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Mideast cities compete for

global inward investment

Ry Rami Farouk Daher
Special to the Star

ther it is Solid-

ere’s  downlown

Beirut, Abdali in
Amman, Oreamland
Camro, The Financial Dis-
trict i Manama, or ¢ven al
the heart of the Holy City of
Mecen through the Jabal
Cimar Project, cities all over
the Middle East are rein-

veating themselves  and
competing  for  global
mward investiment  and

international business and
boREFINTEL

Cities are obliged 10 cre-
ate the right milica, compet-
ifive business climate, and
first-class tourism stirec-
ons in order to lure people
to come [live, invest, and
enlertain, Developments in
Dubai and the current urban
recomstruction  for  the
Beirot  Downtown  {ihe
Solidere  Project) are
becoming the models 1o fol-
low in such developments.
Dribiai bad shout 4.8 million
visitors in 2003 i tourism
through ks entertainment,
business and sport fourism,
and 15 planning 1o add
another 100 hotels within
the next 57 yeirs,

It is interesting 1o undes-
sand the effect of the circu-
lation of global capital,
eacessive privatization, rive
of new Amb elic. and cir
culating vrban fMagship pro-
jects in places like Jordan,
Lebanon, Egypt, all over
the Arab Gull States. aml
through out  the Arab
Region. New emerging
wurban isfands of excessive
consumption for the chosen
clite signifies this nooliheral
urhan restructuning.

I has bean estimated that
the Gull Cooperation Coun-
cil has around $80 billion in
liquidity 'expected to he
spent in real-estate. intema-
ol huwiness, and towrism
| it it the nesi
o5 yeark eepecially i coun-
wried Wke the UAE, Qutar,
and Saodi Armbis, Swch
colossal amount of money,
which used to be invested
primarily in the US and
Europe before September
11, will anempt 1o (ind new
markets in the region; of
course part of it had already
found it  way into
Lebanese, Egyptian, and
Jordanian markets through
mullinational hotel and
real-estale investments

In Amman's Abdali,
which: is considered an
urban cntrepraunural pro-
jeet inlended 1o cresle &
modern and vibrant city
conter for Amman, the
Abdali Investment Compa-
ny (AIC) has been created
and is composed of the
matn investors: Mawared
and Spudi Oger.  Mawared
(National Resources Inves!-
ment and  Development
Corporation) is a quitsi-pub-
lic enfity, created in 2002,
and is in charge of develop-
ing three former military
areas in Jordan, one of
which is the Abdali Area
strategically located close
10 the dowmtown area and 10
westrn more affluent and

westerniied Amman.  Soudi
fdger s an  intermational
developer which entered the

parmership with  Mawaned

ay main mveator (sinal

1
the expertise of its mosier
planners {Mlillennitm
Develogrsent, Liceco), As
o private peal-citate devel-
oper, it is responsible o
implemeni, manage and

master plan the Project
(similar 0 Solidere in
Beirut).

In  Amman's Abdalf
{which is promoted by
Mawared s billboards,

brochures, website, shorl
video, nnd other promotion-
al materials as the “New
yDowntown for. Amman™
fwhich inclodes the Améri-
fean Univetsiny of Arwnan,
an IT  Pwrk, medical
tourism, and differcnl com-
mercial hetivities, o addi-
tion to a mewly created
civic/sate E:L::: bounded
by the Sate Mosque, Parlin-
ment, and the Law Cotirts,
This represents a symbolic
replacement of the existing
historic downiown, which is
only about 1.5 Kilometers
away, and s curremt
civiclurban symbols (such

as the historic Muxseini
Mosgee and  specialiv
Ammani markets).  The

Abdali Project will most
probably attract infemation-
al investment and business,
but will alse definitely
Intemsify the socio-econom-
i and spatial polarization
not only berween Fast and
West Amman, but also
between this new “elitist
urban island™ and the rest of
the city.

The “Aldail™ Project will
also culminaie in the dis-
placement of the existing
Abedali transpostation bermi-
nal (logether with its dri-
vers, Informal venders and
occupanis) o the ounskints
of Amman away from the
City Center.  Furthermore,

the Project will definitely

_ present fierce uuntedmn
to' the existing historic

downtown which is gradu-
ally disi i and is
ol economic vitality,
Unfortunately, there is not
encugh piention given 1o
the  revitalization of
Amman’s dowmown as
there are almost no public
of private funds allocated
for its regencration at the
moment.

Afer @ clear observation
and critical anulysis of the
details of the investments in
Ammans Abdali, one casily
realizes that the boltom line
is that the “state™ v subsi-
dizing large scale invest-
ment Tor the businens' eliie
of the fegion 1o credte 'Mich
Tagship or mega projects of
urban restrecturing.  Con-
teary. o formal siate dis-
cotrse which ndvocates an
absert stale in such neo-lib-
ernl privatization effons and
investment partnerships, it
is very clear that in urban
restructuring projects, the
“state™ is not absent, but ks
“there” heavily  involved
and there o sy, In
Amman, prime drban land
made available for invest-
ment forms 3 greater part of
this subsidy, but other forms
of the subsidy also include
laxes exem i-m infrastmc-
ture provision, and climina-
tion of all barriers and red
tape in addition to spocial
butlding regulations made
possihle for this particular
development

It is also importent o
atfempt 1o understand he
effects of such socioeco-
nomic iransformation  on
the creation of new public
urban space in such cities
producipg  “a privatired
pblic space” based on a
highly selective definition
of the public, thus trigger-
Ing 4 new critical investiga-
tion of the meaning of pub-

!'h.'r-i_vm and
melusion/exclusion, Tt is
very obvious from diffenen:

fiekd visits 1o similar .
ship urban projects, nn!lhst

construction, that such pro-
Jects are producing “gated
communities” thal are iso-
liled from the rest of the
city participants (acilitated
by this privarizaton of
Manning.

Doris Summer, a gradustc
student in urban planming at
the Department of Architee-
ture & Design in the Ameri-
can University of Beinu, is
working on a comparison
between Abdali in Amman
and the Solidere Project in
Downtown Beirnut,  Sum-
‘met - Belfeves  that i
“Neolibéfitldtion™ in 1he

crealion of public urban
space  circulates  urban
images, spectacles, and

Is and i gradually cre-
ating “generic” realities out
of cilies and lead 1o the
dilution of local differences
and the circulation of “cor-
porate™ urhan realities and
IIIH,I'kC\,

Cities in the region are
competing for inward busi-
nexs and tourism  invest-
ments. Mawared and Solld-
ere o producing millions
of dollars worth of bill-
boards, short videos, web-
sites, TV and newspaper
ndds  with  high-quality
graphics and design 1o mar-
ket and =ell the cities and
their new projects.  Various
urban planners and theoreti-
cians on cities today ik
about the creation of the
“Faniasy City” where the
city tums into a “playful
spectacle™ and elaborates
on city marketing where it
s viewed as a reaction o
ECONOMIC change; it
becomes a strategy for pro-
moiing inward investment
by marketing, wndertaking
physical urban change and
imige recreation.

‘transformations in the pro-

By focusing on Abdali
but considering other simi-
lar projects in the region as
well, one can form n betier

duction, mamifecturing and
consumplion @f urban/pub-
Iic space and the circulation
of differeot forms of “urban
Projects™ within the region.
These impklormations. are
leading tol& very “generic”
reality l&" urban space
and of ape where not
only thal ol differences
] bt alve we are
& "pew” system
ng and acting on
where issues of
Bility, trunspancns
v, ! democracy,
g @shotexcianon and pri-
¥ utic become highly
conlestcd i the reghon in
the mids of continuonsly
ehifting formal (Smie and
other) discursive practices
and gmereing “new actomn™
o the City

Seweral. but very few,
socinl activists in Amman
nre . eacrting  humble
atfempts 1o simply posh and
lobby for & public request
on ‘behall of the City
“Amman” 1o the business
elite, who are making best
e ol this opportunity al
Abdali 1w an least pump a
sl fraction of the expect-
ed profit and “rovalties™ of
the Abelll Project into “the
real downiown™ Amman
which is gradually turning
mto & derelict space and
need of urgent revitalization
and public/private invest.
meat and philanthropy,
Pumping a small fraction
into the historic Downtown
of Amman by such multi-
navonal corporations and
business elite could be con-
sidered as overdue taxes,
charity, or even as a reversal
subsidy, B




