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‘They have threatened to burn the 
museum’, our guide told us minutes before 
we met the angry and frustrated villagers 
of Al Qala. His statement was said as if 
to prepare us for what we were about to 
venture into. 
After a round of fresh lemonade with 
mint from a wonderful café in a newly 
built museum next to the famous Qalat 
al Bahrain, our guide drove us in minutes 
to meet the Al Qala villagers. We were 
received by the chief of the village and his 
son, it was clearly evident that the elders 
were doing their best to hide their anger 
and frustration because we were guests 
from Dubai, despite this, we could sense 
the tension in the air.  
‘For years the officials have been promising 
us new homes, I am afraid that the houses 
will fall on our heads’ he told us, pointing 
to a major crack in the ceiling. ‘Me, my 
children and their children live in these tiny 

homes, the Majlis and living rooms turn 
into bedrooms at night. we have waited 
enough, we can’t wait anymore’ the chief 
said with bitterness in his voice. 
The urgent need for expansion has forced 
many of the families to build a third floor on 
top of the decaying structure, even though 
it looks barely capable to sustain its own 
weight. The 22 houses, arranged in one 
row were built in 1970’s as part of a social 
housing program to accommodate a small 
population of Shi’a families who were 
largely families of fishermen and farmers. 
Policy makers, planners and decision 
makers at the time supported a sprawling 
low density plan to create ‘villages’ and 
‘towns’ spread around the kingdom. This 
created isolated and usually sectarian 
clusters of small settlements all around 
Bahrain. Each family in AlQala village got 
a approximately 220 Sq.m double story 
home which was decent at the time. The 

expansion of families for the last Forty 
years and poor maintenance has made 
the living conditions unbearable. Despite 
the assurance and promises of officials to 
provide 64 new homes, nothing actually 
was happening on the ground. 
What made the situation more tense 
was that in 2010 the Ministry of Culture 
finished construction of the nearby Al Qala 
museum. In preparation for the opening 
ceremony where the King and other 
members of high society were invited to 
attend, a group of Arts students were given 
a project to ‘beautify’ the unpleasant scene 
of the decaying houses. Birds, palm trees, 
plants, ships etc were artistically painted 
on the surface of the houses to give it the 
impression of an oasis paradise. The poor 
Al Qala villagers (who cannot even afford 
to paint their homes) liked the idea, but 
soon they realized that they have been 

houses were arranged as free standing 
objects in the middle of a 400 Sq.m plot, 
with a boundary (privacy) wall around the 
periphery. A typical suburban community 
mainly based on the usage of cars (which 
most of the inhabitants cannot afford), 
wide roads, a mosque and two Ma’than’s 
(Shi’a places of worship) were proposed. 
Essentially, this master plan was a copied 
replica as seen commonly across the 
Arabian desert of the towns with urban 
sprawl proposed in the 80’s and 90’s.   It 
came as no surprise to  us, we understood 
that this was typical of the mentality of 
the GCC’s many Ministries of Housing – 
for them; social housing usually meant 
nothing else but urban sprawl!  The high 
costs of infrastructure, roads and stand 
alone homes have kept this freestanding 
proposal on the shelf for years. 
The government of Bahrain realized that 
the long implemented planning policies 
of creating sprawl towns as a concept for 
living since the 60’s has resulted in the 
running out of land for future housing 
demands. By 2030, Bahrain’s population 
is expected to be approximately 1,200,000 
(locals and expatriates). To accommodate 
such a two fold increase in population, 
180,000 housing units are needed. A 
big chunk of this goes to social housing 
(80,000 units), but the pertinent question 
however is where these would be built?  
In 2006, the Ministry of Planning invited 
the American consultant SOM, to design 
a way out of this dilemma. Influenced 
and inspired by what was going on in the 
neighboring city of Dubai, SOM envisioned 
creating a series of reclaimed islands, 
almost the same size of the original island 
of Bahrain!
 
The new Islands were meant to be an 
initiative to attract investors from all 
over the world, a capitalist exploitation 
of nature. Five star hotels and resorts, 

let down.  ‘The artistic  facades made 
the houses look new , it hide the faults 
in the structure, people think we have 
nice houses, but in reality that is not the 
case, we are afraid that this is a way to go 
around our needs’ the chief lamented.
After this incident, villagers had threatened 
the officials many times to burn the 
museum if their demands are not met.
Under continued threat and pressure, 
the Ministry of Housing proposed a 
masterplan for the new development.  64 



high end development canals and beach 
fronts were planned to boost the economy 
of Bahrain and make her join the ‘new 
world economy’. A caption from Bahrain’s 
economic vision 2030 supports this idea 
‘we aspire to shift from an economy built 
on oil wealth to a productive, globally 
competitive economy, shaped by the 
government and driven by a pioneering 
private sector’
The dazzling success of Dubai as a 
model (before the financial crisis of 2008) 
was like a holy grail for Bahrain. Finally, 
Bahrain seemed to have found a recipe 
that could get her out of the post oil 
economic difficulties.
The 2050 vision masterplan by SOM didn’t 
even survive a year when the financial 
crisis of 2008 shook the foundations of 
speculative planning (“build it and they 
will come”) and put an end to a heroic 
planning epic in the Gulf. 
Inspired by the Arab spring, the Shi’a 
population took to the streets in 2011. 
Among other social and civil rights issues, 
the provision of housing was a top priority 

for the protestors. 
Despite trying to control the riots to the 
best of their capacity, the police now have 
to deal with the consequences of years 
of bad planning decisions. The small, 
sectarian based villages sprawling around 
the country made crowd control near 
impossible. Youngsters from the villages 
were motivated by their elders for political 
agendas, the system of town planning 
meant that it was easy for the protestors 
to use tactics of ‘hide and seek’ against 
the police and spread fear and chaos in 
the streets.  
The police in Bahrain have to cope with 
yet another fatal mistake made by the 
planners. Before the modernization 
engine took effect in the 60’s, Bahrainis 
were living in dense, compacted cities 
with irregular streets and tight alleyways.  
Due to neglect by the original inhabitants 
(Most  Bahrainis left these areas and 
moved to suburban towns like Al Rifa, A’ali, 
Madinate Hamad and Madinate Issa) and 
absence of any plans for regeneration or 
revival, low income expatriates, bachelor 

laborers, and poor families moved in and 
the creation of slums took place gradually. 
Areas like Al Muharraq (largest preserved 
traditional organic city in the Gulf), Al Houra, 
Al Qadhibiyyah the Lebanon district in the 
southern province became nightmares for 
riot control. The police cars can’t access 
most of these areas, and the narrow 
alleyways (sometimes barely enough for 
one person) were extremely dangerous 
for the police to pursue protestors without 
putting their own lives at risk. 

Having gone all the way to the edge of 
becoming a failed state amidst all this 
chaos, the Bahraini government has 
realized the full extent of the damage 
caused by bad planning policies and is 
now pushing for hard the housing agenda 
to bring in stability and gain public trust. 
The most vital question here is what forms 
these cities and houses should take?
The lack of land for development, the 
huge immediate demand for houses, the 
tight budget combined with economic 
difficulties, the sectarian issues and 
social standards and expectation should 
be at the forefront of any future planning 
attempt.  The habit of recycling the 70’s, 
80’s plans will not work anymore as they 
are underpinned by ideas which are now 
too old and defunct. 
Bahrain faces great and unique challenges 
when it comes to housing and if any 
proposal or design does not take these 
issues seriously, it will be doomed to fail. 
There can only be either a good design or 
continued unrest.
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