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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores the area of urban planning practices examining the rapid urban 

growth in Riyadh. The research was motivated by the fact that Riyadh continues to suffer 

from rapid uncontrolled urban growth, with resultant problems in its infrastructure. These 

problems are associated with the urban planning path failures, both in terms of the discourses 

and the practices. As result, the urban plan did not help to control the city growth. The 

research firstly analyses the driving forces that influence urban planning, focusing on three 

issues as the main reasons for ongoing expansion: planning law, planning structure, and how 

planning relates to energy discourses in Saudi Arabia. Secondly, it evaluates spatial planning 

practices revealing four themes for developers and planners to consider: settlement patterns, 

urban design, land use patterns and transport. Thirdly, by revealing the mechanisms 

underlying the planning environment it demonstrates how the structures in place affect 

urban planning practices. Finally, based on the literature review and the findings of the 

empirical chapters and interviews with those who work in urban planning the thesis offers an 

understanding of planners’ practices, how they contribute to continued unsustainable growth 

and, offers policy recommendations for a more sustainable planned future for Riyadh and 

other cities in Saudi Arabia. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 1 

Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1. Overview 

Saudi Arabia is one of the semi-developed countries which has seen economic 

development and spatial growth, and this has been mainly attributed to the oil wealth. This 

rapid growth, mostly focused in urban areas in Saudi’s cities has, to a large extent, meant 

there has been a weakening in the maintenance of the balance of growth in the region. For 

this reason, in order to promote sustainable growth, Saudi Arabia will need to make urban 

planning practices more effective to support this rapid urban growth and create balance. 

Throughout this thesis, the debate is framed around urban planning practices, beginning with 

a literature review and ending with a conclusion and recommendations. 

1.2. Background and Research Problem 

In the past 50 years, the surge in the Saudi economy has contributed enormously to 

the growth of the Kingdom’s cities. The discovery of oil in 19th century dramatically increased 

urban expansion in Saudi Arabia (Al-Hathloul and Mughal, 2004; Mubarak, 2003). Initially 

during the period of growth in Middle Eastern cities, the majority of urban planning decisions 

were focused on issues relating to accommodating the rising population, such as ensuring the 

provision of housing, services and facilities, rather than on issues of sustainability (Rondinelli, 

1986; Zhao, 2010; Li et al., 2013). Urban growth in Saudi Arabia led to rapid expansion of its 

major cities. Over last decades (1970 - 2010) the total people who living in urban cities in 

Saudi Arabia rose from 48% to 84% (AlJarallah and AlQahtani, 2014). 
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The modern pattern of Saudi growth has replaced traditional Saudi structures with 

western urban forms, leading to the emergence of many of the problems typical of western 

urban development (Al-hathloul, 1981; Alshuwaikhat, 1993; Elaraby, 1996; Saleh, 2002). 

Western models of development have been adopted without reference to the specific 

principles or awareness of the cultural and social background informing traditional 

development (Aina et al., 2013). Therefore, the challenge is to create a style of development 

with the advantages of both Saudi tradition and western urban models. 

 Riyadh City, the largest urban area in Saudi Arabia, has witnessed tremendous growth 

over recent decades, accompanied by a dramatic increase in population, owing to a large 

number of people moving from villages, rural areas and small cities to the main cities in order 

to get a job and a higher standard of living. The Riyadh region has undergone the highest level 

of urbanisation in Saudi Arabia. The Riyadh region population is estimated to be 8 million, 

with 6.5 million in Riyadh, approximately 79% of the population, living in Riyadh City (ADA, 

2016). This is equivalent to 19% of the total population of Saudi Arabia. The area covered by 

Riyadh City in 1940 was about 2.2 km2 rising to 180 km2 in 1980. By 1996 it covered an area 

of 765 km2, then in 2010 rising to 1200 km2. The latest update in 2015 showed that Riyadh 

City itself comprised an area of about 1,554 km2 (Riyadh Municipality, 2015). This rapid 

expansion contributed to an increase in the economic development of Riyadh City, large 

population growth and rising employment opportunities.  

Criticisms of development in Saudi Arabia principally focus on the role of macro 

planning in local development and typically address the direct impact of national planning on 

the fragmented urban and social fabric (Mubarak, 2004a). Most of the studies on this topic 

have identified a need for a coherent structure to provide policies to support development in 

which proper planning is employed as a growth balancing tool (Mubarak, 2003).  
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Riyadh suffers from uncontrolled urban growth and the consequences brought about 

by this rapid growth have led to a weak infrastructure, inefficient urban services and problems 

with urban development, due to a lack of balance in the population distribution. These 

indicate that the urban planning path has been unsuccessful in Riyadh, both in terms of the 

spatial planning and in terms of practices. As result, the urban plan did not help to effectively 

control urban growth or sought to ensure that development is sustainable. There no simple 

solution to resolve this issue. The consequence has been continual problems associated with 

traffic, pollution, population growth, overcrowding and inadequate services that are affecting 

large numbers of people. The majority of urban planning decisions focus solely on urban 

growth, and not on urban planning practices. This lack of consideration has left a void in 

planning policy, allowing high rates of urban growth in Riyadh. This void could be addressed 

by employing sustainable urban planning practices. 

1.3. Research Objectives and Questions 

Saudi cities have grown rapidly but the lack of a comprehensive urban planning model 

has limited long-term benefits in favour of short-term appeasement (Al-hathloul, 1981; Saleh, 

2002; Mubarak, 2003; Baesse, 2012). Developments in Riyadh have been affected by Western 

schools of thought and this has had an impact on why Riyadh city has failed to achieve success 

in aspects of development and growth. Planning models imported from the West have 

aggravated rather than alleviated the difficulties proceeding from the rapid urban 

development; to the point that traditional urban systems have been abandoned. The issue of 

sustainable growth is a complex one; with a key factor in the lack of sustainable growth being 

the absence of planners. Where urban planners have employed strategies, these have largely 

been aimed at managing urban growth. However, urban planners need to be prepared, in 
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relation to both learning and practices, to address a range of diversified issues to make the 

urban environment more sustainable (Madbouly, 2009). This reveals a need to understand 

the role of urban planners in integrating urban development and sustainable growth. 

This section explains the objectives of the research, and the research rationale. A 

review of the literature found few studies conducted in or about Saudi Arabia focused on the 

impact of between planning practices or culture of planning on urban growth, despite 

considerable research on urban growth itself. It has been assumed that solutions based 

around urban growth address all the city’s issues. This thesis asks how the sustainable growth 

can be applied, based on accepting McDonald (1996) and Jepson’s (2001) argument that 

implementing sustainable principles requires political consensus-building and good 

governance. Planning practice is crucial for understanding growth, especially with 

globalization and modern growth, because the complex components of most aspects of urban 

growth require solutions to be developed by multiple actors and professional planners. 

However, Harrison et al. (2004) argued that planning is not the only key to creating 

sustainable cities; each case poses specific needs. 

However, the main aim of this research is illustrating the effectiveness of urban 

planning practices as a means to enact a new path of planning in Riyadh, through 

understanding the practice and path dependency of planning; and then developing a range 

of recommendations to improve planning practices and urban growth method. The main 

question posed is:  

 

What is the influence of urban planning practices on urban growth in Riyadh 

- Saudi Arabia? 
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The main question can be broken down into the following sub-questions:  

1) How have the driving forces (planning law, planning structure and energy 

discourse) in Riyadh influenced urban planning and growth? The objective of this 

question is to clarify the extent of the interaction between the driving forces of 

planning and urban growth to address the problems and difficulties facing Riyadh. 

2) What are the major challenges that face current spatial planning practices and how 

have they influenced urban growth? The objective of this question is to evaluate the 

spatial planning practices and how it causes on Riyadh’s rapid urban growth. 

3) What changes are needed in the planning environment to improve urban planning 

practices so that the challenges of urban growth can be met? The objective of this 

question is to evaluate the current planning environment and identify how this 

influences the urban planning path. 

4) What role do urban planners play in dealing with planning and growth problems? 

The objective of this question is to assess planners’ practices in more detail, of those 

who work in urban planning, based on the findings of the previous empirical chapters. 

1.4. Methodology 

The research approach in this study is inductive, that is, it focuses on understanding 

the research context and path dependency of planning. The main research aim is to 

demonstrate to what extent current urban planning practices play in the context of Riyadh’s 

rapid urban growth. Furthermore, this study seeks to develop recommendations for the 

planning of the city in respect to the sustainability of growth. However, examining the 

relationship between planning practices and urban growth requires an understanding of real-

world, contemporary  related phenomena. Therefore, this research develops an analytical 
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framework  (see Figure 3.1) to assemble conceptual themes that guide the empirical study, 

and an analysis is undertaken to gain an in depth understanding of all these dimensions of 

planning practices. The empirical investigation will focus on data collected from sources using 

both quantitative and qualitative methods. Therefore, the methodology adopted in this study 

has two stages. 

Firstly, the theoretical part (literature review) seeks to understand the concept of 

urban growth in general and the growth context in Saudi cities in particular. Moreover, it 

seeks to establish the role of planning practices in adjusting urban growth via the driving 

forces of growth, spatial planning practices and the planning environment. The second stage 

is the inductive analysis phase, examining the situation in Riyadh (empirical enquiry) using 

questionnaires and interviews with specialists, officials and professionals. The interviews, 

with senior planners, decision-makers and academics, sought to explore which urban 

planning practices had caused the current problems with growth.  This provided an 

opportunity to discuss three key emerging theoretical issues; that is, the analysis of driving 

forces of urban planning, spatial planning, and the planning environment. In contrast, the 

questionnaire, was designed to understand the environment encountered by planners 

engaged in urban planning their knowledge; and urban planning practices.  

1.5. Contribution of this Study  

This study makes a contribution to knowledge, fitting into the body of literature 

concerning the role of urban planning practices, by detailing the processes informing rapid 

urban growth in Saudi cities, and Riyadh city in particular. To the best of this author’s 

knowledge, with Saudi studies, this thesis is the first study to examine urban planning 

practices organised around four major themes; driving forces, spatial planning practices, the 
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planning environment and the practices of planners. It examines and analyses the relationship 

between planning practices and urban growth. The main contributions of this study are as 

follows: 

1. The research furthers understanding of the context of Riyadh growth, to clarify the 

changes that occurred during the previous period of growth; 

2. Interviews with specialists (planners, decision-makers and academics) facilitate 

identification and analysis of the most important discourses surrounding the driving 

forces contributing to rapid urban growth in Riyadh: planning law, planning structure, 

and energy related discourse; 

3. Following on from the above, a narrower exploration is given in the form of the 

opinions of specialists, of current practices of spatial planning highlighting the most 

important factors contributing to the current growth in Riyadh; 

4. The previous contributions necessitated understanding of the urban planning 

environment, specifically how this effects current practices, by identifying the most 

significant obstacles leading to ineffectual urban planning practices; 

5. The final contribution of this thesis through a questionnaire answered by planners, it 

clarifies the current situation of planners, detailing their urban planning practices. 

This revealed the level of knowledge of those planners responsible for working in the 

urban planning field, as well as the level of practice and satisfaction. 

The study demonstrates that information gathered in the ways employed here are 

beneficial, and so the work also provides guidance for decision-makers, urban planners and 

researchers involved in the development and planning in Saudi Arabia. The findings provide 

a theoretical foundation upon which to develop future urban policies to develop and improve 
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Riyadh’s built environment (and other cities in Saudi Arabia), through sustainable practice 

and effective management. 

1.6. Thesis Structure 

The thesis explores the introductory issues raised in this chapter, with reference to 

the relevant literature. First, it examines the concepts of urban growth and the role of urban 

planning practices. Secondly, it addresses how planning practices and urban growth are 

interrelated by presenting a case study of urban planning practices in Riyadh. Finally, it makes 

recommendations for planning practice. There are nine chapters, as outlined below: 

Chapter 1: Introduction. In this chapter has provided the problem of research and 

background to the research, and then provided the research objectives, questions and 

methodology. Moreover, it summarized the contributions of this study and finally outlines 

the thesis structure. 

Chapter 2: The literature review. This focuses initially on the concept of urban growth, 

the complexity of urban growth, the causes and its consequences and how to achieve 

sustainable growth. It highlights the key issues associated with urban growth in semi-

developed countries and studies of urban growth in Saudi Arabia. It then goes on to explore 

the nature of planning practices in managing urban growth and discusses the concept of 

planning and presents the epistemological traditions of planning. The chapter then posits an 

important question, which is, what is the way to curb rapid growth? The focus is on planning 

practices as an effective means to adjust urban growth, focusing on the driving forces of urban 

planning, spatial planning and the planning environment as the analytical framework of this 

thesis. 
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Chapter 3: The research methodology. This chapter explains the research questions 

and objectives of the study. It also provides the methodology of this research, which uses 

mixed methods of qualitative (e.g., interviews) and quantitative (e.g., questionnaire). This 

chapter also provides the research framework of the empirical chapters. 

Chapter 4: The context of urban growth in Riyadh. In this chapter has addressed the 

context of urban growth in Riyadh to understand the impact of urban growth. The aim was to 

identify the key factors relating to growth and how these have affected urban growth in 

Riyadh. 

Chapter 5: The influence of driving forces in planning and growth. In this chapter, the 

focus is on issues concerning the driving forces including planning law, planning structure, 

and energy discourse through an exploration of the impact of these driving forces and their 

ability to adjust development and growth within Saudi Arabia. The aim was to seek an 

understanding of the attitudes of the participants in relation to the effects of the driving 

forces on planning path and the growth process. 

Chapter 6: The existing situation of spatial planning practices. This chapter addresses 

the role of spatial planning on urban growth results in Riyadh. Solely reviewing the secondary 

sources and plans of Riyadh would not be enough to understand the conceptual framework 

of urban planning. Instead, to gain a better understanding, the chapter reviews spatial 

planning with the help of a carefully selected group of participants. In this way, the researcher 

was able to extract insights and opinions that were not expressed in the secondary sources, 

and thus construct a more in-depth picture of Riyadh’s urban growth problems. 

Chapter 7: The urban planning environment versus planning practices. The objective 

of this chapter is the evaluation of the planning environment as a key element that affects 

planning practices. The chapter focused on questions related to the planning environment in 
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Riyadh to gain an understanding of the improvements that may have an impact on the 

planning and growth process. This helped bring out points that were not adequately 

highlighted in the review of spatial planning and its driving forces, thus building up a more in-

depth picture of planning practices in Riyadh.  

Chapter 8: The Practices of Planners in Urban Planning. This chapter seeks to 

understand the environment of planners who work in urban planning. The questionnaire was 

designed to determine the views of planners on the status of planning practices; based on the 

findings of the previous empirical chapters. The results reported in this chapter are based on 

the analysis of the quantitative data collected through the questionnaire.  

Chapter 9: Conclusion. This chapter provides a synthesis of the thesis, highlighting 

how the research objectives have been addressed by this study. Furthermore, it provides a 

summary of the discussion points and the recommendations made by the study. It concludes 

by outlining the benefits of the study and providing recommendations for further study.
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Chapter 2 The Literature Review 

2.1. Overview 

During the past three decades, the world has become more urbanised as increasing 

numbers of people choose to live in cities (Teriman et al., 2009). At present, the urban areas 

in the world contain nearly 3.9 billion people, making up half the global population (UN, 

2014). This number is expected to increase by 2050, when the people residing in towns and 

cities in the developing world is expected to reach 90% of the total population, particularly in 

Asia and Africa (UN, 2014). The process of urban growth in some cities extends into urban 

sprawl, increasing the population size, which can disrupt society in terms of economic and 

social services, with consequences for public health and quality of life (Dutt and Noble, 2004). 

A scientific understanding of urban growth and the planning practices, specifically in 

the developing world or semi-developed countries, is necessary as a basis for sustainable 

urban development planning. Modelling and forecasting future trends are vital components 

of any scientific approach to urban growth. This chapter highlights the key issues associated 

with urban growth and considers a range of literature examining the concepts, current issues 

and challenges facing cities and surrounding regions; and the study of urban growth in Saudi 

Arabia. In order to apply the analytical framework to the empirical research the chapter then 

posits an important question: what is the role of planning practices in managing urban 

growth. 
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2.2. Urban Growth 

At the beginning, the difference between urbanisation and urban growth should be 

clarified. Urban growth refers to population expansion and additional construction in a 

specific area, while urbanisation refers to the movement of people from the countryside to 

the city, leading to changes in lifestyle, from rural to urban (Chan and Xu, 1985). Such 

movements cause changes in cities, in terms of population density, employment 

opportunities, and the economic and social characteristics of the city (Macionis and Parrillo, 

2004), as well as the physiological and behavioural aspects of the community (Bhatta, 2010). 

Ensuring sustainable economic, social and environmental urban growth is a key 

challenge facing most nations. Recently, ‘urbanisation’ and ‘urban growth’ have come to 

mean the same thing in the context of developing and semi-developed countries (Sudhira, 

2008). Urbanisation is widely discussed in most countries as it has been recognized as a 

phenomenon that threatens natural resources, increases levels of pollution, and heightens 

environmental risk. Moreover, urbanization creates divisions between rural and urban areas, 

and between rich and poor people on a range of environmental, social, and economic factors 

(Sudhira, 2008). 

Urban growth usually happens in major cities due to the increased population of those 

cities; however, it can also happen in rural areas or small or medium-sized cities when the 

evolution of development occurs, such as transporting some industrial or governmental 

sectors to those cities. Clark’s (1982) definition of urban growth is a demographic and spatial 

process, reflecting on the heightened attention of cities and towns as concentrations of 

people within a specific society and economy. On the other hand, Shenghe et al.’s (2002) 

definition of urban growth emphasises the transformation of the natural environment into a 
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man-made environment, through the construction of infrastructure, primarily on the fringes 

of existing urban areas. Urban growth is normally measured by the number of residents, but 

the definition of what constitutes an urban area varies between countries. Some countries 

define urban areas as places with populations of 2,500 or more, while others tend more 

towards a figure of at least 20,000 (Gupta, 2004).  

Urban growth is fuelled by economic growth engines such as the concentration of the 

economy in a given region, or by natural increase, or immigration. These engines drive change 

in an urbanised area, either spontaneously or in a planned way.  Planning implies the 

existence of urban development plans, whereas unplanned growth occurs naturally without 

decision makers interposing. Urban development imposes the expectation that all available 

resources and methods will be employed to improve the urban environment for human 

comfort (Elwakil, 2006).  

The key characteristics of urban areas include high population density, fast-growth 

and increased technology, while rural areas, by comparison, have smaller, more tight-knit 

communities, which usually lack resources and technology (Gallego, 2004). The term urban 

area commonly refers to towns or cities and the suburbs. The concept of what constitutes an 

urban area changes from country to country (Bhatta, 2010). Metropolitan cities, including 

satellite cities, are also classified as urban (Squires, 2002), and are suffered by high levels of 

pollution (both noise pollution and air pollution), large-scale industrialisation and faster-

paced lifestyles (Bhatta, 2010). Large populations lead to high pollution, due to the large 

numbers of cars, buses, trains, factories etc. Industrialisation results in additional factories, 

machines and offices. Cites typically have a higher employment rate than rural areas (Stone, 

2008).  
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The historical development of patterns and forms of the urban centres of large cities 

illustrate the stages of urban growth in major cities. Figure 2.1 shows the four stages of 

growth in urban cities, namely: 1) Early Urbanism – where the three types of areas started to 

appear, that is, the city centre, the urban area and the rural area (Eisner et al., 1993; Al-

hathloul, 1981); 2) Early Modern Urbanism, which marked a remarkable change brought 

about by the industrial revolution leading to the migration of a large number of people from 

rural areas to the cities, and which, as a result, led to slums being located in the inner city 

close to the city centre (Ades and Glaeser, 1995; Wrigley, 1985); 3) Post Modern Urbanism – 

where new urban centres emerged to supplement the space afforded by old city centres 

(Dear and Flusty, 1998); and, 4) Informational Urbanism – which saw rapid development and 

globalisation, as well as the formation of urban areas around secondary urban centres, 

leading to integration across the outskirts of the city (Elkattan, 2009). 

Illustration of stages of urban cities 

1) Early Urbanism 

 

2) Early Modern Urbanism 

 

3) Post Modern Urbanism 

 

4) Informational Urbanism 

 

Figure 2.1 The historical development stages of urban cities 

Source: (Elkattan, 2009, p.35) 
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Theories of urban growth seek to contain all interactions between the population and 

urbanisation through discussions about planning activities. A number of economists and 

planners (e.g. Burgees, 1925; Haig, 1926; Hoyt, 1932; Harris and Ulliman, 1945; Mann, 1965; 

Horwood and Boyce, 1959; Christaller, 1966; Hopkinson, 1985; Newton, 1997) have theorized 

the urban development process. These theories typically focus on the role of residential 

growth, population composition and population changes, especially within urban areas, and 

in reference to the impact of movement from rural to urban areas. (Appendix A.1) illustrates 

the types of theories and concepts they are built upon. 

2.2.1. Causes of Urban Growth 

There are a variety of reasons why urban growth occurs in cities, with various levels 

of impact depending on the country where it occurs. Bhatta (2010) has classified 24 reasons 

why urban growth occurs, for example; population growth, economic growth, housing 

investment, development and property tax, living and property cost, demand of more living 

space, transportation, single-family home, government developmental policies, lack of 

proper planning policies, failure to enforce planning policies, country-living desire and among 

others (see Bhatta, 2010). 

However, there are other reasons apart from the ones listed above why urban growth 

occurs. Therefore, it is important to focus on the main causes of urban growth, which are 

known as ‘urban growth driving forces’. Each social, economic or urban phenomenon has its 

own forces that either motivate and accelerate it or restrict and constrain it. The value of 

these driving forces differs from system to system, from country to country and from time to 

time. The driving forces can be categorised into four areas. 
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Economic growth - the selection of the urban growth location is a result of capitalism 

and profit driven production (Stam et al., 2008). Higher incomes, and the accompanying 

higher living standards, in urban areas is representative of the market mechanism which also 

affects the form that the urban growth takes, i.e. its pattern and the population density 

related to it. For instance, expansion of the economic base in a city or country contributes to 

raising income per capita and increases the number of working persons, which leads to 

demand for housing (Bhatta, 2010). This, in turn, contributes to the process of growth of the 

city, whether through urban expansion or urban sprawl.  

Government policy and control - the procedures related to urban growth projects, the 

extent of management centralisation and the law exceptions afforded by the government 

system all represent forces in urban growth, especially at the regional level (Salah, 2001). 

Inconsistent or inappropriate planning policies can result in urban sprawl. However, having a 

proper planning policy is not enough. An important matter in the success of planning policies 

is interest in the processes of implementation and enforcement (Bhatta, 2010). Problems 

relating to unsuccessful enforcement of planning policies are among the reasons for urban 

growth in urban cities that is non-consistent and systematic. 

Transportation technology - this includes private and public means of transportation 

and rights of way.  Bolan et al. (1997) argue that, in order to have value, land must be 

accessible. Ground transportation has evolved a great deal in the last 20 years, and this has 

led to changes in accessibility that drive the urbanisation process (Liu et al., 2010). Highways 

and roads are crucial to the competition for land, particularly in areas where high speed roads 

link to local rights of way. Highways and roads are important drivers of urban growth, 

specifically, urban sprawl (Cheng and Masser, 2003). This affects the location of the new 

urban growth, either on the periphery of the urbanised area, in the case of small cities or 
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those with bad transportation or lack of road networks, or at a distance away from the 

urbanised area.  

Population and urbanisation - population growth is a combination of two factors; 

first, by a natural increase in people; and second, by migration of people from rural areas to 

cities and urban areas. According to the United Nations Population Division (UNPD), more 

than half the world’s population growth since 2010 has occurred in urban areas and, by the 

end of 2050, it is predicted to have increased to 70%. 

 
Figure 2.2 World urban population 1950-2050. 

 Source: (UN DESA, 2014, p.7) 

 
Internal migration from rural areas to cities and urban areas currently represents the 

majority of migration in developing and semi-developed countries. This phenomenon has 

affected the urban expansion of cities and led to urban sprawl in cities and changes in the size 

of cities. Urbanisation has been defined as the agglomeration of people in a particular place 

on the surface of the earth (Agbola, 2004; Olotuah and Adesiji, 2005). It has also been posited 

that urbanisation is not related to population, but is about physical and economic 

development (Harvey, 2000). This reflects what is considered to be urbanisation in the 

developed world.  
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Development, modernisation and industrialisation in developed countries lead to 

urbanisation, not the agglomeration of people, which is normally produced by a drift between 

urban and rural areas. In developing and semi-developed countries the first wave of 

urbanisation comes from the "push" factors associated with rural areas and the "pull" of 

cities, due to regional imbalances (Aluko, 2010). 

2.2.2. Complexity of Urban Growth and Sprawl 

Urban growth can be analysed from various aspects (Economically, physically, socially 

or environmentally), resulting in different outcomes. Having competing definitions of growth 

and sprawl, so some studies characterise growth and sprawl as shown in Table 2.1.  

 
Table 2.1 Varying characterisations of growth and sprawl  

Source: (Bhatta, 2012, p.10) 

 
From the decision-making point of view, urban growth depends on various actors; 

each actor has their particular domain of decision-making and the domains are conflicting. 

Usually, a small business has only one decision-maker and simple and uncomplicated goals, 
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making business operations more certain and well planned. On the contrary, large-scale 

projects that are city level, such as universities, hospitals and new neighbourhoods, making 

operations uncertain, dynamic and less organised. Consequently, it could be concluded that 

urban growth equals uncertainty and disorganization and is influenced by physical, ecological 

and socio-economic activities, and is full of complex temporal, spatial and decision-making 

interrelations. 

There are different definitions of urban growth. It is often defined as a rise in the rate 

of population and land uses and one of its forms is expansion and urban sprawl, which is an 

increase in developed land. Sprawl is a characteristic of urban growth that has a negative 

connotation (Bhatta, 2010). However, the relationship of growth is related to several issues, 

according to Table 2.1. the literature on urban growth and sprawl has reviewed many 

different points of view, which indicates its complexity. However, the direct impact of this 

growth being on place and people. So, the lack of agreement on how to define urban growth 

complicates efforts to restrict the growth process. This calls for comprehensive context of 

growth rather than just focus on the urban area or a rising population in a given region. 

Urban growth has spatial complexities. For instance, when testing the potentiality of 

changing a specific location from non-urban to urban, the result of the test will differ 

according to the use and characteristics of the location. 'Spatial dependence' is defined as the 

functional relationship between points in space and their neighbours. This potentiality has a 

higher ‘stimulation’ when there are roads or urban uses in neighbouring locations than when 

neighbouring locations are steep and are surrounded by mountains, i.e. ‘constraints’ (Cheng 

et al., 2003). Urban growth is also based on decision-making processes at various-levels, from 

the individual’s decision to rent land to the government's overarching land use policy. Urban 

growth happens in various ways, so it is necessary to learn and understand how the city grows 
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spatially. However, urban growth can be divided into three types; Infill of urban growth, 

Expansion urban growth and Outlying urban growth (see Appendix A.2) 

Temporal effects also contribute to complexity of urban growth processes and the 

temporal aspect is considered to be a very influential factor for understanding the process of 

urban growth (Cheng, 2003). It refers to the change in the spatial make up of cities over time 

(Galster et al., 2001). Temporal scales vary, with large-scale projects such as shopping centres 

or industrial areas commonly taking several years, and smaller-scale constructions such as 

individual shops being realised much more quickly.  

‘In any event, measuring the respective dimensions of development patterns 
for an urban area at different times will reveal the process (or progress) of 
sprawl’ (Galster et al., 2001 p.687). 

 
However, understanding the relationship between growth and time is a factor 

influencing the use of land in urban areas, which in turn affects the spatial configuration 

(Herold et al., 2005). Therefore, understanding the stages of growth of the urban area over 

time helps avoid repeating past mistakes. On the other hand, predicting trends of land use is 

important in the field of urban growth and sprawl. To be able to predict trends, it is essential 

to understand the scenario of system under study, so as to reduce the degree of uncertainty 

caused by the numerous factors involved in the system. This could lead to several economic 

and environmental losses as a result of wrong decisions taken due to high levels of 

uncertainty. Scott and Storper (2003) point out that urban areas are the most dynamic place 

on regions. Also, according to Cheng (2003), one way to improve planning is to set appropriate 

priorities and policies based on an analysis and understanding of urban development 

components. 
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Urban development refers to both physical and functional changes. The latter refers 

to change in land uses and activities, while the former refers to change in space from non-

urban (vacant) to urban. Nonetheless, changes in land uses must be taken into consideration 

when understanding the causal influence of the pattern function as these changes affect the 

changes in space from non-urban to urban; the activities of a location sooner or later 

influence space in other locations. Therefore, space and time are the main elements 

underlying an urban growth system.  

2.2.3. Understanding Growth for Sustainability 

There are both negative and positive consequences of urban growth. Often, the 

negative impacts of growth are more prominent like uncontrolled or uncoordinated growth, 

overriding the positive aspects. The positive aspects of urban growth include some 

advantages that encourage the population to move to places that are characterised by urban 

growth, such as: higher economic prosperity, employment opportunities, availability of basic 

services (such as transport, sanitation and water) as well as other specialised services (such 

as education and health care). 

In urban cities, these positive aspects contribute to an increase in the number of 

migrants from rural areas. Rapid urban growth is predicted over the next few years, due to 

economic development and the communications revolution (Annez and Buckley, 2009; 

Cohen, 2015). This population movements and anticipated rapid development might then be 

followed by the emergence of phenomena which will affect the development of city. That 

lead to changes in the spatial structure of cities and the physical environment, causing 

immediate or future problems; and thus, contribute to the emergence of social, 
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environmental and economic problems, at a regional or local level. The key consequences are 

summarised in the next section. 

Urban sprawl aspect - Urban growth and urbanisation contribute to loss of open 

spaces and farmlands in urban areas (Nelson, 1990; Zhang et al., 2007). Urban sprawl is an 

expansion of the city at the expense of the land and the surrounding areas, and it is 

undesirable or unplanned urban growth. Although there are a number of differing definitions 

of urban sprawl, it can be described as an uneven pattern and unplanned, leading to 

inefficient urban development (Al-Thahery, 2000; Al-Rwashda, 2000; Burchell et al., 2002).  

However, it is one of the key concerns of administrators and city planners. It is the result of 

weak control over the rate of population growth and urban areas, thus impacting the 

sustainability of the human environment (Bhatta, 2010).  

Urban sprawl "consists of spatially expansive, discontinuous, suburban-style 
development and is often characterised as the result of rapid, unplanned 
and/or uncoordinated growth ... and has been extensively criticised for 
being inefficient, inequitable and environmentally insensitive" (Carruthers, 
2002. p1960).  

 

"the scattering of new development on isolated tracts, separated from other 
areas by vacant land" (Ottensmann, 1977, p.53) 

 
 

The costs of providing infrastructure in areas that have been built up through sprawl 

processes are higher than for properly planned areas. Sprawl also takes away valuable 

farmland, adding to the pressure on available resources (Brueckner, 2000; Carruthers, 2002; 

Whitehand et al., 2011). Coordinated urban development is the route to sustainable urban 

growth and any strategy should include urban containment techniques, infrastructure 

sufficiency requirements and population to constrain growth.  
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According to Beck (2003), urban sprawl is described by five features: the loss of open 

country or farmland at the edges of a city, lower density of land use than urban cores, chaotic 

or unplanned building, dependence on cars, and, inner city decay. The term urban sprawl is 

used to describe an undesirable and unplanned form of urban growth. One of the key 

concerns of administrators and city planners has been to establish appropriate solutions to 

the problem of urban sprawl. Urban sprawl implies the expansion of a city to the detriment 

of surrounding areas (Nechyba and Walsh, 2004). 

 As the areas surrounding large cities gradually develop population density increases 

incrementally (Brueckner, 2000; Nechyba and Walsh, 2004). This migration from the 

countryside to the city leads to yet more urban expansion. Usually, land prices in areas where 

new developments are located are cheaper than in the city centre, which encourages middle-

income earners to move to them (Brueckner, 2001). This urban sprawl then contributes to 

further increasing jobs, due to demand for housing and services. It is also, however, a key 

threat to the environment and natural resources.  

A reversal of urban sprawl is the concept of non-sprawling; i.e. discouraging 

expansion. Ideally, expansion should be in a compact form, in order to limit the size of the 

city and check the population growth rate in a specific area (Arbury, 2005). It should maintain 

the environmental and human balance, both at the present time and in the future. This leads 

to smart and sustainable urban growth (Bhatta, 2010). Decision makers who are operating 

under the pressure of population growth are usually faced with the dilemma of either 

increasing or maintaining density to prevent urban sprawl, or reducing density to improve 

quality of life. Usually the clue to assessing urban sprawl is the comparison between a main 

urban area density and sprawled urban area density, which turns out to be the low density in 

the inner core of urban area, and increased a single-house at the outskirts of the city (Catalán 
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et al., 2008). This phenomenon has a socio-economic dimension, as land value increases when 

urbanised. There is also a spatial dimension, as the nearer the vacant or agricultural areas are 

to the urban area, the greater the potential to urbanise. 

On the other hand, peri-urbanisation is the process by which rural areas, either on the 

outskirts of or adjacent to cities gradually become physically, economically and socially more 

urban in character (Webster, 2002). Again, this phenomenon has a socio-economic 

dimension, as farmers often need to adopt urban features. It also has a spatial dimension; the 

nearer a rural area is to the urban area, the higher the potential to agglomerate with it. Urban 

gaps are a consequence of the uncontrolled growth of cities leading to an unbalanced 

distribution of services and infrastructure (Satterthwaite and Tacoli, 2002). 

Researchers in the domains of planning and urban studies have been very interested 

in discourses that capture what planners do and how they respond to various challenges and 

planning outcomes (e.g. Gasper and George, 1998; Healey, 1999; Tett and Wolfe, 1991; 

Throgmorton, 1996). Understanding urban growth discourses has helped transcend simple 

notions of, and develop a better understanding of planning outcomes, offering alternative 

solutions to planning problems, by informing how political pressures are handled and how 

power is exercised (Forester, 1989; Innes, 1998). Urban planning discourses have sought to 

introduce sustainability into the policy and practices of urbanisation through the model of 

New Urbanism and Smart Growth (Filion and McSpurren, 2007; Grant, 2009). 

The economic aspect - Rapid urban growth can cause a marked disparity in economic 

fortunes between urban, suburban and rural areas (Mitchell and Leen, 2001). Projects and 

installations, small or large, based in urban cities, contribute to raising the level of the 

economy of metropolitan cities, but do not affect the low level of the economy of medium-

sized cities in rural areas. This brings about uneven development in a region. Furthermore, 
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the higher economic cost in urban areas is due to the greater need for facilities, the demand 

for place and the provision and upkeep of infrastructure (Barnes et al., 2001). 

The social aspect - Urban growth also affects social institutions (Oyewale, 2013). Rapid 

urban growth has contributed to increased population in cities and has led to the emergence 

of the phenomenon of income inequality in urban areas which leads to the creation of specific 

neighbourhoods. Areas particularly in urban centres where there are poor people or people 

of low-income are often characterised by social problems and increased levels of poverty 

aggravated by issues of population growth, unemployment, underemployment, inflation and 

migration (Sanidad-Leones, 2006).  

The migration from rural areas by people looking for work in the city leads to increased 

unemployment  (Aworemi et al., 2011; Oyewale, 2013). Sanidad-Leones (2006) states that 

rapid urban growth, urbanisation, industrialisation and in-migration to cities contribute to 

higher rates of crime and insecurity.  

The environmental aspect - In areas where it is difficult to control rapid urban growth, 

especially the urban sprawl, there is a rise in the proportion of residential and industrial 

environments which, in turn, causes environmental changes affecting the wildlife and 

ecosystems in cities (Grimn et al., 2000). The phenomenon of urban sprawl is correlated with 

a high rate of the use of cars in urban cities, which leads to an increase in air pollution factors. 

These pollutants can cause serious problems to human health and prevent plant growth 

(Stone, 2008).  There are very few trees to provide shade and to cool the air in urban areas, 

which leads to high temperatures in cities Figure 2.3 illustrates the link between the 

expansion of the size of a city and population density to rising urban temperature. 
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Figure 2.3 An urban heat island profile 

Source: (Bhatta, 2010, p.32) 

 
However, the concept of sustainable urban growth helps policymakers to set 

parameters for accommodating competing demands on resource allocation to achieve 

sustainability goals (Lindstrom and Bartling, 2003; Burchell et al., 2005). Since the 1990s, the 

achievement of sustainable development has been an aim for most countries (Selman 1996; 

Wheeler, 2013). The relevant literature (Selman, 1996; Viederman, 1995; Harris, 2000; Kates 

et al., 2005; Kim, 2010; Wheeler, 2013) identifies the main principles of sustainable 

development which include: 

The pursuit of sustainable economic growth - The economic development of urban 

areas is threatening the ecosystem through the depletion of natural resources (Hall and 

Pfeiffer, 2013). Thus, it is important to pay attention to the environmental aspect within the 

economic framework (Wheeler, 2013). Benefits and costs must be balanced against 

environmental requirements (Kim, 2010). One of the factors that help to achieve the 

sustainability is changing the patterns of economic growth towards a sustainable pattern in 

the long-term (Harris, 2000). 
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The achievement of equity -  The concept of equity is based on the fair distribution of 

both the benefits and costs of protecting the environment and the culture of the community. 

In particular, it is expected that the concept of non-equity will lead to exacerbating the 

disparity between people, regions and countries (Kim, 2010). It has become necessary to take 

more interest in this aspect in order to avoid creating social, economic and environmental 

problems. It is important to find the equity between future and present generations, and the 

current generation is required to leave the environment in a good condition for the next 

generation (Selman, 1996). For there to be equity, the needs of both the current and future 

generations must be met. The report of Brundtland Commission (1987) states that it is vital 

to not compromise future generations for maintain the quality of life of the current 

generation (Nieto and Durbin, 1995). 

The conservation of the environment - The world faces unprecedented environmental 

challenges caused by human activity. Economic development and population growth in urban 

areas have caused environmental problems, where there is still an increase in the proportion 

of pollution, due to the increasing number of those who want to live in urban areas (Hall and 

Pfeiffer, 2013). Environmental sustainability is still considered to be the goal for the next few 

decades, with some scientists (Jones and Evans, 2008; Evans, 2003) indicate that urban cities 

are key to achieving environmental sustainability.  

A long-term, holistic approach - Long-term vision requires coordinating strategies at 

different local and national levels, as well as creating a holistic approach that combines the 

perspectives of environmental, economic and social development (Wheeler, 2013). Having a 

long-term vision that takes into account the demands of the present and the future is 

fundamental to sustainable development. For example, policies sustainable for economic 

growth need to consider the environmental and social impacts in the long-term (Harris, 2000). 
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The enhancement of participatory democracy - A participatory democracy is one in 

which decisions are made based on a bottom-up process, rather than a top-down one (Carnoy 

and Castells, 2001; Hydén and Mease, 2004). The principle requires people to participate in 

the process of making and implementing decisions (McDonald, 1996; Harris, 2000). 

Participatory democracy helps people become more integrated with the community (Hall and 

Pfeiffer, 2013). Currently, the participation of stakeholders is indispensable in discussion of 

different social and environmental issues as locals have abundant practical knowledge of their 

locality, accumulated through daily life, and are able to offer innovative ideas (Sullivan and 

Skelcher, 2002). However, is difficult to reach a consensus through participatory democracy, 

due to some people tending to work to meet their personal needs rather than work for 

common goals (Jessop, 1998; Kim, 2010). 

In summary, urban growth needs the discourse analysis of growth which is a 

methodological approach in the area of social studies (Haagensen, 2015). Modes of discourse 

analysis have developed either independently or through the use of modes of analysis applied 

in other disciplines (Hewitt, 2009). The discourse analysis approach can be employed to 

examine the way in which issues (e.g. environmental issues) and understanding of issues (e.g. 

sustainability) are socially constructed by actors (e.g. urban planners) (Bardici, 2014). In this 

sense, urban growth discourse analysis can be described as facilitating understanding of how 

particular planning practices and discourses of planning have shaped the urban growth of 

cities.  

According to Dryzek (2013), in relation to environmental issues, discourse analysis is 

used to explore the manner by which actors construct or reconstruct environmental issues. 

Hence, the value of discourse analysis lies in understanding how planning decisions are taken 

(Kumar and Pallathucheril, 2004; Portugali and Alfasi, 2008). It can also unveil the patterns 
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underlying urban problems in relation to the ecological dimension of sustainability 

(Haagensen, 2015). Rapoport and Vernay (2011) show how it can also reveal the basis of 

claims that a city or district can be made more environmentally sustainable. It is the processes 

through which discourses of planning are constructed, thus presenting the reality of the city 

that needs to be analysed (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). 

2.2.4. Urban Growth in Semi-Developed Countries 

Rapid urban growth in semi-developed  countries engenders numerous economic, 

social and environmental problems at city or regional level, making sustainable development 

challenging (Oguz, 2012). However, several cities in the Middle East are experiencing 

difficulties associated with the speed and scope of their urban growth. The regional economy 

is highly monopolised by urban cities, with very little diversity in the rest cities in the region. 

The already large, and rapidly increasing, populations, are putting the infrastructure and 

facilities of such cities under pressure. In many cases, these facilities are failing to cope with 

the demands of their populations (UN Habitat, 2009).  

However, developed countries have shown fewer negative effects from the process 

of urbanisation or urban growth than the developing or semi-developed countries, as growth 

occurred gradually over a relatively long period of time in the cities of North America, Europe, 

and the UK. In the cities of semi-developed  countries, changes have been rapid and 

unpredictable, whereas developed countries were able to solve a number of urban problems 

and adapt to changes. Therefore, most regions in semi-developed countries have a dominant 

city that benefits from increases in immigration to the city from small and medium towns and 

villages, because of the weakness of the economy in those areas and the lack of employment 

opportunities (Bhatta, 2010). This distends the cities, and causes a rise in land prices and an 
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increase in the cost of establishment and maintenance of municipal services such as roads, 

transportation, water and electricity (Burchell and Mukherji, 2003). As well as Increased 

pressure on services leads to lower levels of performance (Tacoli, et al, 2015).  

The economic reforms in semi-developed  countries as well as concentrate of 

development and planning in main cities led to regional inequality (Bhagat and Mohanty, 

2009), this in turn contributed to the emergence of growth problems in urban cities. However, 

many countries have been unable to find solutions to the problems arising from the process 

of rapid urban growth in cities resulting in a big economic social and development divide 

between rural areas and urban cities. The main reason behind this problem is the focus of 

planning initiatives in cities rather than spreading them throughout regions. This is known as 

the urban bias and often targets a single city, termed the ‘dominant’ city (Cohen, 2004). Asia, 

in particular, has many rapidly expanding cities. In the past forty years, Asia cities have seen 

energetic population growth, rapid urbanisation and enormous social and functional 

upheavals. The consequence of this is the focusing of economic development in particular 

areas within the region (Marcotullio, 2004). 

However, rapid urban growth and urbanisation pose major threats to sustainable 

development, putting a strain on infrastructure that can lead to urban sprawl and associated 

problems (Ooi, 2005), including socio-economic and physical problems (Nelson and Duncan, 

1995) such as unfocussed or unplanned development, long commuting times, high transport 

costs, high costs relating to the provision of infrastructure and socioeconomic segregation 

brought about by inequitable land use and housing (Brueckner, 2000; Carruthers, 2002). 

However, the urban sprawl of the city beyond the boundaries of basic schemes results in 

increased costs when seeking to establish infrastructure and services in new areas. 
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Most major cities in Asia are currently facing challenges related to failure to control 

urban growth. The most important of these challenges are rapid population growth, the 

proliferation of slums, overcrowding, overuse of urban facilities, urban poverty, and 

increasing vehicular and industrial pollution (Dutt and Noble, 2004). These developments are 

contrary to the principle of sustainability. To achieve sustainability in a city or region it is 

important to find solutions to manage rapid urban growth and the attendant problems.  

Middle Eastern countries have experienced huge societal changes since the oil 

discovery and the economic advantages it has brought over the last fifty years or so. The 

Middle East has the fastest growing populations in the world (UN-DESA, 2011). Most of the 

countries in the Middle East have more than 50% of their population living in urban areas. For 

example, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Qatar have more than 85% (Mirkin, 2010). Therefore, it 

is necessary to find methods to achieve a balance in regional growth, which would then 

contribute to the rearrangement of urban growth in cities and help achieve the sustainable 

urban growth. Some planning theories and planning practices and the role of urban policy 

and administration can help contribute to the success of urban and regional development. 

2.2.5. Urban Growth Studies in Saudi Arabia 

Overall in Saudi Arabia, studies of urban growth on multiple levels/scales started 

around 1988 and have continued until the present (see Table 2.2). When reviewing the urban 

studies literature, the focus is largely on urban and regional growth areas and how to manage 

them, as many are historical and descriptive in nature.  More significantly, studies on this 

topic in the context of Saudi Arabia are few if we exclude studies focused on addressing the 

issue of immigration and the motives leading to it.  This is because the interest of researchers 
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in this field has been primarily focused on the movement of people, their settlement, and the 

consequent effects.  

 
Table 2.2 Urban growth studies in Saudi Arabia  

Source: Compiled by the author - Findings of these studies are in Appendix (Table A.3.1) 

 
For example, a study by Aljarallah and Aldioufi (1988) addressed regional variations in 

Saudi Arabia, commentating on differences in central zones, and classifying different urban 

areas by level of urbanisation. They identified national growth and regional growth areas, 

which is somewhat inaccurate, as this classification was based on urban areas only. However, 

their findings do reveal a clear discrepancy between the different regions in Saudi Arabia. It 

is noteworthy that the study did not address the planning process and its role in controlling 

growth, and moreover that it did not mention anything about strategies of urban and rural 

growth as a means to reduce disparity within Saudi Arabia. However, Abbas (2000) stressed 
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the importance of implementing an expansion strategy in terms of growth, to establish the 

role of the spatial dimension in planning and regional development. 

On the other hand, Alkhedheiri (1998) study focused on the reasons for urbanisation 

in Saudi Arabia, identifying actions and policies to strengthen the role of medium and small 

cities. The author opined that the marginalisation of medium or small cities occurs because 

of the national investment policies in place, and is not a consequence of a lack of resources 

or failure to recognise their growth potential. The study focused on promoting the efficiency 

of small and medium cities, aiming to alter the structure of investment policies in general by 

moving towards decentralisation of decision-making. While important, the study did not 

address growth as an integrated system, or discuss its impact on spatial development. 

Moving on to the impact of cities on rural areas, Alwasil’s (2000) study asserted that 

developments in rural service areas could be adversely affected by their positions relative to 

urban cities; those in closest proximity to urban areas were weakest. It is worth mentioning 

that this study did not address the roles of urban and rural growth systems, having not 

addressed the importance and role of the decision-making in the development of rural and 

urban areas.  

Al-Hathloul and Mughal (2004), discussed the process of establishing cities boundaries 

in Saudi, and the impact of these on urban structures. They suggested that the lack of a 

planning framework results in urban sprawl and higher than necessary financial outlays. Their 

study concluded with several recommendations: i) to encourage infill development to control 

urban sprawl; ii) to establish better coordination to reduce the cost of infrastructure; iii) to 

seek to maintain the natural environment in Saudi cities; but, this study lacks the mechanism 

to be followed to implement these recommendations.  
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By contrast, a study by Garba (2004) focused on public sector management of Riyadh's 

growth and its development. The author asserts that urban management has improved 

compared to formerly, but that ongoing urban planning problems remain currently adversely 

affecting the prospect of future growth. A study by Aina et al. (2008) employed a land use 

analysis technique to evaluate urban growth management strategies in Riyadh, revealing that 

these have been of limited success, and that the pattern of growth has not followed urban 

theory.  Both studies were not concerned with planning practices that influenced urban 

growth, but focused on urban management. 

Elsewhere, Garba (2004) and Gamboa (2008) highlighted key problems associated 

with urban sprawl, observing that the changes observed represent weaknesses in the urban 

growth, and a lack of basic services, facilities and social services. They also highlighted the 

disparity in services within the urban parts of Riyadh. Alattas (2008) also identified 

shortcomings in growth areas in terms of performance. The study considered the solutions in 

place to address the low standard of living, especially in rural areas, and the reduced 

migration from rural to urban areas, either within the region or in other regions. One of the 

solutions proposed was to create new areas of growth, however, no solutions were suggested 

to improve existing areas, and changes might further damage the pace of development or 

growth.  

Al-naim (2008) has studied the case study of Riyadh examined population growth and 

urban development at the local level, identifying factors driving population growth in the city, 

and discussing the repercussions of this population growth and its impact on the urban 

environment at the national level. The study revealed that Riyadh suffers from a large deficit 

in housing relative to the population, and study explained that this deficit would continue 

unless practical solutions could be offered.  In addition, he observed a shortage of drinking 
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water, sanitation, and other services resulting from the rapid and irregular growth. Therefore, 

the study was focused on describing the current and expected problems without developing 

effective solutions.  

In addition to the aforementioned studies, there are studies that focus on regional 

development and planning, in particular issues associated with regional distribution. These 

studies are considered weak in terms of interaction, development, decision-making 

processes, participation, behavioural factors and their role in the planning process. One such 

study, by AlJukhaidib (2002) (2009), explored the relationship between the size of an urban 

area and its functionality. The study concluded that the size of an area has played a critical 

role in performance in some urban areas, but that geographical distribution also influences 

an urban areas performance of key functions. A proposal emerged out of the study, 

identifying the administrative and functional division that ensures spatial coverage. It is 

noteworthy that the study did not address the concept of growth areas or their role in the 

planning process, or the relationship between differing levels of central and local planning. 

Highlighting the challenges faced after analysing urban sprawl in desert cities, 

particularly Riyadh, Alsaiari (2010) opined that growth will continue to be problematic nature 

until appropriate laws, policies and mindsets can be implemented to ensure developments 

are compatible with the urban environment. On the other hand, in reference to ensuring 

more effective urban planning in Jeddah, Baesse (2012) stressed the importance of the 

municipal council in resolve the physical and social problems. However, both of studies did 

not cover many aspects of planning practices that effect on urban growth. 

Elsewhere, Aboukorin and Al-shihri (2015) considered the topic of urbanisation and 

sustainability in Saudi Arabia, suggesting that any sustainable urbanisation policy must focus 

on three key issues: protection of agricultural land, improving the urban environment, and 
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preserving urban land for future use. Studying the attitudes and policy implications of the 

boundaries imposed on urban growth, Aldalbahi and Walker (2015) identify the principal 

negative consequence as scattered expansion, i.e. sprawl. Traditional urban planning 

approaches in Riyadh are inadequate due to the speed at which the city is growing, and the 

city cannot manage the negative consequences of such rapid urban growth.  

On this topic, Alqurashi et al. (2016) carried out a study to analyse urban expansion in 

five Saudi cities (Jeddah, Riyadh Makkah, Eastern Area and Altaif) using satellite data and a 

logistic regression model between 1985 and 2014. Summarising their study, they pointed out 

that distance from arterial roads was a key factor determining growth and urban form. In 

contrast, a study prepared by Al-Hathloul (2017) that seeks to understand urban development 

and its expansion and growth in Riyadh (1967-2016), where, the study concludes that plans 

provided a system for the city to expand endlessly. 

In summary, previous studies have revealed insufficient attention directed towards 

those urban planning practices driving urban growth in Saudi cities. However, this study seeks 

to understand current planning practices affecting urban growth in Saudi Arabia, and to 

understand how these influences the role of decision-makers and planners in the urban 

context, especially those involved in the process of regulating urban growth. Thus, at the time 

of writing, this is believed to be the first study relating to urban planning practices and the 

experiences of planners in urban planning in Saudi Arabia, adopting a mixed methods 

approach. To achieve the desired objective of this study, a set of methods has been adopted 

to gather as much data as possible. 
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2.3. The Planning Practices in Managing Urban Growth 

In late 1900s; especially in the wake of the Industrial Revolution, urban planning 

emerged as a scientific discipline; it considered to architectural aspects, city infrastructure, 

housing and urban beautification (Abadi and Masoudi, 2015). For example, in 1909 in Britain, 

at the University of Liverpool was began the first academic program planning and in North 

America the first program was established in 1924 at Harvard University. However, the 

concept of planning includes a number of different meanings, depending on the nature of 

society as viewed by planning institutes (see Table 2.3).  

 
Table 2.3 The actions planning institute intend to achieve 

Source: Compiled by the author  

 
It can therefore prove difficult to challenge planning decisions and planning for the 

future (Mintzberg, 1981). One of the most common understandings of planning was defined 

by Hall (2002) ”The making of an orderly sequence of actions that will lead to the achievement 

of a stated goal or goals” (Hall, 2002, p.3). Also, Adams and Watkins (2014) further noted 

that: ”A useful way to understand planning is to start by thinking about its broad purposes, in 
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other words, to concentrate first on its ends rather than its means” (Adams and Watkins, 2014, 

p.9). 

Sustainability of urban cities in semi-developed countries is less than developed 

countries due to the urban density in these cities is more than developed countries (Abadi 

and Masoudi, 2015). According to Harry Richardson et al. (2000), the main difference 

between cities of developing or semi-developed  countries and developed countries is the 

planning system, high density and unsuitable transportation system that have impacted on 

sustainability of city; it increases instability of growth of city. Healey (2006a) believed the 

scientific study of planning can offer solutions to current and future problems, and clarify the 

relationship between outcomes and methodology. Rydin (2003) noted that planning focuses 

on future developments through the role of the public sector and the decision-making 

process.  

Therefore, the process of planning contains a number of steps, the most significant 

being: (1) goal setting; (2) policy-making; (3) dispute settlement; (4) consultation; and (5) 

implementation and evaluation (Cullingworth and Nadin, 2002). Planning is thus centred on 

the concept of rationality, which requires the setting of goals and problems, in order to 

establish, and evaluate, the available solutions. Thus, planning impacts on urban growth, as 

it enables the provision of an improved standard of dwellings, which is relevant to focus of 

the current research, as it concerns urban planning in areas of high population density. 

However, a number of concerns remain in relation to economic, social and 

environmental issues in contemporary planning practices, due to the decision-making 

processes emerging from conflict between various agents (Cullingworth and Nadin, 2002). An 

understanding of planning requires an awareness of the dynamics of urban change (Healey, 

2006), and some new paradigms of planning has now arisen, e.g. green cities, smart cities and 
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planning for the urban future, in which stakeholders interpret the principles, in order to 

establish methods of mediation between conflicting interests.  

2.3.1. Epistemological Traditions of Planning 

Normative planning seeks to form a coherent theoretical building plan, in order to 

establish a desirable urban environment. However, at the same time, planning is compelled 

to address existing reality in an objective manner, particularly in relation to conflicting 

interests. The history of planning contains many normative ideas that have had a negative 

influence when applied to the reality of practice. This has led many theorists to describe the 

history of planning as being ‘planning for setbacks’ (Ledraa, 2013). This dual nature of 

planning (i.e. normative versus descriptive) has led researchers in divergent directions in an 

effort to reconcile theory and practice from a number of different angles.  

Initially, urban planning tended to be adapted to existing architecture, which led to it 

being viewed as mimicking architecture on a large scale. This rational approach proved 

dominant during the 1960s and 1970s, but failed to produce any lasting results. A second 

approach, known as procedural planning (Faludi, 1973), subsequently emerged to overcome 

these issues. This approach asserts that planning focuses on policy, rather than design. 

However, this did not resolve the dialectic between the normative idealist concept of 

planning and the descriptive realistic concept, leading to the emergence of new directions in 

planning: 

Communicative/ Collaborative Planning - Communicative planning arose in response 

to two philosophical movements: (1) Pragmatism (Dewey, 1929 and Rorty, 1979); and (2) 

Communicative Rationality (Habermas, 1984). Pragmatism seeks to establish the most 

effective planning practices, followed by an evaluation, and the extraction of successful 



 

Chapter 2 The Literature Review 40 

examples, through establishing the steps and conditions that have proved both helpful and 

harmful (Hoch, 1996). Rationality, however, proceeds from an abstract view, with the act 

being guided by the principles of logic and the results of experimental science. 

Innes (1998) indicated that the majority of planners view discussion as a form of 

communication, and therefore the role of the planner is to negotiate and mediate between 

the various stakeholders within the planning process. Healey (1998) employed the term 

‘Collaborative Planning’, i.e. participants are able to reach agreement on the necessary 

actions. Healey (1999) subsequently added an additional two dimensions to the process of 

communication: (1) ‘local knowledge’, which differs from the technical knowledge of 

(primarily Western) experts; and (2) common understanding, mutual trust and the 

formulation of identification, i.e. 'identity creation'. These dimensions facilitate the process 

of obtaining a consensus and thus facilitate the exercise of the planning process. 

Multi-cultural City - A considerable transformation of the city has taken place over 

the previous two decades, which has also has transformed the practice of planning. 

Consequently, the focus is now on the urban form of the city and its functions, with the city 

no longer seen as a static form, but as being in a process of continuous change. A planner no 

longer focuses on human beings as having interests in common, but as multiple groups with 

different cultures and interests. (Sandercock, 2000) confirmed that contemporary civil 

society, with its multiplicity of cultures, tends to prove resistant to the imposition of an 

identity, leading to social movements being the factor of change. It is therefore necessary to 

focus on creating a socially just city, while also placing greater emphasis on preserving its 

cultural identity, rather than focussing on physical issues. Cultural specificities need to be 

identified through alternative methods than that of existing Western scientific knowledge, in 

order to create new relationships between the population and the planned development 
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(Sandercock, 2000). Healey (1999) stated that the focus should be placed on ‘local knowledge’ 

rather than ‘expert knowledge’.  

Sandercock and Lysiottis (1998) identified three forces resulting in different social and 

cultural issues in a city: (1) migration between states; (2) the influence of colonialism; and (3) 

the growth of civil society movements.  Planning frequently neglects the needs of ethnic 

minorities living in cities, leading to a considerable number of issues for marginal 

neighbourhoods and city centre . Burayidi (2000) noted the lack of effective communicative 

planning methods in the treatment of differences within a city, including conflicts between 

issues related to ethnicity. However, Sandercock (2000) suggested a method that focuses on 

establishing a dialogue with planners, in order to encourage integration and tolerance 

between different cultures. 

Thus, the physical form is no longer made up of simply geometric dimensions, but also 

contains different cultural values and social dimensions, leading to a new dimension in the 

planning process (i.e. a multi-cultural city). In this context, the role of the planner is to relate 

knowledge to action, and so empower vulnerable groups to resist exploitation and attempts 

at marginalisation. This was indicated by Healey’s (1998) definition of planning as the 

management of coexistence within a shared urban space. 

The Just City Movement - Fainstein (1994) stated the importance of the theory of 

communication in planning, adding, however, that some opinions may dominate over others. 

The power of communication is dependent on the strength of spokesman, leading Fainstein 

(2000) to view justice as the goal of planning process. Fainstein (2000) considered that urban 

development tends to exclude the majority of the low-income population from the benefits 

of public budgets, which have been generally focussed on the needs of the affluent and the 

influential. Fainstein therefore aimed at developing an urban theory of justice, considering 
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that, if procedures were fair, this would lead to fair results from planning and its subsequent 

outputs. 

The New Urbanism - New Urbanism embraces design that is based on traditional 

forms, and thus is, in some respects, more akin to an ideology than a theory (Bohl, 2000). The 

advocates of New Urbanism tended to be early theorists (e.g. Le Corbusier and Ebenezer 

Howard) in the creation of a coherent local urban community, and who therefore attempted 

to embody the image on the ground to form a beautiful city. Le Corbusier defined the 

principles of architecture and urbanism as the path towards modernity, through the 

International Congress for Modern Architecture (ICMA), which recognised a need to contain 

urban design within a variety of styles of buildings, along with a blending of uses and an 

overlapping of various social strata, and an interest in the urban form (Katz et al., 1994). Thus 

a residential neighbourhood is considered the basic unit of planning, with an appropriate size 

of neighbourhood capable of providing all the necessary activities in close proximity to the 

population, i.e. it is limited to an area approximating a walk of between five and ten minutes 

from centre to edge (Kunstler, 1998; Bohl, 2000). 

New Urbanism therefore focussed on the physical design and layout of a city. 

Moreover, this included a trend against urban expansion towards the suburbs, resulting in 

traffic jams. New Urbanism is a movement that expresses nostalgia for traditional urban 

forms, in response to a dissatisfaction with the current forms of development and 

urbanisation (Ledraa, 2013), and thus it rejects the communicative trend of marketing in 

favour of planning and specific architectural forms. By contrast, the mistakes of modernity 

can be repeated through a focus on spatial forms rather than social methods. However, Bohl 

(2000) did not view New Urbanism as a panacea, but rather as a single strategy among a larger 
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array of social, economic and community strategies required to improve and revitalise the 

quality of life within cities. 

Phronetic Planning - Phronetic planning research arose in response to the theory of 

Aristotle distinguishing between three levels of knowledge (Flyvbjerg, 2004): (1) ‘episteme’ 

refers to science, or scientific knowledge, including the theoretical sciences; (2) ‘techne’, 

refers to the idea of craft, i.e. skills to undertake a process; (3) ‘phronesis’ refers to wisdom 

or intelligence, i.e. an awareness and understanding of actions to be taken in specific 

circumstances and under certain conditions. The first two types of knowledge can be circular 

and repetitive, but the third type is not subject to any generalisation, being instead linked to 

a specific condition with its own set of circumstances (Ledraa, 2013). 

Phronesis consists of a form of practical knowledge that enables decision-making, 

which cannot be explained logically and rationally, but is instead significant in its ability to add 

a normative and moral dimension to issues related to planning (Flyvbjerg, 2004). This forms 

the knowledge most appropriate for use in the planning process, as it relates to dealing with 

an urban situation as a special case, one that requires specialised practice (Ledraa, 2013). 

The main objective of the phronetic approach is to take into account individual 

interests and power relationships as an aspect of the practical application of planning. This 

led Flyvbjerg (2004) to suggest four issues that need to be addressed in any planning decision: 

(1) What is the aim of this development? (2) Is this desirable? (3) Who loses and who gains, 

and by which mechanisms of power? and (4) What, if any, action should be taken? These 

questions have no definitive or straightforward answer, but should rather be addressed 

through an ongoing dialogue, focussing on the problems, possibilities and risks, and aiming at 

identifying alternative solutions satisfactory to all stakeholders (Flyvbjerg, 2004). 



 

Chapter 2 The Literature Review 44 

This discussion has led to the conclusion that planning theory remains insufficiently 

comprehensive, while its intellectual inspiration focuses primarily on frameworks arising from 

the experience of Western societies (i.e. European, British, American and Australian), while 

ignoring the contributions of other communities (i.e. Arab and Asian). It is ineffective to 

impose these theories originating from a Western background on socially, culturally and 

economically and environmentally diverse societies. Because of the different culture of the 

community and the place, planning for Western countries may not fit the nature of the Arab 

communities, this is happened in most Arab countries and developing or semi-developed 

countries through the application of these Western theories.  

This leads to a need to focus on ways of practicing urban planning in response to rapid 

urban grown, rather than on planning theory. An understanding of the role of planners can 

therefore improve the success of the planning environment, i.e. the correct use of planning 

requires an understanding of the needs of the community in its local context, thus focussing 

on establishing an appropriate culture and environment while developing the urban planning 

pathway. The appropriate methods of dealing with issues of urban growth under the umbrella 

of planning practices, require an understanding of: (1) the driving forces of urban planning; 

(2) the practice of spatial planning influencing the pattern of urban growth; and (3) the 

planning environment that influence on Planning Practice. 

2.3.2. The Driving Forces of Urban Planning 

The planning role of sustainable growth goals (the balance between the economy, 

environment, society and culture) are not easy to achieve in a dynamic, diverse and complex 

community, because the integration of the various elements depends on national, regional 

and local situations (Wheeler, 2013). Therefore, sustainable development is not a specific 
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mathematical model that can be applied to ensure results, but it is a strategy, whose success 

depends on the reality faced by the region or city. Thus, it is important to consider how the 

driving forces can be dealt in Arab cities and Saudi cities in particular. The value of these 

driving forces differs from country to country and from time to time. Therefore, the significant 

driving forces that have an impact on urban growth in semi-developed countries 

concentrated in three axes; the structure of planning, the planning law and energy discourses, 

as outlined below. 

2.3.2.1. Structure of Planning 

Several studies in developing or semi-developed countries (e.g. Yazar and Dede, 2012; 

Sundaresan, 2013; Dariah et al., 2014; Hosseini et al., 2015) have indicated that the planning 

structure is not yet arranged in a clearly structured. However, the planning structure reflects 

the kinds of institutional linkages of planning in urban city (Okello, 2017). Moreover, the 

structure of planning is a shared responsibility of the state, the market and civil society, all of 

which have a hand in dealing with societal problems (Driessen and Glasbergen, 2002).  

An effective planning approach demonstrates pluralism: the ability to combine 

different points of view and come to an agreement on the common goals (Healey 1997; Ansell 

and Gash 2008). The result may be sustainability, depending on the elements of the system 

of governance. Good governance and structure of planning in semi-developed countries 

needs to reflect the sustainable growth (Selman, 1996; Kim, 2010). Moreover, the study of 

Ikejide (2011) revealed that the lapses in the planning structure cause floundering and 

dispersion in the growth process, however, adjust the planning structure mechanisms is 

essential to success the city's growth and planning outcomes. 
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2.3.2.2. Planning Law 

UN-Habitat (planning sustainable cities report) have consistently called for the reform 

of planning laws ‘an important precondition for more effective urban planning is that national 

legislation is up to date and is responsive to current urban issues’ (UN, 2009 p.215). However, 

the Planning law has a poor record in developing or semi-developed countries, it has provided 

weak regimes, with restricting social and economic opportunities, as well controlling urban 

growth as a way of restricting urbanization (Berrisford, 2011). The planning law is dominated 

by statutory provisions which were imported in the form of ordinances for improve the path 

of planning. However, the presence of laws and legislation planning helps to control the 

management of the city, which contributes to the success of planning and growth of the city 

(Dahlan and Mohamed, 2009). 

 In return, the old planning law and informality further weakens the planning 

capabilities of local authorities. In addition, the laws that are not in line with the urban 

development of the city caused gaps in those laws in terms of their association with legislation 

of growth and planning (Hadeel, 2014). However, there is a lack of relevance of the planning 

law to existing urban growth in fast-growing cities. These communities feel that compliance 

to the provisions of planning law would not improve their standard of planning, because of 

floundering situation, wherefore, there is widespread lack of enforcement of planning law. 

This shows the importance to study and improvement the planning law in rapidly growing 

countries; the fact that the planning law helps to revise the growth boundary system that 

controls land use and expansion of urban area (Okata and Murayama, 2011). 



 

Chapter 2 The Literature Review 47 

2.3.2.3. Energy Discourses 

Urban planning has evolved in the developed or developing world over the past 

century in a way compatible with the availability of energy sources (Ibrahim, 2009). Energy 

discourses is an important element that contributed to the rapid urban growth in urban areas 

in some Arab cities, due to the availability of oil resources and the low cost of energy. For 

example, the study of Wiedmann et al. (2012) focused on the influence of economic 

transformations on urban structures in Doha, and it concluded that the energy discourses 

contributed significantly to the urbanisation process. However, during the 1970s and 1980s, 

the energy prices have led to rapid urban growth. Therefore, the cheap energy in some cities 

has contributed to the demonstration of many neighbourhoods and urban extensions 

corresponds to the paths of road networks for cars. Therefore, growth of the city and urban 

planning are closely linked to energy issue (Phdungsilp, 2006).  

Moreover, as most energy consumption in the world is within urban cities, it is thus 

important to understand and develop strategies for the use of energy in the city. Some 

factors, such as the cost of energy, are particularly significant in mega-cities, e.g. in countries 

that export oil could be contribute to significant changes in urban growth. Moreover, today 

we stand on the threshold of high prices of energy and how its reflection on the city, this 

requires adapting energy discourses with urban growth. 

2.3.3. Influence of Spatial Planning on Urban Growth 

Spatial planning emerged, and was highly dependent on contemporary societal 

values, i.e. in relation to urban sprawl (Fertner, 2012). New concepts have subsequently 

emerged to address the new challenges facing expanding cities, including issues related to 

sustainability and urban density (Jørgensen and ærø 2008). Spatial planning is context 
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dependent, and required to accord with the existing planning systems and legislation. Three 

contextual factors of a city’s planning system play a fundamental role: (1) law; (2) structure; 

and (3) responsibility for planning (Enemark, 1999). Cities respond to the challenges they face 

in a number of different ways. While their geographical and historical context can lead to 

specific forms of urban growth, the majority of cities face similar challenges and are subject 

to the same global drivers (Fertner, 2012). 

Examples of success and failure can illustrate potential future pitfalls for urban 

planning regulations. There has been some criticism of the imposition of Western planning 

and management models onto all cities (Balbo 1993; Gandy 2006). At the same time, planning 

actions can result in negative spillover effects of urban growth, resulting in harm for those 

living in cities that have failed to establish any solutions to such issues. An analysis of spatial 

planning is crucial to understanding the evolution of the city, leading to the question of 

whether spatial planning is able to resolve (or at least mitigate) issues related to urban 

growth. The following sections discuss three potential remedies to assist cities to overcome 

the negative effects of urban growth.  

2.3.3.1. Settlement Patterns 

Planning in its different forms and levels has, throughout history, influenced the form 

and size of urban settlements. The driving forces behind the establishment of cities included 

the weakness of planning mechanisms and the impact of the Industrial Revolution. 

Consequently, both Eastern and Western urban developments have been of a relatively 

similar size. Potter (1985) argued that settlements during the prehistoric period were both 

isolated and small in size, but that such settlements have subsequently increased, both in size 

and number, leading to the development of the modern city. Moreover, this development 

will continue to increase, including several cities being joined together to form a large 
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megalopolis. Thus, in the absence of planning to restrict such growth, the size of settlements 

will continue to increase. 

However, the size of the urban settlements can also have an impact on existing city 

infrastructure and transportation. Thus, small urban settlements have fewer transport 

services in comparison to major cities. Due to the relatively large distances between homes 

and amenities, the majority of the population of large cities are forced to travel to reach their 

work, leisure activities or services. Williams and Banister (1998) demonstrated that smaller 

settlements require greater travelling distances, and that in non-car models (i.e. in which the 

main modes of transport consist of public transport, walking or cycling), large settlements 

involve greater travelling distances. 

In the development of urban systems, Geyer and Kontuly (1993) have identified five 

stages, classified primarily in relation to the size of settlements at each stage and the 

corresponding spatial patterns of population movement. Pacione (2009) subsequently 

proposed three stages of urban growth: (1) the phase of the primate city; (2) the intermediate 

city phase; and (3) the small city phase. However, (see Figure 2.4) shows the net migration 

gains and losses cities over time; each stage was formulated according to successive waves of 

development in urban growth. These phases thus represent the first cycle of urban growth, 

and it is during the final cycle that the second sequence of major metropolitan growth takes 

place, i.e. small and intermediate-sized cities (Abou-Korin, 2014). On Figure 2.4, the 

developing and semi-developed countries can be located on urbanisation phase at II or III 

stage, where main urban cities are the only gainer of urban population. 
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Figure 2.4 Generalised stages of differential urbanisation 

Source:(Abou-Korin, 2014, p.382) 

 
Settlement patterns, although often overlooked in some cities in developing or semi-

developed countries, has a strong impact on the distribution of people and services (Sogoni, 

el, 2016). However, the continuum of area is not uniform and thus requires each space to be 

dealt with it separately. As well as, low density settlement patterns create diseconomies of 

scale and distribution costs (Bidwell, 2001). Generally, uncoordinated settlement patterns 

usually in developing or semi-developed countries a challenge, but it is argued that the better 

the cities are understood and analysed by planners who are can respond to needs of urban 

cities. 

2.3.3.2. Urban Design Pattern 

Burg et al. (2004) revealed the complex relationship between urban form and 

function. The path dependency and function of the city has an impact on the sustainability of 

growth, along with its form. Urban design focused at the community or neighbourhood level 
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(and which takes urban growth into account), has been shown to overcome a number of 

problems such as transportation, housing, neighbourhood design (Arbury 2005). This micro 

level focus of urban design has the potential to achieve sustainability through urban form and 

the ability to overcome a number of the issues associated with urban growth. Urban design 

measures address urban form, moreover, a good urban design offer the legibility of city, 

however, urban sprawl is incoherent urban design (Clifton et al. 2008). 

Nevertheless, debate continues concerning the nature of ‘urban design’, including 

which designs should be included (Arbury, 2005). Sternberg (2000) pointed out that urban 

design, despite being the primary field of city planning, lacks a cohesive theoretical 

foundation. Sternberg (2000, p.265) proposed that "the urban designer’s task is the shaping 

of human settlements", i.e. through the manipulation of elements making up the built 

environment, including distance, land area, road design, and building style (Arbury, 2005). 

Moreover, Porta and Renne (2005) demonstrated the link between sustainable growth and 

urban design, including the impact at neighbourhood and city level. They proposed eight 

indicators of sustainability: (1) diversity of land-use; (2) street connectivity; (3) accessibility; 

(4) natural surveillance; (5) public/private realm; (6) employment density; (7) number of plots; 

and (8) the number of buildings. 

There are also a number of smaller scale ‘street indicators’, based on these broad 

indicators, capable of measuring subsequent growth configurations. Figure 2.5, below, 

illustrates the size of blocks and the influence on the growth of a series of cities in developing 

and developed countries. It demonstrates that the urban design could prove a factor in the 

increase of average distances between intersections in a city, thus leading to uncontrolled 

expansion and urban sprawl. 
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Figure 2.5 Source, ICLEI—Local Government for Sustainability 

Source: http://www.iclei.org 

 
On the other hand. traditional planning methods in Arab cities are based on culture 

and community as people designed the built environment in their city (Hakim, 2007), (see 

Appendix A.4) The Western model, ignoring religious customs and beliefs, is based on 

efficiency and rational development. Differences exist in the approach and way of thinking, 

therefore development concepts, community planning, land use, urban forms, design and 

architecture all play a part in the future planning of the Arab city (see Bianca, 2000; Saqqaf, 

1987; Hamouche, 2009).  

The problem with the Western model is the assumption that it can predict the future 

needs of Arab cities. But when the Western model was applied the results showed people’s 

social relations with the built environment were ignored  (Kiet, 2011). Hamouche (2009) 

describes the Western model as inflexible and unable to adapt to the decisions of the 

community. These decisions are a strong point in the planning of Arab cities. The Western 

model’s lack of incorporation of the Arab society’s traditions and customs caused failures in 

the growth of the Arab city. For example, the Western model focuses a great deal of attention 
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on street design before focusing on the building design; this model, however, violates the 

Islamic concept of privacy and the neighbourhood and inadvertently destroys the society-

based structure. 

The Western model also differs from the Arab growth model in its separation of 

functions, with areas designated specifically for housing, services, commerce and industry. 

This, in turn, contributes to the division of the city into rational sectoral components which 

may not accommodate the needs of the community. However, the Western model 

contributes to faster city growth. Therefore, wide streets and highways that bisect 

neighbourhoods appear, causing isolated areas. Hamouche (2009) and Bianca (2000) both 

recognise the functional improvements of division within the city, but are aware that this is 

done at the expense of losing community and environmental qualities.  

However, the use of Western concepts of planning, without any deference to 

traditional concepts, in Arab cities, has led to a disintegrated urban fabric. There is a need to 

understand the contexts of the traditional and Western models in order to integrate them. 

While the Western model takes a subdivision approach to land management, creating ever 

smaller fragments of space, the traditional Arab concept is governed by the incremental and 

organic addition of functions and areas. 

2.3.3.3. Transportation and Land Use 

Research has revealed that city growth is influenced by the spatial structure of existing 

cities, including their transport systems (Banister, 2012; Næss, 2012). However, 

transportation of people or goods, along with the associated economic activity, has been 

shown to have an impact on patterns of growth (Meyer and Miller, 2001). Bhatta (2010) noted 

that that transportation infrastructure forms a major cause of urban growth. Moreover, 

studies by (Hart, 2001; Handy, 2005; Ma and Xu, 2010) indicated transportation as a key driver 
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of spatial expansion. However, a number of further studies, such as (Parker, 1995; Priemus et 

al., 2001) have emphasised the effect of high-speed roads on population growth and 

expansion of the urban city. 

This ensures the existence of a strong relationship between transportation systems 

and urban growth. Aljoufie (2012) noted the existence of three inherent characteristics of this 

relationship: (1) complexity; (2) causality; and (3) reciprocity. This relationship is formed 

between several socio-economic and physical components, i.e. the socio-economic side is 

related to growth in the population, economy growth, and demand for transportation, 

whereas the physical components are related to spatial expansion, an increase in transport 

infrastructure and a change of land use. However, Aljoufie (2012) noted that the relationship 

can be inferred in four key interacting aspects related to urban growth: (1) transportation 

infrastructure; (2) travel demands; (3) change in land use; and (4) population (see Figure 2.6). 

 
Figure 2.6 Conceptual reciprocal relationship between transport and urban growth 

Source: (Aljoufie, 2012, p.42) 
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However, land use changes have an impact on the urban environment through growth 

trends and patterns (Al-shalabi et al., 2013). On the other hand, Allen and Browne (2010) 

noted that the density of an urban area can be varied by mixing land use, in order to reduce 

the distance between housing and the workplace (and other activities), with a resulting 

impact on patterns of growth and the expansion of the city.  However, land use has been 

found to impact travel patterns and city growth (see Figure 2.7), i.e. Headicar and Curtis 

(1994) pointed out that land use has a profound impact on travel patterns and the duration 

of travel, including an increase in both travel times and distances resulting from positioning 

housing developments away from city centres. 

 
Figure 2.7 The relationship between transportation and land use 

Source: (Pandya and Katti, 2012, p.3) 

 
Driven by technological change, particularly in the areas of transportation, 

globalization has radically reduced the need for spatial planning (Cohen, 2004). However, 

many urban cities in Asian countries have grown spectacularly over the past 25 years, in some 

cases more than quadrupling in size (Cohen, 2006). Moreover, urban cities in developing and 
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semi-developed countries are undergoing a transition in their built environments and 

economies from the traditional to the modern, which has yet to stabilise. This is apparent in 

the growth of the cities and the changes undergone by the community over the past years, 

which include the increased dominance of cars. This shows the importance of transportation 

issues and its impact on the spatial planning. 

In summary of Spatial Planning, In the current decade, there is an increasing 

recognition that globalism and technology required a redrawing of spatial boundaries 

(Mawson, 2009). However, the three elements noted above play both a negative and positive 

role in the growth and expansion of urban areas. However, a number of issues are not 

immediately visible, but, over time, can have a powerful influence on planning outputs and 

urban growth centred in the planning environment and the role of planners. The following 

section focuses on an understanding of the planning environment, which, in turn, influences 

planning outcomes and subsequent urban growth. 

2.3.4. The Influence of the Planning Environment on 

Planning Practice 

The planning environment covers the planning system, the general understanding of 

planning, as well as the framework and practice of planning. However, urban areas are in a 

state of constant fluctuation, including in relation to, population, information or data and the 

economy. Healey (2006b) stated that cities cannot be understood by means of a singular 

driving dynamic, but that they are the result of complex planning, created by the interaction 

of actors in multiple planning events. However, an increasing number of stakeholders are now 

taking part in urban development processes, raising issues concerning the degree to which 

planning can be coordinated in the context of institutional fragmentation (Salet and Thornley, 
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2007). This leads to a need for additional connectivity between decision-making and planning, 

while, at the same time, urban planning has also become multi-actor development, involving 

a number of urban development processes. Verlaat and Wigmans (2011) agreed that urban 

planning performed by many individual actors and organisations takes place within a complex 

context and a lengthy time-scale. 

The traditional method of planning cities cannot survive within the current changing 

urban environment of the city. The complexity of planning tasks exceeds the capacity of the 

planning system, while responsibility for some planning tasks fall between the various 

planning departments (Staffans 2015). Othengrafen (2010) stated that the planning 

environment refers to values specific to actors involved in the processes and practice of 

planning (e.g. planners, geographers and architects). The taken-for-granted assumptions and 

values of this group comprise (among other aspects) the objectives and principles of planning 

that focus on the provision of urban growth and sustainability. However, Schein (2010) stated 

that existing values guide professionals (i.e. planners) when dealing with certain aspects of 

city planning, and can thus predict much of the planning practice observed at the level of 

‘planning artefacts’ (see Figure 2.8). 

 
Figure 2.8 The culturised planning model. 

Source: (Othengrafen, 2010, p.92) 
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There is thus a need to emphasise the provision of a positive environment to enable 

planning to resolve urban problems, and avoid poor planning outputs. However, to success 

the planning environment must have some elements that facilitate the path of planning 

practices. The following sections focus on five elements of planning environment (see Figure 

2.9): 

 

 
Figure 2.9 Elements influencing the planning environment 

Source: by the author. 

 
2.3.4.1. Professionals of Urban Planners 

Despite the fact planners face a number of obstacles in establishing the sustainability 

of urban growth (e.g., lack of resources and information; political change; failure to take an 

integrated approach. (Hoemig et al., 2005) professionals are instrumental in improving the 

planning environment (Nasar, 1998; Hurlimann, 2009; Ahern et al., 2014), due to their ability 
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to accomplish specialised business, including addressing challenges resulting from 

demographic and economic growth and the externalities generated by urban sprawl.  

A number of studies have addressed the issue of a gap between professional practice 

and education, including those of (Glazer, 1974; Alonso 1986; Hall 1989; Ozawa and Seltzer, 

1999; Baum, 1997; Guzzetta and Bollens, 2003; Myers and Banerjee, 2005). The objective of 

planning is to promote knowledge in decision-making, that improves decisions concerning the 

present and future actions (Friedmann, 1987). However, in many planning processes, 

planners deal with experts in multi-disciplinary (Tennøy et al. 2016). This use of professionals 

has been discussed by a number of researchers (e.g. Stanford and Econ, 1975 and Perkin, 

1996), while Kerr et al. (1977) identified a set of attributes of ‘idealistic professional’ features, 

including individuals who: (1) are knowledgeable in methods of practice; (2) have gained 

mastery of that knowledge through continuing and expanded instruction; (3) have an ability 

to make decisions independently, according to the acquired knowledge; and (5) have an 

obligation to practice the profession. 

On the other hand, professionals are required to establish a flexible working practice, 

which has been classified by (Alexander et al., 2011; Alexander and Dijst, 2012) into three 

types: (1) Spatial flexibility (i.e. the undertaking of work activities in different locations); (2) 

temporal flexibility (i.e. time division, in which specific work is divided into several smaller 

works to be undertaken at different times; and (3) interactional flexibility (i.e. having the 

ability and flexibility to interact with a wide range of individuals). 

Planning activities are mainly undertaken through the procedures and practices of a 

planning system that aims to promote the objectives of planning through the implementation 

and development of spatial development plans (Healey 2010). However, planning practices 



 

Chapter 2 The Literature Review 60 

have resulted in reductive views, leading to a need to overcome any narrowing of vision, while 

the future practice of planning needs to focus on the following aspects: 

How the projects were brought into being – how possibilities and project 
ideas were imagined, how resources were assembled, how ideas progressed 
from designs to land clearance and building activity, and how attention was 
sustained for projects that had long-time spans from initial idea to 
completion. (Healey, 2010, p.127). 

 
However, practices can be included by planners and policymakers to describe and 

interpret issues related to planning leading to the development of solutions, while the 

involvement of stakeholders and citizens can capitalise on ideas, needs and values in the 

planning process (Copeta and Tedesco, 2013). It is vital to understand: (1) the gap between 

planning practices and urban realities; and (2) the different methods involved in teamwork 

and individual practices. At the same time, knowledge and experience is central to 

environmental, regional and urban planning (Rydin, 2007). Planning institutions face a 

number difficulties, due to requiring the support of experts, while also addressing the 

dismantling of knowledge by the development process (Pellizzoni, 2011). 

A number of researchers have emphasised the importance of planners employing a 

diversity of information when drawing up plans (Owens et al. 2006; Rydin, 2007; Healey, 2009; 

Krizek et al., 2009). The knowledge of planners is applied to planning and decision-making, 

resulting in plans which, when implemented, result in changes to urban planning. These 

changes to the planning pathway have an impact on urban growth in at least two important 

ways (see Figure 2.10): firstly, changes in urban growth can create situations capable of being 

recognised and addressed as an aspect (including the appropriate framing) of objectives and 

issues facing the planning processes; and secondly, empirical experience of the impact of 

specific changes on urban growth on the entire planning system can provide researchers and 
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planners with new knowledge of the workings of the planning pathway, thus leading to 

increased knowledge in relation to planning (Tennøy, 2012). Additionally, such a development 

of the planners’ knowledge can have an impact on future planning and decision-making, and 

hence developments in urban growth. 

 
Figure 2.10 Interrelations between the two systems of organisation 

Source: figure based on (Tennøy, 2012) 

 
However, when developing plans and making planning decisions, it is important to 

understand the expert knowledge and knowledge of context, besides process and objectives. 

(Tennøy, 2012; Tennøy et al., 2016). Planners employ knowledge to produce plans, analyses 

and recommendations. Moreover, decision-makers also use a variety of information to 

develop their ability to make decisions in order to achieve planning goals. Tennøy (2012) 

noted that the knowledge of planners (including their powers and objectives) can directly 

influence their interaction with existing plans, along with the creation of new plans. 

Moreover, these aspects can also have a reciprocal effect and hence an indirect influence on 

plans and plan-making. 

Planners practices includes knowledge of laws, planning procedures and decision-

making as defined in planning legislation, including ways of undertaking (or participating in), 

the planning process (see, among others, Healey, 2009). However, as noted in the discussion 

on planning theory, the planning process is frequently undertaken in dialogue with other 
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actors, and frequently with considerable influence from professional planners (Rydin, 2007; 

Healey, 2009). It is significant to understand the context of planning, including the following: 

(1) political, physical and cultural aspects; (2) current and previous conditions; and (3) existing 

plans and policies (see also Rydin, 2007). The above description illustrates the necessity of 

employing sources of knowledge including planners’ knowledge when making any projects or 

plans. Wilson (2001, p.15) emphasised that: 

Planners are not just facilitators – they articulate economic, social and 
technical knowledge and represent values that might be neglected by other 
participants, such as social justice or the interests of future generations. 
(Wilson, 2001, p.15) 

 
2.3.4.2. Decision-making 

Decision-making is crucial within the planning environment, as it influences 

opportunities to establish a planning path within all sectors. Michel (2007) noted that such 

decisions are significant to stakeholders, enabling them to align with the strategic intent of 

the sector. However, in order to a decision to be effective, it is necessary to consider the 

positive and negative aspect of each alternative, prior to determining the most appropriate 

option (Harris, 2012). Vesikko (2013) considered that most decisions are undertaken in an 

uncertain environment, but, in order to reduce risk, more detailed preparation is required for 

important decisions.  

Firstly, in the decision-making process is to decide the method by which a plan is 

established, i.e. through group consensus or an individual decision. Harris (2012) and Vroom 

and Yetton (1973) considered that the planning environment (along with the availability of 

information and data) defines whether the style of decision-making is collective or individual. 

They differed on the significance of the difference between the stages of decision-making 
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within the social sciences and management, while some believed that the decision-making 

process involves a number of stages, as follows (see Figure 2.11 A). Schoenfeld (2011) 

proposed six steps for the decision-making process (see Figure 2.11), viewing decision making 

as an iterative activity, based on a logical sequence, giving the decision maker the facility to 

learn from previous decisions.  

 
 

Figure 2.11 Stages of the decision-making process 

 
The planning process was previously limited to addressing minor issues, with a focus 

on simple solutions for planning problems commensurate with limited possibilities. A number 

of planning methods (or a series of decisions) have appeared (e.g. Chadwick, 1971; Lichfield 

et al., 1975), in an attempt to improve the methodology of work to a level commensurate 

with the interlocking conditions faced by planners (Esam, 2004). 

The majority of modern curriculum planning is based on a single philosophy, i.e. that 

the ultimate goal of planning activities is to reach decisions appropriate for specific situations 
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(Amam, 2010). This goal requires that the basic information for decision making is both clear 

and accurate, leading to the use of systematic, comprehensive and scientific methods to: (1) 

compile the information; (2) undertake the analysis; and (3) undertake the drafting of 

resolutions. This results in the development of appropriate planning solutions indicates 

integration between the process of planning and decision-making, as demonstrated in Figure 

2.12. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.12 Integration between stages of the planning process with the decision-making process 

Source: figure based on (Amam 2010) . 

 
2.3.4.3. The Data 

Providing the updated data of urban city is the main challenge of decision-maker, 

experts and planners to make a more creative decision to support development of city. Simple 

and easy methods of data gathering for planning of cities and their development should be 

invented. However, confidentiality of data whether spatial, social, economic, etc. is a problem 

of urban development (Azizi, 2007). 

A fundamental aspect of good decision-making concerns access to accurate and 

relevant data, thus ensuring legitimate and meaningful decisions are made in technical, 

economic or political decision-making, despite the complexity of urban problems and the 

intractability of traditional processors. Kaiser et al. (1995) confirmed the importance to the 
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planning of any project of the key economic, environmental and social facts and information. 

This is due to the success and effectiveness of planning outcomes depending on the input 

data, as the planning process is initiated with a definition of the problem and the setting of 

goals. Figure 2.13 reveals the role of data in the formulation of plans, along with its 

relationship to the addressing of planning issues. 

 
Figure 2.13 Data relationship with formulation of plans and solve problems  

Source: figure based on (Kaiser et al., 1995)  

 

It is important to differentiate between statistical data and indicators, as 

demonstrated by the informational pyramid (see Figure 2.14). The base of the pyramid 

represents raw information, which, through analysis, is transformed into indications of 

outcomes, in order to facilitate stakeholder understanding. However, it is also necessary to 

establish the relationship between data, indicators, indices, and information for planning 

actions, as well as the interactions between planning measures and planners or decision 

makers. 
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Figure 2.14 The relationship between data, indicators, indices, and planning actions. 

Source: (Wu and Wu, 2012, p.71) 

 
Cities currently produce a large amount of data, including information on economic, 

social, environmental and physical aspects. Batty (2013) noted that big data enriches the 

experience of the function of urban developments, offering many new opportunities for 

planning, along with more informed decision-making among planners concerning the most 

effective planning within urban areas. However, shortages or invalidity of information can 

impact on a city's policy for growth. 

Planning sets the future course of any growing city. Large amounts of data are 

available to the planner, which must be interpreted effectively, in order to predict the future 

direction of city growth, and so draw up appropriate plans. Data concerning urban areas can 

prove useful for urban designers and planners, however, open data and transparency is 

important to planners, including sharing and increasing the availability of data, thus 

facilitating the ability of planners to obtain critical information concerning development and 

more rapid methods of planning (Lee and Hancock, 2012). A number of researchers, including 

(Harris and Ventura, 1995; Laurini, 2002), noted that the nature of the data and information 
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required depends on the conditions of each individual city, including: (1) the current size of 

population; (2) the size of the urban area; (3) land use and transport; and (4) predictions 

relating to future developments. 

2.3.4.4. Work Environment 

Thompson and Strickland (2001) and Wheelen and Hunger (2012) focussed on 

performance planning, believing that a work environment has a fundamental impact on an 

employee's performance. The concept of ergonomics covers processes including: (1) 

regulations; (2) laws; (3) working relationships; (4) culture; (5) rules; (6) policies; (7) the 

physical environment (e.g. air conditioning, lighting and office furniture); and (8) the external 

business environment. Shikdar (2004) viewed the workplace as an environment in which 

employees perform, with an effective environment being one in which employees meet the 

expectations of management, while ineffective or unpleasant environments lead to 

ineffective employee performance (Westerman and Yamamura 2007). The working 

environment is thus crucial both to the performance and well-being of employees (Ajala 

2012).  

Jones (2004) and Wheelen and Hunger (2012) stated that the working environment is 

divided into three levels: (1) the general environment, which has an equal impact on all 

organisations (i.e. the economic and political situation, laws and regulations, and 

environmental, demographic, cultural and social factors); (2) the specific environment, (i.e. 

elements of the external environment directly impacting on the organisation, including 

stakeholders, government, or other private organisations); and (3) the internal environment 

(i.e. factors and forces affecting the work of the organisation, including organisational 

structure, culture, and financial, human, and research and development resources). 
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Ooi and Arumugam’s (2006) study established that the following have been associated 

with a positive commitment to assisting workers in effectively undertaking their roles: (1) 

communication; (2) training and development; and (3) rewards and recognition. Moreover, a 

study undertaken by McMurray et al. (2004) revealed a significant correlation between an 

organisation’s climate and level of commitment, including in relation to: (1) creativity; (2) 

confidence; (3) independence; (4) support; (5) justice; (6) appreciation; (7) cohesion; and (8) 

pressure of work. On the other hand, the physical working environment has a direct influence 

on human senses and productivity, and thus impacts on how professions perform tasks, 

including improving effectiveness and efficiency (Soewardi et al., 2016).  

2.3.4.5. Participation 

Liggett and Perry (1995) stated that the subject of the city needs to be open to public 

debate, in order to establish future developments, adding that expectations concerning the 

most appropriate actions are always controversial, i.e. planning goals seek to satisfy the 

values of the local community, rather than global views of how to establish a utopian city. 

Banovetz (1984) noted that the most effective way of influencing local plans (i.e. "the values 

and wishes of the local community") is to actively involve the city's population in the planning 

process, through the participation of local councils. This confirms the view of Herr (1989) that 

planners need to involve residents in the planning process, in order to: (1) raise social 

awareness and (2) create a popular consensus. Kaiser et al. (1995) also demonstrated that 

city planners require the agreement of the local community to achieve the desired 

implementation of plans. 

Godschalk and Stiftel (1981) suggested a need for dialogue and discussion with the 

parties concerned in order to achieve a consensus on planning, i.e. investors; real estate 

developers; stakeholders; and leaders of government and private sectors.  Healey (1997) also 
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confirmed about collaborative planning for successful the planning path. Discussion, along 

with the exchange of information and ideas, leads to the creation of solutions. The main 

objective of the debate is to ensure that plans, policies and developments ensure a balance 

between the three main values: (1) social; (2) economic; and (3) environmental. Kaiser et al. 

(1995) (see Figure 2.15) stated that, in order to inform the city’s community, the concerned 

parties should draw up a planning model to ensure the planning is realistic, and capable of 

being employed. 

 
Figure 2.15 The concerned parties of planning 

Source: (Kaiser et al., 1995 p.53) 

 
Urban planning requires local participation, within a framework of sustainability and 

efficiency, in order to transform cities to promote sustainable communities (Amado et al. 

2010). However, increasing local participation in urban affairs can play a significant role in 

balancing the different aspects of urban growth (Safari and Ziyari, 2014). This has been 

previously confirmed by researchers including (Monnikhof and Edelenbos, 2001; Pelletier et 

al. 1999), who stated that participation in urban planning widens the knowledge and support 

for planning policies. This contributes to improved planning outcomes and decision-making. 
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2.4. Compact City and Transit-Oriented Development 

Development and planning are intrinsically linked to urban growth and expansion, and 

spatial planning is a basic tool of development (Pallagst, 2012). However, development can 

also prove to be both a source of problems, as well as a source of potential solutions. 

Nonetheless, urban growth continues to occur, both with and in the absence of planning, but 

that unplanned growth is likely to result in a number of problems. For example, in urban cities 

infrastructure created to accommodate dependence on cars has led to the emergence of low-

density areas that contribute to a considerable degree of dispersion of cities. One planning 

solution is that of the Compact City and Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) concept to 

reach sustainable growth or as a guide for future growth management in urban cities.  

This concept is a spatial arrangement for locating activity centres around the transit 

areas (Hasibuan et al., 2014). It involves a mixture of uses, along with the development of a 

moderate to high density of population, or the renewal of existing neighbourhoods (Fertner, 

2012). The compact city “in general is taken to mean a relatively high-density, mixed-use city, 

based on an efficient public transport system and dimensions that encourage walking and 

cycling” (Burton, 2000, p. 1969). On the other hand, the TOD definition is: "A compact, mixed-

use community, centred around a transit station that, by design, invites residents, workers, 

and shoppers to drive their cars less and ride mass transit more" (Bernick and Cervero, 1997, 

p. 5).  

The concept of Compact city and TOD seeks to link the population density with the 

place, and though difficult to implement, it has the potential to curb urban sprawl. For 

example, Figure 2.16 shows the relationship between population density and growth patterns 

of cities, which means that wherever there are low-density residential areas, they contribute 
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to the expansion of the city. Allen and Browne (2010) noted that by mixing land uses in urban 

areas the distance between housing and the workplace, and other urban activities, can be 

reduced, and this could affect growth patterns in terms of urban sprawl. On the other hand, 

the compact city can reduce problems of automobile dependency associated with urban 

sprawl. A study by Newman and Kenworthy compared 32 cities, and the key result of this 

study is that denser cities have lower car use than sprawling cities (Newman and Kenworthy, 

1991). 

 
 

Figure 2.16 The spatial structure of 7 cities 

Source: (Bertaud, 2001, p. 3) 
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The goals of TOD and compact city are correspondent with the sustainable 

development concept in terms of social equality, economic efficiency and environmental 

protection (Burton, 2000; Bertaud, 2001; Li and Lai, 2006).  Following are guidelines (see Table 

2.4) that provide direction and potential options on how to achieve sustainable growth. Also, 

these guidelines are strategies that seek to accommodate projected growth in urban cities. 

Guidelines  

Supportive Land Uses 
Mix land uses  
Transit-supportive land uses 
Limitation of non-transit supportive land uses 

Increased Density 
Optimisation density 
Minimisation of the impacts of density 

Pedestrian Oriented Design 

Quality pedestrian connections 
A compact development form  
Integrated public systems  
Locating pedestrian-oriented uses 
Human-scaled architecture  
Incorporate climatic design 

"Place" as a Unique Environment 

Emphasis of important buildings 
Street and block layout 
Use open space 
A place for the local community 

Manage Traffic 

Reduction of parking 
Parking in appropriate locations 
Developing parking that integrates with 
pedestrians 
Transportation management strategies 
Long-term redevelopment 

Plan in Context with Local Communities 

Working with local communities 
Providing needed community services 
Build a form that complements the local 
structures 

 

Table 2.4 Guidelines for sustainable growth 

Source: Table based on (Burton, 2000; Bertaud, 2001; Maher and AbuRass, 2012) 
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2.4. Chapter Summary 

Urban growth affects the economic growth, environment, land use, housing and 

transportation of any city (Brueckner, 2000; Carruthers, 2002; Paek, 2006), with the possibility 

of positive or negative consequences on any of these aspects. Achieving sustainability in 

urban areas is important for the future of the city.  As Portney (2003) points out, if a city is to 

achieve sustainability, it must manage growth in a way that is consistent with the vision of 

the city or region. In overall, the style of urban growth has a large impact on determining 

sustainability (Paek, 2006). In light of the rapid urban growth in main cities and change of 

method of growth there is a growing need for to identify the urban planning pathway to find 

out the causes of growth. 

This chapter discussed the existing literature concerning the planning practices in 

urban growth, in order to build an appropriate framework for this research. The discussion of 

the planning practices in the current chapter clarified the epistemological traditions of 

planning. Moreover, this chapter outlined three issues related to the influential planning 

practices in urban growth: (1) the driving forces of urban planning; (2) the impact of spatial 

planning practices on urban growth; and (3) the planning environment that influence on 

Planning Practice. 

The above discussion established the framework of this current study, which is 

formulated in the subsequent chapter on methodology (i.e. Chapter 3). A number of 

conclusions have been drawn to formulate the themes of enquiry for this type of study, and 

thus enrich the empirical study of this research (i.e. chapters 4-8). 
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology 

3.1. Overview 

This chapter is to set out the method of empirical research that used in this study. The 

objective is to investigate whether current planning practices support sustainable urban 

growth, and if not, to establish what modifications to practice would ensure effective urban 

planning in Saudi cities.  

This chapter opens with the research gap, stating the proposed research questions; 

and analytical framework, and then explains the methodology to be employed in subsequent 

chapters. It presents the methodological framework for the research, stating providing details 

of specific research methods. The chapter also outlines and justifies the research procedures 

employed,  focusing on in-depth interviews and questionnaires with decision makers, 

academics and planners.  

3.2. The Research Gap and Questions 

As shown in the literature review chapter (Chapter 2), aspects of the planning 

practices’ role are associated with urban growth. When evaluating the previous studies, we 

have revealed insufficient attention directed towards those urban planning practices driving 

urban growth in Saudi cities. However, it became apparent that there is a growing need for 

an experimental study to evaluate contemporary urban planning practices. This means that 

the study will focus on the urban planning practices associated with urban growth in Saudi 

Arabia. Including understanding the urban growth and planning context, it will also require 

an understanding of the planning system between government and private organisations 
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such as authorities and developers. From this, we will be able to draw out the main points 

and lessons for planning practices that can be more effective in Saudi cities for creating a 

better pathway for more sustainable growth. 

To bridge the research gap, it is helpful to set research questions that will assist the 

direct thesis. Table 3.1 shows the main research question with a number of sub-questions. 

Each question has an aim as to what is being considered within this research. 

The main aim 

Illustrating the effectiveness of urban planning practices as a means 
to enact a new path of planning in Riyadh, through understand the 
practice and path dependency of planning; and then develop a 
range of recommendations to improve planning practices and urban 
growth method. 

The main question  
What is the influence of urban planning practices on urban growth 
in Riyadh - Saudi Arabia? 

 Sub-questions Objective Chapters 

1 

How have the driving forces (planning 
law, planning structure and energy 
discourse) in Riyadh influenced urban 
planning and growth? 

To clarify the extent of the 
interaction between the driving 
forces of planning and urban 
growth to address the problems 
and difficulties facing. 

Chapter 5 

2 

What are the major challenges that face 
current spatial planning practices and 
how have they influenced urban 
growth? 

To evaluate the spatial planning 
practices and how it causes on 
Riyadh’s rapid urban growth. 

Chapter 6 

3 

What changes are needed in the 
planning environment to improve urban 
planning practices so that the 
challenges of urban growth can be met? 

To evaluate the current planning 
environment and identify how 
this influences the urban 
planning path. 

Chapter 7 

4 
What role do urban planners play in 
dealing with planning and growth 
problems? 

To assess the role, knowledge 
and practices of urban planners 
in planning. 

Chapter 8 

 

Table 3.1 Structure of the research questions and objectives and linkage to chapters 
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3.3. The Analytical Framework 

The research questions above provide the necessary starting point for beginning the 

empirical study. However, the analytical framework of this thesis in order to understand the 

background of planning practices considered in Saudi Arabia - Riyadh. The literature review 

has drawn the framework of urban planning practices that helps to discover the urban 

planning practices that contributed to the rapid urban growth of Riyadh. However, the 

analytical framework of the study has three steps (see Figure 3.1). The first step, 

understanding the context of urban growth; secondly, by three points, the driving forces of 

urban planning, spatial planning practices and the planning environment; third step by 

understanding the practices of planners. All of them centre on the urban planning practices 

as a pivot for urban growth. 

 
Figure 3.1 Analytical framework of urban planning practices 

Source: by the author 
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The requirements of practices for planning have, apparently, come in response to the 

need to move towards improved and control the process of rapid urban growth. There is a 

need to identify and address a set of factors that affect urban growth, when seeking to 

achieve sustainable growth. This includes the need to consider the points extracted from the 

literature reviews when examining planning practices, to establish a new path of planning for 

sustainable growth. Such a framework is appropriate in a research case such as this, where 

the problem lies in the rapid urban growth in Saudi Arabia. However, to apply the framework 

of this subject to the case of Riyadh, need to go analysis of points of this framework, to gain 

some understanding of the factors that hinder sustainable growth. Moreover, with this 

framework, it ensures that the study is consistent in its approach. 

3.4. Research Design and Process 

Methodology is a view or philosophical stance that underlies a specific research style 

(Sapsford and Jupp, 2006). Philosophical stance refers to methodology as a set of ideas, 

fundamental beliefs and principles, which typically guide the design of a research. Therefore, 

this part seeks to establish ‘what is the design of this study?’ It emphasises the design of the 

research steps at all stages, clarifying the research tools used in this study. The research 

strategies employed are important as they address a number of research problems including; 

case study, mixed methods and empirical research as mentioned by Dawson (2009) and 

Clarke (2005).  

However, it is helpful to highlight the research strategy and offer a research plan using 

appropriate methodologies to ensure research questions are answered. As this research is 

performed in different stages employing different strategies, it can be termed a multi-strategy 

research study (Creswell and Clark, 2007; Creswell, 2013). To achieve the aims of this study, 
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the researcher first devised a research design. A study design is a plan that identifies the steps 

that will be undertaken while completing a study.  The current study is divided into three 

phases: 1) the context of urban growth in Riyadh and previous studies (exploration stage); 2) 

the stage of data collection and analysis; 3) the stage of discussing the study findings and 

providing appropriate recommendations. The research design can be classified into two 

types; one is outcome-driven and quantitative and the second type is process-driven and 

qualitative (Yin, 2013). 

A research design is a program that guides the investigator in the process of 
collecting, analysing and interpreting observations. It is a logical model of 
proof that allows the researcher to draw inferences concerning casual 
relations among the variables under investigation. The research design also 
defines the domain of generalisability, that is, whether the obtained 
interpretation can be generalised to a larger population or to a different 
situation. (Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 2008, p.88) 

 
Moreover, Yin (2013) explains that a research design can be described as “the logical 

sequence that connects the empirical data to a study’s initial research questions and 

ultimately, to its conclusion” (Yin, 2013, p.20) 

This study seeks to investigation urban growth pathways in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, 

through attaining an understanding of contemporary urban planning practices. However, it is 

further aimed at appraising the need for urban planning practices to address the problems 

associated with urban growth, as referred to above in previous studies (section 2.2.5). The 

structure for data collection and analysis in this study is designed to achieve key goals set out 

in Chapter 1. However, the study design is determined by the intention to collect evidence 

that answers the research questions (Kitchin and Tate, 2000). Therefore, this section provides 

guidelines for the collection and analysis of data concerning urban growth and planning 

practices in Saudi Arabia. 
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To understand the progress of urban growth in Riyadh, this study was designed around 

a methodology comprising two approaches: firstly, the theoretical approach included a 

review of relevant literature, while the experimental approach explores the experiences and 

situation as regards urban growth in the context of Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. Key data and 

information on this topic have been collected from academics, decision makers and planners 

associated with urban planning measures. 

Therefore, herein, qualitative and quantitative methods were blended. The qualitative 

methods include secondary sources analysis and interviews, while the quantitative method 

was a questionnaire providing statistical data (Osborne, 2008). A mixed approach to this 

research was adopted to provide a comprehensive perspective of the urban planning 

practices that would reveal a view of the issues associated with urban growth in Saudi Arabia. 

The qualitative method included in-depth interviews with the experiences of decision-

makers, senior planners and academics, while the quantitative method employed involved 

gathering survey information and data from planners working in urban planning. 

3.5. Research Methods 

Research methods are the instruments of data collection and analysis. As stated 

above, this research employs both qualitative and quantitative methods. This is described as 

a mixed methods approach, and is applicable to studies in the domain of urban studies 

(Dawson, 2009; Yin, 2013; Creswell, 2003). Mixed methods enable the researcher to deliver 

an in-depth understanding of the research problem (Dawson, 2009). This section elaborates 

the case study, the data collection tools used and considering key data analysis methods.  
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3.5.1. Choice of Riyadh in Saudi Arabia 

In this research focuses on the investigation of urban planning practices in Saudi 

Arabia. The rationale for selecting Riyadh in the middle part of Saudi Arabia to investigate 

planning practices is discussed here. Riyadh is Saudi Arabia's largest city, and its capital, 

occupying an area of approximately 5,961 km2 up to the boundary of development (Riyadh 

Municipality, 2015). The city is 400km from the east coast, 1,000km from the west coast, and 

800km from Mecca and Medina. Riyadh is situated in the desert, on the Najd plateau, at 

latitude 24’ 38’ N and longitude 46’ 43’ E in the east central part of the Arabian Peninsula, 

with an urban altitude ranging between 570 and 690 metres above sea level (see Figure 3.2). 

The city is bounded to the east and south by major steep escarpments, and to the west by 

the Wadi Hanifah, the main and immediate topographical feature of the surrounding region 

(ADA, 2003). 

 
Figure 3.2 Map of Saudi Arabia 

Source: http://www.landinfo.com/country-saudi-arabia.html 
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In terms of urban growth, Riyadh region has undergone the highest level of 

urbanisation in Saudi Arabia. The population of the region is estimated to be 8 million, with 

6.5 million, approximately 79% of the population, living in Riyadh City (ADA, 2016). This is 

equivalent to 19% of the total population of Saudi Arabia. The area covered by Riyadh City in 

1940 was about 2.2 km2 rising to 180 km2 in 1980. By 1996 it covered an area of 765 km2, 

then in 2010 rising to 1200 km2. The latest update in 2015 showed that Riyadh City itself 

comprised an area of about 1,554 km2 (Riyadh Municipality, 2015). 

On the other hand, the choice of the case study was based on three key criteria. Firstly, 

rapid urban growth is leading to spatial growth problems and urban sprawl. This case of study 

is the most affected by the uncontrolled level of urban growth in Saudi Arabia, through a rapid 

transformation of the urban environment. Secondly, the growing population has created 

problems on the socio-economic side and also growing demand for land and housing. The 

third criteria based on my job: I have experience and background of Riyadh city gained during 

the period of job in Riyadh Municipality, and also during the period of my bachelor's and 

master's degree. Having selected Riyadh as a case study, the following section describes the 

data collection and its analysis. 

3.5.2. Data Collection and Analysis 

There are various sources of data collection and analysis; for example, secondary 

sources, interviews and questionnaires). The results from all the methods will be combined 

to inform a discussion section of the stated goals of the study (Dawson, 2009). In regard to 

the monitoring of the information and data relating to the study, this research identifies the 

main areas that have the capacity to support development in the context of Saudi cities. These 

include the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs, Riyadh Development Authority and Riyadh 
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Municipality, both of which are concerned with the planning and supervision of local 

municipalities. Other bodies contributing to the development of the city include additional 

sectors of government, private interest groups, and academics.  

The interviews for this study will be limited to individuals identified (Riyadh city) as 

holding some responsibility in the field of development and planning. In order to ensure the 

collected data contributes a range of perceptions regarding ways to contribute to the 

rebalancing of growth in Riyadh and also development within Saudi Arabia’s cities. Moreover, 

this section will aim to identify the steps adopted when analysing data obtained. It is divided 

into sections that include qualitative and quantitative data. Furthermore, a range of 

techniques used in the analysis were considered. 

3.5.2.1. Secondary Sources 

Understanding the context of urban growth could be through the collating secondary 

sources such as official statistics, government journals, and project reports, and also can be 

used to supplement and check other data obtained via questionnaires, interviews, etc. (Yin, 

2013). Often, these sources involve the ability to get a large amount of data without the need 

for permission or an appointment, such as would be required with interviews. Thus, 

Denscombe (2014) notes that accessing information provided in secondary sources is often 

less problematic than other research methods. However, certain secondary sources can be 

difficult to access due to confidentiality and privacy concerns. 

This study reviewed vital secondary sources, such as growth plans for Saudi cities 

(1960s - 1970s) (1980s - 1990s) and (2000s and beyond), national strategic plans, and five-

year plans for regional and urban planning in the Riyadh region. In addition, certain aspects 

related to expansion of the urban boundary in Riyadh city (Chapter 4).  
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However, understanding these sources is important and useful when conducting a 

case study, as revealed through exploratory research, which provides clear information and 

hints to progress investigations (Yin, 2013). Thus, to analyse the current situation in the city 

of Riyadh, official secondary sources and related research papers were analysed. These 

secondary sources provided useful background information concerning the history of the 

growth and development of Riyadh in relation to urban planning. The secondary sources 

analysis was carried out by reviewing materials and related statistical data for the period until 

2017. 

 

 

3.5.2.2. Semi-Structured Interviews (Face to Face) 

Qualitative methods of data collection play an important role in providing useful data 

to help understand the processes observed when stakeholders or specialists engage in 

planning (Saunders and Mark, 2009; Dawson, 2009). Interviews conducted for data collection 

purposes can be classified into three types: structured, semi-structured and unstructured, 

and usually involve key stakeholders (Saunders and Mark, 2009; Dawson, 2009, Yin, 2013). In 

this research, semi-structured interviews were adopted as a method of data collection. 

The main objective of the interviews was to facilitate appraisal of the current state of 

planning in Riyadh according to three aspects: the driving forces of urban planning, spatial 

planning, and planning environment for later analysis. The interview was designed to reflect 

the analysis stage, detailing key themes selected from the literature review chapter. The main 

themes used were divided into sub-themes, which emerged from the empirical research, and 

illustrated the sub-themes of the analysis. 

However, the following chapters (chapter 5,6 and 7) logically follow up the analysis of 

the urban planning practices with a more detailed analysis in order to understand some issues 
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that are difficult to extract by only a use of the questionnaire. This is undertaken through an 

analysis of the interviews with decision-makers, senior planners and academics. These next 

empirical chapters will be focused on three subjects that have been addressed in the 

literature review - the driving forces of urban planning, spatial planning and the planning 

environment – so as to understand the planning practices more accurately in an attempt to 

discover the reasons that led to the current situation of urban growth in Riyadh. 

The driving forces of urban planning - In this research, using the thematic analysis 

approach helps to provide sub-themes and coding from the interview data. Chapter 5 will 

show the outcomes of interviews as to how the interviewees conceived the state of growth 

and planning in Riyadh under the impact of the driving forces of planning. This chapter is 

divided into three themes based on the analysis of the interviews (see Table 3.2 below). 

 Themes Sub-Themes 

Chapter 5 

5.2 Planning Law 
 

5.2.1. Appropriateness of planning law 
5.2.2. The National Spatial Strategy (NSS) 
5.2.3. Modification or development 
5.2.4. Acceleration in city development 
5.2.5. Analysis of the future expectations 
5.2.6. The city vision 

5.3 Planning Structure 
5.3.1. Centralization 
5.4.2. Urban management 

5.4 Energy Discourse 
5.5.1. Support of energy cost 
5.5.2. Energy versus planning actions 

Table 3.2 Themes and sub-themes of driving forces 

 
Spatial planning - According to the review of the literature, four themes can be used 

to organise: settlement pattern, urban design, land use pattern and transport. The 

participants also discussed different ideas about the situation of spatial planning in Riyadh. 

Chapter 6 will present the outcomes of the analysis of spatial planning in Riyadh. These 

themes are divided into several further sub-themes based on the analysis of the interviews 

(see Table 3.3).  
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 Themes Sub-Themes 

Chapter 6 

6.2. Settlement Pattern 

6.2.1. Urban Sprawl 
6.2.2. Absence of city centre 
6.2.3. Population distribution 
6.2.4. The dominant building typology 
6.2.5. Shortage of land 
6.2.6. Isolated development 

6.3. Urban Design 

6.3.1. The design of neighbourhoods 
6.3.2. Housing density 
6.3.3. Urban design criteria 
6.3.4. Impact of change 
6.3.5. Impact of decision maker 

6.4. Land Use Pattern 

6.4.1. Land use change 
6.4.2. Many plots still blank 
6.4.3. Lack of zoning plans 
6.4.4. Land use upgrades 
6.4.5. Land tax 
6.4.6. Granted plots 

6.5. Transport 
6.5.1. Cheap fuel  
6.5.2. Problems of transport 
6.5.3. Transport and land use 

Table 3.3 Themes and sub-themes of spatial planning 

 
Planning environment – In this stage, there were five themes according to a review 

of the literature, and the participants' interviews which focussed on: the role of planners, 

decision-making, work environment, participation and the data. Chapter 7 will present the 

outcomes of the interviews of how the participants conceived the situation of the urban 

planning in Riyadh under the impact of the planning environment. These themes are divided 

into several sub-themes based on the analysis of the interviews (see Table 3.4 below). 
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 Themes Sub-Themes 

Chapter 7 

7.2. Professionals 

7.2.1. Shortage of local planners 
7.2.2 Planners’ limited experience 
7.2.3. Development of planners 
7.2.4. Reliance on consulting offices  

7.3. Decision-making 
7.3.1. Decision-making 
7.3.2. Decision-maker 

7.4. Work Environment 

7.4.1. The work environment 
7.4.2. Evaluation and follow up 
7.4.3. Personal relationships 
7.4.4. Awareness 

7.5. Participation 
7.5.1. Public participation 
7.5.2. Municipal council 
7.5.3. Participation of stakeholders 

7.6. The Data 
7.6.1. Availability 
7.6.2. Reliability and quality 
7.6.3. Data accessibility 

Table 3.4 Themes and sub-themes of the planning environment 

 
The method of sampling for the interviews was based on snowball sampling. A small 

group of participants, including government officials, decision-makers and local planners, 

were selected as a starting point (they had practical experience), and this initial group were 

then asked to recommend other appropriate participants. This method proved useful in 

accessing a range of participants with diverse experiences, engaged in different sectors with 

varying levels of education, as this helped to ensure the realisation of the aspirations of the 

study. The research method in this chapter was semi-structured interviews (qualitative), and 

35 interviews were conducted in total, Table 3.5 below illustrates the details of 5 different 

organisational categories of participants (see participants’ details in Appendix B.2). 
 

 Organisation Total % 
1 Riyadh Municipality (RM) 11 31% 
2 Arriyadh Development Authority (ADA) 4 11% 
3 Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs (MOMRA) 6 17% 
4 Academics (ACD) 7 20% 
5 Others in Government and Private sectors (OS) 7 20% 
Total 35 100% 

Table 3.5 Participants in interviews by organization 
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The data obtained in the interviews (semi-structured) was analysed using thematic 

analysis (David and Sutton, 2009; Denscombe, 2014). However, Yin (2013) and Dawson (2009) 

point out that the quality of any data analysis relates to the way the data is analysed; thus, 

when the produced data is in a readily manageable format, the analysis will be stronger. For 

this data set, thematic analysis has used to analyse the qualitative data through using the 

coding method of interviews (coded into nodes: themes and sub-themes). The process of 

combining data for themes and sub-themes made it easier to retrieve data for subsequent 

analysis (Saldana, 2015). During the interviews, the participants it is advisable to record their 

interviews,  to preserve key facts mentioned by the interviewees (Bryman, 2008). The 

transcription of the interviews is a time-consuming process, which provides a rich source of 

text for analysis and supports the selection of important details from an interview. 

The researcher employed a thematic analysis method to analyse the interviews data. 

This is a recursive process, in which the researcher moves backwards and forwards 

throughout the phases. Therefore, the first step was to transcribe the interviews and then re-

read them to develop codes and themes manually. Further re-reading was then performed, 

using ATLAS.ti software to develop the final themes for the qualitative analysis for comparison 

with the quantitative data. 

3.5.2.3. The Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was designed to collect information from planners and urban 

planning practitioners. Therefore, planners were encouraged to complete the questionnaire, 

to enable the researcher to perform an effective data analysis. In the questionnaire closed 

ended questions were used to gather specific opinions about the phenomenon being 

investigated (Dawson, 2009). It is easier for respondents to answer a questionnaire, and it 

requires less skill and time to complete (Oppenheim, 2000). For this research, some open-
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ended questions were included to allow clarification of responses, to establish attitudes and 

opinions about the phenomenon being researched. 

The questionnaire pilot study was conducted with three people (two academics and 

senior planner) to ensure sufficient clarity and feedback could be attained using the 

questionnaire. The pilot also ensured that sufficient time would be allowed to answer the 

questions, and that opinions could be derived based on the style of the questions after 

proofreading for grammar and syntax. The researcher designed the questionnaire carefully 

to reflect the research questions and objectives of the study, to maximise the responses rate 

through the use of simple and clear language, as well as to design an electronic questionnaire 

to facilitate respondents’ responses. Denscombe (2014) states that questionnaires containing 

direct questions, are likely to get the best results. 

The questionnaire was accompanied by an introductory page, detailing the study 

objectives and the intended contributions to be derived from the research. Moreover, the 

layout of the questionnaire is comprised of three main parts. The first is general data (9 

questions), including specialisation, degree, sector, and job title. The second part refers to 

knowledge about planners or urban planning practitioners (12 questions). Finally, the third 

section concerns methods and the current situation regarding planning practices (28 

questions). Chapter 8 we present the results of the role of planners and their practices in 

urban planning. These two themes are divided into several sub-themes based on the 

literature review and the findings of the empirical chapters (see Table 3.6 below). 
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 Themes Sub-Themes 

Chapter 8 

8.2 Planners' knowledge  

8.2.1. The Number of Planners 
8.2.2 The Gender of Planners 
8.2.3. Planners’ Expertise 
8.2.4. Higher Education and Planners 
8.2.5. The Nature of the work of planners 

8.2.6. The relationship between the scientific 
specialization and type of work 

8.2.7 The work of planners within the 
organization 

8.2.8 Training Programs for Planners 

8.3 Practices in Urban 
Planning 

8.3.1 Using the Planning Guides 
8.3.2 Planning Booklets (Issued By MOMRA)  
8.3.3 The Practices in Spatial Planning 

8.3.4 Relationship to energy and economic 
issues  

8.3.5 Relationship to community culture 

8.3.6 Evaluation and following up of 
planning path 

8.3.7 Information and data 
8.3.8 The structure of planning 
8.3.9 The actions of planning path 
8.3.10 Satisfaction with the planning Practices 

Table 3.6 Themes and sub-themes of questionnaire 

 
With any study, it is important to choose an appropriate sample of research 

participants. The choice of sample depends largely on the degree availability of appropriate 

participants, and the cost involved in conducing the study (Smith, 1990).  In this study, 

sampling was governed by the desire to avoid collecting a biased sample, and the time 

available. To achieve a maximum number of possible participants, random sampling and a 

snowball strategy were adopted. The sample was sent to institutions working in urban 

planning, as coordinated by a conference in Riyadh, "SAUDI URBAN FORUM" to generate a 

list of planners registered to receive questionnaires. 

The data was collected from a sample of 121 respondents working in the field of urban 

planning. These were divided into four groups (Table 3.7), which were classified by employer: 

1) Municipality, 2) Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs (MOMRA), 3) Consulting offices, 4) 
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other organisations, e.g. the Housing Ministry, Transportation Ministry, and other sectors 

such as the service sectors. The data gathered from the questionnaires was analysed using 

SPSS, which is a statistical analysis software that facilitates the handling of large data sets for 

analysis (Acton et al., 2002). 
 

Categories of organisation Percentage of respondents by group 
Municipality 37 31% 
MOMRA 20 17% 
Consulting offices 42 35% 
Others (government and private sectors) 22 18% 
Total 121 100% 

Table 3.7 Percentage of respondent types 

 

3.6. Ethical Considerations 

Ethics relates to the rights and influence of the research participants (Dawson, 2009), 

so is an important consideration for researchers. This section presents the ethical issues that 

informed the progress of the research, highlighting ethical considerations informing the 

validity of the research. According to Wiles et al. (2008), the researcher should commit 

morally to methods of interviewing or compiling questionnaires that are as unobtrusive as 

possible from the perspective of participants. From the outset, we explained to the 

participants about the subject and its significance, and ensured they were happy to proceed. 

The participants who were interviewed were drawn from various sectors. Therefore, as a first 

step the author established who the responsible party, or decision-maker was. 

Communication was then engaged in directly with that individual, either in the form of a visit 

or by calling to make an appointment for an interview. 

The researcher sought to obtain approval from the participants before the interview, 

offering a brief presentation of the study and obtaining agreement to participate using a 

consent form (see Appendix B.1). The research was subject to review and then approved by 
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the research ethics department at the University of Birmingham. Therefore, all the interviews 

were conducted with appropriate consideration of ethical issues, and the participants were 

informed of their right to refuse to answer any question asked. The instructions stressed that 

the participants were free not to complete their interviews, or to choose not to answer 

questions without providing an explanation. Throughout the research, an external hard disk 

was used for data storage. Digital versions of paper documentation were created in ‘docx’ file 

formats, and printed at regular intervals. In addition, stored data was organised and clearly 

labelled to facilitate accessibility and security; finally, data integrity was checked at regular 

intervals.  

3.7. Research Limitations 

As with all studies, the researcher encountered some challenges and barriers that 

affected the outcomes of the research. However, all possible efforts were made to avoid a 

negative impact on the study results. The key challenge encountered during the study was 

the difficulty in gaining access to some of the participants for the interviews, although the 

total of interviews conducted and the data collected was satisfactory. However, after 

selecting the participants, some of the participants could not be contacted because of the 

nature of their work, or difficulty arranging an appointment. The study was also constrained 

by resources and time, as it was essential that all phases of the interviews be completed 

within the time frame allocated to the fieldwork. 
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3.8. Chapter Summary  

The chapter served as a bridge between the preceding literature review chapter and 

the subsequent empirical analysis. It showed the research methodology used in the research 

and identified the key research questions asked to establish the main study objectives, and 

to assess urban planning practices by addressing rapid urbanisation and establishing a 

framework in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, based on an interpretive and constructive philosophical 

position.  

The approach adopted in this research was mixed methods, quantitative and 

qualitative, and reliant on inductive reasoning. The researcher employed a mixed 

methodology as described, bringing together mixed methods to comprise a coherent 

research strategy. The data was collected by reviewing secondary sources, completing face-

to-face interviews with 35 decision-makers, senior planners, and academics and distributing 

121 questionnaires for planners. However, the following chapters (chapters 4-8), will examine 

the context of urban growth in Riyadh City and the relationship between urban growth and 

planning practices, concentrating on aspects of essential driving forces, spatial planning, the 

planning environment, and the role of planners engaged in urban planning in Riyadh. 
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Chapter 4 The Context of Urban Growth in 
Riyadh - Saudi Arabia 

 
 

4.1. Overview 

Urban growth has primarily been the outcome of economic development over several 

years in Saudi Arabia, stimulated by government policy (Al-Hathloul and Mughal, 2004; 

Mubarak, 2003; Al-Mubarak, 1999). The main Saudi cities such as Riyadh, Jeddah and 

Dammam are subject to rapid growth, which have created some major problems in terms of 

urban growth management. This chapter will focus on the case of Saudi Arabia’s capital city 

Riyadh, to illustrate the different approaches taken to planning and controlling urban growth. 

4.2. Growth and Development in Saudi Arabia 

The system of government in Saudi Arabia, which was founded first as a nation-state, 

is a monarchy. During the early stages of incorporation, specifically in 1937, the initial statute 

was established. However, the structure of the government was not formulated until 1953, 

when a Council of Ministers was first created. In the late 1950s the government made several 

attempts to organise the structure of development in Saudi Arabia (Al-Qahtani, 2003), and in 

1970 produced the first overall plan for economic and social development. This was an 

important achievement, being the first development plan for Saudi Arabia (Al-Hathloul and 

Anis-ur-Rahmaan, 1985). 

Saudi Arabia, as a newly established country, has faced many difficulties; for example, 

a lack of skilled manpower (Mashabi, 1988; Al-Hammad, 1995; Berch et al., 1995), a 

centralised system of government with weak local autonomy (Mubarak, 2004a), and a lack of 
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ideas about or plans for confronting urban problems (Al-Hathloul and Edadan, 1995). 

However, there were good opportunities and increasing revenue from oil production, which 

along with the systematic development work being done by the government, became more 

organised from the 1970s. This opened the door for Saudi Arabia to invest heavily in modern 

infrastructure and the provision of public services (Mashabi, 1995; AlMubarak, 1999). Most 

of those developments were concentrated in major urban areas, which contributed to the 

creation of many attractive jobs (Al-Ankary and El-Bushra, 1989; Mubarak, 1995). 

Development in Saudi Arabia has faced many internal and external challenges and 

difficulties during the four decades since its inception (Heller and Safran, 1985; Al-Mobarak, 

1993; Al-khalifah, 1995; Mubarak, 2004a). These have led to the government preferring 

development to restructuring social and economic systems. Weak social relations and 

migration from rural areas to cities and major urban centres coincided with a trend toward 

abandoning traditional work, especially in agriculture and seasonal trade (Mubarak, 2003). 

Saudi Arabia has witnessed several stages of economic and urban development in recent 

decades; these will be discussed in the following subsections. 

4.2.1. The Beginnings of Development 

Long before the unification of Saudi Arabia, the economic and urban system in the 

Arabian Peninsula had been dictated by trade and Hajj routes, which pass through Saudi 

Arabia (Al-Rasheed, 2002). The Islamic holy cities of Makah and Medina have urbanised as 

their economies rely on their location on trade routes (Al-Hathloul, 1991). However, Muslims 

travelling from cities across the world to these holy cities have helped to enhance the status 

of those cities, and extended their influence (Held and Cotter, 1989). The trade and Hajj 

routes leading to the Islamic holy cities have contributed to development, an improved 
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economy, and the urbanisation of other cities and villages along these routes (Al-Rasheed, 

2002). Thus, development in this period was confined to the holy places, and some cities along 

trade and Hajj routes. These historic forms and patterns of urbanisation, although they are 

important in their own right, are of limited importance in this study, since more recent 

economic and political events have significantly changed most historically urban cities. 

4.2.2. Stages of Development and Growth 

The unification of Saudi Arabia in the 1930s was in itself a political event, one which 

contributed to the alteration of the old economic and urban system, and promoted more 

rapid urbanisation (Al-Hathloul, 1991). However, the transformation of the old economic and 

urban system in Saudi Arabia was a gradual process (Al- Rasheed, 2002). In 1938, the single 

most important event in Saudi Arabian history, besides unification, was the discovery of oil; 

this changed the economic and urban system in two ways. The first, according to Al-Ibrahim 

(1982), was the urbanisation of cities and villages that were geographically close to oil 

industry activities. The second was that oil revenues led to an increase in public spending, 

which contributed to the urbanisation of the population. This post-oil era can be broken down 

into three distinct periods of time: 

4.2.2.1. The 1960s and 1970s 

This period in Saudi Arabian history was characterized by rapid urbanisation (Al-

Hathloul, 1991). In terms of growth, in the period between 1963 and 1974 the urban 

population increased from 0.98 to 3.1 million, representing a 10.5% annual growth over that 

period (Al-Ibrahim, 1982). In particular, the population of cities changed in this period; for 

example, the population of capital city Riyadh increased from approximately 168,000 in 1962 

to approximately 666,000 in 1974. In the same period, the population the city of Jeddah 
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increased from approximately 147,000 to approximately 506,000 (Al-Hathloul, 1991). An 

increase of almost one million, half of the increment in urban population over that period, 

occurred in these two cities alone. The urban population growth during this period was mainly 

the result of internal migration; the flows to cities were motivated by the new job 

opportunities in the main cities. The government was not adequately prepared for this 

population influx to the urban areas (Al-Rasheed, 2002). At this time, the Saudi Arabian 

government acknowledged the need for direct planning and development in cities (Al-

Hathloul and Anis-ur-Rahmaan, 1985). 

4.2.2.2. The 1980s and 1990s 

This period marked the first urban planning for cities, first in Riyadh, due to it being 

the capital of Saudi Arabia (Al-Rasheed, 2002). Although the planning of urban cities had 

begun, there was a greater increase in population than in the previous period, due to the 

government granting citizens land and interest-free loans for a period of 25 years, which 

contributed to an increase in the number of migrants from rural villages to the main cities (Al-

Hathloul, 1991). In addition, increased numbers of non-local residents came from cities 

outside of Saudi Arabia to work on the oil projects (Al- Hathloul, 1991). In fact, the Saudi 

government was forced to bring in workers for these projects, as in that period there were 

no workers with sufficient construction and planning experience (Al-Hathloul, 1991). 

Growth resulted from natural population increase; rural-urban migration and 

international migration to Saudi Arabia. At the end of this period, the government noted the 

increased population in some cities, and, in contrast, a decreased population in villages and 

rural areas, and other cities close to large and major cities (Al-Ibrahim, 1982). This forced the 

Saudi government to undertake regional and local studies in order to reduce the number of 

immigrants to those cities (Al-Ibrahim, 1982). 
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Therefore, moving to the larger cities, especially major urban centres in which greater 

services are available, increasingly came to be seen as a way to achieve a better quality of life 

(Al-Yemeni, 1986). Other motivations for migration included pursuing higher education, 

applying for a government job, or working in industries that rely on oil (Arishi, 1991).  

“There was definitely a big change in the physical environment for all cities 
and many villages of Saudi Arabia, in material standards of living, and some 
changes in lifestyle, and there have been significant changes in the 
distribution of the population, with a high rate of drift in the urban areas 
and the migration of the rural population” (Ministry of Planning and 
Economy, 1980, p.67).  

 
4.2.2.3. The 2000s and Beyond 

From the 2000s onwards it was in the interest of the Saudi government to act on the 

findings of the regional and urban studies by promoting the urbanisation and economic 

development of medium and small sized cities to reduce immigration to the big cities (Al-

Hathloul and Mughal, 2004). One finding and consequent recommendation related to the 

need to raise the standard of living in medium and small cities, through the allocation of funds 

to those cities by their municipalities to increase economic and social development (Looney, 

2004). However, despite conducting these studies and acting on the findings, the problem of 

migration to large cities continues. For example, the Riyadh region, where urbanisation and 

increased economic activity has been significantly concentrated in one city, Riyadh (Garba, 

2004), whilst the level of economic urbanisation in other cities in the same region has 

remained weak. 
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Figure 4.1 Situation of development in most of regions in Saudi Arabia 

Source: Illustrated by the author. 

 
In turn, impact on the development of cities in Saudi Arabia, as shown in (Figure 4.1) 

the difference between the development between the major cities and other cities. For 

example, in the Riyadh region, almost 75% of the population live in one city (Riyadh), and 25% 

live in the rest of the cities and villages in the region (CDOAI, 2013). Then the Riyadh's 

population has increased in 2016 to 79% (ADA, 2016). During the last 20 years, the gross 

domestic product of Riyadh has raised twenty-fold, to approximately 60 million riyals, due to 

the rapid development of the city and the change in the general economic structure of Saudi 

Arabia (Riyadh Principality, 2011). Many factors have contributed to this economic 

development, including the growth in population and employment opportunities. Therefore, 

the Riyadh region in particular suffers from urban and economic development problems, 

specifically an imbalance between population distribution and urbanisation; this imbalance 

in the economic distribution of the region has led to the accumulation of the population and 

residential and economic development in the city of Riyadh.  
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Figure 4.2 The population in the region of Saudi Arabia (2000, 2007, 2016) 

 Source: General Authority for Statistics in Saudi Arabia 

 
The distribution of the population in the region (Figure 4.2) shows that the population 

continues to be concentrated in three provinces (Riyadh, Makkah, and the Eastern Region). 

There is a widening gap in the development provision among regions and cities, and between 

rural and urban communities, moreover, the implementation of strategic plans in order to 

achieve a more balanced pattern of development. 

4.2.3. The Structure of Planning 

The power in Saudi Arabia is vested in Saudi Arabia’s King, whilst the law includes the 

Council of Ministers as the formal body for legislative and executive powers. Also, the law 

included establishing the Majlis Al-Shura as a consultative council and also regional 

assemblies (councils), which consist of the members appointed and the region's governor 

(Cordesman and Obaid, 2005). At the national level the focus is on the legislation of the 

government, while regional and local levels focus on implementing the government’s 

projects. 
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However, urban planning as local level in Saudi Arabia is essentially based on the 

planning structure and the administrative framework within urban development procedures. 

However, the system of planning in Saudi Arabia may be described as possessing a three 

division of power (ADA, 2005). The first, the Ministry of Interior, is a central governance, 

which organizes the scales of planning and defining responsibilities for each administrative 

unit. Second, the Ministry of Economy and Planning, is represented by five-yearly national 

plans. Third, the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs (MOMRA), its actions concentrated 

in spatial planning for regional and urban space across the country. On the other hand, the 

municipal and services sector to implement those programs and projects. 

4.2.3.1. Five-year plans 

The huge influx of population to urban cities has resulted in problems relating to use 

of energy and water, industrial, agricultural and commercial areas, and the lack of 

infrastructure. In addition, the pressure on residential land development as a result of the 

increasing demand for housing, required the Saudi government to begin to put the necessary 

measures in place for the management of growth in all regions of Saudi Arabia. The Saudi 

government has adopted a 5-year cycle of plans for national development, the most recent 

being the ninth in the sequence (2010-2015). The Eighth Development Plan (2005-2009) 

addressed issues relating to environmental protection and promoted sustainable urban 

development, laying out the future national vision for urban growth, as shown in Table 4.1. 

 
Table 4.1 The Eighth Five-year Development Plan (MEP, 2005) 
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The Ninth Development Plan (2010-2015) continued the two-pronged strategy of the 

Eighth, by setting out provisions for environmental protection and promoting sustainable 

urban development, and reiterated that the sustainability of natural resources was a key 

challenge for the nation. It emphasised the strategic role of environmental management and 

the enforcement of the General Environmental Law and Rules for Implementation (MEP, 

2010). On the other hand, the Ninth Plan acknowledges the rapidly sprawling nature of Saudi 

cities, and commits to sustainable development through the multi-dimensional challenges 

shown in Table 4.2. Moreover, the plan set out thirteen objectives; those relating to urban 

growth are shown in Table 4.3. However, those goals did not contribute to the success of 

growth in Saudi cities. 

 
Table 4.2 The Ninth Five-year Development Plan (MEP, 2010) 

 
Table 4.3 The Ninth Five-year Development Plan (MEP, 2010) 
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4.2.3.2. The Planning Guides 

The six key planning guides which can be considered as the most important that have 

been developed in recent years in Saudi Arabia to adjust the growth are identified in the 

following; National Spatial Strategy (NSS), It is a general framework to guide the spatial 

development. The NSS is a top level (national) of processes of the planning practices, which 

is based on integration with the regional and local levels. Regional Plan Guide (RPG), It is the 

second level of urban planning in Saudi Arabia. It is a long-term vision for the development 

and it impacts on urban activities during a specific time period including the expected 

distribution of land uses, population structure, economic, service and networks 

infrastructure, as well as it is the link between NNS and SPG. 

Structural Plan Guide (SPG), It is a vision of the distribution of land uses and activities 

of the city's main and associated development until the target year, that is reflected from the 

NNS and RPG. Master Plans Guide (MPG), It is the local plan for Urban Planning in Saudi 

Arabia, which is a vision for the development of the city within the structural plan through 

identification of detailed land uses, facilities and road networks, and also provides 

requirements and controls for development. Rules of Urban Boundary (RUB), It is a spatial 

framework that draws the limits of the current and future urban structure, including urban 

development activities, land use, population centres, services and places that are important 

and influential parts of the city. Roads and Buildings Guide (RBG), Is tantamount to a system 

that focus in the instructions and specifications of physical and planning. It is considered the 

main pillar in the measures and actions relating to construction and planning. It has been 

created and utilized since 1941. 

Planning booklets for improve the planning practices, there has been collaboration 

between MOMRA and the Consulting offices, with the preparation of some manuals for 
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development of the planning practices in Saudi Arabia. About 20 booklets have been so 

developed in various fields, such as neighbourhood planning, urban design amongst others. 

Overall, these guides and booklets did not reflect the growth of the main of Saudi cities such 

as Riyadh in a sustainable manner. In section 8.3.1 and 8.3.2 will know how to use these 

guides and booklets by planners through a questionnaire to determine the level of use. 

4.3. Urban Growth in Riyadh 

Several scholars (Albrechts and Swyngedouw, 1989; Moulaert and Nussbaumer, 2005; 

Bengston et al., 2004; Glaeser and Kahn, 2004; Bhatta, 2010) have highlighted the importance 

of understanding the policies of urban growth, to understand the growth stages evolve over 

time, aggravating non-sustainable urban growth in the city. This section will begin by the 

growth context of Riyadh, providing a brief overview of the city’s development, followed by 

a detailed description of its future plans. The key issues are the uncertain population growth 

rates and fragmented urban spatial character of the city, which have impacted on its 

Infrastructure, transportation, housing, and urban sprawl. 

4.3.1. Population growth 

The Saudi Arabian urban growth process has passed through three stages: the pre-oil 

era; the era of pre-planning; and, the era of post-planning. In the pre-oil era, government 

policies contributed to resettlement and settlement in urban areas, which transformed the 

lives of the rural population to become more civilised. Thus, rural-urban migration 

contributed significantly to the subsequent growth of cities (Al-Hathloul and Mughal 2004). 

In 1940, commercial oil production began, and new cities began to emerge. This was 

the real beginning of the urban landscape in Saudi Arabia. Wealth and immigration have been 

one of the factors driving population growth in urban areas. In addition to the natural increase 
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in the population, which is another cause for the rapid growth in urban cities, according to 

Smith (1985), a boom in oil revenues prompted further migration of people away from rural 

areas to go in search of better living conditions and jobs. However, The Ministry of Municipal 

and Rural Affairs has, since 1996, set goals to facilitate more carefully planned urban 

development. This reflects the guidelines for urban development in Saudi Arabia based on 

the values and principles that underpin its objectives for future development, and includes 

the following guidelines (MOMRA, 1996): 

 
Table 4.4 Objectives for future development  

Source: Table based on (MOMRA, 1996) 

 
The rate of urbanisation increased in the period between 1960 and 1985, from 15% 

to 75% (Daghistani, 1991), which in turn caused rapid expansion in the main Saudi cities, such 

as Riyadh, Dammam and Jeddah. However, during this period there were no plans to adjust 

the growth process (Al-hathloul and Edadan, 1995). As a result, in 1985 (Phase III of the five-

year plans) the Saudi government began to plan the layout of all the regions and provinces in 

Saudi Arabia, engaging the participation of the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and local 

authorities and municipalities to develop urban plans within these five-year plans (Daghistani, 

1991). This led to the emergence of many systems that helped improve the provision of public 

utilities, such as electricity, telecommunications, and safe drinking water, as well as municipal 

utilities, a network of roads, and healthcare and education facilities for local communities. 
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Population growth in urban areas is a demographic phenomenon that resulted from 

several factors, the most important of these being the economic factors, according to Al-

hathloul and Edadan (1995). Economic prosperity has helped to provide many job 

opportunities, especially for people in rural areas. Another factor that has contributed to the 

growth in the urban population has been the increased number of foreign workers. The stable 

political system was another important factor in the transition from nomadic patterns of life 

to more urban lifestyles (Richardson, 1993). However, by contrast, the increase in the 

population in urban cities will continue to place demands on various municipal, health, and 

education services and sectors, increasing the need for an improved and more fully developed 

style of growth, as was expressed by the United Nations goals stated in 2008. 

 
Table 4.5 Growth of Riyadh’s Population to 2016 

Source: Compiled by the author 
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Figure 4.3 Growth of Riyadh’s Population to 2016 

Source: Illustrated by the author 

 
According to the table  and figure above, the population estimates and growth 

projections for Riyadh became a serious challenge requiring continuous revision. The official 

view in Saudi Arabia estimates the current population of Riyadh to far exceed the results of 

the population survey that was conducted. This population growth was considered to be 

substantially higher than most of the earlier estimates (ADA, 2015), which put the Riyadh’s 

population at more than 6 million people. This is expected to increase as a result of high 

population growth and urbanisation rates. 

4.4. The First Master Plans in Riyadh  

The city of Riyadh has required some plans to guide and control its growth. However, 

the Saudi government had to consult foreign planning firms, as there was a lack of planning 

expertise in the local population. In 1971, the Doxiadis Associates prepared the first five-year 

plan (Middleton, 2009). Figure 4.4 shows how the plan sought to drive growth along a north-

south axis. This plan introduced the concept of growth boundaries of Riyadh city, and featured 

a large modular grid of neighbourhoods (2 km2 by 2 km2) that encouraged sprawl. By the end 
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of the 1970s, the city had exceeded the plan’s boundaries, meaning a second plan had to be 

developed (ADA, 2005). 

  

  
Figure 4.4 The First Master Plan Riyadh, 1972, Doxiadis Associates 

Source: (Middleton, 2009, p.116 and p.132) 

 

“By 1979, according to Al- Sahhaf the areal extents of the city had expanded 
to 162.3 square kilometres and included 38.60 square kilometres of 
vegetated lands. The city had achieved the Doxiadis projections of urban 
growth in seven years, a sharp contrast to the area expansion outlined by 
Doxiadis, which was to unfold over thirteen years” (Middleton, 2009). 

 
 

The major failure of the Doxiadis Master Plan for Riyadh is that it did not have 

accurate, or even approximate, predictions of the speed and size of the city's growth (Al-

Nowaiser, 1994). Furthermore, some of the Doxiadis Plan goals and provisions contradicted 

the plan itself. For instance, for population overall density, the Plan's stated goal was that 60 

persons per hectare was desirable, and that total residential net density would be 
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approximately 200 (Doxiadis, 1971). The Plan included rules and regulations that ensured that 

the overall residential density would never exceed 87 persons per hectare and net residential 

density would never be more than 142 per hectare (Al-Hathloul, 1981).  

On the other hand, Doxiadis’s master plan for Riyadh was developed so as to leave the 

frontal and other sides of all residential houses in the city clear (Middleton, 2009). This 

contrasts with the old urban character of the city, indicating that in the modern urban 

development of its cities, Saudi Arabia has not taken into account the city's traditional Saudi 

characteristics. Figure 4.5 shows the differences between old and modern building designs, 

where example B features a waste of land within the residential neighbourhood, unlike 

example A which provides the largest amount of residential space. 

 
Figure 4.5 shows the old design (A) and modern design (B) 

Source: Designed by the author 

 
However, urban planning is still continuing in this pattern, taking up space within 

residential blocks; in the frontal space taking up five tenths of the street display between 3 - 

6 metres, and on other sides of the land, taking up 2 metres on each side (see Figure 4.6). This 

BA
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method will cause a deficit in the provision of residential areas within the city of Riyadh, which 

in turn will drive the demand for greater urban sprawl. 

 
Figure 4.6 Copy of residential building license 

Source: Sub of Riyadh Municipality - Malaz 

 
This situation has caused a lot of households, especially those with a middle income, 

to divide residential land in order to minimise wasted space. According to study (Al-wahaibi, 

2009), pointed out that the Riyadh Municipality has been divided approximately 9067 lands, 

to reached to 18283 lands until 2009, means an increase of approximately 201%. However, 

the study, pointed out that the demand for reducing space of land from people will continue 

until 2018. Therefore, the plans to divide land are aimed at reducing residential land tracts in 

order to keep pace with the requirements of Saudi families. 

In 1982, the French company SCET International developed the second five-year plan 

for Riyadh. It included the detailed land-use and zoning systems for curb growth and sprawl, 

and developed a new growth boundary for Riyadh city (Al-Nowaiser, 1994), (see Figure 4.7). 
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Urban sprawl was at last acknowledged as an issue that could be addressed through planning, 

this plan was replaced in 1996, following continued growth (ADA, 2005).  

 
Figure 4.7 SCET Master Plan 

Source: (ADA, 2003, p.5) 

 
The previous Plans had predicted an urbanised area of 300 square kilometres by the 

year 2000, but this size developed area was reached in 1986 (Middleton, 2009). According to 

(Al-Nowaiser, 1994; Middleton, 2009) the two plans share some similar mistakes and failures. 

It can be concluded, in general terms, that the same failures and deficiencies that can be 

found in the SCET Master Plan were, though to a lesser degree, the same as those that had 

occurred previously within the Doxiadis Master Plan, mainly the failure to provide accurate 

predictions of urban and population growth and, thus, the failure to project accurately the 

need for utilities and services. The Action Master Plan for Riyadh, therefore, aimed to solve 

the problem of rapid urban growth and harmonise the various land-use activities. 
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4.5. Drawing Urban Growth Boundaries 

Dissatisfaction with the Doxiadis and SCET plans exist, although planning continues in 

a grid style, which is based on the concept of each neighbourhood being 2km2 by 2km2 fuelling 

ongoing urban expansion in the city of Riyadh; this has prompted the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs (MOMRA) to institute a nationwide moratorium on urban expansion. As a result, the 

MOMRA instituted boundary controls aim to limit urban development until new urban 

development strategies can be developed, in order to determine Urban Growth Boundaries 

to avoid unplanned growth in areas distant from Riyadh. The implementation of Urban 

Growth Boundaries passed through several stages: 

4.5.1. The First Urban Boundary on Growth 

In 1994 the first urban boundary was established by the Saudi Council of Ministers, 

broken down into first and second phases (ADA, 2004). The first phase of the urban boundary 

was implemented between 1995 and 1999, and the second phase between 2000 and 2005, 

with a view to accommodate growth in those specific periods (ADA, 2005). 

The first phase: covering the land available for development until 1999, the total area 

of this phase was 632 km2 (ADA, 2003). This phase took into account the existing development 

pattern, and provided sufficient land to meet housing and urban facilities requirements. The 

concentration of development operations in adjacent areas ensured efficiency and ease of 

movement between the various residential areas and between areas of work and public 

services (ADA, 2013). The second phase: the land available for development in the city until 

2005, the total area of this phase was 1149 km2 (ADA, 2003). The residential land available in 

this phase could accommodate approximately 1.7million people, with a carrying capacity of 
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the land within the urban boundary of ten million people, who were expected use the land 

for rural and residential purposes (ADA, 2005). 

 
Figure 4.8 The first urban growth boundary 

Source: (Aina and Merwe, 2008, p.53) 

 
The Urban Growth Boundary was the most important urban planning work done by 

the city of Riyadh at that point; the urban boundary policies achieved their objectives and 

succeeded in focusing urban growth within the first phase (1995), shrinking growth from 50% 

to less than 30% (ADA, 2013). 

4.5.2. The Second Urban Growth Boundary 

The second Urban Growth Boundary was adopted following the resolution of the 

Council of Ministers Resolution Number 157 in 2005, which increased the urban boundary 

area to 3115 km2 (an increase of 27% from the previous range), and increased the area of 
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development to 5961 km2 (an increase of 9.5%) (ADA, 2009). The reason for this was that 

lands in the north and east of the city of Riyadh were distributed to citizens, in addition to the 

initiation of Residential schemes outside of the boundaries of the urban development area. 

This change to the Urban Growth Boundary affected the policies and directives of the 

previous strategic plan, including planning, economic, and social aspects (ADA, 2013). 

 
Figure 4.9 The second Urban Growth Boundary 

Source: (ADA, 2009, p.6) 

 
ADA (2009) study showed the continued rapid growth of the urban area in Riyadh, 

especially in the outskirts of the city. However, between 2005 to 2009 the increase in urban 

growth reached 176 km2, an increase of 16.8% compared to the previous survey. It is noted 

that the urban growth and expansion of the city of Riyadh is concentrated in the outskirts of 

the city, especially the north-east and north side. Constituted undeveloped land (white land) 
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within the Urban Growth Boundaries covered a significant proportion of the city's area, 

approximately 49% until 2014 stage, while about 58% unit 2029 stage (ADA, 2013). 

 
Figure 4.10 Developed land between 2004 and 2009 

Source: (ADA, 2009, p.5) 

 
The apparent pressure on space resulted in the emergence of new residential 

neighbourhoods distant from the city centre, causing some movement of the population to 

these neighbourhoods (ADA, 2013; 2015). For example, the appearance of neighbourhoods 

on the outskirts of the city, although there are neighbourhoods, that were closer to the city 

and had not been completed, and most of the lands were vacant, see Figure 4.11. 
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Figure 4.11 Shows the difference between A and B in terms of vacant land 

Source: by the author (Google Maps, 2016) 

 

4.5.3. The Urban Growth Boundary up to 2029 

The Arriyadh Development Authority has approved the division of the Urban Growth 

Boundary in Riyadh over the next 15 years into three stages: the urban development phase 

up until 2009; the urban development phase up until 2024; and the urban development phase 

until the year 2029. Certain controls are associated with each phase. By contrast, the limits 

on urban development until the year 2014 still include many schemas that have not yet 

evolved, although available on public utilities’ networks (ADA, 2015). Additional to the 

availability of this phase of the urban boundary, unplanned land that has not yet evolved 

would accommodate more than the predicted population increase to 2029 (ADA, 2015).  

In addition, the Arriyadh Development Authority (2015) has adopted plans and 

controls for the development of the northern and eastern suburbs in Riyadh, as part of its aim 

to establish development plans, including to improve the process of granting land to citizens. 

However, the total area of this areas to approximately 804 km2 (see Figure 4.12). This raises 

the question of why the urban growth was expanded. However, it will be discussed in Chapter 

6 by understanding the spatial planning practices and its impact on urban growth. 
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Figure 4.12 The northern and eastern suburbs in Riyadh 

Source: (ADA, 2015, p.5) 

 

4.6. The Causes of Exponential Growth 

There is evidence that the urban growth of Riyadh has occurred in accordance with 

the theory of diffusion and coalescence (Herold et al., 2005). Beginning within the city walls 

in the 1940s, urban growth gradually expanded until the 2010s (see Figure 4.13), when the 

rate of development increased, eventually leading to the leap-frog growth then the 

unregulated sprawl. That led the growth to exceed the city boundary defined by the Doxiadis 

and SCET plan (Al-Hathloul, 2017). Many of Riyadh’s growth problems have stemmed from 

the actions of the Saudi government.  
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Figure 4.13 Stages of the expansion of the growth in Riyadh 

Source: (Arriyadh Development Authority) 

 
However, the oil boom of the 1970s created the city in its modern state; to establish 

Riyadh as the functional capital, the government instigated various phases of development 

to grow the city as necessary. Its growth beyond the walled-city gave an effectively infinite 

space for growth and urban sprawl, but this led to many problems in terms of providing 

adequate facilities for people (Al-Hemaidi, 2001). On the other hand, the oil boom provided 

the government with huge financial resources, which allowed the expansion of growth and 

for continued urban development (Mubarak, 2004a). However, one of the most important 

issues that influenced the expansion of Riyadh city can be summarized in 5 points: 
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4.6.1. Local Governance 

In Saudi Arabia, the relations of governance remain dependent on the bureaucratic 

model of interaction. However, Al-Shiha (2008) stated that the difficulties that face local 

governance in Saudi cities stem from the lack of a single body responsible for the 

management and local policy-making. Municipal sector is restricted to supervising municipal 

services, and do not have administrative and financial independence. However, the current 

situation of management of cities in Saudi is based on the delivery of services through 

Municipal branches that implement the decisions of the central ministry.  

Moreover, planning decisions depend on the bureaucracy of the central ministry, 

without a local body to draw local people opinion and reflect the aspiration of them about 

the services to be offered.  Currently, the administrative organization within local governance 

is based on delegation of powers, includes executive administration units as branches of the 

central government; but, they do not have the capacity to make decisions for local context. 

Sectors include most of the public services branches such as municipalities, transportation, 

education, etc.  

On the other hand, one major issue in the urban development has been the lack of 

communication between ministries. Road construction was often not coordinated with 

residential construction, leading to problems of transport. This absence of coordination 

became critical, however, in 1985 when the government stopped most of their projects until 

urban development provision could be brought under control (Mubarak, 2004b). But in 

reality, projects still exist, especially in Riyadh . The problems currently facing Riyadh remain 

the responsibility of the local governance. Changes to infrastructure and use of land could 

alleviate the problems of urban sprawl and create better environments for all residents, but 
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the process may take several generations. 

4.6.2. Urban Planning from Traditional to Modern Form 

The traditional form in Saudi cities is similar to Islamic form, for example, the streets 

followed an irregular and zigzag pattern, with housing characterised by organic arrangement, 

contiguity, and homogeneity (Aina, 2013). For example, in Riyadh urban concentrations could 

be found around mosques, which provided many social and educational benefits. Houses 

were open to the inside via courtyards (Figure 4.14), with areas of various design. Several 

religious, environmental, social, economic, and cultural factors influenced urban 

development. For example, the pattern of housing with courtyards for "privacy" was based 

on religious concepts, but also adapted to the local climate, providing shade.  

 
Figure 4.14 Traditional Form of Riyadh 

Source: (ADA, 2011, p.16) 
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Bianca (2000) notes that the principle of traditional urban form was not subject to 

purely quantitative division of areas, or the division space into small plots, but was based on 

division by household. Irregular patterns in traditional cities do not necessarily signify the 

absence of planning, but rather reflect a harmonious and coherent integration of different 

elements (Aina, 2013). Although the traditional urban forms seen in Riyadh developed 

without overall urban planning, they were flexible enough to allow for diversity and reflect 

the needs of individuals and the community. The traditional of urban planning were derived 

from the Islamic style; examples include privacy, and the provision of both public and private 

space. 

In the 1930s the first modern urban forms appeared in Riyadh with the construction 

of new buildings and streets patterns. There is no doubt that the introduction to Saudi cities 

of new models used in developed countries without accommodating the principles of 

traditional style had had an impact on the Saudi lifestyle (Aina, 2013). The economic boom of 

the early 1970s prompted the largest surge in urbanisation in Riyadh, and saw the launch of 

the five-year development plan cycle. Hence, the Saudi government started with urban 

planning by intervention in urban areas, characterised by new spatial models including "villa" 

styles of housing and low-density (Saleh, 2002).  

The modern Saudi urban form follows a network of streets characterised by a 

hierarchical style, rectangular blocks, and houses that are square in form (Figure 4.15). The 

Al-Malaz neighbourhood is a typical example of a contemporary Saudi form structure. The 

main roads have a width of 30 meters, 20 metres for secondary streets and 10 to 15 meters 

for access streets. The blocks are designed to be 100 by 50 metres, and each unit’s size is 25 

by 25 metres, with some differences in presentation (Al-Said, 1992).  
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Figure 4.15 Modern Form of Riyadh 

Source: (Google Maps, 2016) 

 
The objective behind the establishment of wide roads was to enable rapid 

transportation between different city sectors by car. Modern urban development has 

primarily considered efficiency and economic factors, but neglected social, cultural, and 

environmental factors. For example, Al-Hemaidi (2001) pointed out the social dynamics of the 

neighbourhood changed as people started travelling to services and facilities such as to 

schools, parks, clinics, the mosque, or the stores by car instead of walking. According to 

Elaraby (1996), the Western design techniques that have emerged in recent times have 

spatially changed many Islamic cities for the worse. Also, the Western model encourages 

contemporary, large-scale spaces, so in essence, the contemporary form is dynamic, while 

the traditional form is steady and human in scale. 

However, Western urbanisation theories may not apply to all cities; indeed, Robinson 

(2006) could not predict future urban growth by applying urban theory globally. For example, 

most residential houses in Saudi Arabia are Western models, while the percentage of single-

family units is approximately 30% of all dwelling units (ADA, 2004). In the 1970s the master 

plan reflected the ideas of the international advisers who prepared it, introduced the low-

density, Western suburban model. For example, in Riyadh, this de-densification was 

facilitated by the development of over 175,000 villas. Moreover, government subsidies for 
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Saudis with no interest mortgages, and an expanded road network, has marked a sharp 

change from traditional Saudi form (Al-Hathloul, 1981).  

An important factor affecting Riyadh’s urban sprawl is the introduction of the foreign-

inspired house-style dwellings (Struyk, 2005). This design did, however, contribute to the 

expansion of the city beyond its bounds (Al-Gabbani, 1991). Although the external yard offers 

more space than the inward-looking courtyard, the space is not well utilised. According to 

Struyk (2005), less than 10% of houses use the open space surrounding their houses. In Saudi 

cities, as in many other cities in Arab countries, there is a struggle between the desire to be a 

globalised, modern city and also to retain the traditional Muslim ideals. However, the 

Western concept of community was totally foreign to Saudi Arabia. 

4.6.3. Land Grants for Citizens 

The Saudi government grants citizens free plots of land on which to build homes. One 

consequence of this practice is that it promotes urban sprawl outside the city, as most of the 

land granted is at the edge of the city. Saudi citizens must meet the following criteria to be 

eligible for this land grant: be over the age of 18; have never owned land before; and, have 

proof of residence, to be submitted with their application (Alskait, 1993). This system can be 

used to guide growth in certain directions. However, when citizens receive land but have no 

desire to build on it, because they already own a house or intend to retain the land until it 

becomes more valuable, it contributes to the already high proportion of white land (Alasiari, 

2010). Low-income citizens, on the other hand, rush to build on their land in order to benefit 

from the Real Estate Development Fund, increasing growth away from the city centre. 

Consequently, the metropolitan zone has grown from 2.2 km2 to more than 1,554 km2 in a 

little under 100 years (Riyadh Municipality, 2015) (see Figure 4.16). 
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Figure 4.16 Comparison between the Old and Present Riyadh 

Source: (http://www.alwatan.com.sa) 

 
In the period from 1990 to 2008, the area of residential land offered for sale ranged 

from 441 to 1,309 square metres; the most common sized area in that period was 750 square 

metres. This is evidence for the effect of government grants decisions, as the land that 

attracted government grants ranged from 400 - 900 square metres (Al-Hathloul, 2010). This 

in turn influenced the plans of developers and investors in selecting areas of land for 

residential schemes. In addition, the plans and perceptions of developers for residential 

schemes were based on previous experiences and personal opinion, not on a thorough 

scientific analysis consistent with the social and economic characteristics and needs of the 

population. 

4.6.4. Real Estate Development Fund (REDF) 

Another issue causing urban sprawl and exponential growth in Riyadh was the 

government's fund of $71 million, established in 1970 (Al-Hathloul and Edadan, 1995). The 

REDF provides loans without interest and over long terms in order to increase 

homeownership for citizens. Therefore, Saudi citizens who have land can obtain loans to help 

build the house, but to apply for the REDF a person must already have land. This has 

encouraged most Saudi families to own a house, and adds to the demand for land. However, 

the individuals with low incomes often look for cheap land which is usually far from the city 
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centre, and which in turn causes the urban sprawl or that which is called leapfrogging and 

low-density development (Alasiari, 2010).  

4.6.5. Energy Issues 

The growth of the city and urban planning are closely linked to energy issues 

(Phdungsilp 2006). Energy is a vital factor affecting urban growth in Saudi cities, due to the 

good availability of oil and the consequently low cost of energy. The Saudi government has 

adopted a policy to subsidise energy within Saudi cities, supporting the middle classes and 

those with low income, which comprise the largest proportion of Saudi society. Saudi citizens 

are suffering from a decline in annual income; the average person's income in Saudi Arabia in 

2007 was approximately 1947 SR (519 US) per month; this increased to 2262 SR (603 US) in 

2013 (General Authority for Statistics, 2014a). 

Saudi Arabia pays approximately 70-75% of the true cost of energy when consumed 

locally (Alshahrani, 2013). UN statistics estimate that the government energy subsidy in Saudi 

Arabia accounts for approximately 10% of GDP (68% on ad hoc fuel subsidies, and 

approximately 32% on electricity). It is expected that these percentages will rise, due to the 

relationship between support and consumption which are linked to population size and urban 

growth (Alshehry and Belloumi, 2014). 

The government subsidy for electricity for the residential sector has impacted on the 

urban expansion of the city, especially in residential buildings that benefit from government 

support. This support is not a deterrent to reduce the size of houses, but rather encourages 

the emergence of large areas of houses in residential neighbourhoods. This has led to the 

need for more neighbourhoods to meet the city's demand for housing. However, the 

weakness of discourse on the energy relationship with regard to residential neighbourhoods 
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has led to variation in the residential land areas, where the value of the land has become 

greater than the attendant expenses such as electricity, water, and gas. By contrast, the 

availability of residential grants from the government to citizens in areas ranging from 400 to 

900 square metres, especially in residential neighbourhoods, were not affected when 

reducing land area covered, due to the low operational cost of homes. 

The relationship between residential neighbourhoods and energy discourses is 

important, in the sense that neighbourhoods cannot function without electricity. Therefore, 

once the support was delivered to neighbourhoods on the outskirts of the city encouraged 

residents to move because of the low price of land there compared to in the city centre. Thus, 

the availability of infrastructure in the new residential neighbourhoods contributed to the 

changing the style of the city's growth.  

 
Figure 4.17 International Fuel Prices, 2013 

Source: (https://www.giz.de) 

In 2006, the Saudi government subsidised fuel prices, where the cost of petrol (type 

95) dropped from 0.90 to 0.60 litre/riyal (0.23 to 0.16 litre/US), type 91 dropped from 0.60 to 
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0.45 litre/riyal (0.16 to 0.11 litre/US), and diesel from 0.37 to 0.25 litre/riyal (0.09 to 0.06 

litre/US).  The government subsidy of transport energy is still ongoing until (see Figure 4.17). 

 

   
 

 
Figure 4.18 Transport energy consumption and prices in Saudi Arabia and the rest of the world 

Source: (http://www.worldbank.org) 

 
Figure 4.18 shows that the prices of transport energy remained at a steady rate during 

the period from 2000 to 2012. On the other hand, energy consumption was high, caused by:  

1. The increasing population size in Saudi Arabia due to high rates of growth, 

estimated at 2.15% per annum from 2004 to 2013 (General Authority for Statistics, 

2014b).  

2. urban expansion in most major Saudi cities doubled the urban area of the cities 

(Alshammari, 2011; Mandeli, 2008), leading to more use of private cars. On the 
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other hand, urban expansion requires the provision of sufficient energy to meet 

the city’s transport needs. This means that there is a reciprocal influence between 

transport energy consumption and urban growth.  

3. The low cost of transport energy, where the low cost of fuel in Saudi Arabia has 

contributed to the increased use of cars, and a high number of daily trips within the 

city.  

4. The rapid increase in road vehicles and dependence on private car use. 

4.7. The Different Problems Associated with Growth 

There are some different problems associated with poorly managed growth in Riyadh 

e.g. congestion, pollution and some social problems. Firstly, congestion traffic has increased 

within Saudi cities, and the number of cars in Saudi Arabia in 2014 was estimated at 18 million. 

As a point of comparison, the population in that year was estimated at 29 million (General 

Authority for Statistics, 2014b). For example, in the city of Riyadh it is estimated that there 

are 1.72 cars per household, suggesting that multiple cars are required within the same 

family. In 1996 and according to the ADA (2004) report, 4.5 million automobile trips were 

made each day. By 2010, this number had increased to 6 million daily trips (ADA, 2010a).  

The development of high-quality highways and the movement of the population to 

the outskirts of the city have driven this car-dominated culture. Fuel prices are amongst the 

lowest in the world, making use of private cars higher than in other countries. Moreover, 

there is no road tax, which adds to the attraction of car use. As a result, controlling the urban 

sprawl and building such a high-density area would not be easy when use of cars is so 

prevalent. 
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Car use is further reinforced by the lack of public transport within Saudi Arabian cities, 

which has resulted in increased demand for and use of private cars. This is supported by the 

findings of a study undertaken by the ADA (2010a), which showed the horizontal expansion 

of Riyadh city due to the average length of a car trip increasing from 13 km to 17 km. Statistics 

reveal that in 2016, in the city of Riyadh, approximately 2 million vehicles were registered, 

compared with 1.4 million in 2011, representing an increase of 35.1%, and an average annual 

increase of 7% (see Table 4.6). By contrast, the population of the city of Riyadh by 2016 had 

reached approximately 6.5 million people, a growth rate of 4% during the period 2010-2016. 

This shows that the increase in the number of registered vehicles in Riyadh per year has been 

higher than the rate of population growth. 

 
Table 4.6 The number of vehicles in Riyadh (2011 to 2016) 

Source: Table based on (ADA, 2016) 

 
The current transport system depends on private cars whereas the share of public 

transportation is very low in Riyadh city. This large number of cars contributes to the increase 

in congestion, due to the culture of society and the relative increase in per capita income and 

the low proportion of the cost of operating the car. This, in turn, contributes to the rise of 

private car ownership and overcrowding with an increasing population. In addition, this 

congestion has had an impact on the environment and the levels of pollution. 

Riyadh is considered one of the world's worst cities for pollution (see Figure 4.19). This 

is due to the air pollution caused by a number of factors, most significant of which is the large 
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number of vehicles releasing exhaust fumes. According to a report by ADA about air quality 

in Riyadh between 2014 - 2016, the car exhaust products on Riyadh's main roads account for 

70% of the major sources of air pollution in nitrogen oxides. Also, the impact of the expansion 

of roads in the city of Riyadh has increased the temperature due to global warming caused by 

asphalt used in roads. Moreover, the factories located on the outskirts of the city, and the 

high proportion of household waste and shops and workshops have impacted on the 

environmental situation in Riyadh city. 

 

Figure 4.19 The 20 most polluted cities in the world 

Source: (World Health Organisation Urban Ambient Air Pollution database, 2016 update) 

 
The spatial expansion and population growth in Riyadh have led to problems related 

to the emergence of incomplete neighbourhoods that suffer from a lack of public services and 

facilities. The continued population growth in Riyadh and the continued influx of rural 

populations place the city under pressure to provide utilities and services with electricity and 

water resources. 

Furthermore, rapid growth has also caused pressure on water demand in Riyadh. At 

present, water sources come from seawater desalination. There is a rise in the cost of 

delivering these waters because there is no sea in Riyadh, and the nearest maritime city is 
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about 400 km away. Despite this, the Riyadh region was the highest in terms of the cost of 

consumption of drinking water in the Kingdom at an estimated cost of 5 billion riyals during 

2016 with the proportion of consumption of 33% of drinking water in the Kingdom (Ministry 

of Environment, Water and Agriculture, 2016). Thus, the expansion of the city of Riyadh 

requires the establishment of a larger water network, which is expensive. On the other hand, 

studies also indicate that there is a large waste of water occurring within the city of Riyadh 

which may cause future problems in the ability to withstand the demand for water, as the 

average per capita water consumption is estimated at 353 litres/day (Ministry of 

Environment, Water and Agriculture, 2016). This will in turn affect the small and medium-

sized cities as a result of the water consumed in Riyadh.  

In addition, there has also been an impact of rapid urban growth on the social side of 

the population. The study of the population of Riyadh (ADA, 2016) showed that the 

percentage of native Saudis in Riyadh’s population is 64% while the proportion of non-Saudis 

is 36%. In contrast, the results of the study show that 48% of the households in Riyadh city 

came to Riyadh by internal migration from 13 regions in Saudi Arabia. However, there is a lack 

of social cohesion in the city of Riyadh. The reason is that the city has become a group of 

different social groups, whether ethnically, socially or culturally. Each group represents 

different urban patterns, educational levels, functional interests and different tendencies. 

These differences make civil society a source of social disintegration. 
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4.8. Chapter Summary 

This chapter aimed to explain the context of urban growth in Riyadh. In overall, Riyadh 

city has experienced huge growth, transforming from a small town to a large city. The city’s 

growth has caused many urban problems, related to urban sprawl, growing demand for 

housing, and pressure on services and facilities. The expansion of the city is expected to 

continue, and the urban planning strategy will need to address the long-term challenges this 

raise.  

However, as shown in the case study of Riyadh, there is an urgent need for an 

experimental study of the urban planning practices amid rapid urban growth. This means that 

the planning practices is at the centre of the structure that supports growth and planning in 

the urban city. So, can take the planning practices as a starting point to analyse the status of 

current urban growth, in order to sustainable growth. 

To this end, the forthcoming chapters seek to explore in depth the empirical study of 

urban planning practices processes, through the driving forces of planning, the spatial 

planning of city and the planning environment. 
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Chapter 5 Analysis of  the Driving Forces of 
Urban Planning 

 

5.1. Overview 

The aim of this chapter seeks an understanding and examination of the attitudes of 

the participants in relation to the main driving forces’ effects on the urban planning and 

growth process. However, this chapter is an analysis of the interviews that the researcher 

undertook, with a focus on issues concerning the key driving forces included energy discourse, 

planning structure, planning law that have caused the impact of planning and a resulting non-

sustainable growth in Riyadh. 

5.2. The Driving Forces of Urban planning 

Interviews were designed in this chapter to begin with a review of the three driving 

forces by the participants. It aimed to elicit some important points that influenced the path 

of growth, and thus understand more of Riyadh’s planning problems. However, the 

researcher has posed two key questions to the participants within the interviews to 

understand these driving forces. 

What is the role of driving forces that includes planning law, planning structure and 

energy discourse on planning practices in Riyadh? and How have these forces influenced the 

urban planning and growth process? 

These questions were designed to examine the participants’ opinions of the role of the 

driving forces of planning and to gain a sense of how they viewed the role it had on planning 

and growth of Riyadh city, whether negatively or positively. In their responses to this 
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question, participants were mostly criticizing the current driving forces of planning. 

Participants agreed that these driving forces in Riyadh marked a negative transition towards 

a more rapid growth, but with unsustainable and non-control of planning development. As 

such, the participants believed that these three issues (planning law, planning structure and 

energy discourse) were influential in the growth pattern and planning of Riyadh and other 

Saudi cities as well. However, there were some differences in their answers. For example, 

participants from the academic group responded by focusing more on the influence of the 

planning law and centralization on the growth of Saudi cities. For instance, ACD2 said: 

Planning law has had a remarkable influence on Riyadh’s growth. It has 
allowed for the planning approach to change, but negatively. 

 
ACD1 noted: 

What we are seeing now in Riyadh or in other Saudi cities, occurs because 
of the planning law. I still emphasize that what we need now is an 
improvement of those discourses of planning for improving the planning 
level in the Saudi cities. 

 
ACD3 said: 

I believe that the most important obstacles for the management of cities is 
centralization and the issue of determining the tasks and responsibilities. 
This is a key point in the management of cities and that has impacted on 
growth and planning of the city. 

 
However, the responses of senior planners in RM, ADA and MOMRA were more 

focused on the situation of the urban management and discussed the discourses of energy in 

order to improve the growth. For example, MOMRA 3 said: 

Sure, the discourse of energy is a part of the reform movement, but there 
are problems that emerged after that. 
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RM 5 said: 

I believe that the issue of energy has not been given adequate attention. The 
focus on the improving the planning outcomes without paying attention to 
their causes, is the reason for the neglect of the planning side. 

 
On the other hand, the participants who serve in other sectors focused mostly on the 

planning weakness towards energy, and the impact of planning law on growth and planning. 

For example, OS 1 said: 

Unfortunately, the planning law does not have clarity, at present it could be 
said that the absence of planning law in Saudi Arabia is a cause of poor 
planning outcomes. 

 
OS2 noted: 

Energy has heavily influenced the development of Saudi cities, in less than 
50 years the growth pattern has changed 

 
However, the interviewees believed the driving forces in Riyadh as a negative pathway 

of growth and planning for the reason that they were a step toward development, but not as 

was required. Participants were in agreement that the driving forces were and still are not 

right for moving towards a control of growth and planning, without inflicting unnecessary 

complexity on the planning and development process in Riyadh. However, to encourage an 

understanding of how the driving forces were influenced. This chapter is divided into three 

themes and several sub-themes based on the analysis of the interviews (see Table 3.2). 

5.3. Planning Law 

All the participants argued that the poor planning law has a big impact on 

unconstrained growth in Riyadh. They agreed it is a challenge to the path of planning in 

Riyadh, and this weakness will cause negative effects on the city in the present and the future. 
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Participants also pointed out that the previous plans and policies in Saudi Arabia ignored 

planning law, and this negatively affected the growth and development of Riyadh city. 

Through the interview data and thematic method that followed, this theme has been divided 

into several sub-themes (see Table 5.1). 

5.3.1. Appropriateness of Planning Law 

Participants from all groups agreed with the absence of the planning law in the stages 

of the planning process. As a result, they believed that attempts to improve and develop the 

planning path were unsuccessful. Most of the interviewees raised this issue more than once 

in their responses, appointed members of the academics and planners in RM and ADA. The 

interviewees believed that the planning law which is used currently in Saudi cities is old law 

and which depends on the roads and buildings system which was established in 1941; it is the 

system that was adequate for and reflected the reality of Saudi cities in a previous period. 

They believed the system was acceptable because Saudi Arabia did not have any prior 

experience in planning and because there were not large urban communities classified as 

integrated cities. However, the planning law has not kept pace with complexity of globalized 

or the rapid growth, for example, ACD5 said: 

Planning law goes back to the history of King Abdul-Aziz when he 
established a municipal system. It was acceptable for a country that did not 
have any prior experience in planning; however, there were not urban 

 Summary of planning law issues obtained 
from interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 

5 
RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 Appropriateness of planning law Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
2 The National Spatial Strategy (NSS)  Ä  Ä  Ä   3 
3 Modification or development Ä   Ä  Ä   3 
4 Acceleration in city development Ä   Ä  Ä   3 
5 Analysis of the future expectations  Ä  Ä    2 
6 The city vision    Ä  Ä  2 

Table 5.1 Summary of planning law issues obtained from interviews 
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gatherings that were classified as integrated cities. This law when it 
appeared led the planning in Saudi. I thought it was an excellent step in the 
past, but now the law has become unacceptable. 

 
MOMRA1 said: 

Saudi Arabia does not have a clear law of planning; only the roads and 
buildings system that practiced by the Saudi cities for 70 years … I believe 
the law of planning was not a priority in the previous period. 

 
ACD6 noted: 

There is an absence of planning law; so far there has been no planning law 
in Saudi Arabia. There is not an overview of planning strategy, in the sense 
that determines the roles of the cities and the optimum size of cities. Now 
cities like Riyadh grow without limits in terms of population growth and 
three or four cities in Saudi Arabia are on the same level. 

 
 However, academics believed the planning law was considered appropriate for 

previous planning and development pathway. The interviewees raised this issue more than 

once in their answers. Also, the academics and planners in RM and ADA were believed that 

the planning laws have been inspired by the Western culture. For example, ACD6 said: 

The roads and buildings system in Saudi Arabia is a system practiced by 
Aramco and is inspired by the American system, but which does not fit to 
Saudi cities, and especially the city of Riyadh because of its large expansion, 
land shortage and high land prices. This situation has continued until the 
present time, and is a cause of the doubling of the growth problems in that 
city. 

 
Furthermore, some of participants believed that the planning law focuses heavily on 

plot distribution, so it takes the lion's share of attention in planning issues having the effect 

of overlooking social, economic and environmental issues. For example, ACD1 said: 

… currently working on taking 40% of the land for services for each 
residential scheme when planning; however, this may be incorrect due to 
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the different nature of the land, such as valley. It is possible to utilize more 
than 50-60%, depending on the nature of the land. 

 
Participants argued about which government sector was responsible for planning law, 

observing that there is no specific authority responsible for dealing with it. This means there 

is a lack of clarity regarding the scope of planning law, which has led to the worsening state 

of planning and management of development and growth in the city. The academics were the 

most focused on this subject. For example, ACD5 said: 

.. When the Ministry of municipalities was created there was supposed to 
be an automatic review of the law in order for it to comply with the new 
reality of cities and urban development, but which did not take place. In 
contrast, when the regions’ municipalities were developed, including Riyadh 
Municipality, they were given a good role in the planning, but there has not 
been a review to modify the law.  The reason for this is attention given to 
meet the growth needs rather than the development of the planning law. 

 
On the other hand, interviewees, especially by planners, pointed out that the real 

estate impact on planning law has become a problem because it has impacted the city. This 

creates an obstacle to the growth in the city in the planning pathway. For example, ADA2 

noted: 

The system of roads and buildings are old and unsuitable for the present; 
the owners of the land are the beneficiary of this system, and these owners 
it can be argued are in favour of the application of this system, causing the 
confusion of growth and planning in Riyadh. 

 
Meanwhile, interviewees raised the important point that, through a strategic urban 

study in 1986-1988. At that time, the focus was on the strategy of urban growth in Saudi 

Arabia, the Land Registry, the development priorities, ownership system, and land tax. 

However, the planning outcome did not come out as agreed upon by specialists. For example, 

one of the participants, ACD3, who took part in the preparation of the NSS said: 
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Most of those plans were not approved as a whole, only certain parts of 
these plans, which led to a change in the goals of the Planning law. 

 

5.3.2. The National Spatial Strategy (NSS) 

The weakness of NSS has impacted on growth in the city of Riyadh, and the imposition 

of a concentration on these major cities, because of the requirements of these cities. This 

causes difficulty in controlling the growth furthermore a fast growth. As well as, the major 

cities that are attracting from the smaller cities that allow a continuation of the problem of 

growth within Riyadh, which requires a meeting of the growing demands of housing and the 

needs of the population. For example, MOMRA1 said: 

The cities of Saudi Arabia have become of two kinds: those that are growing 
and those that are shrinking. 

 
ACD2 said: 

With the major cities growth strategy, we knew that it will have a different 
growth, but growth became a problem, then the city suffers from inflation, 
due to weak implementation of growth strategies among Saudi cities. 

 
However, the interviewees believed that the NSS is the most important tool owned by 

Saudi Arabia. It was intended to transmit growth to the cities of the country through proper 

planning, but which has not been implemented as required. This point was raised by 

academics and senior planners in ADA and MOMRA. For example, ACD6 said: 

It is true that the National Spatial Strategy has been adopted, but was 
adopted weakly, and did not assign any sector to implement it and follow 
up the implementation; there was floundering. 

 
ADA5 stated:  

The National Spatial Strategy appeared to be limp, in the sense that it is not 
appropriate to the current of Saudi cities. 
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However, interviewees also believed that the cause of the weak implementation of 

the strategy is at planners who prepared this strategy moved to another workplace. 

Therefore, their experience is not being taken advantage of, which caused atrophy of the 

strategy and it not being activated properly. This point has been pointed out by some senior 

planners and academics. For example, ADA2 noted: 

The people who prepared the National Spatial Strategy are no longer within 
the Planning Department, whether due to retirement or have switched to 
other work. 

 
ACD3 said: 

The National Spatial Strategy is the roadmap, but the exit the team who 
prepared it caused difficulties in achieving its objectives, because, at 
present, those who lead these goals are other people and do not clearly 
understand the sense of the details of that strategy. 

 
Moreover, interviewees also believed that the actual implementation of the strategy 

has not taken place at the required time, it being adopted late. In addition, it was not assigned 

to any sector for its implementation and follow-up activities. For example, ADC6 said: 

… approved of universities that located outside of Riyadh came late in 2007, 
while the idea was in 1988, if approved at that time, then it would have 
resulted in better outcomes for planning and growth in Saudi cities. 

 
In the view of participants, since being established, the NSS did not change the 

planning process, which is still the same. They argued there is no specific vision held by all; 

each sector works with a different strategy and interests, which leads to isolated acts and not 

a collective action. Some planners and academics were most focused on this point. For 

example, ACD2 noted: 
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With the National Spatial Strategy, another reason could have been a 
collision of interests, which has required radical changes to the 
administrative structure and local labour, so, it faced rejection. 

 
ADA1 said: 

… the team that prepared the study are far away from the decision-makers, 
as well as that the decision-makers did not understand the National Spatial 
Strategy. 

 
Moreover, interviewees also believed that the planning process needs to focus on the 

strategic; it is the first element that needs to be taken into account, and after which can 

commence the preparation of a master-plan for the city. If the strategy is absent, the planning 

and growth will be unsuccessful. Hence, find that the answer to the question of why the city 

of Riyadh has grown so quickly, is because there is no clear strategy, and that the objective 

was economic, and not a comprehensive goal including urban issues, social, economic as well 

as environmental. For example, ACD3 said: 

In 1970, the focus was on the main cities, the reason for it being clearer 
outputs and lower costs. So, 20 universities in the cities of Saudi Arabia could 
not have been created in that period, as the focus was on the main cities 
and this goal was economically driven. 

 
Moreover, interviewees also believed that the city of Riyadh suffers as with other 

cities of Saudi Arabia through the weakness of local planning. In the sense that the strategy 

currently used is a strategy that is applicable to all cities in the country whereas, in fact, there 

is a disparity between cities in Saudi Arabia, whether this is economic, social, urban, or 

environmental. In addition, changes in the strategy at frequent intervals cause disruption in 

planning and development. For example, ADA1 said: 
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The transport strategy adopted in 2006 has not been implemented, because 
of the delay in implementation, moreover,  the strategy having been 
changed in 2010. 

 

5.3.3. Modification or Development 

Participants believed the modification or development of the planning law to be a long 

path because the planning development is being pursued with the same approach without 

any advantage. However, the process of altering planning law takes time meaning delays to 

the improvement of social and environmental conditions. This means that urban problems 

that had been occurring in the previous period will continue, and then increase the 

appearance of growth and planning problems. This point was raised by all groups, with the 

exception of the ADA and OS groups. For example, ACD5 said: 

… officials believe that the development of the system is a long path, they 
believe that staying on the old system is easier than changing it, as well as 
the change or edit of the system not under the ministries or municipal. 

 
Furthermore, survey argued that the additions to planning law such as building 

systems by some consulting companies resulted in a poor planning system. They believed the 

reason for the additions is that they were not present in the original system of roads and 

buildings. This point has raised by some planners in RM and MOMRA. For example, RM3 

stated: 

Some additions to the system have been implemented by some consulting 
companies, such as the density and building heights, which were not be in 
the original system of roads and buildings, why the system is not fully 
updated. 

 
MOMRA4 said: 

Adding some standards or requirements by some consulting companies may 
be inappropriate with the standards or requirements of other aspects. 
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Some participants believed that the urban growth in Riyadh has been fast, thus 

requiring the providing population needs in a manner consistent with the pace of growth. 

This has contributed to the rise in actions and pressure on officials and professionals to solve 

problems of urban growth. In addition, participants think that this also made the planning 

pathway more complicated within the urban growth issues. For example, RM2 noted: 

Over the past 19 years, 159 residential schemes have been adopted, which 
has resulted in there not being enough plots of land that are valid for 
planning. The reason for the speed of adoption is the lack of a clear 
mechanism to adjust the layout of the city. 

 

5.3.4. Acceleration in City Development 

Interviewees took a negative view of the manner of the acceleration in city 

development, which is not compatible with planning law. They believed that ignoring laws 

that constrain growth will have influenced the process, and then has influenced the planning 

outcomes in Riyadh. Therefore, a problematic at the present is that the acceleration in the 

development in Saudi cities is not compatible with the acceleration of the systems and 

controls that regulate and control growth and development. For example, ACD5 said: 

During the last 40 years, the focus has been on pushing ahead with 
development, with less attention given to the system. Most of the sectors in 
Saudi Arabia are interested in development, so we see that the cities have 
been racing each other. 

 
MOMRA1 said: 

There are initiatives to amend the law, but the situation still has not 
changed. I believe that the reason is the acceleration in development that 
has caused the weak of attention in the improvement of the planning law. 

 
Moreover, interviewees also believed that the increasing complexity of the city and 

the failure of governance to recognize and exclude certain viewpoints or failure to adopt 
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pluralism. For example, RM1 said: 

the city of today is more complex in terms of urban sprawl and huge increase 
in population; the city has become that of many inputs. 

 
ACD5 said: 

When the roads and buildings system came out there were approximately 
10-12 Ministries. Today in Saudi Arabia, this has grown to more than 25, 
with the power distributed among the many ministries. This has included a 
switching of some of the responsibilities of municipalities to other sectors. 
Thus, the system of planning must now reflect the change that has occurred. 

 

5.3.5. Analysis of Future Expectations 

Participants believed that analysis of the future expectations is still an issue even after 

the NSS or planning law. They argued that the analysis creates a kind of success of the 

planning that did not previously exist. They believed it can be assumed that what is required 

is a strategic study that properly and more accurately accounts for each city according to their 

need, and seeks implementation according to the plan’s proposed timelines. However, in 

contrast, a strategic vision for the future was not undertaken properly, which then 

contributed to the emergence of floundering in the planning process. Interviewees from the 

MOMRA and ADA groups raised this point. For example, ADA4, noted:  

The population growth has exceeded significantly the previous forecast of 
15-20 years ... The increase was nearly 700%, which shows that the analysis 
of the future expectations for the cities of Saudi Arabia has not been true, 
meaning that the population has been affected more than the expected 
rates. 

 
This was confirmed also by MOMRA3, who said:  

It shows the importance of studying the last strategy and restructuring it to 
reach appropriate solutions that can be applied. Because there are still 
dramatic mistakes in the forecasts, especially in a city like Riyadh. 
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5.3.6. The City Vision  

Participants argued that the service sectors have a different vision in each city in Saudi 

Arabia. This a problem because they forbid the planning law relation with urban issues and 

by city conditions. The impact of this, they believed, means the planning law needs to be 

revised as every city has a different vision, and this dispersion of ideas will not reach a suitable 

solution. The academics and senior planners pointed out this point. For example, OS3 noted: 

The current planning law needs to be reviewed because each city has a 
different vision. The planning law has to be under the state level, but we 
have to emphasize the issue of decentralization because of the different 
nature of cities and regions in Saudi Arabia; Riyadh is not similar to the cities 
of Jeddah, Dammam or Abha. 

 
ACD3 said: 

Leaving opportunities for each city or region for the development of a 
private planning system as supporting systems that emerges from the 
state’s planning system. 

 

5.4. Planning Structure 

Most of the participants believed that the planning structure is one of the discourses 

that has affected planning negatively in Riyadh. Among all participants, it was noted that the 

planning structure with its centralized way and weakness of urban management is one of the 

key reasons determining the success of planning in Riyadh. The following two points highlight 

the participants’ opinions about planning structure in Riyadh. 

 
 

 Summary of planning structure issues 
obtained from interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 

5 
RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 Centralization Ä  Ä   Ä  Ä  4 
2 Urban management Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 

Table 5.2 Summary of planning structure issues obtained from interviews 
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5.4.1. Centralization 

Participants argued that centralization is still an issue even after expansion of urban 

growth and rising problems of planning in Riyadh. They believed that the general plan of the 

city is difficult to control because of the rapid acceleration of development, especially in 

Riyadh, where the current administration is not effective and so there will therefore be 

problems in controlling the growth of the city. The most important obstacle to the city 

administration is to continue on the principle of centralization of planning, in particular where 

the tasks and responsibilities have not been specified. This is the main points in the 

management of cities but are absent in the cities of Saudi Arabia. Moreover, they believed 

that the weakness of the efficiency of local agencies is happening because of the central 

decision-making. For example, ACD3 said: 

I believe that the most important obstacles in the Saudi city management 
are the issue of centralization, and of identifying the responsibilities. 

 
ACD7 said: 

... the decision does not connect with local bodies such as the municipal 
council, municipalities and service sectors ...etc. That has not solved the 
issue of centralization. 

 
Also, RM3 noted: 

Our work is limited, so the decisions and management system have not 
changed, the ministry is the basis when requesting approval for any project 
or decision, it means we need to raise everything. 

 
Most of the senior planners believed that the planning structure with centralization is 

the key reason that makes it difficult to control planning budgets. Hence, they believed 

financial centralization of projects and plans, specifically at the local level, has contributed to 
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the delays in the implementation of those plans and projects. For example, ADA1 said:  

The budget is important to carry out any work, but if the budget of any 
project is centralized, hence, you see many plans not implemented. 

 
ADA4 said: 

Plans proposed by local agencies take a long time to implement because the 
first and last decision is centralized. 

 
In contrast, participants believed decentralization is an important way for improving 

the planning path and growth in Riyadh. They also believed there is a need for more focus on 

decision-making at the local level. For example, ACD5 said: 

The need to focus on decentralization for the formulation of regulations and 
controls that are compatible with the nature of the city ... In the past, 
development was simple, so it was normal to be centralized, but now it not 
be able to be centralized, cannot deal with Buraidah city in the same way as 
dealing with the city of Abha or Riyadh; therefore, the best step is to trend 
towards decentralization. 

 
ACD1 said: 

The current situation is still over-centralized. Therefore, we need 
decentralization. Secondly, understanding the needs of society comes from 
local sectors. 

 
ADA4 noted: 

Where is the level of local participation? It is weak. So, it is important this 
participation as support for the development process. 

 

5.4.2. Urban Management 

In the view of the interviewees, there were concerns with the urban management 

within the planning path, in that the management style was not clear or compatible with rapid 

growth. The participants believed that in order to control Riyadh’s growth, the planning 
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process must be adjusted by reviewing the administrative model for the management of the 

city or the region and the state. They believe that the urban management is not confined to 

implementing streets or houses within the city, but is for managing the lives of humans, 

meaning is not just about planning physical and environmental outcomes but also social 

outcomes So, it is supposed to be that the residential neighbourhood has met all the 

necessities of life and uses of land so as to have thereby activated the principles of 

development and planning. They argued that the urban management is not confined to the 

ministry or the municipality. There are other partners that have influence, but the problem is 

that they are not following the same direction, for example, MOMRA1 said: 

The  urban management has tried through bodies such as the Riyadh 
Development Authority to develop the city, the members of the 
administration are representing different sectors, but each sector has a 
different strategy.  

 
OS4 said: 

All neighbourhoods within Riyadh follow the Municipality of Riyadh except 
the Al-Safarat quarter, which is still continuing with the same previous 
methodology of management, which will lead to hard to control the 
neighbourhoods' needs in the future. 

 
ADA4 said: 

The principalities of regions in Saudi Arabia have a strong role in the local 
administration but relating to security. But the local management of the city 
is still not clear, and which has led to the continued city problems. 

 
Interviewees believed that the change in vision and goals of development, means that 

there is no systematic model for the development of the localities in Saudi Arabian cities. 

According to the National Spatial Strategy, evidence is lacking on the system of local 

government, so cities in Saudi Arabia are development-driven by individual initiatives from 
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multiple sectors. However, in the view of the interviewees, there is no single vision to 

encompass all of them; and each one works in respect of a different strategy, which leads to 

isolated actions and not teamwork. This point has been raised by RM, ADA and ACD groups. 

For example, RM4 said: 

Whenever the mayor of a city is changed, there will be change in the vision 
and goals of development. So, the absence of the local administration and 
the unclear of local power has led to weak the planning approach. 

 
ACD4 said: 

Urban planning is part of the work of the municipalities, but in fact, the 
municipalities do not have the administrative power on some infrastructure 
sector such as water and electricity, or service sectors such as education and 
health. 

 
RM1 said: 

Each sector works independently from the others. One consequence is 
street-digging that occurs continuously in Riyadh, due to poor urban 
management. 

 
Also, some participants believed that the city administration is at the disposal of the 

administrator of planning. However, their opinion, the development and planning in the city 

depend on the personal efforts that impact its outcomes. For example, MOMRA6 noted: 

The city administration is through the personal efforts, those who have the 
ability to contribute to the desired outcomes, but this few in the city of 
Riyadh region. 

 
Likewise, participants believed that there is a need to utilize a sector that focuses on 

the preparation of the legislation, another that will implement it as well as a sector for 

following it up, and with there being clarity in each of these roles. They argued about the 

problems of duplication, of who is responsible for regulations and standards legislation and 
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who carries out this legislation, affects the path of the planning process. For example, ACD4 

said: 

For example, the electricity sector has been working on legislation, but is 
actually supposed to work only on the implementation, not legislation, and 
thus there is overlap across sectors. 

 
 

OS2 stated: 

The urban management system for cities must be separated into two 
functions. The body responsible for the legislation can have representatives 
of the sectors providing input to it, so that they thereby have a connection 
with it, and thereby the resulting legislation could benefit from the 
experience of the implementers. 

 
ADA2 said: 

The risk is that the implementation function takes over the legislation, and 
so the legislation ends up working for the benefit of the implementers, and 
which is what has happened in Saudi cities. 

 
In contrast, participants believe there are some successes in urban management in 

Saudi Arabia, but to a limited extent, such as the Al-Safarat quarter, which were supervised 

by the Supreme Riyadh Development Authority, as well as the success of the Royal 

Commission in Jubail and Yanbu to achieve excellence in residential neighbourhoods. They 

believed the reason for the success is the presence of management that manages these 

neighbourhoods in line with the concepts of urban management. For example, ACD4 said: 

These authorities have autonomy in administrative and financial affairs, as 
well as in providing all the services and facilities of these neighbourhoods; 
therefore, this is a notable distinction. 
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5.5. Energy Discourse  

Participants believed that the energy discourse was the key factor that influenced the 

rapid growth in Riyadh. However, all participants from five groups agreed on this issue, and 

they pointed out that the negligence of energy issues at any phase of the planning path was 

what led to urban sprawl in Riyadh. The following two points show the participants’ opinions 

of the impact of the energy issue on the planning process in Riyadh. 

5.5.1. The Effects of Low Energy Cost 

All the participants argued that the low cost of energy had major effects on the path 

of planning in Riyadh. The interviewees generally concurred in saying that this continual low 

rate in energy cost was the main challenge to the growth in the present and the future. In 

addition, the weakness of dealing with this issue at the planning and development level has 

had, and continues to have, negative impacts on city growth. 

The low cost of energy helped the growth of Saudi cities and had a positive effect on 

development aspects. On the other hand, the cost of energy also had unexpected negative 

effects, and the main one is the population jumping to the outskirts of the city, because of its 

ease of population mobility. The participants believed that, during the last period, this 

problem was aggravated by a series of poor energy discourses. However, in analysing the 

facts, the participants believed that the low cost of energy was a key determinant of 

development in Riyadh. So, they believed that the cost of energy, supported by the 

 Summary of energy discourse issues 
obtained from interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 

5 
RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 The comfortable cost of energy Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
2 Energy versus planning actions Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 

Table 5.3 Summary of energy discourse issues obtained from interviews 
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government, including in respect to fuel and electricity, contributed to the emergence of the 

scattered settlement pattern. Academics and senior planners believed that the low cost of 

energy was a major mistake. For example, RM2 said: 

Currently in Saudi Arabia there is support for the energy value of the 
government, which led to a decline in the price of energy. This means that 
the urban growth will continue unless controls limit planning, such as raising 
energy costs. 

 
ADA1 noted: 

the lengthening of streets within the city of Riyadh contributed to the 
changing pattern of settlement. Furthermore, urban sprawl caused a rise in 
the number of journeys, and the trip takes a long time. The main reason for 
this is the fuel prices which changed the growth of the city. 

 
In contrast, the participants believe that the neglect of the issue of the low cost of 

energy led to another problem in the development, sustainability and growth of the city. For 

example, OS3 said: 

The weakness of sustainability is due to three reasons. First, the cost of 
energy and oil is cheap, and has led to an increase in energy use in an 
excessive manner. Second, the weakness of studies related to the field of 
energy, as well as the absence of a decision or policy. Third, the duplication 
of the energy business; there are several sectors working in the field of 
energy...  

 

RM7 said: 

Most of the work undertaken within the Urban Planning Department is 
linked in terms of design, planning and approval of plans, but unfortunately 
there is no concentration on the energy issue and its effect on urban growth. 

 
The participants agreed that the cost of energy is one of the key reasons that changed 

the settlement pattern in Riyadh and led to the emergence of urban sprawl, that was 

impacted by growth and did not allow for control. 
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5.5.2. Energy Versus Planning Actions 

Interviewees from all groups mentioned that the continued increase in energy 

demand requires a suitable mechanism to adjust the planning and provision process for the 

current and future generations. They were concerned that it seems the growth of urbanism 

and population is increasing rapidly and, further, that the present high growth in the 

consumption of energy on residential, commercial and transport in turn impacted on the 

environmental, social and economic issues in Riyadh city.  

Also, they mentioned that the influence of urban energy use or consumption does not 

come from urban energy policies alone; for example, whilst there are aspects related to 

energy prices and the availability of energy, amongst other issues, there are other factors that 

may be more influential. One of those factors is the urban planning practices. These practices 

are considered to be issues of rapid urban expansion in housing and neighbourhoods, and the 

quality of construction and design which are influential in increasing urban energy use. For 

example, ADA3 said: 

We did not know the importance of energy in previous years, because we 
did not have a clear vision for planning and its impact on the city's energy, 
so the work undertaken previously was concentrated on the aspects of 
pollution, whilst not touching the aspects of energy. 

 
MOMRA2 noted: 

There are rules and guidelines for urban energy to raise energy efficiency, 
and that their success is difficult in the case of the continuation of the style 
of planning, as is the current practice. 

 
MOMRA3 said: 

... to the work being confined to following the growth and planning, but that 
there are not any contributions or programs that are interested in educating 
the community on energy issues. 
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On the other hand, the participants believe that the weakness of dealing with the 

energy issue through planning actions has resulted in planning and urban growth problems. 

They agreed poor experiences in the energy field was one of these reasons. So, the 

participants believe that continuing to deal with energy discourse in the current way without 

imposing new policies, will increase the cities’ problems, whether in economic terms, 

environmental, and also in respect of urban renewal and planning. For example, ACD1 said: 

The current situation with energy issues is weak, therefore causing problems 
for urban growth or the planning process. Policies of energy associated with 
the planning policies must be established. 

 
RM9 said: 

Urban growth control will not contribute to the energy-control, now that 
prices are cheap and consumption is increasing, so it is important to study 
urban growth and energy policies simultaneously. 

 
In contrast, participants believe that there are weaknesses in the awareness of energy 

issues within the planning work, causing a neglected area of energy and a focus on planning 

outputs. For example, RM1 stated: 

Previous acts in the Riyadh Municipality with regard to energy has been 
limited to lighting roads. The department lacks a lot of the owners of 
expertise in the field of energy, and there were no courses to help them to 
understand the importance of energy. Unfortunately, this matter did not get 
taken seriously. 

 
MOMRA2 said: 

You cannot apply the guidance of energy-related issues without providing a 
successful planning environment. The current focus on urban growth and 
urban sprawl, which are the most important current issues we have, but 
without related to energy. 
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5.6. Consensus of Opinions 

This section presents a quantitative summary of how the driving forces theme ranked 

after showing the results of interviews (see Table 5.4). This section has used the technique 

that depends on consensus between groups to represent a weight of the sub-themes with 

participants, where (5 of 5) is the maximum consensus while (2 of 5) is the minimum 

consensus. 

The 
Driving 
Forces 

Themes  
Sub-theme 

5 of 5 4 of 5 3 of 5 2 of 5 

Planning 
Law 

- Appropriateness 
of planning law 

 - The National 
Spatial Strategy 
(NSS) 
- Modification 
or development 
- Acceleration in 
city 
development 

- Analysis of the 
future 
expectations 
- The city vision 

Planning 
Structure 

- Urban 
management 

- Centralization   

Energy 
Discourse 

- The low cost of 
energy 
- Energy versus 
planning actions 

   

Total 4 1 3 2 
Table 5.4 The consensus of the driving forces theme 

 
Consensus (5 of 5), regarding to driving forces, the participants mentioned within four 

points, under the planning law theme, that they agreed there is absence of the planning law 

in the phases of the planning process. On the other hand, in the theme of planning structure 

the participants agreed that the urban management in the stages of the planning process is 

limited and closed off. Furthermore, the participants agreed on two points under the energy 

discourse, where they see the comfortable cost of energy as being one of the main causes of 

the settlement pattern in Riyadh. However, they agreed that the weakness of dealing with 

the energy issue with planning actions resulted in planning and urban growth problems. 



 

Chapter 5 Analysis of the Driving Forces of Urban planning 155 

Consensus (4 of 5), the participants had consensus on one point, which is under the 

theme of planning structure. However, the participants agreed that the centralization is still 

an issue even after aggravation of urban growth and rising problems of planning in Riyadh. 

Consensus (3 of 5), under the planning law theme, the participants consensus was on 

three points. The first is that they agreed the NSS did not change the planning process, which 

is still at the same level of yielding poor planning outcomes. Second, they agreed that the 

modification or development of the planning law being a long path is a sign that the 

development path is occurring through the same approach without any advantage. Third, 

they agreed that the acceleration in Riyadh’s development is not compatible with planning 

law; they believed that has influenced the urban growth process in this city. 

Consensus (2 of 5), the lowest consensus among the participants was under the 

planning law theme and in respect of two points. The first is that they agreed the weakness 

of analysis of the future expectations has impacted on growth Riyadh. Second, that the service 

sectors have a different vision in each city in Saudi Arabia. They agreed on this a problem 

because they forbid the planning law relation with urban issues and city conditions. 

5.7. Discussion 

The aim of this chapter has addressed the sub-research question of "How the driving 

forces (planning law, planning structure and energy discourse)  in Saudi Arabia have 

influenced the issues of urban planning and growth?” and provided context for understanding 

the various driving forces within. The results that are presented in this chapter indicate that 

three points are the most important and have impacted on urban growth. 
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5.7.1. Activating the Role of the Planning Law 

The results of the above analysis have shown that the variable of planning law has 

relationships with urban growth, which is the main element of planning control for effective 

urban growth. But the absence of planning law in the planning and growth stages led to poor 

growth outcomes for the Saudi cities. In addition, a continuity without updating has increased 

the deterioration of the planning level due to not keeping abreast of modern development 

and the acceleration of growth which happened in Saudi cities. In addition, the length of time 

of the development and modification of planning law, which has remained the same without 

the implementation of change measures. Furthermore, the urban strategy, which is designed 

as a road map, has not been implemented properly. In contrast, future expectations were not 

in conformity with the current reality, with there being a very large difference in expectations. 

These findings agree with studies that show how planning law controls the expansion 

of cities, that precise zoning leads to better growth steps, and that a system of development 

permission ensures certain levels of growth (Okata and Murayama, 2011). Regards to the 

planning system having not been updated, Omotola (1991) believes that the old system of 

planning, or which could be referred to as a traditional system, affects the planning outcomes 

and which causes urban problems due to being contradictory with current principles and 

objectives of planning. These results describe the need to pay attention to the issue of 

planning law in the cities that suffer from acceleration in urban growth. It is likely to be the 

fault in the incompatibility of the planning law with the current reality, either because the law 

is unclear or outdated. Constant updating is essential to avoid mistakes that occur in the path 

of growth within the urban city, which are difficult to be adjusted later. 
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5.7.2. The Need to Improve Existing Urban Management 

This study demonstrates that the weakness of urban management caused the 

confusion in the path of growth in the major Saudi cities. As well as the style of the central 

administration for most of the planning business that causes a growth perspective and 

planning with limited vision, which restricted to persons or a specific sector. Thus, the findings 

of planning outcomes are limited to specific acts, such as the implementation of the layout, 

the allocation of housing etc. In contrast, there are not paying attention to the more holistic 

issues pertaining to the growth issues which are participated by stakeholders of the public 

and private sectors, multi-level governance. Urban management between urban service 

sectors in Saudi cities has been through different policies and measures that have taken effect 

during different periods of city construction. This means that urban development has lacked 

consistency in terms of policies and implementation. Thereby, this has resulted in a significant 

change of urban form and growth path in a short period of time. 

Krasilnikova (2014) refers to the planning structure being an efficient factor of city 

growth and its development. However, analysis of the planning structure allows for a 

determination of the stages of the planning in the city structure in order to understand the 

opportunities and ways of its development. Urban management ensures the efficient 

allocation and utilization of urban space. So, urban management arrangements have 

impacted on the effectiveness of urban government in managing urban growth (Davey, 1993). 

Fekade (2000) points out that the objective of urban management is to guide and control the 

growth of cities in an orderly manner, with effective provision of housing, services and 

facilities. However, the role of local government is providing leadership, to organize and 

control all local resources and adaptation to the forces of economic change (Mawson, 2009). 
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The need to reform existing urban management in Saudi cities implies reorganizing 

and reorienting the urban management bureaucracy through streamlining urban 

management, and making the bureaucracy less corrupt and more responsible. Moreover, 

financial and administrative decentralization of planning acts, along with transparency, is a 

vital component of urban management reform (Dillinger, 1994). The mechanism should be 

reformed urgently because the old/traditional management mode of the urban cities in Saudi 

Arabia cannot adapt to city development. 

5.7.3. The Path Dependence of Energy 

According to the results referred to above, the energy discourses in Saudi have shown 

an influence on growth in the main cities such as Riyadh. Therefore, the issue of energy in 

terms of support of residential and transportation has contributed to inflation and rapid 

urban sprawl of the city. Accordingly, the weakness of the relationship between energy 

policies and practices and process of urban planning has contributed to the conflicting 

outcomes between sustainable growth and welfare of society. Moreover, the growth of the 

city and urban planning are closely linked to the energy issue (Phdungsilp, 2006). However, 

the situation differs across cities, regions and countries. The energy sector in urban cities is 

poised to meet growing demands for energy, along with energy security and environmental 

issues. But a sustainable energy system which addresses environmental issues is still not 

present in most cities, with an ongoing reliance on fossil fuels (Phdungsilp, 2006).  

Patterns of urban settlement, transportation systems, the price of energy, incomes, 

lifestyles, technologies, industry and climate all influence urban energy use (Dhakal, 2004). 

Furthermore, as most energy consumption in the world is within urban cities, it is very 

important to develop energy use strategies. The cost of energy is particularly significant in 
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mega-cities, especially in countries that export oil, and energy use can be reduced through 

efficiencies of both users and supply systems. 

In parallel with the urban growth literature review, urban development literature has 

debated whether development or underdevelopment is better explained by history. Several 

studies have shown that natural features (e.g. energy that uses natural resources such as oil) 

have a strong impact on long-term development and planning pathway, in both developed 

and developing countries (Maloney and Caicedo, 2012; Gallup et al., 1999; Motamed et al., 

2014; Beeson et al., 2001; Bosker and Buringh, 2015), yielding evidence for how path 

dependence of energy has had influences on city development (Jedwab et al., 2015). The path 

dependence of energy relates to both the physical and psychological infrastructure. Patterns 

of work life and transport reinforce one another. If people become accustomed to commuting 

by car, it is difficult to get them to revert to other, less wasteful, forms of transport (Patrick, 

2010).  

Energy has an influential part to play in the urban form and growth of the city, because 

residential neighbourhoods and growth cannot be established without the presence of 

energy. However, the path dependencies of energy have important implications for planning 

decisions in Saudi cities. As a result, one of the roots of path dependence is human decision-

making. Fortunately, most decisions are within the reach of governments and leaders that 

help to control development (Marshall, 2008). This means that decisions of planning may 

have an impact on urban development. 
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5.8. Chapter Summary 

This chapter has examined the impact of driving forces on planning outcomes through 

interviews of planners, academics and decision-makers in different sectors, whether 

government or private. It showed a detailed interpretation of the problem of driving forces 

through three themes (planning law, planning structure and energy discourse). This was 

followed by the quantitative summary of the findings. Clearly, the focus among the 

participants to sub-themes yielded the following ranking of importance: first, planning law, 

followed by energy discourse and then planning structure.  

Overall, by analysing and discussing the findings, the absence of planning law has 

caused the lack of discipline in the planning and growth process in the Saudi cities. In addition 

to the strong support of energy, it led to unprecedented growth that resulted in the inability 

to control the speed of growth in the large cities such as Riyadh. Moreover, the structure of 

traditional planning had a role in the slow decision-making process in the city that was 

growing rapidly. The current driving forces of planning law, the structure of planning and 

energy need to be improved to address the growth outcomes. 
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Chapter 6 The Existing Situation of Spatial 
Planning Practices 

 
 

6.1. Overview 

As was explained in chapter 4, Riyadh suffers from uncontrolled growth due to rapid 

growth that caused a weakness of infrastructure, inefficient urban services and crowded 

transportation. The outcomes of the literature review indicate that the spatial planning path 

has a role in the development and urban space of the city. In Riyadh, the outcome is that the 

planning practices have not helped to control growth or assisted with the provision of a 

growth that is sustainable. However, this chapter is a consideration of the in-depth interviews 

with 35 participants, with the focus being on questions relating to the path of spatial planning 

practice through four points; settlement pattern, urban design, land use pattern and 

transport. 

6.2. The Spatial Planning Practices 

Reviewing the urban growth context of Riyadh (chapter 4) is not enough to understand 

the framework of how urban planning has developed during the latest period. In this chapter, 

two key questions were discussed that participants addressed within the interviews, namely 

to understand the spatial planning situation. 

What is your view of the spatial planning of Riyadh (settlement pattern, urban design, 

land use pattern and transport)? What do you think are the reasons for the spatial planning 

situation? 

The objective of the first question was designed to ascertain the participants’ opinions 

on these themes, as a means to obtain some points of the spatial planning practices. 
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However, the answers of participants from the five groups showed dissatisfaction with the 

current planning situation of Riyadh. There was a consensus among the participants that 

Riyadh has a clear problem in urban outcomes such as transportation, rapid urbanization, 

uncontrolled growth, the weakness of urban design and problems in the distribution of land 

use. 

By analysing interviews, a difference in the balance of participants' concerns was 

observed. Participants from the academic group focused on (1) urban expansion of the city, 

causing pressure on services; and (2) transportation and land use problems. For example, 

ACD5 said: 

... we find that the same situation, increases in growth and expansion. The 
reason, there has been a weakness in the relationship between growth and 
land use. There are many people living in neighbourhoods that are not 
connected up to services and facilities. 

 
Further, the academics were concerned about the monopoly of land and the spread 

of squatters across the city. For example, ACD5 again stated: 

The big problem in Riyadh is spaces … what we can find in Riyadh is much 
land that has undeveloped in many areas, north, south, west or in the city 
centre; that has caused spatial, social and economic problems for the city. 

 
On the other hand, the senior planners' group in RM, ADA and MOMRA had concerns 

on the issue of Riyadh’s urban design, and they focused on the transport theme. For example, 

ADA2 said: 

… the most important issue of urban planning in Riyadh is the problem of 
transportation. Mobility in Riyadh has become a difficultly, the total 
dependence on cars. Now, the trip time has increased due to congestion in 
the city. 
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MOMRA3 said: 

... the important thing in spatial planning is the urban design; in Riyadh, it is 
still bad and suffers from poor outcomes. 

 
Before the interviews took place, it was expected that the participants of senior 

planners RM, ADA and MOMAR would be a more response because of their practices close to 

planning problems. But it transpired that the extent of the planners’ criticism was more 

conservative than other groups. 

The last group (OS group), consisting of others in government and private sectors, was 

concerned about urban growth, but there were not large differences in the answers given by 

participants in those groups. This group discussed urban sprawl and transport problems as the 

key problem. For example, OS2 said: 

Riyadh has several problems in urban planning, the more important one is 
the urban sprawl... and environmental problems that come from the high 
number of people and the number of cars. 

 
However, the objective of the second question was to discuss the first question's 

answer, as it was designed to be an open-ended question. All participants' answers were 

negative responses, meaning all of their follow-up answers were explanations of the reasons 

for the poor spatial planning situation in Riyadh. According to a review of the literature, the 

data of the interviews are organised into four themes. These themes are divided into several 

sub-themes based on the analysis of the interviews (see Table 3.3).  

6.3. Settlement Pattern 

In the view of all five groups of interviewees, there are serious problems with the 

settlement pattern, in that it is unclear due to the fast pace of spatial growth and in different 

directions. As a result, attempts to develop the urban planning path in Riyadh are becoming 
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more difficult with increased growth. Most interviewees raised this issue of settlement 

pattern many times in their responses. Academics and senior planners were very interested 

in this theme. Table 6.1, shows the sub-themes of the settlement patterns conveyed by the 

participants in the interviews.  

 

6.3.1. Urban Sprawl  

Most of the participants believed that urban sprawl during the 20 past years, with its 

development on the outskirts of Riyadh city, was one of the issues that has influenced the 

outcomes of planning. In fact, this sub-theme was mentioned more than once, with it being 

the first issue focused on in the interviews by most participants, given that urban sprawl can 

be observed visually on the ground. However, they agreed that urban sprawl is the main 

reason for the problems of urban planning in Riyadh. For example, the Riyadh Municipality 

planners’ concerns focused on the problem of the city’s urban sprawl and development in 

outskirts of the city. For example, RM8 said: 

... the absence of a clear mechanism to control city planning, for example, 
inside Riyadh there is no governmental land. Currently, there are private 
lands, because of no land tax, leaving these land without planning 
contributed to the expansion on the outskirts in order to obtain government 
land for planning, this contributed to the distortion of the city's growth. 

 
 

 Summary of settlement pattern obtained 
from interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 

5 RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 Urban Sprawl Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
2 Absence of city centre Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä   4 
3 Population distribution Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä   4 
4 The dominant building typology    Ä  Ä  2 
5 Shortage of land Ä  Ä     2 
6 Isolated development    Ä   1 

Table 6.1 Summary of settlement pattern obtained from interviews 
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By contrast, some academics described the change in the urban boundaries as 

impacting on urban sprawl. Some confirmed that the urban sprawl process appeared more 

clearly after the city became indirectly managed by real estate interests, looking for a gain in 

remote areas. For example, ACD1 said: 

The city has turned into a real estate project, so you see planning decisions 
that are not strong, meaning there are changes in urban boundaries, 
because there is pressure from a group of traders who have a good 
relationship with the Prince of Riyadh. 

 
On the other hand, some of the participants from Riyadh Municipality pointed out 

that the dominant settlement pattern is the horizontal growth pattern. They believed this 

pattern led to scattered developments in Riyadh city. However, they think this pattern causes 

pressure on the planning actions in the municipality of Riyadh. For example, RM11 said: 

It is noticeable that in recent times there has been a rise in requests by 
people to provide services and facilities, due to the horizontal growth within 
the city of Riyadh; the implementation these facilities, of course, need to be 
planning, this causes pressure on the planning actions within the 
municipality. 

 
RM7 said: 

Riyadh is still growing by horizontal due to the high increase in urban 
growth, unfortunately so far, no specific criteria are taken into account in 
the planning or design of residential neighbourhoods, thereby contributing 
to the reduction the pattern of horizontal growth. 

 
OS2 said: 

If there is no real solution to the pattern of settlement in Riyadh, and 
therefore the horizontal growth will continue and then will cause create new 
residential areas close to industrial zones that have been developed outside 
the urban boundary. 
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From the above, it can be seen that horizontal proliferation has been causing glitches 

in the city of Riyadh, in terms of the style of the city's growth or in pressure within the planning 

within organisations. In contrast, rapid development was recognised as an influence on the 

settlement pattern in Riyadh, which in the 1980s, 1990s and even 2000s played a role in 

development and growth trends. Therefore, rapid development, as a driver of Riyadh’s 

growth, contributed to urban sprawl. ADA2, who works in the Arriyadh Development 

Authority (ADA), confirms this: 

... has affected Saudi cities through rapid development in a short period of 
50 years and took the repeat style. In the sense that residential 
neighbourhoods are implemented in a similar manner, an area of 2km by 
2km. This approach has been repeated in Riyadh until the city expanded 
dramatically. 

 
In contrast, some academics emphasised that the emergence of major projects 

inside the city caused a change in the growth mode. For example, ACD5 said: 

The emergence of major projects that have been adopted rapidly, such as 
Princess Noura University and King Abdullah Economic City. This has 
contributed to attracting residents, resulting in new growth around these 
projects, knowing that these projects were not part of the strategic plans for 
the growth of the city. 

 

6.3.2. Absence of City Centre 

In the view of the interviewees from all groups (except the OS group), there was a 

serious issue with the city centre in the stages of the planning process; it was and still is a 

neglected. As a result, attempts to improve the city centre through the planning approach 

was limited and weak. However, most participants confirmed the importance of the city 

centre and its association with other areas of the city. The current reality is that the weakness 
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of the city centre has led to the deformation of the settlement pattern and irregular growth 

of the city's outskirts. For example, MOMRA1 said: 

The city centre is the most influential in Riyadh’s growth. For example, the 
old airport is still located in the centre of Riyadh, causing the current growth 
in Riyadh, which shows ring roads and highways. 

ACD2 said: 

Although there are important buildings in Riyadh city, such as universities, 
King Fahd Library, Alfaisalia and Kingdom towers and some commercial 
centres, these buildings are far away and completely separate from the city 
centre. 

 

6.3.3. Population Distribution 

The participants who were senior planners of RM, ADA, MOMRA and academics 

believed that the disparity in population distribution negatively influenced the urban planning 

in Riyadh. They were also interested in the population distribution, and believed it too can 

affect the planning path. One of the senior planners who worked in MOMRA indicated a 

disparity in the density of population. MOMRA3 said: 

Riyadh is growing, day after day, the variation in the density of the 
population. For example, the centre of Riyadh has decreased in the density. 
But, areas with low and medium incomes increased in density. On the other 
hand, there is low density in some of the new neighbourhoods, because of 
lack of housing, or the large size of villas. This has resulted in the emergence 
of an inappropriate settlement pattern. 

 
Aside from this, the interviewees took the view that migration is affected by city 

growth, and this was not taken into account. This then leads to a dramatic rise in the 

proportion of immigration to Riyadh for various reasons such as work, investment or learning. 

Moreover, many of the municipal members believed that the migration to Riyadh from other 

cities is the main driving force in changing the pattern of settlement, as there was no 

government control of this migration. For example, ADA4 said: 
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The expectations that have been proposed in previous years, according to 
the proportion of the population growth. There has been a very large 
difference. By this, I mean that the issue of immigration has more 
significantly affected the growth of the city. 

 
RM1 said: 

Migration to Riyadh has led to overcrowding and everyone wants to live 
there, due to all government services being available.  

 

6.3.4. The Dominant Building Typology 

The participants who were academics and in the OS groups believed that the previous 

policies in Riyadh ignored the dominant building typology and demand for land, and its 

relationship with the planning path. They believed this issue had negatively affected the 

planning outcomes. This sub-theme appeared in the interviews in two ways: (1) when 

discussing how the single-house as the dominant building typology had been followed in the 

neighbourhoods of Riyadh; and (2) when discussing how the urban planning in Riyadh was 

still related to growth through demand for land. In addition, academics participating in the 

research stated that the size of villas contributed to the settlement pattern remarkably, with 

villas different from the Saudi style. For example, ACD6 said: 

The current system for the construction of villas in Riyadh, in general, is 
taken from the American system. We find the villas are similar and contain 
a space within each villa, and then leads to a waste of space within the city. 

 
Senior planners who work in the private sector said that villas are still dominant, even 

if they do not match the basic design. For example, OS6 said: 

We have so many requests to change the size of residential land into smaller 
plots for the establishment of small villas, without thinking to move the use 
pattern of residential apartments. The reason; either the municipal 
requirements prevent it, or because of the desire of the population for the 
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acquisition of villas. I think these reasons contributed to keeping the villas’ 
pattern. 

 
On the other hand, participants found that the demand for land on the outskirts of 

the city is higher than inside the city. Also, they argued that price is the main reason for the 

demand for land located on the outskirts, and this makes it very difficult to control the 

growth. Senior planners and academics mentioned this point. For example, ACD2 said: 

Residential land prices within Riyadh city are very expensive, whilst the most 
of land is large spaces. As a result of prices and the lack of suitable land for 
middle-income people, there was a search process on the outskirts of the 
city. 

 
The participants stated that the majority of land within Riyadh is owned by 

landowners, while there are few available government lands. Thus, it would not be easy to 

restructure the urban structure of the city. Hence, the participants believed that the private 

ownership of land is a driver of growth, both inside the city through the monopoly of the land, 

and on the outskirts of the city. For example, OS7 said: 

Because of a large number of requests from citizens to obtain the land grant. 
In addition to the lack of government land within the city, there is vacant 
lands but owned. There is no system to forcing the owners to plan their land. 
Therefore, the municipality is obliged to look for other places, even that is 
far. 

 
ACD6 said: 

Private ownership of land within Riyadh contributes to disabling urban 
growth. For example, there are untapped areas in neighbourhoods that 
have been established for more than 40 years. 

 

Therefore, the participants believed that the lack of attention to the issue of 

ownership of land in the earlier phases of the planning process affected the settlement 

pattern in the later stages. 
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6.3.5. Shortage of Land 

The senior planners in RM and ADA acknowledged that the shortage of land for 

development can be considered a barrier, and is becoming a critical issue. There is not enough 

land for development, allowing decision makers the opportunity to put forward ideas to 

change the city boundaries. Linking this across development projects dispersed around the 

city presents another obstacle to urban structure. Interviewees argued that the land available 

for development is detailed enough to control planning. For example, RM5 said: 

There are requests from the service sectors, unfortunately, it is difficult to 
find land for the establishment of such facilities for the service sectors. The 
reason, the shortage of government land in the face of rising population 
numbers, causing a problem in the growth process. 

 
ADA1 said: 

Lack of available land has caused a crisis for housing. The Housing Ministry 
has a place to set up housing for the citizens, but the place is far and 
separates from the urban cluster of the city of Riyadh. 

 
The absence of available land makes development difficult within the urban growth 

boundary and will impact on future growth as well, if the same planning approach continues. 

6.3.6. Isolated Development 

Isolated development is a constraint on infrastructure provision. Academics believed 

that this isolated development has been caused by the authorities. In their opinion, there is a 

difference in development between the Riyadh Development Authority and Riyadh 

Municipality, which has led to the emergence of some areas being better than others. For 

example, ACD1 said: 

What it did by Arriyadh Development Authority is not like what it did by 
Riyadh Municipality. Arriyadh Development Authority is focused in the north 
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of Riyadh, and we see Alolaya quarter in the north of Riyadh better than the 
east of Riyadh in terms of services, facilities and infrastructure. 

 
So, academics think that the isolated development that comes from various 

stakeholders makes development difficult and disperses growth. This mean, part of the city 

is weak and the other part is good, that affected the population to move to the better-served 

areas. 

6.4. Urban Design 

All the participants believed that urban design is an important factor that has 

negatively influenced the urban planning in Riyadh. Most participants mentioned it several 

times, with academics and RM groups mentioning it the most. Maybe they focused on this 

point more than other groups as a result of field experience and practice. The following sub-

themes show the interviewees’ beliefs about problems of urban design in Riyadh (see Table 

6.2 below).  

 

6.4.1. The Design of Neighbourhoods 

The participants think the weakness of urban design has impacted on the shape of the 

city and its growth.  The interviewees, especially the academics, believed that urban design 

with its limited form of ‘copy and paste’ approach, has impacted on the outcomes of urban 

planning in Riyadh. Moreover, they said that this design form has been followed by most of 

 Summary of urban design aspects obtained 
from interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 

5 
RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 The design of neighbourhoods Ä    Ä  Ä  3 
2 Housing density Ä  Ä     2 
3 Urban design criteria Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä   4 
4 Impact of change Ä    Ä  Ä  3 
5 Impact of decision maker    Ä   1 

Table 6.2 Summary of urban design aspects obtained from interviews 
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the local planners who work in government sector. They agreed that the current urban design 

weakens the efficiency of neighbourhoods, as well as weakening the creativity of design. For 

example, ACD1 said: 

Neighbourhood design goals are four: community, environment, justice and 
efficiency ... Always planners believed that the goal of the design is to collect 
and analyse data, but this is not the goal of design, although it is the design 
path. Therefore, now we have boring residential neighbourhoods and 
similar outcomes, in addition to the large spaces, until the neighbourhoods 
reached the outskirts of the city. 

 
The senior planners in Riyadh Municipality believed that most of the plans were done 

by the involvement of consulting offices in design, while the involvement of municipality 

planner was weak within the process of design. This led to many poor outcomes, because of 

the different culture and desire of the designer or owner. For example, RM9 said: 

In the municipality, there is the freedom in design by the owner and 
consulting offices, which in turn contributes to change in the form of 
designs. The most designs do not constitute good characteristics; most are 
looking for easy implementation and financial returns. Also, I think the 
weakness of the qualifications of some consulting officers contributes to 
poor outcomes; I mean they usually follow the style of ‘copy and paste’. 

 

6.4.2. Housing Density 

A participant (ADA2) from the Arriyadh Development Authority believed that plans 

lacked key details about the housing density, specifically the number of houses. He believed 

that the number of houses in most residential neighbourhoods was inadequate, due to the 

size of housing and architectural systems which were not suitable for the current reality of 

Riyadh, and that this led to the proliferation of residential neighbourhoods. He said: 

Waste of land space has come from two reasons; the number of houses and 
the practice of building systems. We are still linked to the old system, 
causing a reduced number of houses in the neighbourhood. Of course, the 
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lack of a sufficient number of houses in the neighbourhood led to a demand 
to find another neighbourhood to meet the needs of people. 

 
Therefore, this participant from ADA pointed out an important issue that has to be 

taken into account, which is the housing density and its relationship with urban design. On 

the other hand, participants from the Arriyadh Development Authority and Riyadh 

Municipality believe that increasing density created challenges for infrastructure. This 

imbalance contributed to the worsening of some neighbourhoods and pressure on 

infrastructure. Therefore, the participants from ADA and RM believed that the density issue 

is not clearly addressed, which means the urban design outcomes do not match reality. For 

example, ADA3 said: 

Residential neighbourhoods in Riyadh grow strangely; either a busy 
neighbourhood or low-density. The question is, what are the criteria used in 
urban design? Is it taking the side of population density or the expected 
number of the population? I think these things are missing in the design of 
neighbourhoods. 

 
The opinion of RM1 was that: 

The most crowded neighbourhoods, especially in the east or west of Riyadh, 
suffer pressure on infrastructure, because of the rising population and the 
weakness of the neighbourhood design. 

 

6.4.3. Urban Design Criteria 

Most of the interviewees (except the OS group) believed that the current urban design 

criteria are not clear in Riyadh, and in fact in all Saudi cities. However, these opinions were 

most focused on by some planners and academics, who argued that leaving the urban design 

criteria in the hands of the private sector, such as consulting offices, reduced the outcome 

level of urban design and diminished the efficiency of the planning outcomes. They believed 
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that the urban design criteria currently implemented are different from those adopted by 

MOMRA. As ACD6 mentioned: 

The majority of contemporary residential neighbourhoods in Riyadh city lack 
the application of design criteria. However, the dominant feature is the 
division of land. So, we see the design focus on the division of land with land 
use. So, the city did not achieve urban planning in its comprehensive 
concept. That's why 40 years ago and to this day, the design still mainly 
depends on the division of land. 

 
RM2 said: 

... the owners of schemes or agencies are responsible for the 
implementation of residential schemes. I think are the most influential in the 
implementation of those criteria. This is what we find, the residential 
schemes on the map do not match reality. 

 
Therefore, it can be seen that the participants believed that the weakness of the 

design criteria, either in application or implementation, resulted in poor planning outcomes, 

which in turn affected the growth of the city. On the other hand, the interviewees believed 

that there is duplication between specialisation and practice. So, the action of urban design 

is under the management of people who are not qualified in urban design issues, causing the 

weakness of urban design outcomes. For example, ADA4 said: 

It is the gap between the architect who works in designing the buildings or 
the planner who works in designing the neighbourhoods, or the engineer 
who works in designing the roads and the infrastructure. So, if blunders in 
responsibilities happen, it causes confusion of urban design within the 
neighbourhood. 

 
Therefore, the interviewees believed that the loss of responsibility across the 

specialisms increased the number of bad outcomes of urban design in residential 

neighbourhoods. Moreover, some of the participants believed that the poor experience of 

designers resulted in a lack of creativity in urban design. Also, they agreed that this weakness 
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led to the poor design outcomes in Riyadh, which in turn affected the urban planning of the 

city. For example, RM5 said: 

Riyadh Municipality suffers from a lack of good experience in urban design. 
This shortage leads to repeated design in most residential neighbourhoods 
in the city. 

 
In the opinion of ACD1: 

Urban design is still missing, it remains without a clear identity, with 
everyone working as a designer. An urban designer must know what the 
community wants, not just draw lines on the map. 

 
6.4.4. Impact of Change 

The interviewees believed that urban design professionals showed no initiative for the 

change in urban design style. However, the planners who worked in urban design 

departments believed that modifying the decisions relating to urban design is difficult, due to 

the limits of administrative centralisation that hinder the chance for change. For example, 

RM2 said: 

Design ideas issued by the Ministry of Municipal Affairs have a significant 
influence on the design outcomes in Riyadh, given the fact that those criteria 
are developed for all the cities of Saudi Arabia, whilst knowing that there 
are significant differences between the cities. Whenever there are 
centralised standards, change initiatives become difficult. 

 
Also, the interviewees believed that, despite rapid growth and the number of projects 

in Riyadh city, people still resisted change. However, urban design is made much more 

difficult by the opinions of people, which diminishes the quality of design. Therefore, the 

participants believed that people are the basis of the design process. If they are not part of 

the plan, there will be resistance from at least one group people, even if the remainder accept 

the change. Most academics highlighted this point. For example, ACD5 said: 
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We can say that urban design, if not placed in accordance with the needs or 
wishes of the people, will not succeed. However, changes to the style of 
design is imposed by people, whether it is regular or non-regular. 

 

6.4.5. Impact of Decision Makers 

Two of the academic participants believed that, in the context of poor design 

outcomes in Riyadh, there is an issue with the decision makers in their implementation of 

many design decisions. They pointed out that many of these decisions are not thoroughly 

analysed or studied, due to a lack of checking by the decision makers, which leads to a 

negative scenario of planning path. However, still this style of design decisions continues with 

Riyadh until the present time. For example, ACD3 said: 

To this day, still the decision makers are not interested in urban design, 
either for lack of experience or because they believe that urban design is 
kind of beautify the place and is not important compared to the division of 
land. 

 
ACD 1 said: 

... decision maker influential on urban design outcomes, how can this be? 
When the requests from people increase, the decision maker has no time to 
check the outcomes of urban design. 

 

6.5. Land Use Pattern 

The participants believed that land use pattern in Riyadh had been ignored until the 

city reached the poor urban environment, and had negatively affected the growth outcomes 

in Riyadh. They believed also that the land use approach in Riyadh had not been 

comprehensive enough. The sub-themes appeared in the interviews in two ways; (1) by 

discussing the land use planning approach. The argument was that the land use in Riyadh has 

been very traditional and with the process recurring in the land use planning. (2), by 
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discussing that the urban planning path in Riyadh did not consider issues of land use pattern. 

Table 6.3 below summarises how the interviewees viewed the land use pattern effect on 

Riyadh. 

 

6.5.1. Land Use Change 

The interviewees believed that the change of land use is one of the urban problems 

that has impacted on the current land use pattern in Riyadh. Some senior planners argued 

that there was a lack of clarity in the use of land, with the process of change in land use 

occurring after the adoption of the basic of the master-plan. Moreover, they believed that 

the change mostly to residential use, however, the neighbourhoods in Riyadh were 

dramatically predominantly residential in character. For example, MOMRA3 said: 

... in the neighbourhood, each direction you look at, it is residential, so, my 
question is, was the neighbourhood only designed to be residential? If yes, 
this is a problem, but if it was given a change in land use from facilities or 
services to residential land, the problem would be greater. 

 
Therefore, interviewees believed that the impact of land use change has had a 

negative influence on the results of urban planning, which in turn has resulted in the 

neighbourhood having a high of population density and poor services and facilities. The 

interviewees also pointed out that the problem of land use change comes by the re-division 

of public facilities to residential plots. For example, RM10 said: 

 Summary of land use pattern issues obtained 
from interviews 

Participants Rank 
out 
of 5 

RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 Land use change Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä   4 
2 Many plots still blank Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
3 Lack of zoning plans  Ä   Ä  Ä  3 
4 Land use upgrades  Ä     1 
5 Land tax    Ä   1 
6 Granted plots Ä   Ä    2 

Table 6.3 Summary of land use pattern issues obtained from interviews 
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In the past, there were some changes in the use of public facilities to 
residential use, of course, this has impacted on the neighbourhood ... why 
the change in those facilities? So, I believe there were problems in the past, 
and we see the bad results at this time. 

 

6.5.2. Many Plots Still Blank  

All five groups of interviewees believed that there is neglect of the empty or ‘blank’ 

land that has still not been used for development, and which has impacted on the urban 

planning processes through a resultant expansion of the city. They believed that this neglect 

has contributed to uncontrolled in the city’s growth. For example, OS 1 said: 

Empty spaces of land in neighbourhoods caused the problem in the growth 
of Riyadh city. The problem is that the decision maker still does not provide 
a clear solution for that land. 

 
ACD6 mentioned: 

…today, choose any neighbourhood in the city of Riyadh, for example, 
Sulaimaniya quarter, it was created 50 years ago, but to this day, is still 
under construction, meaning there are not integrated neighbourhoods. 

 
Some participants pointed out, there is an availability of a very large plot of land, and 

it is suitable for the establishment a full neighbourhood within the city of Riyadh, but is still 

blank and without development. This has impacted on the growth of the city. For Example, 

RM1 said: 

...the land, which is beside Aljazeera quarter is a large area and the best 
place for housing but is still not developed. In contrast, we see the request 
to expand in the north of Riyadh, and whilst we have suitable land in the 
middle of Riyadh untapped. 

 
Therefore, the participants believed that the high number of undeveloped plots of 

land in the neighbourhoods had an influence on the city growth. Hence, if the current 

situation continues as it is it will lead to more expansion of the boundaries of the city in the 
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future. On the other hand, most of the participants from the five groups have identified that 

the limited land within Riyadh city became a barrier. They believed that this limited land 

resulted in the expansion of the city with the resulting current situation. For example, RM7 

said: 

The tendency of some people, especially real estate traders to hold or 
monopolise the lands. This led to the shortage of available land whether 
residential or commercial, whether inside or outside the city. This has 
hampered the city's growth and developed it. 

 
ACD5 said: 

Where can you go if you do not have lands within Riyadh for development? 
Certainly, you will go outside the urban growth boundary. 

 
On the other hand, participants believed that the context of the high number of plots 

of land occupied by government sectors in Riyadh is another reason for the lack of land. 

Moreover, they agreed most of these this government lands were exacerbated by not using 

it and maintaining it as blank land. Therefore, the participants believed that the government 

maintaining ownership of an amount of land that is greater than is needed has contributed 

to the shortage of land within Riyadh city, which in turn has contributed to the expansion of 

the city's growth. For example, MOMRA6 said: 

The largest area in Riyadh city not been exploited and it is located in the 
centre of Riyadh. The reason is that the land ownership is in the hands of 
one of the government sectors. 

 
OS7 said: 

… close to the eastern ring road, there are large plots of land owned by the 
government sectors, which was supposed to be placed elsewhere. 
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6.5.3. Lack of Zoning Plans 

The interviewees highlighted the lack of zoning plans, with some of them believing 

that there is discrepancy with the land uses within each zone. For example; the areas of car 

workshops are located in good places in Riyadh. Hence, neighbourhoods which are located 

next to such areas are prone to be undesirable land, and thus will increase the preparation of 

untapped lands. For example, OS2 said: 

I am convinced the industrial area in the past was suitable for the 
establishment of such activity, because it was at that time far away from 
residential areas, but now it being left without improvements has come to 
damage the city. 

 
In contrast, some of the participants described that the zoning to classes of population 

in the city of Riyadh has impacted on the city's growth process. This shows that the lack of 

clarity in the zoning plans in Riyadh city in terms of land use or classes of the population will 

result in floundering growth and unexpected growth. For example, ADA3 said: 

The city centre of Riyadh has become an area for low-income earners and 
the poor, and become discouraging to live in. Unlike most other countries, 
where it is considered the centre of the city is the best place to live. 

 
On the other hand, variation in land use and development between zones within 

Riyadh city contributed to the imbalance in growth. A resulted in some land uses in an area, 

but not be available in another area. This has contributed to leading the growth of the city 

toward the multiplicity of land use areas. This point came from academics and some senior 

planners in consulting offices. For example, OS4 said: 

Land uses in the north of Riyadh being better than the south of Riyadh, in 
turn, contributed to the growth trend being towards the north of Riyadh. 
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6.5.4. Land Use Upgrades 

The participant from ADA believed that one of the current problems of growth in 

Riyadh that can be traced back to the land use planning is the lack of upgrades. However, the 

planning and development of land use have ceased when the neighbourhood was completed. 

They believed, many of the neighbourhoods now need upgrading in respect of land use, but 

these issues have not been revisited. ADA2 said: 

Improvement in land use within the residential neighbourhood contributes 
to a curbing of wants to get out of the neighbourhood, whenever the 
diversity in land use of the neighbourhood became desired. But, the 
neighbourhood not being updated after its adoption, many changes will 
have happened. 

 
As referred to by one of the participants of ADA as being an important issue, changes 

in the neighbourhoods occur with the passage of time, which requires an understanding of 

the current needs of the neighbourhood, especially in regard to the land use. 

6.5.5. Land Tax 

The participants in the academic group took the view that land in Riyadh still without 

tax is causing incorrect growth in the city. Moreover, they believed that this approach also 

caused a monopoly of the land. This was confirmed by other participants, who considered 

that continuing to keep blank land within the city without the imposition of any fees will 

increase the opportunity for expansion of the city and leave lands untapped within the city. 

For example, ACD1 said: 

I undertook a study, which is about charged 1 SR on each metre in Riyadh; 
as you know this saying, ‘no taxation no representation’. Anyway, I have 
calculated the area of a neighbourhood of 2km by 2 km, yields about 60 
million SR. With this, many things could be done, such as in terms of 
education and health provision, and urban design, etc. At the present, the 
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spending of money incorrectly does not contribute to the improvement of 
the neighbourhood’s situation. 

 
ACD4 mentioned: 

A monopoly of land within Riyadh city occurred because of a lack of fees for 
the land, causing extensions on the outskirts of the city. 

 
RM3 said: 

Most of the lands within the city of Riyadh is owned, causing inflation in the 
Riyadh city, as there is no land tax and kept it without planning, contributed 
to the urban sprawl of the city. 

 

6.5.6. Granted Plots 

Some of the interviewees believed that continuous demand from people to get a plot 

as a grant is a driver that has influenced the planning path and growth outcomes in Riyadh. 

The most focused on this sub-theme was senior planners from RM and MOMRA. For example, 

RM10 said: 

Demand for granted land by the people is on the rise, but there is no land in 
Riyadh. What is there to do? In the past, we were looking for land outside 
the urban boundary and then submitted it to the Ministry for approval, but 
this has been stopped by the Ministry, although granted land demands are 
still on the rise. 

 
On the other hand, a senior planner from MOMRA group believed that the current 

housing pattern needs time to change due to the people’s traditional perception of how to 

get a house. MOMRA5 posed this point as a driver in the issue of land use in Riyadh:  

A lot of people want a single house, this caused rapid growth and there was 
a shortage of available land. However, the rising of demand for villas 
without thinking about apartments as another solution would require the 
expansion of the outskirts of the city. 
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6.6. Transport 

All the participants argued that transport has had negative influences on growth in 

Riyadh whether in the past or now. The interviewees agreed that the high rate of transport 

in Riyadh specifically presented a challenge to the planning path and development process. 

On the other hand, the interviewees agreed that the fast growth rate that has happened in 

the last years, with the oil available, has led to increased use of fuel in Saudi Arabia. The 

interviewees all believed that transportation was a key impact on city growth. Table 6.4 shows 

the participants' views about the transport effect on Riyadh's growth divided into three sub-

themes. 

 

6.6.1. Cheap Fuel 

The cheap fuel, in combination with the government’s policies in Saudi cities, had an 

effect on Riyadh’s growth and planning. However, it had negative outcomes, such as higher 

mobility that led to rapid growth and pressure on the urban infrastructure. As a result, there 

emerged a challenge for Riyadh’s urban transportation, and these challenges were 

aggravated because of the poor decisions that had been made in the past.  

Most of the participants believed that the poor coordination between the cheap fuel 

phenomenon and the planning path has consistently impacted on the growth in Riyadh, as 

well as other Saudi cities. They also agreed that reducing the fuel cost led to rapid urban 

growth in Riyadh. However, urban expansion of the city is always linked to the development 

 Summary of transport issues obtained from 
interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 5 RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 Cheap fuel  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
2 Problems of transport Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
3 Transport and land use    Ä  Ä  2 

Table 6.4 Summary of transport issues obtained from interviews 
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of transport and the extent of the availability of energy sources. So, the participants believed 

that the cheap fuel has impacted on the planning process, and become a problem in Riyadh 

and the other main Saudi cities. This point was mentioned more than any other in the 

transport theme, with participants raising it more than once in their responses. For example, 

RM6 said: 

… that one of the reasons for growth within Riyadh City is the low price of 
fuel; whenever the price has increased, there has been less consumption 
whereas, in contrast, the lower the price in Saudi cities leads to a rise in 
growth within the cities, with an increase in the cars use. 

 
OS5 said: 

The low cost of fuel in Saudi Arabia has contributed to the increased use of 
cars, and in the high number of daily trips within the city. 

 
On the other hand, the reliance on cars being a cheap and cost-effective form of 

transport influenced the changing lifestyle of the population in Riyadh City. The participants 

believed that this led to a change in the distribution pattern of land use, with people finding 

that the workplace, services and facilities were becoming far away from their 

accommodation. This has been confirmed in the interviews, for example, ACD1 said: 

The style of life of the community in rural and urban areas has changed 
because of the rise in the use of cars. This has been affecting the city's 
growth and the distribution style and land use, as well as the places of 
concentration of population and the densities and the demographics. 

 
In addition, participants believed that the poor outcomes in Riyadh came from 

stakeholders who were not working together from the beginning, such as MOMRA, RM and 

ADA. Moreover, there is lack of a clear vision of the full scope of the planning. For example, 

ADA3 said:  
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There was not a good correlation between the decline in the price of fuel 
and planning issues in Riyadh, causing the current growth. 

 
Furthermore, the participants believed that the issue of fuel prices has a role in 

controlling urban growth within Riyadh. Whenever there is a control on traffic and transport, 

there is the ability to control the growth, and thus improve the level of planning in the city. 

For example, RM1 mentioned: 

Higher energy prices will contribute to the reduction of the daily trips, and 
reduce the demand for the extension of the city. 

 

6.6.2. Problems of Transport 

Most of the interviewees from all groups believed there is a transport problem, with 

the high number of cars and traffic. As a result, attempts to solve the transport issue in Riyadh 

using planning practices were unsuccessful. Many of these points were discussed in the 

interviews: public transport, parking, the high number of cars, and traffic and awareness of 

transport. Therefore, the participants believed that the problems of transport have impacted 

on the planning process and urban growth within Riyadh. 

Some of the interviewees believed that the non-existence of public transport was one 

of the issues that impacted on urban planning outcomes. Moreover, interviewees believed 

that the rise in the private transport rate in the city created a serious problem. They believed 

that the most important reason is the current absence of public transport. For example, ACD4 

said:  

Surprising that the public transport still neglected in Riyadh, and in the cities 
of Saudi Arabia. Also, ownership of the car is still dominant in the city. So, 
you see the expansion of the city is increasing rapidly. 
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ADA1 said: 

Rapid growth and development pay the price of the absence of a public 
transport system ... my opinion is that the reason for the absence of public 
transport is that the company that took the public transport project focused 
on the transportation between cities and ignored the transportation within 
the city. 

 
Some of the interviewees pointed out that the plans of transport in the last period 

have ignored the social patterns within Saudi Arabia. Moreover, they argued that the plans 

for public transport came with weaknesses in awareness. For example, ACD2 said: 

There is a poor correlation between community culture and public transport 
in the city of Riyadh. 

 
RM1 said: 

I think a misconception from the community, they believe the public 
transport is for workers and the poor, and which has contributed to the 
community ignoring the issue of public transport. 

 
On the other hand, participants believed that neglect of the issue of transport within 

the planning process could be attributed to problems with the planning outcomes. As such, 

participants from the academic group confirmed that Riyadh’s transport plans have led to 

unsuccessful planning. For example, ACD1 said: 

A poor transport outcomes appeared from the planning of landowners, 
because they are looking for the best return and left out the issue of 
transportation.  Then, if you need to improve transport in the future, you 
have to pay high sums such as 500 million SR to build a bridge to solve those 
problems. 

 
ADA4 said: 

The problem is Riyadh planning, how you want to activate the public 
transport, while the city is not designed in order to use public transport. 
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In contrast, some of the participants from academics and senior planners believed 

that car parking is a poor outcome in Riyadh, with increased the growth of the city. 

Furthermore, the car parking situation, in particular within residential areas, showed another 

insurmountable obstacle to an unclear planning path. In this aspect, participants believed that 

the car parking policies were not sufficient for the success of the planning process. For 

example, ACD4 said: 

One of the biggest problems in Riyadh city is the car parking, it is almost 
never available, and it is difficult to get a parking space... the reason is, in 
the planning process there was a lack of interest in the issue of parking. 

 
RM2 said: 

Through the last 10 years, there have been changes in land use from 
residential to commercial and mixed land use, which has led to the height 
of buildings in residential neighbourhoods ... of course, the parking number 
would be insufficient for these places. 

 
On the other hand, the concept of everyone wanting a private car and having an 

addiction to the automobile has impacted on the planning and growth of Riyadh. That has led 

to a rise in the number of cars and traffic which has caused pressure on the planning process. 

This point was highlighted by some planners who are working in RM and ADA. For example, 

RM3 said: 

Everyone has a car within Saudi society, there are no restrictions or strict 
conditions for the acquisition of the car ... we find in one house more than 
two cars, a car for father, car for son, car for wife. Those high numbers of 
cars cause pressure on the planning process. 

 

6.6.3. Transport and Land Use 

The interviewees believed that the gap between transport and land use has impacted 

on urban planning in Riyadh, with it not being an interlinked process that sustains urban 
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planning and allows for improvement of the planning outcomes. This theme was highlighted 

by senior planners in the OS and academics groups. Participants did not use many different 

terms to make this point, instead mainly using the term ‘transport and land use’. The 

interviewees took the view that limited transport relationship with land use had affected the 

urban growth in Riyadh, primarily by making it the case that land use influenced movement 

within the city of Riyadh, and which had led to pressure on transport networks. Therefore, 

the participants believed that the weakness of the relationship and integration between 

transport planning and land use has resulted in poor planning outcomes, and in turn caused 

unsustainable growth. For example, OS1 said: 

 . .. mobility between the north and south of Riyadh comes because of land 
use. I can say there is no adjustment of land use, for example, certain 
essential uses of land located in the north of Riyadh ware not available in 
the south of Riyadh, and so on. 

 
ACD5 said: 

The integration of the distribution of transport and land use planning in 
Riyadh could be described as missing, with transport planning acts in 
isolation from land use causing disruption in the movement within the city. 
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6.7. Consensus of Opinions 
This section shows a quantitative summary of how the spatial planning theme was 

ranked after showing the results of interviews (see Table 6.5). The same technique has been 

used here as in chapter 5, which depends on consensus among groups to represent a 

weighting of the sub-themes with participants. However, (5 of 5) is the maximum consensus 

while (1 of 5) is the minimum consensus. 

The 
Spatial 
Planning 
 

Themes Sub-theme 
5 of 5 4 of 5 3 of 5 2 of 5 1 of 5 

Settlement 
Pattern 

- Urban 
Sprawl  

- 
Population 
distribution 
- Absence 
of city 
centre 

 - The 
dominant 
building 
typology 
- Shortage 
of land 

- Isolated 
development 

Urban 
Design 

 - Urban 
design 
criteria 

- The design of 
neighbourhoods  
- Impact of 
change 

- Housing 
density  
 

- Impact of 
decision 
maker 

Land Use 
Pattern 

- Many 
plots still 
blank 

- Land use 
change 

- Lack of zoning 
plans 
 

- Granted 
plots 

- Land use 
upgrades 
- Land tax 

Transport 

- Cheap 
fuel 
- Problems 
of 
transport 

  - Transport 
and land 
use 

 

Total 4 4 3 5 4 
Table 6.5 The consensus of the spatial planning theme 

 
Consensus (5 of 5), as the first issue, the participants ranked in the urban planning 

theme ‘many plots still blank’ in the theme of land use pattern, as well as ‘cheap fuel’ and 

‘problems of transport’ in the theme of transport. Also, under the settlement pattern theme, 

the participants were in agreement that the urban sprawl and development in outskirts of 

the city was one of the reasons that caused the uncontrolled growth in the city of Riyadh. 

Their agreement was that this outcome failed in the planning path in Riyadh. In contrast, there 

was no consensus (5 of 5) on the theme of urban design.  
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Consensus (4 of 5), in respect of the settlement pattern theme, the participants were 

in agreement that the disparity in population distribution and weakness of the city centre 

were reasons that caused the uncontrolled growth in the city of Riyadh. On the other hand, 

in the urban design theme, the participants believed the weakness of the application of urban 

design standards had caused poor planning outcomes in residential neighbourhoods and the 

city. Also, they see land use change under the land use pattern theme has had a negative 

impact on the results of urban planning, which in turn had caused the neighbourhood high 

population density and poor services and facilities. 

Consensus (3 of 5), in the urban design theme, the participants agreed that the poor 

urban design weakens the efficiency of neighbourhoods, as well as the impact of change has 

contributed to the success of planning. Through land use patterns, participants were in 

agreement that the lack of zoning plans in Riyadh city in terms of land use has resulted in 

floundering and unexpected growth.  

Consensus (2 of 5), there were four points of consensus on the subject of urban 

planning in respect of two of the groups. Under the settlement pattern theme, the academics 

and OS groups were in agreement that ignoring the dominant building typology and demand 

for land and its relationship with the planning counted among the issues that negatively 

influenced planning in Riyadh. Moreover, under the settlement pattern theme, the planners 

from ADA and RM agreed that the shortage of land for development allowed the decision 

makers the opportunity to put forward ideas to change the city boundaries. In terms of urban 

design, there was agreement that the housing density and its relationship with urban design 

has impacted on the growth of the city. Under the land use pattern theme was that the 

continuous demand for grants of plots has been a driver that has impacted on the growth 

path in Riyadh. On the other hand, in respect of the transport theme, there was agreement 
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that the weakness of the relationship and integration between transport planning and land 

use resulted in poor planning outcomes, which in turn caused unsustainable growth. 

Consensus (1 of 5), in terms of a single opinion, academics agreed under the 

settlement pattern theme that the isolated development that comes from various 

stakeholders makes development difficult and disperses growth. Also, the academics agreed 

under the urban design theme that the weakness of the role of the decision maker in the 

urban design issues allowed for negative scenarios of outcomes. Under land use pattern, 

planners from ADA see many of the neighbourhoods in need of upgrades in land use, but that 

these issues have not been revisited. In contrast, academics believed that the issue of not pay 

tax land had caused city’s growth incorrect, and causing a monopoly of the land. 

6.8. Discussion 

The objective of this chapter is to assess the impact of the spatial planning practices 

on the issues of urban growth, and to provide a context for understanding the various 

practices within. The results that are presented in this chapter indicate that four elements 

have contributed to change the urban growth pattern in Riyadh, those of settlement pattern, 

urban design, land use and transportation. These were influential in the current pattern of 

growth in Riyadh, although there was a difference in consensus between the participants' 

responses as shown in the previous section.   

6.8.1. Dealing with Settlement Pattern 

The main finding of settlement pattern is that it is unclear and dispersant, causing the 

growth of Riyadh city to occur randomly. It was obvious from the responses that there was 

concern among the participants about the issue of urban sprawl, where there are still 

practices for the establishment of residential neighbourhoods on the outskirts of the city. 
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That means continued growth, whereas in contrast there is empty land within the city, as 

mentioned in chapter 2. These findings concur with other studies that show that urban sprawl 

must induce growth in urban cities (Glaeser and Kahn, 2004; Bhatta, 2010). These results 

describe the impact of those practices that are still practised by decision-makers and planners 

in respect to the city's growth, and are required to be stopped. 

The study showed that the design of housing caused the expansion of the city because 

of the size of the buildings, with these being characterized by large- and medium-sized 

properties. The preparation for a high population in Riyadh included the requirement of the 

provision of housing and this in turn contributed to the city's growth and urban sprawl. In 

contrast to some studies in the literature (e.g. Burgess and Jenks, 2002; Burton et al., 2003), 

this study refers to the importance of compact cities by making use of the land area as much 

as possible without an overstatement of buildings size.  

Further, this study showed that the monopoly of some large lands within the city by 

government sectors caused the search for alternative areas on the outskirts of the city. This 

is in line with what is referred to by Bhatta (2010) and Okata and Murayama (2011), in that 

the lack of available land in the centre of the city is one of the reasons for the growth in the 

city's outskirts. Through the above-mentioned, it may be possible to adjust the pattern of 

settlement that affects the growth of the city through three elements: control of urban 

sprawl, reconsider the sizes of buildings, and consider the monopoly of land within the city. 

6.8.2. The Development of the Style of Urban Design 

The findings of this part are in line with previous research where a strong relationship 

between city growth and urban design has been reported in the literature (see Sternberg, 

2000; Arbury, 2005; Porta and Renne, 2005). The current study found a relationship that 
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emphasized the impact of urban design on urban growth. This part of the study has shown 

that the status of the urban design in Riyadh was weakening the efficiency of 

neighbourhoods. The reason is redundancy in the style of the design and exaggeration in the 

neighbourhood size that was causing the expansion of the city.  

Another point that was yielded by this study was the issue of leaving the urban design 

criteria in the hands of the private sector, such as consulting offices, of those who have a 

limited experience given that most of them do not have a good background on the local reality 

of Riyadh, and most of the staff in these offices are not local planners. This reduces the 

outcome quality and also reduces the efficiency of the urban planning process. So, we find 

that some urban designs that have been carried out by those special advisory offices have 

tended to target real estate more than in achieving the wishes of the community. This refers 

to the importance of the interrelationships between urban design, the property industry and 

the development process (Rowley, 1998), in order to maintain an appropriate balance 

between the objectives of the real estate sector and the requirements of society in the urban 

design process. 

Moreover, there are weaknesses in the review and study of urban design decisions by 

decision-makers. It has been confirmed by Batty et al. (2000) that the improvement of the 

city depends on the understanding of decision-makers on urban design issues. These points 

that come out of the urban design situation in Riyadh reinforced the recommendation for the 

introduction of development of urban design programmes for improvement of the planning 

and growth outcomes. 



 

Chapter 6 The Existing Situation of Spatial Planning Practices 194 

6.8.3. Uncertainty in Land Use Pattern 

This chapter has shown that the lack of clarity in the use of land in Riyadh, with the 

process of change in land use that occurs after adoption of the basic outline of the 

neighbourhood, the long distance between land uses and the weakness of land use 

relationships with each other are the other reasons for expansion of the city's growth. These 

findings concur with other studies (Meyer and Turner, 1992; Aljoufie, 2012) that show the 

strength of the influence of changing land use on the expansion of urban growth. Additionally, 

Zitti et al. (2015) agreed that the urban land use efficiency has an impact on adjustment of 

city growth. However, this finding of land use in Riyadh was expected due to the weakness of 

urban design outcomes.  

This study reinforces the recommendation for linking urban design to land use with 

an emphasis on no change in those uses. In addition, there is the need to update land use, 

especially in residential neighbourhoods which are still suffering from a shortage in the 

availability of services and facilities as pointed out by the participants. 

Furthermore, interviewees emphasized an issue that was mentioned in chapter 4, 

namely the presence of large empty areas of land that have not been utilized in solving the 

problem of the city's growth. Therefore, the development of that land commensurate with 

its surroundings is essential to curb urban sprawl. One of the solutions indicated by some 

participants is a need to impose taxes for the land to limit the search for land in the outskirts 

of the city, suggesting that the land tax is potentially a powerful tool for rapid urban growth 

and urban sprawl (Banzhaf and Lavery, 2010). 
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6.8.4. Fast Growth of Private Transport 

The results of this chapter have shown that private transport, in tandem with cheap 

fuel, has had a large influence on growth and the planning of Riyadh. Therefore, the lack of 

coordination between the phenomenon of cheap fuel and the process of planning in Riyadh, 

was one of the key episodes that has governed the continuous growth process in Riyadh. 

These results are consistent with those of Ortuño and Fernánde (2013), who found that 

changes in fuel prices have an impact on the growth of the city, but only if there is a 

corresponding decrease in urban sprawl. High fuel prices lead to a decrease in mobility, 

leading to a rise in the mutual spatial proximity of destinations (Dodson and Sipe, 2008). 

Therefore, cheap fuel could be a major factor causing Riyadh's growth. Whenever there is a 

control on traffic and transport, there is the ability to control the growth, and thus improve 

the level of planning in the city. 

It was agreed by participants with a background of transportation in Riyadh that 

problems of transportation are not restricted to the price of fuel only, but that the lack of 

public transport within the city caused a dependence on private transport. These results 

corroborate the outcomes of some studies (e.g. Hart, 2001; Handy, 2005; Ma and Xu, 2010; 

Bhatta, 2010) which suggest that public transport is the key driving force to curb the spatial 

expansion. Although this study was conducted in Riyadh, the results should be similar for 

other cities of Saudi Arabia due to them following the same approach of planning practice. 

So, the most likely explanation of the negative finding is the weakness of transport policies in 

Saudi Arabia, and not a link to urban growth issues. However, an implication of these findings 

is the need to improve the level of transportation to avoid continuing the growth, which is 

causing a burden on Riyadh city.   
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6.9. Chapter Summary 

This chapter encompasses the second section of the empirical research. The objective 

was to evaluate the situation carried out in the chapter in the context of urban growth in 

Riyadh (Chapter 4). Furthermore, it sought an understanding of planners, decision-makers 

and academics’ opinions towards planning, through determination and analysis of the themes 

of spatial planning that control the growth of Riyadh city. According to the interview analysis, 

it can be seen that the four themes did not help to solve the issues that related to the urban 

growth path in Riyadh, but instead resulted in a worsening of the growth problem. 

 Participants in the research raised several issues which were the reasons for the 

current situation of planning and growth in Riyadh city, and they agreed that the current 

approach to planning needs to be changed to address the growth issue. These findings can 

contribute considerably to require attention to be paid to the development of spatial planning 

practices, which include the settlement pattern, urban design, pattern of land use and 

transport to improve the growth and planning outcomes in Riyadh. The next chapter seeks to 

present and discuss the situation of the planning environment and its relationship with the 

practice of planning in order to identify other reasons that have been led to weak growth 

management in Riyadh.  
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Chapter 7 The Planning Environment Versus 

the Urban Planning Practices 
 
 

7.1. Overview 

After analysing the discourses of the driving forces that have impacted on urban 

growth (chapter 5) and the situation of spatial planning practices (chapter 6), the focus now 

turns to the urban planning environment, with it being a key element that affects the path of 

growth and planning in the city. Whenever the planning environment can be considered as 

successful, the planning outcomes can be expected to be better. In contrast, whenever the 

environment suffers from problems, the planning outcomes will tend to experience weakness 

and failure.  

7.2. The Planning Environment 

The chapter focus on matters concerning the planning environment through five 

points that identified in the literature review (professionals, decision-making, work 

environment, participation and data). To gain an understanding of the changes and 

improvements that may impact on the planning and growth process. In this way, the 

researcher hoped to extract some points that may not have been expressed in the spatial 

planning and discourses that have been reviewed and the perception of the planning 

environment situation in Riyadh. In this chapter, the researcher posed two key questions to 

the participants within the interviews to understand the situation of planning environment. 

What is your view of the planning environment (professionals, decision-making, 

work environment, participation and data)? What do you think are the reasons for the 
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weakness or success the planning environment? 

The objective of the first question was designed to see the participants’ opinions on 

the existing planning environment of Riyadh, as a means to get some findings in support of 

the thesis. It was clear from the answers of the participants from the five groups that they 

showed dissatisfaction with the current planning environment. There was a consensus among 

the participants that Riyadh has a clear shortfall in the basic necessities of the planning 

environment. The participants also pointed to the situation has become increasingly worse, 

because it has continued in the same way. However, by analysing participants’ responses, a 

similarity is noticeable in the balance of their concerns about this situation. For example, 

ACD2 said: 

Here in Riyadh or in other Saudi cities as well, the plans are thrown into the 
open air, you do not know who is responsible for these plans, so you see 
chaos in the environment of planning. 

 
ADA1 mentioned: 

The planning environment is not good, we are still suffering from the same 
problems, especially in the municipalities, which are considered an 
influential sector in the development of planning for the city. 

 
RM3 said: 

What we are experiencing in municipal Riyadh is the weakness of the 
planning environment, so the planning outcomes have not changed; the 
environment has become inappropriate to the reality of the city. 

 
OS6 who is working in a consultant office in Riyadh, said: 

The situation of the planning environment in the sectors that are responsible 
for the planning has not developed yet. So, we see there is a big difference 
between the planning environment in the private and the government 
sectors. 
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However, the objective of the second question was to open a discussion about the 

causes of the weakness or success the planning environment in Riyadh and, furthermore, to 

allow us to compare the participants’ views. However, it was designed to be an open-ended 

question. Most of the participants' answers were negative responses which means all of their 

follow-up answers were explanations to understand why the planning environment situation 

is weak. According to a review of the literature, the data of the interviews are organised into 

five themes, under the influence of the planning environment. These themes were divided 

into several sub-themes based on the analysis of the interviews (see Table 3.4). 

7.3. Professionals 

The participants involved in the research believed that most of the professionals had 

not given a good solution for the growth path in Riyadh and these professionals’ positions 

had an impact on planning outcomes. In contrast, they believed that the professionals are a 

key driving force for reaching sustainable growth, so, necessarily they need to develop them. 

In this part, the participants addressed this theme under four sub-themes, as follows.  

  
 

7.3.1. Shortage of Local Planners 

All groups (except the OS group) agreed that the shortage in the number of local urban 

planners in Riyadh proved to be disadvantageous in the planning environment, with drawing 

up and implementing urban plans and its development. The planners were the most frequent 

 Summary of the professionals obtained from 
interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 

5 
RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 Shortage of local planners Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä   4 
2 Planners’ limited experience Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
3 Development of planners Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä   4 
4 Reliance on consulting offices Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä   4 

Table 7.1 Summary of the Professionals obtained from interviews 
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to mention this issue because of their closeness to the practice. For example, MOMRA6 said: 

The planning actions are often undertaken by persons either from an 
engineering background or other disciplines. So, you see the number of 
planners who have worked in the planning is few and low experienced, or 
mostly turning to administrative jobs. The question is, how many local 
planners are practicing planning at the present? I believe the number is still 
not enough. 

 
RM9 said:  

Before we discuss the employees' expertise, we have a shortage of staff in 
local planners, which has led to a burden of the work outcomes due to the 
pressures that accompany the employee. 

 
Many participants argued that the difficulty to attract planners with good experience 

in urban planning area has contributed to the low level of the planning process and needs to 

be given some serious consideration. They believe steps should be taken to improve the 

outcomes in this respect. The interviewees believed in the importance of facilitating 

procedures to attract planners who have significant qualifications and experience in the 

planning field. For example, RM1 said: 

Choosing planners is something that has been suffered by most government 
sectors, the choice of local planners is not made by us, but by the Ministry 
of Civil Service. This has caused us some problems, as a few of them have 
been found to be outstanding in the urban planning field, and some have 
had backgrounds as an architect or civilian. 

 
ACD2 said: 

Responsible sectors for development and planning suffer from a shortage of 
competencies in the field of planning. At the level of Saudi Arabia, ask me 
how many excellent planners are there? I cannot mention the names of 
those who have a good experience on the issue of urban planning. 

 
Also, some participants in RM and MOMRA raised the issue of the weakness of taking 

advantage of the people who have retired, and those who have a history and knowledge 
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about the changes that have occurred in Riyadh city. Moreover, those who made this point 

believed in the importance of previous experiences which have come from retired planners. 

For example, MOMRA6 said: 

It's sad to lose some people after retirement, those who have had a long 
experience in planning. I see it is necessary to take advantage of them 
because they have a better vision than others due to their long experience. 

 
On the other hand, participants suggested that it is necessary to increase the number 

of local planners for involvement in urban planning. They believed that would ensure local 

needs of planning would be improved in the planning path and its outcomes. For example, 

ACD4 said: 

To improve the planning outcomes, we need to focus on local planners; they 
are the people who best know the city's needs. 

 
7.3.2. Planners’ Limited Experience 

The participants believed that the lack of experience is a problem. They considered 

that the planners still have limited practical experiences, even the planners who had studied 

in the field of planning and urban studies. The argument is that the local planners, including 

the new graduates, have limited experience, while most actions in the planning field are still 

managed by foreign planners. This argument was noted by academics and by some senior 

planners in ADA and MOMRA. For example, ACD3 said: 

For almost 30 years, the Saudi planners were very few in number, with many 
planners from nearby countries or western countries. This is one of the 
reasons for the low level of local expertise. 

 
ACD2 said: 

Do not say those who got a degree in Planning from King Saud University or 
Dammam University, they are planners. They are not planners, they are 
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assistant assistant assistant planners; after 10 years of hard work and 
perseverance, they can be thought of as planners. 

 
Some participants believed that the local planners are not qualified to the required 

level within the planning institutions that are very strongly linked to the government sector. 

From all three groups (RM, ADA and MOMRA) pointed out this point. For example, RM4 said: 

Planners have expertise but which is limited, and those who have expertise 
leave after a period of time. 

 
ADA1 said: 

Governmental sectors are suffering from poor experiences, unfortunately, 
the planning and development are done by those who have a little 
experience. 

 
On the other hand, the weakness of the link between the theoretical side and the 

practical side was raised by some participants. The point was mostly addressed by some 

planners and academics. For example, RM11 said:  

… need to bring employees with high expertise in order to build a team 
contributes to raising the level of planning and development. Also, by taking 
advantage of the local academics who have a high level of expertise, and 
who contribute to linking theoretical issues with practice issues. 

 
In addition, another issue raised by some participants was in regard to experience, 

notably the large gap in experience between the manager and senior planner. They believed 

that this impacts on the planning process and will impact the future vision. For example, RM3 

said: 

The expertise level in Riyadh Municipality is uneven, sometimes you find that 
the difference in experience and knowledge between a manager and 
planners is large. This has caused an imbalance in the planning outputs. 

 
The participants from RM, ADA and MOMRA stated that the planners often work with 
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people's requests. However, they believed that the planners' time was mostly spent dealing 

with people’s issues and the most important problems on the plots, but that not enough time 

was spent on urban planning or its development. This impacted the current planning, and if 

it remained the same, it would impact planning in the future. One of the planners in ADA was 

very critical about this issue. ADA1 said:  

The Ministry of Municipal and Rural and Riyadh Municipality are focused on 
granting land to citizens or solving their problems. This has led to no 
understanding of the urban context, and has caused sprawl. 

 
Moreover, the participants believed that this lack of Interest in the planning field such 

as land use by specialists in the concerned authorities in the planning process has affected 

Riyadh’s growth. RM9 commented:  

To be honest with you, the planners in Riyadh Municipality have not 
succeeded in how to best use the land in the area. 

 
Overall, without the knowledge that comes from experience, participants agreed that 

the two sub-themes that are mentioned negatively affect the planning outcomes. The two 

sub-themes below address the participants’ views of the deficiencies in the role of Riyadh’s 

local planners. 

7.3.3. Continuing Professional Development 

In this sub-theme, many participants considered that the increase in the skills of local 

planners is necessary at present to be able to improve the planning path. On the other hand, 

they argued that the skill programme is still poor, and they also believe there are problems in 

the development and training issues. This is not conducive to an improvement in urban 

development. For example, RM8 said: 



 

Chapter 7 The Planning Environment Versus the Urban Planning Practices 204 

We need to develop local expertise to improve and develop the city's 
planning actions. If foreign planners leave the country without developing 
local planners this will affect the city outcomes. 

 
MOMRA6 said:  

I think that the problem is not only in the municipal sector, but all sectors of 
the state. There are young and enthusiastic planners but they are surprised 
with three things: first, lack of training and developing noticeably... 

 
ACD1 said: 

The development of human competencies is able to advance urban planning 
responsibilities to achieve development, but most planning decisions in 
ministry do not touch the competencies of local professionals. 

 
Some of the participants considered that there is a real need to find a mechanism to 

improve the training programs. They argued that the current training programs do not 

provide the required development due to being limited and weak. For example, RM5 said: 

We as planners, we are suffering from how choice the courses for improving 
planning skills. The choice of the training programs is made by the sector, 
not by planners, which has led to a reluctance of local planners to the 
personal development. 

 
ADA4 mentioned: 

A knowledge clause within the terms of developmental projects is one of the 
most important things that can be developing local planners. However, 
when the project cost becomes high, the first thing they do is cancel the 
knowledge clause. Of course, this will not lead to developing the local 
expertise. 

 
Also, some participants raised the issue of availability of institutions interested in the 

development of local planners. They claimed there is a need for improvement of institutions, 

most notably owing to the weakness of the institutions in respect to training. For example, 

ACD5 said: 



 

Chapter 7 The Planning Environment Versus the Urban Planning Practices 205 

There is a need for special training programs for planners, however, the 
issue is the lack of institutions that interested in the development of local 
planners. 

 
ACD1 said: 

There are weaknesses in the teaching at universities, due to lack of link with 
reality and thus the outcomes will be poor. 

 
ACD5 stated: 

Shortcomings in academics are possible. Because the demand for the 
profession is very high and even professors have become not able to teach 
adequately. 

 
MOMRA1 said: 

It’s not good to put the graduates into practice directly. Take the example 
of doctors - Do they do operations immediately? So, we need institutions to 
develop planners, and also associations to develop the graduates. They are 
not ready to work immediately in planning. 

 

7.3.4. Reliance on Consulting Offices’ Expertise  

The participants in the research indicate there is a reliance on foreign expertise more 

than on local expertise. They argued that experts were still limited in the sector who had 

responsibility for planning to develop the city; this led to the hiring of foreign experts as 

consultants.  As a result of this, the urban policies came in with western concepts. However, 

participants for the four groups (RM, ADA, MOMRA and ACD) did not agree with this 

continued reliance on foreign expertise in the planning of Riyadh. For example, RM3 said: 

The number of local planners in Saudi Arabia is few and there is limited 
experience. As some government sectors are associated with the foreign 
offices for some development projects, unfortunately, the result is foreign 
ideas that do not relate to the local reality. 

 
Also, participants believed that the reliance on consulting offices has become a 
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problem, due to the weakness of outcomes from these offices. They believed the 

administrative framework needs to be reorganized and with an adjustment to the level of 

participation of consulting offices. Most of the senior planners and academics call for a 

restructuring of the whole planning system. For example, MOMRA2 said: 

There are weaknesses in the planning outcomes of consulting offices, and 
we see some consulting suffer to complete planning projects. 

 
RM3 mentioned: 

Unfortunately, consulting offices have become more interested in bringing 
foreign labour from abroad than in the completion of their work. 

 
ACD2 stated: 

The big problem that we observe in the consulting offices is the lack of 
creativity, similarity in planning outcomes with just a copy and paste 
approach. This means that what’s done in the planning in southern Saudi is 
transferred to central or northern Saudi, while that the situation there is 
different. 

 
Participants of the ADA and academics groups believed that there is a limitation of 

local consulting offices. Therefore, the concentration of planning authorities to choose the 

foreign consulting offices. For example, ACD2 said: 

There is a lack of trust of local offices in all areas. So, now the projects are 
mostly for foreign companies. The market of architecture and planning in 
Saudi Arabia is mostly for foreign offices and few projects are being 
contested by Saudi offices. 

 
ADA4 said: 

We still to this day, through updating the master-plan for Riyadh city, we 
find the same style and the same problem. Only two consultants who 
responsible for planning, and they are foreign consultants, and with the 
local consultants being completely isolated. 

 
On the other hand, some participants said that the constraints that restrict the process 



 

Chapter 7 The Planning Environment Versus the Urban Planning Practices 207 

of participation of local offices were confined to two points: the procurement system and 

centralized decision-making. On these points, ACD3 said: 

when there is an insistence on the same procurement system, this will not 
contribute to the development of the Saudi planners. 

 
ACD7 stated: 

The centralized decision maker choosing some foreign offices has 
contributed to the weakness of participation of the local offices, so we see 
that the Saudi planners of local offices are weak. 

 

7.4. Decision-making 

One of the issues that affected the path of growth and planning in urban cities and 

has faced in Saudi cities for planning is decision-making, with the question being who is the 

decision-maker and how is the decision made? The researcher found through the interviews 

that the decision-making processes are seemed to be a lack of coherence and deviate from 

the basic plan. However, all participants addressed this theme under two sub-themes, as 

follows. 

7.4.1. Decision-making Process 

The participants believed that the improvement of the urban development path in 

Riyadh needs to improve the decision-making, not only to find possible solutions to urban 

problems but also to develop the decision-making process. Most of the participants believed 

a need for a rapid intervention in the issue. Due to, they argued achievement of the main 

 Summary of decision-making obtained from 
interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 

5 
RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 Decision-making process Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
2 Decision-maker Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 

Table 7.2 Summary of decision-making obtained from interviews 
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objectives from the decision-making currently could be reaching low levels. All groups 

involved in the research referred to this sub-theme. For example, ADA4 said: 

Planning decisions have been made on the basis of global methodologies 
without taking into consideration the current situation of the social and 
administrative sides. 

 
MOMRA6 said: 

There are problems in decision making priorities in different services, such 
as education or health. You see that the priorities are not the priorities 
approved by the municipal sector, according to the national strategy. 

 
Most of the participants believed that the issue of the length of the decision-making 

process can affect the course of the decision-making and its outcomes. They argued that the 

decision process in Saudi Arabia, particularly in Riyadh, pass through a lengthy or unclear 

procedure. However, interviewees agreed that the speed of the decision-making will impact 

on improving the urban planning path. For example, ACD2 said: 

The decision process in urban planning issues take many years, however, 
after the decision adoption, the decision could be inappropriate by that 
time. 

 
ACD6 said: 

The decisions which have been adopted late are needed further 
development or change due to them not being suitable at the present time. 
So, it is important to develop the decision-making path and implement the 
decisions rapidly. 

 
For example, in the paradox cited by ACD2, he mentioned that the Qatar is a small 

state but quick in its decision-making, can be more influential than a large state as Saudi 

Arabia, due to slowness in the decision-making process. Indeed, it is observed that the State 

of Qatar is enjoying a positive change in its planning and growth at present, unlike what exists 

in Saudi Arabia. Also, ACD5 said: 
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Modifying the planning system is a very long process. The administrator can 
reach the conclusion it is better to focus on achieving outcomes without 
seeking to change the processes, but this will lead to continued problems. 

 
Many participants stated that the implementation of the decision-making is limited to 

implementing just a few decisions. They argued that developing the urban planning and the 

development path both need to be implemented as part of the earlier decisions along with 

the formulation of aims for the next phases. They raised that the city management success is 

through the implementation of planning programs, but that Riyadh, as with other Saudi 

Arabian cities, suffers in the implementation. For example, ACD6 said: 

It may be, you have a good idea, but there is a difficulty or barrier to 
implementation; there are a lot of reports on the shelves in each sector and 
which would have yielded advantage. 

 
ADA4 said: 

60 to 70% of planning decisions are not being made due to political 
management barriers. For instance, the decision-maker, such as a provincial 
governor and his team make the main decision, while they are not taken 
part within the decision-making process as well as not being qualified to 
participate in decision-making. 

 

7.4.2. Decision-maker 

Participants believed that there was a weakness of decision-makers in term of 

knowledge and skills, and which creates a hurdle to planning and development and prevents 

a fulfilment of local planning. Also, they believed that the decision-maker must be qualified 

on technical and leadership issues regarding the urban planning in order to be able to make 

the right decision. For example, MOMRA6 stated: 

… people not holding appropriate knowledge and skills, result in their 
inability to accommodate planning issues properly. 
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Many participants see that the participation of decision-makers in the decision 

process is necessary as a step towards developing the planning path in Riyadh. They argued 

that the weakness of the role of decision-makers to participate in the developmental and 

professional ideas, it being only limited to adoption, affects the planning outcomes. 

Moreover, they emphasised the importance of local decision-making. For example, ACD7 

said: 

The planning of the city at the present is undertaken through the 
municipalities; however, the governor does not take part in this at all, and 
yet he is the decision-maker. This means, the municipality plans for 
something but adopts the decision from another person. 

 

ACD3 mentioned: 

planning needs a person who understands the planning issue. Thus, he will 
be a decision maker. If presented to him some issue, the results could be 
discussed, criticized and assessed, and then he will select the appropriate 
option. 

 
Another point raised by some participants was in relation to the multi-decision-

makers within the planning institutional structure. They believed that one of the reasons that 

led to the slow decision-making process in Riyadh is a large number of decision-makers. Some 

of them suggested they should change this way in order to be more organised. For example, 

ADA4 said: 

The decision-making cannot be through both the region's governor and the 
Mayor of the region at the same time; it is necessary that it is only one 
person. 

 

OS1 stated: 

The reason of slow decision-making process in Riyadh is the large number 
of decision-makers, starting from the study’s author or the team and then 
the approval of the director, the mayor, prince of the region, the Shura 
Council, Council of Ministers, the Panel of experts, and then sent to the King 
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for approval. These stages and the slow pace between each stage can take 
years to complete. 

 
Furthermore, the participants believed that some of the actions in some decisions that 

come from some decision makers are not thought-out properly. This causing floundering in 

the planning and growth of the city's outcomes. They believed that the development of 

qualifications for the decision-makers is important, as well as, set up the clear strategy and 

applied in all departments instead of working individually. For example, RM1 said: 

Some of the decisions issued by the decision-makers caused problems in the 
planning actions. I suppose the decision should be presented to everyone 
from all areas to take their views that are related to the decision. 

 

7.5. Work Environment 

In this theme, most of the participants felt that the effect of the work environment is 

directly related to whether the outcomes of planning are either positive or negative. Indeed, 

most of the participants were dissatisfied with the quality of the work environment. They 

claimed the problem is that this environment still has not changed, especially in the 

government sector. The interviewees pointed out that the work environment in Riyadh has 

always been and still is traditional and has not changed with the passage of time. The focus 

has only been on the accomplishment of planning actions without paying attention to the 

employees and their work environment and this view was expressed by most of the 

interviewees. Table 7.3 below showed the sub-themes of the work environment. 

 Summary of work environment issues 
obtained from interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 

5 
RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 The work environment  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
2 Evaluation and follow up Ä  Ä   Ä  Ä  4 
3 Personal relationships  Ä   Ä  Ä  3 
4 Awareness    Ä  Ä  2 

Table 7.3 Summary of work environment issues obtained from interviews 
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7.5.1. The Work Environment 

The interviewees believed that previous plans ignored the work environment aspect. 

They believed that the absence of the right person to manage the planning actions caused 

weakness in the planning process and affected a proceeding on the right path. For example, 

ACD7 said: 

Some departments that are involved in the planning and growth issues 
suffer from the loss or lack of the right person who can lead the planning 
process. 

 
The interviewees also pointed out the issue of routine work. They believed the fear of 

change had become dominant in a majority of government sectors. This led to the similarity 

of the old and current outcomes. All of them believed that the current situation is not 

commensurate with the old planning. For example, RM11 said: 

We need to change the style of our work. The work is still the same since its 
inception. Multiple and diverse ideas of methods need to be developed and 
then take the right ones to reach a successful outcome. 

 
ADA2 stated: 

I believe now we need to stop working in the usual way that we have done 
since years ago, and to commence employing a different manner to achieve 
the objectives of the strategy, in order to obtain results for society as well 
as the future generation. 

 
Additionally, administrative work was a point discussed by some interviewees. They 

felt that the style of current administrative work within the action planning is unsuccessful, 

that it does not reflect the planning path and hinders development. Thus, they confirmed the 

importance of improving the style of administration work. For example, ACD1 said: 
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The environment of administrative work is not good, the old administrative 
is not effective, the half solve is to put your hand on the problem and identify 
it. 

 
ACD3 stated: 

Some municipalities are taken advantage of issues outside the scope of work 
by the consulting offices. This causes the dispersion of the work. So, when 
discussing with the offices, their answer; the municipality makes requests 
that caused delays or departures from the scope of the work, but this reason 
is unconvincing. 

 
Some participants stated there was a need to improve the incentives, as a lack of them 

affects the planning process. They pointed out that the money spent on projects and planning 

should be provided for professionals as incentives. For example, MOMRA3 said: 

government incentives are less than hoped for and, therefore, the private 
sector is the place to attract professionals. 

 
RM10 noted:  

The issue always spoken by professionals is the issue of incentives. I think it 
causes weakness of the Saudi planners, so there should be improved 
incentives. 

 
ACD3 said: 

There are no incentives, maybe a few, so the external market provides much 
higher chances. So, the people in the ministry were taking a monthly salary 
of nearly 12,000, whilst the out of ministry gives 70-100,000. So, most of 
them went out from the government sector. 

 

7.5.2. Evaluation and Follow up 

In the view of the interviewees, there were problems with the evaluation and follow 

up of planning after implementation, in that they were limited and poor. The interviewees 

that mentioned the point came from four of the groups (RM, ADA, ACD and OS). The 
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interviewees believed that the weakness of evaluation and follow up throughout the planning 

path has impacted on the development outcomes in Riyadh. For example, ADA1 said: 

Follow up and accountability not active, especially in the government sector. 
I discussed this in a meeting with officials, I told them that the mayor had 
not asked him mistakes that happened, but their response was strange. 

 
ADA4 said: 

From my point of view, regarding follow up, departments of urban planning 
have not been established for follow up of the plans. When the plans are 
completed, there is not any continuity, although it’s possible in some cases 
that there is a simple follow up in a few departments. 

 
Furthermore, the interviewees believed that there was an absence of questioning of 

employees’ neglect of their work. They argued that the worsening of planning actions came 

about because of weak employee productivity, whether administrators or planners, which 

has influenced the planning outcomes in Riyadh. For example, OS1 said: 

It is observed in most government sectors that there is a suffering from a 
weakness of employee work and productivity, whether an administrator, 
planner or architect. Causing slowness in the improvement of planning, 
although there was a rapid growth within the city. 

 
ACD1 noted: 

A question I raised during teaching students who work in the government 
sector; Has anyone suggested to change anything in the planning during his 
work? the answer was no ... so the question is, why is there no change? From 
my point of view, it is because there is no accountability and responsibility, 
working in the government sector is similar to social security. 

 
Some of the participants believed that the change in management positions causing 

weak follow up to the issues of planning. Therefore, the participants agreed on the 

importance of the establishment of a department to follow up on the issues of negligence 

and accountability for the planning mistakes within the government sectors. For example, 
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ACD3 said: 

There has been a change in administrative positions frequently. Whenever 
the official begins to follow up an issue of planning, happens changed in 
position, every responsible set up a plan different from those who developed 
the previous plan. 

 
RM1 said: 

... we need the department to follow up on the plans. The municipality of 
Riyadh is appropriate, but in giving it power, it is not reasonable to create 
an institution and then restrict it. 

 

7.5.3. Personal Relationships 

Under the sub-theme of personal relationships, some participants claimed that the 

reduction or avoidance of this issue in planning decisions is necessary for the improvement 

of the planning path and its outcomes. The theme was mentioned in various ways, most 

directly by the term ‘personal relationships’ or other terms such as ‘personal interests’ or 

‘compliments’.  However, the interviewees believed that this issue influenced the practices 

of the planning in Riyadh. For example, ACD1 said: 

The responsible person seeks to please people even if the planning is not 
allowed, causing a change in the course of planning and then will drain 
finances. 

 
OS7 stated: 

We see some courtesies within the planning actions that have caused the 
failure of planning. Personal interests cannot enter into the planning path 
... the outcomes are meant to be planning for the community, not for the 
benefit of certain persons. 

 
ADA4 said:  

This is a significant issue, but which is being overlooked in most studies and 
conferences, which is a personal relationship, personal interests, 
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compliment or because he is a prince. All of these have impacted on the 
decision-making and planning process. 

 
In contrast, some academics argued that the relations have affected the selection of 

consultants from universities. They believed that most of the selection was not in accordance 

with the qualifications or experience, but according to the relationship with the decision 

maker. So, it is agreed that this kind of lack of justice in choosing the consultant, causing the 

poor planning outcome in Riyadh. For example, ACD2 said: 

It is good to participate the Saudi universities in the planning process. The 
choice must be in accordance with specific criteria, not for a relationship 
with certain people. At the present, the ministry gives some universities and 
some academics opportunities to participate and avoids others. This should 
not happen. There are personal relationships, the ministry is not fair in 
dealing with this issue. 

 

7.5.4. Awareness 

The participants referred to awareness as an important step towards urban 

sustainability in Riyadh. They argued that the low level of awareness in the current situation 

has been negatively affecting the planning process. However, participants spoke about 

awareness and its importance, whether at the level community or in terms of who was 

working in the field of planning. The theme was mentioned directly by the term ‘awareness’, 

with it being a point raised mainly by the ACD and OS groups. Participants from the academics 

believed that the lack of awareness in the community with regard to planning contributed to 

raising the proportion of weakness in planning outcomes. For example, ACD7 said: 

When the community does not know the importance of planning, in the 
future the outcomes will be unacceptable. Whether in the building 
regulations, or the lack of interest to participate in the improvement. I 
believe increasing awareness of the issues of the community planning is 
necessary. 
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OS3 mentioned: 

The media is still weak on planning issues and presenting to the community. 
So, you see that the level of awareness in the community and among the 
people is weak. 

 
Therefore, some participants believed that this weakness has caused difficulty in 

achieving the objectives of planning. The reason is the different wishes of the people and lack 

of perception of the meaning of the plans that have been developed for the city. For example, 

OS7 said: 

The community does not understand the plans that done by the sectors and 
authorities with regard to planning and development for the city. So, always 
see the objections and claims from the community that cause a slowness in 
the planning and development process. 

 
Moreover, some participants emphasised the need for improving the awareness of 

planners, as weakness in this affects the planning process. Participants argued that there is a 

lack of integration of skills of planners to help solve the growth and planning problems despite 

recent developments in world cities. This demonstrates the weakness of awareness of 

planners to deal with problems in urban planning. For example, OS3 stated: 

Planners who are working in the public sector suffer from low awareness, so 
you see the results of planning is unacceptable. 

 
ACD1 said: 

Mostly the level of awareness of the planners in the government sector has 
not changed, meaning that, since they entered the work environment, to 
this day the same thinking has not changed. 
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7.6. Participation 

The interviewees stated that there are difficulties with participation in the planning 

path, and they argued that the participation of local agencies or with stakeholders was 

limited. As a result, they believed that the non-existence of participation in the planning path 

weakened the planning outcomes, and this has weakened the planning environment. Three 

sub-themes of participation were discussed: public participation, municipal council and 

participation of stakeholders. The following sub-themes of participation have impacted the 

planning process. 

 

7.6.1. Public Participation 

The participants believed the weakness of opportunities for people to participate 

caused many mistakes in the planning outcomes due to lack of taking into account the 

opinions of the people. Academics and some senior planners believed that the particular 

sector was responsible for the city development monopolising the planning process, and that 

this was a serious mistake, which thereby limited the public participation. They considered 

there should be means of activating people's participation in planning. For example, ACD2 

stated: 

... keeping people away from the decision-making process impacted on the 
outcomes. The planning process is the process of complementarity ... When 
those who affected by the decision-making - which are the people and 

 Summary of the participation issue obtained 
from interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 

5 
RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 Public participation Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
2 Municipal council Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
3 Participation of stakeholders    Ä  Ä  2 

Table 7.4 Summary of the participation issue obtained from interviews 
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residents of the city - are removed from this dimension of the planning 
process, planning will fail. 

 
 
ACD6 said: 

The problem is that many of the planning decisions have not participated 
the people. I think we lost a big power ... in the municipalities in the Western 
societies, the success of the plans comes because of people's participation. 
The mayor has difficulty in dealing with the private sector, but can control 
the private sector through the approval or rejection of the people. 

 
Some of the participants believed that a result of the lack of public participation is that 

the planning outcomes do not reflect the wishes of the community, causing many requests 

to modify those outcomes. They believed this impacted the instability of the planning path 

being on the right track in Riyadh. A point highlighted by interviewees is the need for people's 

participation in the planning process because of the benefits and successes of outcomes of 

planning. For example, MOMRA6 said: 

The first master-plan of Riyadh city did not reflect the reality that was hoped 
for by the community, due to lack of understanding of the culture of the 
community.  Society issue must be taken into account by each city. 

 
RM2 noted: 

Residential neighbourhoods have proved that the plan has not been studied 
properly. The population seek to modify the land and divide it into smaller 
plots to meet their needs. 

 
OS4 said: 

Living with the community yields useful outcomes for planning. For example, 
one planner was playing a game Albulot, and I asked him why playing this 
game. He said, through this game can get a good information and took the 
opinions. After that, he understood what the people need. 

 
RM7 said: 

Our relationship is mostly with developers; we have no link with the 
community. This is not good, supposed to be the link between planners and 
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community, in order to increase community awareness on development 
issues. 

 
Furthermore, some interviewers believed that there was a low proportion of young 

people and women who participated in the planning process. This resulted in poor planning 

outcomes because they are part of the community. For example, ACD4 said: 

There are no women among planners who work in the public sector because 
of the system of government. Of course, this causes an imbalance in the 
planning process. So, the importance of youth participation in the planning, 
as well as the importance of women's participation. 

 

7.6.2. Municipal Council 

Some participants felt the involvement of the municipal council members in the last 

years had slightly improved the planning path. They saw this participation as limited, but they 

believed the establishment of the municipal council was a good first step for participation. 

For example, OS4 said: 

Municipal councils were not available, but the idea of the establishment of 
a municipal council is a first step for the participation of people in the 
planning. 

 
ACD5 stated: 

I believe one of the best decisions that has been adopted in the past is the 
municipal council. We hope to do as is required to participate in the planning 
process because the current reality is unsatisfactory. 

 
In contrast, some participants believed that there has been no clear impact on the 

process of decision-making. They believed that the municipal council role was and still is 

limited, particularly with regard to participation in decision-making. Furthermore, they felt 

the role of the council was only limited in monitoring and set up recommendations, and they 

confirmed that the municipal council needed a more effective role in planning and 

development decisions. For example, ADA3 said: 
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The municipal council must be given a role in decision-making because 
currently the municipal council has no role in decisions, it is just limited to 
monitoring the municipal projects and making recommendations. 

 
However, some participants argued that the weak experience of current municipal 

members, with most of the members not knowing their roles. As well as the mechanisms of 

nomination and election, are not ways that guarantee the delivery of a good person for a 

place on the municipal council. They believed that the acquaintance and tribal issues 

influenced the choice. So, that only a few correct persons are nominated. For example, ACD1 

said: 

... not choosing the right person, because of personal or tribal matters. I 
have heard from officials in the municipal sector that some members of the 
municipal councils have become a burden to the work because they do not 
understand. The problem does not stop here. The problem is, need to train 
the members, after four years, they will leave and others will come and need 
to train them again. 

 
RM6 mentioned: 

.. with the international system, any citizen over 18 years of age can 
nominate himself. I think this does not suit with Saudi Arabia at present, 
because the candidates are mostly unsuitable. So, we see the mayor 
suffering from the council members. 

 
In contrast, some participants believed that the proportion of qualified people must 

be raised so that the council members come from different disciplines such as economic, 

social, planning, environmental and others. They argued that half should be elected by the 

people and the other half be people with the necessary experience. For example, ACD5 said: 

My opinion should be some disciplines within the municipal councils, such 
as financial, planning and civil. Thereby, the council would be divided into a 
number of disciplines, but the system does not allow this. 
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7.6.3. Participation of Stakeholders 

The participation of stakeholders was an issue discussed by interviewees from the ACD 

and OS groups. They believed that the stakeholder participation in the urban planning and 

development path is still limited. They argued that each sector works independently without 

the participation of stakeholders. They agreed that to improve the path of planning and its 

outcomes they need to involve all stakeholders, whether governmental or non-governmental 

agencies. Furthermore, some participants believed that to improve the planning practices in 

Riyadh they need to involve many other important planning and development agencies 

including service agencies, such as housing and transportation, etc.  For example, OS4 said:  

There are weaknesses in the participation of stakeholders, and this has a 
negative impact on the planning or growth of the city in the present and 
future. 

 
ACD7 said: 

The participation of planning is limited to some sectors without the others. 
There is a need to increase the participation of stakeholders especially the 
wider service sectors. 

 

7.7. Data and Information 

In relation to this theme, the participants referred to three sub-themes and they 

believed that progress in this matter is important for the improvement of the planning path. 

Many participants claimed that there is poor access to data required for development in 

Riyadh and that this has impacted on the planning path. They argued that the city information 

is required to successfully achieve the outcomes of any plan, but that Riyadh’s current urban 

planning data is insufficient for improving the planning path. The following sub-themes show 

the participants' opinions about the data theme and how it has impacted the planning path. 
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7.7.1. Availability 

The participants stated that data is not stored in one place owing to the absence of a 

responsible agency for collecting and making the city data accessible. As such, they agreed 

that the lack of availability of data has impacted on the planning path and decision-making. 

Moreover, they believed that the outcomes produced by decision-makers and planners based 

on the available data could be incomplete or incorrect. For example, ADA1 said: 

The data in Riyadh city is weak, there is no a centre for the city data. Each 
sector has a way of collecting data separately. The planning results will be 
different according to data availability.  

 
Also, OS5 noted: 

Still, some obstacles with some government agencies to provide some of the 
required data. Either due to unavailability or because of their belief that the 
data is only for them, whilst knowing that the required data is not 
confidential, but general data such as numbers of vehicles. It took a long 
time before we were able to get those data. 

 
On the other hand, planners in RM and ADA pointed to the issue of the updating of 

data, with a majority of planning decisions still being based on old data. So, they argued that 

the planning outcomes may not fit with reality due to the use of old data. For Example, RM8 

said: 

Updating of the data is the most important issue that has to be mentioned 
in the study because when the decision-making depends on the old data, it 
will lead to failure in the planning. This problem now, either the difficulty of 
access to the updated data or data that have not been updated. 

 Summary of the data issues obtained from 
interviews 

Participants Rank 
out of 5 RM ADA MORMA ACD OS 

1 Availability Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  5 
2 Reliability and quality Ä  Ä   Ä   3 
3 Data accessibility Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  Ä  4 

Table 7.5 Summary of the data issues obtained from interviews 
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7.7.2. Reliability and Quality 

 As a result of the lack of a data centre, some participants believed this has led to the 

employment of consulting offices for collecting the data. Furthermore, the academics and 

planners in the RM and ADA groups pointed out there is no way to measure quality, which 

has resulted in wrong decisions being taken based on potentially incorrect data. Moreover, 

some participants were frustrated with the data reliability, and they argued that planning 

without reliable data led to poor decisions and outcomes. Therefore, the participants agreed 

on the need to establish an urban data centre which is easily accessible to all the relevant 

authorities in the development and planning of the city. For example, RM3 said: 

Most urban data are collected through consulting offices, so, the question 
is: what is the quality of the data? I do not have the tools to verify the data 
... consulting offices are looking for financial gain. So, it is necessary to pay 
attention to this issue. 

 
ADA4 said: 

Data reliability is the basis of planning actions and has influenced many 
planning decisions ... Now, what is happening in Riyadh like an urban 
expansion is caused by incorrect readings and data. 

 
ACD6 stated: 

I believe we need to stop reliance on the consulting offices in urban data 
collection; we must create a national data centre. 

 

7.7.3. Data Accessibility 

Participants claimed that gaining access to the available data meant going through 

many obstacles. They argued that most of the agencies do not usually collaborate to access 

the data and this creates difficulties in communication between agencies. Moreover, the 

participants believed the current government structure has made it difficult to access the 
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data. They also believed that searching for data usually takes a long time and that the routine 

actions to get the data, and the monopoly of data, have caused delays in the time it takes to 

obtain it. Thus, planners have had to divide worktime between finding the data and 

undertaking their work. For example, RM10 noted: 

The weakness of communication between sectors or authorities makes 
sharing and accessing data difficult. And then each sector goes to collect its 
own data and keeps it for itself. 

 
ADA3 said: 

There is a long procedure to get to the information you need, starting from 
your boss. It may be up to the minister to allow a sending of the request to 
another sector to provide the data. I believe this is causing delays. 

 
 

RM7 stated: 

The time it takes to get the data is a very long time in most cases, however, 
see some studies has prepared according to the old data. 

 
Moreover, academics believed that the researchers who are interested in urban 

studies often could not access the data needed to complete their study. Therefore, they 

believed that in order to develop the planning path, the process of getting data to researchers 

who are providing solutions to the problems of planning should be facilitated. For example, 

ACD4 said in relation to this point: 

The problem is the researchers who are interested in urban studies have a 
difficulty in obtaining data. It requires many letters, it might be refused, or 
old data may be provided. 
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7.8. Consensus of Opinions 

This section gives a quantitative summary of how the planning environment themes 

are ranked after showing the results of the interviews (see Table 7.6). This section uses the 

same techniques that were used in chapters 5 and 6, which depends on consensus among 

groups to represent a weighting of the sub-themes with participants. Here, (5 of 5) is the 

maximum consensus while (2 of 5) is the minimum consensus. 

The 
Planning 
Environment  

Themes 
Sub-theme 

5 of 5 4 of 5 3 of 5 2 of 5 
Professionals - Planners’ limited 

experience 
- Shortage of 
local planners 
- 
Development 
of planners 
- Reliance on 
consulting 
offices 

  

Decision-
making 

- Decision-making 
- Decision-maker 

   

Work 
Environment 

- The work 
environment 

- Evaluation 
and follow up 

- Personal 
relationships 
 

- Awareness 

Participation - Public 
participation 
- Municipal 
council 

  - 
Participation 
of 
stakeholders 

Data and 
Information 

- Availability 
- Data 
accessibility 

 - Reliability 
and quality 

 

Total 8 4 2 2 
Table 7.6 The consensus of the planning environment theme 

 
Consensus (5 of 5), there was a consensus on some points in all sub-themes. The 

consensus was in eight points which is the highest when compared with the spatial planning 

and driving forces themes. In regard to the theme of the role of planners, the participants 

agreed that the lack of experience has negatively affected the planning outcomes. In relation 

to decision-making, the participants agreed with the need to improve the decision-making, 
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not only to find the problems and solve them, but to develop the decision-making procedures 

in the city to improve and develop the planning path.  

Moreover, the participants agreed about the problems of the weakness of the role of 

decision-makers to participate in the development and professional consideration. 

Furthermore, there is a multi-decision-maker that has led to the slow decision-making 

process. In terms of the work environment, the participants agreed that the work 

environment in respect of the actions of urban planning or urban issues is not good, which 

caused a weakness in the planning process. Within the participation theme, the participants 

agreed that the weakness of opportunities for people to participate and the weakness of the 

role of the municipal council caused mistakes in the planning outcomes. On the other hand, 

there was an agreement on the data theme that the lack of availability of data has impacted 

on the planning and decision-making process. Moreover, they agreed there were difficulties 

and long delays in obtaining data. 

Consensus (4 of 5), under the umbrella of the role of planners there were three points 

which have been agreed upon. The first is that the shortage in the number of urban planners 

in Riyadh highlighted disadvantages in the planning environment, and in drawing up and 

implementing urban plans and development. Second is the weakness in the path of the 

development of planners and the need to improve. While third is the reliance on consulting 

offices that impacted on planning outcomes that are not consistent with the needs of Saudi 

society. 

Consensus (3 of 5), in this part the participants agreed on two points. In terms of the 

work environment, the participants agreed that the personal relationships influenced the 

outputs of the planning in Riyadh. Furthermore, they agreed that the evaluation and follow 

up of planning outcomes were limited and poor. Secondly, under the umbrella of the data 
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theme, the reliability, they argued that planning without reliable data led to poor in decisions 

and outcomes. Therefore, the participants agreed the need to establish an urban data centre.  

Consensus (2 of 5), there were two points of consensus on the theme of the planning 

environment, which was in respect of the ACD and OS groups. The first, under the work 

environment theme, the participants agreed that the low level of awareness in the current 

situation has negatively affected the planning process. Second, under the participation 

theme, they agreed that the stakeholders’ participation in the planning area is limited and 

they believed each sector work independently. 

7.9. Discussion 

The objective of this chapter is to assess the impact of the planning environment on 

urban planning practices. Moreover, this chapter seeks to answer the sub research question 

of "What are the changes needed in the planning environment to improve the urban planning 

practices so that the challenges of urban growth can be met?", and to provide context for 

understanding the planning environment. The following five issues emerge that are the most 

important impact on urban planning practices. 

7.9.1. Professionals in the Planning Practices 

The results of this study indicate that there was a weakness of local planning, with a 

shortage of local professionals proving to be a severe drawback in the planning environment, 

and that impacted on urban plans and its implementation. This means that there is somewhat 

of a crisis in urban planning education in Saudi, which has a massive shortage of planners to 

address burgeoning urban growth issues. Another possible explanation for this referred to by 

the participants is that the planners had turned to administrative jobs. Further, the results 

described the problems in the teaching and training of planners, and which were not 



 

Chapter 7 The Planning Environment Versus the Urban Planning Practices 229 

conducive to an improvement in urban planning practices. This is because that the teaching 

at universities and training at workplaces were not associated with the true reality of the city's 

growth and planning problems, and thus the outcomes became weak.  

Moreover, this study has shown that the practical experience is limited amongst local 

planners, particularly in the area of urban planning. The argument is that the local planners, 

including the new graduates, do not practise widely in this area, and so most actions in the 

planning field are still managed by foreign planners. However, the most obvious finding to 

emerge from the analysis is that the absence of a local perception by professionals caused a 

lack of planning outcomes that are compatible with the needs of the community.  

According to Krueger and Agyeman (2005), the local planners may successfully help 

to develop urban policies, because of their understanding of local realities and the culture of 

society. Likewise, Brody and Highfield (2005) have mentioned that if environmental planning 

analysis was undertaken by local planners, this could assist an adaptive approach to planning 

and its management. The findings of this current study confirm the importance of the 

association between local planners and urban growth outcomes, which requires raising the 

level of preparation of local planners in planning practices and developing their professional 

skills as required. 

7.9.2. The Process of Decision-making 

As mentioned in the literature review, the decision-making process is crucial within 

the planning environment (Vroom and Yetton, 1973; Michel, 2007; Vesikko, 2013). The 

decision-making is a tool that has an impact on the path of growth and planning and its 

outcomes (Breuste, 2004). However, the main finding of this section is that the decision-

making processes are in disarray and deviate from the basic plans, which has led to a rapid 
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growth and failure of urban planning in Riyadh. The weakness of the process of decision-

making in Riyadh is confined to four main causes.  

Firstly, there are the priorities to take when carrying out the decision-making. The 

results suggested that some decisions were taken too late. However, if the planning decision 

is not taken in an appropriate period of time, it inevitably affects the planning outputs (Payne 

et al., 1996; Ritov, 2006). Therefore, it is important to determine the priorities of decisions 

that are to be taken in respect of the growth and planning issues for Riyadh. Secondly, 

complexity and length of the decision-making path have caused a deviation from the main 

goal, with the results indicating that the planning decisions have taken several years make, 

and in return the outcomes have not been suitability for the then current reality when 

implemented. The mechanism of the decision-making process is an important step in 

analysing the planning decision, with not having appropriate  knowledge and experience for 

making complex decisions potentially being the reason for the failure of decisions (Ramser, 

1993), and so which requires improving the mechanism of the decision-making process in 

Riyadh for the success of the urban growth path. 

The third reason is the impact of the personal/individual interpretations on planning 

outcomes.  The results indicate that some decisions have been made without the involvement 

of specialists and which has caused urban growth problems in Riyadh. Furthermore, the 

achievement or otherwise of an objective can be dependent on the opinion or interpretation 

by an individual. A final reason given in the study suggests that a reason for the weakness of 

the planning process in Riyadh is that of ignoring or delay in the implementation of some of 

the decisions, causing duplication in implementation between the previous decisions with the 

current decisions. There has been a process of implementing the earlier decisions before 

moving on to the new ones so as not to affect the work output. Through a focus on addressing 
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the four points above-mentioned, it may be possible to improve decision-making, and thereby 

improving the planning practices approach towards the growth of the city. 

7.9.3. Why is the Work Environment Not Suitable? 

This study demonstrates that the work environment was not suitable and that it 

impacted on urban planning practice. Most of the participants through the interviews stated 

that they were dissatisfied with the quality of the work environment, due to the style of the 

traditional work and which had not changed with the passage of time. Summarizing, there 

are seven points that have caused this situation - 1) the absence of an appropriate person to 

put into effect improvement to the working environment, 2) fear of change and so remaining 

in the old situation, 3) an administrative system that was still undeveloped, 4) the weakness 

of incentives, 5) the weakness of the evaluation and follow-up of the work environment, 6) 

impact of personal relationships in employing persons or in the completion of the planning 

work, and 7) the low level of awareness. 

These results corroborate the ideas of Thompson and Strickland (2001), Westerman 

and Yamamura (2007), Wheelen and Hunger (2012) and Ajala (2012), who suggested that the 

work environment had a fundamental impact on the employee's performance, and then on 

the outcomes of the actions. An implication of these findings is that the weakness of the work 

environment caused the poor planning practices in Riyadh. This study reinforces the 

recommendation for the introduction of development programmes for the work 

environment by improving the seven points referred to above, in order to improve the urban 

planning practices. 
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7.9.4. The Level of Participation 

This chapter assesses the levels of participation in the planning practice. The main 

finding of this section is the weakness of participation that impacted on the planning path 

and then impacted on growth outcomes in Riyadh. There are two types of participation that 

have emerged from this study: 1) public participation or the municipal council and 2) 

stakeholder participation.  

The first type showed that the weakness of opportunities for people to participate 

caused many mistakes in planning outcomes, due to a lack of taking into account the opinions 

of the people; thus, the planning path has not reflected the wishes of the community, causing 

many requests to modify outcomes.  Despite the establishment of a municipal council to 

represent the community's role, it was not effective as required. Irvin and Stansbury (2004) 

showed that increased public participation in the decision-making process leads to many 

important benefits. Thus, planners could use the participatory concept as a means of gaining 

local knowledge to solve the planning problems (Barletta, 2011). According to this situation, 

it can be inferred that there is the need for people's participation and an activating of the role 

of the municipal councils in the planning process to avoid community requests that affect the 

growth and planning path in Riyadh. 

Furthermore, this study has shown that there has been a low level of stakeholder 

participation of government sectors, such as health, education, housing and transportation 

in urban planning, or participation of private sectors such as investors and real estate 

developers. This has been a negative influence on the planning and growth of Riyadh city. As 

such, this has shown that urban planning practices are limited to specific sectors such as 
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municipalities, causing the lack of understanding of the opinions and strategies of other 

sectors, and also contributing to the increase in work pressures in the municipal sector.  

These results agree with Godschalk and Stiftel (1981), who suggested that the 

necessity for consensus in the plans would require dialogue and discussion with the parties 

concerned with planning, in particular the government and private sectors, in order to reach 

solutions to the problems and needs of the development. These findings can contribute to a 

reconsideration of the participation issue in urban planning practices in Riyadh, to improve 

the status of participation either by the public or stakeholders.   

7.9.5. The Availability of Data and Information 

The literature review has noted the importance of data within planning practices, due 

to it being one of the most important pillars in the process of drawing up plans and decision-

making, whether these decisions are technical, urban, economic or political. This study 

highlights the difficulties of data availability, as the traditional ways of obtaining data usually 

take a long time, therefore impacting on the planning path and decision-making process. 

Furthermore, this study has shown that the researchers who are interested in urban research 

have themselves had difficulty in obtaining data, and therefore old data is used. Thus, the 

planning outcomes may not fit with reality due to the use of out of date data. In order to 

study the needs of a city, the data must cover the current conditions and future estimations 

(Harris and Ventura, 1995; Laurini, 2002).  

However, there has been no database centre for Riyadh city. Instead, each sector is 

seeking to set up an information centre of its own. This in turn will lead to different data, and 

then differences in the results. Smith and Rhind (1999) state that in order to achieve good 

planning, there is a need to establish an institutional structure to ensure that the required 
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data for urban planning are regularly collected and updated. Moreover, this current study has 

shown that compiling of the data has depended on involvement of the consulting offices. 

Further, there has been no action by the stakeholder to ascertain the reliability and quality of 

the data. Sometimes decisions and policies have been based on incorrect data, which have 

resulted in the city having incorrect plans. For example, urban expansion came from false 

readings of the available data. It can thus be suggested that there is the need to stop reliance 

on the consulting offices for urban data collection, and that a national data centre must be 

created. 

7.10. Chapter Summary  

The chapter's objective is to gain an understanding of the role of the planning 

environment and its impact on urban planning practices. Furthermore, it yielded the views of 

the decision-makers, planners, and academics through determination and analysis of the sub-

themes of the planning environment that impact on urban planning practices in Riyadh city.  

According to the majority, it was argued that the aspects of the planning environment 

were and still are either weak or absent. Overall, from the analysis of the interviews, it was 

shown that the current status of the planning environment was causing a weakness of the 

level of practices, and an inability to solve the problems of the planning and growth, resulting 

in the planning and growth of the city of Riyadh being unsuccessful. Participants in the 

research raised various issues including relating to improving the role of professionals in the 

decision-making, improvement of the work environment, the level of participation and the 

availability of data. 
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Chapter 8 The Practices of Planners in Urban 
Planning 

 
 

8.1. Overview 

According to previous results in the empirical chapters, which showed a weakness in 

urban planning practices. However, this chapter’s aim to understand the background of 

planners, with the planners’ practices in more detail, of those who work in urban planning, 

and the urban planning practices at the present. This is an impact on the pathway of planning 

and affects the city’s growth; furthermore, it is a driver of the development process. 

The questionnaire was designed to determine the views of planners (121 responses) 

on the current situation of urban planning. This chapter was designed to seek views and 

suggestions on the following; the planners practice and how this relates to different aspects 

of urban planning issues. This was based on the findings of the previous empirical chapters 

and the literature review (see Table 3.6). The research method in this chapter is quantitative, 

with analysis of data collected through the questionnaire, utilizing the SPSS statistical 

software to facilitate the process of analysis. 

8.2. Analysis of Planners' Knowledge 

8.2.1. The Number of Planners 

According to the previous studies and official statistics in Saudi Arabia, there is not any 

study has tried to identify the number of planners who are working in planning field in Saudi 

Arabia. So, this section seeks to determine the level of participation of planners in sectors 

which deal in the field of urban planning. From Figure 8.1 it is clear that there is a great 
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shortage of planners, as 60% of respondents pointed to a participation of planners was less 

than the number that was needed, with 38% of respondents indicating that the numbers were 

appropriate, while 2% of the respondents indicated that planner numbers were more than 

were needed.  

 
Figure 8.1 The number of planners 

However, through Figure 8.1, for the four groups, it is clear that the largest 

percentages who indicated that the number of planners is less than needed are in the 

Municipality and the MOMRA groups, and so this indicates there is a problem in the 

recruitment of planners in those sectors. In contrast, in the other groups, there is equality in 

the results between the categories of number of planners being less than needed and the 

number being appropriate. While the Other organizations group was the highest in identifying 

that the number of planners was more than needed.  Moreover, the above figure confirms 

the insufficient number of planners when increasing the experience or qualification of 

responders. 
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8.2.2. The Gender of Planners 

Following up to identify the number of planners, the objective of this question was to 

define the level of gender participation in planning issues, because the output of urban 

planning field from Saudi universities is currently limited to men.   However, Figure 8.2 

portrays a great variation of the respondents in terms of gender of participants in the survey. 

93% of the respondents were men, with only 7% being female.  

 
Figure 8.2 The gender of planners 

The reason for the poor participation of women is that few women work in this area, 

as the system in the government sector has not permitted the employment of women in the 

field of planning until the present time. A second point is that there is not a scientific 

specialization of urban planning within Saudi Arabia to teach women, it instead being limited 

to men. This caused the weakness of women's presence as an element in the field of planning 

in Saudi Arabia in general. Therefore, women who have taken part in this survey are working 

in planning under the umbrella of the private sector, and their specialization has not been 

within planning, but instead within areas such as the economy or electronic business.  

8.2.3. Planners’ Expertise 

According to the results of the experiences of planners (section 7.3 and 7.9.1), this 

question was sought to learn more about the experiences of planners. However, it is difficult 
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to know the level of experience of planners by asking them directly about themselves, so, the 

section sought to ask the participants in the questionnaire about other planners' experience 

who work in urban planning.  

 
Figure 8.3 The level of expertise of planners 

From Figure 8.3 it can be seen that in respect of the participants’ responses about the 

expertise level of planners, 60% of them see it as ‘good’, 20% as ‘excellent’, 20% as ‘weak’. In 

respect of the four groups, it is clear that the ‘good’ categorization is the largest for all of 

them, while ‘weak’ was the more prevalent choice in the MOMRA and Other organizations 

group. In contrast, Consulting offices was found to have the largest percentage of the 

‘excellent’ level. In total, these results indicate that the level of expertise of planners is 

characterized as a medium level in all groups, and that they need to raise their levels of 

expertise. On the other hand, according to experience and qualification, a good selection rate 

is the highest with a slight decrease when increasing the qualification or experience. 
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8.2.4. Higher Education and Planners 

One of the issues that contribute to raising the level of planning work is the level of 

education, so this aspect seeks to know the degree levels of the respective planners. 

However, the questionnaire contained a degree option in order to determine the proportion 

of planners who have the three respective classes of BA, master’s and doctoral degrees and 

in respect of the four groups that have been classified. As Figure 8.4 shows, of the three 

classes of degree, BA was the biggest percentage at 59%, then 30% for master, and lastly PhD 

at 11%. 

 
Figure 8.4 The degree classes of planners 

Whilst figure 8.4 shows that the distribution of degrees in all categories is fairly good, 

the MOMRA group holds the most in the number who carry PhD degrees, while the 

Municipality and the Consulting offices predominantly contain those who carry the bachelor 

degrees. While those who carry the master degree is similar in all categories, but highest in 

the group of Other organizations. Further, the figure above shows the low acceptance of 
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highly qualified MSc and PhD to work in the field of planning, while the doctoral degree higher 

when increasing the experience. 

8.2.5. The Nature of the Work of Planners 

The results of the interviews showed in (section 7.5 and 7.9.3) there was the weakness 

between the planning actions and the field of urban planning, which requires asking planners 

about the nature of the work. So, the purpose of this part is to understand the nature of the 

work associated with the planners who are working in urban planning. From Figure 8.5, it is 

apparent that very few planners focus on the urban planning field through their work. 

Instead, 81% of respondents also undertake other work such as administrative and office 

work, of which 38% have other work but which does not outweigh the work in the field of 

urban planning. While for the other 43% their work is concentrated in other work more so 

than in the urban planning field. 

 
Figure 8.5 The nature of the work 

On the other hand, from Figure 8.5 we can see that all four groups have a low focus 

on urban planning work. However, this table indicates that the results in the Municipality and 
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MOMRA groups were similar. In contrast, the Other organizations and the Consulting offices 

indicate a varying percentage between the concentration and lack of concentration in the 

field of planning. So, there is a lower focus on the urban planning work in MOMRA and 

Municipality in comparison to the other two groups.  

As Figure 8.5 shows, there is a difference between the three groups. It notes that the 

PhD degree holders have the most focus on the planning work, with a decline then 

commencing in those who are holding master's degrees, with the highest rate of decline in 

the group who hold bachelor degrees. What is interesting about this data is that the focus on 

planning work rises whenever the planner holds a higher degree. 

Meanwhile, Figure 8.5 shows the relationship between the planners and the work 

experience of urban planning. This table indicates that there is a reduction in the 

concentration of planning work in all categories. However, it is noted that at the beginning of 

the experience, less than two years of experience and the experience of between 5-10 years, 

have a higher percentage in the lack of focus in the field of planning. While the categories of 

2-4 years, 11-15 years and more than 16 years, are considered to be better than the other 

categories. 

As the figures show, there is a difference between the three categories of planning 

work focus. The big difference between the ‘all work focused on urban planning field’ option 

and the other two ‘mixed work’ options are highlighted in the above figures. Furthermore, 

most of those who were asked about what other work they were involved in stated that they 

were concentrated in administrative and office work. 
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8.2.6. The Relationship Between Scientific Specialization 
and Type of Work 

 
Following up the above section, the questionnaire asked: Is there relationship 

between your job and speciality? The purpose was to see how specialization was associated 

with the nature of the work. Figure 8.6 shows there is 60% of respondents who have a good 

relationship between their scientific specialization and their work. This proportion is not 

good, as there is supposed to be a higher level of relationship between the specialization and 

functional area.  

The figure shows also that 32% have some relationship, while 8% do not have any. The 

causes of weakness or lack of relationship between specialization and work were identified 

as two reasons by the participants within the questionnaire. The first was that some who work 

in the area of planning have no specialization in planning, but instead within civil engineering, 

or administration. The second reason was that some of the planners who have specialized in 

the planning field were assigned to do administrative acts, which is far from the area of 

planning, and which hinders taking advantage of them in the issue of urban planning. 

 
Figure 8.6 Relationship between scientific specialization and type of work 
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Figure 8.6 shows that the weakness of the relationship between the specialization and 

type of work is higher among planners in the Municipality group, and then planners in the 

Other organizations. In return, there is a good percentage in the relationship in each of the 

groups of Consulting offices and the MOMRA. On the other hand, the correlation the type of 

work with scientific specialization increases when increasing the level of qualification and 

experience. This is a good indicator of correlation between the theoretical side and the 

practical side, but it decreases when planners have a few experiences and least qualified. 

8.2.7. The Work of Planners within the Organization 

Given the concern of participants in the participation of local planners in the field of 

planning (see section 7.3.1 and 7.3.4). This section seeks to identify the proportion of planners 

working in the field of planning; planners within organizations is usually undertaken by three 

categories - either local planners, Arabs or foreigners.  

 

 
* Never= 1 - 1.7; Very few= 1.8 - 2.5; Few= 2.6 - 3.3; Medium= 3.4 - 4.1; High= 4.2 - 5 

Figure 8.7 Planners within organizations 
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It is noted from Figure 8.7 that the four groups  are associated highly with local 

planners, while the link with Arab planners is less, while they do not have a significant 

involvement with foreigners. These results are interesting, as they are in notable contrast to 

the other groups, as there is much work in the field of planning within the city is undertaken 

through the utilization of foreign expertise.  

On the other hand, from the participants' responses it is clear that Arab involvement 

in the MOMRA and Consulting Group has the greatest percentage, then followed by local 

planners and with the least being the foreign planners. In the group of Other organizations, 

is also clear that local planners constitute the largest proportion. However, based on the 

opinion of the participants in Chapter 7 about the weakness of participation of the local 

planners, it is clear through this questionnaire that the weakness is not related to the number 

of local planners but is related to practices, because there are sufficient numbers as indicated 

in results of the questionnaire. 

On the other hand, (section 7.3.2) did not show the results of the level of benefit from 

experiences of planners, which necessitated to put a question within the questionnaire to 

know the level of benefit from the experiences of planners. However, the benefit from the 

experience of the planners varies across the participants' responses. Figure 8.8 shows that in 

the municipal sector, the lack of benefit from foreign expertise is very high, with up to 60% 

stating the ‘never’ option in their responses, while the mean of benefit taken of the 

experience of Arab and foreign planners is ‘few’. This shows the weakness of yielding benefits 

from the experiences of Arabs and foreigners in the field of planning. On the other hand, it 

must be noted that the level of benefit from the experiences of local planners did not have a 

good image, and where the rate of utilization of local planners is between ‘high’ and ‘never’. 



 

Chapter 8 The Practices of Planners in Urban Planning 245 

 

 
Figure 8.8 The benefit from experience of the planners 

Figure 8.8 that the perceived of benefits from the experiences of foreign planners is 

greater in MOMRA than the Municipality group. But still there are weaknesses overall, 

whether in respect of local, Arabs or foreigners, as identified by most answers of these 
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better compared with the Municipal group and that of MOMRA. The Other organizations 
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in each of the local, Arab and foreign experiences categories. In total, Figure 8.8 shows the 

weakness of the exchange of experiences between the planners in all groups. 

8.2.7.1. The Collective Decision of Planners  
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was necessary to ascertain the level of collective action within the planning work to 

determine the level of teamwork among planners.  

  
Figure 8.9 A collective decision with planning actions 

As seen from Figure 8.9, the degree of collective action between the planners is a high 

percentage. The participants indicated 64% for the option of ‘in most decisions’, ‘sometimes’ 
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issues and contributing to finding appropriate solutions. In Figure 8.10, 60% of participants 

pointed to the availability of those meetings and committees within the sector, which still 

cannot be considered a good situation.  

  
Figure 8.10 Availability of committees and meetings of planning 

On the other hand, it is clear that the largest proportion of the groups who pointed to 
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8.11, it is clear that 45% of planners are involved ‘continuously’, while 37% gave their answer 

as ‘sometimes’. In contrast, 18% of respondents indicated that they did not participate in 

these. From these results, it can be considered that the rate of utilization of these committees 

and meetings by planners is low. 

  
Figure 8.11 Availability of committees and meetings of planning 

In respect of the groups, it is clear that the municipal sector is the highest for planners 
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and who have a high qualification. This shows the weakness of youth participation and who 

have little experience of taking part in the planning committees. 

8.2.8. Training Programs for Planners 

As shown in section (7.3.2 and 7.3.3) that the training programs were weak, however, 

the goal of this question is to determine the training programs level for planners. From Figure 

8.12 it is seen that the largest proportion, 48%, of participants' responses indicated that the 

training programs are available but need to be developed. In turn, there is a high proportion 

of 45% who said there was a lack of training programs for planners; this is a high proportion 

and is influential on the development and planning pathway. 

 
Figure 8.12 Training programs for planners 
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lack of training programs or the need to develop them, with only the Other organizations 

group having a relatively high percentage in the answer of ‘available and good’, at 22%. This 

contrasts with other groups that have many planners who are under the pressure of work in 

the urban planning field and that suffer from weaknesses in the training programs. 

Unavailable
45%Available	but	

needs	
developing

48%

Available	and	
good
7%

Overall

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% 

Municipality MOMRA Consulting	offices Other	organizations

By	Orgnization

Unavailable Available	 but	needs	developing Available	 and	good

less	2	years 2-4	years 5-10	years 11-15	years 16	years	and	more
0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% By	Experience

Unavailable Available	 but	neet	develop Available	 and	good

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% 

BA Master P.hD

By	Degree

Unavailable Available	 but	neet	develop Available	 and	good



 

Chapter 8 The Practices of Planners in Urban Planning 250 

8.3. Analysis of Practices in Urban Planning 

8.3.1. Using the Planning Guides 

The six key planning guides that mentioned in chapter 4 (section 4.2.3.2), which can 

be considered as the most important that have been developed in recent years in Saudi Arabia 

to adjust and improve the growth, see Table 8.1. This section seeks to gain an understanding 

of the level of use of these guides within the planners participating in this research. 

 Guides 
1 National Spatial Strategy (NSS) 
2 Regional Plan Guide (RPG) 
3 Structural Plan Guide (SPG) 
4 Master Plans Guide (MPG) 
5 Rules of Urban Boundary (RUB) 
6 Roads and Buildings Guide (RBG) 

Table 8.1 The planning guides 

 

 
* Never= 1 - 1.7; Very few= 1.8 - 2.5; Few= 2.6 - 3.3; Medium= 3.4 - 4.1; High= 4.2 - 5 

Figure 8.13 Overall use of planning guides 
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‘average’ use than compared with the NSS and RPG. The use of guides of MPG and RUG is 

better than those of NSS, RPG and SPG, as seen through the figure that the options of 

‘medium’ and ‘high’ having a high rate. In contrast, the results for RBG had less clarity due to 

the dispersal across the respective options. From the above, it can be summarized that the 

most widely used in guides are MPG and RUG, followed by RBG and SPG, while there are 

notable weaknesses in the use of NSS and RPG. 

National Spatial Strategy (NSS), From Table 8.2, it can be seen that the use of NNS 

guide is weak in all groups, however, the mean for using this guide is ‘few’. With regards to 

the groups, it is clear that the Municipal group is the highest in terms of the weakness of use, 

followed by Consulting offices and Other organizations, whereas MOMRA is somewhat better 

with a use rate. In contrast, the table describes the weakness of the use of the manual for 

those with less than two years of experience, and then become weaker between 2-4 years of 

experience, and then gradually improve when increasing the experience. On the other hand, 

in terms of qualifications, PhD holders are the best with use this guide within planning actions. 

In general, the results describe the poor use of this guide, even though this guide serves as 

the first element in the planning in Saudi Arabia. 

 
Table 8.2 Use of National Spatial Strategy (NSS) 

Regional Plan Guide (RPG), Table 8.3 shows the results were similar to the results of 

the use of the NNS, which shows that the first and second level of the Planning Guides suffers 

from the weakness of use. Regarding the use by the respective groups, we see that the 

municipal sector also is the weakest, and weaker than its use of the NNS, with the mean of 

Groups Experience Degree
Municipality 2.7 Few Less	2	years 3.1 Few BA 2.9 Few
MOMRA 3.4 Medium 2-4	years 2.3 Very	few Master 2.8 Few
Consulting	offices 3.0 Few 5-10	years 2.7 Few

11-15	years 2.9 Few
16	years	and	more 3.3 Few

Mean

P.hDOther	Organizations 3.2 Few 3.8 Medium

Mean Mean
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the participants from this sector pointing very few uses. This relatively lack of use is followed 

by the Consulting offices and MOMRA group, with  the mean ‘few’. This table is notably in 

contrast to the other organizations group, and which is the best with the mean ‘medium’ 

indicating that it was used well. As regards the experience and qualification, it is similar to the 

previous guide where it improves with the high experience and qualifications. 

 
Table 8.3 Use of Regional Plan Guide (RPG) 

Structural Plan Guide (SPG), Table 8.4 shows that the use of the SPG guide is the best 

compared with the NNS and RPG. Also from the table, it can be seen that all groups except 

the municipal have a higher rate of use of this guide, the municipal sector is suffering from a 

weakness in use as shown in the table. Further, the average use of this guide is similar to all 

experiences. In contrast, PhD holders are the best in using this guide. 

 
Table 8.4 Use of Structural Plan Guide (SPG) 

Master Plans Guide (MPG), From Table 8.5, it can be seen that the Master Plan Guide 

has been used more than the other guides. Approximately the mean of the participants' 

responses indicated ‘medium’ use. The Consulting offices group indicated a high use, followed 

by the Municipality group, and which shows a high rate of use of this guide in these two 

groups. However, the table shows that in all the groups there is a rise in the use of this guide 

compared to other guides. However, we see that the municipal group, which was weak in the 

Groups Experience Degree
Municipality 2.5 Very	few Less	2	years 3.0 Few BA 2.9 Few
MOMRA 3.3 Few 2-4	years 2.4 Very	few Master 2.8 Few
Consulting	offices 3.0 Few 5-10	years 2.7 Few

11-15	years 3.1 Few
16	years	and	more 3.3 Few

Mean

P.hD 3.8 MediumOther	Organizations 3.5 Medium

Mean Mean

Groups Experience Degree
Municipality 2.8 Few Less	2	years 3.1 Few BA 3.1 Few
MOMRA 3.3 Few 2-4	years 3.0 Few Master 3.2 Few
Consulting	offices 3.4 Medium 5-10	years 3.0 Few

11-15	years 3.4 Medium
16	years	and	more 3.3 Few

Mean

P.hD 3.8 MediumOther	Organizations 3.5 Medium

Mean Mean
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use of the previously mentioned guides, in contrast, has a high use of this one. As well as, the 

table describes the high use of this guide both in terms of experience and qualification. 

 
Table 8.5 Use of Master Plans Guide (MPG) 

Rules of Urban Boundary (RUB), Table 8.6 shows that the use of this guide is good to 

some extent, similar to the rate of the use of the Master Plans Guide. However, the mean of 

the respondents indicated ‘medium’ usage, meaning most of respondents were using this 

guide in their work. It can be seen through Table 8.6 that the Municipality, MOMRA and other 

organizations group are similar in their results, whilst Consulting offices had the highest 

percentage at a rate. In addition to, by experience and qualification, the mean use is between 

the few and medium. 

 
Table 8.6 Use of Rules of Urban Boundary (RUB) 

Roads and Buildings Guide (RBG), Table 8.7 shows that the results were close to each 

other in total with similar percentages. However, seen through the groups, the Consulting 

offices have a high proportion to use of this guide, followed by Other organizations. On the 

other hand, the results of the Municipal and MOMRA groups show a differentiation in their 

usage, where there are similar rates of use, with this indicating a defect in the use of this 

guide. On the other hand, the use of this guide increases with those who have less than two 

years of experience. In the sense of this guide is the most used for those with little experience. 

Groups Experience Degree
Municipality 3.5 Medium Less	2	years 3.4 Medium BA 3.5 Medium
MOMRA 3.4 Medium 2-4	years 3.4 Medium Master 3.4 Medium
Consulting	offices 3.7 Medium 5-10	years 3.6 Medium

11-15	years 3.6 Medium
16	years	and	more 3.5 MediumOther	Organizations 3.3 Few

Mean Mean Mean

P.hD 3.9 Medium

Groups Experience Degree
Municipality 3.5 Medium Less	2	years 3.4 Medium BA 3.3 Few
MOMRA 3.5 Medium 2-4	years 2.9 Few Master 3.8 Medium
Consulting	offices 3.6 Medium 5-10	years 3.6 Medium

11-15	years 3.3 Few
16	years	and	more 3.7 Medium P.hD 3.5 MediumOther	Organizations 3.5 Medium

Mean Mean Mean
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In terms of qualification, the mean use of this guide is 'medium' for those with a bachelor's 

or doctorate and lower for those with a master's degree. 

 
Table 8.7 Use of Roads and Buildings Guide (RBG) 

8.3.1.1. The clarity of planning guides 

Following up the above section, this question is designed to identify the clarity of the 

planning guides; it appears from Figure 8.14 that the clarity of the evidence is good for 

planners. We see that the opinions were of ‘very good’ at a rate of 26%, and ‘good’ at 39%, 

which is the largest percentage in the selection of the participants. The option of ‘not bad’ 

was chosen by 27% of the participants, whereas the choice of ‘bad’ and ‘excellent’ was low.  

  

 
* Bad= 0 - 0.7; Not bad= 0.8 - 1.5; Good= 1.6 - 2.3; Very Good= 2.4 - 3.1; Excellent= 3.2 - 4 

Figure 8.14 The clarity of planning guides 

In terms of the groups, experience and degree we see that there is a similarity in the 

results, with most of the responses falling into the three categories of very good, good and 

Groups Experience Degree
Municipality 3.1 Few Less	2	years 4.0 Medium BA 3.5 Medium
MOMRA 3.0 Few 2-4	years 3.4 Medium Master 3.0 Few
Consulting	offices 3.6 Medium 5-10	years 3.0 Few

11-15	years 3.1 Few
16	years	and	more 3.4 MediumOther	Organizations 3.5 Medium

Mean Mean Mean

P.hD 3.5 Medium
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27%

Good
39%

Very	Good
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Excellent
1% Overall

Groups Experience Degree
Municipality 1.9 Good Less	2	years 1.9 Good BA 1.9 Good
MOMRA 1.8 Good 2-4	years 1.8 Good Master 1.7 Good
Consulting	offices 1.8 Good 5-10	years 1.8 Good

11-15	years 1.9 Good
16	years	and	more 1.9 Good P.hD 2.2 GoodOther	Organizations 1.8 Good

Mean	* Mean Mean
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not bad, and which shows that the planning guides are a fairly good regarding to clarity, and 

therefore need little development in this respect for planners. 

 

8.3.1.2.    Suitability of planning guides with the reality of the city 

However, the participants were also asked about the suitability of the planning guides 

in relation to the reality the city. Figure 8.15 shows that the responses were mostly dispersed 

across four options, with the remaining low amount of 2% being placed in the ‘excellent’ 

category. However, the highest percentage of the choices was ‘not bad’, with this being 

followed by the selection of ‘good’ at a rate of 31%.  

  

 
Figure 8.15 Suitability of planning guides with the reality of the city 

Furthermore, the choices of ‘not bad’ and ‘good’ were the highest in all groups. ‘Very 

good’ was selected most within the groups of Consulting offices and Other organizations. We 

find that the selection of ‘bad’ was 15%, with the highest choice of this selection being from 

the MOMRA group and, in contrast, the least pointing to ‘very good’ is also the MOMRA group 

at about 4% and which also did not have any selection of the choice of ‘excellent’. 

Furthermore, while there is approval of guides by MOMRA, this shows there is a difference 
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Groups Experience Degree
Municipality 1.5 Not	bad Less	2	years 1.6 Good BA 1.5 Not	bad
MOMRA 1.2 Not	bad 2-4	years 1.5 Not	bad Master 1.5 Not	bad
Consulting	offices 1.6 Good 5-10	years 1.5 Not	bad

11-15	years 1.5 Not	bad
16	years	and	more 1.5 Not	badOther	Organizations 1.6 Good
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between what is being adopted and what is being thought. In contrast, in terms of experience 

and degree, the average opinion of guides is not bad, which shows the need to improve and 

develop these guides.  

8.3.2. Planning Booklets (issued by MOMRA) 

As we pointed out in section 4.2.3.2 that the preparation of some manuals for 

development of the planning practices in Saudi Arabia. About 20 booklets have been so 

developed in various fields, such as neighbourhood planning, urban design and amongst 

others. This section seeks to determine the level of use of these booklets. Figure 8.16 shows 

their high rate of use, with the choice of the ‘High’ option amongst the participants being the 

most (at 32%) followed by the selection of ‘medium’ (at 25%). In contrast, only 8% chose 

‘never’ used, which means the use of these booklets can be considered to be at a good level.  

  

 
* Never= 1 - 1.7; Very few= 1.8 - 2.5; Few= 2.6 - 3.3; Medium= 3.4 - 4.1; High= 4.2 - 5 

Figure 8.16 Use of planning booklets (APG) 

In respect of the groups, it is shown that the highest use of planning booklets is in the 

MOMRA and Consulting offices groups, and indeed who are the authors of these booklets, 

while the Municipal and Other organizations group used it less. Moreover, by experience and 

degree groups, the mean use of these booklets was 'medium' and this a good result, while 
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using the previous guides (the section above) was weaker than these booklets, which requires 

rising use the planning guides more than these booklets to improve the planning practices. 

8.3.3.   The Practices in Spatial Planning 

As we discussed in chapter 6 (The Existing Situation of Spatial Planning Practices) 

regarding the impact of spatial planning on urban growth, the results showed that these 

practices played a role in the problems of urban growth in Riyadh. So, this part contributes to 

the knowledge of the practices of planners in spatial planning. Five factors have been 

identified through the results of chapter 6 that are considered the most important factors 

that have impacted on the city planning, which are; plot division, urban design, land and 

housing, urban expansion and transportation. 

 

 
* Never= 1 - 1.7; Very few= 1.8 - 2.5; Few= 2.6 - 3.3; Medium= 3.4 - 4.1; High= 4.2 - 5 

Figure 8.17 The practices in spatial planning 
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From Figure 8.17, it can be seen that the planning actions have a varying result in 

terms of spatial planning practices, except plot division that has a high percentage in the 

choice of ‘high’ at about 43%. This gives the sense that the division of land is one of the most 

important measures focused on at the moment. In contrast was the subject of transport, 

which has a lower concentration with 25% of respondents identifying ‘never’, and 42% stating 

‘few’ or ‘very few’ in respect of dealing with this issue, showing that there is a weakness in 

focus on this. 

Regarding the organizations, experience and degree groups, it is clear from Figure 8.17 

that the plot division is the highest in all groups. On the other hand, the urban design practice 

is highest in the Consulting offices group, indicated as ‘High’ by 42% of those respondents. In 

contrast, the Municipality was the lowest in the urban design practice, as indicated by 32% 

stating ‘never’. This is a high rate given that the Municipality group is the most important 

sector for having to deal with urban design issues, with the average practice of urban design 

is 'few' for all group of experiences, except those who are 16 years’ experience and more, as 

well as those who hold a doctorate degree.  

In contrast, issues of land and housing are a little attention in both the Municipality, 

MOMRA groups and Consulting offices, while in the Other organizations group these were 

more focused. in addition, by experience, the average of the practice of urban design is 'few’, 

while, by qualification, slightly improved who holders of a Ph.D. On the other hand, the issue 

of urban expansion had a high focus in MOMRA and Other organizations group ‘high’ while 

the responses varied among the other two groups. Moreover, the result of planners’ practices 

in terms of experience and qualification are similar to "land and housing" 

Regarding the transportation issue, it is clear from Figure 8.17 that the Municipality 

group has the weakest focus, where 40% of respondents pointed to ‘never’, while in the rest 
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of the groups the responses varied. As well as, there is a weakness for who have experience 

between 2-10 years. Overall, in all five factors, the PhD holders are the best in terms of 

practices. 

8.3.4. Relationship to Energy and Economic Issues within 
Planning Practices 

 
Results (section 5.5 and 5.7.3) showed participants' concern about the relationship 

between energy and urban planning practices that contributed to the rapid growth of the city. 

Therefore, this part attempts to know the extent of the interest of planners in the field of 

energy and its link to the urban planning.  Through Figure 8.18, it can be seen that energy 

issues have a poor focus, with the participants’ responses yielding the results of ‘never’ at 

37%, followed by ‘very few’ at 22%. This indicates a low level of dealing with energy issues 

within the planning procedures.  

 

 
Figure 8.18 Relationship to energy issues within planning practices 

However, weaknesses were also seen in all the categories, with the responses of ‘few’ 

occurring in all the categories and ‘very few’ for municipality group.  In addition, the table 
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On the other hand, according to the reference literature (Chapter 2) which refers to 

the impact of the economic aspect on the growth of the city. Moreover, the fourth chapter 

(The Context of Urban Growth in Riyadh - Saudi Arabia) showed that the cities of Saudi Arabia 

grew rapidly due to the strength of the economy which contributed to the acceleration of 

growth in urban Saudi cities. From Figure 8.19 it can be seen that the economic actions tend 

to have a lack in concentration within the planning practices. 33% of participants' responses 

pointed to ‘never’, with 22% being ‘very few’ and 21% being ‘few’.  

 

 
Figure 8.19 Relationship to economic issues within planning practices 

From the perspective of the organizations, experience and degree, in all of the groups, 

we find a weak relationship between the economic issues and planning practices, but that the 

Municipality group is the highest of the groups that suffer from a weakness of focus on 

economic issues, with about 49% stating that they never had this focus. Overall, the results 

indicate a lack of interest in economic issues through planning practices, whereas the 

economy is one of the most important points influencing the planning path and city growth. 
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8.3.5. Relationship to Community Culture within Planning 
Practices 

 
We have pointed in the literature (Chapter 2) that the culture of the community has a 

role in the success of the path of urban planning. In contrast, (section 6.8) showed the results 

that one of the reasons for the problems of growth was the plans for urban planning ignored 

important cultural aspects within Saudi Arabia. However, the social issue is one of those that 

has a strong impact on the planning ideas, and so this question sought to discover how much 

attention to this was given within the planning actions.  

It can be seen from Figure 8.20 that the community culture issues in urban cities still 

suffer from a weakness of focus within the planning actions. We find that 29% of the 

participants' responses pointed to ‘never’, 20% to ‘very few’ and 19% to ‘few’.  

  

 
Figure 8.20 Relationship to community culture within planning practices 

In respect of the groups, it is clear that there is a weakness of concentration in the 

Municipality and MOMRA groups, but that this is not so marked in the Consulting offices 

group. In contrast, the Other organizations group has a larger focus on social development 

compared to the other three groups, as it indicated ‘high’ focus at a rate of 29%, and ‘never’ 
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at a rate of 13%. While the practices of planners in terms of experience refer to ‘few’, in 

contrast the correlation of social issues with planning improved with a doctoral holder. 

8.3.6. Evaluation and Following up of Planning Path 

In this part, the question was to find out the level of evaluation and following up within 

the planning path. Because of the participants in chapter 7 have pointed to the weak side of 

the evaluation and follow-up after the completion of the planning process (see section 7.5.2 

and 7.9.3). Figure 8.21 shows that the answers in each of the evaluation and follow up issues 

differentiated in the choices; however, there is a high percentage that points to ‘never’, as 

well as high levels that indicate ‘high’ as well as ‘few’.  

  

 
Figure 8.21 Evaluation and following up of planning path 

In terms of the groups, it is shown that in the MOMRA and Consulting office groups 

the answers varied between ‘high’ and ‘never’. On the other hand, it can be seen that there 

is a weakness in the focus of the evaluation and following up in the Municipal group, with 

about 29% indicating ‘never’, 24% indicating ‘very few’ and 30% indicating ‘few’. On the other 

hand, by experience and degree groups was not better because the results are not clear and 

do not indicate the level of the evaluation and follow-up level within the planning procedures. 
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8.3.7. Information and data 

As noted in the literature review (chapter 2) that the importance of data in monitoring 

urban growth in the city. In contrast, the results showed (section 7.7 and 7.9.5) as indicated 

by participants that the difficulty of data availability, because of the traditional way to get the 

data and it takes a long time to access data, with it impacting on decision-making and planning 

path. In this part, the planners were asked their opinions on the level of data availability, 

which is considered one of the most important factors affecting the planning practices. Ten 

factors have been identified, according to the outputs of the previous chapter that have an 

impact on the growth path in the city. 

 

 
* Not available= 0 - 0.6, Outdated Data= 0.7 - 1.3, Updated Data= 1.4 - 2 

Figure 8.22 Information and data 

 Through Figure 8.22 shows that the population data is available as updated data in 

all groups. In contrast, the table shows that the land use data is available as updated data in 

three groups, except the MOMRA and Municipality which indicated ‘outdated data’ for the 

land use. Also, Figure 8.22 shows a rise in the mean ‘outdated information’ in all of the 

remaining factors, except for the city needs in the other organizations group that refer to 

"updated data". This rate is not good for the urban planning practices. As for where 
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information is ‘not available’, this is worst for the data for energy (at 38%), as well as being 

the high percentage of non-availability of data within Municipality group. 

Overall, the indicators of data are not good for the development of planning and 

growth path within the city. However, it is noted that there are weaknesses in the updating 

of data, and that the most important data for controlling the growth of the city is still old and 

has not been updated, this, in turn, impact on planning outcomes. 

8.3.8. The Structure of Planning 

According to the results (section 5.4 and 5.7.2) that showed the planning structure has 

impacted on  urban management that caused the confusion in the path of growth in the major 

Saudi cities as Riyadh city. As well as the style of the central administration for most of the 

planning business that causes a growth perspective and planning with limited vision, which 

restricted to persons or a specific sector. This part considers whether, is the planning path 

within sector follow a clear structure of planning. 

  
Figure 8.23 The Structure of Planning 
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responses and instead a percentage of ‘to some extent’ (at 50%) and an average of 20% for 

the option of ‘no’. This shows that the work in the municipal sector and MOMRA was less 

organized than other the groups. 

Through the questionnaire, an open question was asked to elicit the causes for? the 

choice of  ‘to some extent’ or ‘no, with the responses being summed up in five points: 

1. Centralized decisions and a difference of views between the sectors, in addition to the 

unwillingness of some agencies to a change in a particular system. 

2. The lack of competencies and experience and the weakness of possibilities. The 

participants explained that the government action is based on seniority in the 

administration and not the best competencies. 

3. Transparency and difficulty in obtaining the required information from the relevant 

authorities; there is no government information centre. 

4. A large number of circulars, regulations and standards of planning and which overlap 

with each other. 

5. Financial and administrative corruption within the government and private sectors. 

8.3.9. The Actions of Planning Path 

Following up the above section, the results in (section 5.3.3 and 5.7.2) showed that 

the length of the process of planning, and a lack of clarity in the mechanism followed, has 

contributed to problems in the outputs of urban planning. The purpose of this question is to 

understand the actions of planning path by planners.  
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Figure 8.24 The actions of planning path 
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in the planning path, with this being a high percentage and indicating there is a long time for 

the decision-making to occur in planning issues. We can see that this choice was high in all 

group categories, except for Other organizations. In contrast, the choice was ‘unclear actions’ 

by 25% of the respondents, and with the group of Other organizations stating this the most 

at 45%. In contrast, in all groups few had chosen ‘abridged actions’, indicating a need to 

improve the path of planning. 

Through the questionnaire an open question was asked to discover the cause for to 

the choice of ‘long actions’ or ‘unclear actions’, with their responses being summed up in 

seven points: 

1. Routine work, especially in the government sector, the multiplicity of agencies, in 

addition to the central management and poor coordination with the concerned 

authorities’ planning processes, or difficulty or lack of communication between 

departments/sections/stakeholders. 

2. The large number of revisions and refinements, long waiting periods for the approval 

from the authority upper, as well as some planning studies requiring approvals from 

various quarters. 

3. The lack of qualified human resources, meaning the absence of a specialists or 

Abridged	
actions
14%

Long	action
61%

Actions	are	
unclear
25%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Municipality MOMRA Consulting	offices Other	organizations

Abridged	actions Long	action Actions	are	unclear



 

Chapter 8 The Practices of Planners in Urban Planning 267 

professionals who understand and know the detail of the study and its merits. As well 

as the reason of the decision-maker, or because of differing views between decision-

makers and planners. The weakness of knowledge of the planners of some of the 

regulations and instructions, to the extent that the participants indicate in the 

questionnaire that most of the planning studies presented have not been studied well 

4. The lack of a good description of the tasks required for the approval of planning 

studies, therefore, unclear responsibilities, thus contributing to the taking of action 

that is discretionary by employees who have little experience. 

5. The weakness of clarity of regulations, the lack of a Saudi system of planning law and 

lack of commitment to the National plans 

6. The weakness of understanding of the study from the decision-makers and change in 

their opinion, or because of the decision-maker not being a planner. 

7. Administrative reasons such as lack of information, or unavailability of financial 

budgets. 

8.3.10. Satisfaction with Planning Practices 

This was the last question in the questionnaire to determine the satisfaction of 

planners in respect of the planning practices. Figure 8.25 shows that there is dissatisfaction 

with the current situation, with 70% of the participants having indicated this opinion.  This 

dissatisfaction is high in all groups except the Consultancy offices, where 48% stated they 

were satisfied. In contrast to that, the Municipality and the MOMRA groups indicated a 

dissatisfaction at a rate of 80%, followed by the group of Other organizations at 72%, which 

indicates that the planning practices need to be developed. In contrast, the figure shows the 
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dissatisfaction choice declines with holder the high qualification, while the most choice by 

experience group is dissatisfactory. 

 
Figure 8.25 Satisfaction with the planning practices 

An open question was used in the questionnaire in order to identify the causes for 

dissatisfaction, with the results being summed up in 8 points: 
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traditional, with a lack of modern methods that are suitable to the urban environment 

and with the need to raise the level of the urban planning culture. In addition, there 

is further lacking unified law of urban planning and of a commitment to the proposed 

plans. 
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general weakness of the authority of the municipal councils and to involve the 

community in the planning work. 

4. Most of the participants pointed to the existence of multiple sectors affecting the 

guiding of the city's development and urban planning path, there is also the lack of 

coordination between the relevant authorities on planning issues. 

5. There are no rules for an easy exchange of information, with the current urban 

planning being very weak because of the non-updated information. 

6. Regarding central finance, the Ministry of Finance is the power that determines the 

city’s projects and controls their destiny. And yet the participants pointed out that the 

planning studies are prepared but not implemented due to lack of funds.  

Furthermore, intervention from the owners of capital guides the planning. 

7. There are delays in decision-making. Furthermore, some of the participants pointed 

out that that some officials in the same position for many years has influenced the 

practice of planning methods. This issue is in addition to the weakness of 

competencies and experience. 

8. There is no independence for cities to practice planning, meaning the Saudi cities are 

similar in terms of planning outcomes. 
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8.4. Chapter Summary 

This chapter has sought to present the opinions of urban planners to know their level 

of knowledge and practices that affect the growth outcomes of Saudi cities. However, the 

above results indicate the desire of planners for improving the urban planning work. The first 

part shows the planners’ dissatisfaction with their environment within the urban planning 

work. The most important of those points which noted was the issue of the high rate of 

administrative or other office work undertaking by planners.  

Furthermore, there is the weakness of the exchange of experiences between planners, 

whether local, Arab or foreign. There are specific results linked to the Municipality and 

MOMRA groups categories, such as the need to link scientific specialization with the nature 

of the job, and weakness in the participation of local planners. In terms of the municipal 

sector, there is the poor participation of planners in committees or meetings for issues of 

planning, in addition to a poor level of training programs for planners with which they can 

develop for development of the urban planning path. 

In the second part, we see that the most widely used of planning guides is MPG and 

RUB, followed by RBG, while there are weaknesses in the use of NSS and RPG. In turn, the 

participants of this research believe that the planning guides are good, and require little 

development to provide improved clarify for planners. But there is low satisfaction from the 

participants about the suitability of the guides for the reality of the city. On the one hand, 

booklets that help to develop planning practices are frequently used in the sector that 

prepared them, but experience a reduced use in other sectors.  

On the other hand, the most used of the planning practices were: in terms of urban 

planning was plot division, and in terms of the energy issues was poor concentration. 
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Furthermore, there is a lack of interest in economic issues through planning practices. 

Moreover, there is a weakness of the relationship between community culture in urban cities 

with the planning practices. Also, the results do not indicate the height of the evaluation and 

follow-up levels within the planning procedures. Regarding information, it transpires that the 

weakness of data updating influences the planning practices, causing incorrect expectations. 

Furthermore, the structure planning shows that the work in the municipal sector and the 

MOMRA is less organized. 

Overall, most of the participants in the questionnaire showed dissatisfaction with the 

current situation of the urban planning practices, which was causing weakness in the current 

planning results, and which in turn has been confusing the growth path of the city, causing 

rapid and scattered growth. This issue must be addressed by developing the role of planners 

so as to yield an improved approach and an urban planning pathway that is more effective 

for improving the path of future city growth.  
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Chapter 9 Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
 

9.1. Overview 

The aim of this thesis is to provide a critical understanding of urban planning practices, 

with a view to providing recommendations to optimise sustainable urban growth. The 

research began by identifying the concept of urban growth, establishing the causes and 

drivers of growth, and known approaches to achieving sustainable growth. The review of the 

planning path revealed some defects in the study context, establishing a need to review the 

concept and better understand the planning practices.  

As specified in Chapter 3 in relation to the research design, the study objective was to 

support understanding of frameworks surrounding those planning practices that impact 

urban growth, and which can inform empirical assessments in a case study context. Chapter 

4, then furthered understanding of urban growth in the context of Riyadh, to clarify and 

evaluate the nature of planning and growth in the city. This was followed by empirical 

research evaluating urban planning practices in Riyadh according to four factors: the influence 

of the underpinning the driving forces of planning and growth (Chapter 5); the consequences 

of spatial planning practices upon urban growth (Chapter 6); the influence of the planning 

environment on urban planning practices (Chapter 7); and the role of planners and their 

practices in urban planning (Chapter 8).  

After providing a basic overview of the findings, this chapter summarises the thesis by 

presenting the various factors that contributed to the completion of this study, as a response 

to the research objectives, and to answer the research questions. This is then followed by a 

summary of the results given in previous chapters (empirical research), to specify 
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comprehensive and actionable recommendations. Finally, the key benefits of the research 

are described, and information is given to explain how the future study might be taken 

forward. 

9.2. The Conclusions of the Research 

This study explored the contributions of urban planning practices in relation to 

sustainable growth in Riyadh, a city where rapid growth has occurred. Interviews with 

representatives of stakeholders indicated a degree of dissatisfaction with the progress of 

urban growth. The conclusions of the research are summarised below, arranged according to 

the objectives stated in section 1.3. 

Objective 1: To clarify the extent of the interaction between the discourses underlying 

the driving forces behind urban growth, and to address the problems and difficulties facing 

Riyadh. The driving forces (planning law, planning structure, and energy discourse) in both 

Riyadh marked a negative change and a significant expansion towards rapid growth, despite 

unsustainable and uncontrolled planning development. However, the three driving forces 

could be divided into sub-themes based on the interview analysis (see Table 3.2). Summary 

of this objective is as follows: 

Ø The absence of planning law in the planning and growth stages resulted in poor 

growth outcomes for Saudi cities. In addition, continual expansion without updates to 

planning law has led to significant deterioration at the planning level, as existing policy 

is not relevant to the extensive modern development and accelerated growth 

witnessed in Saudi cities. 

Ø The length of time to develop and modify planning law leads to a resistance to change. 

However, it remains a concern that urban strategy, which should provide a usable 
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road map, has not been implemented properly. Meanwhile, future expectations do 

not conform to the current reality, as there is a huge gap in what is currently possible 

and expectations of the process. 

Ø Weaknesses in urban management have complicated the pattern of growth in Saudi 

Arabia’s major cities. Despite a preference for centrally administered planning, 

businesses that acknowledge growth are engaging in planning based on their own 

limited vision, restricted to and individualised or specific sector. Thus, the majority of 

preferred planning outcomes are confined to specific cases, such as single streets, and 

the allocation of housing, etc., without consideration of the holistic context and 

growth consideration of public and private sector stakeholders. 

Ø The role of planners at the local level is very limited, and usually isolated from the 

opinions of the inhabitants and users of the urban environment. Thus, Saudi planning 

falls under the umbrella of a bureaucratic centralised system, reliant on remotely 

located planners with no recourse to local cadres or any form of public engagement. 

Ø The attitude of leniency regarding the issue of energy, and in terms of support for 

residential transportation has contributed to the expansion and rapid urban sprawl of 

Riyadh city. Therefore, weaknesses in the relationship between energy policies, and 

practices and the process of urban planning can be seen to have contributed to the 

delivery of conflicting outcomes with regard to patterns of sustainable growth and the 

welfare of society. 

Objective 2: To identify the practices of spatial planning in Riyadh from different 

perspectives. There was a consensus in the participants’ opinions that Riyadh has a shortfall 

in spatial planning such as transportation, the uncontrolled growth of the city, rapid 

urbanisation, weaknesses in terms of urban design and problems with the distribution of land 
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use. However, these have been divided into sub-themes based on the interview analysis (see 

Table 3.3). A brief summary of this objective as follows: 

Ø The main findings regarding the settlement pattern were that it is unclear and 

dispersed, causing the random growth of the city. Responses from the participants 

concerning the issue of urban sprawl highlighted essential practices underpinning the 

establishment of residential neighbourhoods on the outskirts of the city. This means 

continued sprawling growth is expected, although there is currently undeveloped land 

within existing city limits. 

Ø The study revealed that the design of housing has contributed to the city's expansion, 

because of the relatively large size of the buildings. This combined with the presence 

of an increasingly expanding population in the city has fuelled the city's growth and 

urban sprawl. Furthermore, this study revealed that monopolisation of some larger 

plots within the city by government sectors has driven construction on the outskirts 

of the city. 

Ø The standards of urban design in Riyadh have weakened the efficiency of 

neighbourhoods, because of redundancy in style and exaggeration of neighbourhood 

size, causing further expansion of the city. This is exacerbated by weaknesses in the 

decision-makers’ review process when evaluating urban design decisions. 

Ø Urban design criteria are now in the hands of the private sector, including consultation 

offices, many of whom have limited knowledge about the local realities affecting life 

in Riyadh. This reduces the quality of planning outcomes and also reduces the 

efficiency of the planning process. Indeed, some urban designs are created by special 

advisory offices, which prioritise real estate development over the wishes of the 
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community. However, Saudi planning still lacks a clear understanding of the principles 

of sustainable city planning and decision-making pathways. 

Ø The lack of clarity concerning land use in Riyadh, and the changes in land use that 

occurred following the adoption of the basic outline of the neighbourhood, as well as 

the variations in land use and the weakness of land use relationships with one another 

are additional reasons for the expansion and growth of the city. 

Ø Private transport has had a significant impact on growth, and in tandem with cheap 

fuel this has also impacted planning in relation to infrastructure in Riyadh.  

Objective 3: To evaluate the situation as regards the current planning environment to 

determine how it influences urban planning pathways. There was some unanimity observed 

with regard to the participants’ belief that Riyadh suffers from a clear shortfall in terms of 

planning requirements. The participants also suggested the situation has become increasingly 

worse over time. Several sub-themes emerged from the interview analysis (see Table 3.4). A 

summary of this objective is as follows: 

Ø A weakness in local planning. The shortage of local professionals has proved to be a 

severe drawback in the planning environment, and that has impacted on urban plans 

and its implementation. Additionally, practical experience is limited amongst local 

planners, particularly in the area of urban planning. The argument here is that 

professionals and graduates continue to be very limited in terms of experience and 

the majority of critical planning activities are currently being managed by foreigners 

(non-locals).  

Ø Problems in terms of teaching and training planners, also inhibits improvements to 

urban planning practices. The teaching in universities and the training offered in 
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workplaces is not associated with the genuine needs of the city in terms of growth, 

development and planning; thus, outcomes are poor. 

Ø Decision-making processes are in disarray resulting in deviations from basic plans, and 

this is the major cause of both rapid growth and urban planning failures in Riyadh. 

However, weaknesses in the decision-making process in Riyadh are confined to four 

principal causes. Firstly, the priorities involved in decision-making; secondly, the 

complexity and length of the decision-making pathway, which results in a dilution of 

goals; thirdly, the impact of personal/individual interpretations on planning 

outcomes, resulting in decisions being taken by non-experts; fourthly and finally, the 

tendency to ignore or delay the implementation of key decisions, causing 

inconsistencies between decisions on similar projects.  

Ø The work environment was not suitable for those engaged in urban planning practice. 

This was summarised according to seven points: 1) the absence of an appropriate 

person responsible for improving the working environment; 2) fear of change and a 

desire to preserve conventional approaches; 3) undeveloped administrative system; 

4) weak financial incentives; 5) weaknesses in evaluation and follow-up in the work 

environment; 6) impact of personal relationships on staff and the completion of 

planning work; and 7) a low level of awareness. 

Ø The limited opportunities for people to participate in planning resulted in many 

mistakes in planning outcomes, due to the failure to consider people’s opinions; 

however, the planning path does not reflect the wishes of the community, prompting 

multiple requests to modify outcomes. On the other hand, the low level of 

stakeholder’s participation and urban planning practices limited to specific sectors 

such as municipalities, causes a lack of understanding of the opinions and strategies 
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employed in other sectors, contributing to an increase in pressure of work in the 

municipal sector. 

Ø The challenge of data availability, due to the traditional approaches of acquiring it and 

the time taken to search for it, means it takes a long time to complete the planning 

and decision-making process. However, there was no database centre in Riyadh city, 

as each sector is seeking to establish an information centre of its own. This will 

generate different data resulting in variations in results. Conversely, researchers who 

are interested in urban research encounter difficulties obtaining data, leading them 

to rely on old data. Thus, planning outcomes might not fit with current reality. 

Objective 4: To assess the role, knowledge and practices of urban planners engaged 

in planning. These two themes are divided into several sub-themes based on the findings of 

the empirical chapters and the literature review (see Table 3.6). The research found the 

following: 

Ø A shortfall in the number of planners overall; however, in terms of the municipal 

sector, there is limited participation from planners on committees or at meetings. 

Additionally, there is a need to link scientific specialisation with the nature of the job. 

Meanwhile, there are weaknesses in terms of planners’ exchanging experiences, 

whether local, Arab or foreign, and few training programs for planners. The majority 

of the participants expressed dissatisfaction with the current situation concerning 

urban planning practices. 

Ø There is a low percentage of female participation in planning: this means the majority 

of ideas and decisions related to urban planning are taken by men. Furthermore, there 

are a high proportion of holders of doctoral degrees in MOMRA relative to other 



 

Chapter 9 Conclusion and Recommendations 279 

stakeholder organisations. Extensive administrative work and office work is 

undertaken by urban planners.  

Ø The most widely used planning guides are the MPG and RUB, followed by RBG: 

weaknesses were identified regarding the use of NSS and RPG. The participants 

asserted that planning guides are good, requiring minimal development to provide 

improved clarity to planners; however, there was low satisfaction among participants 

concerning the suitability of the guides to meet the needs of the city. However, 

booklets produced to assist in the development of planning practices are frequently 

used by the sector that prepared them, although reductions are experienced in other 

sectors. 

Ø The most frequently used urban planning practices were: plot division. In terms of 

energy issues, there was inadequate attention paid to issues linked to urban growth. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of interest in economic issues involving planning practices. 

Moreover, there are weaknesses in the association between community culture and 

planning practices. Additionally, the results do not indicate significant development, 

evaluation or follow-up within planning procedures. 

Ø Weaknesses affect the data, as updates to planning practices generate unrealistic 

expectations. Furthermore, the structure planning shows work in the municipal sector 

and MOMRA is less organised. However, the planning paths are not clear, further 

indicating inadequate planning practices and require improvement. 

9.3. Synthesis of Discussion 

This section discusses the problems perceived and associated with planning practice, 

highlighting how the research findings can address them. Chapter 2 identified a number of 
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theoretical issues linked to the subject of this enquiry. Empirical evidence, highlighted in 

Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8, was sought in reference to these issues, and informed by interviews 

and questionnaire. The participants represented various sectors concerned with planning and 

development from different aspects (i.e. municipal, service sectors, and private sector), and 

focused on spatial perspectives in relation to urbanisation and the cityscape. Implications 

from these results emerged following their synthesis with the study context, and these are as 

discussed below. Doubts remain concerning the effectiveness of planning practices, despite 

the outcomes of Riyadh’s rapid growth, as reported in this and earlier research. The next 

section addresses three issues. 

9.3.1. Dissatisfaction with Urban Growth Outcomes 

Many researchers (e.g. Alkhudhairi, 2000; Al-Hathloul and Mughal, 2004; Mubarak, 

2004a; Alnaaim 2005; Alattas, 2008; Alsaiari, 2010; Baesse, 2012; Aboukorin and Al-shihri, 

2015; Aldalbahi and Walker, 2015; Alqurashi et al., 2016) have expressed dissatisfaction with 

the progress of Riyadh’s urban growth, despite its ranking as one of the Saudi's fastest-

growing cities. Rapid growth without reflecting on local needs and experience has generated 

multiple problems for government agencies in Saudi Arabia. Urban growth management is 

often complicated, and the challenge facing Saudi cities in terms of administration, planning 

and providing an infrastructure is daunting. A shortage of experienced and qualified 

professionals creates difficulties in planning, and this is compounded by poor outcomes in the 

procedures of planning. Certainly, to date, the attempts being made to reorganise planning 

practices and related management structures have not proven sufficiently successful. 

The majority of the research participants expressed dissatisfaction with the outcomes 

of urban growth, even when it contributes to the city's economy. For example, one 
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interviewee, from the municipal sector, expressed wholly negative opinions of current 

planning practices. They argued that the lack of involvement from local people undermines 

the legitimacy of the planning process. 

Nevertheless, some notable positive achievements are apparent, reflecting some 

improvement in the growth management process. However, no planning system is perfect, 

and much remains to be done. Moreover, the planning and urban growth management in 

Riyadh, as with any Saudi city, depends on increasing the level of professionalism displayed 

by local planners, and changing the attitudes of Saudi society more generally. 

9.3.2. How to Cope with the Challenges of Urban 
Planning Practices 

 
This research posed a question about whether urban planning practices can 

reasonably be expected to encompass all the demands imposed by urban growth. The 

findings clearly imply they cannot. Furthermore, attempting to satisfy the needs of all 

stakeholders in the planning path might not prove to be an optimum outcome for all. Decision 

makers and planners express different preferences, but have no way of expressing them. This 

study suggests that planning practice is an effective tool, despite the dissatisfaction expressed 

by some stakeholders. A new approach promoting principles of sustainable development in 

urban planning will most likely deliver more acceptable outcomes than afforded by the 

systems currently in place. 

The key proposal made in this study is to adopt a long-term vision based on urban 

growth, with focus on the issues that emerged from this study (see Figure 9.1). The quality of 

the vision will depend on institutional stakeholders (especially planners and decision makers), 

as well as the extent of the planning practices in place, and the government support. Some 

government or private sector might be reluctant to relinquish their planning practices to 
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others and may seek to exclude their voices from the decision-making process. Such 

exclusions, however, would represent a threat to the successful realisation of outcomes. 

 
Figure 9.1 The importance level of planning practices according to the consensus of the participants 

Source: Synthesized by the author. 

 
Due to this possible eventuality, the study emphasises the importance of achieving 

balanced and equitable relationships between stakeholders. The cooperation of all 

stakeholders is necessary. Local urban planners should be encouraged to participate, the 

Saudi government must also establish adequate institutional programmes for them. Experts, 

planners, academics and decision-makers all need to encourage urban planning practices 

through their professional knowledge and participatory skills. It is also vital to encourage good 
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communication between all stakeholders. Good practice is central to achieving good urban 

planning outcomes. 

Concern has been expressed that the Saudi government might seek to control, rather 

than facilitate, planning practices. The experiences of many world cities suggest that 

governments find it challenging to put into practice the rhetoric of decentralisation and 

devolution. This study shows planners have an important role to play here, with both direct 

and indirect participation required to keep the government in check. This will involve 

continuous development of planning practices, the strengthening of expertise, and the 

building of private and government skilled networks.  

9.3.3. The Importance of the Urban Planners  
 

Successful urban planning outcomes are far from guaranteed. All planning systems 

contain the seeds of potential conflict, even excellent urban planning processes can generate 

scepticism over urban planning practices. However, the purpose of urban planning practice is 

not just solving the current urban problems. Rather, the main aim of urban planning practices 

is to address future urban growth issues to establish a community of stakeholders with a long-

term vision. 

This thesis showed the importance of planners to evolve a planning system that can 

guide and implement an urban growth pathway. It has remarked that if the process of urban 

planning fails to agree on specific points, then planners will become dissatisfied, resulting in 

a negative view of the planning path. Furthermore, the quality of any urban planning system 

depends on its stakeholders. Their capacity can be augmented through development, 

training, monitoring, follow-up and accountability, all of which support continuous 

improvement. This study showed there is potential for the Saudi planning system to evolve 

towards sustainable growth, compensating for its initial weakness; however, such an 
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evolution requires stakeholders, particularly planners, to demonstrate continuity and 

stability. Moreover, the capacity to cooperate with stakeholders, this could accelerate the 

process of evolution. High capacity on the part of planners will also have a positive influence 

on the elements of urban planning. 

Trust-building between urban planners and stakeholders is crucial, because both 

groups of actors need to communicate with one another horizontally to successfully share 

the planning pathway for Saudi cities. However, when local planners offer practical ideas, 

stakeholders are expected to communicate with them, while other experts will necessarily 

play a role in mediating and strengthening the links between them. 

9.4. Recommendations 

This research revealed that when issues of urban growth arise in Saudi Arabia, the 

government tends to adopt urban policies that respond to immediate concerns. This 

approach is costly and inappropriate to meeting long term needs, often also resulting in 

ineffective outcomes. The challenge of matching growth needs and economic influence might 

have served as the impetus for the government to insist on playing a major role in supporting 

urban growth, thereby impairing the process of developing successful or sustainable growth. 

There is an important role for active discourse to guide spatial planning that supports 

sustainability and appropriate energy use, but this requires enabling cities to play a role in 

urban planning. 

This study concludes that urban growth in Saudi Arabia demands some revision of the 

urban planning practices engaged in by key institutions. This includes a need to re-evaluate 

planning structures to preserve urban coherence in growth and development outcomes, as 

well as to obtain greater efficiency from urban planning. The implications of working to 
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improve a planning structure would satisfy the need for equity and balanced growth across 

the city. In addition, in relation to planning practices and issues, there needs to be an 

opportunity to improve the relationship between stakeholders, to encourage them to 

cooperate more fully to achieve their common objectives. 

9.4.1. General Recommendations 

1. Prioritising urban growth is essential if urban planning pathways are to be effective. 

This fact has been ignored in Saudi cities, where urban policies are frequently 

pursued without an appropriate basis in reality; for example, ignoring the National 

Spatial Strategy or governance structures. The failure of urban growth in Riyadh due 

to their lack of restoring confidence to government agencies along with 

guaranteeing their budget, which means devolution, may require careful 

consideration being given to networking among institutions that need to collaborate 

in planning quality projects designed at the right time for the right place. 

2. More devolved authority needs to be dispersed from central planning to each 

planning sector. Planning tasks could be distributed among government agencies, to 

enable each department to conduct its own planning responsibilities for urban 

growth, including setting standards that permit fairness and facilitate monitoring.  

3. There is a need to enhance the standards of urban growth management through the 

collection and coding of indicators specifying relevant regulations and how they 

should be applied. Certainly, the organisation of planning practices linked to 

developmental tasks would be more effective if restructured to adopt planning as an 

integrated approach for the overall benefit of urban areas. This would lead to a major 
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transformation in sustainable growth, but is one that would first demand clear 

support from high-ranking politicians and government decision-makers.  

4. The issue of fragmentation in planning efforts demands adequate and lasting 

coordination, between the practice structure and overall approach to planning and 

development in the region. Officials have reiterated that the existing lack of 

coordination is a point of conflict affecting urban growth in Saudi cities. This should 

be resolved in line with a more realistic approach to planning practices and urban 

growth and planning policies, to permit its implementation. It is recommended that 

planning agencies focus on generating an urban planning vision, with broad 

participation from urban planners, either directly or possibly through government or 

private agencies. This would allow better management of urban growth, and support 

the following up of goals and strategies of urban planning, through plans prepared 

in localities, to ensure they conform to the values of urban settings. It would also 

create an opportunity for local planners to contribute effectively to planning, with 

the aim of accomplishing the overall aims associated with urban growth. 

5. A comprehensive and all-encompassing planning framework, within which the urban 

planning system can operate, is required to control Riyadh’s urban growth. This will 

require collaboration, integration and the forging of links between government 

institutions and planning organisations. Chief planning authorities should be linked 

within the framework.  

6. Urban planning practices must effectively address problems of urban growth in 

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, and to achieve this, several ideas could be enacted. Firstly, 

planning governance should be brought under one umbrella, the planning authority. 
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Secondly, urban management should be considered within city planning 

departments in Riyadh.  

7. The government should also ensure that planning law functions effectively and that 

the inevitable constraints are minimised. Current planning documents are obsolete 

and out-dated, meaning they are not fit for the purpose of addressing contemporary 

urban challenges, and making planning ineffective. The guidance document 

developed could help and improve the planners and planning authority to realise 

plans closely tied to the goal of controlling the rapid growth in Riyadh city. Practices 

of spatial planning, specifically the roles, functions and responsibilities, must be in 

accordance with planning law, not according to individual interpretation. 

8. There is a need for training and development to support the functionality and 

responsibility of planners, to ensure good performance. This should be reflected in 

the development policies and urban planning in relation to Riyadh 

9. Conflict between the Planning Authorities, in Riyadh Municipality, the Riyadh 

Development Authority, and the Ministry of Municipalities could be avoided by 

bringing the bodies together under one functional division. Any such attempt should 

promote collaboration and integration between all planners and the planning 

authorities, to prepare urban growth policies and a Master Plan that accounts for 

the views and opinions of stakeholders. Additionally, the recruitment process should 

be made more rigorous, ensuring suitable candidates with appropriate professional 

qualifications can be employed by the Planning Authority to address urban growth 

and urban planning pathways. 



 

Chapter 9 Conclusion and Recommendations 288 

9.4.2. Recommendations for Growth Management 

This section identifies specific issues that need to be addressed in growth 

management and it is considered how this might be achieved. It is suggested that growth 

management in Riyadh city could be managed through two methods: short-term (easy win) 

and longer term more transformative (but more difficult) forms of intervention. 

In the Short-Term,  

1. Increase the recruitment of local planners in the sectors that are related to 

planning, whether in the government or private sector. Here, understanding local 

planners for community culture and their needs will contribute to controlling 

urban growth in Riyadh. Moreover, stop relying on foreign advisory offices that 

could not provide the needs of the community, and move to local consulting 

offices that have a better understanding of the community reality. 

2. Use of public transport could be encouraged by providing more transport options 

such as buses or metro. On the other hand, the use of the private car could be 

minimised through imposing road tax or increasing the price of fuel. 

3. Alter land use planning frameworks, so that all public and private services in the 

residential area are available to go to the concept of the compact city, which 

reduces the demand for mobility within the city. 

4. Reduce the size and space of residential land, which will contribute to the 

provision of more land. In addition to changing the style of housing design, allow 

the vertical expansion, instead of horizontal expansion of the city. 

5. Implement policies concerning undeveloped land within the city of Riyadh, such 

as fees, or the period allowed to leave the land without development. The purpose 
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of this is not to leave the land without development, which in turn reduces the 

demand for land on the outskirts of the city. 

6. There is a further need to produce spatial indicators for growth and development 

progress in urban cities in Saudi Arabia, to facilitate city planning and reflective 

urban management. 

In the Long-Term, 

1. Establish a local planning sector for Riyadh that includes all services and facilities 

related to people such as housing, public services, commercial services, roads and 

others. The purpose of this is to understand people's needs to contribute to 

controlling the path of city growth and its management. 

2. Develop the planning process and procedures that contribute to speeding up the 

adoption of decisions in a timely manner; and reduce the number of decision-

makers in local decisions, to achieve decentralisation. 

3. Establish a local data centre, to ensure the real need for spatial expansion of 

Riyadh city. Moreover, the data collection can be done through government and 

specialised sectors not with a private sector that did not contribute to the previous 

period in the collection of good data. In addition, the ‘notarial system’ should be 

introduced, to ensure that the processes and procedures of planning operate 

smoothly within a system where trust among actors permits urban planning 

practices that can function effectively. 

4. Update the planning law and planning guides in a way that helps ensure the 

sustainable growth of the city and with the participation of all stakeholders from 

the private and government sectors. Moreover, there is a need to introduce a 

planning system that can be responsible for monitoring performance 
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independently of those individuals conducting the implementation. This is a basic 

means to guarantee accountability, through monitoring the balancing of urban 

growth. Also, there is the recommendation for a more integrated planning system 

which takes into account existing developments and financial/tax regimes that 

influenced growth. 

5. At present, none of the involved public agencies have a clear understanding of the 

objectives and role of energy policy, which should include improving efficiency in 

terms of city growth, as well as facilitating the integration of the work of the other 

urban development agencies. Improvement and development are energy-related 

issues and urban planning practices, and a major consequence of the city’s 

uncontrolled growth is the need to re-examine prices and support offered in a way 

that does not adversely affect Saudi society. Future changes in energy policies will 

affect low-income earners; thus, introduction should be gradual and over several 

years. 

6. Establish the community for city/urban planners, and it is essential to strengthen 

ties between planners and to listen to suggestions and opinions, as well as to 

develop a programme of continuing professional development. Also, the 

government should provide a favourable planning environment for planners, and 

an administrative hierarchy that encourages hard work, as the present structure 

somewhat encourages laziness and non-compliance with rules.  

9.5. Benefits of the Study 

This thesis has addressed the pressing need for urban planning practices in Riyadh that 

can address its rapid urban growth, and develop a framework and guidance document. The 
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results encourage the professionals, planners and authorities to find appropriate and 

evidence-based planning approaches to the urban growth problems posed by Riyadh and 

other cities in Saudi Arabia. Adoption of these approaches would allow planning authorities 

to improve their planning processes and the procedures, to achieve controlled growth. 

Understanding the characteristics and challenges of spatial planning and its discourses, could 

contribute to controlling growth and ensure greater success in the management of urban 

areas. Identifying potential challenges in the planning environment as well as in the role of 

planners, will inform the planning framework and help to deliver effective urban planning 

practices. The implications of this research will benefit decision makers, urban planners, and 

academics. 

9.5.1. The Contribution to Urban Growth Management 

In addition to the realisation of some of the contributions to this study, especially in 

Saudi Arabia (see section 1.5), the study could also be a contribution to the international 

debate about urban growth and its management; in other words, it could conceptualise the 

Saudi Arabia planning system and its approach to growth management as an approach to be 

applied in an international context. Most of the poorly managed growth issues can be 

addressed by urban planning practices within the framework of urban growth management. 

Indeed, urban growth strategies have complementary roles to play in ensuring urban 

sustainability.  

The urban growth in Saudi Arabia has followed the urban management regime that 

has not been able to meet the urban growth challenges in an effective way. The study 

concludes that there is a need for decentralisation of decision-making, more participation of 

local urban planners, public participation and collaborative strategies between private and 
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government sectors that can contribute to controlling the growth in urban cities and ensure 

the growth sustainability approach. Furthermore, the awareness of urban growth 

management, particularly at the local urban planners’ level, will go a long way in promoting 

the practices and ensuring growth sustainability. Also, the local planning through the local 

government with decentralisation of decision-making has to play more roles in developing 

urban management strategies.  

Finally, the study shows the impact of energy discourse on the growth of the city, as 

low energy prices have affected the growth of the city and in the wrong way. This suggests 

the need to link energy issues with planning practices to ensure that the urban growth path 

is controlled. The study also shows that the availability of data and its updating by a 

government data centre would help to control the growth path of the urban city, and then 

read the future needs of the city. 

9.6. Future Work 

This thesis has covered multiple elements of urban planning practices, and many 

future studies are predicted to emerge subsequently. Urban planning practices are common 

in developed countries, but less so in developing and semi-developed countries. Therefore, 

future research should seek to look beyond the constraints and scope of this study, which 

was restricted to a single city in Saudi Arabia (Riyadh), to conduct rigorous, in-depth studies 

of other cases. Such studies could cover cities of various sizes: big cities, medium cities and 

small cities, and usefully compare between them. Other cities in semi-developed countries 

could be reviewed as case studies, and topics such as reliance and dependence, functionality, 

applicability and accuracy could then be investigated further. 
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Appendix A 

A.1 Theories of Urban Growth 

Theories  

Concentric Zone Theory 
(Burgees , 1925) 

 

Hoyt's Sector Theory 

(Hoyt, 1932) 

 

Multi Nuclei Concept 
(Harris and Ulliman, 1945) 
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The Theory of Land Market 
(Haig, 1926) 

 

The Mann's Model 
(Mann, 1965) 

 

Wallter Christaller’s Model 
(Christaller, 1966) 
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Core Frame Concept 
(Horwood and Boyce, 1959) 

 

The Hopkinson's Model 
(Hopkinson, 1985) 

 

Reshaping Cities for a More 
Sustainable Future (CSIRO) 

(Newton, 1997) 
 

 
Figure A.1.1 Theories of Urban Growth 
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A.2. The Pattern of Urban Growth 

 
A.2.1 The pattern of urban growth.  

Source: (Bhatta, 2010, p.12) 

 
A- Infill of urban growth: this is the conversion of non-urban land surrounded by 

urban land into urban areas. Infill policies seek to develop vacant land in built-up areas Ellman 

(1997). Wilson et al. (2003) point out that the development of small plots usually occurs near 

public facilities such as water and roads, and are mostly surrounded by urban land.  

B- Expansion urban growth (also called urban fringe development): this is growth 

adjacent to existing urban areas, with the conversion of non-urban areas, or those which have 

a limited number of urban neighbourhoods, to urban land; often known as urban fringe 

development (Wasserman 2000; Heimlich 2001). This type of growth usually occurs at the 

boundary of the urbanised area, and spreads in one direction, more or less parallel to the 

edge (Forman 1995).  

C- Outlying urban growth: this is the conversion of non-urban areas some distance 

away from existing urban areas (Wilson et al. 2003), often called development beyond the 
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urban fringe (Heimlich, 2001). Outlying growth is divided into three classes: 1) linear branch - 

where a new area, surrounded by non-developed land some distance from the existing city, 

is developed; 2) clustered branch - which is neither linear nor isolated, but a group or a cluster; 

and 3) isolated growth - which is a new construction in an area with little or no developed 

land, or building with a different habitat or land type (Forman, 1995). 
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A.3 Studies of Urban Growth in Saudi Arabia 
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Table A.3.1 Studies of urban growth in Saudi Arabia 

Source: Compiled by the author 
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A.4. Growth Arab Cities: Traditional Model 

Each Arab city has certain characteristics, depending on the nature of city and the 

economic and social situation. This is reflected in the model of building, the design of the city, 

and even its spatial growth. On the other hand, the common factors of these cities, be they 

social, geographical or religious, lead to similar morphological principles of the urban fabric 

(Ben-Hamouche, 2009; Saqqaf, 1987). Factors stemming from the heart of community life, 

customs, traditions, living requirements and environmental conditions, all contribute to the 

process of building and construction of the Arab city and delineate the features of the city’s 

growth. 

A.4.1. Arab Cities: Historical Perspective 

The Arab city is characterised by its taking of Islamic legislation as the basis for the 

lifestyle in the community of the city; considering that "the city is civilisation" (Uthman, 1988). 

However, the planning of cities requires taking into account that Islam and its rules and 

ordinances are the main axis around which city life rotates, in all its social, economic and 

political details, in addition to the shape of its growth.  

Planning and growth characteristics: historical roots and identity of Islam - The planning of 

Arab cities has its roots in ancient (pre-Islamic) times, and originates from the human being 

and his environment (lhshimi, 2000). Islamic city growth began in this way and developed, 

and this applies to both cities that were built by the Muslim community, such as Baghdad, 

and other cities that were occupied, especially those under the control of the Persians and 

Greeks (Alkanani, 1999). In both cases there is an obvious influence of Islam on the urban 

style of the cities. However, there is a correlation of the concepts of growth between pre-

Islamic and Islamic cities, which centres on spiritual aspects. For example, public buildings 
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such as temples, are located in the heart of the old city, and from that area emanate the 

public roads and houses that reflect the urban fabric of the city. The external part includes 

fences and trenches to protect the city. The commercial areas are either concentrated on the 

facades of nearby rivers or at the gates of the city (Almusawi, 1982). 

This urban structure is reflected in the Arab-Islamic city's urban planning and architectural 

configuration, which shows the cohesion of these cities and the unity of the organic fabric of 

their characteristics and features. For example, the market place is the main element of the 

urban space of pre-Islamic cities, while other elements, such as theatres or stadiums, do not 

represent or reflect the functioning mechanisms or the process of formation of the Islamic 

city. Alternative elements appear such as mosques or schools (Alkanani, 2006). The mosque 

is the centre of the city, in line with Islamic ideas of the adoption of religion as the central 

pivot of city life. The mosque is not only a house of worship, but a social, cultural and political 

centre. It is a religious and cultural institution that accommodates religious, educational and 

cultural events. Islamic cities in Morocco and Egypt show a square or rectangular pattern, 

while the eastern provinces have ring shaped cities, as is the case in Baghdad (Alkanani, 1999). 

Land use in the Arab city - It is important to note that there was no a master plan for the Arab 

city. The structural formation of space and the urban fabric of Arab cities was not the result 

of advanced planning, or a spontaneous result. It came about as a natural result of human 

interaction with the natural and cultural environment. The pattern of development is the 

result of experiment and long held practices, as well as time and place being key to 

crystallising the city, making urban fabric privacy features, the mosque, the arena, the market 

and the inner courtyard inherent features of Arab cities (Alkaissi, 1983). 

Bianca (2000) describes the main land-use pattern as a “multifunctional core structure 

enveloping or at least partially surrounding the central mosque by different layers of 
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interconnected souks” (Bianca, 2000: 143). Land use is based on the integration of mundane 

components within the framework of religious belief, expressed as a mixed-use land pattern, 

where heart of the city is religious and government buildings, the market and the associated 

spaces. This pattern depends on spiritual forces being at the centre of life. The mosque 

represents the city centre and the associated market, which is the main commercial centre, 

shows the importance of the interaction between the spiritual and physical aspects of the 

Arab city. Housing mostly occupies the surrounding urban structure, as shown in Figures 

A.4.1. 

 

Figure A.4.1 Morphological analysis, city central: urban elements location. 

Source: (Hakim, 1986, p.68) 
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A.4.2. Properties of the Traditional Arab City 

In the context of urban design, Franck (1994) says that morphology refers to the 

underlying factors of urban form that draw upon society’s attitudes towards, and in relation 

to, physical elements and spaces. Morphology of the city consists of a system of area events 

or “activity areas”, “spaces”, structural blocks or “masses”, and a system of movement or 

“circulation system” (Alkanani, 2006). Suitable organisation of these elements is one of the 

goals of the "urban plan" that seeks the appropriate spatial and rational distribution of the 

elements in accordance with the human scale, and in accordance with visual and aesthetic 

values. The urban form is the result of city planning, which handles the distribution of on-site 

events and their relations with each other. Various factors stemming from the heart of the 

community, customs, traditions, beliefs, living requirements and environmental conditions, 

contribute to the process of building the Arab city and delineate the features of the society, 

architecture, its vocabulary and its privacy. The most important qualities that characterise the 

model of Arab cities can be summarised by the following indicators: 

A human scale and aesthetic design - This applies at all spatial levels of the city, whether 

general or detailed. At the general level, the size and dimensions of the city are determined 

according to the possibility for pedestrian traffic. At the detailed level, the land use, including 

roads, alleys and the dimensions of the buildings, are determined according to humanitarian 

standards. An alley in the Arab city is characterised by a gradual diversification, which may be 

combined with aesthetic condominiums and architectural configurations, through 

protrusions, bows, local building materials (bricks) and carvings (see Figure A.4.2).  
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Figure A.4.2 Rooting civilized values in the construction of contemporary Islamic cities, 

Source: (Ibrahim 1982, p.47) 

 
Organic Growth and Consistency in Functionality - Arab cities have a public appearance in 

terms of the cohesion and integration of components into a unified organic entity. 

Condominiums are mostly similar in size, and consistent in terms of mass and design, so that 

the whole sequence looks homogeneous within the framework of the urban environment. 

The city centre, mosque, markets and public activities, are able to cope with the climatic 

conditions, both in design and the selection of building materials. In contrast, the adhesion of 

the buildings, narrow and zigzag roads, and gradation of the spaces and squares indicate the 

organic origins of the Arab-Islamic pattern (Figure A.4.3). 
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Figure A.4.3 Tunis City 

Source: (lezine, deus d Ifriqiya, Paris, 1971, p.144) 

 
This organic pattern is reflected in the mosque site, and mediates the mosque, being 

the functional rather than the geographical centre. The placing of the mosque is not subject 

to engineering or planning rules, but responds to the needs of the Muslim community. It 

combines and regulates the life of the community. The mosque is the first reference point, in 

which people learn their religion and worldly things (acts of worship and transaction). The 

mosque, market and housing are organically created as a tapestry that allows coexistence. 

Markets relate to residential neighbourhoods and social facilities (religious, cultural, health 

etc.) spread over the city, with characteristic mergers and consistency between functions. The 

urban fabric is functional. It is integrated, multi-functional, and mixes the economic with the 

social and religious, and with entertainment. 
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Containment and social harmony - Housing is an important element of the morphological 

formation of Arab cities. Alkanani (2006) says that the reality of housing, in terms of 

characteristics and qualities, is a translation of the social relationship and the links that prevail 

in the Arab-Muslim community. The most important characteristic of this urban style is 

“contextuality” characterised by an urban pattern of “proximity”, people and things near one 

another, unlike the “decontextuality” characterized by spacing elements far apart in urban 

space. In the traditional areas of some Arab cities, where the old buildings still remain, the 

daily convergence rates are high and dealing face to face prevails. This social cohesion is 

reflected gradually between the cities’ components, from the house to the street, mosque 

and market, and to the whole city. 

On the other hand, the homogeneity of the housing units, in terms of building space 

and adjoining buildings that form the environment, achieves the desired social requirements. 

This is crystallised in the urban-social integration, based on the residential neighbourhoods 

of the city, unlike the contemporary neighbourhoods of the city, on a physical scale. This 

spatial organisation would achieve links between people and give individuals a sense of self-

confidence, integration and harmony with others. 

Accessibility - The traffic regulations are not inconsistent with the organic unity of the urban 

fabric of the Arab city. The road network constitutes a visual panorama, wide on the one hand 

and narrow on the other, so pedestrians do not feel bored with the distance travelled. These 

systems aim at environmental purposes, maintaining the moisture in the air as long as 

possible in the summer. The goal is also cultural, helping in the exchange ideas and causing 

people to walk in the twisted alleys rather than the boring straight streets.  

The system generally consists of (see Figure A.4.4): 

A - Streets on three levels (Alnakash, 1993): 
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- Level I: streets that connect the main gates and the city centre, where the mosque is 

located, and the main markets. 

- Level II: roads linking the streets of the first level, which also serve as the main roads 

linking neighbouring shops. 

- Level III: secondary roads, which link areas. 

B - Alleyways with closed-ends, that serve the housing, and are linked by any level of public 

road, as above.  

 
Figure A.4.4 Fez city containing a variety of streets and alleyways. 

Source: (Bianca, 2000, p.38) 
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The street system reflects the correlation of the city centre with the neighbourhoods 

and housing, and the sequence of movement and accessibility from the highway to the alleys. 

The squares are the meeting points of streets, roads or alleys, and this gradient leads to the 

formation of a sense of place. 

These characteristics make the Arab city model distinct compared to other growth 

models. The Arab city model links physical and social aspects, according to cultural factors 

and social values. But over time, and with the large expansion of most traditional Arab cities, 

different urban patterns appear. “Western models”, completely different from the traditional 

style, cause a loss of privacy in the Arab city, as a result of multiple factors, and contribute to 

different growth models. 
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Appendix B 

B.1. Participating interviewee 
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