had helped eviscerate many a North American city.le For the DOT's traffic engineers,
mass transit meant widening highways from four lanes io six.

The differences of opinion between staffs of the UPC and DOT were more than just
philosophical: they had significant implications for the cityt future form. For .**-p1., *ir.r,
I- mentioned my reservations about the Wahda City project beside my hotel to'Aiex, he
showed me a study that the DOT had undertaken to .rtir.rri" the effects of the traffic volumesthat the- development would generate when finished. Not surprisinglp the results showed
seven ofthe nearest arterial intersections degrading to Level-oi-S.rrrl.. q the lowest grade,
meaning that drivers would face waits of ninety seconds or more. In response, the DOt had
pro-posed converting each ofthose intersections into a grade-r"purrt.d- flyover-in essence,
1 

t-riqhwaf oryrpass-a move that would have further cho-pped .rpih. "lr.uiy disjointed urbanfabric. The Professor and Alex had managed to kill thai idea, at least foi ,ro*, uy arguingthat any new transport infrastructure should make the .ity r.ror" connected and not cut it toribbons' But the incident showed that even lithin the government there were conflicting
views as to how the new Abu Dhabi should take shape.

"You all understand why this i.ritiatirrl * ,o ,*ro.,"nt.,,The Emirati leaned forward
and rested his hands on the immense boardroom table. He was &essed in a snow-wh ite kan-dorarobe and matchinggutraheadcloth, the national habiliment of Emirati males. The kan-dora is a striking garment, but not terribly practical for any kind of physical activity. Asnoted in the fi_lm Syriana, the kandora's primary purpose is to convey on behalf of its wearerthe message "It's hot, and I dont have to work.,,-

- This particular Emirati's garb was even whiter than most, accented by a sundial-sized
Rolex watch and a Mont Blanc pen clipped below his collar. These accessories are the otherunofficial but ubiquitous elements of the male Emirati uniform, the only means for localsto personalize their monochrome chrysalis while dropping not-so-subtie hints regardingtheir wealth. In the present case, the actessories *"r. ,"d,r.rd"nt. Even without the trippirrgi
of his position, the chairman ofthe Abu Dhabi National Exhibition Centre (ADNECi do;-inated the room. I had come to the Exhibition Centre for a meeting with representatives ofAbu Dhabi's major government agencies, which the staffof ADNdC 1tt " tlrm used inter-
changeably for the centre and the state-owned company that ran it) had convened in orderto introduce a new transport-related proposal. Alex had tasked me to join Khalid, the trans-port teamt sole Emirati, in representing the UPC. In addition to Kha[a and me there wereattendees from half a dozen.government departments, the police force, and all of the utilitycompanies' Even the army had a seat at the table. For a irivate development company t;summon such a gathering was certainly unusual in my experience. ADNEC otvioustyiad
some_importance beyond just serving as a giant showioom.

In fact, ADNEC was one of the most visible showpieces of Abu Dhabi's strategy ofeconomic diversification, designed to lure conferences ani exhibits from around the relion.When it opened in 2007, the centre was the largest of its kind in the entire Middle East,with no fewer than twelve exhibit halls and 730,0-00 square feet of floor space. In just it. ,".1ond full year of operation, ADNEC was aheady hosting over a hundred ,rrr.r"l events,including the World Future Energy Summit, the Internat"ional Petroleum Exhibition, andthe Cityscape real estate conference. The most important event on ADNECT calendar wasthe International Defense Exposition (IDEX for short), a biennial we aponsbazaarthat drewdignitaries, defense ministers, and arms dealers from all over the world. Abu Dhabi,s sheikhsloved their military toys, and IDEX was a huge source of pride for them.
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)() Castles in the Sand

in some sort ofcone ofsilence, and proceeded to hold a conversation at the top ofhis lungs.
The Indian tea staff entered the room to deliver the drinks we had ordered at the .tart of
the meeting, which compounded the confusion since everyone had since shifted seats. At
the time, I thought that this uproar was all just the attendees' flustered reaction to the impos-
sible task with which we had been saddled. Eventually, however, I came to realize that such
chaos was typical of every Abu Dhabi meeting.

I slid several chairs down next to Khalid, my colleague from the UPC's transport team.
In some regards Khalid and I were like alter egos: same age, same height, even the same
olive skin tone. He kept his beard trimmed in the five o'clock shadow favored by Emirati
men and wore squarish glasses similar to my own. Like all Emiratis his age (but unlike me),
he was married, and had two kids, with a third on the way.

When Alex had first introduced me to Khalid, he mentioned that we would be working
closely together on a number of projects. Although Khalid was only in his early thirties, hi
was one of the UPC's more experienced Emiratis, havingworked previouslywith the Munic-
ipality as a civil engineer. I was delighted to be partnered up with someone so knowledgeable.
That he happened to be an Emirati was an added bonus. Though I enjoyed being surrounded
by the UPC's diverse expat tableaux, I also wanted to actually get to know some iocals during
my time in Abu Dhabi.

The first few conversations between Khalid and me had been cordial enough, but I
didn't feel we were quite on the same wavelength. He spoke fluent English, albeii with an
Arabic-inflected grammar and pronunciation all his own that took somi effort to decipher.
Though I could tell what he was saying, I never felt I knew what he was thinking. There
always seemed to be something more going on behind the curtain of his glasses. Khalid's
inscrutable demeanor brought to mind Thesiger's description of Sheikh Zayed's older brother
Shakhbut: "He was courteous, even friendlp but aloof, and seemed to impose a rigid restraint
on a naturally excitable temper. I suspected that he mistrusted all men."2o

I pulled Khalid aside so we could hear each other over the din. "Is this thing for real?"
He seemed puzzled that I would ask. "Yes, of course. But I dunno if they can do it in

time. Twenty-three month for design andburTd? Come on, you kidding me."
"I'm more concerned about the cost," I replied. "Did you hear their estimate-three bil-

lion dirhams? For something that gets used only a few days every other year?" Even taking
into account Abu Dhabi's bottomless coffers, I couldnt help thinking that the project wai
excessive. I flipped through the renderings that the ADNEC staff had handed out. They
showed a sparsely landscaped slab atop the tunnel, with tiny people milling around on it likl
ants. The presenters had assured us that the plazawould be a lovely public space for the 96
percent of the time that it wasnt a make-believe war zone. However, they conveniently failed
to mention who would use that public space, or why. ADNEC was the only major generator
of activity in the area. In Abu Dhabit climate, there was little chance that the centre's
patrons, or anyone else for that matter, would want to wander around outside on a concrete
frying pan. t' ;\ r.[, that's why we here," Khalid replied. 'we supposed to keep them hontt. If you
think we need to do something, we can discuss it with Alex."

"What about that 'senior leadership' bit? What does that mean?"
"It mean sheikh or Executive Council." The Executive Council was the body of high-

ranking Emiratis who helped the crown prince run Abu Dhabi. They made the decisions on
many of the emiratet administrative affairs and were second in power only to the sheikhs
themselves. The UPC's general manager reported to them.

"So if the sheikhs or the Executive Council have already approved this, what can we do
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