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Realm in the Context of
Place-Branding
Anamika Mishra
Abstract
As the Gulf cities are in the process of diversifying their economic base, with the vision of
transitioning to a sustainable post-oil future, they are positioning themselves as places to
visit, work and live. Place-branding has emerged as a significant trend across the Gulf cities
in the construction of this image and consequently in the production of places. The past
decades have seen Abu Dhabi actively focus on developing and creating an image of the
city. While tasked with the immediate requirement of enhancing the visibility of the city
and marking it as a destination, the large investments in place-branding are also expected
to help realize the vision for a sustainable future. Thus, the evolving urbanism becomes a
subject for research with important implications. This paper attempts to contribute towards
the body of research on the urban fabric of Abu Dhabi by examining the nature of the
contemporary public realm as shaped by place-branding measures. Through a two-stage,
mixed-method approach, the paper identifies and discusses related urban patterns, public
space typologies and patterns in public life. The paper first outlines the urban trend at
the level of two districts – the Yas Leisure District and the Sadiyat Cultural District, due to
the active place-branding measures involved in their conception. After an initial scoping
exercise, smaller units of study are identified within Yas Island to allow more detailed
study in order to record aspects of public life and social use of space. Carefully-timed spot
observations are used to record public life and to examine the temporal variation in the use
of public spaces. The paper concludes with a discussion on emerging patterns observed
in the public realm created through place-branding.

Introduction
Much of the rapid transformation of the Gulf cities has been guided by an intense intercity competition to attract investments, invite human resources and boost tourism. As
cities compete in the world market, aiming to highlight and sell their unique offerings
and attempting to distinguish themselves from other cities, they rely increasingly on
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place-branding as a tool. The staging of events of international importance, the emphasis
awarded to star-architecture and the emergence of strongly themed mega-projects
characterise such development.1 While place-branding has been a global trend, with regards
to the young Gulf cities, it has often been closely associated with new developments. Backed
by a strong political will, the large-scale planning and architectural projects have been
unhindered by issues of renewal or relocation. The accelerated speed at which these projects
realise has meant that checks and balances that come from user participation and feedback
are often discounted. In many ways, these new projects may be looked as experiments
requiring further examination. Hence research on these potentially transformative trends
gains further importance within the sustainability agenda.

The Place in Place-branding
Given the multi-faceted nature of place-branding, previous literature on the subject is
derived from various sources and spans across multiple disciplines. 2 Research on related
concepts of urban branding, city-branding, nation-branding, and place-marketing have
also contributed to this body of literature.
Several researchers have focused on the ability of place-branding to foster associations while
aspiring to create attractive places. In doing so, they have highlighted the commonalities
in place-branding and architecture-urbanism. Bani Hashim3 reviews the literature on
place-branding, particularly its relation to concepts of authenticity, place-identity, image,
city and urban design.
Banerjee and Louikatou-Sideris4 consider urban design as an essential part of the process
of production of space which has become a key focus in the branding of cities. Klingmann
coins the term ‘brandscapes’ while recognising the role of architecture in generating a
brand image. 5
Moilanen and Rainisto 6 discuss how place-branding can contribute to or even create a
place identity. Lang7 discusses place-branding as involving efforts by governments to
create a specifically designed ‘sense of place’ and to promote it. In its effort to create this
‘sense of place,’ place-branding comes to share common ground with another remarkable
phenomenon, that of place-making. Vale and Warner Jr.8 (2001) discuss how image-making
1

Events like the Formula One Races in Abu Dhabi, upcoming World Expo 2020 at Dubai and prospective 2022 FIFA World Cup at Qatar.

2

Dinnie, Place Branding: Overview of an Emerging Literature. Place Branding, (Henry Stewart Publications, 2004), 106-110.

Bani Hashim, “Urban Design and the Entrepreneurial City: Place Branding Theory and Methods,” in “ In Advertising and Branding: Concepts,
Methodologies, Tools and Applications, edited by Ahmet B and C Uslay, (IGI Global, 2017), 204-227.
3

4

Banerjee and Loukaitou-Sideris, Companion to Urban Design (London: Routledge, 2011).

5

Klingmann, Brandscapes: Architecture in the Experience Economy (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 2007).

Moilanen and Rainisto, How to Brand Nations, Cities and Destinations: A Planning Book for Place Branding. (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan,
2009).
6

Lang, “City Branding,” in Companion to Urban Design, ed. Tridib Banerjee and Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris. (London: Routledge, 2011), discusses
inter-city competition, branding of the City as a product and instruments for doing so.
7

Vale and Bass Warner Jr., Imaging the City: Continuing Struggles and New Directions (New Brunswick, NJ: Center for Urban Policy Research,
2001).
8
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is a central aspect of place-making. Castello9 reflects on marketing having become a
modern instrument and constant complement to the process of creating new urban places.
This complementarity presents an opportunity for place-making to leverage on branding
efforts while also contributing towards it. However, there is a deficit in empirical studies
which explore this relationship. Reviewing this gap in research Bani Hashim underlines
the need for planners and designers to understand how place-branding manifests itself in
physical and social environments, the ‘place’ component and the influence of branding on
urban form and sense of place.10 By focusing on attributes of the public realm, this research
attempts to establish a connection between built environment professionals and users
and contribute towards filling the deficit in research on empirical studies which examine
the effect of place-branding on the place itself.

Scope and Structure
Studying the public realm11 to identify and examine the influence of place-branding presents
some challenges, particularly the need to address both the public space (referring to the
physicality of the space itself ) as well as the public life (referring to its social dimension).
Both dimensions of public space and public life have been considered in this study. Some
questions that the research attempts to answer are “what are the types of spaces being
created through place-branding; how are they being made; who is using them; and how?”
Many urbanists have highlighted the importance of the often overlooked human dimension
in urbanism and have offered insights into systematically studying environmental behaviour
through international studies in public life as well as important precedent studies on spatial
practices from the Middle East.12 Here it is important to note that the spaces in this study
are quite unlike those of the precedents, which follow a more organic and traditional logic
of urban spaces as fairly accessible and negotiable spaces. However, by centring the study
on the human dimension, it is expected that the method will allow insights into the public
realm as it evolves in the context of place-branding.
Since this is an exploratory research, efforts were made to gain sufficient understanding
9

Castello, Ethnoscapes - Rethinking the Meaning of Place, Conceiving Place in Architecture-Urbanism (New York: Routledge, 2010).

10

Bani Hashim, “Urban Design and the Entrepreneurial City: Place Branding Theory and Methods,” 204-227.

Lofland, the Public Realm: Exploring the City’s Quintessential Social Theory, (Transaction Publishers, 1998) discusses the distinction between
public realm and public space and describes realms as social, not physical territories, whose co-ordinates may not map precisely onto geometry
of a legally public space.
11

Key urban thinkers like Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, (New York: Random House, 1961), and Jan Gehl, Cities for
People, (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2013) have brought the user as the focus of discussion on places. William H. Whyte, The Social Life of
Small Urban Spaces, (Washington, DC: Project for Public Spaces, 1980), in his pioneering work on the social life of places offered innovative
and systematic methods and techniques. Key contemporary studies at an international scale (Vikas Mehta, “A Toolkit for Performance Measures
of Public Space,” Urban Trialogues, 43rd ISOCARP Congress, (Antwerp: ISOCARP, 2007).; Vikas Mehta, “Look Closely and You Will See, Listen
Carefully and You Will Hear: Urban Design and Social Interaction on Streets,” Journal of Urban Design 14, no. 1 (2009), 29-64. as well as in the
Middle East (Yasser Elsheshtawy, “Where the Sidewalk Ends: Informal Street Corner Encounters in Dubai,” Cities 31 (2013), 382-393, Yasser
Elsheshtawy, “Terrain Vague: Interstitial Spaces inside Abu Dhabi’s Central Area,” Forming Intersections & Dialogues (FIND): The Artist and The
Scholar, (Abu Dhabi: NYU Abu Dhabi, January 28, 2014) and Ashraf M Salama, Simona Azzali, and Florian Wiedmann, “The everyday urban
environment of migrant labourers in Gulf Cities: the case of the old center of Doha, Qatar,” City, Territory and Architecture An interdisciplinary
debate on project perspectives4, no. 5 (2017). document methods used to study places.
12
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of the context, both at the level of the city as well as the immediate area. Due to the
inherent difficulties in analysing the effect of an urban trend over a large scale, the
inquiry was structured in two stages. The first stage involves a preliminary study of two
Place-branded precincts – the Saadiyat Cultural District and the Yas Leisure District. This
stage briefly outlines the brand and its manifestation, connectivity of the precincts and
the public space structure. Since both cases are at varying levels of realisation, Saadiyat
Island is discussed by studying the available masterplan proposals while the study on Yas
Island is based on fieldwork.
In the second stage, guided by the method proposed by Gehl and Svarre13, wherein
studies of select places for registration can piece together a picture of the larger area, five
representative units of study were identified within the Yas Island. These were studied
through timed spot-observations as a participant. Further details of the method are
described in later sections. Thus, a mixed-method approach applied over varying scales
was adopted with observation forming the central strand of inquiry. Keeping in mind the
research questions, the findings are discussed to examine the making, the current use and
the relation between place-branding and the place.

Place-Branding in Abu Dhabi
Previous research has examined the role of place branding in shaping the oil urbanisation
in various cities around the Arabian Gulf.14 Abu Dhabi, despite its large oil wealth, has
chosen initially, to exercise restraint in its development, allowing Dubai to take the lead.
With the growing need to focus on a sustainable future in a post-oil economy, Abu Dhabi
has been keen to develop its own identity and to mark itself as a destination on the map.
Along with the physical aims encapsulated in its Vision document15, efforts were taken to
develop and communicate a complementary image. Thus place-branding became a strategic
instrument in Abu Dhabi’s evolution, expressed by the establishment of the Office of the
Brand of Abu Dhabi (OBAD) in 2007.16 Bani Hashim discusses the brand’s establishment,
explaining how the ‘alterity construction’17 was the first concern due to the essential
prerequisite of stepping out of Dubai’s shadow to develop a unique identity. By studying
the OBAD website and communicating with personnel involved in the development of
the place-brand, she examines the brand and the effort to negotiate between global
connectivity and local identity.18
13

Gehl and Svarre, How to Study Public Life, translated by K. Steenhard. (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2013).

Helmy, “Urban Branding Strategies and the Emerging Arab Cityscape: ‘The Image of the Gulf City’,” Ph.D. Dissertation, (University of Stuttgart,
Abu Dhabi, 2008), conducts a comparative analysis of the urban branding experience in various Gulf cities – Jeddah, Kuwait, Dubai and Doha.
14

15

Plan Abu Dhabi 2030 Urban Structure Framework, (Abu Dhabi, UAE: Abu Dhabi Urban Planning Council, 2007).

Alamira Reem Bani Hashim, “Branding the brand new city: Abu Dhabi, travelers welcome” Place Branding and Public Diplomacy 8, no. 1 (2012),
72-82.
16

17

Ibid, 72-82, cites Czarniawska, 2002 discussing the role of alterity construction in the construction of identity.

18

Ibid 72-82, cites the OBAD Website.
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Backed by the Vision and Brand, the surrounding islands of Abu Dhabi were targeted
for development. The Saadiyat and Yas Islands were both envisaged to contain districts,
positioned on a global scale. The stimulus of place-branding in Abu Dhabi was also evident
in the staging of events of varying degrees of importance, the involvement of star-architects
and iconic architecture, the emphasis on sustainability through the zero-carbon Masdar
City project and winning the bid for hosting the IRENA (International Renewable Energy
Association) headquarters.

Place-Branded Precincts at Saadiyat and Yas Islands
This section outlines the two precincts – Saadiyat Cultural District and Yas Leisure District,
briefly discussing the connectivity and linkages of precincts, the nature of the brand and
the public space structure.

Figure 1. Map of Abu Dhabi showing islands of Yas and Saadiyat. Source: Map Data 2017, Google
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Saadiyat Cultural District
The Saadiyat Cultural District is located on Saadiyat Island, a 2700-hectare island located
about half a kilometre off the coast of Abu Dhabi. It is currently being developed by Tourism
Development and Investment Company (TDIC) with master-planning services by AECOM.19
The island is near downtown Abu Dhabi and enjoys global connectivity through the E12
Sheikh Khalifa Highway.
The Cultural District comprises of multiple museums, each designed by a celebrity architect,
exhibition pavilions, and other cultural facilities. 20 Place-branding measures are evident
in the unprecedented scale of the project, creation of large cultural schemes21 and the
collection of architectural pieces by starchitects. Since much of the Cultural District is yet
to be built, the public space structure is discussed based on studying masterplan proposals.
Museums by the starchitects are the architectural landmarks located along the waterfront
except for Foster’s Zayed Museum which is within the Cultural District. An organising grid
with a network of narrow streets, structure the built form and open spaces. Based on
the street network, built form typologies and design regulations on frontage, it appears
that there is a greater importance given to a finer grain of the fabric, defined streets, and
blocks and active street frontages. Cultural facilities are scattered over the master plan
and show diversity in scales and themes (galleries, theatres, pavilions, and workshops). It
is also apparent that the master plan shows a greater reliance on traditional public space
typologies like streets and squares.

Yas Leisure District
Yas Island is a 2500-hectare island, developed by Aldar Properties with the aim of creating
the region’s prime leisure and entertainment destination. It is located at a distance of about
15km from the international airport and is connected to the city through three major
transportation arterials – E10 and E11, which connect Abu Dhabi to Dubai and E12 which
connects the island to the city via Saadiyat Island. The E12 creates a strong edge within the
island bisecting it into two zones. A park known as the gateway park, extending below the
E12, attempts to create a partial seam along with minor roads facilitating access between the
2 zones. The island enjoys excellent global connectivity. However, connections with the city
itself and surrounding areas are limited. Further, the exclusivity in the island location and
limited public transport connectivity makes it essential to rely on private vehicular access.
The island first enjoyed the international spotlight in January 2006 at the Formula One
19

The Plan for Saadiyat was done by EDAW and continued under AECOM.

The major museums are the Louvre by Jean Nouvel, the Guggenheim by Frank Gehry, Zayed National Museum by Foster + Partners, the
Performing Arts Centre by Zaha Hadid and the Maritime Museum by Tadao Ando - Saadiyat, Website, Saadiyat Cultural District, http://www.
saadiyatculturaldistrict.ae/en/ Saadiyat-cultural-district/about/ (February 20, 2016).
20

Evans, “Hard-Branding the Cultural City - from Prado to Prada,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 27, no. 2 (2003): 417-440;
Graeme Evans, “Branding the City of Culture - The Death of Planning?” In Culture, Urbanism and Planning, ed. Javier Monclus and Manuel
Guardia, (Routledge, 2016), 197-214, discusses the impact of large cultural themes using the term ‘hard-branding’.
21
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Grand Prix festival wherein it was announced that Abu Dhabi had won the rights to host
the Grand Prix races from 2009 – 2016, thus establishing itself as an important landmark
concerning the popular sport. The opening Grand Prix event was considered an important
trigger to launch and brand the Yas development, and event-staging continues to be used
as a branding strategy.
The three major anchor attractions at Yas – the Yas Mall, the Ferrariworld theme park and
the Formula One Motorsports Circuit, are all strung along a road, called as the Leisure Drive.
The development also comprises of marinas (one existing, one proposed), a beach, a golfcourse, high-end hotels and proposed housing other theme parks.22 The strong association
with the F1 races has helped theme the development around leisure concepts, and the
architectural iconography is evident in landmarks like Ferrari World and the Yas Viceroy
Hotel. Landscaping and urban design detailing observed in street furniture are of a high
quality and also communicative of the brand.
The Leisure Drive, the primary circulation corridor and also serves as a ceremonial route
for occasions such as the National Day Car Parade. Though essentially intended for the
vehicle, has been provided with generous pedestrian areas on either side. Leisure spaces
along the waterfront include the Yas Marina and the beach (ticketed entry). Many of the
attractions and tourist destinations have a public component such as an entrance lobby or
forecourt which sometimes sees concentrated public activity. Similarly, entrance areas of
event venues may also be considered as another public space type, witnessing periods of
concentrated activity. The following section reports on the observational study conducted
on Yas Island.

Detailed Study of Representative Units from Yas Island
This section presents the detailed study of the public space and public life of selected
units from the Yas Island.

Selection of units of study
After the preliminary studies, a scoping exercise was carried out to select five smaller
units to allow further examination of both the public space and the public life. 23 Factors
considered while identifying the units of study were free, un-ticketed access to places,
appropriateness for conducting observation, ease of access for research and representative
value. Also, it was preferred that adjoining areas which could influence the use of these
spaces were sufficiently developed.

22

Story of Yas Island - Yas Island Website, https://yasisland.ae/the-story-of-yas-island/ (April 15, 2016).

Various researchers (Jan Gehl, and Lars Gemzoe, New City Spaces, 3, (Copenhagen: Danish Architecture Press, 2008); Carmona, 2010, Part 2
discuss that traditional public space typologies may not adequately represent the contemporary realities of public life and encourage further
examination of how new places are being appropriated for new modes of social use.
23
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Figure 2. Map of Yas Island Leisure District showing detailed units of study. Source: Map data 2017 Google, Imagery
2017 CNES / Airbus, Digital Globe, Landsat / Copernicus, U.S. Geological Survey.

The units selected are mainly types based on function, and their physical features were
reviewed as part of another study.24 Site 1 is a marina, a secluded, yet active public space.
Given a large number of attractions on the island, three of the five selected units of study
are entrance areas to destinations. These are Site 2 – Entrance area to du Arena (an events
venue); Site 3 - Entrance / Interface between Ferrariworld (Ferrari theme park) and Yas Mall;
and Site 4 – Entrance to Yas Waterworld (water theme park). Site 5 is a stretch of the Leisure
Drive, the primary movement arterial for the island, selected to support examination of
the role of the street in such precincts.
Though much of the Yas Leisure District has been built, it should be noted that the entire
Yas Island Masterplan covers a much larger area and remains to be realised. Therefore,
potentially more sites could be added to such a study with the progression of time.

Mishra, and Okeil, “Place Branding and the Public Realm: A typological study of public spaces at Yas Island, Abu Dhabi,” Plan Together - Right
Now - Overall; From Vision to Reality for Vibrant Cities and Regions, ed. S. Vasily, P. Peter, Z. Pietro, E. Manfred. (Ghent: REALCORP, 2015).
24
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Methodology
Though the study of public life is a fascinating and potentially insightful exercise, it presents
many challenges when one attempts to derive results. Systematic methods devised for
observing public life by other researchers were important precedents that helped shape
the methods for this study. 25
Direct observation within a systematic framework was the primary research method for
studying the public realm, particularly suited to recording the social aspects. A mixed-method
approach where both qualitative and quantitative data were recorded simultaneously was
adopted. Data was collected through a variety of techniques including direct observation
as a participant user of the public places, walk-by observation, user-counts, mapping and
photographic documentation supported by field notes. 26 Since staged events and organised
programs are a recurring activity pattern, the spot-observations were carefully timed
to cover not only weekdays and weekends but also event days. Data was collected over
roughly two years between the months of September to May with average temperatures
ranging from 18°C to 35°C.
Pilot studies were conducted on Site 1 (Yas Marina) to fine-tune the framework. Using
precedent studies as a reference27, data was collected to address the Questions on “How
many, Who, What and Where” through recordings on user numbers, user profile (age,
gender), activities observed (sitting, chatting, strolling, taking photographs etc.) and
social use of spaces (social groups of two, three or more people). An observation sheet
was formulated for recording counts and contained detailed plans of the study area with
a pre-coded legend for recording the location of users, groupings and photographic and
video documentation further supported site recordings. Manual registration of counts
was preferred since it allowed evaluation and assessment of users and was done by two
researchers simultaneously. Small discrepancies (less than 10 -15%) were usually observed in
overall numbers and were found to be acceptable, given the objective of the research and
the limitations of resources. On certain event days, where there were very large numbers, a
walk-by method with a video recording was more useful in recording the dynamic condition.
The following section briefly describes the findings from the first site of Yas Marina with
a more concise description of the other four locations.

Site 1 - Yas Marina
The Yas Marina is accessed by a somewhat circuitous route, which branches off the Leisure
Drive and is accessible only through private vehicles and tourist buses. A security checkpoint
Gehl and Svarre, How to Study Public Life, provide a historical review of public-life studies and propose various methods and tools for conducting such studies. Contemporary studies by Mehta, “A Toolkit for Performance”; Mehta, “Look Closely” and Elsheshtawy, “Terrain Vague”;
Elsheshtawy “Where the Sidewalk Ends” propose systematic frameworks which could be used to study public life.
25

26

With regards to permissions, it is legal to take photographs of public spaces.

27

Gehl and Svarre, How to Study Public Life.
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at the entrance road adds to the ambiguity created around its status as a public space.
Security personnel are present at the drop-off area, guiding and regulating the traffic.
Buildings on Yas Marina are mainly food and beverage outlets, strung along the promenade
with landscaped spaces between them. Responding to the opportunity of connecting with
the scenic surroundings, the architecture of the restaurants share several common features
- porous, permeable edges with large verandas, walls with large openable windows and
low sills, entire facades which can fold and slide back to connect to the exterior, terrace
top seating, etc. Goods, services, and activities inside buildings were visible from the open
space and helped enliven it. The landscape itself has stylised outdoor seating, patches of
green areas and a very popular interactive water fountain. The presence of movable seating
outside the restaurants encouraged people to sit and enjoy the environment. A children’s
play area with equipment and installations has been a more recent addition, addressing
the popularity of the place with families.
Regarding user profile, though all age groups were frequenting the place, on an average,
children numbers were the largest. User numbers increased at weekends, though temporal
variation did not show huge swings. In comparison with other units of study, the greatest
diversity in activities was observed on this site. Most of the activity centred on children’s
play with adults observing and often joining in. Next, to the water fountain, children were
getting towelled off and changing. Despite the absence of provisions for such activity
(by way of readily available toilets or changing rooms), these were still being conducted.
Nannies, child-minders, security personnel and cleaning staff, were also present pursuing
their duties.
Near the water edge, there were few essential activities such as people getting on / off
boats. Smaller groups of people were often stood/sat at the edge with an occasional
skater/cyclist (always children). The green patches too supported a variety of activities
(picnicking, cycling, playing ball games, lying on the grass) Also, observed with regularity,
were casually programmed un-ticketed events such as a flea-market, open-air screening of
children’s movies, ball-game matches, etc. which supported socialisation between various
users, and data recordings showed an increased proportion of social groups on weekends.
Despite the presence of security personnel, there seemed to be a relaxed air, spontaneity,
diversity of activities and no obvious compulsion to partake in the consumption patterns.

Site 2 - Du Arena entrance
Site 2 is a pre-function space to the Du Arena, the largest open-air event venue for live
performances in the city, which adjoins the Leisure Drive and is used primarily for ticketing
and queuing. Devoid of any furniture or seating, it only has a few patches of vegetation.
Temporary installations and signage are sometimes set-up in this area and relate to
promotional messages concerning the event.
This unit of study, due to its direct relation to event-staging showed the maximum temporal
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variation –being a completely deserted and sterile place at most times and packed with
event-goers at other occasions. On non-event days, activity was shallow with the occasional
pedestrian/cyclist only passing through the place. On event days, while large numbers
were involved in queues, other activities were observed such as groups chatting, waiting,
sitting and taking selfies. Event organisers were often seen walking with media personnel
and talking to event-goers. Despite the large numbers, there was not much diversity in
the user profile or the type of activities. On several instances (during observation and as
a visitor to the island), the crowds were seen to spill onto the streets. Users also displayed
behaviour like sitting at the road curbs, parapet walls, and the floor of the open space –
patterns which would not be commonly observed on non-event occasions.

Site 3 - Common Entrance to Ferrari world and Yas Mall
Site 3 functions mainly as a drop-off area to Ferrari world and Yas Mall serving both as an
entry to each destination as well as a connector between these two major attractions. 28
In addition to a drop-off and bus stop, there is an open, hard paved surface area with
outdoor fixed stone seating which adjoins the parking area. More recently, landscaping
additions - water features, cycle parking stands and shaded areas have been added.
Exhibits, like cars, are sometimes displayed in the paved areas and often become a popular
spot for people from various economic groups to stop and take their selfies. There is a
heavy presence of security personnel involved in guiding and managing the overlapping
vehicular and pedestrian movement. Most people were seen involved in activities such
as taking photographs (selfies), sitting, waiting, watching exhibits and talking in groups.
At times children were observed to be playing, and people were lying down on benches
or busy on their phones as they waited.

Site 4 - Yas Waterworld Entrance
Yas Waterworld, another major attraction on the leisure landscape of Yas Island is a water
theme park. Though situated on the Leisure Drive, it does not allow direct entrance off
it, sharing only a fenced edge along the Leisure Drive. Instead, the building entrance
addresses the main vehicular drop-off and parking lot. The space between the parking
and the ticket entry is also quite constrained, functioning more as a pavement with a few
benches. Visitors using public transport to reach Yas Waterworld use a small indistinct
route which appears to be accommodated within the setback. The space showed small
increase in visitor numbers during weekends as well as at opening and closing times of the
amusement park. In addition to people waiting to be picked up, and some groups posing
for selfies, very little diversity was seen in activities. It could be said that the only people
present in the space were those who were either entering or leaving the theme park. On
28

Ferrariworld is the largest Ferrari themed amusement park. Yas Mall is the largest mall in the city.
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one weekend, paid pony rides were observed being conducted just outside the entrance.

Site 5 - Yas Leisure Drive
The Leisure Drive, the major circulation route within the district, with 6 to 8 car lanes, it is
flanked by generous, landscaped areas with cycle or walking tracks, seating and landscaping.
Though it provides access to the various attractions and activity nodes, it does not enjoy
an active interface with the functions. Most functions which adjoin it have very large plots
(golf course, formula one circuit, mall etc.) and the built form has large setbacks from the
roads. Due to length of the Leisure Drive, data was collected through drive-byes, in order
to get a better idea of the conditions along the entire length. However, a more detailed
study was done of a smaller stretch approaching the du Arena. Though, very crowded
during event occasions (such as the Formula One races or a musical concert), on non-event
days, there is very little activity observed, with most activities being only essential such
as people walking or cycling.

Discussion
Findings from the study are structured in three parts. The first part reviews observed aspects
by focusing on the origin or inception of the public spaces. The second part discusses the
users’ role in the making process by discussing user patterns and what these are influenced
by. The third part summarises the patterns that emerge from these two sections and
examines the relation between place-branding and the place.

The making
In the conception and development of both Saadiyat and Yas Islands, the staging of
internationally significant events was a critical place-branding instrument. Events have
been planned to develop an image around themes of culture and leisure, which is further
reinforced by including experience-based destinations.
As a branding instrument, event-staging has a direct physical implication. The event venues
and experience-based attractions on Yas and Saadiyat Islands create a specific logistic
demand that requires planning. The need to accommodate peaks of visitors, plan for the
associated parking, design loose-fit typology to support flexible use etc. are all responses
to this requirement. Though innovative in form, the built typology, at least on Yas Island
Leisure District, creates an overall fabric which has a coarse grain, with large structures
housed within a sea of parking. The main circulation, the Leisure Drive, is reduced to a
functional connector with little scope for a social role. Findings from the Leisure Drive
site showed very little social use of the street side spaces. The combination of the highlyimaged destinations, connected by a route which has a diminished social role imparts a
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sense of fragmentation to the public realm. 29
Though traditional patterns of street use may not be possible, given the sheer scale of
development, the social experience of being in the public places and consequently its role
in creating associations is heavily undermined. Many parts of the Saadiyat masterplan,
appear to address the issue of a fragmented public realm, with a finer-grained fabric,
built-to-edge buildings and a network of organic streets and public spaces.
Given the large scale of development, a certain amount of fragmentation is expected
and perhaps even acceptable. However, several opportunities exist at the thresholds and
interfaces of the different projects. These were represented by sites 2, 3 and 4, in this study.
While both theme parks (Waterworld and Ferrariworld) are essentially tourist attractions,
their interface with the larger public space network is quite different. The limited interface
of Yas Waterworld means that there are not many reasons for using the space if one is
not visiting the waterpark. On the other hand, Yas Ferrariworld is near the Yas Mall and
connected to it with pedestrian links. A loop road off the Leisure Drive, serviced by cars
and a public shuttle provides access. Though designed mainly as a drop-off and pick-up
area, this space optimises affordances for user activity by being a common entry point to
two major nodes of activity. Thus, programming and design of meaningful entrances and
interactive edges can contribute significantly in enlivening the public realm.
As discussed earlier, the political vision and the creation of the OBAD under-laid the blueprint
for the development of the surrounding islands, Both island have been developed through
private development agencies with the help of internationally acclaimed design firms
being included for the proposals. The destinations at Yas Island are currently managed
and operated by a private asset management company affiliated with the developers. 30
Though the city aspires to derive an identity from these developments, its participation
in the process itself remains quite passive.

The use
To complement the previous section, this section looks at how the public realm is being
shaped based on users and activity patterns. Here again, event-staging had a significant
impact and influenced user numbers, user profile, and activity. In particular, large-scale
events, like the Colour Run and the National Day Car Parade created concentrated peaks
of activity along the Leisure Drive. Mega-events such as the Formula One Races meant a
complete reworking of the setting requiring an ‘event-mode’ for the island with traffic rerouting, closing-off of certain areas and increasing the dependence on signage, regulation,
and place-management. Sites such as the du arena entrance site and the Leisure Drive itself
showed a direct dependence on events for their use and du Arena and also the greatest
fluctuation in temporal use. While concerts held at du arena attracted large numbers, the
Carmona et al, 2003, discuss how ‘movement between fragments becomes a purely movement experience rather than a movement and social
experience.
29

30

Miral Asset Management website.. https://www.miral.ae/ (September 17, 2017).
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range of user profiles was very narrow. Social groups seemed to be pre-decided, and users
predominantly mingled only within the group.
On the other hand, Yas Marina regularly held small-scale events intended for families
(flea-markets, children’s movie screenings, game matches etc.). These were observed to
support better engagement with the public space by stimulating interest and novelty and
presenting more opportunities for social interaction.
While recordings on user profile were limited to identifying age and gender and excluded
attributes like ethnicity and economic class which were difficult to ascertain based on
observation methods used. It was clear that all economic classes were certainly not
represented. To examine the reasons behind this, it is useful first to review the islands
regarding access and connectivity. Both Saadiyat and Yas Districts are on islands that enjoy
good global connectivity. This favourably addresses logistic issues related to the staging
of large-scale events and helps the island projects create an exclusive image. However,
until the public transport is augmented and popularised, the access to island morphology
remains limited. Also noteworthy is the style of place-management with excessive reliance
on security. 31 This was evident in the presence of checkpoints placed at entrances (Yas
Marina, Ferrari world and Waterworld) and the constant presence of security personnel (all
sites). Further the association of places with lifestyles excludes those who cannot partake
in them. 32 While laying an intense focus on the global traveller and experience seeker33,
exclusionary tendencies get deepened along socio-economic lines.

Places in the making
This study helped bring out the ‘place’ aspects of the Place-branded precincts by exploring
the public realm. Traditionally, a lively public realm is characterised by a wide range of
users, supporting diverse activities and having low variation in temporal use. However, as
discussed in the preceding sections, the sites of study exhibited patterns that were quite
contrary to the above.
For instance, while event-staging helped achieve global attention it created extreme swings
between the hectic activity at event times and their sterile, neutral appearance at nonevent times. 34 The exclusive and controlled character of many places does not align with
the traditional notion of the public space, which is seen as a space that may be accessed
and appropriated by different users. Though incidences of spontaneity were sometimes
observed, particularly at the Yas Marina and Ferrariworld entrance sites, the consumption
The demographic profile of the UAE is characterized by a large proportion of expatriate population in comparison to local residents. Various
nationalities constitute the society and are engaged in jobs in the public and private sectors. Different employment sectors are associated with
specific ethnicity and the employment profiles of expatriates determines their socio-economic class and mobility.
31

Lofland (1998) in Matthew Carmona,.”Contemporary Public Space: Part One: Critique.” Journal of Urban Design (Routledge), 123-148; discusses
parochial spaces and their association by the appropriation by particular groups.
32
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Hajer and Reijndorp (2001) in ibid, 123-148, note an unprecedented increase in the deliberate consumption of places and events..

Monclus,”International Exhibitions and Planning”, In Manuel Guardia, Culture, Urbanism and Planning discusses the ‘non-place’ and the paradox
between the imported brand status and the actual sites occupied by expo venues.
34
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of the spaces created, was the dominant aspect.
These consumptive patterns with overt referencing to global brands lead us to consider the
kind of associations created with these places that both place-making and place-branding
intend to establish. While the global positioning of the districts, helps shape a distinctive
image, a requirement of a successful brand, it does not facilitate integration with the city
fabric, an important factor in creating an inclusive and vibrant public realm.
While some critics believe that similar responses to branding goals, creates a sense of
‘placelessness,’ others maintain that these spaces of consumption are still a sign of health
and vitality. However, the non-inclusiveness prevents a deeper association with the place.
This, in turn, requires greater investment through planned events to maintain interest and
engagement with the brand, thus affecting its sustainability. When discussing ‘invented
space’ Carmona35 argues that ‘placelessness’ is not caused by the lack of activity or designed
form but by the absence of ‘place-derived meaning’, concluding that many factors need
to be considered over and above the original design, particularly how such places are
managed and how restrictions are placed on uses and users of the resulting space.
The objective of creating an alternate image from that of Dubai holds an opportunity to
adopt an innovative and long-term view of developing a sustainable place-brand. However,
many disparate directions emerge in the process – the need to connect to the globe while
also highlighting what is indigenously unique; grabbing the international spotlight but
also developing a legacy; creating a distinctive image but also avoiding an exclusionary
outlook. 36 These need to be re-evaluated and balanced to facilitate greater alignment.

Conclusion
This research first provided a background on place-branding, its origins and importance in
shaping the public realm of Abu Dhabi. The place-branded precincts of Yas and Saadiyat
were reviewed briefly, followed by a more detailed study of five representative units from Yas
Island. Event-staging, an important instrument from the place-branding toolbox created a
public realm with high temporal swings and the focus on planning destinations led planning
compounded the fragmented nature of the public realm. Further, the consumption patterns
that dominated the space represent a new understanding of emerging public spaces.
Much has been achieved through the place-branding measures, particularly with regard
to the objective of achieving global recognition.37 It should also be noted that since the
commencement of this research in 2013, there have been other shifts and changes which

35

Carmona, “Contemporary Public Space: Part One: Critique.” Journal of Urban Design 15, no.1 (2010), 123-148.

36

Bani Hashim, Branding the Brand New City discusses the paradox of the image and the borrowing of foreign brands.

In a survey, as per the Ipsos City Index, Abu Dhabi was listed as the second best city to live, work and do business in The National July 19,
2017. https://www.thenational.ae/opinion/why-abu-dhabi-is-the-best-city-to-live-in-from-a-man-who-has-been-here-all-his-life-1.610386
(September 17, 2017).
37
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are bound to influence the tone of place-branding. Recent years have seen the Qasr al-Hosn
festival38 gain in stature and scale. New development on Yas is targeted at the middle-income
market and such developments will, no doubt, enhance connections with the city. 39 In 2016,
a competition called the Yas Island Breakthrough Challenge, an ideas competition was
floated inviting participation from University students for proposals for the future of Yas
Island. The competition was initiated with the “…objective to envision long-term direction
of Yas Island and build life-long visitor value to the emirate.”40 This small but important
development appears to acknowledge the need to invite further participation from the
community and to initiate discussion on the sustainability of the Yas brand.
These shifts are also indicative of the fact that the discussion on ‘place’ and ‘public realm’
is a highly nuanced one, varying both over geographical contexts as well as over time.
In response, in a similar vein, the place-branding process, thus, needs to be more of an
argumentative process41 during which many scenarios are speculated by those involved
and evaluated through participation and reliance on empirical data. While individual megadevelopments facilitate international recognition, a greater alignment of place-branding
activities with the more expanded and inclusive aims of place-making would be crucial
to achieving the vision for a sustainable future. It is hoped that studies, such as this, can
contribute towards this process.
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