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In Saudi Arabia, an array of diverse strategies has been applied in 

response to the adverse effects of urban sprawl. A review of the historical 

proliferation of these strategies indicates that although in the short term 

the strategies have achieved high-quality infrastructure in some parts of 

the major cities, longer term prospects are less promising since numerous 

urban problems persist in these cities. Among these problems are 

uncontrolled developments in the fringes, inadequate urban services, 

spiraling land prices and construction costs, proliferation of slums and 

degrading quality of the urban environment.  

This article reviews the urbanization process in Jeddah and outlines in 

brief the historical evolution of urban planning and development of the 

city. The paper, using qualitative methodology, investigates and highlights 

the need to integrate physical planning with urban development 

management. Attention is paid to the role of the municipal authority and 

the extent of its legal and fiscal discretion, inter-agency coordination and 

community participation, all of which, the paper concludes are central to 

municipal management and optimization of  the effect of public policies 

and urban planning.  

This paper is organized into four major sections. The first section 

provides a brief review of public policy instruments for urban growth 

management. The second section illustrates some issues and challenges 

that have been encountered during the rapidly growing urban population 

in Jeddah. Here, some light has been shed on the public policies adopted 

for growth management as well as on the characteristics and the nature of 

urban planning and management systems. The third section focuses on the 

recent administrative reform and the current strategies adopted by the 

government for improvement in urban development management. In the 

final section, the paper focuses on the implementation of current views on 

how local authority and other stakeholders could be organized in order to 

take effective action and bring about meaningful urban development in 

Jeddah 
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Planning, Corporate Planning 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Since the formal establishment of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (1932) political and 

administrative leadership has considered urban development essential for the economic 

and social well-being of the citizens. Initially urban growth was promoted by 

expanding the municipal area boundaries as well as other components of urban 

structure and thus enabling economic growth and population increase. Till date, urban 

growth and development continues to be the main strategic tool for sustained economic 

growth of the country. By and large, urban growth has been perceived beneficial 

because of the outstanding achievements in infrastructure and services and a parallel 

rise in the standards of living in a short period of time [18].  

However, over the last two decades urban analysts and social commentators 

have started to point out that negative externalities in environmental, social and 

economic terms outweigh the benefits. They argue that the development policies so far 

have been self-defeating because they failed to allocate resources in a balanced manner 

[21];[26] which has resulted in a distorted nature of urbanization, [5] manifest in 

‘leapfrogging development’, proliferation of scattered settlements, unregulated urban 

fringe, shortage of affordable housing, insufficiently funded public services, increasing 

social differences, long commuting times, traffic congestion, and notable ecological 

problems.  

The phenomena of excessive urban growth, which has recently been placed on 

the Saudi national planning agenda, can be attributed to the inherited legacy of 

conventional urban planning practices and actions for regulating urban development 

and service delivery. It has been pointed out [18] that due to the lack of appropriate 

policy guidance and the absence of coordination among government agencies, the 

public sector authorities could not perform the duties assigned to them. Moreover, the 

municipalities seemed poorly equipped to deal with the massive forces of urbanization. 

Expansion of the administrative jurisdiction within cities required a greater degree of 

control over the area than the local authority was able to exercise. It can be said that the 

laissez-faire attitude towards the urbanization process and uncontrolled urban sprawl 

has developed because of the weakness in urban management system and limited man-

power and legal power. Clearly, it is not urban growth itself which is the problem, 

rather the rate and pattern of that growth, which outpaces the institutional, 

administrative and financial capabilities to cope with it. The primary question decision 

makers and scholars should now pose is how to assist the local authorities in 

formulating long-term objectives and enable them to effectively manage the potential 

impact of oncoming urban growth.  
 

2. OBSERVATIONS ON URBANIZATION AND PUBLIC 
POLICY INSTRUMENTS 

2.1 The Challenge of the Urbanization Process  

The impacts of rapid urbanization worldwide are being increasingly recognized at 

national and international levels. The demands of growing populations in cities and the 

problems caused by their rapid growth raise a number of issues that have been addressed 
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internationally. The 2006 State of the World’s Cities Report [45], for example, highlights 

that the contemporary pattern of urban development is a reflection of 

unbalanced/unguided urban growth. Accordingly, the report stressed the importance of 

balance in addressing these problems as well as to ensure formulation of effective long-

term urban development policies [45]. The concern for unguided urban growth has also 

forced many cities in Europe and the USA to employ innovative planning approaches 

such as the idea of ‘smart growth policies’ and ‘new urbanism planning criteria’ to 

encourage compact development [25].  
 

2.2 Public Policy Instruments for Urban Growth Management  

The growing literature on urban growth management tends to describe policy 

instruments rather than evaluating their effectiveness on the pattern of urban expansion 

[9]. It can be attributed to the lack of reliable data, empirical evidence, and 

contradictory evidence as to the effectiveness of the tools, and/or the absence of 

appropriate policy. Furthermore, growth management policies are only one of many 

dynamic factors that influence urban development patterns. The other factors are: 

effects of the natural environment, the effects of demographics, the rate of economic 

growth, development priorities, the effects of the transport system, private and public 

resources, the changes in consumer preference and desires, and governance mode [9] ; 

[13]. While a policy for managing urban growth  needs a long period of time before it 

can work smoothly and have an impact, stakeholders often expect short-term results 

[20]. But short-term evaluations for public policy and city management may not be 

enough to detect its effectiveness or identify its consequences. Therefore, determining 

whether or not a program has been effective requires time and clarity regarding its 

intention and objectives [13].  

The growth management tools and techniques such as urban growth boundary 

(UGB) may appear conceptually simple, but obviously it is difficult to implement. 

Therefore, in preparing a public policy we need to not only ask what type of policy 

instrument might be effective, but also how that policy would be implemented or 

enforced [40] ; [46]. Policies, plans, programs, and techniques, however good in 

themselves, will not succeed if they cannot be implemented properly. Research 

indicates that the failure of many growth management programs often result from the 

lack of strong and autonomous municipal authority [14]. Nelson and Duncan (1995) 

point out that proper implementation of the policies of development management is the 

key factor for their success [14] argues that ‘the level of complexity of policy 

subsystem and the technical capacity of government affect the chances of success of a 

specific policy tool.’ Others assert that the task of vertical and horizontal coordination 

of the actions of different governmental and non-governmental agencies and 

stakeholders is at the heart of growth management [30]. Above all, clear understanding 

of the complexity of urban growth policy and the strengths and weaknesses of specific 

management techniques is necessary to improve the effectiveness of urban growth 

management programs [14].  

With a view to developing an innovative approach to contain rapid 

urbanization, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the United Nations 

Human Settlements Program (UN-Habitat), and the World Bank introduced Urban 

Management Program [48]. Despite the significant differences in institutional and 
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operational aims of these multilateral agencies, they stress the importance of 

strengthening local government and coordinated inter-agency programmatic 

approaches to urban policy and management [32]. It appears that most of the 

approaches and techniques have stimulated a shift of emphasis from the conventional 

spatial planning techniques towards the concepts of ‘public policy management’ and 

‘strategic thinking’ [45].  

In 2001 UN-Habitat made a contribution (‘Toolkit to Support Participatory 

Urban Decision-Making’) to popularize the concept of ‘Inclusive City’. This publication 

was aimed at enhancing knowledge and capacities of local authorities and their partners 

by improving the quality of urban governance and helping to institutionalize 

participatory approaches. It identifies a four-phased approach to participatory urban 

decision-making: (i) stakeholder mobilization; (ii) issue prioritization and stakeholder 

commitment; (iii) strategy formulation and implementation; and (iv) follow-up and 

consolidation [45]. Similarly, [27] developed a manual for the enhancement of the 

effectiveness of city and municipal planning management through the use of a 

‘partnership approach’. They assert that successful urban development can be attained 

‘when actors come together to achieve a common goal based on agreed priorities, 

pooling resources and maximizing comparative advantage’ [27]. Clearly, realization of 

civil life such as ‘participation’, ‘partnership’, and ‘inclusive city’ entails genuine 

political will and an institutional environment that would allow their realization. 

Experience so far shows that public participation is an essential means to 

achieve good governance and the ‘Inclusive City’[45]. Public participation in this 

context could be effective if it is based on mutual trust and cooperation among all 

stakeholders involved in the development process [11]. But it must be warned that 

while there are strong supportive arguments for the importance of participation in the 

decision-making process, there are also associated risks in incorporating participatory 

approaches in some circumstances. While some commentators (e.g. [1] ; [27]) argue 

that participation assists in building local capacities in regulating and negotiating 

development activities through learning by doing, others (e.g. [42]) point out that such 

participation can disturb the existing sociopolitical system and create a destabilizing 

force, foster intolerance, increase costs which in turn may cause delays or discontinuity 

in development efforts. Numerous constraints can hamper meaningful participation in 

the decision-making process. These include: time constraints, limited fiscal and human 

resources, lack of willingness of stakeholders or individuals to participate, lack of trust, 

and the nature of the problem [42].Therefore, the degree of stakeholders’ involvement 

in preparing and implementing development initiatives needs to be carefully studied 

and adapted [27]. 

Another popular strand of thinking in respect of public participation and good 

governance points out that communication between the planning and development 

agencies and the intended beneficiaries/stakeholders are essential prerequisites for 

successful urban management [29]. 

3 REGULATING URBAN GROWTH PROCESSES IN SAUDI 
ARABIA 

The urban growth process in Saudi Arabia is one of the world’s fastest. The prime urban 

centers like Riyadh, Jeddah, Makkah, Madinah, and Dammam, have experienced explosive 
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growth since 1973. According to the National Population Census of 2004, the population 

has grown at a rate of 2.4% per annum from 16.94 million in 1992 to 22.7 million in 2004, 

an increase of 5.72 million (33.8%) – [33]. The gross density of Saudi cities is significantly 

low, ranging from 12 to 29 persons per hectare [34]. This indicates that the share of the 

population living outside the central city is increasing. Such urban sprawl has been forcing 

municipalities to expand their boundaries in order to serve the urban fringe. This policy 

option and management strategy to accommodate urban expansion has lead to premature 

expansion of public infrastructure networks [9]. This in turn has led to imbalanced urban 

growth.  

Urban sprawl in Saudi Arabia has gone unabated so far by the public laissez-

faire in urban development. Impact of the land grant policy and interest-free loans by 

government agencies during the last four decades can be cited as factors responsible 

for the urban sprawl phenomena in the KSA. Through these policies, hundreds of 

thousands of residential plots were distributed free of cost to the general public. Above 

all, the enthusiasm of real estate developers have been a significant force in the 

premature and unprecedented expansion of suburban areas in major cities such as 

Riyadh and Jeddah and Dammam.. This in turn necessitated the rapid expansion of the 

road networks and utilities with high financial outlays [5].  

According to some estimates, the population of Saudi Arabia may reach from 

24 to 39 million by the year 2020. The urban share of the national population is 

expected to reach 86% by the same year [6]. Since such a rapid growth seems very 

likely, it would be a mistake to assume that urban growth will be contained in major 

urban centres or rural–urban migration will be limited. Since the cost of unchecked 

urban expansion is already so high, the question we need to address is how to make 

growth management policies and instruments more effective?  

3.1 Urban Growth in Jeddah   

Historically Jeddah has been performing important urban functions
1
 for the Arab 

peninsula. At the time of establishment of the Kingdom, Jeddah was the primate city of 

the newly formed state. At that time the ability of the government to intervene in 

regulating urban affairs all over the country was constrained by an absence of an 

institutional framework for both local and national governance and a lack of financial 

and human resources [6]. The fundamental challenge for the government during the 

1940s was how to improve living conditions of the citizens. There was also a need to 

develop Jeddah as the western gate for the country, giving the city a role of national 

importance.  

In 1937/38 an act was promulgated through a Royal Decree which empowered the 

                                                           

1
 Jeddah is located on the Red Sea halfway along the western coast of Saudi Arabia. It is situated on a narrow coastal 

plain called Tihama. To the east are a number of small hills and farther inland is the high and steep Hijaz escarpment. 

The harbour in the city, from which pilgrim routes radiate inland to the holy places of Islam—Makkah and Medinah—

has made it the primary commercial centre in the country. For a long time the city served as a diplomatic, commercial, 

distribution and service centre [15]; [22]. The social order in the city was homeostatic, adhering to the rules of the 

Islamic religion. By the time of the final establishment of Saudi Arabia (1932) and the unification of the Hijaz region, 

and up to the destruction of the city wall (1947), the functions, character and size of the city had remained virtually 

unchanged for centuries. [15] provides an elaborate analysis of the historical formation of Jeddah.  
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establishment of local councils in the cities of Makah, Medina and Jeddah.
1
 This was 

the seminal step which stimulated the establishment of other municipalities in Saudi 

Arabia. After the Second World War, there was a period of political tension and 

struggles over the control of oil. During this period, the kingdom witnessed a sudden 

rise in its oil revenues and a dramatic increase in its urban population. In order to 

establish modernized institutional frameworks for the central government’s planning 

apparatus, a new initiative was taken in 1953 aimed at establishing central authorities 

and to regulate both the interior and exterior affairs of the country. In the succeeding 

years, government’s enlarged resources led to a dramatic increase in construction 

throughout the western (Hijaz) and the middle region (Najd) because a high proportion 

of the Kingdom’s population concentrated there [18]. 

 

 

 

Fig. 1  Historical 

sequence of Jeddah 

development plans 

 

 
 

                                                           

 
1 This decree continued to be active until the Law of Villages and Municipalities was enacted in 1977. This act also 

stipulated the establishment of municipal administrations and their relationship with local municipal councils. 

Accordingly, lists of duties were assigned to the municipalities. Among these responsibilities were the supervision of 

the town development, monitoring housing conditions, regulating the extension and widening of streets, urban 

beautification and creation of public space, executing works needed for the enhancement of services, and improving the 

standards of living [12].  
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Fig. 2. A view of 

Jeddah in 1940. 

Source: Pesce, A. 

(1977, p. 112): Jeddah 

Portrait of an Arabian 

City, London, Falcon 

Press 

 
 

Fig.3. Formal 

residential area along 

Madinah road. 

Source: Fadan (1977). 

 
 

Ever since, the dynamics of the urban growth of Jeddah has entered a new 

phase. The city was allowed to expand through the process of extension of both formal 

and informal settlements outside the historic city walls. Some of the traditional 

neighborhoods were gradually transformed in line with the demands of urbanization. 

As a result, the estimated population of 35,000 in 1947 exploded to 150,000 by 1961 at 

an annual growth rate of 11%. This high rate of growth fell slightly to 10.4% in the 
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next 5 years, leading to 404,650 in 1971, with a total increase in the built-up area of 

1700 ha [7].  

Following the institutional reform process of 1953, several governmental 

ministries and agencies were established. The Directorate of Municipality was created 

in the Ministry of Interior. In 1962, the Directorate was elevated to the Department of 

Municipal Affairs and then to Deputy in Ministry for Municipal Affairs in the Ministry 

of Interior, charged with the responsibility of urban planning and development of 

municipal services. However, development control was dependent on weak 

governmental by-laws passed during the earlier periods. Urban decisions were made in 

an ad hoc and short-term manner, limited to annual budgeting and mainly concentrated 

on addressing visible problems such as the construction of governmental buildings and 

internal city roads without thinking of long-term functioning of the city [26].  

There were still other inadequacies in respect of managing the initial wave of 

urban growth. The absence of coordinated action on the part of public sector agencies 

was felt as the main area of deficiencies. Physical planning of the major urban centers 

including Jeddah remained isolated from the national context. The need for linking 

urban planning and national economic planning was felt and major reform and 

reorganization in the central government followed. 

In 1960 a national planning authority named Supreme Planning Board was 

established. This institution was replaced by the Central Planning Organization in 1964 

which was upgraded into the Ministry of Planning who prepared the first Five-year 

National Development Plan in 1970 marking the beginning of planned development in 

the kingdom. This national development plan established for the first time a link 

between economic planning at the national level and physical planning at the local. The 

plan identified key national development objectives and established targets for the 

different sectors of the national economy such as municipal services. The assistance of 

international experts also marked the beginning of local planning practices and led to 

the upgrading of urban administrations which were extremely poorly staffed. Generally 

speaking, at this stage the major challenge for the government was how to establish an 

institutional framework and a legal foundation to manage urban expansion and the 

growing demands for public services and community facilities.  

3.2 The Phase of Master Plan Approach (1970– 1980) 

With a view to ease up the housing and traffic congestion problems the government 

sought the help of the United Nation in preparing a master plan. The first master plan 

was produced in 1962.  

In 1971 the Ministry of Interior, Department of Municipal Affairs appointed 

Robert Matthew, Johnson-Marshall & Partners to prepare a comprehensive Master 

Plan for Jeddah with a view to guiding different sectoral programs. The master plan 

was supposed to direct city development up till 1991. A principle objective of the 

master plan was to subdivide the city into various districts separated by arterial grid 

streets in order to provide formal access to land and easement for infrastructures.  The 

implementation of the master plan objectives was facilitated by a set of planning 

regulations framed under zoning ordinances and land subdivision codes [12]. 

In 1975, a new ministry named Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs 

(MOMRA) was formed which facilitated a two tiers system of interaction between 
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national economic planning and spatial planning at the national, regional and local 

levels as well as to provide and regulate infrastructure. However, the responsibilities 

still sometimes were shuttled between the tiers. Finally, MOMRA took control of 

drawing up the National Spatial Strategy (NSS). 

By 1977, the national government turned its attention to reform programme for 

municipalities and enacted Law of Villages and Municipalities. This act annulled the 

previous Law of Municipal Governorate of 1937 and promulgated the present law 

governing the administrative and financial structure of municipalities. The objective of 

this reform was to promote financial and administrative decentralization and greater 

autonomy of action to fragile municipalities [6]. In accordance with the reform process 

of 1975, the organizational structure of Jeddah Municipality was revised in an effort to 

upgrade its performance. The new structure was re-arranged into departments of the 

municipality under the leadership of the Mayor to handle four main tasks: (i) technical 

affairs, (ii) municipal services management, (iii) land administration and (iv) internal 

administration. With the new reform process considerable discretion and more 

responsibilities were assigned to the municipality.  

Fig. 4  Jeddah 

Master Plan 1973 

(Source Jeddah 

Municipality) 

 

 

 

Accordingly, the Mayor reported directly to the Minister rather than through 

central ministry organization and the municipality became directly responsible for the 
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preparation of physical plans, formulation of policies, supervision of project design, 

processing of contracts, and all aspects of project implementation. However, the capital 

budget remained subject to the Minister’s approval [18].  

It should be noted that although the new reform process of 1975 aimed at 

promoting administrative decentralization, the role of local municipalities in terms of 

physical planning remained limited. The actual task of physical master planning per se 

remained within MOMRA and development control function in the Jeddah 

Municipality remained mainly an administrative process such as granting planning 

permission and approving the subdivision of land. Moreover, the law empowered the 

Minister of MOMRA to establish the Municipal Council for a term of 4 years.  

Municipal Councils were to be made up of an equal number of elected and 

appointed members while decisions of the council were passed by the majority of 

votes, the final approval being the responsibility of the Minister of MOMRA. In reality, 

however, a supreme steering committee was established in place of the Municipal 

Council. This committee was composed of representatives of various government 

agencies involved in the development of the city and was chaired by the Mayor [18] ; 

[26]. Despite the establishment of this committee, their role in directing urban land 

policy was still limited and they did not have the right to oppose development as long 

as it was in accord with the physical master planning done by the MOMRA. 

This organizational anomaly can also be attributed to the fact that all public 

agencies in charge of construction of public utilities and community facilities at the 

local level were directed by their respective central ministries with very little local 

level co-ordination. These agencies not only have had their own independent programs 

and plans, but also employed different databases for their operational matters. [10] ; 

[12] ; [15] ; [26].  

Apparently, the establishment of MOMRA and its corollary statute, the Law of 

Villages and Municipalities, amounts to a mere transfer of urban planning and 

management from one branch of the bureaucracy to another. The promotion of 

financial and administrative decentralization was true in the sense that a new 

specialized ministerial agency had become solely specialized in the development of 

national urban centres and other settlements. But greater autonomy for municipalities 

did not become a reality as they, together with local governmental agencies, continued 

to rely on the central Ministry of Finance for their annual budgets. Therefore, spatial 

planning continued to be isolated from national economic planning. The inception of 

MOMRA further increased the centralized role of central government in urban, 

regional and rural planning. Further, the well-intended restructuring in the process of 

urban planning encouraged the process of creating homologous urban forms for 

contemporary Saudi cities because Master Planning became a hermetically sealed 

central process involving bureaucrats, technocrats and expatriate planning consultants. 

Sadly, it substituted the creation of local governance with an extremely centralized 

bureaucracy. The scope of public participation was obliterated thus hindering the scope 

of local municipalities to have a positive impact on policy formulation and 

implementation or to address pro-actively the local problems of urban growth.  

In 1977, the office of Sert Jackson International/Saudconsult was 

commissioned by MOMRA to review the previous master plan of Jeddah and to 

prepare action master plans at various scales that would illustrate the actual locations 

of the proposed land uses and public amenities network. The revised master plan was 
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approved by the Council of Ministers in 1981 and adopted as official policy for 

regulating the city’s development. The revised master plan promoted the application of 

the arterial gridiron pattern for street networks and land subdivisions throughout the 

city. It allowed for a range of uses and zoning regulations and also suggested the 

reduction of housing densities in the informal settlements through widening the 

existing street networks and regulating development patterns in the emerging formal 

residential areas [35].  

During this stage (1970–1980), the city had undergone widespread urban 

sprawl. As consequences of rapid urban growth, Jeddah witnessed a substantial flow of 

new immigrants to the suburbs where the cost of living was more affordable for 

newcomers. People from around the country as well as other countries came together in 

a relatively short period of time and formed a sprawling metropolis. Consequently, the 

city grew at annual rate of about 7.6% between 1971 and 1978. The population of the 

city of 404,650 in 1971 increased to 1,312,000 in 1978. By 1987 the spatial coverage 

of the city expanded dramatically to an area of over 367 km2 [36].  

Over the decade of 1970-80 various policies were employed which were 

mainly based on the incentive regulatory approach. Among the policies was the 

granting of thousands of serviced lots to citizens. This was further bolstered by the 

governmental policy of granting long-term interest-free loans through Real Estate 

Development Fund (REDF) in 1974 which started effectively granting interest-free 

loans to citizens in order for them to build homes. Consequently, thousands of houses 

and apartment buildings were constructed. It is particularly noteworthy that the housing 

shortage experienced during the early phase of the First 5-Year Plan (1970–1975) 

prompted the government to formulate an aggressive supply-oriented housing strategy 

during the Second and Third Development Plans, creating a housing surplus during the 

Fourth Development Plan period (1980–1985). Most of the housing projects remained 

empty because a large proportion of them were built speculatively when demand was 

high and landlords were reluctant to reduce rents and sale values [12]. In terms of the 

physical planning and policy instruments for urban growth management, the continued 

expansion of the city led to a massive building boom and the provision of various 

community facilities and public amenities. The publicly financed  development 

projects in building major roads provided incentives for private sector developers in 

expanding housing projects and land subdivisions which in turn encouraged urban 

sprawl characterized by leap-frog pattern of development [10]. 

3.3 The Phase of Regional Development Planning (1980 – 1990)  

Starting in the early 1980s numerous attempts were undertaken at the national level to 

coordinate the fragmented efforts of individual municipalities in respect of managing 

urban growth. The Fourth Five Year Plan (1985–1990) recognized the incompatibility 

between goals of the national economic policies and those of regional development. 

Regional planning was viewed as a public policy instrument that could resolve the 

potential conflicts between national and regional goals on the one hand and urban 

objectives on the other [10].  

In 1985, in a reaction to the excessive spatial growth of cities, the Council of 

Ministers ordered a 2-year freeze on all urban expansion in the Kingdom and mandated 

MOMRA to prepare plans for urban growth boundaries. The principal objective of this 
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policy was to designate future phases of development each 10 years to limit the supply of 

land for residential development and ban development in designated areas in the outskirts 

of cities. In accordance with the decree, Al-Soumat Engineering Services was requested 

by MOMRA to revise the previous Jeddah master plan and to prepare a comprehensive 

development plan that would guide the growth of city metropolitan area until 2025 [31]. 

The revised Jeddah master plan aimed at imposing development caps, but the timing of 

development was linked to the schedule timing of public improvement needed for 

development over the next 20 years, thus promoting in-fill development and 

redevelopment.  

In 1989, the Council of Ministers approved the delineation of urban growth 

boundaries (UGB) for 100 Saudi urban centres including Jeddah for the next 50 years 

in designated phases, making it obligatory that municipal services will  be provided 

only according to the respective development phases [10]. The UGB project was a 

technical exercise in which involvement of local municipalities was viewed 

indispensable and for this purpose a detailed and comprehensive manual was produced 

by MOMRA.
1
  

Urban analysts (e.g. [10]) point out that the UGB actually has super-imposed 

land-use plans on the city structure producing a homologous city form for all the Saudi 

cities’ as well as in pre-mature subdivisions. Others observe that the imposition was 

too stringent needlessly restricting the size of the city; and is responsible for excessive 

escalation in land value and house price. Still others (i.e. [5]) affirm that this policy 

could retain the potential for effectively limiting the city size and rationalizing urban 

development in the long run if it was adopted with greater care. Obviously, 

implementation of UGB requires an extension of existing zoning powers by the local 

authority.  Instead, the municipal planners were compelled to move away from 

conventional land use control method and to adopt various ministerial directives and 

administrative memos for aggressively implementing urban growth boundaries. For 

example, to approve a new land subdivision in the suburban areas, the municipality 

officials followed the new ‘ministerial directives’ instead of referring to the zoning 

regulations contained in the the Master Plan of 1981.  Often, municipality officials 

exercised more power forcing developers and individuals to adjust their decisions in 

accordance with new directives.  

It must be reiterated that the main purpose of UGB was to slow down land 

speculation at the urban fringe. This goal could have been achieved by adopting a land 

policy that would permit the local authority to impose penalties on undeveloped lands. 

This would allow the forces of urban expansion to operate according to economic 

efficiency and social equity rather than by yielding profits only to the influential land 

owners. Given the context, it is necessary to understand of the fundamental forces that 

create excessive spatial growth. Among these forces are: (i) the tempo of national 

economic growth, (ii) the land market, (iii) popular attitudes towards real estate, (iv) 

the prevailing administrative and political system, and (v) the extent of governmental 

intervention. It is also important to understand the nature of effective remedies that 

regulate urban growth and allocate resources in a socially desirable manner [16].  
 

                                                           

1
 For a detailed discussion on the UGB please consult [5].  
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In terms of urban management, the Jeddah municipality continued functioning 

as an agent for the central authority rather than as independent local authority [19]. 

Public authority is exercised directly through the UGB map and the related directives 

by the central authority, MOMRA. The lack of a strong team of planners, competent 

and dedicated support staff and the absence of realistic development control 

regulations together weakened the Municipality in the implementation of the Master 

Plan as well as in the enforcement of urban growth boundaries. The municipality also 

failed in effectively guiding the private sector investors as to the priority areas 

designated in the Master Plan.  

However, the involvement of the Jeddah municipal officials in the preparation 

of the UGB enabled them to gain insight and receive training not only on the subject 

matter of UGB but also in techniques of population and estimates, urban 

threshold/holding capacity estimates, land requirement estimates etc. This experience 

is useful in promoting urban management competence and in the formulation of a 

cohesive urban management strategy. [5]. However, there was no direct public 

participation yet in identifying priority actions that would increase local acceptability 

of whatever policy is adopted to regulate urban growth. This can be attributed to the 

gaps in the institutional set-up, namely the absence of legal provisions that would allow 

public participation in decision-making and implementation process [26].  

In summary, during this stage mixed public policy instruments and managerial 

efforts were employed to regulate the city’s growth. Weakness in the local authority’s 

organization and modus operendi prevented them from coping with huge waves of 

immigration and massive urban expansion. The expansion of the city’s administrative 

jurisdiction required a greater degree of control over the area than the municipality was 

able to exercise. Regarding the spatial planning practices, it is to be noted that the 

rigidity of the master planning approach and the lack of inter-agency coordination led 

to the need for UGB as an urban management tool. This policy tool did not help create 

a balanced urban growth. Instead, it created more problems such as inflated land prices, 

shortage of affordable housing, greater conflict and confusion as to the future growth 

prospect for the city and the settlements in the surrounding region. 

3.4 The Phase of Structure Planning Approach (1990–Up-To-Date)  

With the start of the 1990s the phenomenon of regional disparities in spatial 

development began to be sufficiently highlighted. This stimulated the preparation of 

the National Spatial Strategy (NSS). The NSS suggested a system of ‘growth poles’ 

and ‘growth centers’ inter-connected by primary, secondary, and tertiary ‘development 

corridors’ based on the principles of ‘efficiency-equity’ which would harness the 

positive forces of the fast growing areas such as Jeddah city. It also provided a 

guideline for a balanced pattern of population distribution and settlement development. 

In the meantime the concept and practice of Structure Planning
1
 had gathered popular 

acceptance in the UK and other commonwealth countries. The NSS incorporated the 

                                                           
1 The concept of ‘structure plan’ which was initially developed by United Kingdom in 1968 is seen as a 

participatory urban management approach whereby urban development can be integrated with the physical 

planning approach and direct actions at local, regional, and national levels can be organized effectively because 

the concept can incorporate flexibility to adapt to the changing urban circumstances and socio-economic 

environment. 
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concept of strategic plans (Structure Plan) to address the issues of lop-sided urban 

growth as well as to provide a broader framework for subsequent local plans which 

could also provide a basis for improved recourse allocation [10].  

In 1989, the Council of Ministers directed MOMRA to undertake the preparation 

of Structure Plan for Saudi cities to guide their long-term growth. For the preparation of 

structure plans, individual municipalities were requested by MOMRA to consider re-

defining urban growth boundaries in order to cover much larger areas so that the 

problems that were being faced in the implementation of boundaries could be addressed 

effectively [5].  

In 1995, a local consultant firm was appointed to prepare Structure Plan for 

Jeddah. The plan was mainly based on the idea of ‘sustainable development’ and 

intended to provide a broader spatial strategy for urban development within the 

metropolitan area up till 2055 (Fig. 5). To achieve the goals of the structure plan the 

consultant took account of some of the key objectives of NSS [37]. However, in 

preparing the structure plan, unforeseen problems were encountered because the 

structure plan approach requires wide range of interconnected development activities. 

This caused delay in preparing the plan. The delay in preparation has been due to a 

shortage of skilled planning staff, but also to an ambition to be comprehensive, to 

collect vast amount of data, and to involve too many committees and agencies in the 

planning process. Besides, since the approval of the NSS by the council of Ministers in 

2001, no review or updating had been carried out to incorporate the fast structural 

changes that had changed the pattern of urbanization in Saudi Arabia [10]. 

In 2004, the same consultant was also requested to prepare a detailed local plan 

at scale 1:1000 and also to prepare detailed zoning regulations for selected areas. In 

early 2005, applying the previous development directives, and planning bye-laws, the 

Jeddah Municipality approved a new local development plan to guide the city’s growth 

up to 2055 in order to cope with the ongoing pressure of development. The plan 

attempted to utilize vacant lands in the city more fully, while increasing the height of 

existing buildings. In doing so, it clearly responded to the demands from the public. 

However, both the Structure Plan and the local development plans provided a feedback 

to the most recent zoning and subdivision regulations. The Structure Plan aimed at 

controlling horizontal growth by delineating the UGB on the one hand and by 

facilitating urban in-fill development on the other by deploying an incentives policy. 

The underlying assumption of this local plan was that compact development 

would ensure efficient use of available land and maximize their profitability. It seems 

that policy makers at all levels were tempted to increase the incentive for upgrading 

and redevelopment by permitting more building densities and height within existing 

residential areas and on undeveloped land. It should be noted that if the decision to 

allow increasing densities was desirable and would maximize the return to real estate 

investment and ultimately would assist in shrinking the city size, then the loss from 

lower housing consumption would be offset by other gains such as improved access to 

open space and lower traffic congestion; and the consumers on balance would be better 

off’ [16]. But if the criticism on urban sprawl is misguided by few benefits arising from 

increasing city density, such a decision may lead to a serious environmental 

deterioration, social problems and depressed standard of living in the city.  

With regard to the structure planning process, although it was intended to cover 

all possible aspects of city planning, the relationship between different dimensions of 
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planning such as social, economic, spatial and institutional remained ambiguous and 

fragmented. The lack of clarity about how to integrate the spatial planning system with 

development management objectives continues to hinder the local authorities to 

effectively implement the designated public policies and define the responsibilities of 

different public sector units. With regard to the implementation of the local plan of 

2006 which calls for an in-fill development to make city more compact, it must be 

pointed out that the adoption of the Structure Plan necessitated formulation of new 

zoning regulations which further necessitated improvement in terms of skills and 

knowledge of municipal officials and professionals in order to successfully implement 

the new zoning regulations. Obviously the application of new regulations and/or policy 

instruments requires more institutional expedience as well as technical and 

administrative competence to resolve the expected conflicts, negotiations, complaints 

and confusions in the development process.  

 

4 RECENT INSTITUTIONAL REFORMS: 

In 1992/93, the national government introduced a new system of regional governance 

called the Consultative Council and Provincial System. The main task of the 

Consultative Council is to provide views and recommendations to central authority on 

ways to improve the development process at the provincial level, while the stated 

objective of the Provincial Council is to improve development management, preserve 

the rights of citizens and ensure their participation at regional and local levels, [6].  

In 2003, the national government introduced another institutional reform in 

order to promote service delivery through a privatization process. This brought about a 

significant change in the political economy in the field of public service provision 

namely ‘privatization of public amenities’. In accordance with the key objectives of the 

Seventh Five Year National Development Plan (2000–2005) and in an attempt to 

promote the overall urban management, the Council of Ministers issued a resolution 

that approved privatization of certain utilities and services including some municipal 

services.
1
   

 

                                                           

1
 Subsequently, MOMRA commissioned a study on privatizing municipal services which recommended a 

list of about 30 municipal services that could be privatized. Accordingly, Jeddah developed a list of 

municipal services that can be privatized such as city cleaning, pest control, outsourcing vehicle supply, 

recreational facilities and other services [2].  
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Fig. 5  Jeddah 

Structure Plan 

2005. Source: 

Jeddah (2005).  

 

 
 

Although the central authorities support the idea of privatization, some 

institutional and organizational constraints still hinder the realization of this policy. 

One major problem is political. Even though the revenue earned from municipal 

investment through privatization would allow the reduction of government expenditure 

for service delivery, many social commentators in academic and private forums view 

this development decision as self-defeating. They argue that service delivery is a 

means to enhance civic responsibility; therefore, it is unrealistic to levy any direct or 

indirect fees on citizens for public services and infrastructure. Further, the lack of 

necessary knowledge base for assessing the advantages of public–private partnership 

has prevented both central and local authorities to develop a clear legal framework, 

performance dimensions or risk evaluations. Besides, the limited fiscal and legal power 

of local authorities compounded by a shortage of staff, limits the scope upon which 

municipal enterprise can develop. An account of such constraints is provided by 
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Abdulaal’s [2] article which documents the potential for public–private partnership in 

Jeddah.  

In 2004, the Council of Ministers decided to allow half of the seats in 178 

Municipal Councils in the Kingdom to be elected by popular vote. Although the Law of 

1977 specified the duties, formation and delegated the authority to the Municipal Council 

to decide and monitor the performance and effectiveness in urban management of the 

individual municipalities, they were not instituted and empowered to function [1]. Four 

reasons can be identified as major constraints that minimized the role of the Municipal 

Councils in decision-making then. These include (1) centralization of political power, (2) 

rapidity of urban growth, (3) complexity of urban problems which forced the central 

authority to focus on immediate needs through centralized planning which would save 

time in service delivery, and (4) the weakness of administrative arrangements in local 

authorities.  

In April 2005, half of Jeddah’s 14 municipal council members were elected 

while the rest were appointed by MOMRA.
1
 It should be noted that Municipal 

Councils, as well as elections, are a new phenomenon in Saudi Arabia. At the time of 

their establishment, most local newspapers wrote of a giant step and initially greeted 

what they saw as a quantum leap towards better governance in society. These 

institutions, they pointed out would facilitate citizen participation [41]. Nevertheless, it 

must be stressed that the inauguration of the Municipal Council, the establishment of 

the Consultative Council, the Provincial Councils, and the Human Rights Association 

all clearly illustrate a transition in community engagement from ad hoc consultation to 

officially constituted institutions. Such moves will, it is to be hoped, create a 

widespread of urban planning and development management awareness in the country, 

particularly in decision-making at provincial (Mantaqah) and local levels. The 

staggering contests for seats on half of the Municipal Councils indicate that the idea of 

public participation in the planning and decision-making process is highly desirable 

and widely acknowledged by some scholars in promoting good governance in the cities 

of Saudi Arabia [1]. Such participation initiatives would eventually facilitate 

transparent decision-making and minimize the pressure exerted by central authorities.  

The elected Municipal Councils do not only influence the decision-making 

process, but provide a new role for local people to develop negotiation skills within 

their communities. They also play an important role in monitoring and guiding local 

urban activities. Councilors seem to make sure local authorities perform their duties 

effectively and raise objections to any undesirable action. Broadly speaking, the 

participatory management approach has started to make local administrations publicly 

accountable. Moreover, the contribution of local councils also fosters more realistic 

urban planning practices and ensures respect for different viewpoints [11].  

 

                                                           

1
 Washington Post Foreign Service reported that the election of the Municipal Council in Jeddah ended in 

a sweeping victory for Islamic activists marketed as the ‘Golden List’ who used grass-roots organizing, 

digital technology and endorsements from religious leaders The Washington Post Foreign Service viewed 

the move as merely a token gesture. [17]. The Christian Science Monitor commented that the 

government’s election-awareness campaign was insufficient because there were no grass-roots movements 

or civic societies available to energize the people to develop a certain stance for political life [8]. 
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5 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS: 

A review of urban planning in Jeddah illustrates that achieving a balanced and 

manageable urban growth is a challenge for all public authorities in the Kingdom. Ever 

since the formation of the state in 1932, a diverse array of urban development plans 

have been followed aiming at regulating city growth and mitigating the adverse 

impacts of urbanization process. Few of these efforts succeeded. Deficiencies in these 

plans can be attributed to the shortage of qualified and competent manpower, absence 

of regional planning framework and lack of appropriate inter-agency institutional 

arrangement to link national economic policies with spatial planning.  

The organizations that oversee urban planning are independent of those in 

charge of local implementation. Consequently, fragmented efforts and overlapping 

responsibilities become evident. Thus, an integrated planning system for spatial 

planning at different levels is urgently required in order to guide public sector activities 

to reach a common goal. Future trends towards more privatized service delivery 

demand a balanced strategy that emphasizes quantitative and qualitative aspects of 

public amenities in national urban land development policy, as well as regional and 

local planning. There is an urgent need to enact national legislation, and to provide for 

the updating of physical plans and development policies with special emphasis on 

implementation.  

Jeddah’s development is impacted by many stakeholders, including central and 

local authorities, developers, bankers, community development groups, and 

neighborhood residents. There is widespread agreement that the principal goal of urban 

planners and managers should be to enable individuals and communities to enhance 

their economic, social and spiritual well-being. Ensuring the ‘maximum feasible 

participation’ of stakeholders in the preparation of physical plans and in designing 

urban growth policies would help define priority tasks and actions. These are needed 

for attaining long-term objectives and achieving participatory planning. They are also 

essential for the creation of proactive strategies rather than prescriptive statements of 

urban development policies.  

In view of the above conclusions it seems that in order to manage urban growth 

in Jeddah effectively it would be worthwhile to introduce the Corporate Approach
1
 in 

both planning and implementation where joint planning and coordinated 

implementation would be possible. The Jeddah local authority has an all round 

responsibility for the health, safety and general material and cultural well being of 

people in different localities. Such a comprehensive function cannot be performed by 

an organization with disparate departments. Therefore, corporate management function 

ought to be a prime objective of the Jeddah local authority.  

The implications of a corporate approach in urban management would be that 

the local authority will have to work as a corporate body in terms of planning as well 

as implementation. The aim of the local authority should be to go for complementary 

planning of services rather than segmented administration of services. In this approach 

                                                           
1 During the 1960s, with widening conceptualization of comprehensiveness, it was realized that major development issues for any 

local authority were all inter-related and that comprehensive socio-economic development required planned action in many areas 

simultaneously. Therefore, local authorities should work as one unified body in all kinds of development work for the sake of 
effectiveness. With a view to intervene and/or guide the complex interactive system of public services, Corporate Planning was 

advocated. (For a critical account of Corporate Planning please see Haughton G. & William C. C. eds. 1996) 
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the interdepartmental resources should be unified. Various public agencies at the local 

level posses and deploy varied kinds and qualities of resources – they own .land, 

buildings and equipments; they collect and store information; and they have their own 

staff resources; their skills and ideas and knowledge. All of these resources are 

normally utilized in a compartmentalized way as solely departmental properties rather 

than joint public resources. It is therefore imperative that the agencies pool their 

resources and thus optimize their use and effectiveness. 

Corporate urban management function also calls for administrative efficiency 

and effectiveness. However, for this style of management to succeed there are 

organizational pre-requisites. It requires unified planning, programming and budgeting 

at local level. The greatest advantage that underlies corporate approach to planning is 

that it unifies the planning process. The aim is one planning activity drawing upon all 

the resources available at the local level to deal with the problems it faces. This would 

require a central policy committee whose chief responsibility would be to initiate the 

corporate planning process. From one unified planning process many plans for 

different departments could be generated for implementation purposes.  

Further, corporate approach in planning also implies an up-to-date 

understanding of people’s felt needs. It is pertinent to point out here that the Provincial 

System introduced in 1993 promises to usher in a new era of participatory development 

planning. It was widely acclaimed that the new system would be a good step towards 

providing a better role for regional government in the kingdom. It would facilitate a 

two-way system of development planning and thus of a participatory society. 

Similarly, implementation of the modernized Municipal Councils would have the same 

effect at the local level. Hopefully, by adopting the corporate system of planning and 

implementation the Jeddah Municipal Council could create a framework for effective 

local planning and successful development management for the city. It would facilitate 

people’s participation in the decision-making process at both local and regional levels.  

This in turn, it is hoped, will lead to popular democratic interpretation and 

implementation of physical plans and development policies and stimulate both the 

public and the private sector to accept full responsibility towards healthy growth of 

their city. Finally, it must be emphasized that when a local authority adopts Structure 

Planning involving wide range of inter-connected studies in order to first understand 

and then guide and manage its future growth in a comprehensive and effective manner, 

it would be most appropriate for it to adopt corporate approach for planning and 

implementation because inter-connected problem solving decisions cannot be solved 

with disparate actions.   

Before closing, it is essential to note that while this paper advocates the merits 

of a participatory approach to the planning and decision-making process, for such 

participation to be meaningful and effective, cultural realities, political ideology, 

strength and quality of leadership in coordination, management capacity and the 

attitude of related stakeholders etc. could pose as the ultimate bottleneck which ought 

to be addressed simultaneously. Otherwise, the promises of participatory approach 

(both for public institutions and citizens alike) and corporate planning will remain a 

wishful thinking. 
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 دور التخطيط والأداره العمرانية فى تعزيز التنمية الحضرية:

 حاله دراسيه جده بالمملكه العربيه السعوديه 
ال تتتلبال لدمعتتت ا   م اجهتتتل ار تتت ةل مجم عتتتل معة عتتتل متتتي اا تتتعةاعاجا   المملكتتتل اليةباتتتل ال تتتي  الطبقتتت  

ةجتت  هةهتت  حققتت  علتتا المتت ت الق تتاة ةعتت     اا تتعةاعاجا  لعلتت   العتت ةا   تتعيةاا العطتت ة  . بالحضتتة 
بيتا هجتت ان متتي المتت ي الكبتةت. لكتتي علتتا المتت ت الط اتن فمتتي المع  تت  هي عقتتن  فتت  لالعحعاتت لطابت  ب لبةاتت

هتذ  المت ي. متي  فت  ة جت   مات كن ع ات ل ا   ذلت  ةرتة  الحضتةالب لمةت طق  ااج با حعم ا  عحقاق ةع    ا
ةعاتتت ة ا عكتت لاا البةتتت ن ،   ، ع تت ع  ه تتتي ة ا ةضتتت لال تت م   الحضتتتةا لبتتاي هتتتذ  الماتت كن عتتت   ك  اتتت

 .لالحضةا ل ع ه ة ة عال البا  ةا حا ن ال قاة 

 العتت ةا  العطتت ة  لقتت ن الضتت ن علتتاإمتتي  تتدن م اةتتل جتت    فتت  ا تتعيةا هتتذا المقتت ن عملاتتل العحضتتة 
 الح جتل عحقتق  ع تلط الضت ن علتا  الة عاتل المةهجاتل ال ة ل . ع ع   للم اةل الحضةال  العةمالاط للع ط
 كباتة اهعمت  هة لت   ممت  هت  جت اة ب لتذكة هي . الحضتةال العةماتل اةة إمت   اليمةاةت عك متن الع طتاط  إلا
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 لال  اةاتتت بتتتاي ال كتتت ا   العة تتتاق لععمتتت  ا  الم لاتتتق ة ةاتتتل  ااال الة حاتتتلمتتتي  البل اتتتل  ة  تتتلط   لعيرتتتا 
  اا تتعلدنعةكتت  علتتا ه   تتا   ه اةة البلتت ا    ل ة تتل ماتت ةكل المجعمتت  المحلتتا  متتي  تت  فتت ي ا لالم عل تت

 .الحضة  الع طاط  لا م ن للع  اة فا ال ا     الي م

 اةةلإ  لالي متت ل  تتامتتي هةبيتت  ه  تت   ة ا تتا  ة تتعيةا بتت لج ن ا  ن متت ج     ا  ال  لععكتت ي هتتذ  ال ة تت
القض ا   العح ا   الع  عم  م اجهعه   دن الع اا  ال ةا  بيا  ال  ة  ا ضح الج ن  ، الحضة الةم  

لإ اةة  اععم   الع  الي مل ةلقا الض ن علا ال ا      هاض    كم  هةة  ف  ع    ك ي الحضة ف  ج ة.
 اةكتت  الق تت  ال  لتت   علتتا   تت  ب  طبايتتل الع طتتاط الحضتتة   ةرتت  الإ اةة. العيتتةا   الحضتتة  الةمتت 

 لإ تتدا الإ اة   اا تتعةاعاجا   الح لاتتل العتت  اع تتذعه  الحك متتل لعح تتاي إ اةة العةماتتل ب متت  عتت  علتتا ر تتة
ل تتلطل المحلاتتل لعة اتتذ  جهتت   الةرتتة الح لاتتل  كا اتتل فتت  الق تت  ا  اتتة ، عةكتت  ال ة تتل علتتا  الحضتتةال. 

مك ةاتتل غاةهتت  متتي الجهتت   الميةاتتل   عحقاتتق العةماتتل الحضتتةاللإجتتةانا  في لتتل  مج اتتل اع تت ذ  هتت عةرام  ا 
 .ف  م اةل ج ة المة  بل


