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Abstract
Given the mixed interpretations of the concept of “Resilient Cities”, this paper calls for a more
comprehensive understanding of the concept and its holistic impact on the way cities are
designed, planned and developed. By labelled as resilient, cities should transcend the limited
definition of the resilient cities concept which focuses on merely environmental and readiness
for climate change impact and other forms of natural disasters. Resilience as an attribute for
cities and as will be shown in the case of Doha, the capital city of Qatar, should be holistic
and inclusive to embrace all aspects of city development including economical base, cultural
assets, social structure and urban development. Using the case of Doha, the paper illustrates
a new conceptual understanding of cities’ resilience.
The paper analyses the contemporary evolution in Doha and highlights the milestones in
structuring the new vison for Doha’s development as a resilient city holistically. In the last
decade, the city was subjected to a number of radical transformations started from winning
the bid to host the 2022 FIFA world cup, decrease in oil prices and finally the sea, air and
land blockade imposed on Qatar by its adjacent neighbors. The paper illustrates Doha’s
model in providing an interesting case of resilience which allows the city to successfully cope
with the consequences of all the major shocks, stress and unforeseen challenges, the city
have faced in the last decade.
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1- Introduction
Cities worldwide are challenged by a high complexity of acute and chronic problems,
including challenges related to economic development, social polarization and segregation
as well as climate change and ecological degradation. Hence, cities must become resilient to
a wider range of shocks and stresses. The notions of urban resilience and the resilient city
have gained considerable attention and interest over recent years. Urban resilience is a
broad concept that is sometimes blurred and abstract. We are also interested in the scope of
this research to relate the concept of urban resilience with the concept of urban
sustainability. Our positon as explained in the case of Doha, Qatar suggests that the
resilience of cities facing variable conditions, threats and forces should also consider the
sustainable future of the local communities and the urban territories they belong to. As Zhang
and Li (2018) indicate that rational urban development can be achieved only when it is both
resilient and sustainable, and conclude that urban planners, policymakers and researchers
should pay equal attention to both urban resilience and urban sustainability before decisionmaking. In current studies, some scholars hold the view that urban resilience has already
replaced of urban sustainability as the mainstreaming concept in the discipline of urban
studies.
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2- Interrogating the Standardization of Planning Concepts: The Case of Resilience
The most recent terminology used in the realm of urban planning and development is
resilience. Accumulated literature, particularly conferences and journal papers, are
discussing the topic in the domain of urbanism and planning. Conferences are organized
around the globe to discuss how to make cities resilient? Yet, we never pause and question
the validity of having a sequence of concepts that each would emerge every decade or so.
Lately, resilience has become an important goal for cities, particularly in the face of climate
change. Yet, for a lot of cities around the world, the concept of resilience is still ambiguous.
Cities are deeply complex, sophisticated and adaptive systems. The city is the most complex
and typical social-ecological system shaped by human beings. Hence, every single city has
its own narrative. The mechanistic model of urbanization which is merely using globally
accepted concepts coined by international organizations like UN-Habitat should be
contested. During the last four decades, UN Habitat, World Bank, International Monetary
Fund and other development agencies supported by researchers and academics maintain
the ritual of inviting a description for the successful city and change it every five to ten years.
Cities in the whole world and particularly in the developing countries were kept confused
whenever a new concept emerged; modern, sustainable, smart, green or resilient city. Once
a city tries to use its local resources to fully understand the concept and how it will positively
affect its development, a new one and even more sophisticated and ambiguous is
introduced.

Figure 1: The dynamic relation between resilience and sustainability.

In an increasingly complex and changing world where global problems are felt locally, the
approaches used to plan, design, and build our urban neighborhoods are failing due to the
adoption of standardized planning concepts. Primarily, the evolution of cities through rigid,
top-down action proved ineffective particularly with the continuation of the same problems
including environmental threats, urban poverty, housing crisis, car dominance urbanism and
other constant challenges. Campbell (2018) argues that the key to fixing our broken patterns
of urban development does not lie in grand plans or giant projects; rather, it lies in the
collective wisdom and energy of people harnessing the power of many small ideas and
actions to make a big difference. He calls this making “Massive Small” change. Such
perspective is significant to the discussion on the emerging concept of resilience in cities and
urban areas. A shift towards a holistic understanding of the local context and engaging the
local community would pave the way to an authentic and credible urban resilience related to
people and places.
In order to create resilience in urban systems, cities need to be able to learn, adapt and
transform across sectors and levels. One definition of urban resilience is the capacity of
individuals, communities, institutions, businesses, and systems within a city to survive, adapt,
and grow regardless of the kinds of long-lasting pressure and severe shocks they
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experience. Cities are very vulnerable when any of their subsystems are destroyed or fail to
adapt to new challenges. Such a situation may lead to a fatal crisis or even destruction.
Uncertain factors, such as natural disasters, climate change, energy crises, political
instability, financial crises, food security and terrorist attacks play an important role in
threatening urban development (Spaans & Waterhout, 2017). In other words, the concept of
resilience should be overextended and transcend the main topic it is associated with; climate
change. As explained, cities face plenty of negative and positive challenges which require
resilient policies and strategies articulated from within and not imposed by outsiders.
3- Conceptualizations of Resilience
Resilience is the ability of a system, community, or society exposed to hazards to resist,
absorb, accommodate to, and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient
manner (Jha and al., 2013). The paper initiates a discussion of how the definition might serve
as a boundary object, with the acknowledgement that applying resilience in different contexts
requires answering: Resilience for whom and to what? When? Where? And why? Using
general terms and global concepts won’t help in achieving any level of tangible change as
long it is not coupled with a sincere attempt to fully understand the local condition and adopt
the concept to the realities on the ground. In the work of great urban theorists such as Jane
Jacobs, Christopher Alexander, and E. F. Schumacher, the main invitation for urban planners
is to consider locality and value small actions and humble interventions. After reviewing the
scholarly literature on urban resilience (Meerow and el., 2016) have concluded that the term
has not been well defined. Their justification was based on that Existing definitions are
inconsistent and underdeveloped with respect to incorporation of crucial concepts found in
both resilience theory and urban theory. (Pizzo, 2015) problematizes the introduction of the
concept of resilience into the planning domain from three main starting points: 1. The nature
of the events which are said to require resilience; 2. The different nuances in meaning that
resilience assumes according to those different events, and 3. The theoretical and
operational problems the concept entails. The paper sustains that: Multiple sub meanings are
embedded within one interpretation of resilience that leave the concept open to rather large
margins of ambiguity, which emerge considering its operationalization; 3. The concept seems
to fit and to be appropriate within different paradigms, planning traditions and policy
frameworks. Its alleged ‘neutrality’ is one of the main reasons of its pervasiveness, but also
of its ambiguity, showing latent controversial implications, which are progressively emerging
in critical planning theory.

Figure 2: The holistic approach to urban resilience.

3

Alraouf, Ali & Marzouq, Jomaa

Doha as a Resilient City

54th ISOCARP Congress 2018

3-1- Resilience in Urbanism and City Planning
This paper provides an overview of the development of the resilience concept in the domain
of urban development and planning. Over the last two decades the concept of resilience has
experienced escalating interest. However, due to a lack of consistency in defining and
measuring this theoretical construct within and across disciplines, the recent explosion of
literature on resilience has contributed more to confusion than clarity among researchers and
policy makers. The notion of resilience is gaining increasing prominence across a diverse set
of literatures on cities and climate change. Although there is some disagreement among
these different literatures about how to define and measure resilience, there is broad
consensus that: (1) cities must become resilient to a wider range of shocks and stresses in
order to be prepared for climate change; and (2) efforts to foster climate change resilience
must be bundled with efforts to promote urban development and sustainability (Leichenko,
2011). Hence, the paper calls for a need to revisit the concept and its utility to the prosperity
of cities. However, resilience has been closely associated with sustainability for more than a
decade, although without precise meaning and often as an additional label attached to preexisting research (Timon, 2014). Urban resilience is a broad concept that is sometimes
blurred and abstract. Part of the effort to render the concept to a more clear interpretation is
first to assert that Urban resilience addresses adaptation as well as mitigation. It is
associated with spatial planning policy-making in the context of different levels and forms of
uncertainties. Therefore, urban resilience provides a new way of framing and responding to
uncertainty and vulnerability. In light of this interpretation, urban resilience offers an
alternative paradigm for planning strategies.
4- Contextualizing Doha: The Rising Competition between Gulf Cities
Before discussing the experience of Qatar, this section is contextualizing the State within the
Gulf context and elaborates on the notion of the regional competition. While most people
think of cities developing organically over hundreds of years, many who live in the Gulf are
aware of how quickly some cities can grow, expanding exponentially in terms of buildings,
infrastructure, and population. Much of the rapid transformation has been guided by an
intense inter-city competition to attract investments, human resources and tourism
particularly as a consequence of oil prices decline. The states in the Gulf region have grown
rapidly due to their large reserves of oil and gas. Being aware of ending resources, the era
after the oil is already being planned by the governments in the Gulf region (Höselbarth,
2010). The Gulf States while mostly young and small, they are the largest builders and
developers in the world. Every single capital Gulf city is characterized with shopping malls,
skyscrapers, artificial islands, gigantic airports, real-estate fantasies and signature museums.
Yet, they have also realized that another transformation is needed from oil-based to post-oil
societies. With oil resources running out, a focus on the post-oil era is a priority.
As these cities compete with each other, aiming to highlight their unique offerings and
attempting to clearly distinguish themselves from other cities, they have chosen to rely on
place-branding as a tool. The staging of events of international importance (such as Formula
One Races in Abu Dhabi, upcoming World Expo 2020 at Dubai and prospective 2022 FIFA
World Cup at Qatar), the emphasis awarded to star-architecture and the emergence of
strongly themed mega-projects characterize such development. Thus city-positioning and
place-branding begin to assume the status of urban development models (Mishra, 2016). All
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.
Questions about the future of contemporary Gulf cities are important as the drastic changes
taking place particularly in the economic side, indicates a necessity to consider a new
blueprint for Gulf cities’ future. Replacing glittering facades, high-end hotels, artificial islands,
4
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huge shopping malls, and the tallest constructions of the world, the region nowadays need to
attract people from all over the world to contribute in a different kind of economy. The
catalyst for the old model of development was the discovery of huge amounts of oil and gas
resources in the 1960`s leading to prosperity (Gremm and els., 2015). But oil reserves will be
exhausted in the near future. How do the cities of the Gulf region respond to this drastic
change? Are they, like so many other cities in the world, trying to reach the status of a
knowledge or creative city? Is it indeed a target of these wealthy oil-based cities to set up a
knowledge society based on knowledge economy not mere natural resources?
5- The Narrative of Qatar: A Small State with Big and Legitimate Aspirations
The skeptical positon regarding Qatar’s ability to construct an inspiring model of development
is based on its small size, limited population and the massive presence of expatriates.
Roberts (2015) stresses the concept of “brand Qatar” as a catalyst which helped the small
size State to gain global recognition and changed its character so completely in so short a
period of time. He based his interpretation on shifting the leadership in 1995 to an emerging
leader with a progressive vision for the future. The pillars of this progressive vision are
diversified and balanced foreign relations, establishing a leading role in media through Al
Jazeera network, and extensive investment in gas production and liquefaction. Ultimately,
bold initiatives require bold leadership and Qatar is yet again, blessed with this resource
(Richer, 2014). Additionally, Kamrava (2013) argues, Qatar’s enormous oil and gas wealth
has permitted the ruling Al Thani family to exert a disproportionately large influence on
regional and even international politics. Qatar is, as Kamrava (2013) explains is a "tiny giant":
although severely lacking in most measures of State power, it is highly influential in
diplomatic, cultural, and economic spheres. He presents Qatar as an experimental country,
building a new society while employing what he calls "subtle power." It is both the
headquarters of the global media network Al Jazeera and the site of the U.S. Central
Command's Forward Headquarters and the Combined Air Operations Center. Qatar's
effective use of its subtle power, Kamrava argues, challenges how we understand the role of
small states in the global system.

Figure 3: Al Jazeera News Network is one of the most effective tools for Qatar’s plan to achieve big
aspirations regionaly and internationally.

Figure 4&5: Doha’s Evolution from a humble traditional settlement to a metropolitan urbanity (Source:
MME).
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6- Contesting Doha’s Model of Resilience
In this section, an analysis of the most dominant forces that challenged the development of
Doha city in the last decade will be provided. Hence, all the strategies, processes and
policies which were adopted by the city will be shared to illustrate the city’s resilience model.
Interestingly, some of these dominant forces were celebrated like winning the bid to host the
2022 FIFA World Cup, while other were a substantial shock and have created a seismic
impact on the city’s people, economy and development. Hence, Doha was alert for the
critical need for a flexible and dynamic approach to building resilience that goes beyond risk
mitigation. Therefore, in the coming sections, three main challenges will be narrated and
Doha’s answer to each of them will be illustrated.
6-1- Challenge One: March 2008; The Inevitability of the Post-Oil Paradigm
A major challenge which the paper addresses is the fluctuation of oil prices and how Doha is
structuring a vison for the city in the post-carbon paradigm. Such paradigm implies a move
from oil-based economy to a knowledge-based economy and how to plan the city to facilitate
such a new economical paradigm. With an unprecedented financial resources, creative
strategic thinking and political commitment, Qatar is constructing a new development and
urban brand; Dohaization which is a brand but also a continuous dynamic process 1. The
case of Doha is stimulating as new mega projects are made to pave the way for a new
development vison structured upon the value of knowledge economy and knowledge-based
urbanity. By any measure, Qatar’s growth is phenomenal; in the past decade the population
has trebled, and the size of metropolitan Doha has increased fourfold. From its humble
origins as fishing and pearling village, Doha has emerged as an expanding world city, where
ambition and means are fueling exciting experiments in education, health, sports and culture
(Framherz, 2012; Jodido, 2014; Alraouf, 2016). For a better understanding of how Doha
came to structure its current identity, an investigation into the State’s main strategy and the
articulation of Qatar’s role regionally and internationally is crucial. In this section, we will
discuss the State main strategies which affected the development of Doha. The Paper sheds
light on the concept of Doha’s attempt to construct a new identity which transcends the
model that was created by Dubai’s iconic development and real-estate fantasies. Then, the
notion of knowledge economy as adopted by the State and clearly articulated in QNV 2030
will be analyzed to illustrate the quantitative and qualitative shift towards knowledge-based
urban development in Doha. Evidently, in the last decade a new pattern of planning
interventions can be clearly observed in the urban fabric of Doha. These new interventions
described as the city’s mega projects due to its size, location, population served and visual
and urban impact.

1

The term Dohaization was coined and used for the first time in Gulf Research Meeting at Cambridge
and later published in Alraouf, Ali. 2016. “Dohaization”: An Emerging Interface between Knowledge,
Creativity, and Gulf Urbanity. Pp.: 47-68. In Katodrytis, G. and Syed, S. Gulf Cities as Interfaces.
Cambridge: Gulf Research Centre Cambridge.
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Figure 7: The post-oil urbanism suggests a paradigm shift towards walkability and tranisti oriented
developmt in Doha.

Doha is considered by many indicators as the most advanced city within the Middle East to
adopt knowledge economy as a conceptual base for its 2030 vision. Qatar did a radical
transformation to go beyond the typical image of a Gulf city relaying on presumably endless
assets of oil and gas. A move towards being a regional center for education, knowledge and
culture is the new aspired sense of identity for the Gulf State. A major investment in
knowledge-based urban development characterizes major projects in the country during the
last five years (Alraouf, 2008; 2014). This new identity of Qatar paved the way for a new
paradigm in Doha’s urbanity which can be best described as the Knowledge-based urban
Development Paradigm. Qatar has become a showplace for renowned architects, several
U.S. universities have established campuses there, and it will host the FIFA World Cup in
2022. The quantity and the quality of architectural and urban projects which will be added to
the city’s urbanity to facilitate hosting the 2022 FIFA World Cup would definitely make Doha
a very unique world destination. Significantly, Doha has gained global significance through
the growth of knowledge economy related projects. The city’s new urban development and
its spatial qualities contribute to the global attractiveness of Doha for knowledge economy
investments, firms and people. Such urbanism fulfills the requirements of Knowledge workers
coming to the city from literally every spot of the globe anticipating an attractive smooth
quality of life which would foster their creativity and innovation.

Figure 8&9: The new cultural districts help Doha in establishing a new form of Knowledge-based
Urban Development (KBUD).

With increasing awareness about the carbon emissions and the negative impacts of climate
change, the paper evaluates Doha’s attempt to transform its urban movement pattern from
purely car-dependent city to a model for a transit-oriented development with the vitalization of
connected network of public transportation, pedestrian streets and bicycle routs. Doha’s
model of urban resilience as reflected in the city’s masterplan is answering the fundamental
question of how to design and operate the city so it can withstand major threats and how to
recover from them? Yamagata and Maruyama (2016) argue that land-use planning and
7
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carbon-neutral scenarios for urban planning are fundamental tools in urban management
leading to a better urban resilience.
6-2- Challenge Two: October 2010; Winning the Bid for Hosting FIFA 2022
Qatar’s interest to brand itself as an appropriate choice to host mega sports events started
with preparing Doha to be the sports capital in the Middle East. A fact which was successfully
demonstrated when the country organized the 2006 Asian games and gained the world
respect. Doha was the first city in its region and only the second in West
Asia (following Tehran in 1974) to host the games. Later, Qatar has lost its bid for the 2016
Olympics, but has vowed to try again. On the second of December, 2010, Qatar was
selected as the host country for the 2022 FIFA World Cup. The model of Qatar hosting a
major global world event generates number of interesting issues. All the lessons learned
from analyzing the different world experiences in hosting major global sports inspired Qatar
to take a different route. One can observe the transformation in strategic thinking towards the
whole process of hosting the FIFA event in Qatar. When Qatar was declared as the host
country for the 2022 FIFA World Cup, an immediate decision to form an organizing
committee with outstanding authorities and capabilities was issued. The committee was
called 2022 FIFA World Cup Supreme Committee and it has an excellent team of
consultants, advisors, strategic thinkers, logistics experts and some members from the team
who prepared the successful file that won the bid. Later and in light of the new understanding
that hosting the event is a catalyst for future progress and community development, the
whole conceptual approach has changed. Also, the title and the responsibilities of the
committee have altered. The new title for the 2022 FIFA World Cup organizing body in Qatar
is Supreme Committee for Delivery and Legacy (SCDL). The model as discussed in the
outcomes of the supreme committee has learned profoundly from recent experiences in
hosting the FIFA cup particularly in Brazil and South Africa. The main responsibilities of the
committee are being confident that Qatar will provide a state of the art experience in hosting
the event but more significantly that the event will positively affect the future prosperity of the
country and create a sustainable legacy that would last for generations to come.

Figure 10: Doha is balancing hosting the 2022 FIFA World Cup with the future aspirations of the city.

Qatar is consciously aware of the day after oil and is using the unprecedented opportunity of
hosting the 2022 FIFA world cup as an engine to inspire a new blueprint for the future of its
people and cities (Nadine, 2014). The strategic thinking transformation towards how to host a
global sports event in Qatar resulted in a new blueprint and a road map. This blueprint was
based on a number of integrated aspects. All of which were designed and assembled in a
way to guarantee that the process of hosting the event will be successful not only during the
thirty days of the competitions but for decades to come. Qatar has been using sports
strategically as a foreign policy tool that contributes to national security and allows the
country to gain soft power. Even on the level of enhancing the global image after the
blockade, Qatar smartly used sports to deliver a positive message about its stability and
commitment to global investment. Current evidences particularly during the events of the
2018 FIFA world cup in Russia and the excellent presence of Qatar suggests that The 2022
World Cup in Qatar will happen, although not everybody might like that. As explained earlier,
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hosting the Cup will be a turning point for Qatar and would substantiate its global reputation
but it is not the ultimate goal. The goal as explained in the paper is to use hosting the event
as a catalyst for a better post 2022 Qatar.
6-3- Challenge Three: June 2017; A City under Siege: A Plight or a Historical
Opportunity
One of the major forces which led to unprecedented challenge for Doha and Qatar as a
whole is the blockade imposed by its close neighbors. The blockade as the paper illustrates
opened new dimensions in the city’s acknowledgment and comprehension of resilience.
Ironically and surprisingly, in the 50 anniversary of the six days war in 1967 where Arab
armies were humiliated and defeated, four Arab States decided to activate an unprecedented
sea, air and land blockade against Qatar. The whole Middle East and the world wake up on
the fifth of June 2017 reading the news about the decisions imposed by Saudi Arabia, United
Arab of Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt on their neighbor and founding member of the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC), Qatar. Pressure mounted further after relations with its regional
neighbors hit rock bottom last June. Since then, Saudi Arabia has led a boycott of Qatar, with
full participation from Bahrain, the UAE and Egypt. Planes have been prohibited from flying
to Doha, banks from dealing with Qatari banks, and the country’s influential satellite TV
channel, Al-Jazeera, remains off the airwaves throughout most of the Arab World.

Figure 11: On the 5th June 2018, Qatar’s nighboors imposed an unprecededted bloackade against the
whole State.

6-3-1- The Social Cohesion as a Catalyst for City Resilience
Baldwin and King (2018) emphasize that strong social networks and social cohesion can be
more important for a community’s resilience than the actual physical structures of a city. That
what was exactly noticed in Doha after the activation of the blockade. More significantly,
urban planning and design support these critical collective social strengths by stressing the
necessity of creative spaces for all and enhance the inclusivity of the city’s urbanity. In the
process of realizing the goal of both sustainable and resilient development, we should see
the dominant role of social factors such as urban governance in the process of urban
adjustment and adaptation. The social aspect will be also addressed in the paper as Doha,
similar to most of Gulf cities, has a much diversified population coming from all corners of the
world.
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Figure 12: The city spaces are planned to accommodate the different social groups and emphasize
the social cohesion.

The city is taking a number of measures to create better connections between expatriates
and the city significantly sense of belonging and ownership which would radically help in
inspiring the city’s overall population of locals and expatriated to better defend the city and
take a solidifying position towards realizing its future aspirations. The paper concludes with
articulating a more holistic framework for city resilience which takes into consideration the
multifaceted nature of the city and better prepare it for different forms of changes and
transformations which might occur in the future. Coaffee and Lee (2017) examine how the
concepts and principles of resilience exert increasing significant influence over the form and
function of planning. Their discussion of the 'politics of resilience' in which fundamental
questions of social and spatial justice are posed is relevant to the notion of social cohesion in
Doha after activating the blockade.
Conclusion
The Model of Doha, Qatar extends the conceptualization of resilience to go beyond the wellknown risks and move to planning the city to face different forms of crisis. More significantly,
prepare the city to face uncertainty as the case with oil prices fluctuation and its impact on
the economic stability of the country as a whole. Such a model matches with Coaffee and
Lee (2017) call for a focus towards an integrated and adaptable model for coping with risk,
crisis and uncertainty. In such time of uncertainty, urban planners are increasingly tasked
with the responsibility of safeguarding the future of urbanized centers and those that live in
them. In facing an unprecedented blockade from closest allies and adjacent neighbors,
getting ready for hosting the biggest sports event on earth; FIFA world cup and coping with
radical changes in its economic base as a rentier capital, Doha provided a worth analysis
and appreciation case. The experience of Doha after the blockade asserts that an urban
rational and holistic development mechanism could help improve the urban capability more
effectively to cope with the various crises involved. The model of Doha illustrates the
difference between process-oriented resilience than an outcome-oriented. Hence, Doha
provides a rational urban development model because it is both resilient and sustainable.
Part of the city’ success story stems from the fact that social cohesion was considered as a
pillar in enhancing the resilience capabilities of the city. It describes and illustrates the ideas,
tools, and tactics being used to help engaged citizens, civic leaders, and urban professionals
to work together to build viable urban society.
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