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‘Sustainable’ urban development of Arab cities, or cities elsewhere, is a fashionable topic of debate among urban planners, architects, engineers, environmentalists and the media generally. It is a topic of debate within my organisation. It is apparent that everyone has their own definition of what ‘sustainability’ is, and of what renders the processes of development as ‘sustainable’. Almost everyone believes in it. Hardly anyone criticizes it. But few people seem to agree on what it is. 

Putting the many definitions of ‘sustainability’ to one side, I have found it instructive to draw upon the wisdom, experience and insights of other disciplines in helping to ascertain what constitutes “sustainable urban development”. 

It is this gathering together of ideas and reflection upon the rapid urbanisation of emerging Arab cities, particularly those in the Gulf, that I wish to share with you today.
The concept of Darwinian evolution is, for me, enlightening. It emphasises the principle that diversity resulting from genetic mutation is fundamental to the process of adaptation to ensure survival.  
In circumstances in which there is, for whatever reason, a significant change in the environment, genetic diversity provides a wide pool of variants that enhances the ability of an organism to adapt and to survive better. 
Cities, like living organisms, are governed by the same basic necessity: to ensure survival.  A Darwinian perspective on urbanism – which led to the ecological approach to urban analysis as exemplified by the Chicago School of Sociology in the 1960s – sees the built environment as a living organism, perpetually engaged in mutation, adaptation and change. 
From this perspective, we might conclude that the most successful (and sustainable) urban conurbations are those which have most efficiently adapted and evolved to a shift in their social or physical environments.  
But I am not talking about unfettered development of the type characterised by the favelas of Rio de Janiero, the shanty towns of Jamaica or the townships of Johannesburg. In most modern Arab cities, as in many other modern developments, there is the guiding human hand of planning, design and strategy.  
The question is, how can we design-in the potential for organic change?  In truth, the ‘sustainability’ of the 21st century Arab city may not be measured  entirely in terms of its quantum of renewable energy sources or its LEED star rating, but by its fundamental ability to respond to and evolve in relation to the forces that are impacting upon both its physical and social fabrics. 
Over recent decades there has been greater understanding of the impacts on the fabric of society from the excessive exploitation of environmental resources, the rapid depletion of non-renewable resources and the loss of diversity. 
There has been increased awareness of the extent of negative impacts that spill across personal and spatial boundaries and from the present generation of citizens to future generations. Our view of the capacity to survive has had to encompass interdependencies among organisms, creatures, societies, cities and nations, as well as across generations.     
Dating back as far as the bronze-age 5000 years ago,  ancient middle eastern civilisations have been exemplar of a process of mutation, adaptation and evolution. 
It was through the sharing and advancement of ideas and knowledge that early human civilisation was enabled to develop agrarian tools and technologies to create food surpluses, which in turn became the cornerstone for the very first urban conurbations.    

The medieval Arab city represented a significant landmark in the evolution of urbanism. The cities of the Arab world evolved and thrived amid the cultural and religious diversity that was characteristic of the Region where the three major monotheistic religions had their roots, and where continents and cultural traditions met. Diversity was sustained and its creative force harnessed within distinct, but symbiotic, ‘quarters’ of the city. 
These quarters were not ghettos; this was not cultural apartheid: there was a balance between the need for social solidarity among ethnic groups and permeable structures that engendered the flourishing of trade and mutual exchange – of goods, services, ideas and identification with “the city”. 

It was the Arab cities of the Maghreb, the Andalus and the Mashreq that spawned the great intellectual creativity of Ibn Kaldoun in the late 14th century. Ibn Kaldoun has been widely acknowledged as a brilliant scholar and a key figure in the foundation of the disciplines of historiography, sociology and economics that would later flourish in Europe centuries after his death. 
Among his many theories concerning the development of civilizations and societies, his work on the evolution and organisation of cities stands out, and remains remarkably relevant today.    

Ibn Khaldoun followed Aristotle in considering cities as one of the most significant features of a civilised society. He viewed the evolution of the city as much like the evolution of living organisms through cycles of birth, growth, equilibrium, decay and rebirth, much like the Chicago School 600 years later.

His cyclical  theory of ‘the rise and fall of cities’ begins  with a period of great creativity as synergies within the settled community are marshalled, material progress is won, innovation gathers pace and great wealth is generated. 
As these levels of wealth and material well-being increase, the vigour of the initial phase gives way to the complacency of contentment within the urban community. In this second phase, Creative synergies are stifled and energy is dissipated into idle conspicuous consumption, and self-serving materialistic ambitions supported by a complacent, inert bureaucracy.

Ibn Khaldoun refers to this process as a fall in ‘social health’. Social solidarity and cohesion diminishes, resulting in urban culture and social cohesion falling into a state of decay. Within a medieval context, the city then becomes vulnerable as a civilised institution and becomes prey to invasion by outsiders - by the barbarians of medieval stereotype.
The barbarians are absorbed into the city, become civilised, reinvigorate the city, and so the cycle moves on. 
Khaldoun’s cyclical theory can be insightful in reflecting upon the eras of success, and emerging concerns, about sustainability which currently confront the rapidly urbanising cities of the 21st Century.  

A contemporary interpretation, can consider the first phase of the cycle as being invigorated by the coming together of diverse urban populations as migrants are attracted by the prospects and the opportunities presented in the growing city. In our Region the emerging cities of the Gulf have gone through this experience at an unprecedented pace over recent decades. 
A key component of Khaldoun’s notion of “social health” is the citizen’s sense of personal identification with the city. We see this in the flowering medieval city states of Italy, where the Venetian, Roman or Florentine inhabitant robustly pronounced their city as the embodiment of civilization and virtue. Contrast this with the inherent problems of a settlement housing a transient boom. The transient settlement struggles to achieve population retention beyond the immediate boom. There is a lack of social solidarity and an absence of a sense of belonging and a sense of being “at home”. The sense of being ‘at home’ produces a propensity to recognise interdependencies with follow citizens and following generations.  
Historically, the success and maturity of many of the world’s great cities has relied on immigrants making a physical and emotional commitment to their new found environments. Upon building a new life, immigrants seek to work hard and invest in their future; they develop ambitions to blend into the fabric of a multi-cultural society, to build strong personal relationships, and in return they will develop a strong sense of community and belonging which then prompts further investment back into its prospering culture. 

Consolidation of the social health of Gulf cities represents a major challenge as their initially transient populations are transformed into a stable populous of vibrant urban societies. Some emerging cities in the Gulf have been described by some as ‘fake’. 
The adjective does not refer to their dazzling features, pyramids and ski slopes,– which make no pretence to be “real” – but to the commentator’s sense of a “real city”, by which is meant cultural depth, and critical complexity. During the recent economic downturn, migrant inhabitants, when not motivated by financial gain, have tended to leave with relative ease and haste as they have no physical or emotional ‘ties’ with the city. Indeed, this has been facilitated by immigration regulations that inhibit a stable attachment to the City. 

To enable people to create ‘ties’ and create a sense of ‘home’, people need to be entrusted with a degree of ownership and endowed with a ‘stake’ in their society. 
People need to be enabled to contribute to and customise their physical environment, to be able to create a lifestyle and community which suits and reflects their day to day values and routines. 
Emerging Gulf cities face the challenge of creating a balance which will allow their extensive immigrant communities to claim a stake in shaping the social and physical environment, while safeguarding their moral and ethical integrity which makes them unique.  
The challenge is to evolve societal norms and values that liberate immigrants to take ownership of their environment so that their notion of home, and their commitment to sustaining their home, is focused on the city where they take up residence. 
Gulf Cities have been phenomenally successful over the last few decades in attracting diverse demographic, communities. The challenge over the next few decades is to marshal the latent creative potential of this demographic diversity. Much of the planning of Gulf cities has catered for pre-conceived notions of a contemporary city (large malls, tall buildings, large houses). Moving forward, it will be necessary to “design-in” the fundamental basics which create a ‘healthy’ and liveable city.

Urban planning and design needs to be innovative and creative. It will be necessary to guard against inhibiting creativity by preconceptions, out-dated, complacent or ‘imported’ planning norms. 
The misuse of centralised planning systems is a topic of constant debate across continents. Numerous examples – from Soviet urbanisation policies of the 1930s to British and French social housing policies of the1960s – show that the development and regulation of planning laws by an inert bureaucracy serves to stifle diversity and enforce convergence to a set of restrictive norms for the built environment. Some rigid planning norms may stifle the diversity in design and ideas that are essential ingredients of sustainable progress. 

Historically Arab cities, adapted to their natural and social environment, and developed to encourage interaction and trade. 
These basic functions need to be championed as fundamental requirements of spatial design.  Today, we need to design for people and satisfy their basic and diverse requirements. We need to design residential areas as communities which enable people to gain easy and comfortable access to local shops, community facilities and public transport,. We need to plan safe, efficient, easily accessible and well serviced work places that sustain a prosperous urban economy. We need to provide public spaces which benefit from comfortable, cool and shaded environments, encouraging people to circulate, meet and greet in public. We need to devise planning frameworks which enable residents to customise and adapt their environment. 
Above all, we need to create places for people.  The notion of a sustainable city must embrace the day to day experience a city influences and enforces on its inhabitants. The UN Centre for Development has aptly highlighted that a sustainable city is, I quote,  not only a ‘clean’ city, “It must also be a city where one can earn a fair income, afford liveable shelter, feel comfortable, and devote effort and time to protecting the city image. Building a strong urban economy and an environmentally liveable city must go hand in hand with efforts aimed at preserving existing social bonds and initiating innovative forms of urban governance and management which can preserve social cohesion.” 

Cities that have demonstrated an ability to avoid the complacency of contentment and bureaucratic inertia have generally led the way in sustaining advance. Cities in modern history have had opportunities to be self reinvigorated by embracing technical innovations. 
The advent of the steam engine and the railways, for example, starting in Victorian London, heralded unprecedented opportunities for city development from the mid 19th century. 
Railways opened-up the technical possibility of mass transit and the development of much larger urban areas than were possible when the constraints of having the workforce close-by to sustain core city activity were removed and the effective trading hinterland of cities vastly expanded.

Reform of land ownership laws were required to enable the development of real-estate markets in suburban dwellings. Reform of company law was necessary to enable railway companies to raise the necessary capital. And legal reforms were required to secure rights of way for the suburban railroads. There was no room for bureaucratic complacency or inertia here. The bureaucracy shared the development vision and was hungry for its fulfilment. 

Recent technological milestones have altered the dynamics within our cities so profoundly that some believe the movement rivals the changes brought on by the Industrial Revolution. 
The evidence for these changes is embedded in popular culture and our increasing dependency on new technology and digital processes within our daily lives. Technology has the capacity to either exacerbate social fragmentation or to promote and encourage integration, cohesion and sustainability.  The key question will be to consider how cites will adapt and evolve to integrate such new technologies into the urban fabric, to increase efficiencies and cater for 21st century emerging lifestyles. 
For those wise and brave enough to take the lead, technical advance combined with the better understanding of the intricate independencies among individuals, communities and the environment they share across space and generations offers the potential to forge a path to the more sustainable  conurbation. It is refreshing that within the Gulf Region the lead is being taken with extensive sustainability reviews of urban development and such exciting programmes as the Masdar sustainable city initiative. I anticipate that today you will hear of these particular Arab cities at the forefront of new developments in urbanism - as in Ibn Kaldoun’s era. 

Throughout the past 5000 years or so of urban settlement, civilisations’ prominent philosophers and urban theorists have emphasised the importance of social solidarity, and of liveability in enabling the stability and advancement of our cities.  As planners, designers, architects and engineers of the built environment we are empowered to act upon this guidance and create places of comfort and quality which enhance cohesion and sustainably improve the ‘liveability’ of cities.
My father was both a Yale man and an AUB man and so it is most apt that I conclude my remarks here today with a pertinent quotation from his autobiography that reflects on the esteem in which designers would like to be held.  
‘Successful development’, he commented, ‘means taking into account the human impact of the physical changes you are making. ’You made my life better’ is the highest praise we can receive’ 
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