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disregard for urban planning. The Junoot Pro-
ject will come to illustrate that environmental 
integrity does not necessarily come at the ex-
pense of revenue.

Sustainable or eco-friendly endeavours are 
often soured or else characterised by an ulterior 
motive of harvesting accreditations, many go-
ing so far as to fl aunt sustainable principles as 
a means of warranting media coverage. How-
ever, the legitimate success of the Junoot Project 
will perhaps alert some to the worth of pursu-
ing sustainable construction and development 
methodologies.

Aside from the initial phases of develop-
ment and construction, our mock up villas have 
effectively utilised solar energy beyond their 
completion. We are also exploring other energy 
sources such as wind for the wider master devel-
opment. URC maintains a strict confi dence that 
the MENA region will provide accompanying 
incentives to encourage investment in renew-
able energy. Already, neighbouring Jordan al-
lows for renewable energy to be sold back to the 
grid, leading us to believe that similar reforms 
can be pushed through the private sector in like-
minded nations throughout the MENA region.

Do you see these sustainable designs being 
widely used around the world?
It seems to me that the sector is by-and-large 
looking at sustainable design in terms of smart 
features, focusing more on technology and sys-
tems as opposed to maintaining sustainability 
on all fronts and across all stages of develop-

ment. While I do believe smart features to be 
an interesting technological development, 
the capital expenditure incurred in its instal-
lation limits its use – almost exclusively – to 
large-scale projects.

I believe that the most signifi cant gains to be 
had in sustainable design are through the de-
sign and construction process, however these 
changes need to be adopted across the private 
sector if they are to warrant a signifi cant degree 
of governmental reform.

What interest have you received about these 
new sustainable techniques?
We’ve had fl oods of exceptionally positive feed-
back to date, and from a multitude of sources. 
We often seek to undertake a great deal of pri-
mary research – conducting focus groups and 
feedback on a number of platforms – and have 
brought both board members and shareholders 
to survey sites.

Though we’re at the beginnings of construc-
tion – having yet constructed only two mock-up 
villas – we’ve been bombarded with enquiries 
from clients, many of whom want to register for 
residential opportunities on the site. 

What opportunities are there for real estate 
fi rms like yours in the MENA region?
We believe that the opportunities are near end-
less, especially in nations such as Oman where 
the land is both beautiful and underdeveloped 
– underdeveloped in the sense that it retains a 
certain degree of authenticity.

Opportunities are suitably rife for those 
looking to develop hospitality properties in 
particular, Oman’s infrastructure increasing to 
such a degree that previously unreachable areas 
have been made relatively accessible. However, 
infrastructural advances are yet to progress to 
a level of outright convenience, often posing sig-
nifi cant challenges to travel and transport.

Is the real estate industry in the MENA 
region now taking the idea of sustainable 
building more seriously?
I think so. Conferences focusing on green build-
ing and eco-friendly development have experi-
enced a shoot in popularity. But despite the 
growing interest we could do a great deal more. 
Whereas a higher number of green building 
projects are presently intended for the MENA 
region, a select few have yet to reach either the 
development or building stages. For the region 
to take more seriously the prospect of engaging 
with sustainable building, the participating na-
tions need to ensure more of these projects com-
mit to at least the development stage.

Do you have plans to expand your opera-
tions in the coming year?
We’re a very measured company in terms of 
fostering growth, often establishing our annual 
goals far in advance. For the coming year I be-
lieve we’re focusing more on strategic planning, 
particularly with regards to our investment 
strategy, and looking to deliver on large-scale 
developments in our current areas of operation.

We have high-end residential projects in 
both Egypt and Lebanon, as well as retail malls 
in Jordan and Oman. The Salalah Gardens Mall 
has already had its soft opening, and we hope for 
the site to be fully operational by the close of the 
year. In addition, we’re considering a number of 
investment opportunities that we’re currently 
in the process of conducting due diligence on.

Although, for the moment, we are focusing 
on existing operations in our current markets 
of Kuwait, Jordan, Oman, Lebanon and Egypt, 
we intend to expand into new markets from 
2014 onwards. 

Sustainable development in 
the MENA region

Though relatively young in its development phase, the Junoot Project is 
already being lauded as a landmark achievement in sustainable development, 
perhaps indicative of a wider shift towards sustainability in the MENA region
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 Middle Eastern property developments are 
often seen as great, imposing edifi ces of steel 
and glass with obscene budgetary requirements. 
However, there are organisations whose pursuits 
lie in achieving sustainable development. United 
Real Estate Company (URC) is one such exam-
ple: a Kuwait-based real estate developer which 
spearheads a markedly different approach to 
development. URC’s architectural endeavours 
have merited the attention of architectural ex-
perts and environmentalists alike in its adopting 
of unique development strategies. 

Listed on the Kuwait Stock Exchange, 
though principally undergoing projects else-
where in the MENA region, URC’s Junoot 
Project in Oman looks to instigate changes of 
seismic proportions throughout the MENA real 
estate market. Executive Vice President Reni-
mah Al Mattar spoke to World Finance about 
the company’s ambitious Junoot Project, and on 
the URC’s wider goals for the future.

How is the Junoot Project changing the way 
buildings are designed in Oman?
The Junoot Project is a unique eco development 
spanning one million square metres of land in 
Shuwaymiyah, an organic fishing village set 
against a 30km beach and shoring the Indian 
Ocean. Situated 320km northeast of the capital 
city of the Dhofar region, Salalah, we chose the 
site because of its distinct beauty and topogra-
phy and the fact that we believe its remoteness 
will become part of our value proposition.

Because the location is isolated from the 
typically steely buildings we associate with ur-
banisation, we felt that erecting a construction 
of that sort would spoil the site. Instead we chose 
to adopt sustainable principles of contextual 
architecture and Superadobe – also know as 
‘earthbag’ – construction. The project’s ideology 

was that we would embark upon an untypically 
low-density project to suit the natural topogra-
phy of the site.

The project has, since its inception, won 
a number of awards. Many of these awards – 
some of which were presided over by panels 
of respected architects – reward development 
processes and unique concepts over simple aes-
thetics, granting us the satisfaction of knowing 
our work is of a signifi cant architectural merit.

What originally inspired you to begin the 
Junoot Project?
The site borders the Indian Ocean on one side 
and a mountain range on the other; we were in-
spired by the raw nature of the area. Not want-
ing to create unsightly large concrete villas, we 
sought – as is customary for us – to create a 

genuine destination, to try and approach it not 
only from a different design perspective but also 
with a different development approach.

We decided that if we were to build a mixed-
use development, we should consider its draw 
on a macro perspective. Deciding, quite simply, 
on how we intended to attract visitors from the 
world over.

Why was this specifi c part of Oman chosen 
for the project?
When considering Middle Eastern real estate, 
many envisage the intrusive corporate proper-
ties of Dubai. We at URC operate in very few of 
the Gulf countries, and our core competencies 
are in hospitality and commercial projects; more 
specifi cally retail. 

Oman is a highly strategic market for us in 
this respect, being a potent region for both hos-
pitality and sustainable development. Moreo-
ver, we felt that the government’s willingness 
to invest in the industry aligned with our wider 
objectives of growth and expansion. 

The Junoot project has since been granted an 
Integrated Tourism Complex (ITC), allowing for 
non-GCC citizens to acquire freehold proper-
ties. Only two residential developments – The 
Wave and Muscat Hills – have been granted 
these rights on previous occasions. This grant 
allows us a greater degree of freedom in that 
many Gulf countries somewhat limit the buy-
ing of residential components to nationals alone.

What benefi ts can these innovations bring 
to the real estate industry?
Our outright commitment to social responsibili-
ty and sustainable building – we hope – will alert 
our peers to their obligations to the society in 
which they work and operate. Property develop-
ers invariably contribute to the built-in environ-
ment, though rarely with the express intention 
of achieving gains beyond their own pocket.

The Junoot Project will hopefully act as 
an opposition to the Kuwaiti norm of erecting 
densely packed, lacklustre constructions; those 
projects have been built that way for reasons 
pertaining to obscene land costs and a marked 
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