
A “GREENPRINT” FOR SUSTAINABLE CITIES OF THE FUTURE 

 
 

● Masdar  C i t y  i s  a  6km2 
maste r -p lanned,  ca rbon-
neut ra l  “c i t y ”  ou ts ide o f  
Abu Dhab i  in  the Un i ted 
Arab Emi ra tes 

● $18B pro jec t ,  to  be 
comp le ted in  2030 

● home to  40k res idents  + 
50k commuters 

● Anchored a round the 
Masdar  Ins t i tu te  fo r  
Sc ience and Techno logy,  
an M IT-sponsored 
sus ta inab i l i t y  g rad schoo l 

● Par tne rsh ips w i th  c lean 
tech bus inesses:  
S iemens,  GE,  M i tsub ish i 

● Des igned by Norman 
Fos te r 

 
MASDAR CITY: THE POLITICS OF UTOPIAN ECO-DEVELOPMENT IN THE U.A.E. 

CURRENT PROGRESS  
→ essentially a grad school campus & 
business HQs. ~300 students live there.

Gabby Henrie//ENVS 400//Spring 2015 
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MASDAR CITY AS “CONSPICUOUS ECO-URBANISM” 
•  “Conspicuous” because it’s meant 

to be seen on int’l stage
•  strong ties between “green” and 

“globally recognized” images
•   discourse of sustainability lends 

legitimacy & progressivity to 
nondemocratic regimes



ABU DHABI: AN ASPIRING GLOBAL CITY  
Sheikh Khalifa’s Plan Abu Dhabi 2030 
stresses goals to become a ‘world 
class city’ built around a ‘sustainable 
knowledge economy’
→ diversification away from oil 
and gas industries
 

 
 

 

Mission of the Masdar Initiative:
“To make [AD] the preeminent source 
of renewable energy knowledge, 
development and implementation, and 
the world’s benchmark for sustainable 
development” 
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“the supposedly objective good of protecting the environment is 
precisely what makes [sustainability] so powerful — it is a 

convenient tool for deflecting criticism of a project that outside 
observers would otherwise easily target as retrogressive”

 -Koch (2013) on sustainable development in Qatar


SUSTAINABILITY AT MASDAR 
Masdar ’s take on the t r ip le bot tom l ine: 
•  “Carbon-neut ra l ” 

so la r  pane ls  ever ywhere (10MW ons i te ,  
100MW@Shams) ;  “bes t  p rac t ice ”  in  g reen 
bu i ld ing and des ign to  m in im ize  emiss ions 

•  “h igh qua l i t y  o f  l i f e ”  
wi l l  even tua l l y  o f fe r  luxu r y  apar tments  in  
“pedest r i an  f r i end l y ”  env t ;  open space;  opt ions 
fo r  shopp ing,  d in ing;  “max im ized conven ience”  

•  “p rofi tab le ” 
s i tua ted in  a  F ree Economic Zone (FEZ )  
o f fe r ing generous incent i ves to  fo re ign 
bus iness;  c i t y  as  showroom 



SPECTACULAR URBANISM  
AS DEVELOPMENT STRATGY  
Masdar fi ts in to broader t rend 
of megapro ject  deve lopment 
In  gu l f  c i t ies ( i .e. :  Dubai ,  Doha), 
which serve to:  



CRITIQUE OF MASDAR’S APPROACH TO SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT  
(1) Ecological and economic concerns are emphasized at the expense of equity/social justice

à Climate change and environmental degradation presented as technical problems 
solvable through scientific innovation, rather than requiring tough political trade-offs 
and structural change (Harvey 1996)

à Typical of triple bottom line approach to sustainability (Gunder 2006)
(2) Reproduces neoliberal economies and socio-spatial segregation (especially as FEZ)

à Functions as an “ecological enclave” for knowledge workers and the creative class
à Dependent on the same practices of migrant labor exploitation and “graduated 
sovereignty” as the rest of Abu Dhabi (see Ong 2006) 

 (3) Presents a “post-political” view of sustainability in which (decarbonized) capitalism is seen as       
     the only hope for our collective future (Swyngedouw 2006; Žižek 2011)  

 
 

•  At t rac t  in te rna t iona l  bus iness 
   and tour i sm (economic 
   d i ve rs i fica t ion ) 
•  Brand as g loba l  c i t y  
•  Trans fe r  o i l  wea l th  f rom s ta te  

to  c i t i zen (bu i lds  po l i t i ca l  
l eg i t imacy ) 
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The triple bottom line model of sustainability
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