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Saudi cities are experiencing rapid urban growth affecting their identity, which was acquired 

over a long history. In the early twentieth century, new urban planning practices in Saudi 

Arabian cities were characterized by numerous trends and surrounded by multiple challenges, 

these trends, and challenges are social, and economical including regional planning, place-

making, sustainable urban development, and urban governance. All these trends and 

challenges have brought traditional Saudi cities into a world that is transforming quickly. 

These challenges have caused a significant shift in regional cultures over the past few decades, 

which has prompted planners and designers to prioritize the concept of identity. So, it is 

important to know how these challenges and policies are impacting the identity of Saudi cities. 

This research tries to investigate the processes and factors driving swift urbanization, 

emphasizing the primary causes and impacts of urban growth policy, disruption of the 

environment, and alteration of city layout. This research also examines how the structures of 

growing Saudi cities' have been impacted by urbanization and sprawl in general and Buraydah 

city in particular, as Buraydah is one of those cities that have experienced ambitious urban 

development policies and expansion in the last few decades. A qualitative approach is 

employed to explore how can a city achieve distinguishability and represent itself on the global 

stage. To assess the current scenario of the research area, substantial fieldwork including 

several site visits, municipal archives, and field surveys was conducted as a part of the practical 

aspect. The findings indicate that the process of urbanization didn't start with adequate 

planning for expanding Saudi cities. These cities have gone through radical urban expansion 

policies, without considering the historic urban pattern, causing the loss of identity. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Over the last four decades, various challenging ideas and 

policies involving different approaches to Urban Growth 

Management Policy, have led to urban sprawl and expansion 

trends of traditional Saudi cities. Resulting in the cities 

entering a world evolving very rapidly [1], rapid urbanization 

since 1950 AD, with the increasing population growth in 

Urban areas from 21% in 1950 AD to 58% in 1975 AD, to 

83% in 2015, and is expected to reach 86% by 2030 has 

affected the identity of these cities. Thus, the topic of identity 

is one of the fundamental issues related to urban policy that 

will likely influence the future decades [2]. The architectural 

character and the city's identity, which generally took 

generations to develop, are affected adversely by growing 

urbanization and also bring challenges related to the 

environment, society, and the economy. Therefore, the most 

important question arises here: how can a city achieve 

distinguishability and represent itself on the global stage? 

Saudi Vision 2030 as an approach to develop inclusive, 

sustainable, resilient, and safe cities and neighborhoods, by 

safeguarding old cities which have architectural and historical 

significance, is one of the programs adopted in 2016 [3]. A 

significant part in strengthening local identity, memory, and 

belongingness is played by traditional urban areas. So, the 

identity of the city is considered to reflect a flexible, inventive, 

and practical framework for addressing regional and global 

concerns with pragmatism and effectiveness [4]. Previous 

research related to factors that, contribute to urban sprawl has 

shed light on how to manage urban changes that affect the 

form and pattern of cities. The current study discussed and 

analyzed these factors and the related urban plans, which 

identified the massive expansion of these Saudi cities. It also 

shows the inability of these urban plans to control the swift 

expansion of these cities due to the population surge and 

economic boom. Several problems have emerged as a result of 

population growth and urbanization, which have altered land 

use patterns and the natural environment of cities, justifying 

the importance of discussing the loss of identity of cities [5]. 

Therefore, as a result of Saudi Arabia's ongoing trend of rapid 

urbanization, the effects of urban expansion have become a 

growing concern impacting the Saudi city's identity, which 

this study attempts to diagnose by exploring the causes and 

ways to address. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This section of the study aims to demonstrate the current 

condition of expanding Saudi cities, it addresses the main 

International Journal of Sustainable Development and 
Planning 

Vol. 18, No. 10, October, 2023, pp. 2975-2987 

Journal homepage: http://iieta.org/journals/ijsdp 

2975

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9053-2796
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7585-9536
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-8200-0355
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7481-5363
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=https://doi.org/10.18280/ijsdp.181001&domain=pdf


issues Saudi Arabia's urban areas face that directly lead to the 

loss of these cities' identity, as well as the potential they have 

to support sustainable national growth and preserve regional 

identity. To understand the issue of losing identity in growing 

Saudi cities and Buraydah city, in particular, it is necessary to 

explore and analyze the driving forces and dynamics of 

emerging urbanization trends (rapid urbanization). 

Urbanization may be used as a driving force for the adequate 

and sustainable development of Saudi Arabia's cities when it 

is well-planned and managed while preserving the local built 

character and natural environment. Therefore, the government 

decided to implement the Future of Saudi Cities program 

through the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs in 2013, 

collaborating with UN-Habitat. The Future of Saudi Cities 

program (FSCP) aims to achieve sustainable urban 

development in Saudi cities, by protecting local urban 

patterns, supporting economically productive cities, and 

improving urban legislation and institutional framework. 

Figure 1. Formation of urban identity 
Source: [6]  

Figure 2. Population growth in Saudi Arabia, 1950–2050 
Source: [7] 
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2.1 Definition of identity 

"The distinguishing character or condition of a person or 

thing" is defined as identity [8]. Identity is also defined by 

Lynch [9] as "the extent to which a person can recognize or 

recall a place as being distinct from other places." In terms of 

cities and urban identity, the term identity has a 

comprehensive definition that includes natural and human-

caused factors, economic and cultural characteristics, and 

social conventions [10]. Identity is a combination of 

distinguishing characteristics (physical or behavioral) that 

allow a person or object to be recognized or identified. 

Individuals' engagement in changing historical events through 

cultural identity, on the other hand, is a social process like 

historical reservoirs [11]. In other terms, identity is a person's 

or thing's distinguishing characteristic or condition about a 

location within historically specified contexts. Several 

elements specific to each city determine a city's unique identity, 

which may be classified into several categories such as 

architectural, social, cultural, political, psychological, 

emotional, and so on [12]. Previous research has found that the 

concept of identity has both social and physical meanings, 

where a set of indicators is identified by a group of individuals 

at a certain time and location. However, people and locations 

change with time [13]. In that way, identity can change, and 

people can ignore this change because they prefer to maintain 

a sense of continuity. However, the idea of identity continuity 

is controversial. Every civilization has the problem of 

retaining its identity at any time, particularly in times of rapid 

economic and technological development [14]. In conclusion, 

identity may be defined as the collective component of the set 

of distinctive qualities (behavioral or physical attributes) that 

make a thing or person recognized or known. 

2.1.1 The city’s urban identity concept 

There is no common definition of Urban Identity, it has not 

been solved or agreed upon between the various responsible 

parties. As a result, urban identity is currently a highly 

controversial topic that many notable scholars and urban 

planners have approached from many perspectives. According 

to Butina-Watson and Bentley [15], any place should have its 

unique character – “identity”, that people, use – to distinguish 

it from other places. Which is referred to as “Place Identity". 

Now it seems people from all over the world are interested in 

this question, promoting an understanding of what place-

identity might mean. Other scholars believe that Place identity 

is a "set of meanings related to a specific cultural setting that 

any specific person or group individuals depend on in the 

development of their particular social and personal identities" 

[16]. Previous research has suggested that urban identity may 

also be described as the city's physical identity, which is 

connected to dependency conformity and offers a sense of 

place, helping individuals to identify with a variety of 

locations [17]. Furthermore, the city's urban fabric is impacted 

by a few factors that influence the city's identity, which 

distinguishes it from other cities. As a result, a city's physical 

identity renders correlations between the city's structure and 

itself. Regardless of style, the characteristics allow the city's 

urban fabric to grow, which may contribute to the formation 

of the city's urban identity. In this process, the city's physical 

identity plays a role in the development of the urban tissue 

structure. As a result, the urban characteristic is identical to the 

city's physical identity (see Figure 1). It expresses one of the 

city's attributes that focuses on the form of the city. The city’s 

urban characteristics and physical identity are two phrases that 

describe a concept. Although Kropf [18] argues that cities are 

distinguished by the differences that they share, the physical 

identity of the city identifies cities based on commonalities. 

2.2 Urban trends in Saudi Arabian cities 

The rapid urbanization trends can be classified into two 

aspects, the demographic and urban change trend categories. 

The impacts of these urbanization trends will be highlighted in 

this part of the literature review. Saudi Arabia has seen 

substantial demographic changes in the previous 50 years, 

which have had a profound influence on its urban growth. The 

primary trends in demographics include rapid population 

growth, aging populations, and a growing number of young 

and working adults see Figure 2 [19]. Rapid urbanization has 

led to the dynamism of the city, which includes an evolving 

process that can destroy and replace its layout. It is represented 

as one of the main challenges that cities will undergo due to 

the impact of urban sprawl, which has a significantly negative 

impact on the size and the city's structure, in turn, will have a 

greater negative impact on the city's identity [20]. 

Because urban sprawl is one of the consequences of the 

rising tendencies of rapidly growing urbanization, cities, and 

architectural structures endure an emerging urban and 

architectural transforming process that leads them to lose their 

identity. Therefore, one aims for the future development of a 

healthy environment is identity of the most important. A city 

in a growth-decline cycle cannot sustain sustainable 

development without the sort of urban identity that culture-led 

urban regeneration can provide. Thus, integrating place 

identity, urban sustainability, and globalization is one of the 

underlying challenges in sustainable urban regeneration and 

inclusive development of cities [21]. According to Sepe [22], 

the sustainability of a place is determined by factors such as 

livability, quality, and identity. Furthermore, the globalization 

of culture has sparked questions in recent years about the loss 

of identity and difference from one location to another. This is 

why the concept of place identity has become a crucial 

challenge for city planning and design, as well as an essential 

aspect of sustainable development [22]. As a result, at the 

urban level, the environment should inspire individuals to 

express themselves and contribute; people should feel as if 

they own a part of the environment. Furthermore, by 

reinforcing the environment of the districts, a creative design 

approach may heighten local identity and create distinctive 

locations [23]. As a result, communities must achieve urban 

sustainability by implementing city-appropriate urban 

regeneration policies and initiatives that enrich the city's 

distinctive identity [11]. Though urban regeneration should be 

done holistically, strategies for urban regeneration vary 

according to local factors. In this respect, the study of urban 

regeneration typologies is important for adapted urbanization. 

Deog-Seong Oh identified the following categories of urban 

regeneration (Table 1). 

According to the Table 1, it is clear that sustaining a city's 

identity has been increasingly challenging in recent years 

because of urbanization, transportation, and technical 

improvements, as well as short-lived urban trends indicated by 

capitalist contests or utopian ideologies. 
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Table 1. Urban regeneration types identified by Deog-Seong 

Oh 

Type Explanation 

Resource-saving 

type 

Utilizing all the components that compose the 

urban system as well as physical and 

environmental factors. Cities: Hamburg 

(German) 

Creative city 

type 

Obtaining the effects of urban regeneration by 

utilizing all intangible or tangible cultural 

resources in the urban area. Cities: Barcelona, 

Bilbao (Spain), Yokohama (Japan) 

Growth 

management 

types 

Finding an alternative and diagnosing the 

decline in the city center occurring during 

metropolitanization. Cities: Sheffield (UK), 

Austin (USA) 

Industry-based 

type 

Making a self-contained mixed city through 

both economic functions and residential 

functions. Cities: Nottingham (UK), Sophia 

Antipolis (France), Dortmund (German) 

Reducing-

carbon type 

Reducing emissions of carbon that cause 

global warming and absorbing carbon already 

emitted into the air. Cities: Malmo (Sweden), 

Freiburg (German) 
Source: [11] 

2.2.1 Urban planning trends and challenges in Saudi Arabia 

cities (Taif City) 

Saudi Arabia witnessed short- and medium-term plans at the 

state level, such as the five-year national development plans 

that began in the 1970s, a long-term strategy that the Kingdom 

had never seen before. It is usually considered as a spending 

plan for countries to build the necessary infrastructure to 

support economic and social development. However, these 

plans were not adopted, even partially. Urban planning is a 

field that addresses the existing urban environment of cities 

and their local identity, especially historical cities, yet no 

definition of urban identity was categorically adopted [24]. Al-

Harithi’s [25] study, dealt with the city of Taif as one of the 

traditional Saudi cities that expanded significantly over the 

past thirty years, from 1990 to 2022. The city’s urban plans 

approved by the Taif Municipality, which is responsible and 

organized for urban planning in the city, ignored the historical 

aspect of the city and its geography. Its geographical location 

greatly influenced its local identity. The city of Taif is 

considered a vital crossroads between the eastern and western 

parts of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, making it a tourist 

destination, as well as a commercial and agricultural 

destination for many years [25]. The study shows that there 

were no modern scientific studies conducted that dealt with the 

spatial analysis of urban expansion and its trends in the city of 

Taif. It traced the stages of expansion in time that greatly 

affected the city’s structure and identity. The large number of 

development projects in the city of Taif has caused an increase 

in demand for residential, commercial, industrial, and service 

complexes, which has resulted in urban sprawl in all directions 

of the city. The results also revealed that over the past thirty 

years, urban land cover has increased by 20,448 hectares, 

while it has decreased other land covers, particularly green 

areas that characterized the city and gave it its local identity, 

decreased significantly by 14,554 hectares. The results also 

indicate that the rate of increase in urban areas reached 114.8% 

during the period from 1990 to 2020. Figures 1 and 2 show 

classification, land use, and land cover [25]. 

2.3 Modernization and rapid urbanization and the lost 

identity of the city 

Rapid urbanization in various countries has brought out 

several obstacles to urban growth. This is related to inadequate 

urban planning methods for development process 

management. From a global view, the wave of globalization is 

like a horrible storm that perturbs all the inhabitants of the 

modern world (see Figure 3). Consequently, humanities 

communities have faced a different challenge, most 

importantly, loss of identity among the various waves of 

globalization [26]. The main factors influencing a city's 

identity are the process of modernization and rapid 

urbanization. As a result, cities have developed and grown 

bigger, and the structure of cities' urban centers has been 

drastically altered in recent years. This indicates the 

deterioration of an urban identity is an inevitable consequence 

of growing urbanization [27]. These factors also had an impact 

on Saudi cities as well. Aside from the extraction of oil and its 

involvement in economic activity, the political aspect has 

played a significant role in urbanization. Saudi Arabia has 

been able to build up an advanced urban economy along with 

rapid urbanization because of the powerful political 

commitment of a stable government and economic resources. 

All of this has resulted in several issues, such as undertaking 

uncoordinated developments and urban strategy plans, Master 

Plans, and Action Area Plans; yet, their execution has been 

inadequate, resulting in the unstructured expansion of cities 

[9]. Unfortunately, from above, it can be concluded that fast 

urbanization and modernization as well as identical buildings, 

harmed the city's historical character, influencing the city's 

identity within the socio-cultural and social-physical 

transformations in the city's context and people's lifestyle. Just 

little modifications to the characters that create urban identity 

might result in differing patterns and identities in different 

areas of cities. Modernization and increasing urbanization 

currently influence every nation, having an impact on cultural 

and social affairs. Furthermore, modernization and the rapid 

process of urbanization cause cities to be identical in form, 

impacting spaces for living, the built environment, and the 

cities' urban character. Because of the process of city 

development, changes to economics take place, and the city's 

urban identity transforms [28]. 

2.4 Reasons for fading of identity 

Adopting traditional urban characteristics, architectural 

style approaches to design, and decorative elements while 

using local construction materials and construction methods is 

a common way to express urban identity. However, through 

worldwide trade, the mass media, commercial ties, and the free 

flow of individuals, thoughts, and wealth, the earth has been 

reduced to the size of a village, resulting in remarkable 

similarities among cities throughout the world (see Figure 4). 
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(a) 

(b) (c) 

Figure 3. Land use land cover classified classes a, b, and c (1990, 2002, and 2020) 
Source: [ 29] 

Figure 4. Factors affecting the fading of identity 
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3. MATERIAL AND METHOD

Cities' identities have both social and physical meanings 

that transform over time according to historical, cultural, 

economic, and aesthetic factors. This transformation becomes 

appropriate if it develops simultaneously without the loss of 

existing identity [30]. Cities possess unique characteristics that 

contribute to both their physical and urban integrity. Cities 

have distinct characteristics and identities, implying that they 

possess unique characteristics which set them apart from 

others. Unfortunately, nowadays cities are losing their distinct 

identities, and new urban and architectural developments are 

taking place [4]. To fully understand the loss of identity, it is 

necessary to recognize and assess the major challenges of 

growing urban developments in Saudi urban areas, in addition 

to determining the factors that have a greater impact on the 

city's transforming identity, particularly in newly developed 

neighborhoods related to historic neighborhoods. These 

challenges are typically classified into four categories: 

uncoordinated expansion, unsustainable consumption, urban 

growth management, and urban governance. 

3.1 Study area 

In this study, Buraydah City has been chosen as it provides 

a fine illustration that represents the status of the city's identity 

loss, and challenges of emerging urban trends in Saudi cities. 

Buraydah city (Al-Qassim) in the Najd region is well-known 

for its distinctive cultural features. Buraydah is rapidly 

urbanizing due to economic development, which has resulted 

in urban expansion, along with many buildings built without 

considering the urban fabric of historic cities [31]. Saudi 

society has undergone a significant socioeconomic transition 

because of the extensive embracing of modern technology, 

urbanization, rapid growth, and modernization [32]. These 

changes had a considerable influence on residents' lifestyles 

and needs from their dwellings. Most people rapidly gave up 

their traditional customs due to these major changes, and cities 

started losing their distinctive identity in the kingdom [33]. 

Buraydah City's urban expansion dynamics include significant 

changes in its identity due to rapid urbanization. This 

stimulated the city's expansion, and as a result, many of the 

new neighborhoods expanded alongside the major corridor 

and city entrance, resulting in a considerable alteration in the 

city's layout (see Figure 5) [34]. 

Figure 5. Proposed Land Use - Buraydah Local Plan 
Source: Buraydah Local Plan Report - Municipality of Qassim Region 

3.1.1 Buraydah– its identity and formation 

Buraydah City is on a vast plain in the middle of the Al-

Qassim province and is its capital and largest city. 

Administrative functions make up (45.3%) of the entire 

economy, followed by the service-based sector (15.5%) and 

the financial sector (10.3%). Table 2 shows that the agriculture 

sector contributes (1.1%) [35]. The agricultural land is located 

outside of the city's urban mass. The rate of urbanization in 

Saudi Arabia's different regions, as seen in Figure 6, reflects 

the country's regional imbalance. Jeddah, Riyadh, and the 

Eastern Region are among the most urbanized, with 88 

percent, 91 percent, and 93 percent, respectively, while 

Buraydah has 73 percent. Medium-sized cities (with 

populations ranging from 300,000 to one million) are 

witnessing population growth, at a far slower rate than larger 

cities. In addition, 3.4 million people are predicted to move to 

these cities by 2030. Hufuf-Mubarraz, Taif, Tabuk, and 

Buraydah are among the cities in this category [36]. Lack of 

proper planning, the distribution of urban population along 

certain corridors, and the expansion in the size of big and 

medium cities will lead to a transformation of the form of the 

cities, which may lose their unique identities over the years. 

As a result, there will be a major challenge to provide an 

adequate master plan to promote the character of these cities, 

as well as other essential infrastructure required for the cities' 

effective functioning. 

Table 2. The structure of urban economic activity of 

Buraydah City 

Sectors of Economic Activities Percentage 

The activity of the local public administration 

sector (the government) 
45.3 

Services sector 15.5 

Industry sector 2.6 

Trade Sector 10.3 

Transport and communications sector 1.5 

Agriculture and fishing/hunting sector 1.1 

The construction sectors 5.8 

Not working 17.9 

Total 100 
Source: [35] 

Figure 6. Regional levels of urbanization in some Saudi 

Arabia regions 
Source: [34] 

3.2 Research methodology 

To address the research objectives, the research emphasizes 

two aspects in this portion, namely theoretical as well as 

practical. The theoretical aspect was examined by a survey of 
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the international theoretical studies on the concepts of urban 

characters, such as identity, the City’s urban identity, and 

urban land use planning. Furthermore, the land use planning 

process is examined to identify inefficient land use planning, 

contributing to the loss of city identities. The first objective of 

this study, as presented in the earliest section, is to understand 

Urban growth policy and the critical factors that govern the 

loss of identity in expanding Saudi cities, particularly in 

Buraydah. Based on a review of the available literature 

concerning the research strategies used in similar studies, the 

research method adopted for this study was a qualitative 

approach to gathering data from multiple sources [29]. A 

qualitative study explores the identification of different factors 

interacting with each other [37]. The case observed is a real 

situation that was studied and shows the process of urban 

expansion through a detailed investigation of documents. 

Historical methods, case studies, and ethnography were the 

three main methods of research that were applied [27]. 

4. RESULTS AND FINDINGS

This part represents and analyzes the findings of the data 

analysis based on the literature review, historical methods, 

case studies, and ethnography. It begins with the presentation 

and discussion of the result of the analysis of the rapid 

urbanization spurred by natural population growth, 

modernization, and the urban growth policy of Dammam, 

Hail, and particularly Buraydah which have dramatically 

altered the cities’ urban patterns. Secondly, the section 

examines the empirical investigation’s findings of the 

challenges arising from the urban trends that directly have an 

impact on the loss of the identity of these Saudi cities; these 

challenges are, uncoordinated expansion, unsustainable 

consumption, urban growth policy, and urban governance. At 

the same time, this part includes several concepts meant to 

provide the reader with an understanding of the research's 

primary topic, which is to identify the cause and effects of 

urban expansion on the loss of identity in expanding Saudi 

cities, along with finding the possibilities for promoting 

national and sustainable growth while improving the local 

identities of these cities. 

4.1 The reality of Buraydah planning (1975-present, case 

study) 

In this section, the study will give more elaboration on the 

urban development history of Buraydah from 1975 till it has 

taken its present form without the consideration of the identity 

that characterizes it. Studying Buraydah's developmental 

phases helps us understand the city's environment, the 

connection between function and morphology, the city's 

internal arrangement, and the facts of development and its 

effect on the city's identity. Therefore, Introducing the 

planning history and the analysis of the existing conditions of 

the city covering demographic information, urban growth 

trends, land use patterns, and Urban sprawl gives a clearer 

picture of understanding the Identity in the changing context 

of the city. 

4.1.1 Imbalanced and unsustainable patterns of urban 

development and identity of Buraydah (1975-present) 

The plans prepared for Buraydah were extremely ambitious 

and aimed to focus on development in the urban core 

(Doxiadis) and by creating urban centers (NorConsult), some 

of the plan's initiatives were not followed and unorganized 

developments were established throughout the city. The 

current study, by studying the planning/planning stages that 

the city went through, attempts to show the reality of Buraydah 

planning and the stages that the city of Buraydah went through 

until it took its current form as follows: 

1) Doxiadis plan for the city of Buraydah (1395H/ 1975)

2) Indicative plans for urban centers in Qassim –

Norconsult (1405H/ 1985)

3) Studies of urban growth boundaries (1407H/1987)

and the update in (1427H/ 2006)

4) Structure plan (update) for the city of Buraydah

(1428H/ 2007)

1) Doxiadis plan for the city of Buraydah -

(1395h/1975)

The Doxiadis proposal plan for the city of Buraydah was not 

implemented because of the population growth that was much 

bigger than the plan adopted in 1403H, which considered the 

privacy and identity of the old city (see Figure 7). Therefore, 

many modern residential developments are now outside the 

region that Doxiadis had planned, which has moved away 

from the local identity that characterized the old city of 

Buraydah, especially the developments in the north of 

Buraydah, and the linear form on which the Doxiadis scheme 

is based was modified (see Figure 5). The industrial zone in 

the south that was proposed had yet to be constructed since 

most industrial growth had occurred elsewhere. Takes a 

random longitudinal form on the main road in the south 

towards Unaizah city. 

2) Norconsult - (1405 h/1985)

During this period (NORCONSULT) Buraydah authorities 

adopted ambitious plans and worked to achieve the goal of 

developing residential areas (first, second, third, and fifth) as 

well as the target of Industrial development with a change in 

some sites (see Figure 8). The target of integrated centers or 

shopping centers was not implemented except in the old center 

and the first commercial center, which aims to enhance the 

identity of the city and the characteristics that distinguish it as 

one of the cities of the Najd region. Also, the target of the 

recreational areas has not been implemented as well [38]. 

Figure 7. Doxiadis Plan 1395 H/ 1975 

From the analysis of the first and second stages of 

Buraydah's planning history, its origin, formation, and the 

reality of Buraydah's planning, it can be seen that the city grew 

from a little cluster within the old town walls in 1332H to a 

tremendously expanding city. Buraydah has evolved over the 
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years as an important center of trade due to the Kingdom's 

rapid economic growth. In turn, this contributed to the 

receiving of a significant flow of people into the city in 

addition to the increasing natural population growth, all these 

have led to urban sprawl, the rapid expansion of the city 

towards the suburbs and the countryside, the city expands in 

all directions, and urban sprawl emerged in different areas of 

the city, a phenomenon that is still going on now. 

Figure 8. Indicative Plans - NorConsult 1405 H/ 1985 

4.1.2 Buraydah urban growth policy challenges 

By examining the planning history and the stages of 

development of Buraydah City, it is clear that the city's 

population increased rapidly, and because of the city's rapid 

expansion, it has grown outside its borders. Furthermore, 

several characteristics that impact the city's identity have been 

overlooked during this transition. As a result, it is evident to 

argue that an urban growth policy that ignores the city's 

character and identity during its transformation phase portrays 

the picture of an unsustainable urban fabric. The city gradually 

lost its distinctive architectural and urban traits, causing the 

neighborhoods to lose their identity. This is what can be seen 

in Saudi cities like Dammam, Hail, and Buraydah, which was 

elaborated on in the previous sections and was also addressed 

in the planning history that applied to Buraydah city until it 

took its present structure form. The following section will 

elaborate on the third and fourth stages, showing the reality of 

Buraydah's planning. These stages are more important to show 

the emergence of city identity changes that began during these 

stages and continued in the increasing trend until the present. 

3) Studies of urban growth boundaries 1407h/1987

and the updated 1427h/2006

According to the studies of Buraydah’s urban growth 

boundary strategy, during 1987 and the updated 2006, suitable 

development of lands for urban and regional uses in the long 

term while maintaining and increasing agricultural lands was 

proposed (see Figures 9, 10). Unfortunately, this strategy did 

not work, as around 70% of the urban development from the 

year 1989 to the year 2004 was limited within the urban 

boundary of the year 2004. Then the city extended in the form 

of approved schemes toward the north and west near the 

village of Al Basar as an indication that was previously 

clarified because of continuous urban sprawl. Later Al-Basar 

village was included in the areas swallowed by the city's urban 

sprawl. It is worth mentioning that approved development 

schemes within the urban boundary for the year 2004 were up 

to about 60%, and the development in the approved plans 

outside the urban boundary did not exceed 25% [38]. 

Figure 9. Buraydah Urban Growth Boundary 1407 H Figure 10. Buraydah Urban Growth Boundary 1427 H 

Figure 11. Buraydah Structure Plan (Update) 1428 H` 
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4) Structure plan (updated) for the city of Buraydah

-1428h/2007

Due to the resulting population congestion of a large influx 

of population into the city, in addition to the increasing natural 

population growth that altered the city's urban expansion 

pattern due to internal migration, the city began to creep into 

other directions during the past few years. The Ministry of 

Municipal and Rural Affairs "MoMRA" developed and 

implemented a study of the longitudinal axis from south to 

north (the portion between King Khalid Road and King 

Abdullah Road) in distributing for government-owned 

commercial and residential functions. Additionally, it 

prioritized the horizontal axis from east to west (Riyadh-

Medina route) and distributed them to local services; certain 

areas have been allocated for industrial function in the city's 

south-eastern and eastern north, surrounded by an agricultural 

zone. Several areas on the city's south and west sides have also 

been designated for investment in agriculture. On the northern 

side, areas were reserved for residential use. The illustration 

below represents the 2017 Buraydah [38] structural plan (see 

Figure 11). 

Assessing the planning history and the third and fourth 

stages of development of Buraydah city reveals that, along 

with the increasing natural population growth, a significant 

influx of people into the city led to urban sprawl and rapid 

expansion of this city towards the outskirts and the 

surrounding area. It is undeniably a natural outcome, but the 

emergence of new construction patterns such as buildings and 

transportation networks is not without flaws. More than 

benefits, it directly affects the city's identity. The absence of 

adequate and thoughtful planning negates the city's identity 

and characteristics, leading to the loss of its aesthetics and 

identity. Furthermore, urban sprawl endangers the city's 

original environment, and internal layout, and affects the city's 

identity. 

4.1.3 The city’s development patterns 

Starting from 1972 to the present time, Buraydah's 

population increased rapidly, rising from 60,000 in 1969 to 

over 180,000 people in 1988. The population continued to 

grow at an ever-increasing speed, rising from 378,422 in 2004 

to 669,000 in 2020, 700,000 in 2022, and 714,000 in 2023, 

respectively [39]. The increase in population in 48 years is 

more than 1,000% see Figure 12. Unfortunately, many modern 

residential developments are now outside the region that 

Doxiadis had planned, which has moved away from the local 

identity that characterized the old city of Buraydah, especially 

the development of the new areas in the north of Buraydah. As 

a result of all these issues, in 2015, the Ministry of Municipal 

and Rural Affairs adopted a new Local Plan for the city of 

Buraydah, highlighting the primary administrative borders for 

the city of Buraydah by the borders of the three sub-

municipalities. These administrative borders include the city's 

Urban Growth Boundary (UGB) (stages 1435, 1440, 1445, and 

1450), see Figure 13, which determines appropriate lands for 

urban development. Additionally, these administrative borders 

contain the Development Protection Boundary (DPB), which 

maintains the existing urban footprint and urban growth 

pattern. All these aimed to control urban growth and limit 

urban sprawl on the city's outskirts by using appropriate urban 

identity as an emerging idea and diagnostic tool to generate a 

distinctive sense of community and urban character. As 

mentioned above, the Urban Growth Boundary (UGB) 

regulates urban growth, while the Development Protection 

Boundary (DPB) controls urban sprawl on the city's periphery. 

However, since 1435, the Buraydah Urban Growth Boundary 

(UGB) has contradicted its primary aim by approving and 

promoting urban sprawl initiatives around the city. Present-

day urban Growth Boundary (UGB) (1450) is not just one 

boundary that surrounds the urban region, instead, it is a 

collection of smaller areas that cover the sprawl developments 

on the outskirts, (see Figure 13). Likewise, the Development 

Protection Boundary (DPB) has had adverse outcomes (see 

Figure 13). Rather than concentrating on the urban area, 

builders took advantage of it to build plots beyond its 

boundaries, resulting in massive urban sprawl around 

Buraydah. This had a significant impact on the city's identity, 

and as a result, the city drifted out of its distinctive 

characteristics and in places even lost it entirely. 

Figure 12. Current distribution of population density 

Figure 13. Administrative boundaries in Buraydah 

Metropolitan Area 

4.1.4 Growth centers policy: Challenges of preserving the 

identity of Saudi cities 

One of the primary objectives of the National Spatial 

Strategy is to promote spatially integrated development. Yet, 

17 years after implementing the strategy and the growth center 

or growth pole policy, more time and improvement are 

required to preserve Saudi cities' identity. Even though such 

strategies worked to develop these cities, they led to 

uncontrolled urban development, which has significantly 
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changed the urban identity. 

4.2 Imbalanced urban development challenges (Dammam, 

and Ha’il City) 

The demand for "new" urban areas is a result of the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia's increasing urbanization and as a 

sustainable reaction to this growth, there should be balanced 

development to preserve the identity of Saudi cities with 

historical urban patterns. The highest priority must be given to 

the intensification of vacant lands instead of the expansion of 

towns in an unexpected way that works on losing cities to their 

identity. Therefore, given the abundance of empty land in a lot 

of cities, dynamic urban design approaches such as urban 

stability and compact development are necessary. It is evident 

that the primary urban growth policy approach followed in 

some Saudi cities is to expand the city's boundaries. This type 

of growth of cities results in vast continuous urban masses that 

are inefficient in many ways and pose a significant challenge 

to a city's cultural and regional identity. According to Table 3, 

the percentage of unoccupied land inside the limits of a few 

selected Saudi cities ranges from 46% in Dammam to 90% in 

Ha'il, while it is 68 % in Buraydah city (the case study) [40]. 

This unoccupied property occurs in the shape of urban plots 

that remain empty since the owners do not have incentives to 

develop. A critical challenge is how the authorities intend to 

cope with the predicted growth in urbanization within the 

context of the country's vast areas of undeveloped city 

territory. Unfortunately, this process harmed the cities’ 

identity.  

See Table 3 for more information on Saudi city profiles and 

unoccupied lands. The analysis of the Ha'il City Area, for 

example, suggests that expanding its unoccupied land 

following UN-Habitat density requirements of 150 people per 

hectare (pp/ha) would enable the city to accommodate an extra 

682,800 residents. With 46% unoccupied land and a 3% 

growth rate, Dammam will require over 60 years to occupy its 

urban limit at the proposed density of 150 pp/ha. Buraydah, 

for example, has around 81 percent of its overall land empty. 

According to the city profile research, it will require over 100 

years to occupy it at the present rate of growth of 3.4 percent 

[33]. Aside from the different challenges associated with urban 

sprawl, one of the most dominant and serious issues in these 

Saudi metropolitan areas is the use of urban land in the shape 

of sprawl. Because of these cities' high population expansion, 

the physical limit of urban regions is increasing more rapidly, 

meaning greater use of urban and adjacent land. Table 4 

indicates the extent of the spatial expansion of Saudi cities for 

different periods, see Figure 14 & Figure 15. 

The most interesting case seen from above is Dammam, 

which demonstrates that during the thirteen years from 2004 

to 2017, the city expanded more than four times, and Ha'il, 

with an estimated population of less than 400,000, expanded 

its total area of more than three and a half times over ten years 

starting in 2004.  

Table 3. Vacant land in selected Saudi cities 

City 

Vacant Land (%) 

Within Urban 

Growth 

Boundaries 

Within the 

Built-Up Area 

Buraydah 68 37 

Dammam 46 48 

Ha’il 90 55 

Jeddah 61 N/A 

Madinah 41 12 

Tabuk 71 36 
Source: [34] 

Table 4. City and population growth in Saudi Arabia 

City Duration Number of Years Increase in Building Mass Increase in Population 

Buraydah 1995 -2015 20 2.2 x 2.2 x 

Dammam 2004 - 2017 13 4.1 x 1.9 x 

Ha’il 2004 -2014 10 3.7 x 1.3 x 

Jeddah 2007 -2017 10 1.6 x 1.3 x 

Madinah 2002 - 2015 13 1.5 x 1.2 x 

Tabuk 2006 - 2017 11 1.9 x 1.5 x 
Source: [34] 

Figure 14. Spatial expansion in Dammam 
Source: [34] 
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Figure 15. Spatial expansion in Ha’il 
Source: [34] 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the results and findings from the data analysis, and 

the discussion, concerning the study’s objectives, the 

following points can be concluded. Firstly, the study shows 

that Urbanization in some Saudi cities like Dammam, Hail, 

and Buraydah lacks a coherent plan and urban growth policy 

related to preserving the cities' identity. As a result, the loss of 

city identity is a grave issue in these Saudi cities particularly 

in Buraydah. The signs and consequences of rapid urban 

growth are obvious, and the development policy used in these 

cities is inconsistent with the traditional character of society. 

Based on the first question of this research, how the challenges 

and policies related to urban expansions are impacting the 

identity of Saudi cities, the findings of the literature review and 

the case study of Buraydah City indicate that the key 

underlying factors of city identity loss are, economic growth, 

rapid urbanization, and urban growth policy that in turn caused 

the urban sprawl which has led to substantial changes to the 

city's structure. Therefore, the government needs to confront 

and address the following key factors: i) imbalanced 

development, the development of “new areas” within cities, in 

response to the increased rapid urbanization in the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia there should be balanced development to 

preserve the identity of Saudi cities. The development of 

vacant lands must be prioritized above the expansion of city 

limits as the primary urban growth management policy in 

Saudi cities, which in turn has led to urban sprawl and the 

expansion of cities in an unexpected way that significantly 

changes the shape and structure of these Saudi cities, which 

led loss of their identity. ii) Unsustainable growth patterns 

occurred due to different development plans and proposed 

urban growth boundaries to address population growth. Some 

of the initiatives of these plans were not implemented, and the 

urban growth boundary was manipulated by developers by 

developing more plots and residential areas along the edge of 

the proposed city limit, creating an unorganized growth 

pattern. These plans and unorganized development led to the 

expansion of the city in all directions while ignoring the local 

identity. This is why the urban population growth must be 

taken into consideration along with the preservation of local 

identity to tackle the unsustainable growth pattern of the city.  

Secondly, the question regarding the case study (Buraydah 

city) how the structures of growing Saudi cities' have been 

impacted by urbanization and sprawl in general and Buraydah 

city in particular, the findings and study of the traditional 

urban fabric of Buraydah indicated that even though historic 

landmarks and urban patterns are important in building the 

urban identity of a city, the recent urban planning for 

improving these areas didn’t prioritize these issues. This can 

be explained through the inadequate standard of these plans 

regarding local relevance and character since they were 

identified as the town's most unlikely elements. Furthermore, 

this research suggested that the city's historical urban fabric 

and its natural surroundings had a considerable influence on 

shaping the urban identity, along with the conventional 

lifestyles visible in the old neighborhoods. Due to the absence 

of an appropriate pattern and integration, these were not 

thought of in any form within the newly built neighborhoods. 

It must be acknowledged that during the research certain 

limitations have appeared. Even though the impact of local 

urban patterns has proven to be one of the key factors in 

molding the identity of the city. Most of the historic sites and 

patterns within the city of Buraydah (the case study) have 

already been demolished. Hence the relevance of the study 

materials mostly depended on archival research. Which at the 

same time offers the possibility of future research on how to 

revive the lost historical character and sites through detailed 

investigation, documentation, and restoration.  

Recommendation 

The following might be proposed to preserve the identity of 

Buraydah and any other Saudi cities having distinct built, 

natural, and socio-environmental aspects and rapid urban 

growth: 

● Urban sprawl resulting from inadequate urban

planning should be managed carefully by every

authority due to the impact it has on the city's image

and identity. For this proper coordination between

different authorities must be ensured. Long-term

strategic plans for city development and expansion

can be developed jointly by all authorities, which

should be assessed, reviewed, and modified

periodically.

● City planning should be compatible with the natural

environment, along with integrating the use of

distinct characters to the advantage of the people as a

critical theme in future urban/architectural

developments.

● The historical sites that contribute to identifying the

city need to be recognized and restored. A list of

heritage sites with detailed studies should be prepared

for future preservation and restoration.

● Strategic plans that prioritize the city's identity

through preserving the distinct image of the city

should be adopted. Which in turn will help people

develop a sense of affection for the identity of the

city.

Along with those mentioned above, planned city infill, 

which is prominent in the NUA, can provide valuable tools for 

executing urban growth and densification strategies to protect 

the Saudi city's inherent character from loss. Future urban 

expansion can be dealt with by an organized method if Planned 

city infills can be adapted, in addition to unproductive and 

speculative regions, planned city infills may prevent urban 

development over wide areas that produce a form and 

framework that differs from the city's local character. With 
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fragmented areas and an urban fabric consisting of separate 

zones, planned city infills can be useful solutions for 

preserving the city's form and local identity gained over many 

years. Infills will also perform effectively for large unoccupied 

land, particularly in low-density communities. 
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