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Desert Agriculture

Tarig Al-Olaimy and ecologist Dr.Aspa Chatziefthimiou
reflect on a regional inheritance of precarity. A founding
generation of Qataris made their way through the pearl
economy — a livelihood undone when cultured and synthe-
tic pearls transformed global markets. Such stories leave
a scar: the sense that nature-based economies are fragile.

"There’s a precariousness to the
countryside... we inwardly have a scar
about that." — Tarig Al-Olaimy

Against this backdrop, desert agriculture becomes an
astonishing feat of control. Climate-controlled barns.
Sensor-managed dairies. Pivot-irrigated fodder circles vis-
ible from space. Desalinated irrigation. Cooling systems
for heat-stressed livestock. The ingenuity is undeniable —
so are the dependencies: high water and energy demand,
misalignment with ex-
treme heat, reliance on
imported feed, disrupt-
.ed supply chains, and
Umﬁm_mﬁmzﬁ ethical ques-
about welfare,
w_.OUM and waste.

"Conservation has too
often been cleaning
the mess behind a
destructive machine.'
— Bram BuUscher
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Street 967, Qatar — a thin ribbon of asphalt cutting through
open desert, where scrub, sand, and sky stretch outward toward
the vastness of both desert and sea.
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Food Security

When nations secure food, water, energy, or materials
for one place, the costs often reappear in another coun-
tryside — displaced through trade regimes, supply chains,
and land markets. "Self-sufficiency" may stabilise one
territory while destabilising another.
During the 2017 diplomatic rift, %
sand was extracted from local
dunes formations shaped by
geological time, woven into desert habitats. Emergency
logic treated dunes as inert stockpiles; desert ecology
insists otherwise. The pattern repeats through slow-
er mechanisms: water-stressed regions export water
through industrial agriculture and tourism; pollution con-
centrates where fertiliser is produced; land acquisition ex-
tends food-security strategies into places already facing
hunger and hydrological
stress. The countryside
becomes a ledger where
risks are hidden and re-
distributed.
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Mediating
the Countryside

The countryside is not simply a "place" defined by
non-urban character. It is mediated and imagined space
— constructed through representation as much as
through soil, water, and labour.

In Qatar, the countryside appears in contradictory forms: a
desert of leisure; a heritage landscape shaped by Bedouin
identity; a tourism experience; a laboratory for agricultural
experimentation; a working terrain of pipelines, desalina-
tion plants, and logistics networks.

Each is filtered through
specific visual regimes:
satellite imagery mapping
vegetation density; NDVI
grids translating plant life
into colour; agricultural
logos promising purity; roadside views framed through car
windows; touristic scripts narrating falconry and camel
culture; museum dioramas staging the desert as timeless.
The countryside is encountered not only as land, but as
image — rehearsed, branded, diagrammed, aestheticised.
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REBRANDING THE DESERT
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Driving northward along the coastal road into Doha, the landscape
shifts abruptly—from low desert scrub and tidal flats to glass towers,
geometric facades, and engineered boulevards—an accelerated pas-
sage from dune ecology to vertical city.
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Dm.m.m_ln as Heritage,
Leisure, Spectacle,
Laboratory

Reflecting on the long drive between Bahrain and Doha,
Tarig Al-Olaimy describes how the Gulf countryside holds
layered, sometimes contradictory meanings. Over four
and a half hours of desert road, borders, oil infrastructure,
and open horizon, one encounters a shifting field of mem-
ory, identity, leisure, and experimentation.

In the national imagination, the countryside is tied to
Bedouin heritage: tents, wells, falcons, grazing routes,
poetry, mobility, kinship. This desert becomes origin
story — a cultural anchor narrating who "we were" and
there-fore who "we are."

It is also a space of leisure. Weekends fill with camping
caravans, dune-bashing vehicles, fires under night skies,
extended family gatherings. Around this recreational de-
sert circulates a curated economuy: camel rides, falcon-
ry displays, date tastings — safe, consumable slices of
complexity. Simultaneously, the countryside operates as
laboratory. It hosts desalination plants, industrial farms,
pipelines, military installations, cooling systems, and
experimental agricultural zones. Slow ecologies — man-
groves breathing with tidal rhythms, seeds dormant for
uears awaiting rain — exist alongside pivot irrigation cir-
cles that register from satellite imagery. Geological time

meets production tempo.
o
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Mangrove nursery and restoration site near Khasooma on Qatar’s
northern coast, led by Aspa D. Chatziefthimiou — where tidal ecolo-
gies, saltwater soils, and patient cultivation meet the infrastructural
edge of the desert.
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Archipelagos
Of Future-Pasts

Archipelagic thinking offers an alternative to singular
master plans. It suggests distributed constellations of
resilience: multiple, situated, relational futures com-
posed of interconnected nodes. Oases, like islands, of-
fer perspective for how we think about the future.

o be convivial toward

sDormancy-is not absence!
Itiisistored possibility.:

future is not to des an

future as something we

design-with rather than design-over. Future-pasts persist
in fragments: water-sharing agreements, seasonal mobili-
ty, distributed land use, communal governance, and seeds
lying dormant for decades awaiting rain. The countryside
need not be abandoned nor intensified beyond recogni-
tion. It can be reconfigured through archipelagic spatial
thinking that links wetlands, mangrove corridors, aquifer
basins, and cultivated patches into living systems. Tech-

"Wy | of nology can participate
€ need a renewal o too — when aligned

O_upﬁ.pom_r .Um_\jm._Um ﬂ<®3 with reciprocity rather
radical, imagination." than enclosure.
— Bram Buscher
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A hay shipment traveling along Salwa Road near Mukauynis, close to the
Satellite Earth Station-Doha and the Markhiyat Al Darb hiking area,
fodder moving through Qatar’s transport corridors, linking oases of
livestock and agriculture infrastructure.
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The Loss of the
Common Earth

Karl Widerquist reminded us that private property — of-
ten treated as natural — is historically recent. "We are led
to believe that it benefits everyone... but the system we
have did not develop naturally — it was imposed."

Before  enclosure,  most
human societies governed

2 not natural.
land as commons: overlap- Tt : oL
ping, flexible, negotiated Mgk ISR,

systems of shared access Karl Widerguist

and responsibility. Around 400 years ago, enclosure and
colonial expansion: advanced: together. European elites
transformed themselves from administrators of shared
land into exclusive owners. Rural populations were ex-
pelled. Commons were fenced. Subsistence was severed.
What was dismantled was not only access to land, but
the relational webs that sustained ecological balance. En-
closure introduced a new ontologu: land as commodity.
Nearly half of Earth's habitable surface has been convert-
ed for human consumption. Land-use change remains the
leading driver of biodiversity collapse. The countruside
feeds the city, yet is' metabolised in the process.

"Private property is
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Ventilation fans and cooling systems regulate the greenhouse envi-
ronment at the former Doha Boys’ School, site of the Countryside:
A'Place to Live Not Leave exhibition installation by Hassad Foods—a
microclimate where engineered airflow, shade, and irrigation sustain
cultivation in both Qatar’s desert conditions and Doha’s urban ones.
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Convivial Futures

Public Programme
An exhibition at @_ata:
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(Re)Production: Life’s
Work, Life’s Politics

Every living being labours. Plants metabolise sunlight; mi-
crobes cycle nutrients; animals transform feed into milk;
palms convert water and heat into fruit. Humans plant,
pollinate, repair, carry, cook, clean — keeping things going.
Yet the work that sustains life is rarely counted as "the
economuy." It is treated as background: naturalised, femi-
nised, outsourced, or hidden behind machines.

To name reproduction —
soils rebuilding structure,
mangroves  stabilising
coasts, microbial cul-
tures fermenting and de-
composing, seedbanks

storing futures — is political. It Bm_Amw visible what main-

taining bodies, households, infrastructures, and ecologies
actually costs. Dairy relies on its own conditions of life:
the reproductive bodies of cows, reorganised through

industrial management, insemination, lactation, cooling,

veterinary protocols, dashboards translating health into
machine-readable signals. Production depends on repro-
duction — gesta-

Enclosure & Wage Life

The feeling of permanent acceleration — work that nev-
er ends, survival tethered to income — did not emerge
naturally. It is bound to a long history of enclosure: the
conversion of shared land into private property, the sev-
ering of subsistence from territory, and the rise of wage
dependence as the default condition of survival.

When access to land, water,
grazing, and gathering is
restricted, reproduction mi-
grates into the market. Food
becomes commodity; shelter
becomes rent; time becomes billable. The countryside be-
comes a place to leave because the means of life have
been reorganised elsewhere. This persists inside contem-
porary conservation: when protection is built through ex-
clusion — fences, inviolate zones, criminalised subsistence
— communities lose access to the very means by which
life is reproduced. Forests are "saved" while the people
who lived with them are displaced.

Against this, commons practices appear not as nostal-
gia but as survival technology: shared wells, rotational#

"What kind of economy tion, growth, re-

doesn’t destroy people covery — yet it is

and nature perennially?" calibrated to com-

Bram Buscher
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GREENING THE RIGHT WAY IN QATAR

ZINE O4Y

i
ﬁmo he city.

Layered highway overpasses near Al Soudan North, Doha—modern ur-
:ban infrastructure multiplying itself across the landscape, channels
mobility and circulation sustaining the continuous reproduction
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grazing, seasonal harvesting, collective decision-maki
overlapping rights and responsibilities distributed ac
kinship. They did not eliminate scarcity; they orga
life within it.
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