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Wasit Wetland Centre
Sharjah, United Arab Emirates

I. Introduction

 The Wasit Wetland Centre is one of many initiatives by Sharjah’s Environment and Protected Areas Authority 
(EPAA). Much importance is now being given to efforts that recognise and deploy positive ecological 
practices. 

 A site that had become a rubbish dump for years, Wasit gained attention as some highways were being 
laid out in the area. The EPAA approached the project with their earlier learnings and rescued this unique 
site that contains wetlands, salt flats and sand dunes. It is now a major bird sanctuary with other species of 
animals and plants carefully being added to it. 

 The Wasit visitor centre was designed to respect the ecosystem while imparting as much knowledge 
and awareness as possible. The building is remarkably simple and effective in welcoming visitors and 
introducing them to this unique environment. It is composed of three linear components that respectively 
house the services, a café and multipurpose space, and (in the main spine) the viewing gallery. It seems 
entirely submerged into the ground as the designers made use of the natural contours of the site and placed 
it in an area that was lower than the approach. Hence the gesture of blending in was achieved naturally. 

 Standing separately but also part of the architectural scheme are the bird hides – small shelter or cabin-like 
structures spread over the wetlands area. These enable one to observe the birds in their natural habitat. Each 
is unique in scale and form, depending upon its immediate context and view. 

II. Contextual information

A. Brief historical background

 The Emirate of Sharjah covers approximately 2,600 square kilometres. In addition to Sharjah city, which 
lies on the shores of the Arabian Gulf, the emirate has three regions on the scenic east coast at the Gulf of 
Oman: Dibba Al Hisn, Khor Fakkan and Kalba. Therefore it is the only one of the seven emirates to have 
land on both coasts.

 Since 1972, His Highness Sheikh Dr Sultan bin Mohammed Al Qasimi has been a Member of the Supreme 
Council of the United Arab Emirates and Ruler of Sharjah.

 Sharjah has long been known for its strong commitment to the arts, culture and history. In 1998, the city of 
Sharjah was UNESCO cultural capital of the Arab World, and it was Capital of Islamic Culture for 2014. 

 There has been a record of environmentally conscious projects in Sharjah through the emirate’s Environment 
and Protected Areas Authority (EPAA). The authority has managed to mobilise a vision that is intended 
to address environment-related issues in a way that makes them experiential and educational. They are 
successfully running various learning centres and have established protected areas to demonstrate the logic 
and value in such a vision. 
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 One such potential area in the north-east of Sharjah used to be a large rubbish dump – out of sight, out of 
mind. Since it was close to residential developments, it was not completely invisible. Some new highway 
works then further increased its visibility. When requested by experts to turn it into a protected area, the 
Ruler made sure this became a preferred site for immediate protection, thus sparking off the Wasit Wetland 
Centre project.

B. Local architectural character, including prevalent forms and materials

 The local architecture in Sharjah represents a mixture of different eras. However the area around this site 
and beyond, in the north-eastern part of Sharjah, is considered suburban, featuring mostly large residential 
buildings with varying architectural styles. Most of these display a pseudo-Islamic or traditional aesthetic 
and have a spacious front yard with a large house right behind it. The nearest public project is a golf resort, 
and beyond that the University area. 

 There are no prevalent forms or materials directly in relation to the project.

C. Climatic conditions

 Sharjah has a very hot and dry desert climate. Temperatures are in excess of 40 degrees Celsius (104ºF). 
Rainfall is scarce and mostly around February and March. Winters are moderately warm, while the breeze 
in the evening can be cool due to the proximity of the Gulf.

D. Immediate surroundings of the site, including architectural character, access, landscaping, etc.

 The site – next to Ajman, to the north-east of Sharjah – is close to large suburban houses planned in a city 
grid. Some land the north of the site is unused, while the east is flanked by another housing grid. Everything 
around the site is low density and with hardly any landscaping.

 There is no distinct character of buildings that are in the vicinity of this site. 

E Topography of the project site

 The areas surrounding the site are mostly flat. The site itself has a number of topographical features including 
a lake.

III. Programme

A. History of the inception of the project; how the project was initiated

 The Environmental and Protected Areas Authority (EPAA) of Sharjah have been developing projects where 
visitor centres are providing awareness and access to much-needed conservation of the natural habitat that 
they consider as treasures. The Wasit Wetlands are part of a chain of wetlands in the region. Two sets of 
circumstances led to the planning of this project. One was directly the EPAA which has been positively 
active and ready to identify any viable location and project. The other was the fact that new highways were 
developed around these wetlands, which by then were just a rubbish dumping area. The highways exposed 
the rubbish dump to more people in the area and caught the attention of key decision makers. 
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 Experts were lined up to study the area and chalk up a viable brief for rehabilitating the area under the 
EPAA.

B. How were the architects and specialists chosen?

 X-Architects had been working in the area and had made their mark as a practice that wants to make 
research into part of the overall process and service provided by architects. Their positive reputation as 
a local firm and earlier projects that had been published were the main reasons why they were chosen to 
design the visitor centre. 

C. General programme objectives

 The overall objective was the revival of the wetlands area. In order to achieve this, the site and programming 
had to be broken into logical segments, such as the wetlands, managing the lake and its water, and the 
landscaping, which includes accommodating many types of local species, notably birds. The site was to 
become an example of a well-preserved ecosystem and a well-functioning bird sanctuary. 

 Management of all aspects of the environment related to this site became a general programme, and more 
importantly a service/educational part of this programme was added to serve the community and raise 
awareness for future generations. Respect for the environment, various species especially birds and their 
migratory patterns, recycling and best practices that support our ecosystem would be the message that the 
public takes home from this visitor centre.

D. Functional requirements (i.e. architect’s brief)

 The brief required a concentrated design programme at the visitor centre and some scattered bird hides 
around the entire site to experience various features and conditions of the area.

 The visitor centre focused on three kinds of spaces – namely:

 The service areas, such as offices, classrooms, laboratories, shop etc.
 The viewing gallery – to view the birds, their facts and behaviour under captivity.
 The café and multipurpose space – to view the natural habitat in all its glory.

 The maintenance areas to run the entire facility are a critical part of programming and were designed so that 
neither they nor their circulation are ever visible.

IV. Description

A. Building data: volumetry, massing, number of units, surface in square metres, etc.

 The entire site’s area is 200,000 square metres, with the visitor centre covering 2,534 square metres.
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B. Evolution of design concepts, including:

1. Response to physical constraints – siting, climate, plot ratios, etc.

 The first gesture in response to a varying topography was to site the building in such a way that it seems 
embedded into its setting. Apparently an earlier suggestion was to place it closer to the entrance, but that 
would have required an effort to either dress up or hide the building. 

 Since the building is now conveniently set into a contour in response to a sudden drop in elevation, it seems 
to be part of the landscape and does not have a presence at all as one approaches it. 

 The visitor centre building is almost knee high into the ground throughout, which must offer some relief 
given the hot climate of Sharjah. A well-insulated roof has been a focus since this is the most exposed part 
of the building and it overhangs the glass façades to shade and protect them.

2. Response to user requirements; spatial organisation

 There were three main areas required for users which include an administrative and educational area, an 
observation and learning area and a café which doubles as a multipurpose area. The centre provides for all 
three with clarity. Additionally there are various bird hides around the site for visitors who wish to tour 
the wetlands. These hides, though built in the same materials, have unique designs as each has a different 
immediate context given the local landscape and topography. 

3. Purely formal aspects – massing, articulation of façades, decorative features, use of traditional motifs, etc.

 The plan of the building resembles a composition of two perpendicular bars at an odd angle. Its form is 
almost never visible to users or visitors as they descend into the ground upon entering the building. One 
arrives at an intersection of two “bars” with daylight pouring through shading louvres in a space that feels 
like a courtyard with slightly angular dynamic geometry. The plan is almost like an asymmetrical cross, 
where one wing carries the administration and services, while the other holds the viewing galleries. 

 The façades of the main “bar”, the viewing gallery, are of continuous reflective and insulated glass shaded 
by an overhang. Additional fabric-like shading is provided over the aviaries along the façades. The reflective 
glass façades are slightly angled towards the ground outside. This was due to a study which revealed that 
birds outside the glass will see more of their own landscape instead of people and their movements inside 
the building. The tilt also avoids reflections of the inside for visitors.

 There are no decorative features as the building attempts to be minimal and almost industrial in some 
ways, with building systems almost exposed on the inside as well. There are no traditional motifs or forms 
anywhere. 

4. Landscaping

 There is extensive landscaping throughout the 200,000-square-metre site. Given the concern and the intent, 
the first step was to clean up the site and to get rid of all irrelevant species that had been planted before. 
Only a few rare mature trees (decorative ones imported from Africa) have been spared and were not seen as 
harmful in any way. 
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 The new landscaping uses entirely indigenous trees and plants to encourage various forms of life to thrive 
in the area – notably birds, including those migrating in the region. The idea of the indigenous species was 
to minimise care and maintenance needs in the long run. 

 Conocarpus, a tree much avoided in most places, has been planted and has grown extensively on the 
periphery for two reasons. It forms a thick privacy screen as a perimeter, and it also cleans up the metals 
that have been contaminating the site since it was used for years as a rubbish dump. This species is sure to 
be replaced by local ones as soon as the levels of excessive metals in the soil have dropped.

 The landscape feels entirely natural, with a variety of species, and does not feel like a man-made environment. 
Around the aviaries, plants and trees have been chosen carefully to support the intent and offer benefits that 
relate to certain bird species under the centre’s care.

C. Structure, materials, technology

1. Structural systems; in restoration projects, structural interventions
 
 A hybrid of concrete and steel structure has been used throughout the project. The viewing galleries have 

a cantilevered steel truss roof to avoid any peripheral columns throughout the length of the galleries and to 
provide for a seamless glazed façade.

2. Materials

 Concrete flooring and concrete block infill with plastered/painted walls have been used on the outside where 
visible. Some areas of the exterior employ a moulded concrete wall made to look like natural stone, or an 
earthy wall that blends into the landscape of the aviaries. 

 There is a continuous concrete sill that is raised to almost 60 centimetres as the ground outside the viewing 
galleries is higher than the inside floor. This was done to bring the birds closer to visitors’ view and also to 
provide space to sit, anticipating continuous interest from schoolchildren. The flooring is mostly a resilient 
vinyl that seems to hold up well with traffic.

 The ceiling has exposed steel structural members and MEP equipment shielded by an expanded metal mesh 
which lightly screens everything, painted black but does not completely hide it. The centre wall in the 
viewing galleries is plastered and painted with specially designed educational material fixed to it in various 
forms. 

 Recycled plastic and wood in the form of planks are employed throughout the bird hides in the rest of the 
site. Using steel anchors and joinery, these form a consistent design aesthetic and contribute towards the 
message of recycling as an agenda of the centre.

3. Construction technology

 Cast concrete and steel members have been erected using conventional construction technology. 
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4. Building services, site utilities

 Conventional technologies have been used on the project, barring the viewing galleries where the placement 
of services and utilities in the central wall and the cantilevered ceiling is an interesting strategy. HVAC 
systems run in these two elements only, enabling a free outer skin for seamless viewing to the outside. 

 Rainwater harvesting from the roof in order to replenish the landscape around the building is a notable 
strategy. Since the designer did not want any pipes on the periphery, carefully placed spouts direct the water 
to certain areas in the landscape without making this transition obvious, and are camouflaged by adjacent 
landscape elements.

D. Origin of:

1. Technology

 Structural systems are conventional with some unique detailing for the sloped glass and higher sill in the 
viewing galleries. 

 Reinforced-concrete frame and steel frame structures have been erected through conventional construction 
methods. These are considered a standard construction method since most buildings in Sharjah have been 
erected in a similar manner. 

 No special or bespoke technology seems to be deployed other than water being reused from the roof. 

2. Materials

 Regularly sourced materials have been used.

3. Labour force

 No specialised labour was required. A locally based contracting firm was sufficient.

4. Professionals
  

Client:        EPAA (Environment and Protected Areas Authority) Sharjah
         Hana Saif Al Suwaidi (Chairman)
Architects:      X-Architects
Principal Architect:   Farid Esmaeil
Principal Architect:   Ahmed Al-Ali
Design development:   Micro Urban
         Christian Geronimo
         Brian Walter Abarintos
         Pariya Manafi
         Dana Sheikh
Structural Engineering:  Eyad Zarafeh 
MEP Consultant:    Haider Al Kalamchi
Zoologist/Landscape:   Paul Vercammen
Contractor:      Darwish Engineering Contracting
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V. Construction schedule and costs

A. History of project design and implementation, with dates

2012:      Commission
2012:      Design
2014–2015:    Construction
2015:      Occupancy

 
B.	 Total	costs	and	main	sources	of	financing

 * No land cost as it is Government-allocated land. 

 Building cost:      7,625,000 USD  (6,760,630 EUR) (current exchange rate) 
 Cost per square metre:          3,000 USD  (2,660 EURO/m2)

 Funded by the EPAA (Environment and Protected Areas Agency), Sharjah 

VI. Technical assessment

A. Functional assessment (use)

 Sustainability is one of the most talked-about subjects today. Global warming and its implications have 
triggered significant campaigns around the world. One of the first logical steps is to set intelligent examples 
for the next generation, and there is no better example than a physical one. Wasit Wetland Centre provides for 
a first-hand experience for many, especially school-going children, to learn and understand the importance 
of sustainable practices. 

 The programming and its components have been thoroughly studied and designed by experts as they must 
demonstrate clearly that they can thrive on their own and in doing so are able to set an example for others 
to follow. 

 The project manages to introduce the idea of an ecosystem through an emphasis on birds. It must engage 
visitors enough for them to tour the entire site, view the wetlands, experience the various bird hides 
and observe them in their natural habitat as opposed to the aviaries. Thus the visitor centre is a place of 
introduction to a concept that enables and encourages visitors to return with meaningful understanding of 
and interest in the subject at hand. The visitor centre successfully achieves this as it is planned to demonstrate 
various stages of study, care and nurturing of various bird species. Visitors get to see incubators, visiting 
migratory birds and resident local birds, and understand the concepts behind their survival as they traverse 
the globe. Combined with engaging interaction and educational materials, the centre manages to impart 
critical information and generate wide public interest.

 The plan and circulation is minimal and simple, as the gallery takes one through the bird aviaries to a grand 
finale of sorts where visitors can have a snack in the café and observe birds in their natural open habitat with 
no confinement. The project’s success can be judged by the fact that a number of birds and species can be 
seen here, including ones that have migrated from elsewhere and made this centre their home for a while. 
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The clarity with which the building delivers its function, and the details such as bringing the outdoors and 
the birds closer by sinking the building, tilting the glass and blending the structure into the ground, have 
created a unique experience.

 The bird hides display a high level of sensitivity to visitors’ needs as they are designed for people of various 
heights, keeping in mind smaller schoolchildren; therefore a provision to look outside is provided at various 
heights. 

 A rising bird population, maturing landscape and rising numbers of visitors (the highest of all EPAA sites) 
are evidence that this project is a success on many levels.

B. Climatic performance, lighting, natural and/or mechanical ventilation, sun control, insect control, 
acoustics, orientation, etc.; description of systems developed and utilised

 Part of the experience of the centre is being outdoors where one is moved around in golf carts to stop at 
various bird hides. The hides are designed such that there is cross-ventilation through the planks, while they 
are covered on top.

 Inside the visitor centre, HVAC systems keep the place cool enough. Sufficient insulation has been added 
to the roof section as most of the length is a glazed window. Windows are shaded by overhangs while the 
aviaries have fabric shades that provide further shade to adjacent areas. 

 All areas other than the gallery are sufficiently serviced by MEP and HVAC systems. Ample daylighting is 
brought in through small courts carved into the building, since it sits below ground in most areas.

C. Response to treatment of water and rainfall; discharge of water, and retention and release system(s), if 
any

 The site is quite large but as it matures it requires less resources to survive. There is hardly any rainfall in 
Sharjah, so extensive retention strategies have not been used. A large site such as this one will absorb water 
as rainfall takes place. 

 Around the visitor centre building, rainwater from the roof is collected and distributed to various parts of 
the surrounding landscape. 

 As it matures, the site as a whole finds its own balance with nature as all species are indigenous. 

D.	 Environmental	response;	adaptation	to	the	natural	environment;	adaptation	to	native	flora	and	fauna

 The revival of this entire site is a significant large-scale environmental response. Re-planting of indigenous 
species was essential to a long-term brief, encouraging the return of native bird species and attracting many 
other migrating birds – not to mention the insects and other animals that have begun to inhabit the area and 
enrich the ecosystem. The flora and fauna are appropriately addressed in this renewal.

 As for the visitor centre building, the first planning gesture for adaptation was to place it in response to a 
level change in the site. The building was positioned adjacent to a sheer drop, resulting in a condition where 
it seems to sit below the ground and tends to disappear into the landscape.
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E. Choice of materials, level of technology

 The primary function here is of viewing the outside, for which reason most of the visitor centre has been 
designed as a large continuous window. Glass is the primary material, fixed at a slightly tilt to avoid 
reflections on the inside and to intentionally create reflection on the outside. 

 
 Through its minimal design and the choice of concrete and white plastered surfaces throughout, the rest of 

the building makes no attempt to attach itself to a particular style or type. 

 Educational or graphic material designed by relevant professionals in various media can be seen on wall 
surfaces, carefully thought out and placed. 

 Technology use is as required in terms of building systems, including lighting and MEP systems, where no 
unique technology is deployed other than the latest conventional solutions at the time of building.

F.	 Response	 to,	 and	 planning	 for,	 emergency	 situations,	 i.e.	 natural	 disasters,	 floods,	 winds,	 fires,	
earthquakes, etc.

 The building is equipped to facilitate public evacuation in case of a fire. No other forms of emergency are 
expected as this is not a high-risk earthquake zone. 

G. Ageing and maintenance problems

 The building is quite conventional and most services are easily accessible, therefore maintenance should be 
easier than usual.

H. Design features: massing and volume, articulation of spaces, integration into the site (topography and 
neighbouring buildings)

 The massing of the building is very simple, as is its overall plan. The gesture is quite minimal and serves the 
purpose of having little or no presence in a site that lays all its emphasis on nature. The building is situated 
such that it seems it is embedded into the ground by being placed at an abrupt drop of elevation on the site. 

 There is a mass for each function. One enters at the intersection of two “bars”. The service and administration 
areas are in one bar, pushed up against the drop of the cliff-like change in level, whereas the other bar 
projects out into the landscape away from the cliff as a linear experience featuring the viewing gallery, the 
main function of the centre. 

 The end of this linear space and circulation is a café which is like a resting spot and a culmination of the 
education process, with a wide view of the natural habitat in all its glory. The massing corresponds to the 
programming sequence quite well. 

I. Impact of the project on the site, in terms of increased circulation or vehicular movement, changes 
required for infrastructure (particularly for projects in high-density areas), etc.

 There is a substantial impact on site in two different contexts. Firstly the large site that was a rubbish 
dump is now a prime example of a revived and protected ecosystem. It is an example of how awareness, 
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responsibility and implementation are possible where there is a will. Secondly the visitor centre building 
attempts to occupy a part of the site using the least possible amount of resources and footprint. So in 
some ways it seeks to avoid making a physical impact, while focusing its impact on the educational and 
experiential context.

 The bird hides attempt to remain basic, acting like light pavilions in the landscape with minimal presence.

 An existing flat part of the site has been turned into a parking area which is near the entrance, requiring 
minimum site works and keeping cars away form the buildings and the rest of the protected wetlands.

 People in the neighbourhood frequent the site a lot and in fact use a jogging track on the periphery quite 
regularly. The track that used to be inside the boundary has recently been moved to the outside due to 
logistical, security and maintenance issues.

J. Durability and long-term viability of the project

 There is no question about the viability of the project. It is already visited by a large number of people, 
especially young students who are being inspired at an early age by this initiative. Since most of the work 
is locally relevant and the landscape consists of local species, the durability factor should be very positive 
as well. There is less care required for local indigenous plants than others, and with a simple building with 
exposed services, this should be an easy facility to maintain. 

K. Ease and appropriateness of furnishings; interior design and furnishing

 It is a minimalistic building with relevant furnishings. Interiors are bare to allow educational material for 
visitors to be accommodated. Such material has been designed by experts and displayed well. The gallery 
and café spaces are quite bare with an industrial feel owing to a dark metal mesh in the ceiling, with all 
services and the steel structure exposed behind it. 

 A unique detail is a bench-like sill along the continuous window, made and finished in concrete. This is 
in response to the floor level outside with is almost 60 centimetres above that inside, therefore creating a 
continuous and functional bench-like form by the window. 

VII. Users

A.	 Description	of	those	who	use	or	benefit	from	the	project	(e.g.	income	level,	socio-cultural	profile,	etc.)

 The users belong to all sorts of backgrounds and are mostly from Sharjah. Their numbers are slowly 
increasing, and may be further boosted by a new social media campaign. 

 Schools are benefiting the most, as students occupy the centre most days of the week. Therefore in due 
course most of Sharjah’s population will have gone through this experience and some of them may perhaps 
opt for an environment-related line of work.
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B. Response to the project by clients, users, community, etc.

1. What do architectural professionals and the cultural “intelligentsia” think about the project?

 While not many non-local people have visited the site, many have heard of or read about it. The nature of 
this project is such that it attracts sympathy, and since the results are now visible, it has been quick to earn 
praise. As for the building in particular, its basic gesture of hiding itself and supporting the larger cause has 
earned respect. No extraordinary form or feature is there to remember, which works to the benefit of the 
building and its loyalty to the programme.

2. What is the popular reaction to the project?

 It is seen to be an ethically responsible project but also a necessity. The setting was perfect and the element 
of “rescuing” it from its earlier state has made the making of this project somewhat heroic. Again, it is 
important to note that the overall gesture and the building that triggers the architectural debate are almost 
two separate entities, and it is difficult to draw the line in terms of where the actual building takes over and 
vice versa .

3. What do neighbours and those in the immediate vicinity think about the project?

 The transformation from a rubbish dump to a healthy landscape is an ideal one that has made the 
neighbourhood extremely happy. People go out more, and visit the centre or the jogging track occasionally. 
Numbers have been constantly rising for the last few months, indicating a positive reaction. 

VIII. Persons involved

	 Identification	of	project	personnel	and	their	roles	in	the	project	(e.g.,	client,	architect,	planner,	consultant,	
craftsmen, etc.)

Client:         EPAA (Environmental and Protected Areas Authority)
          Hana Saif Al Suwaidi, chairman

Architect:       X-Architects, Dubai, United Arab Emirates
          Farid Esmaeil, Ahmed Al Ali, founding partners
          Brian Walter Abarintos, Christian Geronimo, Mirco Urban, architects
          Dana Sheikh and Pariya Manafi, junior architects
          Haider Al Kalamchi, Eyad Zarafeh, engineers
          Pariya Manafi, Dana Shaikh Solaiman, junior architects

Contractor:        Darwish Engineering Contracting, Sharjah, United Arab Emirates

Landscaping and zoology:   Breeding Centre for Endangered Arabian Wildlife 
          Paul Vercammen, operations manager

Raza Ali Dada
April 2019
 





Wasit Wetland Centre



Site plan

Sections



The remarkably simple building has two wings. One provides administrative and educational functions 
while the other provides the viewing galleries that just out into the landscape.

The visitor centre is below ground level and out of sight as 
one approaches it, leaving just the uncluttered landscape and 
a ramp as an approach to the project.



The service and technical areas in 
one wing contain administrative, 
educational and research areas as well 
as a souvenir shop.



The dividing wall in the galleries hides 
all the services and provides surface for 
awareness and educational material for 
the visitors 

The viewing gallery is of continuous reflective and insulated glass shaded by an overhang. It opens on
the aviaries.



The facades are slightly angled to face the ground outside. This minimizes reflections for the viewers 
and reflects the landscape to the birds.



Around the 
aviaries, plants and 
trees have been 
chosen carefully to 
support the intent 
and benefits that 
relate to certain  
bird species under 
the centre’s care.



Part of the experience of the center 
is being outdoors where one can 
walk or move around in golf carts to 
experience the wetlands. Unique in 
scale and shape, each bird-hide offers 
the opportunity to observe birds in their 
natural habitat.


