Border Vacuum: A Study of Walkability, Liveability, and Vibrancy in Dubai

Abstract:
Dubai is a city of rapid urban changes, and superlative architecture. These non-incremental urban changes
tend to leave large urban areas unexplored. Dubai Metro line and its surrounding area is one of these sites
that can be classified under Jane Jacobs’ Border Vacuum. In this study, the authors take on the challenge
of transforming a wasted area that is acting as an urban divider and turning it into a walkable, liveable and
vibrant public space. This is done through two methods; one is a survey of users that focused on the
measures of walkability, liveability and vibrancy. The other one is an urban design analysis of the site’s
urban morphology and prospects. Urban designers must acknowledge all three measures considered here
in order to design context-relevant, and vibrant spaces.
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1.

Introduction

1.1

Background and literature review

At the turn of the century, the academic and public focus on Dubai has been engrossed in its
mega structures, spectacular architecture, and rapid urban changes. Dubai was featured in books
and academic journals (Robinson, 2002; Pacione, 2005; Carter and Dunston, 2006; Krane, 2009),
The commentary on the city arose praise and scepticism; this has produced a polar representation
of the city which portrayed it as either the future model to global cities (Bagaeen, 2007), or the
villain of capitalism and neoliberal urbanism (Davis, 2007; Davidson, 2009). This representation
of the city neglected its mundane everyday activities and the spaces that housed them. At the end

of the last decade, a few attempts have surfaced to shift the focus to informal spaces in Dubai, to
study the stories of the immigrant workers and expatriates, their troubles and fascinations and the
spaces they occupy (Vora ,2008; Ali, 2010); a few attempts have also been made to study public
spaces in a city that emphasises its global aspirations and image (Elsheshtawy 2010a; 2010b). As
stipulated by Roger Keil, the shift on urban theory and global cities have opened up new
multidisciplinary debates in the study of cities, the theories are not fixated on polar
representations anymore and there is a focus on synthesising different fields into the study of
urbanism such as politics, economics, place making, cultural representations, and space
attachment (Keil, 2013).
Yasser Elsheshtawy in most of his work (2008; 2010a; 2010b; 2013) has also focused on the
intersection between urbanism and social science theories. Notably, the one thing that has always
put Dubai on the map and created a global model out of it was its rapid urban growth (Acuto,
2014). Although the city has experienced a vast amount of growth over the past decade, and a lot
of research was put into analysing the economic boom, policies, building design and structure,
there has been a gap in focusing on the urban design aspect of the masterplans sprawling around
the city (Alawadi and Benkraouda, 2017). This gap has prompted the authors to explore the
design aspect of public spaces through the lenses of walkability, liveability and vibrant spaces.
§

Public Space in Dubai

Public spaces in Dubai tend to be in the shadows of the skyscrapers and mega infrastructure of
the city, the few spaces that remain vibrant and liveable are often appropriated by the public to
accommodate for a variety of activities that defy the urban planning codes and zones set by
municipalities and local authorities creating a landscape of informal spaces (Loukaitou-Sideris
and Mukhija, 2016). According to Elsheshtawy, informal spaces happen when the users start

taking matters into their own hands and defy the design and planning purposes of the spaces in
question; these informal spaces tend to be more vibrant, liveable and walkable than the rest of
the city (2013). The few public spaces that remain in Dubai are climate-controlled destinations
within themselves rather than parts of the journey in which people engage in every day. People
no longer preoccupy themselves with mundane acts of daily life that support connection with the
cities. Rarely anyone poses to watch joggers, or engage in random conversations with strangers.
The topic of public spaces in Dubai does not feature much in the literature unless when it’s part
of spectacular Dubai where a culture of shopping and consumption prevails (Anwar and Sohail,
2004; El-Adly, 2007). The abundance of literature that deals with shopping malls, and the lack of
that dealing with other forms of public spaces, has inevitably led many to view shopping malls as
‘the only real “public” spaces in Dubai’ (Vora, 2008, p. 398). The aim of this study is to explore
measures that would make other types of public spaces available and effective; spaces that fall
within the everyday spectrum of the publics’ journey and serve to enrich users’ lives.
On the other hand, concepts of walkability and liveability have been majorly discussed by
authors in the past two decades. Walkability of a place can be conceptualised as the qualities of
the built environment that encourage the users of the place to walk for either recreation or access
to amenities; this necessitates at a range of active destinations within a walking distance of the
place, such as shops, a micro-environment that mitigates the extremes of the weather, and a local
vibrant culture (Leslie et al., 2007). The definition of livability has been debated between authors
too, it has plenty of meanings depending on the field of interest of the authors; however, most of
the definitions align with the wellbeing of the local community be it social or physical (Wheeler,
2000). The key difference between walkability and livability is that the later refers not just to the

physical surroundings but also to other key social principles such as participation, accessibility,
and diverse cultural activities (Momtaz and Elsemary, 2015).
Dubai’s urban landscape does not lend itself to walking even during favourable climatic
conditions, this is mainly due to disadvantaged design that discourages walking and renders most
neighbourhoods idle to pedestrians (Alawadi, 2017). This is also dependent on the willingness of
the local population to forego vehicular transportation and extra parking for wider sidewalks and
more vibrant spaces (Ruth and Franklin, 2014).
Urban design researchers have tried to measure the success of a public space in the past;
examples include Cambra with an index on what constitutes a pleasurable walk (Cambra, 2012).
Similarly, Luis Neo created a walkability index that took into account socio-economic and
environmental factors (2015). Other seminal authors include Kevin Lynch (Lynch, 1960),
William Whyte (1980), and Jan Gehl (1987) whose works were focused on design aspects,
specifically visual landmarks, aesthetics, human scale, and pedestrianisation to measure a
successful public space. This study relies heavily on the concepts of these authors to create a
questionnaire that attempts to analyse the users’ experience of the chosen site. The authors will
focus on measures of walkability, liveability and vibrant spaces within the realm of public space.
§

The Site: Border Vacuum Situation

The authors study a major public transportation hub in the city, namely the Dubai Mall Metro
Station and the surrounding area. The study site was chosen because it falls within a broad
category characterized by Jane Jacobs as a border vacuum. According to Jacobs, borders are ‘the
perimeter of a single massive or stretched out use of territory’ (1961, p. 257), she then goes on to
include transportation corridors such as railway tracks, or in this case an elevated metro line.
Jacobs states that despite the usefulness of transportation corridors, they act as barriers between
the separated sides, and disrupt the continuity of the urban morphology while at the same time

undermine the economic and social links of the isolated spaces and the rest of the city (Jacobs,
1961). The authors claim that informed urban design decisions and flexibility that allows for
public activities would significantly help in alleviating the border vacuum situation of the site.
This claim is supported by several studies on the effects of physical design on the users’
activities, such as walking and cycling for work and recreation (Johansson, Sternudd, and
Kärrholm, 2016; Zuniga-Teran et al., 2017).
Urban public space in the case of Dubai includes parks, shopping malls, urban plazas next to
office buildings such as in Gate Village, DIFC in close proximity to the study site. These public
spaces have been planned and designed to be used in a specific way, they're sterile and restrictive
in their nature which means they are not easily accessible to the public either due to location or
the nature of the surrounding buildings. On the other hand, informal spaces transcend their
assigned purposes and can be used for a multitude of reasons to congregate, communicate, and
observe life passing by (Elsheshtawy, 2013; Loukaitou-Sideris and Mukhija, 2016). The authors
propose that it is precisely these kinds of spaces that act to stitch the urban fabric together to
surpass the state of a border vacuum, while providing a stage for more spontaneous and truly
communal activities in which social life thrives. This has prompted the authors to analyse the
specified study sites under the light of walkability, liveability and vibrancy measures and to
propose a design strategy to complement the findings. The authors hope that the proposed
strategy will act as an architectural catalyst to a more walkable and pedestrian-friendly city.
1.2

Objectives of the study

The main goal of the study is to propose a transforming design to the urban spaces tucked
underneath the metro lines leading to the Dubai Mall Metro Station. Consequently, the site
would reform the wasted border vacuum into a functional public space that stitches the fabric

together while creating an attractive, walkable, and diverse urban district for residents and
tourists. The study also aims to:
1. Improve liveability of this specific site by adding activities that would cater for the different
users in accordance with the questionnaire analysis.
2. Enhance walkability through the site by paying attention to thermal comfort, materiality and
placement of the various design elements (and buildings).
3. Create vibrant spaces of different amenities and services that cater to the needs of the
community.

[Figure 1 here]
1.3

Research methodology

Dubai Metro Station and its surrounding areas are chosen as the study area because of its
function as a major transport node in the city centre and its close proximity to a major tourist and
resident attraction namely the Dubai Mall and Downtown area. The research employs a
questionnaire of 111 users of the specified metro station. The number of the users was deemed

sufficient after a few visits as a pattern emerged in the answers. The method of using a
questionnaire was used in order to map a relatively large number of answers as it would be
impractical to interview many users passing by the station. Since the users are the target audience
of the public space, then a meaningful analysis needs to consult their views in order to
understand the quality of the urban spaces they desire (Mahmoudi, Ahmad and Abbasi, 2015).
It is with accordance with the measures of walkability and liveability explained earlier that the
questionnaire was formulated. The questionnaire included a series of scaled questions (ranging
from 1-4, strongly disagree to strongly agree) asking respondents to score their experiences of
walking to/around the station with reference to the following components: Traffic speed, safety,
security, accessibility, environmental effects, physical condition of the pedestrian way, facilities,
visual attractiveness and aesthetics. The questionnaire prepared for this study had referenced
some questions and techniques conducted by Park, S. (2008) and Mushtaha, E. (2017) for close
relevancy in the topic and analysis (Appendix A). The components respect the boundaries set by
the likes of Cambra, Lynch, Whyte and Gehl to create a successful public space.

2.

Observations on the urban fabric of the site

The purpose of the urban design analysis is to understand the existing urban character of the area
and identify the constraints and opportunities. The existing conditions of the site are evaluated by
assessing the urban development of the study area, land use, transportation facilities and open
public spaces.
One of the reasons of choosing the study site, Dubai Metro Station, is the role of the Dubai
Downtown area as a major tourist attraction that involves various pedestrian activities such as
shopping, jogging around downtown, and sightseeing; this is to certify that users of the station
are more likely to be familiar with what would make it more comfortable to walk around the

area. Furthermore, this study will assess walkability from the point of view of the users and
participants of the survey rather than universal (environmental and physical) aspects of what
would make a city more liveable and walkable.
The site is surrounded by diverse urban areas. Mostly residential areas- at the northeast and the
northwest edges of the site- encompass the study site. Situated at the southwest, Safa Park is one
of the largest parks in Dubai, offering the surrounding communities acres of open public space.
There is also a large vacant site, located toward the southern edge of the selected site. The
various architectural styles and buildings, the haphazard placement of them and the variation in
the sizes and height of the buildings along Sheikh Zayed road fails to create a unifying urban
morphology and character and can be described as eclectic instead. Moreover, the Dubai Red
metro line cuts through the study site along the Sheikh Zayed Road and divides it into two parts.
There is also a high concentration of bus stops along the site. However, heavy, fast moving
traffic along the Sheikh Zayed Road, which is a major 12 lane artery in the city with a speed
limit of 100km/h, creates an unpleasant pedestrian environment that undermines the site’s
connectivity with the neighbouring areas and creates a border vacuum situation as mentioned
earlier. The design proposal only relates to the site area underneath the Dubai Mall Metro
Station; however, the surrounding area is taken into consideration for purposes of accessibility
and integration.

[Figure 2]
2.1

Urban Prospects

Dubai has created a series of developments connected by major roads which has resulted in
patches of fragmented master plans on a tabula rasa desert landscape (Elsheshtawy, 2008).
However, Dubai is addressing the situation from a relative economic strength; its land resources,
oil resources as well as capital investments and political stability has enabled the city to envision
a future of global significance (Bagaeen, 2007).

[Figure 3]

Dubai has focused on two main aspects in achieving this vision:
1- Property and urban development in forms of connected centers that cater to diverse purposes,

such as media, banking, finance, and IT (Pacione, 2005).
2- Major infrastructure investments to connect and cater to all these new developments/centers;

this infrastructure network is not limited to roads but rather extends to airport expansions,
inception of metro lines, tram lines, and an inter-city railway system (Pacione, 2005).
In doing so, areas such as the Dubai Downtown has emerged to be a strong player in terms of
urban growth and transportation, however pedestrians and open public spaces catering to them
are still overlooked.
2.2

Constraints and Opportunities

Compared to offices and residential uses; cultural, recreational and public spaces are currently
not a significant land use within the study area and are in need to be reintroduced or reinterpreted
according to the study findings. Moreover, the study area hosts small green open spaces that are
primarily centred at the south-east edge of the site with a sparse presence near the low-density
residences. In contrast, there is a large amount of unused space that is mainly located next to the
main roads. There is a significant opportunity here to reintegrate these wasted spaces with the
green open spaces to enhance the pedestrian experience in the area and introduce open public
spaces to it. A major constraint observed within the site is the high volume of vehicular traffic
along the Sheikh Zayed Road which is a major artery in the city with crossing points every 5001000 M (depending on the stretch). This makes the open space underneath the metro line
uncomfortable as it is directly adjacent to the road. Consequently, pedestrian presence was
minimal outside of the metro stations and even though there are a variety of shops around, they
are mostly accessible by cars rather than on foot. Shading devices and trees were not present
within the area which makes it harder to walk through during the Summer.
Despite these constraints, there are considerable opportunities to enhance the socio-cultural scene
within the study area while at the same time tackling the issue of the border vacuum created by
the elevated metro line. For instance, a design solution could be proposed to maximise the
development opportunities to suit the specific needs of the site users as well as complement the
existing transportation network in place. There is an aesthetic value to the area where the site is
located which is observable through the design of the metro stations, metro line and surrounding
buildings. This could be capitalised through introducing a public space in the area as the design
proposal suggests here. Moreover, activating the area will increase the presence of pedestrians
and improve linkages to public transport as well as linkages throughout the length of the site. In

determining a responsive design proposal to the area, in terms of amenities, building scales, and
activities required, a series of scaled indicative questions are posed to the users of the site and
then assessed alongside the urban observations. It is with this convention that the questionnaire is
being conducted. The participants are asked to evaluate their experience and satisfaction as
pedestrians in the centre of Dubai. In the case of the chosen site the local population refers to the
users of the metro station and the surrounding buildings who are mostly expatriates of the city of
Dubai. The proposed design mostly caters to the existing users of the site but would hope to
attract other user groups such as the local Emiratis and the lower income communities to use the
public-free access space.
3.

Questionnaire Analysis and Results

This study is set to identify the current status of walkability and liveability in the city as well as
ways to make that more attainable in everyday public spaces. The research employs a
questionnaire survey, in which 111 commuters of the Dubai metro participated in November,
2015. The users and participants may or may not use the metro on regular basis, could be
residents or tourists, and they have had different purposes for using the metro at the time of
conducting the questionnaire (work, shopping, or other recreational activities). This data is then
analysed and utilized as the basis of the design strategy proposed. The survey questionnaire
consisted of three groups of questions, the first group contained general and personal information
about commuters (gender, purpose, frequency and mode) to determine the users of the area,
whereas the second group of questions was structured to assess the satisfaction with the design
and planning of the physical environment of the site, which in turn would affect the measures of
walkability and liveability. The third group of questions was set to determine comfortability,
accessibility, relaxability and visual attractiveness of the station & metro line (Appendix. A).

3.1

Part I: General Information

The survey was distributed on a wide spectrum of Dubai metro users of age groups in the Dubai
Shopping Mall to understand the general preference of commuters depending on their age. The
first part of the survey comprised of 8 questions that was responded by 111 randomly selected
users from the metro station in the shopping mall where the users collect their tickets. The survey
was conducted by two female students for three working days from 6:00-10:00 p.m. On the first
day, the survey failed in attaining enough number of respondents as the commuters were passing
quickly and did not have time to cooperate. Therefore, the students changed their location to
inside the metro station after receiving a special permission from the concerned authority (RTA).
The analysis of the questionnaire is shown in (Table.1). It was established that commuters
between the ages of 19-29 are the predominant users of the site with a percentage of (53%). This
said, the majority of the participants used the metro on a regular basis which makes this station a
ripe site to study the measures set above as well as suggest a design solution to activate the area.
It was established that most respondents, residents and visitors with percentages of (65%) and
(32%) respectively, walk to the stations as opposed to using alternative modes of transportation.
This is an important factor when compared in relevance to outdoor thermal comfort, and that
people walk despite of the summer heat of Dubai. It was also noticed commuters use the metro
daily for working and shopping with percentages of (61%) and (28%), respectively; commuters
come to the station by walking with a percentage of 73%. Therefore, enhancing the micro
climate around the site would help making this journey a pleasant one, and turning the site into a
destination, in and of itself, rather than a stopping point.
3.2

Part II: Planning and Design of Physical Environment

The next group of questions was posed to determine the suitability of the place for pedestrian
presence and use in terms of design and planning of the stations, streets and sidewalks. The
physical environment is a significant determinant of the unique identity of the site and would
significantly help in determining how to successfully contribute to improve and manipulate the
existing place (Relph, 2007). Thirteen scaled questions were posed to assess satisfaction with the
safety, level of services, and planning and design of the area, and whether or not it is a ripe site
to propose a design solution. Questions included amenities, traffic speed, level of services, safety
in relationship to sidewalks and streets, sidewalk widths, and perception of streetscape design.
The users scaled their perceived satisfaction with the questions from strongly disagree
(dissatisfied) to strongly agree (satisfied). There was a general consensus amongst respondents
about the lack of safety when crossing the road to the station with a percentage of 62% (57 out of
91 respondents) and an average score of 2.77; this factor was directly proportional to the
perceived traffic speed on the adjacent roads.

(Figure 4)

This causes a general feeling of danger coming from the highway edging the site that may hinder
its use as a public space. This is supported by the perception of hassle and overcrowding of the
surrounding buildings. Under this light, it’s preferable to create a buffer zone around the areas
where pedestrians use the most (crossings, and shops on ground level) to enhance the walkability
and liveability near the station. The perception of comfort in the surroundings was jeopardised
due to the crowded sidewalks with an average score of (2.53). As a consequence, respondents
rated them with an average score of (2.75) as uncomfortable even though the width of these
sidewalks was perceived sufficient. This point leads to the realisation that activating these
walkways by adding amenities and making them more pedestrian friendly would increase
comfort for walkability around the site.
The daily activities exemplified by the social lives people exhibit in the surrounding area makes
an important design factor that revolves around the concept of self-efficacy (Uzzell, Pol and
Badenas, 2002). The area of the site houses a variety of amenities such as shops, restaurants,
pharmacies, hotels, and even a shopping mall. These amenities relate to the notion of
manageability discussed by Winkel (1981) in which he refers to it as the factor that determines
peoples’ activities with reference to the environment that supports them. He argues that users of
a place have the ability to draw information from their immediate physical environments which
would infer their perception of whether a particular setting, or a public space in this case, can
support their intended activities (Winkel, 1981). The users of the Dubai Mall Metro station
expressed dissatisfaction with the amount of shops in the immediate vicinity of the station with
an average score of (2), but were satisfied with the overall amenities in the site with an average
score of (3). Their satisfaction was measured using the scales in figure 5 to answer the question:
are you satisfied with the amount of the available amenities around the site and in Downtown

Area in general? This factor would feature in the design strategy to provide the users with more
options in amenities in close proximity to the station.

[Figure 5]
3.3

Part III: Environmental Factors

The third group of questions was formulated to establish the general environmental determinants
of pedestrians’ comfort near the study area. Although this group of questions does not feature
consistently in most of the walkability and liveability scales discussed earlier, the authors
deemed it a necessary Dubai factor to consider when targeting the issue of walking in the
Summer heat. These include sunlight and shading devices, vegetation, noise and pollution, and
streetscape design ratio for shade and scale. These specific questions were posed to entertain the
idea of a buffer zone of trees around the sidewalks to decrease the effects of noise and fumes
from adjacent traffic, as well as for shading purposes. Nikolopoulou, Baker and Steemers (2001)

stipulate that micro climates can be manipulated to suit the needs of specific urban settings. For
example, allowing an easy flow of wind in hot, humid climates like that of Dubai is possible
through sparse buildings and vegetation. Taking this into consideration would result in the
proposed design strategy in the following section where buildings, trees and shading devices are
strategically planted to adapt to the specifics of the local climate. To this end, there was a large
degree of consensus amongst users that there are not enough shading devices on their walk to the
stations and the area is lacking in terms of vegetation and trees with average scores of (2.32).
This perception was directly proportional to the factor of general thermal comfort experienced
outside of the station where there was a large degree of consensus with an average score of
(2.05) that walking around the station was not comfortable during the summer season as shown
in figure 6.

[Figure 6]

Landscaping according to the participants is useful for the purposes of shading, whereas the
authors believe that it can also work as design elements to create a buffer zone for pollution,
noise and safety barrier to separate the pedestrian from vehicular areas. The perception users
have of the environment- such as visually pleasing, not polluted, clean, lacks shading devicessupports the urban design observations in the previous section. The findings from this
questionnaire analysis point that a few factors need to be tweaked in terms of design to enhance
the walkability and general comfort around the station such as introducing more services,
shading devices, and a change of materiality to achieve better thermal comfort. On the other
hand, maintaining the successful factors already established there such as width of sidewalks,
proximity to stations, and design aesthetics would help achieve a sense of continuity and
homogeneity that is missing in the overall eclectic character of the site. The authors believe that
focus on functionality while at the same time achieving comfortable outdoor thermal conditions
would make a successful addition to an already busy district in Dubai and will introduce public
spaces that complement the urban development and mega infrastructure of the study site. This
has prompted the authors to devise a recommended plan of action to be used as design pointers
in the form of the following table; this plan answers to every point raised in the questionnaire
and provides a design solution to it as illustrated in table 2. These solutions were then
incorporated in the design strategy.
[Table 1 here]
[Table 2 here]

4. Synthesis: The Design Strategy

The authors seek to bridge the research gap when it comes to studying the physical design
aspects that affect the urbanism of Dubai. In this section, the authors present a design strategy
based on the previous analysis and a plan of action to be implemented in the site and to act as a
backstory to similar sites in the city. This proposal focuses on walkability and liveability design
elements and positions the article within the global research on place making and public space.
Improved walkability conditions in the city of Dubai would lead to major improvements in the
next level of the development of the city. By providing spaces that connect and knit the urban
fabric together; that are easy to access via public transportation, that provide a variety of
activities; Dubai can enrich its current fabric of public space and add exciting new types to it.
Characteristics of successful design and designation of such spaces would prove economically
profitable, can attract a large number of residents and tourists and would benefit the image of the
city and shed light on a neglected side of the city, namely its public everyday spaces.
The findings of the study indicate that thermal comfort, vegetation, and diverse cultural activities
are relevant to make a public space walkable and liveable. During the survey, a large degree of
consensus of the participants posed a different view to the common belief that users would cease
to use the public spaces due to sunlight and high temperatures, while in fact incorporating
methods of microclimatic control and vegetation would remove this psychological barrier that
people have on using outdoor public spaces in the summer. Picot (2004) also argues that
plantation and vegetation ought to be considered as a tool in dealing with harsh climatic
conditions in outdoor areas. This includes the use of mature trees for shading, the incorporation
of vegetation in urban furniture, and vegetation screens for dust and blocking noise.
In the case of an existent space and urban fabric like the case of the elevated Dubai Metro, it is
possible to create a vibrant space by introducing cultural, retail and entertainment aspects to

enrich the users’ experience which directly answers to the question of available amenities. The
spaces below the elevated metro lines lend themselves to become vibrant linear parks that are
already partially shaded, easily accessible and of appropriate proportions. In order for the space
to be more thermally comfortable, it is possible to shade the whole space using mature trees,
man-made light structures, and a system of microclimatic cooling to be introduced in the metro
structures themselves in the forms of misting fans for efficiency, this answers to the users
reluctancy to go in the heat during the summer as mentioned earlier.
5.

The Design Proposal

For the purpose of creating an urban district that enhances safety, walkability and the visitors’
experience within the selected project area, an urban proposal that integrates the everyday
activities such as living, commercial, social, cultural, and the entertainment elements within a
large scale of green open spaces would make the design an enjoyable everyday space that can be
part of the commuters’ journey or a destination in and of itself. The proposed urban concept
creates a diverse micro-urban district next to and underneath the metro lines. The master plan
proposes that the site is broken into several blocks for promoting walkability and the visitors’
experiences.
These light buildings/pavilions are introduced to cater for the different users the site hopes to
attract. A major concern throughout the questionnaire was the lack of the local Emirati
population; however, by introducing diverse high-quality buildings to the site, the authors hope
the site would be attractive enough for different social groups including the higher income
Emiratis and the lower-income expatriate population of the city.

[Figure 7]
These architectural and urban elements would be connected and dependent on each other.
Integrating them into the design could be over the course of several phases, figure 7 shows that
the proposed design strategy would act as a catalyst and a backstory for other potential metro
lines to operate in the same way and integrate strategies of place-making to make their border
vacuum spaces more vibrant. These design elements are proposed to integrate the area with the
surrounding urban fabric which characterises the Dubai Downtown as one of the high-end
districts of Dubai that are highly sought after. Introducing a vibrant public space into the area
with designs that complement the existing surroundings would add to the everyday scene of the
city and make for the lack of public realm in it.
It is important to note that several observations emerged from the survey; the space would need
to address the following in order to answer for the needs of the users:
o The space needs to introduce a buffer zone to alleviate the perception of danger due to its
adjacency to Sheikh Zayed Road.
o The space needs to be well shaded to improve walkability conditions and increase thermal
comfort for the users.
o It needs to accommodate for afternoon ‘lunch breaks’, social gatherings in the evening and
people visiting the Dubai mall area to cater for the different use patterns experienced by the
users

o It also needs to have active ground floors to mitigate for the perception of crowded sidewalks
as explored in the questionnaire.
o

It needs to house enough activities to accommodate for the commuters, tourists and residents
alike, as illustrated in [Figure 8+9 here]

[Figure 8+9]
The master plan envisioned by the authors would allow users of the space to engage in various
activities simultaneously, users would take their lunch break in the shade of the space in the
linear park sitting next to a small water feature, or enjoying the mini-competition that skaters are
participating in. visitors would make the open space part of their journey to fetch a cup of coffee
before a business meeting in the various restaurants on site, or just come with their families to
enjoy a day in the long park. All of these activities can be introduced in a currently wasted space.

Moreover, the space would connect the two sides of the roads together and be a buffer zone of
activities rather than a space separator; this is evident in the masterplan below.

Figure 10
Introducing cycling lanes within the linear space would help incorporating new transport modes
for short distance trips and integrate a section of the population that isn’t catered for in public
spaces, namely cyclists. This view is supported by Alawadi in his analysis of integrating new
transit systems into Dubai’s urban landscape (2017). The authors hope that this design would
encourage visitors to explore the culture of the city through variant experiences hosted by several
metro lines acting as public realm of everyday spaces as part of their tourists’ and visitors’
journey though the city. Although the masterplan focuses on the creation of a high-quality space,
the qualities of informal spaces discussed by Elsheshtawy (2013) are also taken into
consideration to enrich the space identity and make it more relevant to its users. For instance,
figures 11 and 12 show many alcoves within the site (underneath the red cube boxes, tucked in
within the landscaped squares) that would allow for some flexibility to create picnics, play
football, congregate, watch spontaneous outdoor performances, etc. These activities, although
not cemented in the site, are accounted for in the design flexibility in order to create a public
space that is not restrictive and truly inviting to all.

It remains to be highlighted that the illustrated design strategy can be applied to most of the
spaces underneath the red and green metro lines of Dubai. The intention in this research is to
create and facilitate a flexible model that would cater to the needs of a large sector of inhabitants
and tourists in Dubai who would greatly benefit from more public spaces in the city.
There is a great need here to acknowledge and encourage the potential creation of activities that
are not initially designed into the space, and that there does remain the tendencies of users to
appropriate spaces to better suit their needs as they change and evolve with time. In other words,
the authors have deliberately designed and formulated a space that can accommodate potential
changes and recognise the uncertainty and fluidity of urban life; for everyday life is lived within
the spaces designed by architects and planners but not pre-determined by them.

Figure 11+12

Although the site is unique in terms of location, dense development, and users flow; the space
itself is not unique to the location (the wasted space underneath the metro line). Similar to the
Highline project in New York city where a landscaped public space was created atop of an
abandoned freight line, the idea is applicable elsewhere but with a few tweaks to respect the
boundaries and the context of the place. The authors argue that the design is generalisable to
other sites in Dubai but with changes that respect the localities’ unique socio-economic status
and users.

6.

Conclusion

Dubai is not a usual city in terms of its urban or economic growth; the changes introduced are
not incremental in their nature. These changes affect the urban morphology and the public realm

which has created a unique landscape of architecture, mega projects and landmarks; public
spaces require a similar attention. In this study, a neglected site in the prominent downtown area
of Dubai has been investigated. The site qualifies to be within Jane Jacobs category of Border
Vacuum. In order to solve the border issue and introduce a space that connects rather than
divides the urban fabric, two methods of analyses were consulted, an urban design analysis and a
survey of walkability. The surveys, analyses and design strategy provide a glimpse of how a
walkable, liveable and vibrant community may be introduced to Dubai. They offer a
comprehensive, diverse, and research-based action plan of solutions that have been shown to
address identified barriers and root causes that are impeding walkability along the metro line.
The solutions suggested here target elements that are essential to create a liveable community by
addressing the issues of walkability, liveability and vibrancy. These have been tackled through
proposing an open public space that fills in the void around and underneath the metro lines to
solve the issue of the border vacuum and introduce a vibrant district instead. A vibrant space is
achieved by catering for the community’s needs in terms of providing services in the form of
cultural, commercial, and retail spaces.
To make a final visit to the issue this study is attempting to address, one needs to acknowledge
the difficulty in finding everyday spaces in Dubai and the fact that they are being overlooked in
the urban planning and design of the city. The design strategy aims at enriching the city and
introducing a model for everyday public spaces to be used throughout Dubai in a tailored
program that would suit each area and neighbourhood differently.
Henri Lefebvre stated that everyday life is the ‘screen on which society projects its light and its
shadow, its hollows and its planes, its power and its weakness’ (Lefebvre, 1968, p. 64), This
study aims at creating and highlighting this screen in the form of designing an accessible

everyday space so that the society has the opportunity to explore all of the perks of everyday life
Lefebvre describes.
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Table.1 Questionnaire Analysis
Part. I: General Information: Personal Data
1. Gender:
2.Age:

3. What is your status?
4. What describes you best?

5. Which of these metro stations do you most often use?
6. What is your major purpose of using metro?

7. How many times do you use metro

8. How do you usually get to metro station?

No. of Resp.

Total Resp.
No.

Resp. Per.
(%)

81
29
3
58
31
16
2
3
70
34
88
8
7
8
77
11
13
67
31
1
9
1
68
10
13
0
7
10
13
78
1
17

110

74
26
3
53
28
15
2
3
65
32
79
7
6
7
76
11
13
61
28
1
8
1
63
9
12
0.00
6
9
12
72
1
16

Male
Female
Less than 18
19-29
30-39
40-59
60 or over
local
Resident
Visitors
Full-time worker
Part-time worker
Unemployed
Student
Dubai Mall station
Deira City Center
Other
Station(please specify)
Working
Shopping
Going to school
Recreational activities
Other
Daily
Once a week
2-4 times a week
Once a month
2-4 times a month
Less than once a month
Drive and park
Walk only
Bicycle
Ride the bus

110

107

111
101

109

108

109

Average Score
(4)
2.83

2. While you are walking to the station, do you feel that crossing the street is dangerous?

2.77

3. Do you feel that putting high barriers between sidewalk and traffic lanes will make sidewalks safer to walk?

2.97

4. Do you feel that walking home from the station at night is safe?

2.83

5. Do you feel safe if cameras are fixed in streets?

2.91

6. Do you have to step out of the way to avoid other pedestrians moving on the sidewalk?

2.62

7. Do you have to stop to avoid cars entering driveways?

2.61

8. Do you feel uncomfortable because the sidewalk is crowded?

2.53

9. Do you feel that the sizes of buildings on your route are big?

2.73

10. Along the route you walk on, do you have stores or other services available for errands?

2.46

11. On your walk to the station, do you feel that the width of pedestrian way is enough?

2.75

12. Are you satisfied with the amount of the available amenities around the site?

2.07

13. Are you satisfied with the amount of the available amenities in Downtown Area in general?

3.00

Par
t 3:
Env
iron
men
tal
Fac
tors

Part 2: Planning and Design of
Physical Environment

Parts. II&III: Walkability Measurements
Use the given scale to rate each of the following questions.
Strongly disagree:1, Disagree:2, Agree:3, Strongly agree:4, Av.score:4)
1. On the street you walk on, does the traffic move fast?

14. Are you comfortable walking during the summer?

2.05

15. Do you feel uncomfortable because of noise, fumes, or vibrations from street traffic?

2.46

16. Do you easily access to the station?
17. In the station you most often use, do you feel relax?

2.87
2.95

18. On your walk to the station, do you feel that the amount of landscaping of the streets is enough?

2.32

19. Do you feel that the station & the metro line have nice visual looks?

2.89

Table 2: Design requirements and Action Plan
Questions

Indicators

Plan of Action

Design
Requirements

Do you feel that putting

Users don’t feel safe without barriers

Providing for safe public space via

barriers between

protecting them from high speed vehicles

lowering the speed on the road, adding in

sidewalks and traffic lanes

on the road.

vegetation for fences, and majorly

would make sidewalks

Safety

widening the sidewalks.

safer?

Do you feel that having

Connectivity related question where half

Adding more signals and crossings to

Connectivity &

more pedestrian crossings

of the participants felt that adding more

improve the feeling of safety and

Safety

& signals would make

crossings is better and safer.

therefore walkability.

Do you feel uncomfortable

People find that crowds are

Adding amenities and activating the

because the sidewalk is

uncomfortable.

sidewalks would make them more

crossing safer?

crowded?

Comfortability

comfortable, and vibrant.

On your walk to the

Sidewalk width is enough for the

Keeping the appropriate width for the

station, do you feel that the

majority of participants, which is an

proposed design strategy.

width of the sidewalk is

indicator of successful design for

enough?

walkability.

Walkability

Along the route you walk

A liveability and vibrancy indicator, this

Activating the sidewalks by

Liveability and

on, do you have stores or

question was equally answered with

incorporating cultural, commercial and

Vibrancy

other services available for

agreements and disagreements.

entertainment elements in the proposed

errands?

design would add to the two measures in
question.

Do you feel that the sizes

Liveability indicator, in which designing

Providing for microscale spaces in

of buildings on your route

for the human scale is neglected as most

comparison to the skyscrapers on both

are big?

participants answered yes.

sides of the street is imperative in
making participants feel comfortable in
the space.

Appendix A
Part. I: General Information: Personal Data
1. Gender:
2.Age:

3. What is your status?
4. What describes you best?

5. Which of these metro stations do you most often use?
6. What is your major purpose of using metro?

7. How many times do you use metro

8. How do you usually get to metro station?

Male
Female
Less than 18
19-29
30-39
40-59
60 or over
local
Resident
Visitors
Full-time worker
Part-time worker
Unemployed
Student
Dubai Mall station
Deira City Center Station
Other (please specify)
Working
Shopping
Going to school
Recreational activities
Other
Daily
Once a week
2-4 times a week
Once a month
2-4 times a month
Less than once a month
Drive and park
Walk only
Bicycle
Ride the bus

Liveability

Part 2: Planning and Design of
Physical Environment

Parts. II&III: Walkability Measurements
Use the given scale to rate each of the following questions.
Strongly disagree:1, Disagree:2, Agree:3, Strongly agree:4)
1. On the street you walk on, does the traffic move fast?
2. While you are walking to the station, do you feel that crossing the street is
dangerous?
3. Do you feel that putting high barriers between sidewalk and traffic lanes will
make sidewalks safer to walk?
4. Do you feel that walking home from the station at night is safe?
5. Do you feel safe if cameras are fixed in streets?
6. Do you have to step out of the way to avoid other pedestrians moving on the
sidewalk?
7. Do you have to stop to avoid cars entering driveways?
8. Do you feel uncomfortable because the sidewalk is crowded?
9. Do you feel that the sizes of buildings on your route are big?
10. Along the route you walk on, do you have stores or other services available for
errands?
11. On your walk to the station, do you feel that the width of pedestrian way is
enough?
12. Are you satisfied with the amount of the available amenities around the site?
13. Are you satisfied with the amount of the available amenities in Downtown Area
in general?
Part 3: Environmental
Factors

14. Are you comfortable walking during the summer?
15. Do you feel uncomfortable because of noise, fumes, or vibrations from street
traffic?
16. Do you easily access to the station?
17. In the station you most often use, do you feel relax?
18. On your walk to the station, do you feel that the amount of landscaping of the
streets is enough?
19. Do you feel that the station & the metro line have nice visual looks?

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

