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Abstract.  Saudi Arabia has been transfonned from a bedouii~ to an urban societ) in a period of less than half a 
cen tuc .  One result of this rapid ~~rbanization is the emergence of a number of serious problems which are 
associated with this hectic pace of urban development. The objective of this paper is to examine the under l~ing 
causes and implications of' li\ e of the more serious urban problems: uncol~trolled (and probably uncontrollable) 
urban expansion, the adoption of what can be described as an alien form of urban planning, the problem of 
providing \\.ater to a gro\ving number of urban residents, tral'lic congestion and an emerging shortage of 
appropriate housing for  he population. These issues mill be examined in light of definitions which xvill be 
developed ui th  respect to the sustainability of human settlements, the objecti\es of urban planning and urban 
policq . 

Certain solutions to the problems identified here lvill be discussed in a companion paper, "Seeking Solutions 
to Saudi Arabian Urban Problems." 

Introduction 

Saudi Arabia is one of the most rapidly urbanizing 
countries in the world. Any time that urbanization 
occurs at such a rate, problems arise that require 
solution. The purpose of this paper is to provide an 
evaluation of this urbanization as it has occurred in 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, looking particularly at 
five very obvious areas of difficulty: uncontrolled 
urban expansion, an approach to urban planning that 
in many ways \+-as alien to the society, the problem of 
providing water to cities in the middle of the desert, 
traffic congestion and housing. In a companion paper, 
possible solutions to some of these problems are 
presented. 

These obsenations of urbanization in Saudi 
Arabia are very personal, based on what the author 
has seen of this country's urban structure (which 

*This paper u-as originall!, presented at the UTorkshop on 
Urbanization. College of A r c h i t e c ~ ~ ~ r c  and Planning. King Saud 
UnixersiQ, 25 May 2005. The author is grateful to Dr. Sale11 .&I- 
I-Iathloul. Dr. Said Mousalli. Prof Faisal Al-hlubarak and Dr. 
Marisa Choguill for comments on ideas that uere  included in a 
earlier draft of this paper. An? errors are. of course. the author's. 

admittedly is not all that much) and on what he has 
read (which is quite extensive). Although the urban 
development of cities in the Kingdom is quite 
distinctive in style, that is, Makkah and Medina and 
even to a lesser extent Jeddah are different from 
urbanization in Riyadh, urbanization in the capital 
Riyadh is held up here as the standard for two 
reasons: First, the author has been based in Riyadh 
and has had limited personal experience in other 
cities of the Kingdom. Second, it appears that 
Riyadh's style of urbanization may well represent the 
emerging trend in Saudi Arabia, and as a result may 
spread to the other areas. Therefore, hopefi~lly, the 
focus on Riyadh experiences will not bias these 
observations too much. 

In addition to this potential geographical bias, 
there are three sets of planning issues which, again 
because of personal experience, color these 
observations. The first of these is the concept of 
sustainable development, or inore accurately, the 
concept of the sustainability of human settlements. 
The second is the entire basis and objective of an 
urban planning system. The third is the author's great 
interest in the potential gain to be derived from urban 


























	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



