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ABSTRACT

Recently completed, The Block was constructed
over a seven-month period along the Dubai
Water Canal in Dubai Design District, providing
a much-celebrated public park for the people
of Dubai. Through their re-purposing of

seven hundred 30-ton concrete blocks left
over from the canal construction, landscape
architects, desert INK created countless play
features for children, outdoor exercise areas,
and food and beverage outlets. Breaking all
public park stereotypes and incorporating an
unconventional approach to design, The Block
stands out as one of the most unique and
innovative landscape designs in the Middle East,
if not the world. With a clear brief to attract a
diverse range of new visitors to d3, desert INK
set out to create an extraordinary park which
would attract children and families to this
otherwise design-industry focused district so
that different lifestyles could co-exist and the
community could thrive.
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Early in the construction
stage, the huge quay
stones were assembled
by a heavy-duty crane.
Mid-way through the
construction, the palms
were planted to allow
early establishment.
The vibrant colors of the
multi-purpose sports
and boundary quay
stones align with the
marketing and branding
strategy for the district
as evidenced in the
foreground hoarding.
An aerial view of the
park. Illustrating

the low-cost buffer
zone along the new
road, this perspective
demonstrates how
planted mounds created
an attractive green
outlook towards the park
for those passing by.
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1 e
Urban beach

2 REEF
Family lawn

3 LEHRS
Kids' play area

4 BEmE
The warehouse

5 PREF
Events lawn

6 SRR kB
The Siq

7 BIRBHH
Skate bowl

8 ZHBIHFKRX
The MUGA

9 ZIUMEEIZEEH
Multi-purpose court

10 Ja it

Totems
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The diagrammatic plan of
the park

The bowl offers a
challenging skating
environment for the more
advanced skater.

Several jump boxes and
street skating features
line the skate track.

The multi-purpose
sports court is a hive of
activity, looped by a skate
track and overlooked

by stepped seating
platforms.

The skate track offers
banked turns to provide
momentum for the
skaters as they circulate.
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10.  The park is surrounded
by 12 "totems” made
from the blocks, each
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offering a moment
of play or exercise.
This totem utilizes a
quay stone block at an
incline, challenging
children to climb
through a collection
of posts before sliding
down the steep side.

11. Another totem made
from the blocks

12. Incorporating a number
of features such as
punch bags, pull up
bars, box jumps and
tyre walks, the workout
zone utilizes the blocks
in many different ways.
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The Block enjoys a
magnificent canal-side
location, with stunning
views over the Dubai
skyline beyond.

The stepped seating
area is fabricated from
recycled scaffolding
planks, and a recycled
shipping container is
employed as a shaded
hang-out for spectators
watching the court

and skate bowl in the
stepped seating.
Visitors continually find
new unexpected ways
to use the park.

1 Background

Known for creating exciting places which enhance lives, desert
INK is a registered design consultancy based in Dubai. With 18
years of experience across the globe, managing director Duncan
Denley leads a creative team backed up by the far-sighted CEO,
Michael Mascarenhas.

In 2016, a park design competition was launched for the
local and international landscape architecture companies. Upon
entering this international competition to design a 400 m x 60 m

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / THEMATIC PRACTICES
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public park, desert INK set about gathering information about
the site and surrounding area. The site, a flat and undeveloped
strip of land on the edge of the city, is bounded by the newly-
created Dubai Water Canal to the north, with the thriving office
and commercial development of Dubai Design District (d3) to
the south. d3 was envisaged as a hub for creative industries and
is now home to world-renowned architecture and interior design
companies including AEDAS, Fosters + Partners, Grimshaw,
RMJM, Wilson Associates, and Zaha Hadid Architects among
others. With magnificent views of the Dubai skyline and
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Burj Khalifa, the world’s tallest building, the site occupies a
wonderful waterfront position just 50 m from the d3 cluster.

Its proximity to the popular d3 neighborhood led the client to
view the area as a perfect site to create a public park not only
for d3 employees, but for a wider city population. The client,

a governmental development agency, recognized that it must
attract a much wider demographic to the community to create
the vibrancy and footfall necessary for its shops and restaurants
to thrive.

When visiting the site, Denley and senior landscape architect
William Bennett from desert INK were immediately captivated
by row after row of huge concrete blocks which were stacked in
rows on the site. More than a thousand blocks were temporarily
located within the site, forming shaded narrow corridors
between. Walking between these blocks, recognizing the unique
feeling of protection gave birth to the idea of utilizing them in
the creation of the new park. Upon further questioning, desert
INK discovered that the blocks were surplus quay stones from
the canal construction process and were destined for landfill.
They had been fabricated to shore-up the edges of the newly
excavated canal adjacent to the site, hence were designed
to stack and interlock to form a vertical sea wall. The client
stipulated that the blocks would be removed from the site prior
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to construction of the park and were widely regarded by all as 16.
an unattractive and unfortunate waste material. The desert INK
team immediately recognized that these blocks could be the

A grassy hill provides
a perfect spot for
picnicking overlooking
the children’s play.

defining characteristic of the park. Investigating the idea further, 16.
desert INK learned that the removal and disposal of the blocks
would involve a lengthy and costly exercise — weighing around
30 tons each, the blocks could only be transported in pairs on
heavy-duty trailers, which would lead to many hundreds of trips
between the site and the landfill site and this process would take
months — not to mention the significant environmental cost of
lifting and shipping the blocks using heavy machinery.

With this initial concept in mind, the design team began
to structure a competition entry which reused the quay stones
for a multitude of purposes. It was this critical idea that led
desert INK to win the competition and have the opportunity to
design The Block. During the early stages of the commission, a
further challenge emerged — it was discovered that the Road
Traffic Authority was planning to reconstruct and widen a
road which bounded 400 m of the d3 side of the site. Since the
road design was still under development and exact details were
hard to secure, desert INK worked with the client to create a
“buffer zone.” This low-cost landscape solution would allow a
zone of flexibility to accommodate the final design of the road

VOLUME 7/ ISSUE 6 / DECEMBER 2019



once released. The use of the buffer zone ensured that upon
construction, the road would not damage the integrity of the
park.

2 Design Process

Upon commencing the design, the design team first focused
upon the user group which the client wished to attract. Since
the present inhabitants of d3 were largely limited to 25 ~ 40
years old working in the district, the design team set about
creating attractions which would appeal to those outside of
this demographic. With children, teenagers, and families at the
top of this list, an illustrated list of potential attractions was
put to the client for discussion and review. Through a series of
presentations, precedent studies, and surveys of other existing
public park facilities in Dubai, a final list of attractions including
a skate park, climbing walls, multi-purpose sports court, food
and beverage outlets, children’s playground, and an urban beach
was then agreed.

With so many different functions, a big challenge was
to carefully design these spaces and activities to let them
successfully tie into each other. This was achieved by
establishing a number of complimentary activities, which would
be beneficial to group together in the park masterplan. The
children’s playground, cafés and toilets were grouped in one
cluster, while the sports court and skate park were intertwined.
This enabled the design team to create successful functional
associations, yet weave a seamless flow through the park with a
gradually changing focus. The team’s goal was to create a sense
of “adventure and interest” in the park, so unlike many public
parks, the design does not reveal all its elements upon entry.
One must walk through the winding paths to discover these
pockets of activity and open spaces, each one revealing itself and
generating the sense of surprise and discovery.

Once the zoning of the park was settled, the team
then created a number of test-fit designs which offered an
opportunity to recognize the most successful layout. During
this process, digital models were used to manipulate and stack
the quay stones to define spaces. With abundant sand available
around the site, the design team realized that it could be used
to generate considerable hills which would serve to add interest
and provide areas of prospect within the park. The quay stones
were often set into these newly formed mounds to create
features, retaining walls and exercise / play features. During this
phase of the design, many new uses of the quay stones emerged.
In one case, a quay stone was polished on one side and recessed

into the ground on an incline to create a slide; in another, two
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Using the quay stones
and recycled materials
like tyres and pipes for
the features, the park
provides endless play
opportunities.
Camoflage fabric is
layered over the play
area, creating dappled-
shade very similar

to that experienced
beneath trees.

Using |-beams for

the structure and
recycled tyres for the
post protection gives
the play area a "home
made” feel.
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quay stones formed the support for swings and elsewhere
recessed into the ground to create various height jump-boxes in
the gym. The quay stones were likewise stacked in an irregular
and perforated arrangement to provide a striking containment
and screening from the busy road to the east of the park. The
design team engaged with the d3 marketing team to establish

a color theme for the park which aligned with the district
branding. A palette of vibrant colors was devised which were
then applied to the quay stones in the distinctive fractal pattern
which was beginning to emerge in the marketing and branding
of this district.

Since the client was keen that the park would take on a
mature appearance from day one, in addition to the urgent
requirement for shade from the intense Dubai sun, mature palm
trees were used as the primary source of structural planting.
Supplementing the palms was a hardy selection of shrubs and
grasses which would grow quickly to provide the green structure
of the park. Since water is very scarce in the region, the design
team also adopted a very calculated approach to the planting
of the park. Specifically, the use of native and adaptive plants
was established, while lawn areas were kept to a minimum
in only those areas where visitors would derive recreational
value. Shrubs and ornamental plantings were likewise carefully
considered, being applied to mounds which tilted towards the
viewer. This approach ensures that water-consuming vegetation
achieves the maximum visible exposure to the visitors, creating
an environment which appears very green, yet is actually
minimally planted. Further strategies for creating vertical green
were generated, including planting climbing plants at the base
of palms and structures, enabling the palm trunks and columns
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to become draped with greenery. Such strategies ensured that
despite a very green appearance, the park actually consumed far
less irrigation water than parks of an equivalent size.

With a limited budget, but strong desire to create sufficient
shade for park users, the design team conducted research into
shade materials which could be cost-efficiently incorporated
into the design. Tensile shade fabric structures are the default
solution in the Middle East, but are extremely expensive and
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The Siq is created by
stacking the quay stones
to three-level-high.
Ablution facilities are
found in a courtyard
space outside the prayer
room.

Blocks are used as
climbing walls.
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The Siq with stacked
quay stones creates

a ravine-like
experience.

desert INK created
scale models of the
blocks which were
distributed among
clients and colleagues
to promote the park.

involve significant engineering to withstand the wind-load
exerted on the fabric. Arriving at an alternative solution which
used palm trees as columns, and colored camouflage fabric as
the shading element, the team developed a set of details which
allowed for cost-effective and widespread shade provision. The
camouflage fabric was layered densely in the children’s play
area, creating shade patterns similar to those experienced below
large canopy trees, adding biophilic interest to the space. Since
wind can easily pass through the camouflage fabric, almost

no load was exerted onto the palm trunks, which could have
otherwise caused the palms to be pulled over during a storm
event. This innovative, low-cost shade mechanism was the

solution to a project constraint, yet has become one of the most
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positive defining aspects of the park and is highly successful in
further establishing the unique character of the park.

As an environmentally sustainable practice, the design team
sought to use as many local and recycled materials as possible.
Following on this theme of responsible design, recycled rubber
surfaces create the soft fall-zones in the climbing zone and
locally-sourced compacted stone aggregate gravel in other
sections of the park. Elsewhere recycled concrete drainage
pipes were utilized as planters and play features, and shipping
containers were re-purposed as shade structures and converted
into the food and beverage outlets of the park. Every successful
park requires sheltered places of refuge for those who wish
to spectate, supervise, and oversee the activities. Such places
are best placed at points of elevation, where users can survey
multiple activities from their refuge. Avoiding the conventional
approach of installing pergolas and formal amphitheaters
common in many park spaces, the design team instead formed
a stacked arrangement of timber cubes, leading to an elevated
shade structure — people could overlook both the multi-purpose
sports court and skate park. The timber cubes were constructed
from repurposed scaffolding timber planks, while the shade
structure was formed from a shipping container with two side
walls removed. The timber cubes provide not only multiple
informal seating opportunities for onlookers, but likewise a

sculptural feature, play feature, and exercise potential for those
trainings.

Throughout the park, nooks and crannies encourage
exploration, play, and rest, while the urban beach at one side of
the park invites people to play volleyball, table tennis, or take
a workout in the outdoor gym. Further activities at the other
end include rock-climbing, skateboarding, and basketball. “We
wanted to set people’s curiosity alight with the park. There are
so many little spaces to discover, almost by accident.” comments
Bennett, one of the landscape designers of the park, “Without
doubt my favorite space is the Siq, a series of narrow winding
corridors which we created by stacking blocks stacked three
layers high. The experience is very much like walking through a
deep wadi, i.e. dry riverbed in steep sided valley, and the space
remains substantially cooler due to the thermal mass of the
blocks and the fact that most of the space is shaded from direct
sun. We’ve introduced climbing holds on many of the walls in
the Sig, which have proved very popular with kids in particular.”

3 Discussion and Review
With many parks in the Middle East applying a “one size

fits all” approach to landscape design, most parks are composed

of the same elements, arranged in similar ways, resulting in a
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lack of distinctiveness and variety. Until recently, public parks
across the region have largely been viewed as a simple amenity
to be as evenly distributed as possible across urban areas. With
the creation of The Block, developers and municipalities are
recognizing that parks can deliver much more than just basic
amenity; they are capable of defining a district, generating a
bold urban character, and adding a richness to the urban fabric.
Many also now point to The Block as an example of how the
unique constraints of a site can be turned into opportunities. The
Block has become a case study in how public parks can be low-
cost, adaptable, and creative. “Public parks evolve over time. We
are just here to provide the initial framework, but the best parks
are brought to life by people, events, artwork, and activities, and
the funny thing is that people often find different ways to use a
space that we had never envisioned,” said Denley, “It is all about
using what is locally available in a place that makes landscapes
unique, locally-relevant, and sustainable.”

In diverting the concrete blocks from their destiny in a
landfill, the design team created an entirely unique urban park.
This bold move epitomizes the creative thinking of desert INK
and fits wonderfully well into the d3 setting. “We were lucky to
have a client who actively supports and encourages innovation.
The client knew that this could not be a standard park, but we
did not have to try too hard to convince them that the blocks
would be amazing in this new context.” concludes Denley.

Within just two weeks of opening, a number of significant
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events were held at the park, including the Happiness Festival

and Miami Vibes food fest. The park’s plazas and lawn areas
proved their worth, hosting food trucks, exhibit pieces,
installations, and activities. The incorporation of “programable”
spaces such as open lawns and plazas was a critical move in

the park’s space planning. These spaces allow for the large
gatherings and temporary installations which are at the core

of such festivals. Return visits are generated not only from the
quality and variety of the amenities within the park, they are
equally boosted by those positive memories predominantly
created during events and festivals and the leisure time people
enjoy in this park. This extraordinary park attracts children and
families to this otherwise design-industry focused district so
that different lifestyles could co-exist and the community could
thrive. LAF
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