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Landscape Strategies: People live in cultural landscapes; they change their environments to suit
economic requirements or through the way they manage their affairs. In the process, they often
exhibit a strong urge to shape things, creating completely new landscapes by means of landfill
islands or interventions in the existing vegetation. Landscape strategies encompass both urban
and rural landscapes, the latter often being in a state of gradual or sudden transition to 
becoming urban. Urban agriculture, urban villages and urban afforestation have thus become the
catchwords of the new cultural landscape.
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El Hadi Jazairy

Stro ngly bo un d to  cities, im ages are the in -
strum en ts thro ugh which subjects m ake
sen se o f their enviro n m en t an d tran s-

fo rm  it. Since 1999, D ubai has been  engaged in
plan n ing an d bu ilding three artificial islan d fo r-
m atio ns o ff its co ast. Pro m o ted as the Òlargest
m an - m ade islan ds visible fro m  spaceÓan d self

The image and the coastline of Dubai are constantly changing with the creation of the differ-

ent artificial island projects such as Palm Jumeirah, Palm Jebel Ali, Palm Deira and The World

(page 46).The construction of Palm Jumeirah (below) began in June 2001.

The Construction of Land and Representation

through the Satellite View

Imaging DubaiÕs
Palm Islands

declared as Òthe eighth wo n der o f the wo rld,Óthe
Palm  islan ds take the fo rm  o f date palm s in
silho uette adding m o re than  520 kilo m eters o f
reclaim ed co astline to  existing sho res o f approxi-
m ately 72 kilo m eters. The develo per, N akheel,
had engaged the palm  m o tif n o t o n ly because
N akheel m eans Òpalm Óin  Arabic but also  because

such a shape fo r the reclaim ed lan d naturally ex-
ten ds co astlin e witho u t expan din g lan d area.
Bo th the co nstructio n  o n  the gro un d an d repre-
sen tatio n  o f these new islan d develo pm en ts are
m ade po ssible thro ugh high- reso lu tio n  satellite
im agery techn o lo gy, whether thro ugh a D iffer-
en tial Glo bal Po sit io n in g System  ( D GPS)  fo r
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precisely dro pping sand and ro ck fro m  the dredg-
ing bo ats, o r thro ugh virtual glo be so ftware such
as Go o gle Earth fo r the visualizatio n  and glo bal
circulatio n  o f D ubaiÕs pro m o tio nal im ages.

The creatio n  o f the Palm s is presen ted as the
visio n  o f the ru ler Moham m ed Bin  Rashid Al-
Makto um  fo r the fu ture o f the city.As it appears
in  the develo persÕpresen tatio ns, the builder is
the ru ler who  spells o u t an  Arabic po em  Òwrit-
ten  in  sto neÓo n  water. But the gigan tic ico n ic
in terven tio ns are m ain ly m ade po ssible thro ugh
the techn o lo gy o f satellite im agin g. The GPS
guides bo th the ships that spray san d dredged
fro m  the bo tto m  o f the Persian  Gulf as well as
the cranes that lay the breakwater ro cks o n  the
o u ter edge o f the Palm Õs en circlin g crescen t.
When the go vernm ent- owned co m pany,N akheel
Pro perties, was co nsidering lan d reclam atio n  in
the 1990s, the dredging co n tracto r Van  Oo rd was
invited to  ten der.Realizing that the situatio n  de-
m an ded so m ething m o re than  the usual lan dfill
pro ject fo r a harbo r,Van  Oo rd dem o nstrated to
N akheel that lan d reclam atio n  co u ld generate
terrific revenues with a calcu lated resu lt o f 15
m illio ns beach visito rs per year.

Co m bin ing im ages o f sand, waterfro n ts and
exo tic travel destinatio ns, the ico n ic fo rm  o f the
D ubai Palm  places the city o n  the glo bal to urist
n etwo rk an d real estate m arket. To o  vast an d
stretched to o  far o ut in to  the sea,the Palm  islands
can  hardly be enco m passed fro m  a single view-
po in t o n  the gro und and its ico n ic fo rm  is best
appreciated via aerial o r satellite views by a sub-
ject flying abo ve the city o r surfing its web pages.
Thus, the im age o f the Palm s takes prim acy o ver

its physical place. Widely circulated via the web,
the Palm s are m o re visited and m arketed in  vir-
tual than in  physical space. Fo r the virtual sub-
ject, the web- based Palm  sales o ffices enable the
po ten tial investo r to  visit the sho wcased pro per-
ties thro ugho ut the vario us island layo uts. In  the
glo bal to urist industry, the Palm  as lo go  brands
the city as an  inviting destinatio n . In term ixing
the real and virtual, the Palm s po rtray a paradox-
ical relatio nship between  a m aterial in frastruc-
ture, a virtual presence, and physical repercus-
sio ns o f such an  im age o n  the financial invest-
m en ts and to urism  industry o f the city.

The im age an d lan d o f D ubai are co nstan t-
ly changing with the plan n ing an d im ple-
m en tatio n  o f the differen t Palm  pro jects:

Palm  Jum eirah, Palm  Jebel Ali an d Palm  D eira.
Between  an  existing co n ditio n  an d a pro jected
visio n , the city is repro ducin g its first Palm
Jum eirah islan d to  attract m o re investm en ts an d
visito rs. The creatio n  o f the Palm  islan ds began
with Palm  Jum eirah ( 25 square kilo m eters)  in
June 2001. Sho rtly thereafter, the Palm  Jebel Ali
(37 square kilo m eters)  was an n o unced and recla-
m atio n  wo rk began . The Palm  D eira develo p-
m en t ( 46 square kilo m eters)  began  in  2003 and
its reclam atio n  phase will presum ably be co m -
pleted in  2015. To day, the first palm  is o ccupied
by 3,000 fam ilies, the seco n d is starting urban
develo pm en t phase, whi le the third is still in
reclam atio n  phase. Altho ugh the three islan ds
are sim ilar in  shape, they presen t sign ifican t dif-
ferences am o ngst each o ther as they o perate at
differen t scales, pro gram s, an d co n text co n di-

tio ns in  relatio n  to  the existing D ubai hin ter-
lan d. It is in teresting to  exam ine the relatio n  be-
tween  these three develo pm en ts an d their co rre-
spo nding city districts: Palm  Jum eirah to  the very
den se residen tial area o f D ubai Marina; Palm
Jebel Ali to  the m ixed zo ne with m any large scale
in frastructures such as the Jebel Ali Po rt H arbo r;
Palm  D eira an d its relatio n  to  the o ldest part o f
the city an d the differen t traditio nal m arkets.

Stressin g ho w subjects m en tally o rgan ize
their senso ry experiences,Kevin  Lynch has high-
lighted such recipro city between  the pro ductio n
o f urban  im ages and a fro n tal perceptio n  o f the
m o dern  city.As urban  im agery is tightly linked to
m o des o f visualizatio n ,new m edia develo pm ents
and particu larly satellite m apping are changing
o ur im age o f the city and ho w we perceive,expe-
rience, and design  it. D ifferen tly fro m  cities such
as Bo sto n  described by Lynch fo r their readabili-
ty fro m  the gro und, D ubai lacks o rien tatio n  ele-
m en ts fro m  such a perspective. N abyl Chenaf, a
lo cal architect an d pro fesso r at the Am erican
U n iversity o f D ubai, explains that while D ubai
has fo ur tim es m o re lan dm arks than  Bo sto n ,
wayfinding is co n fusing to  the street user.On  the
o ther hand, GPS and m apping so ftware are n o t
bringing so lu tio ns to  the pro blem  because o f the
speed o f the co nstructio n  pro cess. In  fact, streets
are co n tin uo usly created, m o dified, exten ded
preven ting any reliable m apping revisio n . U sing
m o bile co m m un icatio n  techn o lo gy, peo ple have
develo ped alternative strategies to  navigate the
city.So m eo ne o n  the streets o f D ubai wo uld co n -
nect thro ugh the m o bile pho ne to  get directio ns
in  real tim e fro m  so m ebo dy o n  the o ther end o f

the line surfing the web. While m o bile teleco m -
m un icatio n  to day is still m o re efficien t than
visualizing m edia like satellite im ages o r m apping
so ftware, this situatio n  is likely to  change as the
m o n o po ly o f real- tim e visualizing m edia by the
m ilitary is pro gressively ending. Given  the deep
penetratio n  o f the m o bile teleco m m un icatio n

techn o lo gies, o n e can  im agin e ho w real- t im e
satellite viewing can  create a revo lu tio n  in  o ur
perceptio n  and navigatio n  o f the city.

Bo th as im age and new land, I argue that the
em ergence o f D ubai o n  the m ap is related to  satel-
lite techn o lo gy. Is the co nstructio n  o f artificial is-
lands a new urban strategy o r m o del? The Persian

Gulf reveals a new regio nal rivalry o n  the m o st
ico n ic artificial islands where palm s,wo rld m aps,
pearls, sea ho rses,crescen ts co m pete to  get m edia
atten tio n . Less than 20 years after the first Palm
pro ject was discussed,a few co un tries o utside the
Gulf regio n  are already fo llowing the trend.Fo r its
2014 Win ter Olym pics,Russia is co nstructing the

The gigantic interventions are made possible through the technology of satellite imaging.

The GPS guides both the ships that spray the sand dredged from the Persian Gulf as well as

the cranes that lay the breakwater rocks on the edge of the PalmÕs encircling crescent.
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D eira pro jects will co n tinue at a slo wer pace.But
fo r the dredgin g en gin eers o f Van  Oo rd, the
Middle East an d the Gulf in  particu lar will re-
m ain  an  im po rtan t m arket fo r a lo ng tim e, an d
the lo n g- term  wo rld m arket pro spects in  the
lan d reclam atio n  secto r are en o rm o us because
there is a gro wing dem an d fo r new co astal lan ds.

So chi artificial islands in  the Black Sea, a m icro
replica o f the m ap o f Russia o n  330 hectares.The
pro ject was presen ted in  2007 by the firm  Erick
Van Egeraat to  Presiden t Vladim ir Putin . Also  in
2007, Prim e Min ister Balkenende expo sed to  the
D utch parliam en t the po ssibility o f building a
Tulip Island o f 60,000 hectares to  showcase its en -
gineering techn o lo gy, an d pro tect its sho res
against sto rm s. In  the sam e year,China expressed
the desire fo r an  artificial island o f 2,800 hectares
in  the fo rm  o f a drago n  in  Kum m ing.

What m akes the Palm  islands sign ifican t
is their ability to  create a new wo rld,
and particularly to  extend the city o n to

the water. The sea as a fro n tier in  the Gulf regio n
is starting to  be invested and a who le new urban i-
ty is abo ut to  be shaped.The Palm s bank o n  their
sim ultaneo us proxim ity and distance,co nnected-
ness and detachm ent fro m  D ubai,o n  co n text and
absence o f it.While these islands are ancho red to
the m ain lan d, clo se to  sho res, an d o n  shallo w
water, they presen t a critical distance with the rest
o f the city.The Palm  islands take advantage o f the
tensio n  between the virtual and the real, between
their cyber- presence and the to ns o f ro cks and
sand that fo rm  their fo undatio n  o n to  the sea.

Enviro n m en tal scien tists at N akheel explain
that they have disco vered m any new species such
as seagrass m eado ws in  the chan nels between
the fro n ds an d alo n g the crescen t o f Palm
Jum eirah. Acco rdin g to  them , the richn ess o f
flo ra an d fauna taking advan tage o f the habitat
o ffered by the new pro jects exceeds the diversity
previo usly fo un d o n  the site. H o wever, lo o king

at the scale o f the new pro jects relative to  the
Gulf, this shift  in  the species co m po sit io n  is
rather m in o r an d lo calized an d m o st un likely to
have an  effect o n  the bro ader m arine enviro n -
m en t. The eco lo gical questio n  facing any m ega-
pro ject using the lan d reclam atio n  techn o lo gies
has to  be addressed in  a system atic way wherever

it is applied in  the Middle East, Asia o r Euro pe.
D ubai is un do ubtedly feelin g the glo bal eco -
n o m ic do wn turn ,an d a num ber o f pro jects have
been  po stpo ned o r slo wed do wn.This is natural-
ly affecting the Palm  pro jects. To day, the Palm
Jum eirah artificial islan d is pain fu lly nearing its
fu ll co m pletio n . The Palm  Jebel Ali an d Palm

The rivalry to be the most iconic artificial island and the competition to get international

media attention leads to new gigantic artificial projects like The World.

Combining images of sand, waterfronts and exotic travel destinations, the iconic form of the

Dubai Palm places the city on the global tourist network and real estate market.


