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Larry Beasley in

Abu DhabiAbu Dhabi



Larry Beasley

In 2006, this past planning director of Vancouver became 
a special adviser to the Emirate of Abu Dhabi.

In a talk last September at the Vancouver East Cultural 
Centre for the Urban Solutions Foundation, Larry spoke of 
his experiences and what his team accomplished there.



Larry’s text has been lightly edited, with any 
remarks by Price Tags in [ brackets ].

Since leaving City Hall in Vancouver just about one year 
ago, I have been three times around the world, working or 
speaking or teaching in seven countries.  

But my biggest assignment has been in Abu Dhabi, in the 
United Arab Emirates.



Abu Dhabi is one of the seven Emirates
that make up the United Arab Emirates (UAE) - the 
homeland of the UAE`s founding royal family and capital              
of the country. 

a relatively liberal Muslim country.
a place of contrasts.

A very rich country, 
having about ten 
percent of the known 
oil in the world – and 
Abu Dhabi has about 
80 percent of all the 
oil in the country.

A peaceful land of about four million people 
sitting on the edge of the Persian Gulf (they 

call it the Arabian Gulf) in a very     
dangerous neighbourhood.



Included in the country is Dubai, which is 
much more famous that Abu Dhabi.

To clarify a continuing confusion,                          
I do NOT work in Dubai.



Abu Dhabi is an island environment at the edge of the 
Persian Gulf, with a complex intertidal zone and 

overwhelming humidity.

Next to a vast inland desert of                                 
simplicity and dryness.



[ In some ways Abu Dhabi’s environment is like the Fraser Delta 
– it too is made up of islands in the sea, some of which are 
intensively developed urban centres. ]



[ Like the City of Richmond (182,000 
people), the City of Abu Dhabi (1.8 million) 
fills its island grid with blocks of urbanity –

surrounded by land still largely natural. ]



desert austerity and the urban 
environment with all the                     
modern conveniences.      

There is a vivid contrast between          
the natural environment, with its hot,



The desert is such a 
powerful physical and 
spiritual force and 
presence in the 
Emirate.  



In Abu Dhabi, the management of land and 
development is a relatively new thing and a relatively 
new necessity.  

Only two years ago did they open up their country for limited 
private ownership of property by non-nationals – and immediately 

saw a barrage of new development proposals of massive scale.  



I became Special Advisor on Planning to this man:       
His Highness Prince Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, 
Crown Prince and Governor of Abu Dhabi and his Executive Affairs

Authority (the government agency that does his bidding).  



It is a royal government with 
total power focussed in the 

royal family.  Emirati citizens 
enjoy extraordinary rights 
and privileges, including 

free health care, education, 
land, housing and money 

for their many endeavours.  

There is no democracy but 
citizens tell me they strongly 

prefer this because their 
royal family respects them 
and satisfies their needs.

The native Emirati 
population is only 20% 
of the population; 
“visiting workers” are 80 
percent - which 
includes an elite of 
managers called 
“Expats”.

Expats are 
extraordinarily well paid 
and respected; visiting 
workers are very poorly 
paid, poorly housed 
and, sometimes, poorly 
treated. And yet, 
visiting workers widely 
talk about Abu Dhabi as 
their “land of 
opportunity” - even 
though they can never 
be citizens and are 
generally excluded 
from the discourse of 
the country.



a delicate environment;                                         
massive development proposals;                         
no development management system;           
and no contemporary city vision.



This is why I was called in.

The job: To develop a culture of planning and             
prudent development.

To design and implement a planning agency that can put a regulatory 
framework in place at every necessary level for all the areas in the 

Emirate - the “Urban Planning Council.”

To create a plan for Abu Dhabi City to grow from 600,000 to 3.5 million 
or more people in the next 25 years – and in due course, plans for the 

other settlements in the Emirate.

And to evaluate all pending larger developments, to bring them in line 
with the emerging plan.



We began by stopping a freeway.

We actually stopped one freeway link that was 
within days of letting contracts to proceed.



I brought in a whole crowd of stars to assist me in these 
tasks.  I called on many people from Vancouver but also 

other great talents from eight other countries.  

This includes our “Base Team” of Busby Perkins and 
Will, Architects (the great Peter Busby) 

Civitas, Architects and Urban Designers (the extraordinary 
Joe Hruda) in consortium with my own firm, Beasley and 
Associates (with my partner, Sandy Logan, in a 
coordinating position as Project Manager).  



I enticed in a team of      
world experts for the creative 

work that added to the prowess 
of the Base Team.  

This included, among others, 
Alan Jacobs and Dr. Elizabeth 
Macdonald, the famous streets 

designers from the US

Herbert Drysidle, the top 
landscape architect in the world 

today from Germany; 

                  

Jeff Tumlin, also from the 
US, one of the best “new 
urbanist” transportation 
engineers that I have ever 
seen in action;

And the planning and 
organizational genius of 
our own Ray Spaxman. 



We worked in a “charrette” process: a highly 
productive, focussed but extensive, fast and vividly 
creative process to generate the key ideas and 
themes of the Plan .

We clashed the world experts against the local people to get those 
magic creative sparks.  We pulled out the genius loci of the place 

and culture of the people by looking and listening carefully.

We shared the ideas of the best in the world and challenged those 
ideas with the specifics of the place. We integrated it all together 

into the most progressive concepts that we could imagine.



And we pressed everyone’s boundaries to grasp a new kind 
of city: contemporary, sustainable, Arab, humane, beautiful 
and a real contrast to Abu Dhabi`s own past and also to its 
neighbour, Dubai. 

And they mean business; they 
have done it.  His Highness 

unveiled our Plan, announced the 
decree that sets up the Urban 

Planning Council and gives it solid 
and deep powers, and announced 

a planning agenda for the next 
several years.



So here`s a snapshot of the new Plan 
for Abu Dhabi City.

It is driven by an environmental protection agenda:

We call it the “green gradient” of protected places; 
channelling development to less sensitive places; 
preserving the water-based islands and the desert fingers. 

And “national parks” to make this all a serious reality. 



It shapes development into two 
intensive and mixed use focal points 
– the inner-city Downtown and a new 
Capital District - surrounded by urban 
neighbourhoods and “eco villages.”



This includes neighbourhoods shaped for an Arab 
culture with what is called the “fareej” or clustering of 

housing for extended families and a focus on the 
mosque.  This includes new and better standards for 

worker housing.



It pulls Abu Dhabi away from an existing massive 
program of freeway expansion and construction; 
instead, creating a dense network of human-
scaled boulevards and streets. 

It insinuates a major 
network of new transit, with 

special provisions         
for Arab women.  

It emphasizes walking and 
the idea of a street culture 

that does not currently exist. 
-



It supports a whole suite of initiatives for high culture It supports a whole suite of initiatives for high culture ––
such as the amazing set of proposals for museums and such as the amazing set of proposals for museums and 
galleries by the galleries by the world`sworld`s greatest architects: Frank greatest architects: Frank 
GehryGehry; Jean ; Jean NouvelNouvel, , ZadaZada HadidHadid, , TadaoTadao Ando.Ando.



And it shapes everything to reflect some profound 
principles rooted in their Arab way of life.



What does all of this say for Vancouver?
Is there anything relevant to one another in such               
fundamentally different cities and societies?

I think there is.  
(Surely that’s why I 
am there.)

My work in Abu 
Dhabi as well as 
elsewhere in the 
world, now offers 
me a cold clear 
view of where 
Vancouver stands 
in the scheme of 
things.  

My experience offers me several 
key cautions about what we are 

doing or not doing in our city.



Vancouver is not nearly as far ahead as we think 
we are on the environment agenda.  For example, 

little Abu Dhabi has developed and is implementing a 
model community for 100,000 people that will be 

carbon neutral and sustainable on many grounds.  
Can we match that kind of initiative?

Vancouver is not even on the charts in 
growing and supporting our cultural 
institutions.  Abu Dhabi’s Louvre is symbolic of a 
world movement to support culture and we’re just 
not with it here in our city.

Vancouver may be on the verge of 
seeing a diminishment of our 

quality of life because we 
increasingly cannot house our 

people nor offer them an affordable 
housing option.  It inspires me that 

Abu Dhabi aspires, as a prime 
government policy, to GIVE every 

citizen a comfortable home.  

We North Americans seem only to be able to give the illusion 
that comes with sub-prime mortgages; and the disillusion that 
comes when those mortgages backfire on a vulnerable family.



Vancouver must up the ante on social equity.  Even 
Abu Dhabi, who does not have a defensible record on this 
issue in regard to their visiting workers, is starting to face 
its profound social contradiction between rich and poor –
and this is being struggled with everywhere in the world.   

We are just too complacent.

But my experience has also confirmed for me in no 
uncertain terms that Vancouver still stands out in the 

world as a laudable model on so many grounds for 
what cities can create for contemporary urbanism, a 

return to beauty and urban design and a way of doing 
business within the local government that balances 

public and private objectives in a cooperative process.

.  



Wherever I go to work, I can still shake hands with 
pride because I know that I come home to a city 
that has done a good job and many of the right 

things - but still understands and, hopefully, 
acknowledges its continuing challenges to create a 

quality city of world importance; and one that can 
be beloved by our citizens.



ABU DHABI – PLAN 2030
OVER-ARCHING PRINCIPLES

1. Abu Dhabi will be a contemporary expression of 
an Arab city, which has people living, doing, and 
thriving in healthy supportive proximity to one 
another. 

2. Abu Dhabi will continue its practice of measured 
growth reflecting a sustainable economy, rather 
than uncontrolled growth.

3. Abu Dhabi will respect, be scaled to, and 
shaped by the natural environment of sensitive 
coastal and desert ecologies.

4. Abu Dhabi will manifest its role and stature as a 
capital city.

5. Abu Dhabi’s urban fabric and community 
infrastructure  will enable the values, social 
arrangements, culture and mores of this Arab 
community.



[ It will be no small irony of our times if the West 
eventually looks to the Middle East for something 

more than oil, if instead it goes to Abu Dhabi, Qatar 
and Oman to find models of large-scale              

sustainable development. ] 

Click here for article.

http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/07_52/b4064057939494.htm?campaign_id=rss_eu 


Masdar

Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, 2007

“The first project as a result of the Masdar Initiative is a new 
six-million square meter sustainable development that uses 
the traditional planning principals of a walled city, together 
with existing technologies, to achieve a carbon neutral and 
zero waste community. 

“Masterplanned by Foster + Partners, the initiative has been 
driven by the Abu Dhabi Future Energy Company, and will 
be a centre for the development of new ideas for energy 
production.”

More here.

http://www.fosterandpartners.com/Projects/1515/Default.aspx


Al Madina Al Zarqa

Oman, 2007

“Called Al Madina Al Zarqa, which means ‘Blue City’ and 
drawing on traditional Omani architecture, it will consist of 
clustered communities with private courtyards and narrow, 
winding streets. 

“Materials will be locally sourced stone and timber. The 
design is sustainable through passive design features, 
including natural ventilation, careful orientation – to minimise
direct sunlight and maximise ventilation – and the 
manipulation of the thermal mass of the buildings.”

More here.

http://www.fosterandpartners.com/News/321/Default.aspx


[ It’s hard to determine how much of this is 
greenwashing – or beside the point.  A ‘carbon-

neutral’ city devoted to the exploitation of 
hydrocarbons adds yet another level of irony,                   

a commodity not in short supply. ]

Click here for article.

[ In the end, a plan can only aspire to greatness.              
The great  planner inspires. ]

http://www.ameinfo.com/115574.html 


Price TagsPrice TagsPrice Tags

WebWebWeb: www.pricetags.cawww.pricetags.ca

Blog:Blog:Blog: www.pricetags.wordpress.comwww.pricetags.wordpress.com

Click to subscribeClick to subscribe

Click for archivesClick for archives
Aerials from Google Earth Aerials from Google Earth Aerials from Google Earth 

Renderings  from Foster + Partners et alRenderings  from Foster + Partners et alRenderings  from Foster + Partners et al

http://www.sightline.org/publications/enewsletters/price_tags
mailto:pricetags@shaw.ca
http://www.pricetags.wordpress.com
http://www.pricetags.ca



