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Abstract

This thesis aims to understand the politics, implications and interpretations associated with the
transfer and mobilisation of sustainability concepts from elsewhere into Abu Dhabi. The
emirate’s pursuit of sustainability encompasses opportunities and also complexities which
require trade-offs and creative solutions amidst the demands of globalisation and the existing
authoritarian status quo. Exploring the rationale for the transfer of sustainability concepts from
elsewhere into Abu Dhabi and its subsequent mobilisation in the local context expands our
understanding of the different mechanisms, processes, platforms and change agents that enable

sustainability-driven assemblages to thrive.

By juxtaposing theoretical constructs from the academic literature on policy mobility, policy
transfer and related governance, against empirical data in the areas of housing, transport,
energy and urban design, nuanced meanings and experiences associated with the transfer and
mobilisation of sustainability emerge. By situating Abu Dhabi’s sustainability developments
relationally within the context of the Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC) nations, exploring the
historical, social and political factors that have influenced the adaptation and interpretation of
foreign sustainability concepts at multiple levels including the institutional level at Masdar and
the UPC, this research on Abu Dhabi adds new knowledge to studies on policy mobility.
Similarly, solutions that emerge as a result of concepts and actors moving and engaging across
time and space expands our understanding of policy transfer processes in an authoritarian
context. The nuances of the local context cannot be underestimated, particularly around the
assertion of authoritarian power, persisting inequalities, and the forms of knowledge

production and governance that emerge.
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authoritarianism, power, knowledge production, inequality, urban decision-making, public-
private partnerships, public participation, government agencies, institutional, regional, global,
housing, energy, transport, car-dependence, urban design, change agents, Gulf Co-operation
Council (GCC), Gulf states, Abu Dhabi, Dubai, United Arab Emirates, Masdar, Urban
Planning Council.
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1. The Thesis Roadmap: The Sustainability Transfer Phenomenon in Abu
Dhabi

1.1 Introduction

Urban planning as a profession is rooted in the practical arrangement of people and places.
Planning ideas are increasingly being shaped by borrowing practices from other disciplines and
locales (Harris and Moore, 2013). The transfer of planning ideas opens up new avenues of
exploration, particularly since new actors and arenas for collaboration emerge. Sustainability,
in particular, emerges as a popular policy and knowledge transfer area since it promises multi-
pronged returns across economic, environmental and social spheres of planning. In the local
context of Abu Dhabi, there is increasing evidence that sustainability also has the potential to
generate political returns in the form of new innovations, education, jobs, training
opportunities, global conferences, media coverage and developing the emirate’s external image
around sustainability and economic diversification. The processes and approaches to locally
adapt sustainability as an economic, social and environmental construction, connote unique
meanings to different agglomerations of agents, institutions, and stakeholders. The transfer of
policy ideas has the potential to empower new stakeholders and generate thriving knowledge
and governance networks. However, there may also be tensions in relation to issues of power
that constrain the actions of certain societal groups. This chapter sets up the rationale for this
research, explains its unique contribution to the body of existing knowledge, outlines a

roadmap for this thesis and presents the main research objectives.
1.2 Rationale for this Research

This research has been pursued at a time when Abu Dhabi’s economy is continually evolving
in response to external factors such as falling oil prices, the Arab Spring, the global financial
crisis and other market forces. In addition, Abu Dhabi’s leadership also balances the existing
political structures and social contract with its constituents characterised by authoritarianism
and oil wealth. Sustainability in its essence, is a mobile concept, subject to both contestation
and interpretation. It encompasses complexities and overlapping goals, which in turn have
proved more challenging to implement in practice, requiring difficult trade-off decisions amidst
multiple competing goals (McHale et al. 2015; Hansmann et al., 2005; Seghezzo, 2009; Turcu,
2013).
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Sustainability has arisen in Abu Dhabi, and other emirates in the United Arab Emirates and the
wider Gulf Cooperation Countries (GCC)! of Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar, Bahrain, and Kuwait
as part of a unique journey encompassing interactions between multiple global, regional and
local stakeholders. Regionally, these oil rich nations have faced similar challenges such as over
consumption and over-reliance on imported resources and desalinated water, subsidised fuel
and energy and a lack of economic diversification. The Gulf states have increasingly applied
sustainability solutions to pursue economic diversification, simultaneously solving problematic
planning issues around housing, transport, energy, urban design and other areas such as
environmental and cultural preservation and solidifying their national identities (Bohsali et al.

2015; Dempsey, 2014; Luomi, 2015; Sillitoe, 2014).

There is a need to understand the rationale for the transfer and mobilisation of sustainability
concepts from elsewhere into Abu Dhabi. This, in turn, expands our thinking of the different
mechanisms that allow for multi-level sustainability-driven networks to thrive globally and

transnationally.

There are unique mechanisms of mobile sustainability concepts worthy of being conceptualised
through detailed narratives. Policy adaptation, policy transfer successes and failures are part of
the learning and knowledge production that emerge from mobile policies. At the same time,
the economic and social gains, and political rationale for importing sustainability concepts,

reflect diverse interpretations of the policies dependent on the nuances of the local context.

1.3 Boundaries of this Research

1.3.1 Time Period and Regional Boundaries

The ten-year time period 2007 and 2017 within which this research is framed, allowed for an
opportunity to analyse the changes experienced in Abu Dhabi during a period characterised by
the continuous evolution of government sponsored institutions influenced by external factors

such as the global financial crisis, the fall in oil prices and the Arab Spring, that prompted both

! The UAE, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, Oman and Bahrain signed a charter of co-operation toward the
formation of the Gulf Cooperation Council on 25th May 1981 in Abu Dhabi recognizing the special relations,
common characteristics and similar systems founded on Islam toward cooperation and coordination across
several areas in support of Arab and Islamic causes (International Relations and Security Network, 2009).
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economic diversification, the embrace of sustainability and the evolving legitimisation of the
leadership power amongst other State priorities. This was also the period during which Masdar
and the UPC were created. Content was focussed around four major planning and sustainability

themes — housing, transport, energy and urban design that emerged from the data.

The analysis is also focussed on Abu Dhabi, and situated in relation to parallel developments
in neighbouring Dubai and the other GCC states of Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar, Bahrain, and
Kuwait, from which examples have been considered in order to situate sustainability trends in
Abu Dhabi, in response to calls from policy transfer mobility theorists, on the importance of
relational factors (Berry and Berry, 2007, McCann, 2011, Peck and Theodore, 2012). The terms
Gulf states, or Gulf region that are encountered in this thesis pertain to this set of nations. The
regional boundaries around the GCC states were purposefully chosen given the political
differences elsewhere in the Middle East > whilst the GCC states shared a common rentier and
authoritarian background. My exclusion of positive sustainability initiatives elsewhere in
countries such as Lebanon, Jordan and elsewhere in the Middle East is not meant to undermine
or dilute their importance. However, situating Abu Dhabi amidst comparable nations with
economic, political and cultural affinity and geographical proximity, made the GCC states a
viable choice. The GCC states, are Arab countries, and also considered a part of the Middle
East. The term Middle East has different definitions, which often overlap and change according
to the perspective of those defining its boundaries. Some definitions of Middle-Eastern
countries include those that are Arabic-speaking countries, however, this can be problematic
since Turkey, Israel and Iran are not Arabic-speaking countries. The term Arab is an ethno-
linguistic category, identifying people for whom Arabic is their mother tongue. In this thesis,
we are concerned primarily with Abu Dhabi, the UAE, and the regional context of the GCC
states. When the wider Middle East is mentioned, this thesis follows the Middle East Policy
Council’s conception of the Middle East that groups nations based on historical, linguistic and

cultural factors (Teach Mideast, 2018).

2 The Middle East Map used on the Middle East Policy Council’s Teach Mid East website includes: Algeria,
Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, Yemen (Teach Mid East, 2018). This thesis
follows this conception of Middle East boundaries.
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1.4 My Contribution: Expanding Concepts in Policy Transfer and Mobility Research

Benson and Jordan (2011), Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) and Page (2000) note a gap in the
literature on policy transfer in new locales. My contribution to the existing knowledge around
mobility, policy transfer and related governance is applying these concepts to the local context
of Abu Dhabi. By situating sustainability developments relationally within the context of the
GCC, exploring the historical, social and political factors that have influenced the adaptation
and interpretation of foreign sustainability concepts, this research on Abu Dhabi adds new
knowledge to studies on policy mobility that are focussed on understanding factors that
contribute to mobility through new patterns, combinations and configurations of governance.
Similarly, unique hybrid solutions that emerge as a result of actors and policies moving beyond

territorial limits expands our understanding of concepts from policy transfer and mobility.

By juxtaposing the theoretical constructs from policy mobility, policy transfer and related
governance, against empirical data across four major sustainability and planning themes,
nuanced meanings and experiences associated with the transfer and mobilisation of

sustainability concepts emerge (Sheller and Urry, 2006).

Exploring the processes, platforms and mechanisms, change agents, and rationale for how and
why policies are transferred and further mobilised through consensus building among diverse
stakeholders, and also the failure to do so, highlights the opportunities and tensions that abound
when sustainability is increasingly being mobilised at multiple levels — globally, regionally
within the GCC, nationally in the UAE, at the emirate-level of Abu Dhabi, and the institutional
level of Masdar and the UPC.

In exploring solutions that fail to be mobilised in some cases due to complex social, economic
and political relationships, this research further builds on the work of mobility theorists such
as McCann and Ward (2013); McFarlane (2009; 2011) Prince (2012; 2016) and others who

placed value in understanding the factors that promote or hinder the formation of assemblages.

Given that theorists such as Healey (2013; 2015b) and Peck and Theodore (2015) place
emphasis on contextualising policies and processes locally, understanding the nuances of the
local context, will contribute to our understanding of differentials, tensions, nuances of power

and inequalities that accompany the transfer and mobilisation of sustainability concepts and
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why they persist. This research also seeks to uncover new forms of knowledge production,
learning, collaboration, and assemblages of stakeholders that emerge from sustainability
solutions. By uncovering historic and modern mechanisms of transfer and mobilisation we also
learn which combinations of agents and institutions in the local context wield power over
mobilising sustainability. Finally, this research contributes to new modes of thinking that
consider relational notions of mobility in Abu Dhabi, that are rooted in comparable regional
developments in the GCC and neighbouring Dubai, and particular shared histories, politics and
geography as similarly proposed by Cresswell (2011), McCann (2011) and Peck (2011) and
planning theorists Harris and Moore (2013) and Healey (2013).

Dolowitz and Marsh (2000), Evans (2013), Newmark (2002), and other policy transfer theorists
have espoused the value of learning from the failure of implemented policies, whilst Evans and
Davies (1999) have called for identifying cases of ‘non-transfer’, which also provide instances
of learning. Dolowitz and Marsh (2000, p.17) noted instances of ‘uninformed transfer’,
‘incomplete transfer’ and ‘inappropriate transfer’ that eventually lead to policy transfer
failure. In some respects, these differentiations have drawn attention to vital policy aspects,
institutional structures, the importance of adequate information to adapt transferred policies in
the importing jurisdiction and political, ideological, social and economic differences between
jurisdictions. However, James and Lodge (2003) have critiqued this as an incomplete
conception of policy failure in the light of wider transfer processes, where a range of factors
impact policy making beyond just transfer. Thus, understanding nuances of authoritarianism
and vast oil wealth and their unique application in the context of Abu Dhabi, become a key site
for analysis within the process of transfer, in order to situate the transfer of sustainability

concepts amidst wider forms of policy making in the local context.

This research also takes the work of Healey (1997; 2003; 2010; 2013; 2015a; 2015b) further
by identifying new and emerging knowledge circuits, understanding where existing
hegemonies prevail in the context of Abu Dhabi and where new collectively developed policy
discourses can emerge on multiple levels. Further, this research fills a gap in the planning
literature on Abu Dhabi surrounding knowledge related to evolving power structures to
accommodate late rentier initiatives, political legitimisation, increasingly diverse sets of
change agents and stakeholders, the need to plan for different population segments, and the
role of governance in achieving integrated solutions across planning issues that overlap, such

as energy and housing, or housing and transport, or transport and urban design.
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1.5 Rationale for this Research: A Complex Local Context

This research delves into the complexities of planning in Abu Dhabi posed by its climate,
paradoxes of vast oil wealth and authoritarianism, the imbalanced population demographics of
citizens being outnumbered by expats, quests for soft power and economic diversification,
political legitimisation, and the social exclusion of some segments in contrast with the generous
benefits and subsidies provided to others. Thus, this research has the potential to expand our
understanding of power and inequality as they relate to implementing sustainability in Abu
Dhabi. The institutional contexts of Masdar and the Abu Dhabi Urban Planning Council (UPC)
and the other government agencies they partner with, have inherited problematic planning
legacies which, in turn, are impacted by the complex nuances of the political context. They
have been at the helm of creating sustainability solutions in collaboration with diverse local
and international networks of stakeholders and offer complementary, yet contrasting

approaches to transferring and mobilising sustainability locally in Abu Dhabi and beyond.

This research takes place during the late rentier era with Abu Dhabi and other GCC states
embarking on similar economic diversification trajectories, soft power and sustainability
initiatives in the face of falling oil prices globally. Abu Dhabi has focussed on improving its
global competitiveness, environmental track record, reducing its carbon footprint, creating jobs
for local citizens (Emiratis) and reaping economic gains from energy efficiency as part of its
2030 Economic Vision (Abu Dhabi Department for Economic Development et al., 2008). In
addition, the bridging of territorial limits by Abu Dhabi’s stakeholders through various
mechanisms such as technology transfers, education and training opportunities and increased
flows of public and private investment related to sustainability are taking place (DED, 2016)
with local, regional and global implications. Mobility scholars such as Larner and Laurie
(2010), Peck and Theodore (2012), McCann and Ward (2011) and others have deemed such

interactions to be a vital area of exploration.

The UPC is the government agency response for planning and regulating Abu Dhabi’s built
environment. It strives to locally adapt successful planning practices from abroad to the local
context. Its flagship sustainability program, Estidama (Arabic for sustainability) applies
foreign and locally-developed tools, procedures and resources across a variety of sectors across
the Abu Dhabi emirate. While the UPC has jurisdiction over the entire emirate, most of the

emirate’s development occurs in the city where the majority of the population lives. Out of the
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2.6 million total population residing in Abu Dhabi emirate in 2014, 1.6 million live within the
boundaries of Abu Dhabi city (Statistics Centre Abu Dhabi, 2015). There is therefore, a
heightened focus on the issues that impact the city through the course of the thesis. Given the
unique trajectories for pursuing sustainability in each institutional context set against
authoritarianism and oil wealth, the two cases provide a fertile ground for analysing the
phenomenon of transferring and mobilising sustainability by juxtaposing the theoretical

framework of policy mobility, transfer and related governance.

Masdar (Arabic for source) is a government-owned renewable energy company at the forefront
of commercial and research-focussed sustainability initiatives. Masdar City (MC) is an eco-
city and a core business unit of Masdar. Masdar has strategically pursued a global agenda
particularly around commercializing renewable energy. Masdar’s sustainability agenda
comprises the business of renewable energy, sustainable design, resource efficiency and

strategic international collaborations (Mandel, 2010).

Evans et al. (2016) note the importance of understanding sustainability initiatives within their
broader urban context, if they are to drive widespread change. By situating Abu Dhabi’s
sustainability initiatives in relation to GCC-wide trends, this research uncovers relational
aspects of mobile sustainability concepts. The mobilisation of sustainability in the local context
includes knowledge-sharing and governance processes that align people, agencies and
processes across overlapping planning solutions. However, nuances of the local context can
challenge and complicate governance processes. Thus, the thesis seeks to answer the following

research question:

What politics, interpretations and implications emerge from the transfer and
mobilisation of sustainability concepts from elsewhere into the local context of Abu Dhabi

and the sustainability-driven institutions of Masdar and the UPC?

1.6 Thesis Roadmap

The chapters on relationality at the GCC level (Chapter 4), historical and political factors
impacting policy transfer (Chapter 5), and institutional governance at Masdar and the UPC

(Chapter 6) reflect not just contextual background, but seek to highlight critical elements
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related to the four research hypotheses. Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 also address the research
hypotheses around the issues of power, inequality, knowledge production and governance
across housing, transport, urban design and energy. Finally, Chapter 9, the conclusion chapter
summarizes the main findings, answers the research question and considers each of the four

interrelated and interdependent hypotheses.

1.6.1 Chapter 2: Theoretical Argument - Juxtaposing the Transfer and Mobilisation Phenomenon
against Policy Mobility, Transfer and Related Governance

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the precepts and ideas that have led to the development
of my core research question and to build a theoretically richer account of the transfer and
mobilisation phenomena. The policy transfer literature with its focus on the descriptive
narrative of transfer processes offers a logical starting point for understanding the journey taken
by mobile sustainability concepts. The policy transfer literature lays emphasis on the processes,
rationale, motivations, degrees, scales, and change agents (see Stone 2004; 2012), but to a
lesser extent considers ideas beyond the State as a primary influence on the perceptions and
behaviour of stakeholders. Various theorists have discussed the link between policy transfer
and governance at multiple levels and through diverse networks (Bache and Flinders, 2005;

Bulkeley and Betsill, 2005; Evans and Davies, 1999; Wolman and Page, 2002).

Mobility theorists have moved beyond the focus on emulation and adaptation often found in
the writings by policy transfer theorists; instead, they explore the role of global policy networks
in creating local responses to adapt globalised policies. From their perspective, policies are no
longer static, rather, fluid constructs of global networks of experts and consultants Mobility
scholars have also linked policy mobility to the production of new institutional structures that
aid urban governance (Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Brenner et al., 2010; McCann and Ward,
2011). Exchanges of expertise, knowledge and skills can result in unique assemblages in space,
place and time among an expanding range of actors operating transnationally across socio-
spatial scales (McCann, 2011; McFarlane, 2011). Agglomerations of both local and global
power relations in innovative knowledge sharing and knowledge production processes in Abu
Dhabi reflect these interactions across multiple temporalities and scales. However, mobility
processes are also subject to nuances of power and contestation, short-term assemblages and

the exclusion of some stakeholders (Sheller, 2016).
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Healey’s (2004; 2010; 2013; 2015b) discussion on travelling planning ideas and subsequent
collaborative governance moves both the transfer and the mobility discussion further in its
consideration of structure and agency within collaborations and networks. Healey (2013;
2015a; 2015b) contends these aspects are also experienced within the field of planning.
Building on experiences noted by McCann (2008) and McCann and Ward (2010), Healey
(2013, p.1520) contends that tracing the paths of actors and exploring knowledge circuits
uncover the “fravelling histories” that shape how planning knowledge is “co-produced by the
travelling experience” (ibid). The chapter recognizes that concepts from policy transfer,
mobility, and related governance collectively place value around factors that contribute to the
transfer process including diverse aspects such as culture, history, social actions, politics and

institutions, leading us to the main research question around these aspects.

1.6.2 Chapter 3: The Methodological Approach - Case Studies and Thematic Analysis

Chapter 3 of the thesis is dedicated to outlining the primary methods used to gather data and
their implications on the research. I employed qualitative methods, featuring a mixed- methods
approach to analyse the transfer and mobilisation of sustainability concepts from elsewhere to
Abu Dhabi. I consciously embraced a case study approach and thematic analysis, both methods
that required a combination of data sources. At the outset, the theoretical lens generated in the
argument chapter provided a framework against which to interpret various alternatives
associated with the transfer and mobilisation of sustainability concepts. A qualitative approach
allowed for the flexibility to incorporate new goals and issues that emerged over time, as further
connections between data and theory emerged. This is in line with Lincoln and Guba’s (1985)

proposition that qualitative enquiry maximizes information.

The ten-year time period between 2007 and 2017 represented critical moments of
transformation and strategy alignment for Abu Dhabi, Masdar, the UPC and their collaborative
partners. Four major planning themes emerged from the data around sustainability initiatives

in Abu Dhabi, including housing, transport, urban design and energy.

The chapter outlines data collection processes that included personal interviews, on-site
observations and documentary evidence. The combination of data sources and retrieval
techniques sought to minimize the particular limitation of a single method and allowed for

forms of triangulation to take place. I outline the steps taken to reduce potential biases that

27



accompanied the data, and reflexively checked my own attitudes and responses to the data I
gathered to maintain a neutral stance. By reflecting and reanalysing the data from multiple
perspectives I have attempted to provide a balanced and objective account of the phenomenon

in line with Lewis’ and Grimes’ (1999) recommendation.

My thematic analysis sought to gather both theory-driven and data-driven codes. The
juxtaposition of theory and data yielded considerable overlap between the codes I extracted

and represented clusters of data relevant to the aim of the research.

Four research hypotheses emerged from an iterative process of coding. They focussed on
evolving power, persistent inequalities, and the efficacy of knowledge production and
governance. These four hypotheses allowed for critical introspection of the empirical data
against theoretical concepts. The construction of analytical narratives and interpretations from
multiple perspectives allowed me to understand the politics, interpretations and implications

of the transfer process.

1.6.3 Chapter 4: Situating Abu Dhabi within the Politics of the Gulf States: A Relational
Perspective

This chapter helps to situate the particular policy decisions and practices in Abu Dhabi within
a wider regional context, given that policy movement takes place at multiple scales (Luomi,
2015; Reiche, 2010). This chapter focusses on understanding the nuances of Abu Dhabi's local
context, within the wider regional context of the GCC states and also neighbouring Dubai.
With similar authoritarian backgrounds and dependence on oil wealth, looking at dominant
concepts of power, evolving notions of authoritarian power, and positive and negative
manifestations of power, are important avenues of exploration to understand the rationale for

policy transfer regionally.

The chapter is in one aspect contextual since it highlights the nuances of the local context of
Abu Dhabi within the framework of regional trends. This chapter also presents some findings
around the unique set of factors that have propelled Abu Dhabi to consistently lead a number

of sustainability initiatives regionally.

The second part of this chapter considers relationality in a more global sense, by understanding

four policy-transfer spurring mechanisms that Gulf states engage in with local, regional and
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global implications. The proliferation of free zones, global conferences, reforms to sovereign
wealth fund (SWF) investment strategies, and the rise of CSR increase opportunities for
regional and global assemblages around sustainability. Traditional ideas of territoriality in the
Gulf states are evolving with the creation of global and regional networks of actors and

institutions interacting at multiple scales facilitating multi-scalar investments.

1.6.4 Chapter 5: Historical, Geographical and Cultural Factors Influencing the Sustainability
Transfer and Mobilisation Phenomenon in Abu Dhabi

This chapter gives a brief history of Abu Dhabi’s evolution as a modern city and its existing
planning problems. It uncovers deeper meanings associated with the sustainability and
mobilisation transfer phenomenon from the perspectives of diverse stakeholders. Issues of
power, cultural identity, knowledge creation, opportunities for governance and inequalities
faced by certain stakeholders reveal the importance of understanding nuances of the local

context.

Although the seeds of governance have gradually been sown over the course of Abu Dhabi’s
planning and sustainability history, collaborations between the public and private sectors have
not been seamless, due to nuances of the local context. With passage of time, Abu Dhabi’s
planners began to increasingly operate within wider global systems, whilst simultaneously
contending with rentier and authoritarian power structures and the inequalities that

accompanied it (Dempsey, 2014; Ouis, 2011; Tatchell, 2009).

The chapter also juxtaposes the empirical data against themes related to post-colonialism,
critical regionalism, authoritarianism and rentierism as part of analysing the mobilisation of
sustainability concepts from elsewhere into the local planning context. Temporalities,
territories and the bridging of time and place, and vital areas of focus for mobility theorists, are

explored in the chapter.

Factors such as globalisation and modernisation also prompted the mobility of actors including
planners, advisers, architects, engineers particularly experienced experts and consultants. The
chapter also traces the creation of knowledge circuits and forms of governance amidst the local
political context of rentierism and authoritarianism. Finally, this chapter considers the impact
of neighbouring Dubai, whose parallel sustainability path has been both competitive and

collaborative with respect to Abu Dhabi.
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1.6.5 Chapter 6: Institutional Empowerment: The Case of Masdar and the UPC as Institutional
Vehicles of Policy Transfer

This chapter considers the sustainability-driven institutions of Masdar and the UPC, the kind
of sustainability policies adopted by each institution, internal governance processes, and
change agents to further reveal nuances of the local context. Given that Masdar, the UPC and
other Abu Dhabi government agencies they partner with, are all implementing the 2030 Vision
simultaneously, policy transfer related to internal governance, external reporting and
developing human capital have proliferated at the institutional level in Abu Dhabi. Policy
transfer and mobility theorists give importance to the institutional agents at the heart of
transferring and mobilizing sustainability policies. As discussed in Chapter 2, Dolowitz and
Marsh (1996; 2000) note the constraints to policy transfer that arise from a lack of internal
resources and capacity of the importing jurisdiction to implement policies. Improvements
within institutions internally can better equip them to mobilize sustainability externally with
relevant stakeholders. Mobility theorists and some policy transfer theorists such as Evans and
Davies (1999) further expanded the concept of change agents by coupling them with
governance-supportive attributes. Masdar and the UPC in Abu Dhabi, are at the forefront of
interactions that involve both internal institutional building, improving internal capability,
skills development, integration of teams and departments, stakeholder involvement and
improved CSR reporting. Reflecting Martinez’s (2005) conceptualisation of
institutionalisation, Masdar and the UPC are also actively engaged in knowledge management,
harnessing technology and external collaborations with local and global stakeholders. The
chapter considers the lessons that emerge from Masdar and the UPC’s unique institutional

contexts that prepare them for more nuanced exchanges with their external stakeholders.

1.6.6 Chapter 7: Dualities of Power and Inequality in Mobilising Sustainability Concepts in Abu
Dhabi, Masdar and the UPC

In Chapter 7 we uncover manifestations of power that persist, addressing power and inequality
— two of the research hypothesis. This chapter uncovers the politics that accompany the
narratives around transfer and mobility of sustainability principles in the local institutional
context of Abu Dhabi, more specifically Masdar and the UPC, and their respective partners in
the areas of energy, housing, transport and urban design. Through critically evaluating

changing notions of power and persistent equalities we uncover different meanings and
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experiences associated with the transfer and mobility of sustainability principles by Masdar,

the UPC and their partners across various planning issues.

Inspired by Stone’s (2005, p.325) conceptualization of power relationships including that of
“power to” and “power over” in coalition formation; power in the local context of Abu Dhabi
can be potentially exercised in a variety of forms. There are increasing instances of new
stakeholders being empowered as part of the transnational flow of sustainability concepts,
while Abu Dhabi’s authoritarian leadership still makes top-down decisions. Massey (1993;
1995) has referred to the uneven nature of power within networks that allowed powerful
stakeholders to retain their power. The chapter also considers tensions, unequal outcomes and
competing values that accompany the transfer and mobilisation of sustainability policies. By
uncovering differentials and inequalities and more importantly why they persist we uncover
the implications of mobile sustainability amidst nuances of the local context. By following the
ideas put forward by post-colonial thinkers we can gain valuable insight into the experiences
of societal groups whose views tend to be underrepresented, and who are subject to
contemporary forms of suppression. Finally, on a more macro level, the chapter considers
similar frictions and tensions that exist in neighbouring Dubai, and other GCC nations in the
region with similar political contexts to Abu Dhabi, to establish a relational perspective on

some of the inequalities that accompany transferring and implementing sustainability policies.

1.6.7 Chapter 8: The Politics of Adapting Knowledge and Nuances of Governance in Mobilising
Sustainability Concepts in Abu Dhabi

The chapter explores the politics associated with the production and adaptation of knowledge,
and nuances of subsequent governance processes that accompany the mobilisation of
sustainability concepts in Abu Dhabi. It considers whether co-produced knowledge has had a
positive impact on solving local planning problems for diverse stakeholders in Abu Dhabi. The
production and adaptation of knowledge is impacted by unique mechanisms and patterns of
transfer that vary across diverse planning issues and existing power hierarchies. The scale of
transfer (global, regional, national, emirate, institutional-level), the unique political, social and
economic importance of the sustainability issue, the timing and speed of transfer and
implementation are factors at play in knowledge creation and governance. The chapter explores
why certain ideas are strategically chosen to be transferred, local adaptations of global best
practice, and the creation of hybrid policies. At the institutional level of Masdar and the UPC,

it considers the role of newly formed local, regional and international assemblages. The chapter
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also examines how and why such multi-level knowledge-based assemblages have thrived over
time and subsequently looks at factors that challenge the mobilisation of adapted sustainability
knowhow, given that governance can be contested as a result of a number of factors inherent
to the local context. In addition, instances of non-transfer of policy knowhow and policy
transfer failure are explored as integral parts of policy learning. Finally, instances of reverse

transfer of knowhow from Abu Dhabi to other parts of the world are explored.

1.6.8 Chapter 9: Conclusion

This chapter presents the findings related to the politics, interpretations and implications that
emerge from the transfer and mobilisation of sustainability concepts, which are summarized
across four major sections. Each section is dedicated to one of the four research hypotheses
that the thesis has considered. The chapter considers the issue of evolving power, followed by
persisting inequalities, the efficacy of knowledge produced and finally, the issue of contested
governance, and goes on to confirm or refute the hypotheses. The chapter situates the findings
in Abu Dhabi in relation to parallel developments in the GCC and Dubai, and institutional
developments in Masdar and the UPC in relation to housing, energy, transport and urban
design. It highlights particular nuances inherent in the local context that play out differently
across the different planning and sustainability issues. The chapter also juxtaposes the findings
against parallel theoretical ideas from the literature on policy mobility, policy transfer and

related governance in order to draw out critical elements as part of the analysis.

1.7 Conclusion: New Interpretations of Sustainability in Abu Dhabi

Having traversed the thesis in a macro-manner through the stepping stone on the road map
above, it is my hope that the value of this research on the politics, implications and
interpretations associated with the transfer and mobilisation of sustainability has been
conveyed. The multi-scaled mobilisation of sustainability concepts among diverse stakeholders
will be game changers on Abu Dhabi’s sustainability journey. The importance of the nuances
of the local context cannot be underestimated, given that they influence the unique form that

sustainability concepts assume in the local context.
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2. Applying Concepts from Mobility, Policy Transfer and Related
Governance by Planning Theorists to the Transfer and Mobilisation of

Sustainability within Abu Dhabi.

2.1 Introduction

Processes and approaches to locally adapt sustainability as an economic, social and
environmental construction, connote unique meanings to different agglomerations of agents,
institutions, and stakeholders. The purpose of this chapter is to outline the precepts and ideas
that have led to the development of this research’s core questions focussed on the politics,
interpretations and implications that emerge from the transfer and mobilisation of sustainability
concepts from elsewhere into Abu Dhabi. I attempt to build a theoretically rich account of the
transfer and mobilisation phenomenon, by juxtaposing key ideas from the literature on policy
transfer, policy mobility and transfer-related governance and from the perspective of planning
theorists to understand how each of the ideas, provide a vital lens with which to critically

introspect the local context.

One of the fascinating aspects that emerges from the political science-based literature on policy
transfer is that it is individual and institution-driven, putting the spotlight on the roles people

and institutions play (see Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996, 2000; Rose 1991, 1993).

The policy transfer literature with its focus on the descriptive narrative of transfer processes
offers a logical starting point for understanding the journey taken by mobile sustainability
concepts. The policy transfer literature lays emphasis on the processes, rationale, motivations,
degrees, scales, and change agents (Stone 2004, 2012), but to a lesser extent considers ideas
beyond the state as a primary influence on the perceptions and behaviour of stakeholders,
which theorists of policy mobility emphasise considerably (see Peck and Theodore, 2012,
2015).

Building further on policy transfer in the field of planning, Patsy Healey (2013, 2015b) has

discussed travelling planning practices between jurisdictions and institutions, and their roots in

discourses on how knowledge is constructed and adapted in different places. Healey (2015a)

33



and Sandercock (2015) emphasize the link between policy discourse formation and

governance.

The lens of policy mobility also opens the doors for new ways of thinking on a socio-spatial
scale in the global, regional and local context. Exchanges of expertise, knowledge and skills
through evolving mechanisms can result in unique assemblages in space, place and time among
an expanding range of actors operating transnationally across socio-spatial scales (McCann,
2011; McFarlane, 2011). Sheller (2016) notes that the mobility approach recognizes the
relation between human encounters, urban space, transport, infrastructure, territoriality and

global relations of power amidst multiple temporalities and scales.

The policy mobility literature helps conceptualize the social constructs of movement where
social interaction and tension pervade policy transfer processes; with relational factors at play.
Healey (2013, 2015b) contends these aspects are also experienced within the field of planning.
Building on experiences noted by McCann (2008) and McCann and Ward (2011), Healey
(2013, p.1520) contends that tracing the paths of actors and exploring knowledge circuits
uncover the “fravelling histories” that shape how planning knowledge is “co-produced by the
travelling experience” (ibid). Importantly, Healey (2013) upholds the importance of

understanding the local context and its role in the institutionalization of policies.

Healey’s (2004, 2010, 2013, 2015b) discussion on travelling planning ideas and subsequent
governance moves both the planning transfer and the mobility discussion further in its
consideration of structure and agency within collaborations and networks. Capturing the
complexities that arise between agents, institutional and system structures and the dynamics
that ensue, Healey’s (ibid) thought process is useful in developing critical and diverse

perspectives on the mobility of sustainability concepts that intersect with planning issues.

At the outset, there are parallels between the concept of the assemblage offered by mobility
theorists (see McFarlane, 2009, 2011; Prince, 2010, 2016) and the focus on governance,
strategic partnerships, diverse sets of stakeholders, improvements in human capacity, learning,
knowledge-sharing networks and institutional changes explored by planning theorists such as
Healey (2013); Healey and Upton (2010), Harris and Moore (2013) and other critical
geography scholars such as Jessop (1998), Peck and Tickell (1995), Ward (2000) and others

who have examined urban and regional governance and urban politics. Relational notions of
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mobility proposed by Cresswell (2010), McCann (2011) and Peck (2011) argue that mobility
1s also rooted in particular histories, politics and geographical contexts that impact its current
practice. Assemblages and networks of strategic stakeholders are vital to embedding
sustainability in Abu Dhabi and the other GCC nations in the surrounding region, as more new

voices adapt and respond to transferred and translated sustainability concepts.

As we attempt to move beyond just a narrative description of transfer processes to apply a
critical analytical lens of enquiry, new modes of thinking are needed in order to consider wider
forms of policy making, beyond the transfer process as called for by James and Lodge (2003)
in their critique of policy transfer. By locally contextualising aspects of mobility and policy
transfer to understand tensions, nuances of power and inequalities that accompany the transfer
and mobilisation of sustainability concepts in Abu Dhabi at varying scales and degrees, as well
as aspects of learning, knowledge production, collaboration, and assemblages of stakeholders
that emerge from diverse sustainability solutions, we are developing a richer theoretical

account of the phenomena.

2.2 Expanding Policy Transfer and Mobility Thinking from a Planning Perspective

The literature review that follows takes primarily the policy transfer and mobility literature,
and expands them further by combining ideas on the transnational transfer of planning practices
put forward by Harris and Moore (2013); Healey (2010, 2013) and other planning theorists
who offer perspectives that link existing urban policy circuits with historical and institutional
legacies and governance processes from the perspectives of diverse stakeholders. Healey
(2010, p.31-32) describes ‘a collision of worlds’ where the continuous flow of planning
practices eventually leads to multi-level governance and increasing instances of bottom up
initiatives with greater emphasis on community values. She calls for critical stories looking at
in-depth cases which have utility in their exploration of agency and institutions. As
sustainability ideas are translated and institutionalised in authoritarian Abu Dhabi they could
potentially provide new insights on implementing key elements of planning in a new local

context.

Harris and Moore (2013) note the interface between the literature on planning and mobility to

be of utility given that the movement of urban plans and policies has potential to generate new

35



and novel solutions. Adey and Bissell (2010) urge scholars of mobility to encapsulate different
meanings, values and representations from the perspectives of different people, which sits in
parallel with notions by planners concerned with sustainability (see Campbell, 1996; Jepson,
2001). Similarly, Sheller (2016) notes that mobility research focusses not simply on movement,
but also on the lack of movement iterating that mobility can be accompanied by inequality and
division. Cresswell (2010) also contends that the symbiotic intertwining of physical and social
mobility empowers some and disregards others. The politics of mobility are ripe with political
and social sensitivities and power within networks stakeholders and institutions that shape
meanings and experiences of movement, and stagnation (Cresswell, 2011). Thus, mobility
systems are inherently complex as a result of factors that determine the conditions under which

mobility can or cannot take place.

This literature review attempts to move beyond the initial State-centric conceptualizations
popularised by policy transfer theorists from the political science domain toward the
consideration of relational aspects put forward by mobility theorists. This research thus situates
the phenomenon of mobile sustainability policies in Abu Dhabi in relation to similar
developments within the GCC. In addition, it addresses the opportunities and tensions

associated with transferring and mobilising sustainability policies in Abu Dhabi.

We now discuss the nexus between sustainability, planning and mobility, and the struggles

faced by planners balancing multiple considerations.

2.2.1 The Sustainability-Planning-Mobility Nexus

Mobility theory has the ability to capture the impacts of sustainability on diverse sets of people,
institutions and networks over time and space with its focus on multiple scales and patterns of
movement of people, ideas and objects, and its focus on what is mobile or not, what elements
move with speed, and its consideration of the unique political and historical context (Cresswell,
2006; Adey and Bisell, 2010; Sheller, 2014). Making sustainable planning practices a reality
in new local contexts can be conceptualised from a mobility framework since the literature
around mobility considers the risks and rights associated with the movement of people and
objects. The focus on process and rationale for transfer, change agents and instances of transfer

success and failure by policy transfer theorists such as Dolowitz and Marsh (2000), plays an
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important role in setting up the fundamental narrative behind the transfer of sustainable

planning policies.

Given that planners are most often concerned with balancing multiple perspectives and local
community needs (Briassoulis, 1999), they are well-equipped to adapt sustainability concepts
to the individual locale’s context and problems. Jepson (2001) considered the concept of
sustainability to be descriptive and expansive, needing to therefore be contextualised within
the planning process in order to lend it a more concrete reality. Planning toward sustainability
requires value judgements to achieve a balance between the economic, environmental and
social aspects of sustainable development. Given the focus on sustainability policies that
intersect with planning issues in this research the writings by Healey (1997, 2004, 2010, 2013,
2015b) are particularly relevant since she has an interest in identifying new and emerging
knowledge circuits as part of probing and situating planning ideas in specific contexts.
Interestingly, in the case of Abu Dhabi, and regionally within the GCC nations, elements such
as knowledge creation, institutional capacity, and authoritarian power are continuously
evolving, along with various national policies (Kinninmont, 2015; Luomi, 2015). Thus, lessons
can emerge in relation to change agents involved, the nuances of the local context, and their

interactions at multiple scales.

Ney (2009, p.27) argues that planning issues are part of bargaining processes between different
institutions and policy actors which can become “messy” due to competing values and technical
complexities. Healey (1997, p.38) also broaches issues around power, values, and different
meanings of place for different cultural communities (author’s emphasis), arguing that diverse
communities have the ability to influence institutional practice through formulating and sharing
locally derived knowledge from particular networks. Healey (1997) recognizes the need for
more inclusive planning that considers historically and geographically rooted inequalities,

cultural values and individual biases.

It is possible that Healey’s ideas around inclusive planning and the consideration of diverse
communities may run into conflict with the local culture of authoritarianism. However, Healey
(2013) has argued that systemic power can co-exist with capacity building and learning,

therefore, a unique culture of sustainability-related governance could be possible in Abu Dhabi.
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We now consider key elements from the literature on mobility that add further nuance and

clarity to our understanding of mobile sustainability policies.

2.3 Key Ideas by Mobility Thinkers

2.3.1 Mobility Occurs at Multiple Socio-Spatial Scales

Mobility thinking takes into account socio-spatial elements, and notes elements that are fixed
compared with those that are mobile. It considers elements at different scales and how space is
transformed as a result of particular interests of individuals and institutions mobilising policy
(Bauman, 2000; Sheller and Urry, 2006). Cochrane (2011) describes urban policies being
continuous processes that evolve over time and space. Mobility theorists are concerned with
relational aspects of knowledge gained reflexively through social interaction, networks, and
innovation, given the trend of global institutions operating at multiple scales (Sheller and Urry,
2006). Moving beyond territorial limits to encompass complex social, economic and political
relations is a vital part of understanding mobility (Brenner 2001, 2004; McCann and Ward,
2013; Peck, 2001).

With the onset of globalisation, policies have been able to move with greater speed linked to
inputs from increasingly transnational stakeholder networks who have the ability to influence
those with political authority beyond territorial limits. This phenomenon has been referred to
as “fast policy transfer” (Peck and Theodore 2015, p. xv) and has been made possible by both
human actors including consultants, experts etc. and non-human mechanisms such as web-
sites, conferences, blogs etc. However, there are pressures associated with adopting fast policy
transfers particularly when local factors are not adequately taken into consideration. In
addition, the influence of some stakeholders and the scale of transfer also play a role (Peck and
Theodore, 2012; Peck, 2001). In defence of “fast policy” Peck and Theodore (2015, p.223)
argue that “fast policy cannot be reduced to a measure of mere velocity” and the threat of the
one size fits all approach can be countered through intensified connectivity over time between
sites of policy development. In the case of Abu Dhabi, for example, while Abu Dhabi and
Dubai are both pursuing parallel sustainability initiatives, there could be greater room for such
connectivity between the emirates, depending on the scale of the particular initiative, to

accompany the fast pace of sustainability-related transfer. However, given the pressures
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discussed above it is vital that policies be adapted to the unique political norms of the UAE

and the perspectives of multiple stakeholders are considered.

In particular alignments of power, knowledge and actors are key factors in understanding

mobility, to which our attention turns.

2.3.2 Evolving Mechanisms of Power, Knowledge and People

McCann (2011) is concerned with how policies are framed and translated through ideological
alignments and power relations and how knowledge is shaped by both local histories and
current experiences. When a policy touches down in a particular territory, Prince (2016)
similarly argues that the territory itself is reproduced and pre-existing historical, economic and
political conditions in the territory become important contextual factors. In this regard, issues
such as post colonialism, oil wealth and authoritarianism are contextual factors impacting the

transfer and implementation of sustainability in Abu Dhabi.

There is also a diversity of mechanisms prompted by globalization and technological
advancements including conferences, seminars workshops and informal and unusual spaces
such as cafes, buses, cars, elevators which are also mediums for policy mobility (McCann,
2011). McCann (2011, p.109) considers non-linear policy travel to be part of the “connective
tissue” of urban policy mobility. He cites blogs, conferences, brochures, networks, historical
relationships, travels, site-visits and even in-person conversations as mechanisms of transfer.
Prince (2010) and McFarlane (2011) also direct us to the importance of similar mechanisms

which shape mobility processes.

Another key tenet of mobility discussed by theorists involves assemblages that arise in time,

space and place in association with circulating policies.

2.3.3 Assemblages in Time and Place: “Parts of Everywhere”

Exchanges of expertise, knowledge and skills through evolving mechanisms discussed above
have resulted in unique assemblages among an expanding range of actors operating
transnationally across socio-spatial scales. Larner and Le Heron (2002, p.765) note the role of
“globalizing micro-spaces” in fostering assemblages and policy circulation. McCann (2011,

p-144) uses the phrase “parts of everywhere” to describe how assemblages are not just limited
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to actors, but can span discourses, ideologies and materials that are assembled together to create
a policy, a view echoed by McFarlane (2011). Sheller and Urry (2006) and Massey (2005)
embrace the fluid nature of globalization where social, spatial and scalar elements are
interspersed. The question arises as to whether sustainability-driven assemblages that bring
together “parts of everywhere” (ibid) into the local context of Abu Dhabi have the ability to
transcend scales and potentially culminate in locally customised policies with regional and

global implications.

In this regard, the relational nature of assemblages is an important aspect to consider in greater

detail.

2.3.4 Relational Aspects of Assemblages Expand the Concept of State Territoriality

McCann and Ward (2012) cite the global impact of the movement of consultants, international
travel and political and actor networks around urban policies and programs as a factor
promoting mobility. Importantly, mobility theorists concur that despite globalization the
concept of borders and territories are not completely de-territorialised (McCann and Ward,
2015). Increasingly, new forms of urban and regional governance driven by capitalism and
economic development are expanding existing conceptualizations of state territoriality

(Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Harvey, 1989).

McCann and Ward (2010, p.175) aptly use the phrase “local globalness™ in relation to urban
policy to inform wider urban relations on an international scale. Tadros (2015) who writes in
the context of the GCC, similarly notes the need to create local and regional knowledge
networks and platforms toward solving region-wide sustainability issues. In the area of
sustainability in the GCC for example, the pursuit of green growth agendas, long term
economic visions and the creation of institutions that prioritise sustainability could signal the
widespread diffusion of sustainability principles and policies from abroad. Conversely,
sustainability principles may not mobilise with ease within Abu Dhabi or the wider regional
context of the GCC due to nuances in the local context. This research will attempt to understand
the opportunities and more importantly, the constraints that face circulating sustainability

policies in the local and wider regional context of the GCC.
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In particular, power emerges as an important factor impacting the mobilisation of

sustainability.

2.3.5 Power Dynamics That Shape Assemblages

Some aspects of mobility are even, while others are uneven, leading us to consider some
inherent dualities and stakeholder biases. Adey and Bissell (2010) note that elites who hold
power can often alter both institutional capacity and social norms by de-mobilising certain
marginal groups. Elite and expert-led actor networks, epistemic groups often share information
within trusted inner circles that influence policy circulation (Newman, 2017; Peck and
Theodore, 2015; Wolman and Page, 2002). If only certain elite circles are being continually
tapped toward the creation of assemblages, over time the policy discourses that emerge from
these assemblages, can potentially retain the particular biases and elements of the power
dynamics that shape the assemblage. A criticism of policy mobility is put across by Ward
(1999) who asks why only certain lessons are borrowed while others are not in mobility
processes. It is possible that politically and economically-driven assemblages and policies

could emerge in Abu Dhabi as a result of political power dynamics.

Peck and Theodore (2010) also describe the role of politically influenced institutional contexts
where an institution’s capability to adopt and implement policy is dependent on existing power
structures and relations. A manifestation of power exists in learning from transfer being
restricted to privileged stakeholders resulting in learning gaps (Evans, 2009). Thus, theorists
are increasingly pointing to the cracks that exist when power struggles, biases and inequities
emanate within assemblages over time. Lovell (2017, p.319) describes actor networks that are
prone to breakdowns and are inherently fragile in nature where “fragments of the original

assemblage have splintered off’ as opposed to being a coherent assemblage.

One explanation for the fragmentation that Lovell (2017) discusses is offered by Peck and
Theodore (2015, p.223) who contend that speed with which policy is codified has to do with
powerful interests within “dense networks of hierarchical and lateral relations”. They
recognize that policies that get mobilised at a rapid pace often occur within a narrow set of
ideologies. The theorists point to the importance of moving beyond powerful strategic interests

to consider multiple perspectives from a wider lens.
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McCann and Ward (2015) argue that accelerated mobility can also potentially challenge
conventional political authority given that avenues exist for activists to contest imported
policies and the hiring of experts or best practices. In an authoritarian context such as Abu
Dhabi, where contestation is limited, mobile policies could have the opposite impact, where
political authority is legitimised through the policy circulation process instead of being
challenged. However, in light of regional developments such as the 2011 Arab Spring, passive
resistance from certain groups of stakeholders is possible, and could result in tensions, friction

and the immobility of some policies and actors.

Having illustrated that power is often distributed unevenly across assemblages we will now

turn to understanding the inequalities that accompany these imbalances.

2.3.6 Inequalities that Accompany Mobility Processes

McFarlane (2010) identifies issues of social justice that are embedded in policy transfer and
mobility processes. Sheller and Urry (2006) argue that the mobility of people and objects is
complex because in its path it leaves both connected and empowered areas as well as
disconnected and excluded ones. Sheller (2016) notes that injustices and struggles associated
with mobility are relevant concerns going forward given that with increased mobility
challenges to state sovereignty and governance are possible. Building on arguments by Urry
(2010), Adey and Bissell (2010, p.7) note that “it is sometimes those with more network capital
who are immobile, who can summon the mobile to wherever they are. Who is moving? Who is

moving whom? Who has to move? Who can stay put?”

Abu Dhabi with its skewed population dynamics, where expats outnumber local citizens, and
priority is given to Emiratis, becomes a valuable geography within which to explore the politics
of who has the flexibility to move, or to stay put, whose existence is transient and the impact
this has on sustainability concepts. Understanding the friction and immobility of some groups

of people, institutions, knowledge and policies is a crucial part of the narrative.

Finally, we consider pre-existing institutional structures and political norms inherent to the

local context as part of the discussion on the dualities of mobility.

2.3.7 Pre-existing Institutional Structures and Political Norms

Peck and Theodore (2001) and Cochrane and Ward (2012) concur that pre-existing institutional
structures and political norms, social norms and discourses can play a role in hindering policy
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circulation in some instances. Conversely, considering the local context steeped in oil wealth,
Levins (2013) has argued that some political aspects linked to oil wealth and authoritarianism
have allowed some Gulf states to adopt policies at a quicker pace, given that consensus from
constituents is not always guaranteed. Peck and Theodore (2015) argue that adaptation
processes are inherently complex given the challenge of equating global best practices with
local policies, noting that some mobility processes have pre-empted endogenous policies and

locally derived policy knowhow.

Thus, adaptation to the local context when implementing mobile policies becomes imperative

if the gap between pre-existing institutional structures and political norms is to be overcome.

2.3.8 Summing up the Opportunities and Dualities Mobility-Related Thinking Brings to the
Research

Above, we have discussed both opportunities and problematic outcomes such as power

dynamics, biases and inequalities that accompany mobile sustainability policies.

Mobility theorists espouse the consideration of mobility from the perspective of who is able to
be mobile, or immobile and the rationale that accompanies it. McCann and Ward (2015) argue
that the diversity of transfer mechanisms situate policies amidst territorial and relational issues
that can increase tensions between them. A vital point considered by mobility theorists is the
exercise of power and its impact on either causing or mitigating inequalities, given that power

can be contested or carry on uncontested among actors in a network (McFarlane, 2009).

Assemblages encompass both the physical and temporal aspects associated with a particular
local context. Mobility theorists concur that an informality of exchanges across time and space
and at multiple socio-spatial scales is taking place. While the concept of State territoriality is
expanding in new ways, states are not completely de-territorialised and territorial norms can

impact the fragility of assemblages (Brenner, 2001, 2004; Lovell, 2017).

We also learned that assemblages may sit physically within a territory, but can simultaneously
be a part of wider national, regional, transnational or global assemblages (Prince, 2016).
Assemblages open up multiple narratives around how diverse actors navigate learning over
networks and scales and go beyond just connections between places to focus on historical,

material and other trans-local factors (McFarlane, 2009).
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Planners and other change agents in Abu Dhabi may pursue global relations and flows at certain
points in time while at other times they may reject them in favour of territorial priorities. It will
be vital to understand when and where McCann’s (2011, p.144) “parts of everywhere” are

embraced across particular planning issues in Abu Dhabi, and when they are not.

In order to understand how theorists of policy transfer concur with those writing on mobility,
it is vital to explore the central tenets put forward by these theorists on the process, rationale,

opportunities and constraints of policy transfer.

2.4 Fundamentals of Policy Transfer

The literature on policy transfer tells us about people, processes, rationale, degrees and
mechanisms related to the phenomenon of transfer. This literature originated around State-
focussed studies oriented toward goals, targets and policy instruments with a focus on
government to government transfers around specific policy areas (Benson and Jordan, 2011).
Newmark (2002) considers a gamut of innovations, ideas, programs and knowledge within the

banner of policy transfer, beyond just policies in the literal sense.

In its simplistic form, policy transfer involved direct emulation of ideas from one jurisdiction
to another (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996). Stone (2004) noted policy transfer traditionally
occurred among actors at the State or central government level in the form of formal decisions,
regulations and legislation. Such transfer mechanisms were particularly prevalent among like-
minded governments. Theorists from political science backgrounds such as Dolowitz (1998),
Dolowitz and Marsh (1996, 2000); Evans and Davies (1999); Rose (1991,1993, 2005) and
others recognized the nation State as a primary agent in the production of policies and places.
In the case of Abu Dhabi and also in neighbouring Dubai and in other oil rich nations in the
GCC, there is a unique combination of both formal and informal transfers taking place, that
when explored in greater depth will provide valuable insights into the unique economic,
political and social factors that directly impact sustainability-related policy transfer (Al
Ghanim, 2014; Gunel, 2011, 2016; Koch, 2014; Luomi, 2015; Reiche, 2010; Sillitoe, 2014;
Tan et al., 2014).

The writings on policy transfer began to generate narrative checklists around transfer

processes, and the efficacy of these checklists is worthy of exploration.
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2.4.1 Pros and Cons of Existing Checklists Related to Policy Transfer

Dolowitz and Marsh (1996, p.344) offer process-driven questions which can be applied to
understanding the sustainability policy transfer phenomenon in Abu Dhabi. The process-
centric checklist entails questions such as: Why is there policy transfer? Who transfers policy?
What is being transferred? Are there different degrees of transfer? From where are lessons

drawn? And finally, they ask what factors inhibit policy transfer?

These questions are valuable because they are a good starting point for assembling a descriptive
narrative around policy transfer processes. By employing the running checklist suggested by
Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) and Rose (1991, 1993, 2005) we discern the essential who, what,

why, when and where of the policy transfer process.

2.4.2 Opportunities Related to Policy Transfer

Let us now consider some of the opportunities associated with policy transfer related to local

adaptation of policies, problem solving capacity and resultant policy innovation.

2.4.2.1 Flexibility and Adaptability of Policies toward Policy Innovation

Policy transfer theorists concurred that local adaptability of borrowed policy ideas was a crucial
determinant of success. The local context encompasses the particular period, political culture,
respective social cultures, economics and geographic location (Dolowitz, 2003; Dolowitz and
Marsh, 1996; Evans and Davies, 1999; Jones and Newburn, 2006; and Smith, 2004). Given
such nuances, an inevitable transfer process, adaptation and modification of policy at various

scales and degrees emerge.

Political science based policy transfer theorists such as Rose (1991, p.22) were particularly
concerned with the outcomes of merging two components from different places, which Rose
(ibid) termed as “hybridization” whilst he termed the process of combining three or more ideas
from different places into a new setting “synthesis”. “Inspiration”, in his view encompassed
the development of a creative new program that did not exist elsewhere (ibid). The adaptability
of policy transfer has contributed to its evolution and popularity as a concept. One can however,
question the positive stance taken by policy transfer theorists such as Rose (1991, 1993) around

merging policies, which may not necessarily generate positive or expected outcomes in every
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instance of transfer. The policy transfer literature has discussed the flexibility and adaptability
of policies extensively, yet we cannot assume that all hybrid policies that result from policy
transfer are integrated seamlessly across diverse policy areas over the long term. In the context
of Abu Dhabi, despite instances of innovative transfer, their impact can be limited if they are
unable to withstand the ongoing constraints posed by the local political system, culture,

traditions and uncertainties of external markets.

Policy transfer theorists such as Dolowitz and Marsh (1996; 2000), Dolowitz (2003), Rose
(1991;1993; 2005) and Jones and Newburn (2006) focus on the importance of local adaptation
and modification that can lead to policy innovation given the participation of diverse groups of
actors in the process. Exploring the basis upon which a policy is deemed innovative, and who
has deemed a policy to be innovative, whilst recognizing their accompanying biases and points

of view becomes vital.

The creation of the UPC’s Estidama (sustainability) policy and the building of Masdar City
from scratch present a fascinating amalgamation of internal political ideologies, climate,
geography, culture and the creation of local and transnational networks that are worthy of

exploration.

Another opportunity derived from transfer processes that we now turn our attention to, is the

ability of policy transfer to solve local problems and generate income.

2.4.2.2 Problem-Solving and Income-Generating Capacity of Policy Transfer

Bennett (1991), Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) and Rose (1991) have noted the need to solve
problematic domestic issues, as a driver of policy transfer. Tadros (2015) who writes in the
context of the GCC put forward the problematic reality of the lack of technical skills and
expertise in a variety of knowledge sectors, particularly outside the dominant realm of oil and
gas. In addition, the lack of research centres and local research capabilities in these nations
further prompted their embrace of knowledge transfers from abroad across diverse economic
and industrial sectors. Policy transfer theorists concurred on the fact that no policy transfer

process is the same, each reflecting its own particularities impacted by a range of factors.

Transfer theorists have focussed more on the solutions-driven nature of transfer (Dolowitz and

Marsh, 2000; Rose, 1993). Rose (1993) notes that if the link between the policy and the
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outcome or solution is directly attainable, or is easily predictable, along with few associated
negative impacts, the likelihood of policy transfer increases. Conversely, such trends can also
mean that many unsuitable experimental policies that serve political gain can also be pursued
if portrayed as having few related negative impacts. Newmark (2002) also cited the perceived
ability for policies to solve relevant problems in the local context as an opportunity and

rationale for transfer.

Rose (1993) has suggested that local networks are critical to ensuring that place and context-
specific elements are employed. Another argument in favour of policy transfer is provided by
Reiche (2010) who sheds light on returns on investment from policy transfer readily embraced
among Gulf states. For example, the quantifiable and measurable nature of several
sustainability indicators, such as carbon footprints, green jobs, renewable energy targets,
greener buildings and communities, allow the Gulf states to justify their pursuit of
sustainability. Sustainability principles and policies can reflect elements such as eco-city
building, instituting specialist universities, green building codes, urban design norms, transit
strategies, energy targets, and affordable housing in the local context made possible through

stakeholder networks that reflect elements of governance.

Having considered opportunities related to policy transfer, theorists also considered the

rationale for transfer, to which our attention now turns.

2.5 The Rationale for Policy Transfer

Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) argued that policy transfer either took place voluntarily or
stakeholders were indirectly coerced into emulating policy solutions for political or economic
reasons. Modernizing and domestic factors are increasingly driving policy transfer (Newman,
2002). For policy transfer theorists, the political context and time period can have profound
effects on policy transfer and mobility. Thus, Abu Dhabi’s authoritarian, oil-rich context can
hinder some transfer and mobilisation efforts around sustainability, however, internal and
external market forces that evolve over time also play a role in Abu Dhabi’s policy transfer
narrative. The emphasis on current issues that impact policy transfer is propagated by Rose

(2005) who notes that the policy-making environment is never static particularly given the
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impact of globalization and resultant material flows between jurisdictions. We thus note

overlaps in arguments by mobility theorists.

Let us consider the role of globalization and cities in particular, as spaces that encourage the

flow of ideas as rationales for the transfer of sustainability concepts into Abu Dhabi.

2.5.1 Globalization as a Rationale for Transfer of Sustainability Knowhow

Increasingly, more transfer processes involve soft transfers prompted by globalisation,
dispersed citizens, multi-national corporations, multilateral organizations and civil society
increasingly becoming inter-connected. Benson (2009), Benson and Jordan (2011) and
Newmark (2002) have noted that often the jurisdictions involved in the transfer do not
necessarily share similar political values or geographic proximity presenting their own set of
opportunities and challenges. Thus, Abu Dhabi’s transfer of sustainability and planning
knowhow from Europe and North America or from Asia to its local context is not unusual in
the era of globalization despite differences in political structures. In the context of Abu Dhabi,
we are increasingly witnessing a diversification of mobile sustainability-centred networks that
are orienting themselves along a global agenda, particularly through Masdar, the UPC and their
partners. The importance of multi-scale platforms particularly those at the regional level, play

a vital role in enabling policies to transfer.

2.5.2 Regional and Multi-Scale Platforms as Opportunities for Policy Transfer

Berry and Berry (1999) and Rose (1993) assert the importance of the regional effect on the
likelihood of policies crossing borders. They argue that regional platforms provide
opportunities for greater transparency on how programs are implemented. A number of policy
transfer theorists make the case for the impact of regional developments on policy transfer
including Berry and Berry (1999, 2007), Hagerstand (1983), Mintrom (1997) and Mooney
(2001). These thinkers adopt overlapping roles of knowledge sharing, competition and catch
up development existing among neighbouring states that emulate one another for a variety of
primarily political and economic reasons. In the context of the GCC, Reiche (2010) notes a
trend of specialist, purpose-driven cities that emerged. In addition to Abu Dhabi’s Masdar city,
Qatar’s energy city, Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah University for Science and Technology
(KAUST) and Kuwait’s eco-friendly city South Saad Al-Abdullah (built in collaboration with

the South Korean Government) are examples of regional diffusion of purpose-driven urban
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agglomerations, each with their own individual interpretation of sustainability intertwined with

technological innovation (Kirk, 2016; Reiche, 2010).

Policy transfer across a number of sectors in the GCC has been possible through publicizing
regional and national policy commitments and at a local level through city economic plans and
urban master plans (Darwish, 2014; Dempsey, 2014; Gardner, 2014; Luomi, 2015; Rizzo,
2014). Luomi (2015) concurs that regional cooperation opportunities could be further expanded
to a much larger extent. She notes the need for finance, technology, institutional and human
capacity to build networks and increase investment capacity toward regional green growth
strategies including energy security, private sector participation, sustainable infrastructure and
jobs, employment for locals, economic diversification and boosting the knowledge economy
regionally (Luomi, 2015). The lack of regional cooperation around sustainability signals

individual GCC states’ each charting their individual path and progress toward sustainability.

Wehage (2013) who writes in the context of planning processes around sustainability contends
that transfer of new knowhow must be contextualised regionally and locally in order to generate
sustainable planning results that meet the various requirements of different scales and issues.
Thus, there is value attached to situating sustainability in Abu Dhabi relationally in the context
of neighbouring Dubai and the other GCC states. Having discussed the importance of regional
platforms as part of the rationale for policy transfer, I now consider the role of people and
institutions at the heart of policy transfer that cannot be underestimated. It is to their unique

role that the discussion now turns.

2.6 Change Agents as Conduits of Policy Transfer

Stone (2001, 2004) considers the proactive role played by change agents in facilitating idea
exchanges. Haas’ (1992) concept of epistemic communities helps hone in on the positive
attributes of change agents including their expertise, competence and experience around policy
related knowledge. These experts were empowered to solve relevant problems by articulating
stakeholder interests, and framing issues for collective debate and negotiation. Haas (1992)
noted that actors in elite decision-making circles often shared normative principles, beliefs,
values and worldviews and simultaneously controlled knowledge and information. On one
hand, this allows for greater agreement among collaborating actors, but is also problematic
given that solutions may be homogenous and unchallenged since all the actors share similar
views. Given the authoritarian context in Abu Dhabi we can assume that existing power
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hierarchies and differing ethics and value systems between nations impact the actions of change
agents. In an authoritarian context such as Abu Dhabi, control over knowledge and information
1s also unequal among change agents and other stakeholders and is largely top-down (Dempsey,
2014). Thus, the melting pot of change agents from elsewhere and local change agents may

not always be a level playing field within which to navigate sustainability policies.

Stone (2003) critiqued the policy transfer literature for its focus on elite bureaucrats, State
agencies, and politicians. She shed light on the importance of looking at how actors or change
agents operate in a multilateral setting ridden with complexity, compared with bilateral
importer-exporter jurisdiction relationships. Stone (2012) classifies change agents as actors,
both local and international, who are engaged in policy and knowledge transfer processes and
can include international organizations, states and non-state actors engaging collectively in
transnational networks. Dolowitz and Marsh (1996, p.345) have also used the term “policy
transfer entrepreneurs” with reference to non-State actors. Thus, we see some overlap between

ideas posed by policy transfer and mobility theorists.

Thus, we are led to the understanding that there are hierarchies among change agents. The
different motivating factors that influence change agents to participate in transfer processes

will ultimately have some bearing on the sustainability policy outcomes that emerge.

2.7 Expanded Roles and Identities of Change Agents suggested by Mobility and

Planning Theorists

Both schools of thought, including policy transfer and mobility theorists give importance to
the individual and institutional agents at the heart of transferring and mobilising sustainability
policies. Mobility theorists and some policy transfer theorists such as Evans and Davies (1999)
further extended the concept of change agents by coupling them with governance-supportive
attributes considering network exchanges at multiple levels and paths of spatiality including
the transnational, international, national, regional and local levels (see McCann and Ward,
2011; Prince, 2010, 2016). Healey (2013, p.1517) contends that amidst transnational policy
flows, concepts circulate in “messy worlds™ steeped in political struggles between agencies and

institutions determined by complex historical and cultural factors.

Mobility theorists expanded the concept of change agents from the initial importer-exporter

conceptualization by policy transfer theorists, with their focus on assemblages of experts,
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networks, socio-spatial forms, noting that at times these heterogeneous arrangements of
individuals, institutions and spaces were often unpredictable (Allen and Cochrane, 2010;
Anderson and McFarlane, 2011; Collier and Ong, 2005; Prince, 2010, 2016). Such assemblages
and networks of change agents can potentially counter institutional hierarchies given that they
allow for more information sharing and increased transparency among actors in the network.
Conversely, multi-level networks can also be increasingly complex to maintain over time,
particularly if they grow exponentially making it difficult to balance multiple interests.
Heatherington (2002, p.182) describes the “figural presence of absence”, that can cause
tensions amidst mobilised experiences. Picking up on this theme, we are pointed toward
considering multiple realities of diverse sets of stakeholders, including those who are less

recognized as obvious change agents.

Mobility theorists expanded the conceptualization of face to face transfers popularised by
policy transfer theorists considering interactions among think tanks, professional associations,
international consultancy firms, transnational institutions, international conferences among
other mechanisms that have proliferated with increasing globalization (McCann and Ward,
2011; Peck, 2004). Robinson and Parnell (2012, p.599) also discuss the existence of wider
“transnational rule regimes” (authors’ emphasis) which are overseen by governance entities
and serve as mechanisms for policy circulation. Other mobility theorists such as Larner and
Laurie (2010, p.218) refer to change agents as “travelling technocrats” who come from elite
multilateral institutions as well as groups of employees, contracts, consultants, NGOs and

social movements.

Mobility theorists such as Roy (2009, 2012) follow the building of new networks and
knowledge circuits impacted by global forces, witnessed by the migration of actors and experts
engaged in social interactions such as architects, planners who borrow and interpret ideas, and
simultaneously negotiate and also practice policy in settings where informal relations and
poverty exist. In relation to Abu Dhabi, Khirfan and Jaffer (2014) also describe the import of
highly skilled architects, planners, engineers, environmentalists, researchers etc. that allowed

the emirate to catch up globally, but whose impact was limited to a particular period.

In a similar vein, Healey (2010) contends that very often non-planners without formal training
can be an integral part of adapting emerging planning practices, opening up the field for more

diverse stakeholders to help make planning decisions. With a particular focus on planners and
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associated stakeholders who also participate in planning processes, Healey (2015b) observed
that planners possess an innate ability to act strategically and in a timely manner to address the
dynamics of local problems. Yet, she also noted that the focus on planners should not be limited
to only those with formal planning training and experience. By considering who is promoting
the transfer of ideas, their rationale for doing so, and considering who may be harmed by the
transfer of ideas, with an emphasis on the “rationalities or mentalities wrapped in such stories
(related to the flow of planning ideas) and the forces which project them into movement”
(Healey 2013, p.1520), Healey expands the dialogue around understanding more critically, the
dynamics of transfer processes beyond descriptive narratives. Depending on the nuances of the
particular planning issue, we can expect varying characteristics of assemblages in Abu Dhabi’s

local context.

2.7.1 Notion of Cities as Change Agents

Further expanding the notion of change agents, McCann and Ward (2011) concurred on the
idea of cities as change agents given that cities are assemblages of policies, knowhow and
individuals that are continually intersecting and evolving with policy mobilisation often being
inter-urban in nature. In this regard, Vancouver served as a powerful change agent within Abu
Dhabi’s policy transfer history with varying degrees of success (Cormier, 2010; Dempsey,

2014).

This can be attributed to the ubiquitous hunt for evidence of successful solutions, policies and
practices to common urban problems. Abu Dhabi as a city has unique assemblages in place
among the leadership, business elite, government agencies and private sector, aimed at
bolstering its position as a global city to attract the international private sector, global
educational institutions, and other international institutions along with making strategic
investments abroad (Tatchell, 2009; Davidson, 2012a). One can argue, Abu Dhabi’s rationale
for attracting and incentivising diverse change agents and forming transnational assemblages
is rooted in soft power experiments aimed at global recognition. McCann and Ward (2011)
noted how travelling and transferring agents were instrumental in connecting diverse cities, but
simultaneously made them competitive. Their assertions echo the dualities of fast forming
knowledge circuits. It is possible, that the policy transfers between Abu Dhabi and Vancouver
could have been altered over time as each pursued their own goals. Abu Dhabi’s pursuit of

global relationships opened up new conversations and policy flows that cement the Emirate’s
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position as a political and economic leader internationally, but conversely Abu Dhabi is also
competing with cities in other GCC states and neighbouring Dubai on the global stage in the
race for soft power, thus in some ways pushing itself further apart from these cities as it

competes with them.

Cities in particular become stages for policy mobilisation and the exertion of power in often
unanticipated or unintended forms. As part of the process of cities around the world becoming
increasingly aligned Jacobs (2012, p.419) notes a trend of “traceable association” among
policies and stakeholders. The C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group and the UN Habitat Cities
and Climate Change Initiative are examples of such associations where cities are joining
purpose-driven networks to collaborate and exchange knowledge (Widmer, 2017). Despite
these positive developments, Widmer (ibid) notes that some cities in the Gulf do not actively
advance sustainability independent of national policies. However, the city-states of Dubai and
Abu Dhabi have pushed individual sustainability agendas whilst also supporting national UAE
goals such as the UAE’s Energy Plan 2050 (EIl Katiri, 2017). The oil wealth of these two cities

plays a role in their ability to do so.

Thus, these ideas by some policy transfer theorists such as Stone (2003; 2012) and Evans and
Davies (1999) and to a larger degree the work planning theorists such as Harris and Moore
(2013) and Healey (2013) and the mobility theorists discussed above expanded the ways in
which change agents were perceived beyond the initial limited focus in the policy transfer

literature.

Having discussed an increasingly diverse range of change agents above, we are drawn to their
ability to play a key role in the transfer of sustainability-related policies amidst the challenges
of navigating institutional practices, historical, geographical, climatic, social and political

factors inherent to the local context.

Let us understand another key stage in the policy transfer and mobility process, instances of
policy learning and the creation of learning networks espoused by policy transfer, mobility and

planning theorists.
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2.8 Policy Learning and Learning Networks as Outcomes of Policy Transfer and

Mobility

On their journey, mobile policies display instances of policy learning as policies are continually
created, tested and adapted. The incidence of hybrids, emulation and innovation have taken
place as a result of balancing political, physical, economic, social, technological and other
market factors within global multi-level governance networks that contribute to policy learning

(Evans, 2013).

Harris and Moore (2013) argue that advancements in technology and improved communication
networks have continued to spur learning from mobile planning policies. Learning that takes
place across different time periods and in the context of different planning issues in Abu Dhabi
1s an important outcome of policy transfer and the mobilisation of sustainability. Policy transfer
theorists have acknowledged the importance and utility of information-driven networks that
share common goals and values across jurisdictions; the creation of learning platforms, multi-
level governance networks with policy innovation emerging as a positive outcome (Bennett,
1991; Benson and Jordan, 2011; Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996, 2000; Rose, 1991,1993; Evans,
2009; Stone, 2003).

Stone (2003) has argued that lessons have emerged not only from smooth running governance
processes, but also from governance processes that are fraught with tensions. In particular,
Stone (2003) argues that lessons emerge from negotiations, consultation, capacity building and
experiential knowledge that arise from adapting policies. Dolowitz and Marsh (2000, p.17)
echo the importance of learning from conflicts and tensions in their recognition of
‘inappropriate’, ‘incomplete’ and ‘uninformed’ transfer of policies and lessons. However,
James and Lodge (2003) have critiqued this as an incomplete conception of policy failure in
light of wider processes of transfer, where a range of factors impact policy making beyond just
transfer. Thus, understanding nuances of authoritarianism and vast oil wealth and their

application in the context of Abu Dhabi, become a site of analysis within the transfer process.

Rose (1991) envisaged that learning was possible through transnational epistemic
communities. Beyond local institutions, learning through regional and global networks
potentially allow for greater transparency on how a program/policy is managed and operated.
Evans (2013) has argued that institutional learning allows us to move from expert and elite-

centred knowhow to experience-based knowhow. The latter in particular is vital to
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understanding how the values and concerns of diverse stakeholders are articulated and created.
In a similar vein, Stone (2003, p.6) is a proponent of the “shared experience of learning” among
State, non-State and international actors simultaneously. Wood (2016) notes that most learning
processes develop through interactions among key actors and experts by participating in
networks. Similarly, Healey and Upton’s (2010) concept of “communities of practice” as well
as Haas’s (1992) concept of “epistemic communities” also point to the importance of learning
that emanates from networks of key stakeholders involved in conducting policy analysis. Some
participatory activities around policy implementation such as public participation in decision-
making and the creation of opportunities for various forms of public feedback could represent

new avenues for policy-learning and a departure from elite-centred policy transfer.

Beyond traditional transfer mechanisms of conferences and in-person visits, Harris and Moore
(2013, p.1502) cite “ongoing forms of imagination, persuasion, passive learning and informal
interactions” as alternative learning mechanisms. Thus, a focus on learning and knowledge
creation that arises from adapting policies, evolving institutions, outreach mechanisms and

diverse stakeholders become important issues to consider in Abu Dhabi’s local context.

However, it is important to consider that learning may not always take place on a neutral
platform particularly when particular ideologies, biases and rationales held by local and
international elite actors influence the process. Given that a plurality of change agents may not
always be guaranteed, the lessons learned may be from the perspectives of only certain experts
and actors in a network. These theoretical underpinnings suggest that a form of policy learning
reflective of the unique political and oil-rich context could feature as a part of the process of

adapting policies in Abu Dhabi.

Having considered the importance of learning espoused by planning, policy transfer and
mobility theorists, we must consider the constraints that may accompany the transfer and

mobility of sustainability principles to Abu Dhabi.

2.9 Lessons and Constraints Associated with Policy Transfer

Benson (2009) and Stone (2003) espouse that valuable learning can emerge from the conflicts
and struggles in decision-making, and the failure of policy transfer. In addition, the non-transfer
of policies can also contribute to our understanding of the challenges of implementing policies

in a foreign jurisdiction. Page (2001), Newman (2017) and Stone (2003) encourage
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consideration of whether policies are worth emulating in the first place. This thinking is vital
in avoiding lengthy and expensive transfer and mobility processes. Let us now consider

constraints to policy transfer and mobility and subsequent learning.

2.9.1 Barriers to Successful Policy Transfer

Constraints to policy transfer arise from a lack of information due to institutional network
hierarchies, existing restrictive policies, many competing goals, insufficient internal resources
and capacity to implement policies (Benson and Jordan, 2011; Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996,
2000; Rose, 1993 and Wolman and Page, 2002). Gulf states such as the UAE and Qatar
implementing sustainability have prioritised institutional changes and resource allocation at the
national level (Sillitoe, 2014). However, institutional adjustments can be expensive and
bureaucracy in the importing jurisdiction can impede all the good intentions of the transfer
process (Benson and Jordan, 2011). Dolowitz and Marsh (1996, 2000) and Evans (2013) cite
numerous obstacles to policy adaptation, implementation and learning in the form of
differences in policy beliefs, value systems and ideologies between importer and exporter
jurisdictions, a lack of technical, administrative, economic and political infrastructure that
could result in inappropriate transfers and uninformed actors confronting constraints in a new

institutional context.

In addition, short-term and incomplete implementation also pose issues to the success of
transfer processes (Bache and Taylor, 2003; Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000). Rose (2005) notes
instances where flexibility and adaptability of policies are initially achieved, but not necessarily
carried forward. These constraints provide a lens with which to critically introspect the

circulation of sustainability policies in Abu Dhabi.

From a planning perspective, Harris and Moore (2013) draw our attention to unpredictable
knowledge exchange and learning processes that do not achieve their intended goal. Healey
(2010) also asks if ideas transferred from another context-will necessarily work, and whether

they should be imported given different conceptions of best practice.

Over the course of the research, it became increasingly important to question the legitimacy of

what is considered best practice and the rationale for the policy choices.
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In particular, the dilemma around best practice poses a challenge to the transfer of sustainability

policies, which I will now discuss.

2.9.2 The Dilemma Around What Constitutes Best Practice

By thinking about best practice as a concept or a vision, and not an assumed reality, we are
aware of inherent biases that can creep into transfer processes. Robinson (2006) notes what is
seemingly considered best practice from the viewpoint of some stakeholders, does not always
translate effectively when implemented in other geographies. Peck and Theodore (2015, p.224)
similarly contend that the deference paid to global best practices and policies has culminated
in “technocratically-stylized models” backed by powerful agencies and interests that are
working to demonstrate the validity of the policies, even when they are often experimental
when implemented in a geographically and ideologically distant locale. For example, the
Vancouver model of planning rooted in new urbanism, would seem foreign in many respects
to the geography, climate and culture of Abu Dhabi. Yet powerful interests in the form of
global liveability indexes, international investment from Asian investors into Vancouver, a
progressive planning council, global media attention paid to Vancouver’s planners, and the
heightened role played by global private architecture and planning firms are reflective of
factors that propelled the international export of planning practices to a number of global cities
(Cormier, 2010). Therefore, it is possible for importing jurisdictions to perceive practices

rooted in globalised, universalised and technologically centric models as being ‘best’ practices.

Robinson (2006) is in favour of doing away with the assumed gap that urban development
theorists have placed between the global North and South where assumptions around best
practices moving from the former to the latter are clearly not always the norm. Robinson (2006)
argues that while Western cities and policies are considered role models, they themselves are
comprised of ideas borrowed from other jurisdictions. Sanyal (1990, 2005), Roy (2008), Roy
and Ong (2011) also challenge the assumption that best practices move primarily from the West

to the global South.
Healey (2010) similarly acknowledges the inherent flaws in narratives that are solely focussed

on summarizing best practice, which she argues is incomplete and contested. Healey (2015)

contends there is nothing absolute about best planning practices, technology or good ideas,
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rather, she contends that planning practices develop and flourish amidst local interpretation

and practice.

Thus, we acknowledge that the concept of best practice is in itself flawed. What is best practice
can often be politically motivated and unrealistic. Instead, an ongoing discourse on better
practices and policies adapted to evolving local needs could ensue. A potential solution to
addressing the biases and contestations that accompany best practice, is to delve deeper into
what is considered best practice from the perspective of diverse stakeholders and in what

context practices and policy knowhow could be transferred appropriately.

Finally, in the discussion related to constraints associated with policy transfer, let us consider

the dualities of the historical context in the form of post-colonial factors.

2.9.3 Dualities of Post-Colonialism Pose Constraints to Sustainability-Related Policy Transfer

Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) put forward the importance of the historical precedent set by past
policies that impact the way new policies are shaped and the degree to which they are
transferred. Therefore, policy transfer is inherently influenced by the precedent set by existing

policies and norms in the local context which could either help or hinder implementation.

The transfer of sustainability policies should, in theory, be value driven with a focus on human
agency, human relations, and values such as equity, justice, fairness, gender equality, and the
right to civic participation (Schultz and Siriwardane, 2015). However, historical legacies
shaped by oil wealth and colonialism in Abu Dhabi have left divided societies in their wake,
particularly when certain sectors and stakeholders were prioritised (Tatchell, 2009). This poses
a continued challenge to implementing sustainability policies. Imperial constructs of the
relationship between colonizers and the colonized put forward by Fanon (1986) and Said
(1978) focussed on the hierarchies and tensions between the two camps as a result of divisive
policies, can impact existing interpretations of sustainability, particularly related to social
equity. One view point is that imported sustainability practices could potentially challenge
power hierarchies embedded in colonialism, but on the other hand existing and historic post-

colonial power alignments could constrain their efficacy.
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Post-colonial theorists encourage the consideration of the relationship between the historical
and contemporary instances of planning policies and practices. Robinson (2006) contends that
a post-colonial stream of understanding urban development must take into consideration the
interdependence between modernity and tradition. Similarly, Harris and Moore (2013) note
historical roots of contemporary planning are steeped in the transnational transfer of ideas that

has been linked to countries with histories of colonialism.

Sustainability-related policy transfer being implemented in the Gulf states noted by Luomi
(2015) and Reiche (2011) can be challenged by what Allmendinger (2017, p.274) refers to as
the danger of moving to a one-size fits all approach which can suppress indigenous planning

knowhow. These issues will be considered over the course of this research.

Having discussed constraints related to policy transfer, it is important to summarise how
concepts from the mobility literature have helped overcome some of the limitations from the

initial conceptualizations around policy transfer and expands the notion of transfer.

2.10 Mobility Thinking as a Means to Overcome Some Policy Transfer Limitations

The descriptive set of who-what-why-where-how questions pursued by policy transfer theorists
did not adequately delve into diverse spatial and social processes that are often trans-global.
Policy transfer studies placed limited focus on simultaneously occurring attributes of power,
equality, capacity building, or stakeholder and institutional learning that occur within trans-
global networks. Peck (2012), McCann (2011), Prince (2016) and other mobility scholars

placed emphasis on understanding the interactions of multi-level networks.

Mobility theorists such as McFarlane (2011), Prince (2010), McCann and Ward (2010, 2011),
Peck et al. (2010), Larner and Laurie (2010) offer critiques of the political science perspective
based on the former’s focus on territorialism, they instead argue that increasingly, policy
transfer has become more relational. Theorists on policy transfer such as Stone (2003) and
Evans and Davies (1999) have sought to increasingly address key relational and territorial
elements that form a parallel to the arguments by mobility theorists who focus on tensions

between local and global forces (McFarlane, 2009; Peck and Theodore, 2015).
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One of the issues that mobility theorists sought to move beyond was the normative stance taken
by most of the political science theorists who had focussed extensively on emulation, lessons
learnt, hybridity, innovative, voluntary and coercive elements of policy transfer such as those
explored by Dolowitz and Marsh (1996, 2000), Evans (2009), Marsh and Sharman (2009) and
Rose (1991, 1993). Stone (2003) noted that policy transfer studies tended to focus on
investigating directly observable hard transfers and phenomena such as people or policy

instruments in motion.

Brenner and Theodore (2002) and Harvey (1989) focus on new forms of urban and regional
governance driven by capitalism and economic development that expand conceptualizations
on State territoriality. Mobility theorists have placed emphasis on forging new relationships,
developing shared understanding and mutual commitments among change agents that can be
both formal and informal (Larner and Laurie, 2010). Peck and Theodore (2015, p.225) describe
the proliferation of “soft infrastructure” in global policy development in the form of online
resource banks, conferences, learning networks, and case-study manuals. These mediums
allow new intermediaries and a wider global audience including connections between the

global North and South moving beyond nation-to-nation transfers (Benson and Jordan, 2011).

Policy transfer research laid emphasis on transfers taking place among elites in formal
institutions between bounded and national territories (Peck and Theodore, 2001). Evans (2013)
questions the over-reliance on expert and elite based networks, arguing in favour of experiential
learning networks from diverse groups of stakeholders at multiple levels and scales. This
research heeds this argument and examines different groups of stakeholders in Abu Dhabi
toward charting out where power lies, and how it impacts learning and sustainability outcomes.
The multi-scalar lens proposed by mobility theorists can thus overcome some limitations of
exclusion of certain stakeholder groups, given its consideration of the needs and values of a

broader set of stakeholders.

2.11 The Overlaps between Policy Transfer, Mobility and the Focus of Planning

Theorists on Governance

The link between policy transfer and governance at multiple levels and through diverse
networks has been discussed by numerous theorists (Bache and Flinders, 2005; Bulkeley and
Betsill, 2005; Evans and Davies, 1999; Stone, 2004; Wolman and Page, 2002). Benson (2009)

and Benson and Jordan (2011) cite that globalization has in particular, increased the presence
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of soft transfers among informational networks and learning platforms that cut across multiple

domains, involving multi-level governance and policy networks.

Healey (2004) argues in favour of mobilising like-minded actors around mutual discourses,
knowledge diffusion, mending broken relations and breaking away from problematic
structures. Jessop (2003) notes reflexive aspects of horizontal self-organization among
mutually interdependent actors on collaborative projects. The solutions driven approach
adopted by Healey (2004) and Jessop (2003) help take the notion of assemblages beyond just
the formation stage toward understanding key elements that either increase the scope and
longevity of the assemblage, or conversely, the factors that contribute to the failure and demise
of the assemblage. Jessop (2003) notes a trend of states shaping governance to their political
advantage, and argues that opportunism can be reduced and problems can be avoided through

negotiation, co-ordination and dialogue.

If we understand the explicit impact that the local political context and power structures have
on resource mobilisation, accountability and legitimacy of governance processes, we may be
able to differentiate between individual one-off instances of governance and long-term
processes of governance toward adapting sustainability processes in Abu Dhabi. In particular,
factors such as oil wealth, authoritarianism, nepotism, wasta (Arabic for clout or influence)
and Islamic culture will also be considered for their role in mobilising sustainability policy in

Abu Dhabi.

Building further on ideas around governance, Stone (2003) argues that the creation of new
ideas, new attempts at institutional capacity building, and experiential knowledge gained from

testing new policies in a new domain are particularly valuable aspects related to policy transfer.

We also see overlaps between governance and the concept of assemblages. Mobility theorists
also address governance through their focus on debates around assemblage, territoriality,
relationality, and actors within networks. Wood (2016) is in favour of tracing the origins and
context of assemblages and the globalising forces that impact them, whilst Healey (2013) is in
favour of situating planning ideas in specific contexts, bringing localised, collective capacity
building to the fore. Though, she is cognisant that a combination of internal and external criteria

can influence governance processes (Healey, 2004).
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The purpose-driven assemblages that emerge and sustained over time, are dependent on several
factors - the kind of change agents or actors that are involved, and the internal and external
political, social and economic forces at play are factors that all three sets of theorists agree on

to varying degrees.

Looking more critically at the concept of governance in relation to the transnational flow of
planning ideas, one can question whether it truly has the ability to help balance the tensions of
overlapping social, economic and political relations across time and space? I address this in

more detail in the discussion that follows.

Healey (2004, p.16) calls for moving beyond “usual suspects” toward considering new forms
of interaction among actors and resorting to new arenas such as neighbourhood councils,
formal and informal partnerships, and centres of innovation. She sees value in loosely
connected, fluid, inclusive, open and transparent networks and coalitions. Healey (2013) is in
favour of examining contextual changes, the institutional landscape, existing and evolving
institutional nodes and networks. These elements are part of the generative and transformative

potential Healey (2015b) regards as normative prescriptions of governance.

It can be argued that Healey is somewhat positively biased in her propositions around
governance, the application of transparent negotiation, collective decision-making, inclusion,
and consideration of cultural values and ethics, which may not be practiced effectively in an
authoritarian political context. It is possible for some mechanisms of governance to challenge
existing political conceptions and traditional political relationships which would conflict with
authoritarianism. Based on these arguments governance processes can potentially help
understand not just the strengths, but, more vitally, the fragility of the assemblages with a view

to stabilising them in the future.

2.12 Conclusion

Despite coming from diverse theoretical backgrounds, there is some consensus among the
theorists from the policy transfer, mobility and related governance discussed by planning
theorists around new patterns and combinations of governance. The theorists also collectively
placed value around understanding factors that contribute to the transfer process including
diverse aspects such as culture, social actions, history, politics and institutional background.

Theorists such as Healey (2013) and Peck and Theodore (2015) concur that mobile concepts

62



must be locally contextualised. It is, however, important to consider that planning theorists
rooted in sociological thinking around institutionalism, political scientists and human
geographers are looking at processes through the lens of their subject focus and experiences,

and some discipline-related biases can impact their perspective of the transfer phenomenon.

Policy mobility is based on a variety of themes constructed by actors situated both in specific
places and within increasingly global networks of experts and consultants. Key concepts that
mobility theorists link include, space, power, history, time and speed of movement, politics
and social relations. Reiterating Sheller and Urry’s (2006) focus on divided spaces, spatial
arrangement and distribution, and new social and global networks, we gain an understanding
of more nuanced meanings that can accompany mobile sustainability policies within the local

context of Abu Dhabi including complex interactions and material flows at multiple scales.

Mobility thinking moves beyond policy metamorphosis and adaptation to include wider issues
such as the overlaps between relational and territorial space often driven by political rationale
(Massey, 2006; McCann and Ward, 2011). McCann and Ward (2011) advocate a
conceptualization of urban policy making that is both territorial and relational in a balance that

takes into account the associated opportunities and tensions.

The focus on short time frames differentiates the work of mobility theorists from other transfer
theorists including the opportunities and challenges associated with such speed of movement

(Peck and Theodore, 2015).

Sheller and Urry (2006) urge us to expand our thinking around complex interactions and
material flows at multiple scales and in multiple places, as well as our thinking around who has
power to be mobile or immobile, and who and where new assemblages of people, objects and
processes arise (Adey and Bissell, 2010). Applied to GCC nations, the views of mobility
theorists can help further our understanding of new regional assemblages of people, institutions

and policies.

Diverse factors that pervade the import of sustainability policies from elsewhere to Abu Dhabi,
lead us to move beyond a linear policy transfer path, and consider various relational factors
including politics, economics, social factors, inequality, power, learning, history, environment,
religion, and culture. Factors related to post-colonial history in the context of the Gulf states

and Abu Dhabi also play a part in the narrative on policy transfer, particularly related to societal
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hierarchies and persisting inequalities. In addition, this research will consider relational factors,
globalization and a widening set of network actors for their role in implementing mobile
sustainability policies at multiple scales. These aspects take the initial ideas around policy
transfer further, with opportunities for governance around sustainability policies to emerge

among diverse stakeholders in Abu Dhabi, Masdar and the UPC.

We witness how mobility theorists move beyond the focus on emulation and adaptation often
found in the writings by policy transfer theorists; instead, mobility theorists explore the role of
global policy networks in creating local responses that adapt globalised policies in a localised
form. In essence, these are agglomerations of both local and global power relations in
innovative knowledge sharing and knowledge production processes. Mobility scholars have
also linked policy mobility to the production of new institutional structures that aid urban
governance (Brenner and Theodore, 2002; McCann and Ward, 2011). We could witness a
movement away from practices that are historically and geographically rooted in unequal

relations, cultural values and individual biases.

Mobility theorists direct our attention to cities’ relationships with other places and global
processes, yet they also recognize that urban problems and accompanying solutions are unique
to certain locales, local elements and resources and local actors. Therefore, understanding the
role of oil wealth, Islam, culture, social, political, economic and historical factors as they relate

to policy transfer mechanisms in Abu Dhabi and also the wider set of Gulf states is vital.

Healey (2015b) has noted that factors in the local context can encourage and constrain the
implementation of policies. The manner in which sustainability is interpreted and re-politicized
in the authoritarian, oil-rich context can contribute to our understanding and learning on the
impacts of power, inequality, locally adapted knowledge and experimental governance. In
essence, we are moving away from normative prescriptions of what mobile sustainability
policies should be, to what policy translations are in practice, given a host of complex

interacting internal and external factors.

The UPC’s adoption and implementation of Estidama across energy, housing, transport and
urban design, and Masdar’s evolution as an eco-city in oil-rich Abu Dhabi with its past and
future inextricably linked to highs and lows of global oil prices, can be fertile ground for
understanding the struggles, friction and practices that McCann and Ward (2011), Cresswell
(2006, 2011) and other mobility theorists hail as vital elements.
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This theoretical discussion on mobility, policy transfer and related governance leads us to an
understanding of how sustainability principles from elsewhere were intertwined with the local
context in Abu Dhabi focussing on the main research question and six sub-questions listed

below.

Overarching Research Question: What politics, interpretations and implications emerge
from the transfer and mobilisation of sustainability concepts from elsewhere into the local

context of Abu Dhabi and the sustainability-driven institutions of Masdar and the UPC?

1. What historical, political, economic, geographical and social factors prompted the
transfer and mobilisation of sustainability concepts from elsewhere into Abu Dhabi,

and the institutions of Masdar and the UPC?

2. Who are the stakeholders involved in and impacted by the transfer of sustainability
principles into Abu Dhabi, and the institutions of Masdar and the UPC? What
mechanisms of transfer and mobilisation have they employed toward mobilising

sustainability in Abu Dhabi, Masdar and the UPC?

3. How do the different meanings and experiences associated with the transfer and
mobilisation of sustainability concepts at multiple levels i.e. internationally, GCC-
level, UAE-federal level, emirate-level, and institutional-level differ among diverse

stakeholders?
4. What differentials and tensions accompany the transfer and mobilisation of
sustainability concepts? Why do these tensions persist and what implications do they

have?

5. How are sustainability developments in Abu Dhabi situated in relation to parallel

developments in Dubai and the wider GCC?

6. What opportunities emerge from sustainability solutions across problematic planning

and sustainability issues, and what are the implications of these opportunities?
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3. Methodological Approach: Case Studies & Thematic Analysis

3.1 Introduction

The theoretical ideas presented in the literature review offer a set of well-grounded stepping
stones upon which to pursue an analysis of the phenomenon of sustainability policy transfer
and its subsequent implementation in the context of Abu Dhabi. Rowley (2002) views
research design as an action plan that allows the researcher to move from questions to
conclusions. The aim of this chapter is to outline the research design, in particular the rationale
for the choice of methods, and processes of data collection and analysis that led me to the

findings.

Let us consider the overarching question posed by the research, which is a “what” question,
namely: What politics, interpretations and implications emerge from the transfer and
mobilisation of sustainability concepts from elsewhere into the local context of Abu Dhabi?
The study employs qualitative methods, featuring a mixed-methods approach to analyse the

transfer of external sustainability concepts to Abu Dhabi. In particular, I consciously embrace
a case study approach and thematic analysis. Both methods require a combination of data
sources that best allow me to juxtapose the rich descriptive narratives that emerged from the
local context of Abu Dhabi against well-established theories around the transfer and

mobilisation of sustainability concepts from other countries.

3.2 Rationale for Abu Dhabi and Case Studies of Masdar and the UPC

Abu Dhabi, the capital of the United Arab Emirates, has long engaged in sustainability-related
policy transfer. The emirate has been a frontrunner among the Gulf states in its embrace of a
green growth agenda, eco-city development, and a record number of green buildings (Luomi,
2014; Long, 2015). The emirate’s leadership has undertaken long-term investments in
sustainability-related policy and knowledge transfer within Abu Dhabi. The case studies of
Masdar and the UPC, in particular, reveal considerable insight into this phenomenon. The cases
offer complementary, yet contrasting, approaches to sustainability in the local context, making

them worthy of study.
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Masdar City (MC), is a unique business unit of Masdar, a subsidiary company of the Mubadala
Development Company. Mubadala is in turn owned by the Abu Dhabi government. This
unique ownership structure means Masdar is a quasi-government entity with a for-profit
mandate. Each of Masdar’s business units including MC focus on different aspects of the clean
energy value chain. MC is the local embodiment of an eco-city and an economic free zone. In
the case of Masdar, the government-backed leadership, researchers and the international
private sector primarily influence the adoption of sustainability concepts from other countries,
and their subsequent implementation. This is related to Masdar strategically pursuing a global

policy agenda (Masdar Sustainability Report, 2015).

The UPC is the government agency responsible for regulating the emirate’s built environment.
It adapts global planning best practices to local conditions and represents a form of local
incentive-driven sustainability with policies that include a green building rating system. The
UPC'’s sustainability initiative, Estidama, is applied across various sectors and developments
within the emirate and in other parts of the UAE (Abu Dhabi Urban Planning Council, 2013b).
The prioritisation of a local development perspective by the UPC differentiates it from
Masdar’s agenda which has prioritized the business of renewable energy on a global scale. MC
has emerged as a thriving research and income-driven development hub while the UPC has
prioritized housing diversity, urban design, resource efficiency and environmental risk
mitigation. Both institutions have encouraged the use of multimodal transport and incorporated

infrastructure, cultural and social dimensions in different ways.

Given the unique trajectories for pursuing sustainability in each institutional context, the two
cases provide a fertile testing ground for applying my theoretical framework. Through the focus
on policy transfer, mobility and related governance noted in the argument chapter, the
phenomenon can be further probed through a thematic analysis based on a mixed methods

approach.

3.3 Opportunities and Challenges of Employing a Case Study Approach and

Thematic Analysis

Yardley (2000) suggests that effective qualitative research should be sensitive to the theoretical

and socio-cultural context, without compromising data collection and analysis to complement
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its rigor. Large bodies of data can be broken down in a number of ways through deriving
similarities and differences within the data, establishing patterns and themes across facts and
figures, and creating summaries to reveal new, unanticipated interpretations (Braun and Clark,
2006). Healey (2013) argues in favour of case study research informed by history and
ethnographic methods, with a focus on micro-level activities as a vital part of interpretive
policy analysis. In Healey’s (2013, p.1517) view, interpretive policy analysis is focussed on the
“construction and mobilisation of meaning” (author’s emphasis) producing policy frameworks
that then become institutionalised into practice by focussing on the “rationalities and
mentalities of different political or policy communities”. Beyond the interpretive approach
championed by Healey (2013), Burawoy (1998) favours the extended case method that links

particularities of the data to wider historical contexts.

Newmark (2002) notes that case studies have traditionally been used in policy transfer research.
Case studies at the institutional level are valuable sites for analysing the specifics of policy
transfer. Unique transfer mechanisms in the local context of Abu Dhabi are worthy of being
conceptualized, as limited research on the subject is to be found. The literature around policy
transfer, mobility and related governance provided me with cues to interpret various
perspectives associated with the transfer of sustainability to Abu Dhabi and its subsequent
implementation. The scope of policy transfer and mobility theoretical concepts can be further
expanded by applying them in the local context of Abu Dhabi. The literature on policy transfer
informed us about the people, rationale and processes involved in the transfer of sustainability
concepts whilst mobility thinking on multiple socio-spatial scales has potential to pinpoint
areas of tension in transfer processes as a result of relational factors. Mobility theorists such as
Peck and Theodore (2010, 2015) are in favour of following policies and their impact on new
and existing networks. Related governance concepts can generate new insights into transfer
processes juxtaposed against an authoritarian, oil-rich local context, particularly when

complexities arise between agents, institutional and system structures.

While there is considerable value in exploring two complementary, yet unique, approaches to
importing and implementing sustainability concepts from elsewhere into Abu Dhabi, analyses
of the institutional contexts of Masdar and the UPC as case studies will suffer from certain
constraints. The first is the difficulty to generalize and predict since the findings are deeply

embedded in the institutional cases within which they were developed. While the international
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applicability of the research is limited, the study has applicability in the immediate surrounding
region given that other GCC countries share common political, social and economic norms,
and are also embarking on various sustainability-driven initiatives (Luomi 2015; Sillitoe,
2014). This research has potential to be useful to the wider community of academics, planners
and practitioners interested in understanding the phenomenon of policy transfer in an
authoritarian local context and more generally within the GCC. Moreover, the Masdar City
experiment and application of Estidama across diverse planning and sustainability issues is
unique and worthy of much wider study as a role model for replicability, particularly among

the Gulf states.

Rowley (2002) strengthens the need for qualitative case studies by directing us to analytical
generalizations that can emerge from the process. When empirical findings from a case study
are juxtaposed against a theoretical framework, richer and deeper forms of analysis

take place. This is also noted by Wilson (1979) and Swanborn (2010) in their exploration of
the utility of case studies. Lincoln and Guba (1985) offer an insightful proposition about
qualitative enquiry that it is not intended to facilitate generalization, rather to maximize

information for learning.

Qualitative enquiry assists my journey toward maximizing information by generating
heterogeneous and strategic perspectives around the phenomenon of sustainability policy
transfer in an authoritarian context. I have explored diverse perspectives of sustainability
Institutions, government agencies, the private sector, and end-users impacted by the transfer of
sustainability concepts in Abu Dhabi. However, | was also guided by the work of researchers
such as Cassell and Symon (1998) who encourage continuous reflexivity, critical introspection
and alternative interpretations of data toward producing more convincing accounts of the

phenomena being researched.

Whilst reflexivity is clearly important, it is also vital to set distinct research boundaries.

3.4 Boundaries of the Research

Yin (1994) and Stake (1994) have noted the value in setting explicit boundaries as part of

conceptualizing and clarifying the research goals. My study is set within distinct time and
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content boundaries over a ten-year period 2007-2017. The timeframe spans the conception of
both institutions, Masdar and the UPC through the present. The period between 2009 and 2012
was crucial in Masdar’s case given that the project was forced to scale back dramatically, as a
result of the global financial crisis and ambitious project goals. The period between 2012 and
the present marks a distinct focus on internal institutional governance, and in particular, the
embrace of institution-wide corporate social responsibility within Masdar, and an increase in
collaboration with the private sector and research partners (Masdar, 2012-2016a). The research
on the UPC covers the launch of the organization in 2007 through the issue of the Estidama
mandatory policy in 2010 and through its implementation in 2017. The UPC has undergone
dramatic changes organizationally, and expanded its purview over master planned
communities, the launch and implementation of the Pear]l Rating System, design manuals and
digital planning tools. More recent collaboration between Masdar, the UPC and other
government agencies and the private sector that took place between 2010 and 2017 are
examples of nascent governance processes that followed the initial policy transfer process. As
a result, the time period between 2007 and 2017 represents a ten-year period of crucial and

continuous evolution in the sustainability scene of Abu Dhabi.

The research mainly deals with sustainability being transferred and mobilised in the
institutional contexts of Masdar and the UPC, and related developments across sustainability
and planning issues such as energy, housing, transport and urban design. These issues are
situated and analysed within the historical, cultural, social, economic and political context of
oil rich Abu Dhabi. In order to further situate Abu Dhabi relationally in the context of regional
sustainability developments in the GCC, complementary initiatives in the surrounding Gulf
countries are also considered as a secondary focus in relation to Abu Dhabi. In particular, the
political nuances and implications of authoritarianism and oil wealth are explored, as part of
providing a contextual background to characterise Abu Dhabi’s political and socio-economic

systems.

3.5 Data Collection: An Iterative Process

My field work in Abu Dhabi between 2010 and 2012 and subsequent fact checking and follow
up between 2012 and the present yielded detailed accounts of local activities, processes and

actors involved in transferring and implementing sustainability ideas from other countries to
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Abu Dhabi. I employed a mix of primary data collection methods including personal
interviews, field observations as well as secondary data collection of documentary evidence
across the ten-year period, 2007-2017. The latter was particularly useful to keep up with
developments in the time period that lapsed between fieldwork and the write-up. Thus, the
purposeful sampling of interviewees as suggested by Clifford and Valentine (2003), Patton
(2002), and Miles and Huberman (1994) was also supplemented by in-person fieldwork
observations and data from a range of documentary sources. An iterative process was at play
since feedback loops from initial data collection and interviews influenced further interviews,
documentary evidence and observations. The qualitative nature of the study allowed for
flexibility to accommodate new goals and issues over time, since new connections between

data and theory emerged over the course of the research.

3.5.1 Documentary Evidence

Multiple data sources were examined, including the websites of Masdar and the UPC,

Masdar sustainability reports, UPC policy documents, master plans, related media releases,
interviews with Masdar and UPC stakeholders on specific elements of sustainability-related
policy transfer and implementation. The most useful secondary source documents included
master plans, sustainability reports, and official media releases from 2009 to the present. About
500 secondary data sources that included news articles, official project documents, industry
conference summaries, books and journal articles pertaining to Masdar and the UPC’s

sustainability initiatives, were reviewed.

The majority of documentary evidence was available in electronic format and in English with
a minority of sources in German. The English content mirrored the Arabic content since the

institutions themselves strove to provide much project data in both languages. Masdar and the
UPC both provided bi-lingual content (Arabic and English) as part of outreach to their range
of diverse multinational stakeholders. In addition, the dominance of English as the working
language between stakeholders from different nations in the local context, allowed most of the

data to be accessible in English (Mascarenhas, 2012).

I collected news articles and documentary evidence that showcased both positive and negative
implications of the initiatives. Amassing critiques of the institutions and their projects did prove

to be a challenge since the majority of documentary evidence, particularly the vast quantity put
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out by the institutions themselves, tended to portray Masdar and the UPC in a positive light. I
realized the data suffered from selective presentation of facts with issues being framed often
with positive biases. In a number of cases, an author would mention that Masdar had paid for
their visit to Abu Dhabi, which alerted me to look for any clues of positive bias in a piece of
data. Deference was usually given to the top-down decision-making framework and
authoritarian control at the helm of the institutions, and changes that impacted the institutions,
however negative, were often framed with a positive spin by the powerful media machines in
charge of disseminating press releases on various project milestones. Accounts by Alusi et al.
(2011), Caprotti (2014), Crot (2013), Dempsey (2014), Dessibourg (2015), Jensen (2016),
Khirfan & Jaffer (2014), Kingsley (2013), Laylin (2014), Prior (2010), among others, oftered
valuable critiques of Masdar and the UPC. These sources helped develop crucial project
insights on the chronology of Masdar and the UPC’s sustainability agendas, key individual and
organizational stakeholders, and activities and processes of various departments at Masdar and
the UPC. Press releases and project literature issued by private sector partners and other
partnering government agencies also described the rationale for policy transfer into Masdar
and the UPC. In the case of the UPC, research work by Khater (2013) and Khirfan and Jaffer
(2014) and the UPC’s ‘In Focus’ video presentations were particularly useful repositories of
information that allowed me to triangulate my findings, particularly since these sources

covered the time period post-2012 when I had returned from my fieldwork in Abu Dhabi.

I was aware of the fact that my choices of documentary evidence and interviews contained
potential biases, in line with the thoughts of Edwards and Holland (2013). I attempted to
remedy this by searching for data that involved the multiple interests of partnering institutions
and other government agencies. Whilst I purposefully focussed on the strategic roles of Masdar
and the UPC during fieldwork, I later expanded my data collection sources to include press
interviews, annual reports and documentary evidence from a wider set of external stakeholders
including developers and other government agencies such as the Department of Transport
(DOT), Department of Municipal Affairs (DMA), Abu Dhabi Municipality (ADM), and
Masdar’s private sector partners who, over the course of my research, emerged as increasingly
important players in the sustainability journey Abu Dhabi had begun. Subsequent phases of my
research used data that emerged from the perspectives of partnering institutions and agencies
which was crucial to constructing a more complete understanding of the process of policy

transfer and its implementation in problem-solving urban issues on the ground, beyond just the
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perspectives of Masdar and the UPC. From a wider relational perspective, such as those
suggested by mobility theorists, these external partners played a crucial role in the long-term

implementation of sustainability concepts.

As part of this process, I collected summaries of testimony and presentations from other
industry conferences available online, particularly between 2012 and the present, which
widened my pool of data sources. Conference documents proved to be a vital data source for
understanding the importance of external stakeholders working in relation to Masdar and the

UPC.

Documents that emanated from conference presentations by Masdar and the UPC’s external
partners and stakeholders allowed me to gain additional perspectives from this wider group of
stakeholders. Beyond the World Future Energy Summit, local conferences such as Cityscape
Abu Dhabi, the Annual Emirates Green Building Council Congresses, the Eco City World
Summit, the Gulf Municipal Work Conference, and the Big Five Construction conference
featured evidence of a wide stakeholder base of architects, engineers, contractors, government
agencies, private sector partners and suppliers, all implementing a range of sustainability

initiatives in Abu Dhabi.

A number of these conferences also generated media coverage, newsletters, video interviews
and summaries of key stakeholders and discussions that were useful sources of information.
This allowed me to considerably expand my knowledge and understanding of stakeholders
involved with Masdar and the UPC and their initiatives. Khater’s (2013) research

on Estidama was useful in determining developers’ reactions to Estidama, whilst Cormier
(2010; 2015), Dempsey’s (2014), Khirfan and Jaffer’s (2014), Larry Beasley and Associates
Inc. (2015) and Madden’s (2010, 2011, 2016) accounts yielded detail on the subtleties of policy
transfer at the UPC and the role of planners. Twenty additional full-length media interviews
relevant to the research were amassed through searches for content featuring a range of
government and private sector sustainability-related stakeholders in Abu Dhabi, which allowed
me to better validate and diversify my initial data collection. What emerged was evidence that
the sustainability field in Abu Dhabi was continuously evolving with new stakeholders

connected through expanding networks, increasingly collaborating with Masdar and the UPC.
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Motives behind policy transfer, the impact of nuances of the local context, mechanisms of

policy transfer and their implementation emerged from the personal interviews as well as
online interviews and documentary evidence. I created summaries and conceptual maps from
the documentary evidence and in-person interviews noting arguments relevant to the research
question. In addition, the inclusion of documentary evidence through the present helped
improve the quality of the data and findings given the passage of time that passed between

fieldwork and the write up. I now discuss my approach to the interview process.

3.5.2 Semi-Structured Interviews

Kvale (1983) explains that qualitative interviews allow us to “gather descriptions of the live
world of the interviewee with respect to the interpretation of the meaning of the described
phenomena” (1983, p.174). Compelling details of actions or situations beyond general opinions

can therefore be gathered from interviews.

Prior to conducting interviews, I began with collecting documentary evidence to understand
the institutional structures and change agents at Masdar and the UPC. I studied existing
institutional documents, newspaper articles, press releases and conference materials that
featured experienced and knowledgeable individuals across sustainability areas such as energy
efficiency, corporate responsibility, research partnerships, Estidama, and development review
related to the work of Masdar and the UPC. My interviewees were a heterogeneous group of
change agents working on different aspects of sustainability, including private sector partners
of the institutions, planners, private sector consultants, professors, senior level managers
working on corporate responsibility, design, green building criteria, with unique knowledge,

experience and perspectives.

3.5.2.1 My Approach and Experiences with the Interview Process

I introduced myself and shared my contact information with potential interviewees, explaining
my role as a PhD candidate in the Department of Geography at the London School of
Economics and Political Science, conducting research for my PhD dissertation on the subject
of sustainability initiatives being implemented in Abu Dhabi. I requested their permission to
interview them in relation to the particular knowledge, experience and expertise they could

contribute to understanding a particular strand of my research. I customised my outreach to
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potential interviewees in line with their particular work and organizational background. When
a potential interviewee reverted back with a positive response agreeing to be interviewed I

would proceed with coordinating when and where the interview would take place.

In some instances, an interviewee put me in contact with another contact with an interesting
perspective, as well as, directed me to documentary evidence around the phenomena. This
enabled me to gain a wider perspective of the issues that came up in the interviews. Given that
the interviewees were managerial level professionals that would otherwise be difficult to
access, an introduction by a known colleague helped my chances of securing an interview. |
also networked in-person with potential interviewees in a conference setting at the World
Future Energy Summit when I attended in 2011 and 2012, and was able to interview private
sector consultants with experience in Abu Dhabi’s public and private sector. Patton (2002)
emphasizes the value in being able to gain in-depth information from a smaller number of
informants. Patton (2002) refers to this as “snowball sampling” (Patton, 2002, p.237), where
the network of people the researcher engages with gets larger as newer “information-rich” cases
are unearthed. However, snowball sampling has been critiqued for the selection bias that
accompanies it. This in turn impacts the quality of the data since participants are often in the
same network (Griffiths et al., 1993). A lot of snowball sampling is based on the assumption
that a social network being studied consists of groups with relatively homogeneous traits. In
the case of my research, the various change agents involved in sustainability in Abu Dhabi
were not a homogenous group. I used the snowball sampling strategy as one of the methods of
gaining access to a potential interviewee. I also used documentary research, conference
agendas, media accounts and in-person networking to direct me to other potential interviewees
who I contacted and interviewed. This helped me to avoid the risk of getting interviewees with
similar backgrounds who belonged to familiar professional networks, which may have been
the case if I had only used the recommendation of interviewees to gain other potential
interviewees known to them. In hindsight, I may not have realised the full potential of the
snowballing sampling methodology that would have been useful in amassing perspectives of
marginalised groups who are not as easily accessible as professionals who have access to
emails and telephones. Nevertheless, it was worthwhile exploring aspects of snowballing, that
allowed me to gain trust and a better rapport with some interviewees. On balance, it was

important not to rely on a single technique for gathering interviewees.
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During the initial fieldwork period between 2010 and 2012, I conducted 13 semi-structured
interviews with Masdar and UPC stakeholders including related private sector partners,
academics and consultants with the goal of amassing a range of perspectives on a variety of
issues such as renewable energy, public-private partnerships, research partnerships, Estidama
criteria, institutional governance, housing, transport and design initiatives based on areas that

the interviewees specialized in.

The views of interviewees were reflective of their engagement with aspects of sustainability in
Abu Dhabi, Masdar and the UPC at that period in time (2010-2012). The interviewees shed
light on the rationale for the pursuit of sustainability as well as explicit and sometimes implicit
goals of key stakeholders in the local context. Given the passage of time between the fieldwork
and the write up, I followed up with my interviewees prior to the final write-up to request
follow up interviews. Some interviewees had completed their engagements with Masdar and
the UPC and did not have new material to add to the discussion. I was able to get updates from
five of my interviewees via telephone and email in 2017 that add to the existing interview data,
which helps to situate the initiatives at Masdar and the UPC in the longitudinal timeframe.
Those interviewees that could not give updates were fine for the existing interview data to be
used, given its relevance to understanding aspects of sustainability in the local context in the

aftermath of the global financial crisis.

My interviewees were strategically picked for the multiple perspectives they brought on the
import and implementation of sustainability concepts in Abu Dhabi. Prior to beginning each
interview, I sought the permission of each interviewee. | asked if they preferred to be named
or instead preferred to be attributed with a generic title and organisational affiliation in
connection with the interviews. In keeping with the preferences of the majority of my
interviewees I used the latter option. I let them know their participation was voluntary and that
the data from the interview would be used for academic and research purposes toward my PhD
dissertation at the London School of Economics and Political Science. I also provided my
interviewees with my contact information and a written consent form that they returned to me.

I have included a sample of the form in Appendix 4.

The interviews were semi-structured and data was gathered on a template that reflected
elements related to the theoretical ideas around transfer rationale, processes, mechanisms,

change agents, strengths and opportunities related to the interviewee’s work, nuances of the
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local context, as well as their views on addressing existing sustainability problems in the local
context. On average, the interviews lasted around thirty minutes. I used a flexible approach to
phrasing questions during the interviews which often did not match the exact sequence of my
interview guide. The majority of interviewees preferred not being tape recorded, which is
understandable given the nuances of disclosing information that may be considered
confidential in the local context. Some interviews also took place at the World Future Energy
Summit on the side lines of a relatively busy conference space which was not conducive to

recording because of background noise.

I made a decision in favour of using handwritten notes during the interviews applying
shorthand, which I transcribed soon afterwards. I also took note of points during the interview
when an interviewee hesitated to answer a particular question. In that event I would ask other
questions, and try to address the question again. I also personalized the template in line with
the particular background of the interviewees. I have included a sample template of interview

questions in Appendix 1 of this thesis.

During the interview, [ would ask the easier, more direct questions first and made the interviews
as conversational as possible to allow the interviewee to open up, and to develop a rapport with
the interviewee. | would gauge the direction of the conversation as [ went along and adjust the
order of questions accordingly. In some cases, instead of directly asking about tensions or
challenges I would modify the language by asking how a process could be improved, or how
current solutions/policies were working. I tried to use appropriate language in line with the
sensitivities of the interviewee. Some interviewees had a sense of authority linked to their
senior positions and were guarded in their responses, whilst other interviewees also in senior
positions were more approachable and spontaneous in their responses. Interviewees found it
easier to go into detail on familiar issues that were part of their direct purview. I recognize that
as an interviewer | also played a role in shaping the flow of the interview by choosing particular
elements to focus on, and in this manner, I contributed to the production of data. In order to
minimize my impact on the data, I utilised the interview template (see Appendix 1) to generate
relevant responses across the interviews. I attempted to understand past events and future
aspirations related to the projects through the interview process, whilst getting a sense of
existing initiatives and practices. The interviews were useful in generating insight on the
distinct roles of various units and departments of the institutions, nuances of the local context

and existing societal hierarchies. It was interesting to see how issues of importance differed
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among the stakeholders depending on their nationality, cultural, age, gender or academic
orientations. For example, female interviewees discussed issues related to women, youth or
social issues without being probed; interviewees with an academic background placed
importance on the value of research collaborations in the transfer and implementation of
sustainability. The social and cultural context and intent and motivations of the interviewee
also became evident in an interview. In some cases, the interviewee had a genuine interest in
participating in the research, whilst in some cases the interviewee viewed the interview as a
platform to market an initiative. This was reflected in them not directly answering questions
and moving the conversation in a direction that they felt comfortable with. When this happened,

I made a note of it, as part of the cultural factors that accompanied the interview process.

Some interviews yielded examples relevant to this research. The success of such interviews
was often linked to the descriptive ability of the interviewee and their comfort level with
speaking on a range of issues. The interviewees gave me indicators of what aspects I could
quote them or not. At the end of the interview I thanked the interviewee for their contribution
to my research and noted that I would follow up with them with a transcript of the interview

notes via email.

I shared the summary notes from the interviews back with my interviewees to give them an
opportunity to reflect on our discussion and to make any additions or amendments. | created
this feedback loop with my interviewees by sending them a thank you message and a copy of
the interview notes via email to give them the opportunity to reflect on our discussion, add new
information, correct any discrepancies and clarify any issues. This feedback loop helped fill
gaps in information and ensured a greater degree of accuracy of the data. I understand that
while recorded interviews would have provided a detailed version of the interview, and eased
the pressure of taking detailed notes during the interview, I wanted to adhere to the preferences

of my interviewees.

My hope was that the absence of a recording device would allow the interviews to progress
more spontaneously, as opposed to more staged responses and hopefully lead me to richer data.
However, I found that while interviewees spoke freely about the positive attributes of the
project, they were more reluctant to make outward critiques of the initiatives. As such, none of
the interviewees explicitly criticized either institution, given their association with the

institutions as employees, consultants or business partners. In the local context, criticizing the
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projects or institutions amounts to criticizing the government, particularly since both Masdar
and the UPC are government-owned/directed. It is therefore understandable why the
interviewees preferred to avoid making any controversial statements given the authoritarian
political context. I tried to remedy this by reaching out to former employees of the institutions
to see if | could gain more critical insights from them, however, former employees from the
institutions and partner institutions I spoke to also refrained from directly critiquing aspects of
the projects. I attributed this to the fact that former employees also had ties to the organizations
and network of industry stakeholders that they did not want to alter by saying anything
negative. Thus, getting valuable critiques was a particular challenge I encountered in the local
context. In this respect, documentary evidence proved valuable in accessing critiques that did

not emerge from the interviews.

Overall, the interviews allowed me to gain first hand insights from individuals in the local

context, which would be useful toward adding meaning and nuance to the analysis.

Given the limitations of the interviews, I simultaneously embarked upon collecting field

observations in Abu Dhabi.

3.5.3 Field Observations: Valuable Local Debates and Discussion at the Masdar
Theatre and Visits to Abu Dhabi

Observations at the World Future Energy Summit (WFES) provided a first-hand perspective
into the way networks of stakeholders involved in sustainability interacted in a conference
setting. Conferences emerged as an important mechanism for transferring and mobilising
sustainability concepts (Mascarenhas, 2012). Proponents of first hand observation including
DeWalt and DeWalt (2011), Given (2008), Jorgensen (1989) and Spradley (1980) cite the value
of learning from visually observing people’s interaction with one another. Nuances such as
power structures that determine social groupings, subsequent norms, behaviour and agenda
issues can be better understood through observation. Although laborious in some respects due
to the large volumes of data it generates, first hand observations also capture immense detail
and insight into contextual nuances. I gained unique insight into the institutional context of
Masdar in particular as I listened to the discussions among a number of the change agents at
the WFES in 2011 and 2012, where diverse government and private sector stakeholders came

together to debate and discuss local perceptions and applications of sustainability.
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The Masdar theatre sessions were an active learning and knowledge exchange hub throughout
the conference. These sessions provided further clarity on the interviews I was conducting
concurrently. This allowed me to minimize research bias that may have crept into my
interviews. [ also fact checked issues discussed at the Masdar Theatre sessions with
documentary evidence from online press releases, sustainability reports and news articles. The
sessions featured intimate groups of twenty or less participants that proved to be a valuable
source of knowledge sharing, education and in-person interaction with a range of stakeholders
interested in various aspects of sustainability. I recorded field notes from watching
stakeholders, including architects, clean technology investors, private sector partners,
suppliers, non- profit groups, government agency employees and academics who engaged with
Masdar staff and other guest speakers including planners from the UPC and private sector

partners of Masdar.

At one of the UPC-led sessions, the question and answer session was particularly interesting
given the interaction between planners and developers. The developers in the audience were
particularly concerned about how to meet the Estidama mandate. Some raised issues such as
being in the midst of lengthy projects and negotiations that would further get delayed with
having to meet Estidama regulations. Another developer asked about the costs related to having
to hire staff trained in sustainability criteria. The planner making the presentation re-iterated
the training sessions which the UPC provided at no charge and the UPC’s open-door approach

to advising anyone with concerns on the mandate and the associated costs.

The presentations and more importantly, the question and answer sessions post presentations

allowed me to understand the industry culture in Abu Dhabi. Participants wanted to know how
the projects pertained to them, as private sector partners, as government agencies, developers,
academics, students, and residents. The WFES summit was key to my understanding the role
of conferences as a policy transfer and governance platform in the local context, given the

potential for network formation among like-minded groups of experts.

In general, I observed a healthy curiosity from the external stakeholders about the initiatives of
Masdar and its partners, with a tendency of minimal criticism of aspects of the presentations in
these public sessions. This could potentially be attributed to the fact that Masdar hosted the

event, and raising criticisms in a public setting seemed untoward in the local authoritarian
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context. Rather, the audience was focused on networking, asking questions from their industry
perspectives in a bid to understand how business opportunities and collaborations could grow

in the future.

Informal conversations with attendees from the general public, as well as conversations with
Masdar Institute students, and staff in attendance from other Abu Dhabi government agencies
and local non-profit representatives, gave me a glimpse of the varied perspectives and

concurrent sustainability initiatives in the local context (Mascarenhas, 2012).

3.5.4 Field Observations at Masdar City and Around Abu Dhabi

I took notes on three separate visits to MC charting the changes I noticed when I visited. From
being a construction site with air-conditioned portable cabins in 2010, by 2012 MC had grown
into a central plaza with fully constructed MIST buildings featuring student housing, research
labs and other research spaces catering to a vibrant community of students and staff. Along
with experiencing the eco-city’s efficient design features, open spaces, use of traditional wind
towers, mixed-use buildings and closely placed buildings that provided shade and encouraged
walking, I also rode Masdar’s futuristic personal rapid transit system and the electric cars
developed by Masdar in collaboration with Mitsubishi. The on-site visits were useful toward
getting a sense of the development on the ground. Informal conversations with students at
MIST were also insightful in terms of understanding the perspectives of students on the

futuristic environ they called home.

I also took notes on aspects of urban development on my visits to downtown Abu Dhabi and
surrounding neighbourhoods in 2011 and 2012, noting the continuous blending of traditional
and modern aspects of architecture, and also aspects of housing and travel patterns. The field
observations opened my eyes to how Abu Dhabi was sub-divided across class, ethnicity,
income and nationality with separate neighbourhoods catering to Emiratis and expat residents.
I observed gender imbalance in Abu Dhabi, the strong sense of community among expat groups
in certain spaces, the trend of lower and middle-income expat groups using public transport
and engaging more in walking, which gave me first-hand exposure to the dualities that exist in
Abu Dhabi. Again, informal interactions in the field such as conversations with expat
commuters on local bus rides gave me insight into people’s daily issues such as the high cost

of living, transport and uncertainty of expat life in Abu Dhabi (Mascarenhas, 2012). Excerpts
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from my observations in Abu Dhabi can be found in Appendix 2.

The combination of data sources and retrieval techniques sought to minimize the particular

limitation of a single method and allowed for forms of triangulation to take place.

Let us now consider the efforts toward attaining objectivity and validity.

3.6 Efforts to Attain Objectivity and Validity

Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 289-331) discuss four aspects to enhance the trustworthiness of
studies. They include credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. The
credibility of the official Masdar and UPC data is subject to debate given the inherent
positive biases. Recognizing this limitation, I sought to balance these accounts with
documentary research for articles and documents written by authors without direct links to
Masdar and the UPC. My experience amassing data from local dailies such as The National,
Gulf News and Khaleej Times showed evidence that the newspapers attempted to report on
positive and negative aspects of development, with a tendency to emphasize the positives.
These dailies proved to be a valuable source of data on sustainability initiatives and
stakeholders. I placed value on recurring themes in the coverage of issues, the chronology of
events and initiatives, crucial stakeholders, timelines for unveiling of policies, to get a better
understanding of the significance of problematic sustainability-related issues. Patton (2002,
p.230) argues in favour of the value of “information-rich” cases (author’s emphasis) that guide

us toward issues central and vital to the purpose of the research.

Beyond the basic description of events, people and policies, I attempted to uncover the
underlying, less transparent meanings from the data, particularly as influenced by the local
authoritarian context. In some cases, what was not said, carried as much value as what was
reported in the local press articles. Pompeo (2013) for example noted that although the Abu
Dhabi daily paper The National attempted to serve as a Western-inspired model of journalism,
over the course of its existence since 2008, self-censorship at the newspaper has been prevalent.
It has also been known to report subjectively around sensitive issues within the local context
(Pompeo, 2013). In light of this, I sourced alternative data and views from Western newspapers

and publications to triangulate reports on Masdar, as well as energy, transport and housing
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reports on Abu Dhabi and elsewhere in the GCC from both government and non-government

sources including non-profit groups and the private sector.

Whilst the authoritarian politics in Abu Dhabi prevented any direct criticisms of the
government and its initiatives in the local press, foreign publications possessed greater freedom
to report on initiatives not going as well as expected. For the same reasons, interviewees were
hesitant to make outright criticisms of the government or divulge any project information not
already approved for public dissemination. Despite these challenges and lack of transparency
around sensitive information, I made attempts to triangulate the data from a range of sources
and used neutral questions in my interviews, to delve into the unique professional role played

by the interviewee, to make the findings as realistic as possible.

Rowley (2002, p.16) notes that case studies have been criticized for lacking rigor and
objectivity, particularly when compared to other research methods. At all times, efforts were
made to try to be objective and avoid research bias by taking a neutral stance devoid of personal
perceptions and biases. Burawoy (1998) draws our attention to power as an avenue that impacts
data, both the power that the researcher has over the situation as an observer and creator of
knowledge. Reeves (1994, p.107) refers to the researcher’s own “surreptitious agenda” which
researchers must be conscious of and bring under control. In my own way, I also wielded power
over the research in assimilating and interpreting the knowledge through my chosen theoretical
lens. I also recognize the interviewees and authors of the data I consulted, held power over the
research given their individual biases that indirectly impacted the data. In order to bring under
control tendencies for bias it was important to follow Fine’s (1998, p.135) advice on the
importance of describing what is or what is not “happening between” (author’s emphasis),
within the negotiated relations of whose story is being told, why, to whom, with what
interpretation, and whose story is being shadowed, why, for whom, and with what
consequence.” By discussing elements of authoritarian power, governance, networks of change
agents and associated opportunities and tensions related to sustainability, by considering the
issues at hand from diverse perspectives, beyond just the clues that theoretical concepts
provided was vital toward bringing out the nuances and deeper meanings associated with the

transfer of sustainability concepts.

Factors such as gender, race, nationality etc. can also impact the power of the researcher, and
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the subjects. Having grown up in the UAE as part of the expatriate community, I had to be
constantly aware of any existing assumptions I may have had toward the policy transfer
phenomenon and reflexively monitor my attitudes and responses to the information that I
gathered. Although I could identify with the inequities that exist between citizens and non-
citizens based on my experiences living in the UAE, I tried my best not to allow this to impact
my interpretation of inequalities faced by expat groups. I would rely on data from diverse
perspectives including Emirati and expat related data to guide my understanding and
construction of embedded meanings on the issues, thus confronting potential researcher bias,
which is accompanied by the danger of placing greater importance of one voice over another.
The politics of the local context gave me answers as to why certain issues and groups are
prioritized and why inequalities exist in certain areas. Every attempt was made to reduce
research bias by identifying the different perspectives of stakeholders, particularly casting the
net wider to include Masdar and the UPC’s external partners over the course of the research.
This was essential to being able to reflect on the data and re-analyse it over time from diverse
perspectives to provide a balanced, rounded account of the phenomenon, as proposed by Lewis

and Grimes (1999).

Similarly, my own identity as a female, former expat (from my childhood in the UAE) was
reinforced in a pre-dominantly male-dominated culture. In some cases, given the gender
imbalance that existed in Abu Dhabi, I felt I had to be aware of my surroundings whilst
engaging in observations of street life and the built environment in downtown Abu Dhabi;

whilst in professional interview settings my gender did not play a significant role.

Cassell and Symon (2004) recognize that the disciplinary background of the researcher can
impact the knowledge being produced leading her to pursue some issues over others and
investigate the voices and roles of some groups whilst ignoring others. I might be accused of
this predilection in my orientation toward emphasizing the roles of architects and planners in
the local context. Their assertions forced me to recognize these leanings and discipline myself
to remedy them by considering the roles of other change agents. Healey’s (2010) suggestion
that very often non-planners without formal training can be an integral part of adapting

emerging planning practices is perhaps a way to move away from such biases.

Rowley (2002) notes a potential positive outcome of case studies in that analytical
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generalization can emerge from case studies where previously developed theories are used as
a framework with which to compare and contrast empirical findings of case studies. This, she
explains helps to contribute to its external validity. In my research, I attempted to construct
validity in each of the case studies by linking my interview and data collection questions to the
research question and theoretical concepts. In terms of transferability, the study is limited to
the immediate geography. Yet Yin (2003) highlights the theoretical generalization afforded by
case studies that can connect with larger concepts. In this case, globalization, modernization,
multi-level transfers and resultant networks are wider concepts that pertain to the research
beyond the nuances of the immediate geography. In addition, I have attempted to explain the
qualitative methods and methodological choices, research design, data collection and analysis
process as clearly as possible to ensure dependability and reliability of the research. The
analysis involved making purposeful decisions (see Cresswell, 2007; Miles and Huberman,

1994; Patton, 2002) on the relevance of the data for each case study.

3.6.1 The Impact of Time Away from this Research

I had to take time off from this research due to health issues and family commitments, resulting
in a time gap between when the fieldwork was conducted in 2010-2012 and the final write-up.
I understand this passage of time has implications for the originality of the research, which I
have attempted to remedy by contacting my interviewees for updates to make the interview
data more current. The updates allowed me to triangulate the documentary evidence I had
researched in the interim. One of the challenges I encountered, is linked to the transience of
interviewees, some of my interviewees had left the institutions and did not have new
information to share. They were happy for me to use the existing interview data, particularly

given its relevance from a contextual and historical perspective.

There is value in being able to reflect retrospectively on the transfer and implementation
phenomenon, which the time away from the research allowed me to do. It was important to
analyse data related to the initiatives through the present to be able to situate the phenomenon
of transfer and implementation around sustainability, not just from a historical perspective, but
also over the 10-year time frame (2007-2017) charting how the institutions have progressed

from multiple and diverse perspectives.

In thinking over and evaluating the positive aspects but also the constraining aspects of the
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local context encountered during fieldwork, and pondering over my role in developing the
research, I realized I had chosen to primarily focus on the group of stakeholders directly
engaged with transferring and implementing sustainability. However, by choosing to focus on
a limited group of professional stakeholders related to Masdar and UPC who were involved in
policy transfer and implementation, I had unintentionally not considered the end-users of the
policies, the residents and everyday citizens as part of my initial set of interview subjects. These
groups are also impacted by sustainability policies although they do not have a role in decision-

making.

The time I spent away from the program made me realize it was also important to include the
perspectives of residents impacted by policies as part of critically introspecting the policy
transfer phenomenon, so as not to lose out on their perspective. I thus utilised documentary
evidence from existing research and media accounts that captured the perspectives of everyday
residents, including Emiratis, high income, middle and low-income expats since it was difficult

to access these groups after I left Abu Dhabi.

Despite not having actively targeted lower-income expats during fieldwork as interview
subjects, I had observed them and made notes on how these groups interacted in expat
dominated spaces, whilst in Abu Dhabi. I observed different expat groups demonstrating a
strong sense of community in public spaces such as malls, the Corniche, the grounds of St.
Joseph’s church, expat-centric community centres, etc. In particular, observations such as how
low and middle-income expat groups frequently used shared taxis going in the direction of
high-density neighbourhoods, how pedestrians in downtown Abu Dhabi were also
predominantly from these groups, and how these groups were also the main segments utilizing
the 