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Nigel Benton looks at the plans for 
Dubai's staggering Sports City 

he pace of development in Dubai is staggering. Said to 
be home to 25% of the world's 125,000 tall construction 

cranes, the terms "world 's largest" and "world 's most" slip off 
the tongue when applied to waterfront developments, luxury 
hotels, sports facilities and myriad other plans, projects and 
constructions. 

Contrary to popular belief that all Arabian Gulf states are 
awash with oil , the oil and gas reserves of Dubai (one of seven 
Emirates making up the United Arab Emirates) have always 
been limited - the oil wealth of the region lying in neighbouring 
Emirates and Nations. Instead, since the 1970s, Dubai 's ruling 
Maktoum family has built upon the city's trading heritage and 
developed massive commercial infrastructure projects to 
establish the city as a trade, finance and corporate centre. 

As a result, Dubai has become the fastest growing city on 
earth, with real estate , tourism and sport added to the 
development mix in recent years. Already, many of Dubai's 
tourism developments are well known around the world, 
locations such as the iconic Burj AI Arab 'sail' hotel and the 
famous offshore 'palms' (man-made peninsulas laden with 
hotels and residences). In other areas, Universal Studios, 
Marvel, Nickelodeon and F1 racing are each developing theme 
parks in Dubai, while the Emirate has established itself on the 
world sporting event calendar with the PGA Dubai Desert Golf 
Classic, horse-racing's Dubai World Cup (the world's richest horse 
racing event) , the Dubai International Rugby Sevens, the Dubai 
Motorsport Festival and the Dubai Open Tennis Championships. 

This infrastructure caters not only for Dubai's expanding 
population of nearly one and a half million (71 % of whom are 
expatriates) but for a growing number of regional and 
international visitors. The cosmopolitan city has established 
itself as a popular holiday resort for western tourists, regional 
shoppers and investors from throughout the Middle East 
many of whom transferred their capital away from the USA to 
Gulf states in the post 9/11 environment. 

It is this background that is driving the development of a 
world first, the unique Dubai Sports City - an integrated 
purpose-built sports suburb mixing purpose bu ilt sports 
facilities with commercial space and residential living. 

Part of the immense 'Dubailand ' entertainment project, which 
overall will feature 45 mega projects and 200 sub projects 
(including the aforementioned theme parks), Dubai Sports 
City (DSC) is located about 20 minutes outside of Dubai, and 
inland from the Jumeriah 'palm' island. 

DSC is backed by three United Arab Emirates businessmen 
- Abdul Rahim AI Zarooni (with a background in construction, 
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real estate, foodstuffs and plastics), Abdul Rahman Bukhatir 
(investment, real estate, information technology and media) 
and Abdul Rahman Falaknaz (construction, sport, retail and 
jewellery) - who in turn are supported by international investors. 

The $4 billion, 5 kilometre2 mixed use metropolis will be 
centred around four magnificent stadia: 

*A 60 ,000 capacity mUlti-purpose outdoor stadium for 
football, rugby, track and field and other sports and non
sports events; 
* A 10,000 seat multi-purpose indoor arena suitable for all 
hard court sports as well as concerts and other events and 
also including a removable ice rink; 
* A 25,000 capacity dedicated cricket stadium, expandable 
to 30,000, with state-of-the-art facilities for players, match 
officials, VIPs, spectators and the media; and 
* A 5,000 seat field hockey stadium. 

In addition to the stadia, Dubai Sports City will feature a series 
of major training and sports academy facilities including: 

* The Dunes Golf Club featuring a championship golf course 
designed by Ernie Els; 
* The world's first purpose-built Manchester United Soccer 
School; 
* The International Cricket Council (ICC)'s Global Cricket 
Academy - to be run by Australian test cricket legend 
Rodney Marsh, until recently the England and Wales Cricket 
Board's National Academy Director (DSC will also house 
the ICC headquarters); 
* A Butch Harmon School of Golf, the first such facility 
outside the USA; 
* The World Hockey Academy, a 'first of its kind' partnership 
with the International Hockey Federation; and 
* A David Lloyd Tennis Academy. 
Designed as a lifestyle development, Dubai Sports City will 

also feature comprehensive community sports facilities 
including a David Lloyd Next Generation Country Club and 
spa facility; a top class multi-sport training facility including 
gymnasium and a 50 metre swimming pool and a world
leading sports medicine and rehabilitation centre. 

April saw Arabtec-Max B6gl, a joint venture partnership, 
contracted to design and build both the outdoor and indoor 

Football legend Sir Bobby Charlton (fourth from left) joins Khalid AI Zarooni, 
President of Dubai Sports City (fourth from right) at the recent launch of the third 
season of Dubai Sports City's Manc~ester United Socc: r Schools project. 

stadiums. The contract, would see the 
indoor stadium completed in April 
2009 and the outdoor stadium by the 
end of that year. 

Designed by gmp, the 
architectural practice made famous 
for its work on the Olympic Stadium 
in Berlin and the Commerz Bank 
Stadium in Frankfurt, both stadia are 
set to be recognised internationally 
for the elegance and ambition of 
their design. 

The entire development, being 
undertaken by Dubai Properties, will 
be according to Chief Executive U. 
Balasubramaniam, "a unique living 
and entertainment complex , with 
sport an integral part of the project." 
With the first part of the project, the 

Dunes Golf Club (to be run, along with the Butch Harmon School 
of Golf by internationally-renowned company, Troon Golf) set to 
open early in 2008, followed by the cricket stadium, the entire 
project is set to be completed by 2010. 

By then DSC will be home to 70,000 residents who will also 
have access to a shopping mall and retail hubs, schools, medical 
facilities and community centres. As it nears completion, DSC 
is expected to be the focal point for a United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) bid to host the 2020 'summer' Olympics. 

While U. Balasubramaniam, refers to "our wonderful climate 
throughout the year makes Dubai a natural centre for sport" , it 
is likely that the extreme heat and humidity of a Gulf summer 
would see an Olympics held during the northern hemisphere 
winter or spring - in much the same way as the 2011 Asian 
Cup in Doha will be held in January. 

Climate will be a major factor for each of the facilities, with 
Curator/Head Groundsman, Australian Tony Hemming's 
explaining that the soon-to-be-complete "cricket stadium is 
going to produce its own micro-climate, which wi ll throw up its 
own unique challenges. At the moment we are working out 
how much direct sunlight the turf will get, the plan being to get 
each stadium up and running with their own personalised turf 
management scheme." 

As for other events, Malcolm Thorpe, DSC's Marketing 
Director, Sports Business, recently unveiled a strategy to bring 
a share of the global sports business market to the UAE. 
Speaking at the Dubai International Sports Conference 2007, 
Thorpe outlined a "commercial strategy to support one major 
event in six core sports (football, rugby, cricket, hockey, golf 
and tennis) in Dubai each year." 

Thorpe believes that DSC will focus on developing 'flagship 
events', supported by a program of local events and the daily 
activities at each of the sports academies, creating a year
round calendar. He also sees DSC collaborating on bids for 
major international sports competitions in cooperation with 
other regional sporting bodies. 

Thorpe adds that "this strategy will aim to drive the profile of 
the DSC on the sporting stage and demonstrate the strength of 
its facilities and this positioning will have significant commercial 
value, particularly since the Group has a framework in place to 
effectively manage the rights for different events alongside the 
commercial rights for the whole of the development." 

Results in sport can so often be uncertain, but with its 
location at a natural mid-way point between Europe and Asia, 
and as a hub for the Middle East, Dubai Sports City would 
appear to offer certainty. With international sport and sporting 
events becoming of increasing economic significance, Dubai 
Sports City is set to become a hub for international sport. 
Nigel Benton is Publisher of Australasian Leisure 
Management. Nigel travelled to Dubai courtesy of Malaysia 
Airlines, www.malaysiaairlines.com.au 
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