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Dubaification in practice: an inter-scalar analysis of Belgrade
Waterfront
Jorn Koelemaij

Geography Department, Ghent University, Ghent, Belgium

ABSTRACT
Large-scale real estate development projects are increasingly often
facilitated by transnational flows of capital investment and devel-
opment expertise. While such projects clearly contain elements that
closely correspond to classic notions of urban entrepreneurialism,
the drivers and strategies behind them are rather different due to
the close involvement of national level state actors, real estate
developers and capital investors respectively. Against this back-
drop, this paper discusses the case of Belgrade Waterfront,
a large-scale mixed-use real estate development project in Serbia,
developed by a company from the United Arab Emirates (UAE). It is
illustrated how the foreign developer and the Serbian government
are realizing the project by selectively applying a number of “Dubai-
principles” to urban development. Based on extensive qualitative
research, including interviews in Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Belgrade, it
is argued that the experimental purposes of this transnational
project are best understood through a combined lens of geopoli-
tical and geoeconomic processes.
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1. Introduction

Real estate has claimed the top sport for capital investment, with $157.5 bn of announced
FDI recorded in 2016, following an increase of 58% (The fDi Report 2017, fDi Intelligence).

Capital Investment in Serbia almost doubled to $4.4 bn following a United Arab Emirates-
based real estate investor committing to jointly invest $3 bn in the country (The fDi Report
2016, fDi Intelligence).

As a direct consequence of the shifting geographies of wealth and power since the
beginning of the 21st century (Beaverstock, Hubbard, & Short, 2004), striking new
spatial patterns of FDI-flows in real estate development have arisen. This is reflected
by the announcement of many large-scale, master-planned transnational real estate
developments (TREDs) in recent years, including in Belgrade (Koelemaij, 2019),
Cairo (Bennett, 2018), London (Greenfield, 2018) and many other cities. Looking at
the sources of capital behind those TREDs, it appears that they increasingly often take
place on behalf of investors and developers from the wider Global East, which refers
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to “emerging economies” in East Asia, the Middle East and Eastern Europe (fDi
Markets data, 2003–2014; Müller, 2018). They thus indeed signify ongoing global
geographical shifts in terms of surplus capital. There has been a fair amount of
scholarly attention for transnational investments in existing real estate (Fernandez,
Hofman, & Aalbers, 2016; Rogers, 2017; Rogers & Koh, 2017; Wong, 2017) and for
the transnational, “mobile” policy elements behind large-scale real estate develop-
ments in terms of architectural design and planning concepts respectively in recent
years (Knox, 2012; Olds, 2001; Rapoport, 2015; Rapoport & Hult, 2017; Sklair, 2009).
This paper, on the contrary, particularly focuses on the specific impact of cross-
border capital investment behind TREDs in terms of underlying rationales and power
relations. As a consequence, it is argued that there are a number of relatively new,
recurring features that actually distinguish contemporary TREDs from their historical
predecessors, as well as from megaprojects more generally.

The first noteworthy aspect of contemporary TREDs thus relates to its geographies.
A closer look at where 21st-century TREDs take place namely shows that they are
predominantly situated within the aforementioned Global East category as well, some-
thing that is also increasingly visible in the urban studies literature (e.g. Barthel & Vignal,
2014; Dixon, 2010; Percival & Waley, 2012). Meanwhile, resource-rich and “emerging”
economies such as The United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar, Malaysia and China are
among the main sources of TREDs-related capital investment (fDi Markets data,
2003–2014), a situation markedly different from the 1970s and 80s (Stanek, 2012).
Secondly, while TREDs can obviously vary in terms of size, function, or the exact type
of investment that is behind it, they generally share a mixed-use design and focus on the
provision of the higher segments of the real estate market, including luxury offices,
apartments, hotels or retail. Their announcement usually goes hand in hand with
a “boosterist” rhetoric: the stakeholders, be it “public” or “private” ones, often stress
that the development will “put the city on the map”, while propagating a cosmopolitan
lifestyle (Paul, 2004; Roy & Ong, 2011). More recently, fashionable adjectives such as
“smart”, “eco” or “tech” are eagerly added to the marketing campaigns (Rapoport, 2014;
Watson, 2014). In terms of urbanistic and architectural design as well as ideological
background, they thus significantly differ from urban development models that were
exported to the “third world” during the Cold War era (Avermaete, 2012; Stanek, 2012).
A third distinctive feature vis-à-vis previous transnational real estate development
projects is that contemporary TREDs seem to be more than ever driven by peculiarly
combined speculative and authoritarian strategies in terms of their financing schemes as
well as implementation (Bhan, 2014; Goldman, 2011), which frequently makes them
“haunted by the specter of failure” (Shatkin, 2017, p. 214). Regarding recent South-North
state-investments more generally, Haberly (2017, referring to Cohen, 2009) indicates that
a number of observers have expressed fears that “often authoritarian states [are nowa-
days] leveraging their financial wealth to radically overturn the world economic and
political order” (p. 8), and confirms that these transnational investments usually help
states advancing their own national developmental agendas.

While there have been pioneering studies that have to some extent addressed the
drivers and dynamics behind contemporary TREDs (e.g. Barthel & Veignal, 2014; Brill
& Reboredo, 2018; Follmann, 2015; Nam, 2017), it is still largely unknown how and
why they generally take place, and there have been few attempts so far to conceptualize
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them as a separate analytical category. Hence, this paper elaborates on the existing
empirical observations on this topic, after which it focuses on the case of Belgrade
Waterfront: an ongoing mixed-use project in the Serbian capital of Belgrade, developed
by a UAE-based company in a way that is reminiscent of authoritarian and experi-
mental Dubai-principles of urban real estate development (Acuto, 2010; Steiner, 2014).
This case study is not only relevant in a broader perspective because the UAE appears
to be the largest global provider (or, bearing in mind a number of projects that have
been put on hold in recent years, at least “announcer”) of TREDs between 2003 and
2014 (fDi Markets data, 2003–2014), but also since Dubai is known to be one of the
more common aspirational categories when it comes to the inter-referencing practices
of urban policy makers with world city-entrepreneurial ambitions nowadays
(Golubchikov, 2010; Van Leynseele & Bontje, 2019), both within and outside its own
region (Barthel, 2014; Choplin & Franck, 2014; Veignal, 2014). Van Noorloos and
Kloosterboer (2018, referring to Bhan, 2014; Cirolia, 2014) argue that references to
cities such as Dubai, Singapore or Shanghai often not only entail envisaged similarities
in terms of design, but also in terms of the rationality and (semi-)authoritarian
governance, free from the messiness of democratic politics. Section 3 of this paper
will elaborate on this statement by concisely discussing how the domestic model of
urban development in the UAE roughly looks like, and how it has previously been
attempted to export these principles to overseas contexts.

Since the purpose of this paper is to fully address the “how” and “why” questions
behind Belgrade Waterfront, there is a need to include perspectives from both the
“exporting” side, in this case the Abu-Dhabi based company of Eagle Hills, and the
“importing” side, in this case the Republic of Serbia. In order to do so, an agency-centric,
relational analytical approach has been adopted. This approach allows to uncover the
scalar power relations behind the decision-making processes of this project, as well as the
exact strategies that are used by the main responsible stakeholders during the project’s
early implementation phase in 2015/2016. To this end, extensive qualitative research has
been conducted. In total, 21 stakeholders (i.e. politicians, consultants, civil servants,
journalists, academics, activists and businessmen) were interviewed in Belgrade in 2015
and 2016. These respondents were asked to reflect upon the main actors’ roles, respon-
sibilities and rationales regarding the project. These insights are supplemented by inter-
views with 13 real estate development experts (predominantly consultants) that took
place in Dubai and Abu Dhabi1 over the spring of 2018. The main topics within
this second round of interviews related to the domestic as well as overseas practices of
UAE-based real estate developers within recent history in general and Belgrade
Waterfront in particular. And finally, several policy and business documents have been
analyzed in order to develop a deeper understanding of the impact, the framing and the
extent to which Belgrade Waterfront is exceptional compared to other development
projects in Belgrade as well as in comparison to other TREDs from across the globe.
Within the scope of this paper, however, the Joint Venture Agreement that was issued in
2015 is by far the most relevant and telling document, as will be highlighted in Section 4.

Against this backdrop, the overall aim of this paper is to develop a better under-
standing of the seemingly idiosyncratic dynamics behind contemporary large-scale
TREDs. While it will be argued that these projects do share a number of more common
features highlighted in the literatures on, for instance, urban megaprojects (e.g. Kennedy
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et al., 2014; Swyngedouw, Moulaert, & Rodriguez, 2002), worlding cities (e.g. Roy & Ong,
2011) and practices of urban entrepreneurialism (Harvey, 1989; Lauermann, 2018), the
transnational capital investment that is so central to these TREDs requires a specific
analytical approach. Elaborating on the “how-question”, it will be shown how in the case
of Belgrade Waterfront, the “global” provider of capital is also directly responsible for the
implementation of the plan, which indicates the scalar hierarchies that tend to exist
behind contemporary TREDs.

The largest knowledge gap in the existing literature, though, is relatedwith themain drivers
behind these projects, both on the supplying (“home”) and receiving (“host”) end. Knowing
that TREDs are generally prone tofierce criticisms and vulnerable to failures, whywould state-
and private actors respectively want to become involved in them in the first place? Can the
investment patterns and practices largely be explained by neo-Marxist theories on (geo)
economic rationales such as spatial fixities or speculative “high risk, high gain” investment
strategies, or are there underlying (geo)political rationales that are de facto dominant?

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. The next section discusses
a number of recent insights about present-day large-scale real estate development
projects, paying specific attention to those that can be categorized as TREDs. While
focusing particularly on the aforementioned motives and strategies behind them, the
paper will also reflect on the extent to which TREDs correspond to concepts such as
world city entrepreneurialism and worlding cities. Section 3 discusses the political-
institutional context of the UAE, and how this relates to both their domestic and overseas
real estate development practices, also referred to as the Dubai-model of urban develop-
ment. Section 4 reveals the main stakeholders and some noteworthy events that have thus
far occurred in the Belgrade Waterfront project, while it provides a number of the most
illustrative quotes from the interviews which reveal both the power relations, responsi-
bilities and strategies behind the project. Furthermore, Belgrade Waterfront will as well
be situated within the existing literature on TREDs and the urban and world city
entrepreneurialism discussed in Section 2. We conclude the paper by highlighting that
the overall logic behind many TREDs (1) can only be understood by jointly looking at
experimental geopolitical and geoeconomic drivers and (2) increasingly relates to the
exporting and importing of authoritarian principles of urban planning.

2. Drivers and conditions of experimental transnational investor urbanism

As discussed in the introduction of this paper, large-scale, master-planned urban devel-
opments are not necessarily new phenomena. There are, however, important differences
between previous megaprojects and contemporary ones: while the high-modernist,
master-planned real estate projects that were constructed in the postwar (e.g. Europe,
United States) and the post-colonial (e.g. Sub-Sahara Africa) contexts of the twentieth
century were largely built according to utopian ideas of social justice, contemporary
projects tend to focus on expounding wealth and privilege (Moser, 2019; Stanek, 2012;
Van Noorloos & Kloosterboer, 2018; Watson, 2014). Contemporary projects, including
most TREDs, have thus been described as “city doubles” (Murray, 2015), since its mixed-
use yet luxury-oriented offices and apartments form a sharp contrast with its more
modest surroundings. This trend clearly relates to both the increased inter-urban com-
petition as a result of dominant “neoliberal” ideas and “entrepreneurial” strategies
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amongst policy makers and politicians, and the increased circulation and fast implemen-
tation of architectural designs and urban policies, all of which received significant
scholarly attention in recent years (Harvey, 1989; Knox, 2012; Lauermann, 2018; Peck,
2013, 2014; Rapoport, 2014). Contemporary large-scale real estate development projects
have also frequently been framed in light of global city aspirations, meaning that they are
supposed to eventually improve a city’s position in the global inter-urban network of
advanced producer services, infrastructure, investments or top-level consumer amenities
and services (Van Leynseele & Bontje, 2019; Van Meeteren, Derudder, & Bassens, 2016).

In addition to the often rather similar esthetic and functional features, the underlying
strategies, power relations, and decision-making dynamics behind the implementation to
a certain degree show similar tendencies as well. One recurring element that has been
emphasized is that contemporary large-scale developments often go hand in hand with
state-rescaling practices (Golubchikov, 2010; Lauermann, 2018; Shatkin, 2017). Contrary
to general assumptions that cities increasingly become global actors (Oosterlynck et al.,
2019) and thus possess more and more decision-making power, large urban develop-
ments, especially in the context of the Global East, are usually both initiated and
facilitated by central state-level actors. The active role of a national developmental state
regarding speculative large-scale urban development has for instance been highlighted in
a widespread number of cases, including East Asian cities such as Tokyo (Saito, 2003) and
Seoul (Shin & Kim, 2016), Southeast and South Asian cities such as Jakarta and Kolkata
(Shatkin, 2017) and post-Soviet cities such as Astana (Koch, 2013) and St-Petersburg
(Dixon, 2010). Kennedy et al. (2014), looking into a number of large-scale urban
development projects, albeit not necessarily real estate projects, in Brazil, India, Peru
and South Africa, likewise conclude that “in all of our cases, local governments are not
driving the process of economic development” (p. 4). Based on those previous observa-
tions, it can be argued that large-scale real estate development projects that are associated
with notions such as “world city entrepreneurialism” (Golubchikov, 2010) or “worlding
cities” (Roy & Ong, 2011), are in fact often facilitated by stakeholders acting on behalf of
central governments. This particularly applies to contexts that are characterized by an
above-average authoritarian state, as Shatkin (2017) has illustrated in his comparative
analysis of Jakarta, Chongqing and Kolkata, although this is not a guarantee for projects
to materialize. Local government actors, in turn, are to varying degrees responsible for
executing the projects, generally in close co-operation with private partners.

As soon as large-scale urban real estate development projects contain a formative
transnational investment element, thus becoming TREDs according to our definition,
state-rescaling processes become even more fuzzy and complicated, yet increasingly
interesting to explore. Here, it seems to depend very much on the context whether the
capital providing “global” actors can act and decide more or less freely in terms of design
and implementation, or that local-level state actors or social movements actually have
sufficient power to adjust (Dixon, 2010) or frustrate the project to such an extent that the
investor eventually pulls back (Brill & Reboredo, 2018). One should also bear in mind
here that in “late-development” contexts, the involved real estate actors are often less
institutionalized, meaning that powerful individuals can simultaneously take on multiple
roles (Van Noorloos & Kloosterboer, 2018). In other words, the aforementioned scalar
hierarchies and power relations do in fact rely much on path dependency, and the same
applies to the degree to which TREDs are eventually successfully developed.
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In spite of the initial eye-catching announcements and large advertising billboards,
large-scale urban developments and TREDs alike thus regularly result in unused or
underused high-end properties (Cain, 2014; Goodfellow, 2017) or even empty and
abandoned construction sites (Barthel & Vignal, 2014; Brill & Reboredo, 2018). Hence,
Rapoport (2014), Watson (2014) and Kennedy and Sood (2016) have addressed them as
“utopian dreams”, “urban fantasies” and “tabula rasa fantasies” respectively (see also
Datta, 2015). In those cases where they do eventually – to a certain extent – materialize
(see Keeton & Nijhuis, 2019), it has been found that the projects are frequently facilitated
by “regulatory flexibility” (Follmann, 2015; Nam, 2017) meaning that (semi-)authoritar-
ian central governments are indeed closely involved in paving the way for “special
purpose” urban developments that are framed as being of national importance
(Goldman, 2011; Koelemaij, 2019). While megaprojects, also in the European context,
generally tend to occur by following exceptional and depoliticized practices and justifica-
tions, thereby setting aside usual planning procedures (Swyngedouw et al., 2002), the
extent to which this “urban informality as a mode” (Follmann, 2015; citing Roy, 2009)
can happen depends not only on the level of democracy within a country, but also on the
existing local planning institutions and the decision-making power that they possess.
Another determining contextual factor related to how exactly large-scale projects are
being implemented and which role the central government plays in it, is the extent to
which urban land is publicly owned (Haila, 2000).

In addition to the variety of findings regarding the scalar relationalities, roles and
strategies behind TREDs, or in other words the how-question, there are also different
readings of the key drivers behind these phenomena. Why do they happen, who benefits,
and in which ways? Besides economic speculation and the continuous searches for new
spatial fixes (Bok, 2018), which to a certain extent may explain the logics of TREDs on
behalf of the investor, it is the potential (geo)political gains that are behind them which
make these projects actually more experimental. According to Lauermann (2018), con-
temporary experimental urban entrepreneurialism indeed often occurs in parallel with
speculative growth strategies, which implies that return on investment criteria are less
prioritized.

These observations correspond to most findings on contemporary TREDs, which can
thus be signified as accurate examples of contemporary urban entrepreneurialism, which
contains prominent (geo)political elements alongside the expected economic motives.
Büdenbender and Golubchikov (2016), who argue that real estate and geopolitics are
closely related to one another in multiple ways, state that one should not underestimate
the soft, symbolic power that comes along with TREDs, since they clearly contribute to
the image of a state beyond its national boundaries. Besides this soft geopolitical power,
however, TREDs can also be a part of more concrete wider bilateral deals, and one should
thus be careful not to perceive them as isolated projects. As Koch (2013, p. 121) concludes
based on her study of Ankara-inspired experimental real estate development in Astana:
“the heightened focus on political Islam and resource economies in the post-9/11
geopolitical order means that such an undertaking must necessarily account for the
relationship between urban development, energy geopolitics, and authoritarianism.” In
a slightly different regard, Dixon (2010), who discusses the Baltic Pearl project in St
Petersburg, emphasizes the bilateral agreements that exist between China and Russia, and
how that has resulted in this TRED. She states that while the Shanghai-based investor
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might indeed be looking for profits outside its saturated domestic market, it simulta-
neously holds close ties to the central government. The latter actively encourages the
project since they hope to establish a broader strategic economic base in Northeastern
Europe, while the eye-catching architecture might also lead to symbolic capital, which
could eventually result in smaller spin-off real estate projects, and could thus benefit
other Chinese developers with transnational aspirations.

Watson (2014) and Van Noorloos and Kloosterboer (2018), while also mentioning the
desire of global surplus capital to find new spatial fixes and investment frontiers in the
context of decreased profit margins elsewhere (see also Brill & Reboredo, 2018), similarly
stress that symbolic power plays a role on the receiving end, referring to TREDs in
African cities. Involved state-actors, they argue, aspire to use property development in
order to establish their city as a modern, globally connected place that must become
appealing to global elites, like Dubai has successfully achieved in the past (Acuto, 2010).
In a study of Phnom Penh, Nam (2017, p. 661) equally argues that “profit alone tells us
very little about how construction and real estate practice occurs or what processes drive
real estate capitalism forward (Appel, 2012; Haila, 1997)”. Rather, she emphasizes that
the TRED-practices she observed are in fact very experimental, characterized mainly by
trial and error attitudes, social imaginaries and interconnections (see also Percival &
Waley, 2012). Searle (2014) states that Indian real estate development has become a tool
for capitalist accumulation by international financiers, but at the same time stresses that
that there are highly political processes behind it: while the state is a key actor facilitating
all sorts of privatizations, “real estate investors’ and developers’ struggles over value are
not only about price, but about power, prestige and practice” (p. 62). This corroborates
the findings of Shatkin (2017), who, based on research in East, Southeast and South Asia,
argues that due to the dramatic growth in land values, central governments increasingly
“see real estate markets as a strategic realm in which to build regimes and legitimize their
rule” (p. 59).

Geopolitical and political motives can thus exist amongst the transnational investor/
developer and the receiving central or local government alike. At the same time, it
seems that for both parties, those often co-exist alongside (geo)economic circum-
stances or strategies, especially when TREDs are part of a broader bilateral deal. The
two are, in other words, inter-related when it comes to TREDs, which corresponds to
the argument put forward by Cowen and Smith (2009). Furthermore, it was already
mentioned that it repeatedly turns out that many TREDs that are being announced are,
for a variety of reasons, ultimately either significantly adjusted or canceled entirely.
Hence, it is argued that while urban entrepreneurialism has thus far mainly been
regarded as a speculative practice with a primary focus on economic growth, contem-
porary TREDs can perhaps better be understood as an experimental practice that
focuses on both intangible as well as strategic political gains. This is why in the
remainder of this article, the term “experimental-investor urbanism” will be coined
as a concept synonymously to TREDs.

The previous paragraphs have highlighted some of the pioneering literature on
TREDs, with a particular focus on “how” and “why” they happen. Based on this review,
we have addressed a number of overlapping features that have been observed in TREDs
from across the globe. There are, however, still some fuzzy elements that need to be
further unpacked. In order to obtain more specific insights into those matters, there is
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a need for further critical case studies that thoroughly explore why this particular form of
“experimental-investor urbanism” emerges in the first place, and how TREDs are gen-
erally being implemented in terms of scalar hierarchies. An agency-centered approach
can help sharpening the analytical lenses here, which is also emphasized by Harrison and
Hoyler (2018) in their edited volume on Doing Global Urban Research. They argue that
after having asked and answered the “who-questions”, questions that begin with what
and where will help defining the scale and scope of their agentic role in global urban
processes, while those starting with how allow to uncover the strategies and mechanisms
that enable the actor(s) to fulfil this role, and why questions help to unpack their
motivations and interests (p. 227). Van Noorloos and Kloosterboer (2018), who studied
large-scale real estate development projects in multiple African countries, likewise state
that further research on this topic “should follow the trans-local connections more
closely in order to allow for a more relational and heterogeneous view” (p. 16). It is
only then that we can unravel the complexity of state actors that shape our future urban
environments and its consequences. In the remainder of this paper, exactly those ques-
tions will be addressed regarding the Belgrade Waterfront project. Prior to providing
further details on this particular development, however, it is essential to look closer into
the domestic real estate development practices within the UAE, and how exactly their
“model” has actively been exported transnationally in recent years.

3. Authoritarianism and real estate: exporting the Dubai-model

The UAE, and especially Dubai, has witnessed spectacular urban development from the
early 1970s onwards. Unlike the capital city of Abu Dhabi, whose economy is largely
reliant on the Emirate’s large oil reserves, Dubai was developed under the supervision of
Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum following the “build it and they will come”
strategy, thus focusing on speculative real estate-based global city-formation (Kanna,
2011). Apart from the superlative-(st)architecture that was built to attract attention and
put the city “on the map”, Dubai developed itself as the wider region’s main tourism and
logistics hub, while it was one of the world’s pioneers regarding the creation of investor-
friendly and thematic free zones that have since been copied in other cities throughout
the globe. Domestic real estate development has particularly been carried out by two de
facto state-owned property companies: Nakheel and Emaar (Buckley & Hanieh, 2014;
Elsheshtawy, 2019; Ulrichsen, 2016). The founder and chairman of the latter, Mohamed
Alabbar, has been regarded as one of the three key figures besides sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashid, which has also been referred to as the triumvirate behind Dubai Inc., and which
fulfilled an important executive role in Dubai’s neoliberalization processes up until 2009
(Kanna, 2011). In that capacity, he has been responsible for the construction of the eye-
catching skyscraper Burj Khalifa and the enormous Dubai Mall.

The rapid and large-scale urban developments within the Gulf Region in general, and
in Dubai in particular, closely correspond to the earlier discussed common contemporary
features of experimental-investor urbanism. This is particularly the case since eye-
catching real estate projects, usually designed by global experts and executed by govern-
ment-related business conglomerates or developers, simultaneously serve as a way in
which the family-state system legitimizes its ideology and its rule, and as an alleged
vehicle to attract investment in other sectors of the economy (Hanieh, 2018; Kanna,
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2011). As Kanna (2011) puts it: “No Gulf country has been as aggressive in advancing
top-down, large-scale institutional urbanism (Lefebvre 2003, 79) as the United Arab
Emirates (UAE)” (p. 80).

Previously, real estate development projects in Dubai have critically been classified as
being “hyperreal”, referring to the fact that those glossy architectural designs should
primarily be interpreted as materialized, or even unmaterialized (Sommerlad, 2014)
symbolic capital and power. Such hyperrealities are seen as the ideal means for political
legitimization and the stabilization of given structures of power and rule, specifically in
neo-patrimonial, top-down and authoritarian regimes such as the UAE, which lack
democratic legitimacy, participatory planning and equity (Steiner, 2014). The monopoly
position of the ruling court in terms of real estate development, and the close overlap
between politics and business, is therefore inextricably linked to the unparalleled speed of
construction and urban development within the Emirates (see also Brorman Jensen,
2014). Other criticisms regarding urban development practices in the UAE relate to its
underlying social exclusion and inequality (Acuto, 2010; Kanna, 2011) and the lack of
a coherent spatial planning vision behind the often unreliable flashy images and bro-
chures (Bromber, Krawietz, Steiner, & Wippel, 2014; Ponzini, 2019).

Several Gulf scholars emphasize that Dubai should by itself be seen as a “hybridity”: an
assemblage of local and transnational networks and flows, crystallizing in a specific
context (Lieto, 2019), and that one should thus avoid foisting Western stereotypes
upon it (Kanna, 2011). However, they also often admit that there is “an indeniable
Dubai effect” (Kanna, 2011, p. 11) that has been felt across the region, particularly
from the late 1990s onwards. While others have been discussing a “Dubai-model” by
focusing on its port-city linkage (Akhavan, 2019) or its Free Zone development (Hertog,
2019), the direct and indirect impact of Dubai across the wider MENA-region mainly
relates to the city’s prominent focus on large-scale real estate development (Elsheshtawy,
2019). On the basis of a thorough literature review, supplemented by interviews with
Dubai-based real estate experts, it can be argued that real estate development in Dubai
can first and foremost be characterized by eye-catching transnational (st)architecture and
the immense speed at which it unfolds, thus mainly characterized by authoritarianism,
nepotism, exclusion, speculation, non-transparency and imaginary visualization.

Moreover, the aftermath of the global financial crisis demonstrated that the spec-
ulative real estate-based urban economic development of Dubai was not economically
sustainable. In October 2008, as the real estate bubble burst, many ongoing construc-
tion projects in the UAE and in other parts of the world where UAE-based developers
were involved, came to a sudden halt. According to some observers, the immediate
post-crisis years therefore led to a number of institutional changes behind “Dubai Inc.”,
and consequently heralded the quasi-end of the speculative urban development model
that characterized the “build it and they will come-era” (Elsheshtawy, 2019). More
recently, however, the overseas impact of the Dubai-model as it has been developed
during the pre-crisis years, seems to have made a comeback, be it through direct
intervention (Hanieh, 2018; Ponzini, 2019) or rather indirectly through inter-
referencing (Nastasi, 2019; Van Leynseele & Bontje, 2019). As Elsheshtawy notes:
“One must also consider the substantive impact of Dubai’s mode of development on
the rest of the region and other parts of the world. This hyper-reliance on real estate as
a major driver for city growth foretells a phenomenon I have dubbed ‘Dubaization’” (p.
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252). Based on the interviews that were conducted with real estate experts in Dubai, it
indeed appears that after a few years of relative inactivity and a number of institutional
as well as market changes, most developers that remained active tend to largely stick to
their old habits in terms of how they address real estate development, both domestically
and transnationally.

While real estate development is but one of the transnational foreign direct invest-
ment categories on behalf of the UAE’s family state-related business elites, it is
definitely the most eye-catching one. It has already been noted that the UAE is
generally regarded as the largest cumulative source of TREDs in the 21st century
(fDi Markets data, 2003–2014), even though a significant number of projects that
were announced during this period have been put on hold. A number of previous
studies have illustrated how mainly Dubai-based, government-related developers, such
as Emaar, have predominantly been active in the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region, exporting their domestic “Dubai-model” principles of top-down,
authoritarian and, indeed, experimental urban real estate development to foreign
contexts (Ponzini, 2019). This has, to some extent, been observed in Casablanca,
Tunis (Barthel, 2014), Cairo (Adham, 2014), Damascus (Clerc & Hurault, 2010;
Veignal, 2014) and Khartoum and Nouakchott (Choplin & Franck, 2014), to name
a few, as well as in Delhi (Follmann, 2015). While some variety amongst them
obviously exists in terms of design, implementation and finance (Molotch & Ponzini,
2019), almost all of these projects actively involved macro-level state actors. Besides,
and as already highlighted, the originally presented visualizations were frequently
either radically altered or even entirely withdrawn. Those failures have been ascribed
to a variety of reasons, including political unrest, financial issues or local resistance
from civil society groups. Despite the limited success rates of these projects, Dubai-
based developers are thus still actively searching for overseas investment opportunities,
as has been confirmed by several of our respondents as well as business reports that
were consulted (e.g. Emaar, 2017).

At first sight, it seems that the vast majority of countries in which the Dubai-model of
urban development is being propagated and practiced through transnational agreements,
are not particularly highly-ranked in global democracy-rankings. In other words, there
seems to be a connection between the geographies of TREDs and the global rise of
authoritarianism (see also Bogaert, 2018; Koch & Valiyev, 2015) in which governments
actively adapt to the realities of neoliberal global markets while using large-scale urban
developments to consolidate authoritarian political configurations (Hertog, 2019; Van
Noorloos & Kloosterboer, 2018). The next section reveals how this relational interplay
has occurred in the case of Belgrade Waterfront.

4. Behind the Frontline of the Belgrade Waterfront

In 2012, plans were announced to develop a large-scale mixed-use waterfront project
along the Sava River, on a piece of state-owned land in central Belgrade. For more than
a century, there have been plans to develop real estate on this very location, but for
a variety of reasons this never actually happened. Hence, the site was rather derelict and
semi-abandoned for years, and mainly contained old railway tracks aside from a small
number of residential settlements. Within 30 years’ time, the 80-hectare area is supposed

448 J. KOELEMAIJ



to contain a 200 m high tower, a large shopping mall and mixed-use, high-end spaces for
working, living and leisure. Soon after, in 2013, several marketing campaigns were
launched, making the project’s announcement visible across several locations in
Belgrade. Around the central railway station and thus the future construction site,
large billboards emerged as well as dozens of flags indicating the name of the developer:
the Abu Dhabi-based company Eagle Hills.

Besides the eye-catching marketing campaigns of the project, its announcement
triggered a lot of attention across the country and beyond, due to the fact that Eagle
Hills promised to invest the striking amount of 3.5 billion dollars. Eagle Hills is
a relatively new company that took over the former projects of Al Maabar
International Investments Company, a transnational real estate developer with ongoing
activities in Bahrain, Jordan, Morocco, Oman and Ethiopia. Along with this name
change, the company got a well-known new chairman in 2014, namely the aforemen-
tioned Mohamed Alabbar.

On behalf of the Serbian government, the Waterfront project is inextricably linked to
two key figures: Aleksandar Vučić, who was running in the electoral campaign to become
the mayor of Belgrade in 2012, and although he did not win these, he eventually rose to
the position of deputy prime minister, prime minister and eventually president. In those
capacities, he was able to arrange the investment deal with Alabbar and his network.
The second person that has been associated with the implementation of the project from
the very beginning is Siniša Mali: a close political ally of Vučić, who did become
Belgrade’s mayor in 2014, after which he obtained the position of Finance Minister in
2018. In more or less the same period, according to several media sources and policy
documents, further bilateral agreements were made between the UAE and Serbia, relat-
ing to defense and food industries as well as aviation (Wright, 2015). Serbia’s national air
carrier, for instance, is currently for 49 per cent owned by Abu Dhabi-based Etihad
Airways. Precisely this type of “elite agency”, which seems to be common behind TREDs,
has been noted more often in the real estate-related urban policy mobilities literature (e.g.
Hertog, 2019; Moser, 2019).

While the project received fierce criticism from a selective part of the city’s population
from the very outset for being too detached from the actual spatial context, too much top-
down, and not transparent enough, Mali and the rest of the ruling political elite
continued promoting the project at international real estate fairs such as the MIPIM in
Cannes, while facilitating Eagle Hills’ demands in developing the project as much as they
could. One of the main, and simultaneously most contested measures that were taken,
were the changes that were made in the existing legislation regarding real estate con-
struction. While repeatedly asserting the “national importance” of Belgrade Waterfront,
emphasizing the number of jobs and economic growth it will create, a Lex Specialis was
introduced on behalf of the Serbian government. This new law provides Eagle Hills with
a significant freedom while developing the project (for a more detailed overview of the
changes that were conducted in existing planning and legal documents, see Grubbauer &
Čamprag, 2018).

Although even the most basic information was categorized as classified in the begin-
ning, the contract that was signed in 2015 in order to establish the joint venture
agreement between the Republic of Serbia (RoS) and Eagle Hills and its associated
investment vehicles was revealed to the public after increasing demands and conspiracy
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theories from opponents and activist groups. This document reveals a number of details,
including the fact that the RoS has been provided with a number of loans on behalf of the
latter, and with that money they need to prepare the construction site and prepare all
basic utility infrastructure and services. Eagle Hills, in turn, are allowed to make adjust-
ments to the plan throughout its implementation, while they, or rather third parties
belonging to what has been called as the “Global Intelligence Corps” (Olds, 2001;
Rapoport & Hult, 2017) that are hired by them, exclusively provide services such as
project design, development and managing services and sales and marketing to the
company. One example is the well-known American architectural firm Skidmore,
Owings and Merrill (SOM), who are appointed as the designers of “Kula Belgrade”, the
project’s eye-catching skyscraper (see also Koelemaij, 2019).

This hierarchical division of labor is not without its tensions. As one of our govern-
ment-related respondents in Belgrade indicated, it frustrated him to some extent that
they were not responsible for the advertisement campaigns. He admitted that they were
not much in favor of them, bearing in mind the public reaction it would provoke, but that
“they (referring to Eagle Hills) provide the finance and they are taking care of the project,
because that’s what they do the best. We cannot do that” (Mayor’s Office Chief of Staff,
Belgrade). Later in the interview, he again justified this autonomy in terms of decision-
making, by stating that: “That is investor urbanism . . . . . . In this kind of world, you have
multinational companies, big companies that are having their businesses all over the world.
They already have that knowledge, you know, they have that know-how”.

The power relations behind the implementation of Belgrade Waterfront can thus best
be understood through a scale-based hierarchy, in which the global developer possesses
the authority to take the main decisions, being facilitated by the political actors related to
the RoS’s central government, while the local actors are predominantly being bypassed or
solely limited to executive tasks. On the other hand, however, the national and local
government should not be seen as being separate from one another. Vučić’ SNS-party
possesses the majority on both levels, and there are close ties and even overlaps between
for instance the former mayor of Belgrade and his direct employees, and the Belgrade
Waterfront Company supervisory board. In a sense, this corresponds to Lauermann’s
(2018) observation that contemporary urban entrepreneurialism can best be understood
by focusing on topological relations and (trans-)locally operating actors, although it
should also explicitly be noted here that national law is still instrumental if public
funds are accessed and the state seeks to extend exceptional benefits to private investors
and international business elites (Grubbauer & Čamprag, 2018). The findings regarding
the how-question behind this case study are furthermore in line with Van Noorloos and
Kloosterboer (2018) when they state that real estate actors in late-development contexts
are less institutionalized, which allows them to take on different roles simultaneously.

Finally, the most challenging questions to answer regarding this project are, again, the
actual why-questions behind Belgrade Waterfront, on behalf of the political elites of both
the UAE and Serbia respectively. Here, it is essential to mention that BelgradeWaterfront
was announced after a number of wider bilateral agreements between the two countries
were made, which are largely the result of the personal relationship between the political
leaders. This strategy is not exceptional, as has been confirmed by nearly all real estate
experts that were interviewed in Dubai and Abu Dhabi: “Financial feasibility is often not
the first concern of such transnational projects . . . It could be that it is more related to
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politics. Then it goes like ‘I want to have landing slots’, or ‘I want to sell more oil and gas,
and in return we can construct something nice for you guys” (Development Consultancy
Partner, Dubai). Multiple respondents furthermore argued that while feasibility studies
are usually less determinant for UAE-based real estate developers in general, it is always
extremely challenging to develop large-scale TREDs, let alone to achieve return on
investment easily. Although the two largest Emirates are indeed looking for ways to
diversify its economies by globally investing surplus capital, and are thus continuously
looking for emerging growth markets to invest in, the logics behind a spatial fix cannot be
understood without closely scrutinizing their political aspects. While these combined
political and economic rationales tend to apply to megaproject developments more
generally (Flyvbjerg, 2014), their co-existence appears to be even more explicit when it
comes to greenfield foreign direct investments such as TREDs. Besides, the symbolic
capital that comes with spectacular urban developments (e.g. Büdenbender &
Golubchikov, 2016; Hertog, 2019; Steiner, 2014) was confirmed by multiple respondents:
“I think it (transnational real estate development) is effectively a good marketing tool for
the UAE. People need to know more about them, so they want to effectively increase their
presence in these areas, and be known for it. So that people say ‘ok, this company, this is an
Emirates company. Ok fine, what’s in the Emirates?’ And they will bring other business
here. And so on. That is a tremendously important part of how the economy here works. To
effectively market it” (Senior Analyst Real Estate Consultancy, Dubai). This strategy is in
line with Haberly’s (2017) aforementioned statement on how South-North investments
can actually advance the host-country’s own national development agendas.

For the political elites in Serbia, there are similar symbolic gains alongside importing
capital investment and know-how. Belgrade Waterfront serves as a scale-making project
for Vučić’ administration (Koelemaij, 2019), and thus strengthens and asserts the current
rulers’ power position, even though they provide Eagle Hills with so much freedom in
terms of the project’s development. Despite all the controversies and resistance regarding
the project, Vučić got reelected in 2017. Furthermore, the fact that Siniša Mali has
traveled across the globe to expose and represent the Belgrade Waterfront-model and
advertise the pre-sale of the apartments also implies that the project enables them to
develop symbolic capital in the arena of the global wealth elite. These softer and harder
geopolitical gains for this group are in fact much more explicit than the possible eventual
economic gains, thus making Belgrade Waterfront an experimental, rather than
a speculative entrepreneurial project.

This paper has illustrated that there are many similar features between Belgrade
Waterfront and large-scale TREDs from elsewhere, be it developed by UAE-based
companies or not. Alongside other TREDs, the project entails a number of features
that could be characterized as “experimental-investor urbanism”, which should be seen
as a phenomenon that becomes increasingly widespread. Compared to more “tradi-
tional” cases of speculative and neoliberal urban entrepreneurialism, experimental-
investor urbanism is even more explicitly transnational as well as (geo)political, and
frequently closely affiliated with importing and exporting authoritarian modes of urban
development. They can, in other words, hardly be understood by solely looking at
economic drivers. Lastly, it should be noted that Belgrade Waterfront differs from
many of its counterparts in at least one important aspect. At the time of writing, the
first two residential towers (“BW Residences”) have just been finished, while, along with
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the preparation of land for several other buildings, another two towers (“BW Vista”) and
the shopping mall (“BW Gallery”) are currently under construction. While it is too early
to tell to what extent the Belgrade Waterfront-site will eventually resemble its original
design, future research on this topic should critically and systemically assess why some
experimental TREDs materialize while others do not.

5. Conclusion

Harvey’s (1989) notion of urban entrepreneurialism has been a widely-discussed concept
within urban studies-related academic disciplines for the past thirty years. While it
indeed seems to be the case that speculative urban development agendas focusing on eye-
catching architecture, high-end infrastructure and growth are still ongoing, this paper
has shown how the growth coalitions behind them are becoming increasingly transna-
tional. Three decades of neoliberalism, alongside the rise of new wealth elites throughout
the Global East, have subsequently led to changing features, as well as shifting geogra-
phies of large-scale transnational real estate development projects, which has been
referred to in this paper as TREDs. The United Arab Emirates, and particularly Dubai,
albeit not being exceptional, seem to be exemplary in this regard. Not only have UAE-
based companies been involved in many TREDs across the globe from the beginning of
the new century onwards; Dubai also counts as a popular object of inter-referencing
when it comes to political elites’ world city-entrepreneurial aspirations.

While large-scale urban development projects have previously been described as being
non-democratic and often “exceptional” in terms of their implementation (Roy & Ong,
2011; Swyngedouw et al., 2002), contemporary TREDs that are either directly or indir-
ectly influenced to what has been described here as the “Dubai-model”, expose new
degrees of authoritarian urban development. When political elites invite UAE-based
developers to bring in both capital investment and expertise to develop a large-scale
urban project, they inevitably also import their habits in terms of top-down and non-
transparent forms of decision-making. This has been illustrated by highlighting the case
of BelgradeWaterfront in Serbia, a project that is but one element of a wider bilateral deal
between both countries’ respective central governments. Through a specific focus on the
agency behind the project, we argue that for the majority of the stakeholders, (geo)
political drivers play a key role alongside (geo)economic ones. These can relate to
strategic military or trade agreements, but also to gaining symbolic capital in order to
assert one’s global visibility or domestic power position. These findings correspond to
observations regarding recent TREDs emanating from other geographic contexts.

In order to adapt our academic lenses to contemporary political-economic trends
throughout the globe, there is a need to sharpen and extend existing structural economic
and urban theories and perspectives by adding new subcategories to them. While certain
concepts from the late 1980s such as “growth-coalitions” and “urban entrepreneurialism”
still offer useful analytical approaches, one should be aware that urban development in
the 21st century has in many cases become even more complicated, especially when
projects contain transnational elements as they nowadays often do. Looking at TREDs as
being cases of experimental-investor urbanism, while assessing to what extent these are
related to the widespread implementation of increasingly authoritarian political-urban
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regimes, could be a useful first step in order to expand our insights on the inter-relation
between globalization, capital, ideology and urban development.

Note

1. Apart from a few digital ones.
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