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Expo 2020 Dubai / The Sustainability Pavilion

Resembling a huge futuristic funnel, the silver-coloured Sustainability Pavilion was 

By Caroline Reid and Christian Sylt
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he Sustainability Pavilion 
immerses visitors in the 
sights, sounds (and even 
the smells) of the ocean 
and forest as they walk 
through indoor air-condi-

tioned corridors which snake around the 

The theming is up there with the top lands at 
Disney’s science-themed Epcot park in Orlando 
and AV is crucial to creating the immersive 
atmosphere.

A salty smell wafts through the air as the journey 
begins in the ocean corridor and the path cuts 
through a coral-like structure which covers the 
walls and ceiling.  Actual aquariums and ultra 
high-resolution LG screens are seemlessly 
integrated into the pits of the coral to show sea 
creatures swimming by. The imagery is all one 

one window it will keep up with them and appear in 
the next one as they walk by it. 

There are even screens in the ceilings so at one 
point a whale appears to swim alongside the 
walkway then up and over it giving guests the 

That leads to a tunnel formed from arches which is 
meant to represent the whale’s diaphragm. When 
guests speak as they are walking through the 
arches, LED strips set into them light up one after 
another to simulate the sound travelling through it 

echo.
At the exit is a whale’s gaping mouth formed 

from rubbish found on beaches during the 
construction of the Expo. It is meant to represent 
man’s impact on the ocean so from there the 
pathway weaves through piles of plastic bottles 
and gives on to an area that looks like a rusty 
sunken submarine. A Victorian style seaside 

swimming by until the lights dim as man arrives on 
the scene to scoop them up in a net.

Next come edutainment games asking guests to 
take part in a fun environmental quiz. Exhibits 
show cutting-edge farming techniques, such as 
crops being grown in compact spaces, so that 
visitors can learn how to change the world for the 

T



better.
Tom Hennes, principal of Thinc Design, which 

created the attraction, says that AV “was integral 
to delivering the brief. We needed to create an 
enveloping reality to move people into an 
unfamiliar but recognisable space from which they 
could gain a different perspective on what 
sustainability is.

“Our thesis, validated by early research con-
ducted during the Pavilion’s pre-Expo preview 
opening, was that by creating a fantastic version of 
the real world, with beauty, wonder, and hope - as 
well as absurdity and madness - we could engage 
people in a more playful, thoughtful engagement 

predictable reading of sustainability.” It works.
Surveys of more than 100,000 guests who visited 

the preview earlier in the year showed that 97 per 
cent of them would think differently about their 
daily choices in light of what they had seen. The 
forest-themed area follows a similar pattern.

Replicas of huge roots wind above and below the 
walkways next to displays of actual bonsais and 
screens which educate visitors about the impor-
tance of the forest. One explains how fungi break 
down dead organisms to feed plants and the AV 

Funnel games

sweeping screens showing a forest rising up before 
getting chopped down around you. This time the 
message is embedded in visitors’ minds thanks to 
games which reveal the carbon footprint of 
household items and the amount of energy it takes 
to make them. Then it’s back out into Dubai’s 
blazing heat for some fairground games around the 
central funnel to teach children about the 
environment and recycling.

“...by creating a fantastic 
version of the real world, with 

beauty, wonder, and hope 
- as well as absurdity and 

madness - we could engage 
people in a more playful, 

thoughtful engagement than 
we could by delivering facts 

and figures and a predictable 
reading of sustainability.”

Tom Hennes, Thinc Design
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Expo 2020 Dubai / The Sustainability Pavilion

frill, it helps the pavilion practice what it preaches. 
The structure collects so much humidity that the 
pavilion won’t need to use any outside water by the 
end of the Expo. Taking it a step further, the surface 
of it is lined with photovoltaic cells and they also 
cover circular panels on soaring struts next to the 
pavilion which look like huge satellite dishes. They 
turn to face the sun which helps the pavilion to 
generate 100 per cent of its own power and makes 
it the world’s biggest carbon net zero visitable 
building. Given the amount of AV inside that is no 
mean feat.

of all types,” says a source close to the project. “To 
achieve what is a world class interactive visitor 
experience with projection, immersive interactive 
exhibits with soundscapes and much else besides 
required careful selection of every item of 

-
tion of power use and heat generation combined 
with the highest level of performance for a world 

class exhibition experience.”
Hennes concurs and says that the biggest 

challenge was “creating a Sustainability Pavilion 
that is really sustainable and intended to be 
net-zero for years post-Expo, including the AV and 
lighting systems that have traditionally been 
excluded from the power calculations. In other 

delivering a fantastic, exuberant, and elaborate 
immersive experience.”

Not waving wand technology
The source adds that it took more than the wave of 
a magic wand. “The biggest lesson is for the AV 
manufacturers – many of whom would not engage 
in the early energy tests and work – just providing 
data sheets and a green sales pitch which then 
turned out (when their equipment was measured 
for power consumption and heat generation) to be 

The AV wizardry behind the scenes includes 7th 

Sense Delta media servers and two QSC Core 500 

systems. They are all managed by Medialon show 
control software which goes above and beyond the 
usual call of duty.

“The Medialon Control system does not just have 
to pay attention to the show control, the equipment 
status and the live synchronisation of media, it also 
has to manage the AV, show equipment and other 
media technologies’ power and status in order to 
conserve every watt of energy consumed during a 
24 hour cycle,” says the source.

In summary, the projectors and screens generate 
so much heat and require so much power (even 
when they are on standby) that the pavilion’s 
energy control system has to work in tandem with 
the Medialon AV software to manage the output.

As guests stroll through the corridors in groups 
(in order to maintain social distancing) they are 
blissfully unaware that they are being watched by 
sensors which tell the Medialon control unit to turn 
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the screens and projectors off once they have 
passed through. Likewise, when these projectors 
are switched on, others in the pavilion are turned 
off in order to conserve power. They aren’t any old 
projectors but special low power versions of Digital 
Projection DLP projectors.

“The directive for the Sustainability Pavilion was 

says Digital Projection’s Middle East general 
manager, Matt Horwood. “The environmental 

contributing elements and at Digital Projection we 
were delighted to be able to tick these boxes as 
well as offering the required display performance 

Inside the pavilion
Inside the pavilion are 35 of its E-Vision Laser 8500 

than 3-Chip DLP projectors, they are more 
powerful too as they produce an impressive 9.7 

lumens per watt. In order to ensure that mercury 
isn’t being emitted into the environment, no 
mercury lamps are used. Horwood says that over 
20,000 hours, laser lumen maintenance is typically 
80 per cent whereas “mercury lamps would have 
to be replaced and disposed of at least 10 times in 

optics ensure near-maintenance free operation 
and, crucially, “standby power consumption is as 
low as less than 0.5 Watts. The projector was 
designed with green credentials at its core and the 
E-Vision Laser 8500 Eco+ delivers the perfect 
balance of required performance and minimum 
power consumption, all with minimal impact on the 

It does the trick as the source says that the 
Sustainability Pavilion’s AV technology only uses 
circa 25 per cent of the energy that a similar scale 
exhibition would use.

Hennes cautions that despite the drive towards 

“The environmental efficiency 
of the projectors was one of 

the key contributing elements 
and at Digital Projection we 

were delighted to be able 
to tick these boxes as well 

as offering the required 
display performance for this 

prestigious project.”
Matt Horwood, 

Digital Projection
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net zero, pavilion designers mustn’t forget to keep 
customers engaged. “Know what you’re trying to 
achieve, not with the systems, but with the public. 
Be open to possibilities you’ve not yet thought of. 
Keep going back to the design and asking what can 
be eliminated, until it feels to the whole team that 
you’ve got down to what is essential. Remember 
that the show is only as good as its ability to 
connect with people’s hearts and minds.”

He says that the secret to successful use of AV at 
an Expo is “knowing exactly what we are trying to 
achieve overall, how that means the exhibits need 
to perform, and choosing the digital and other AV 
applications within that context. And deleting 
anything that is unnecessary to achieve our larger 
ends.” In this case, they were as lofty as they come.

Hennes says “we appear to be close to net zero in 
an exhibition that is also spectacular, entertaining, 
and, from what visitors have told us thus far, also 
very real, very emotionally alive, and very 
thought-provoking about something that is vital for 

our ongoing existence on this planet.” There is good 
reason for this success.

Eden Project experience
The landscape design and visitor experience of the 
Sustainability Pavilion was co-curated by the Eden 
Project. “Dubai was my sixth world Expo having 
started working on them in Seville in 1992,” says 
Blair Parkin, director of experience development for 
Eden Project International. “The Sustainability 
Pavilion presented an amazing challenge to engage 
the public in a better future by showcasing 
sustainability in an immersive, engaging, and 
pragmatic way.” 

Companies

https://medialon.com
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