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ABSTRACT

The dramatic development of urban and rural areas in Saudi Arabia over the last five decades
resulted in enormous stresses on natural and man-made habitats across several regions. This led to
serious environmental problems which pose challenges for environmental sustainability. Although
the government has made steady progress in environmental protection by establishing a legal regime
to handle it, sustainable development has not yet been achieved due to inadequate urban planning
and management schemes that inadequately address accelerated urbanization. This paper explores
the attitudes of experienced professionals and officials in urban and environmental planning towards
the quality of environmental sustainability in Saudi cities. This research aims to discuss institutional
arrangements and mechanisms for environmental sustainability, highlighting key challenges and
opportunities to shape action. The researcher also discusses recent reform initiatives of Saudi Vision
2030 promoting urban governance. Broadly speakinghe, the investigation — which is based on
extensive literature review, documentary analysis and a qualitative survey — notes that, a holistic
approach to sustainability governance is urgently needed. This can help integrate the agendas of the
multiple actors and agencies involved.

Keywords: Urbanization; urban planning; environmental sustainability; sustainable development;
urban governance; Saudi Arabia

1. Introduction

Sustainable development has recently become central to international policy
discussions, due to formidable issues stemming from the increasing complexity of societal
challenges. Although global efforts for sustainable development have progressed through
coordinated strategic actions, empirical evidence shows socio-economic and environmental
trends indicating that it remains incomplete. Many countries still suffer immense
environmental problems from intensified urban development overriding environmental
protection, with massive exploitation of natural resources indifferent to future generations.

Sustainable development is complex. It considers all economic, environmental and
social aspects in decision-making processes. This creates an institutional difficulty, first
because it requires proactive government actions and second because it contradicts
traditional policymaking. Integrating policy goals between different governmental bodies is
difficult, not only from lack of spatial planning and development policies, but also because
of the absence of effective governance and institutional arrangements to implement the


mailto:Joodek2002@yahoo.com
mailto:kmandeli@kau.sa.edu

566
JES, Assiut University, Faculty of Engineering, Vol. 47, No. 4, July 2019, pp. 565-584

2014 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). There are few institutional and
administrative capacities for coherent holistic frameworks throughout the state machinery
due to conflicting priorities between agencies which are averse to sharing responsibilities.

The historical development of Saudi towns and cities shows recent dramatic physical
transformations owing to rapid demographic, social and economic growth. To regulate
sustainable urban development while alleviating negative effects on public health and
natural environments, the government has embarked on several reforms. After 1932, it
established ministries and public agencies and joined several global conventions. Since the
first National Development Plan (1970-1974), further 5-year plans have focussed on
national priorities, making effective tools for sustainable development. Wide-ranging
spatial, social and economic developments have raised living standards. Numerous
sustainable development plans have been adopted. These have played major roles in
environmental sustainability, but despite repeated promises many natural and man-made
habitats still suffer damage. This includes loss of agricultural lands and natural resources,
high energy and water consumption, air pollution, traffic congestion, inadequate basic
services and unregulated settlements. This has been attributed to poor holistic spatial
planning, ineffective governance, and a lack of institutional capacity.

In April 2016, ambitious economic reform was promoted under Saudi Vision 2030. The
National Transformation Programme 2020 (NTP) was launched by the Council of
Economic and Development Affairs (CEDA). This ambitious economic and administrative
reform project aims to preserve and develop all available resources. It calls for effective
governance by developing institutional capacities while adopting sustainable regulatory
practices. This research sheds light on institutional arrangements and environmental
governance mechanisms, highlighting Saudi Vision 2030. The government has made
significant efforts towards environmental sustainability by enacting several rules and
policies; but evidence suggests that poor urban governance and weaknesses in the design
and enforcement of land development policies and environmental laws threaten these.

2. Sustainability and governance: background
2.1 Urbanization and sustainable urban development

Rapidly growing populations created a dramatic increase in large cities, which expanded
to unprecedented sizes. This put enormous stresses on the quality of urban and rural
environments, challenging sustainable development. In response to growing concern over
socio-economic impact on the environment, two strands of sustainable development have
emerged to protect the environment and natural resources. The first stance in the debate
about environment vs. development (advocated by environmentalists) is called ‘strong’, the
other (advocated by modern ecologists) ‘weak’ [1]. Based on a ‘green theory of value’,
strong stance advocates say cities generate environmental costs and most natural resources
cannot be replenished. If current urban areas consume resources while ignoring future
needs, serious environmental and socio-economic problems will spread: achieving
sustainability means rejecting development in favour of the environment [2].

This concern for environmental protection was emphasized in the 1972 United Nations
Conference on the Human Environment. It was also raised in Paris European Summit held
that October to heighten awareness of environmental issues in the European Community.
Through these, a list was announced of environmental protection principles, to prevent
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ecological damage and guide future development. This initiated several environmental
policies and programmes, including the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP),
the first Environmental Action Programme (EAP 1) of the European Council (1973-1976),
and the World Conservation Strategy, ‘Caring for the Earth’, of the International Union for
the Conservation of Nature (1980) (IUCN) [3, 4].

Others believe that human regenerative development aided by market incentives and
public policies can achieve sustainability and compensate technologically for natural
resource depletion [5]. This stance (weak urban development based on ‘ecological
modernisation’ for environmental protection) should be a prerequisite for decision-making
on interdependent socio-economic development. The 1987 report from the UN-appointed
Brundtland Commission was advocated by the Fourth Environmental Action Programme
adopted by the European Commission for the period 1987-1992.

The Brundtland Report, ‘Our Common Future’, was the first global step to recognize
sustainable development. It was accepted internationally because it emphasized efficient
resource allocation for socio-economic development and the urgent need to embrace future
growth [6]. Sustainable approaches require ‘development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ [7].

The change in political debate from environmental issues to broader environmental and
socio-economic  development has encouraged sustainable development within
environmental policy [8]. This has produced a broad range of policies to improve scientific
and technological knowledge of ecological problems. It has also necessitated further
change in environmental policies and legislation announced by intergovernmental bodies
(e.g. the United Nations, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature, and the
Council of the European Union) in treaties and strategies such as in Agenda 21 (1992), and
the UN goals of 2014. Sustainable development is now normative for environmental
decisions. Its promotion within urban communities is widely acknowledged, requiring
urgent attention, appearing on the agendas of many agencies, organizations and
governments [9, 10]. ‘Sustainable development’ now includes ‘economic, social and
ecological’” work [11]. Some [12] regard this three-dimensional model as insufficient,
lacking governance and other performance criteria. Urban sustainability therefore requires
four pillars: social development, economic development, environmental management, and
urban governance [13]. Paul James [14] points out that sustainability covers ecology,
economics, politics and culture, intersecting with other social conditions, such as resilience,
liveability, adaptation, innovation and reconciliation — all basic for positive social life.
Ahmadi and Toghyani [15] argue that sustainable development strategies focus on five
dimensions: economic, social, and ecological sustainability, spatial development, and
cultural continuity. Arguably, sustainability has become a complex term applicable to most
facets of life and necessary for improvements in the way inclusive development policies
are designed and implemented [16].

2.2 Urban governance as a tool for environmental sustainability

Managing urban growth has become one of the most important challenges facing
modern governments. As cities grow and evolve, their management becomes ever more
complex. Research has also identified various barriers for the promotion of environmental
sustainability. These include politics, the legal mechanism, institutional framework
financial issues, technological and technical capacities [17,18]. Many authors [19] argue
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that unbalanced developments in growing cities are due to a lack of effective governance
committed to sustainability. Abubakar and Aina [20] point out that public regulation of
urban development caused deteriorations in environmental quality, thereby hindering
sustainability. Although integrated planning regulation and implementation have long been
considered central to environmental sustainability, they remain significant challenges
because the current governance arrangements in many countries are ill suited to integrate
spatial planning with long-term environmental sustainability [21].

As regards the promotion of urban and environmental governance, Riddell [22] points
out that the most serious obstacle to sustainable development is the governance approach.
This can be attributed to weak co-ordination between multiple stakeholders and agencies,
which are a central element for achieving environmentally aware cities, yet whose
decision-making process are not well integrated. Satterthwaite [4] says sustainability
cannot be achieved via the technicalities of city planning: it is more important to inquire
how government and other stakeholders can contribute to it. Good governance has the
potential to regulate and enforce environmental legislation and other environmental
measures [23]. Similarly, Cohen [24] argues that to address shifting urban opportunities
and challenges effectively, it is urgent to build and support local government capacity to
manage serious urban challenges, land resources and growing demands for rapid yet
sustainable urbanization. Darnall and Kim [25] suggest that integrating a full range of
environmental considerations, requires a central unit to address various urban and
environmental issues. In line with these arguments, the researcher maintains that integrated
urban governance must be considered when enhancing spatial planning regulations,
ecological legislation, and other complex challenges. Moreover, all policies, projects, and
proposals should be considered holistically.

On 20 October 2016, the Habitat 111 Conference in Quito on Housing and Sustainable
Development adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. This represents a
shared vision for a better and more sustainable future, providing guidance on achieving
well-being for current and future generations in both developing and developed countries
[26]. The agenda recommends governance as a key factor for sustainable and inclusive
urbanization, enabling multiple environments for all actors playing roles in policy-making
and implementation. It stresses reinvigoration of integrated urban planning and design
frameworks, advising governments to rely on partnerships with non-governmental
stakeholders to regulate development through ecological thinking. Governance should be
considered when improving environmental legislation and related measures [27].

In summary, the role of governance in promoting the competence of public bodies in urban
growth and sustainability has been widely discussed. Significant advances are being made in
both academic research and in practice. As stressed in the current research [18] that promoting
integration of the environment agenda into urban planning and management requires effective
urban governance. In this article the researcher argues that without suitable governance
arrangements the move towards sustainable inclusive urbanization cannot happen.

3. Methodology

The aim of this article is to explore the relationship between governance at different levels
(national, regional and local) and environmental outcomes in Saudi Arabia. Based on existing
contributions [18 , 22, 28] which argue that governance is central for environmental
sustainability, we believe the launch of Saudi Vision 2030 and enactment of the National
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Transformation Program (NTP) will promote inclusive governance. This will improve
nationwide productivity while enhancing the implementation of an environmental regime. To
test this, a systematic literature and document review concerning participatory governance
and environmental sustainability have been done, seeking new ideas and principles. In
addition, empirical surveys have been conducted in three major cities in Saudi Arabia
(Mecca, Medina, Jeddah) between December and April 2018. This survey focussed on
gathering the perception of officials and professionals from both private and public sectors
alongside important NGOs towards the quality of environmental governance in Saudi Arabia.
Moreover, the author also participated in several seminars which focussed on the future of
Saudi cities to promote the quality of life, while providing empirical material and evidence.

It is important to note that the investigator has worked as a consultant in the Technical
Committee for supervision of the expansion of the twin holy mosques in Mecca and
Medina and on preparation of the master plan for the central area in Medina between April
2013 and December 2018. The investigator is also a representative of the Technical
Committee in King Abdulaziz University in the vision 2030 realization programme called
the ‘Enriching the Hajj and Umrah Experience Programme’. Accordingly, he is directly
involved in studying several urban planning issues in coordination with Medina
Development Authority, the Municipalities in Mecca, Jeddah and Medina. As well as
relevant Ministries such as the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs (MOMRA).
Moreover, he has attended many workshops and seminars held periodically by
governmental bodies related to urban planning and future development in these major
urban centres. Among these seminars, the expansion of the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina
and the development of the central Area in Medina seminars organised by the Medina
Development Authority in April 2018; the Future of Jeddah City organised by Jeddah
Municipality in January 2018; and the development of Holy Sites in Mecca organized by
the Mecca Chamber of Commerce in February 2018.

Employing a qualitative approach, data collection and in-depth interviews were
conducted in order to explore the perceptions of experienced professionals and officials
regarding challenges Saudi cities face in regulating urban development and protecting both
the natural and urban environments (Sample size: 31), focused on senior executives from
several governmental bodies, officials of consultant offices, universities, and important
non-governmental organizations (NGOs). This was done through interviews in offices,
cafés and hotels (Table 1). The selection was based on quota sampling through researcher
choice and individual willingness to participate. The investigator used the saturation point,
in which the collection of new data adds no further insights [29]. Regarding this concept,
Mason points out that a large sample in qualitative research can be time-consuming and
becomes repetitive and does not add anything to the issue under investigation.

From the literature review, the researcher scrutinized different themes linked to the
promotion of environmental sustainability in the Kingdom. In line with these themes, semi-
structured interviews were prepared as tools to link governance with environmental
sustainability. The in-depth interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed in order to
generate a substantive code. After that, the investigator analysed and classified items into
themes to develop a coding framework. These codes were then grouped into concepts and
categorised to establish an analytical framework and demonstrate the findings. The
guestions in the semi-structured interviews include: 1) what constitutes environmental
sustainability and what causes environmental degradation in Saudi cities? 2) How can
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public authorities handle environmental risks such as resource and water depletion, air and
water pollution, land degradation and contamination, waste disposal etc. 3) Do current
urban planning approaches and the establishment of a legal regime contribute to
environmental sustainability and ensure zero-impact development? 4) Are the quality of
governance and the creation of environmental authorities effective enough to achieve
environmental sustainability and protection of the ecosystem for future generations? 5) To
what extent do the current administrative reform initiatives and institutional mechanisms
for environmental sustainability allow public participation and stakeholder engagement in
environmental planning and governance? 6) What are the key environmental challenges
and opportunities to shape actions towards environmental sustainability? How effective are
Saudi Vision 2030 and NTP initiatives in promoting spatial planning and environmental
governance? 7) Recommendations for improvements.

Table1. Particivants of In-depth interviews

Participants Numberr  Male Female Age

Academic stall 7 3 4 35-60
Urban Planning professional 4 4 - 30-40
Environmental planning professional 5 4 1 30-35
NGOs 3 1 2 30-45
Developers 1 1 - 55
Local authorities 6 5 1 35-45
Regional awthoritics 2 2 40-45
Central awtherities 3 2 1 40-50
Total 3l 23 9 30-60

4. Promoting environmental sustainability in Saudi cities

To integrate environmental sustainability at the national, regional and local levels, the
council of ministers and relevant agencies have embarked on several institutional reforms
and environmental planning initiatives. These governmental bodies have established well-
articulated environmental laws aligned with national Basic Law and global sustainable
development regulations within the general guidelines of the Environmental Assessment
System of the Gulf Cooperation Council.

In 1975, in response to massive population growth, rising oil prices, and increasing
income, successive reforms have established a central planning apparatus and ministries to
regulate urban and rural development while overseeing public services. A Ministry of
Planning (MOP) replaced the Central Planning Organization (CPO) and was empowered to
regulate economic development. The provision of various public services associated with
the economic boom necessitated the establishment of MOMRA, responsible for spatial
planning, urban development, infrastructure, and public health. The responsibilities of the
Municipal Agency under the Interior Ministry were assigned to MOMRA, which devised
several administrative and planning systems alongside new local municipalities. MOMRA
was made responsible for urban development, environmental health services, infrastructure
provision, waste management, and the cleaning of urban and rural areas [30 , 31].

In 2001 A Royal Decree enacted established the General Presidency of Meteorology and
Environmental Protection (GAMEP) with responsibility for environmental protection
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conservation of natural resources, promotion environmental awareness, and environmental
protection standards. These increasing concerns expanded governmental bodies interested in
the environment from small units to an independent ministry linked to the Council of
Ministers. For example, before GAMEP, there was a Meteorological Directory established in
1950 with responsibility for environmental protection; restructured in 1981 as the
Meteorology Department, later the Meteorology and Environmental Protection
Administration (MEPA), again in 2001 as the Presidency of Meteorology and the
Environment (PME), its name changed in 2016 to the General Authority for Meteorology and
Environmental Protection. It created the General Environmental Law in October 2001 within
the framework of effective coordination with the relevant authorities in all environmental
issues, to ensure public agencies and individuals abide by the Law. The General Authority
undertakes responsibility for and commitment to Article 32 of the Basic Law of Governance
of 1992 regarding environmental protection and the obligation to preserve natural resources
and protect public health (PME 2001). It also plays a major role in coordinating with other
governmental bodies with an interest in the environment, emphasizing the importance of
coordination between relevant government institutions and agencies.

In 1994, after the Council of Ministers approved National Agenda 21, it set up the
Environmental Protection Co-ordination Committee (EPCC) to regulate ecological
planning and environmental preservation. This committee was renamed the Preparatory
Committee for the Ministerial Committee for the Environment (PCMCE) and again
renamed the Ministerial Committee for the Environment (MCE). It was headed by the
Minister of Defense and established to serve as the national body responsible for drawing
up environmental policies while coordinating all activities of agencies involved in related
issues. Since then the Minister of Defence has been responsible for the environment, with
the authority to issue rules for implementation. GAMEP and MOMRA with its
municipalities are the two public agencies legally mandated to monitor and enforce
legislation to ensure that effective environmental laws are carried out. In 2015, after
endorsement of the UN SDGs, the government committed itself to meet them. A Royal
Order tasked the Ministry of Economy and Planning (MEP) to put the goals into action by
aligning them with national development plans. This created a dedicated Ministerial team
to handle coordination with governmental apparatuses, linking goals to specific policies
and programmes carried out by civil society partnerships [32].

5. Saudi Vision 2030 and the adoption of the UN goals

In April 2016, the Saudi cabinet endorsed Vision 2030, a wide-ranging economic and
administrative reform programme designed to strengthen the economy through reduced
dependence on oil. It would rationalize public spending while protecting vulnerable groups
from negative economic outcomes. It was driven by fiscal pressures following decreasing oil
prices, a budget deficit, and slow project progress. These hampered public sectors in
regulating sustainable spatial and socio-economic developments. This necessitated new
initiatives and reforms to public sector agencies [33]. The ambitious economic and
administrative reforms were supported by an integrated governance model embracing several
institutional structures to involve stakeholders from the private sector and non-governmental
organizations. The reforms addressed major challenges that undermined the National
Development Plans and Vision 2030 and pathways towards UN goals. Accordingly, several
ministries were restructured, and other government and non-government organizations
established [32] . Vision 2030 reflects the Kingdom’s history and its core values. It is based
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on three thematic pillars—a vibrant society, a thriving economy and an ambitious nation to
integrate all relevant dimensions (social, economic, environmental, spatial development and
governance) advancing sustainable development holistically, thus making it the point of
reference for all major decision-making processes. Vision 2030 encompasses ‘strategic
objectives, targets, outcome-oriented indicators and commitments that are to be achieved by
the public, private and non-profit sectors in the Kingdom’, together with implementation of

spatial planning and environmental policies (Fig 1).
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To support Vision 2030, the Council of Ministers tasked the Council of Economic and
Development Affairs (CEDA) with establishment of a monitoring mechanism. To promote
institutional and administrative capacities needed to achieve the ambitious goals of Vision
2030, the National Transformation Program 2020 (NTP) was launched by CEDA. The NTP
sets targets and benchmarks for public sector agencies, establishing expert project
management offices (PMOs) under the MEP to provide overall frameworks overseeing
mega projects. The Vision Realization Offices (VROSs) in ministries and government
bodies in charge of regulating development were assigned responsibility to monitor
progress in Vision 2030. Within the context of Vision 2030, NTP and eleven others
constructive programmes have been launched by CEDA (Fig 2). These programmes aim to
achieve the Vision’s goal and to align SDGs with national strategies in various sectors [32].
For example, among the initiatives of the NTP, MEWA developed its Water Strategy and
Environment Strategy to address the UN goals, holistically addressing social, economic
and environmental dimensions. For another example, one of the major goals of Vision
2030 is to transform the country to access renewable energy sources instead of depending
on fossil fuel. MEIMR and King Abdullah City for Atomic and Renewable Energy
(KACARE) have a strategic objective to generate renewable energies such as atomic, solar
and wind power by 2030 (Alshuwaikhat and Mohammed 2017). In 2017, the King Salman
Energy City (SPARK) complemented KACARE 2010. Together, they form a global
industrial hub for the energy sector, localizing new industrial and manufacturing services
that support economic growth and improve the Kingdom’s GDP [34]

To implement the goals of Vision 2030, programmes launched previously by various
governmental sectors have been rescheduled and other new programmes established. These
include the ‘Future of Saudi Cities Programme’, the ‘Municipal Transformation Programme’
(MTP), and, more recently, the ‘Quality of Life Programme’ 2020, launched in June 2018 to
develop suitable activities to enhance the quality of life of individuals and families. MTP
seeks to modernize the municipalities, considering diversification of investment
opportunities, incorporating sustainable development principles and raising living standards
in cities to reach Vision 2030 targets. MOMRA believes that enhancing the institutional and
financial capacities of municipalities and sub-municipalities will increase participation by
private sector and other stakeholders in taking charge of development.

The Future Saudi Cities Programme was launched by Royal Decree in 2013, tasking
MOMRA to cooperate with the U.N. Human Settlement Programme (UN-Habitat). It has
now been rescheduled to match the timeframe of NTP 2020 to achieve the Vision 2030
goals. This programme will provide better urban environments for the seventeen cities,
integrating spatial planning with the Vision and UN SDGs. These include strengthening
urban legislative and institutional frameworks, empowering localities through sustainable
development initiatives, working to resolve contemporary challenges to improve the
quality of life while reducing ecological footprints and hazards [32]. To bring the country
towards environmental sustainability, Vision 2030 explicitly commits itself to safeguard
the environment and natural resources. Several strategic environmental objectives have
been enacted by MEWA, concerning matters such as natural vegetation and forest,
greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity, ecological footprints, and climate change (Fig 3).
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SaudiVision 2030

1. Reduce all types of pollution (e.g.
air, sound, water, sail)

1. Mational Environmental Strategy

2. Safeguard the environment from
natural threats {e.g. desertification])

2. National Strategy for Conservation
of Biodiversity

3. Improve the urban scene in Saudi
cities

3. Vegetation Restoration Strategy in
Riyadh Region

4, Protect and rehabilitate natural 4. National Plan for Management of
landscapes (e.g. natural reserves, Natural Disasters
beachl

5. National Marine Disaster
Management Plan

6. National Chemical and
Bacteriological Incidents

Fig. 3. Objectives and strategies of the Saudi Vision 2030 for achieving environmental sustainability.

In response to escalating hazards which become key barriers to social and economic
development, Vision 2030 focuses on minimization of the environmental impact on cities,
focusing on air quality, municipal waste management and pollutants, increasing green
areas, using treated wastewater and mitigation of dust storms (GAMEP 2017). To create a
healthy environment in cities, MOMRA and RCJY have established a modernized
municipal waste management system. This has been structured to achieve parameters
outlined by the NTP as a benchmark for measuring population satisfaction with pest-free
cleanliness of cities and food safety [32].

In assessing how far sustainability is found in Vision 2030, Alshuwaikhat [35] has
indicated that although its goals and objectives reflect the needs, desires and context of Saudi
Avrabia, they also align with the Sustainable Society Index (SSI) measures. This index is
based on environmental, social and economic sustainability measures. It was developed by
Van de Kerk and Manuel [36] and embraces indicators for measuring sustainability within
‘five broad categories of personal development, clean environment, well-balanced society,
sustainable use of resources and sustainable world’[35] (P. 3). They also point out that to
ensure the success of Vision 2030, active involvement and empowerment of stakeholders at
all levels alongside comprehensive and periodic assessment mechanisms are urgently needed.
Current MEP assessments of Vision 2030 initiatives reveal a strong alignment between these
and the 17 UN goals in terms of targets and the time-framework. This will help incorporate
the SDGs into government programmes and interventions. The assessments also reveal an
urgent need to strengthen collaboration among different actors, enhancing the monitoring and
performance evaluation to track national and sub-national progress [32].

6. Key challenges for the promotion of environmental sustainability

Concerns about environmental sustainability emerge from a study of the perceptions of
experts in environmental sustainability in Saudi public and private agencies involved in
urban planning and environmental issues. This regards environmental quality as affected by
existing governance arrangements for regulating urban development and the protection of
the natural environment and public health. Based on earlier research [4], [28] which
provided improved insights into the importance of urban governance for integrating



575
Khalid Nasralden Mandeli, Sustainable development and governance in Saudi cities

environmental concerns within spatial planning and development, the rearcher developed
the themes and the questions of the in-depth interviews.

As indicted above, several agencies have been assigned responsibility city development
regulation, environmental protection, and public health. Spatial planning regulations
alongside the General Environmental Law and by-laws have been enacted to create a
framework for developmental and environmental rules. These efforts have improved urban
living conditions and reached several environmental targets such as pollution reduction and
coastal management planning. However, these accomplishments have not yet achieved the
ambitious environmental sustainability as the main pillar of development. The impact of
interventions has not implemented the principles of the UN goals. Many environmental
issues continue. These include environmental pressures, solid municipal waste, soil and
groundwater pollution, depletion of non-renewable resources, exhaustion of wildlife,
desertification, urban and marine destruction, polluting from land-based sources, including
sewage and waste. These challenges continue to impede sustainable urban development
and are considered barriers for effective implementation of environmental laws.

In the next finding, the researcher shows that key challenges for the promotion of
environmental sustainability can be grouped into several main categories, as follows:
growing demand for housing facilities, financial and institutional capacities, stakeholder
engagement, legal and enforcement mechanism, progress monitoring technology and
agency coordination in environmental issues — an overarching challenge. The researcher
will probe these and other factors influencing environmental sustainability, outlining
challenges to urban governance.

6.1 Growing demand for housing and community facilities

The implementation of ambitious national plans has accelerated demographic and urban
growth. In 2014, the total number of cities reached 285. This produced several urban challenges.
Among of these was intensification of demands for housing and services [32] . These demands
have pressurized environmental capacity by increasing pollutants. The agencies in charge of
environmental protection and public health are themselves pressurized [37].

In response to rapid growth, residential, commercial, and industrial development has
sprawled out, destroying environmentally sensitive areas such as agricultural land, seashore,
and mountains [38]. Despite efforts by MOMRA, GAMEP and other agencies to address
environmental issues, city and environmental management remains unsatisfactory. Desalination
plants have expanded, harming the marine environment. Similarly, heavy fuel oil for power
urbanisation and industrialisation considerably stress existing energy supplies including
electricity. Likewise, dramatic increases in car usage and industrial expansion alongside
residential and commercial sectors, contributed to rising levels of greenhouse gases and
polluted air. Some interviewees attribute this to a lack of planning policies addressing the
conflict between competing land-use demands to ensure a balance between socio-economic
development and environmental sustainability. Others participants confirm the result of
previous research [39]  which attributed this to weak governance, hindering collaboration
between stakeholders and cross-sectoral challenges in implementing environmental laws.

6.2 Institutional framework and enforcement mechanism

Studies carried out by GAMEP over several years reveal a clear need to revise the
current General Environmental Law. Evidence suggests that its weakness can be attributed
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to several factors. These include: a lack of consideration of national obligations towards
international conventions ratified following the updated Environmental Law (2002); poor
community engagement in environmental decision-making and monitoring processes for
protection; weak coordination with MOMRA and other agencies in enforcement of the law;
absence of specialized courts for environmental affairs; ephemeral encouragement of
excellence in environmental performance through monitoring and control in management
practice, which is more concerned with compliance[40].

Though legislative efforts seek to establish legislation and institutions enforcing the
Environmental Law, lack of a holistic approach to address environmental issues and the
fragmentation of responsibilities while individual issues are dealt with by single department or
agencies made it difficult to establish a coherent legal regime ensuring integration of policies
and programmes or encouraging multi-disciplinary cooperation [41, 42]. The majority of
interviewees indicate that despite the significant power that GAMEP, MOMRA and other
governmental agencies have been given to impose penalties for violations, the absence of a
clear legal framework containing tools for implementing urban policies and environmental
regulations accompanies outdated land urban management methods that prevented the
establishment of a coherent statutory system to enforce environmental and spatial planning
regulations. This led to many environmental problems including unacceptable pressure on
sensitive areas and destruction of ecosystems while failing to implement the SDGs.

Interviewees have confirmed the results of previous research [43], which indicates that,
despite remarkable efforts by agencies to establish legal frameworks for environmental law,
the country still suffers from weak enforcement powers. Weak enforcement is also linked to a
lack of decisive and applicable laws rather than deciding to implement laws or not, or to a
lack of coordination among the enforcement team [35]. This is apparent in poor waste
disposal and marine degradation in coastal cities because crude oil, toxic chemicals and solid
waste are dumped at sea. Enforcing environmental laws through agencies dedicated to the
principles of sustainable development requires strong leadership and political will with a
long-term vision of growth also demands coordination of multiple actors and sectors.

6.3 Coordination of multiple actors and sectors

As indicated in section three, MOMRA and GAMEP have appointed to address
complex legal issues for urban development regulation, environmental management,
natural resource conservation, and promotion of environmental awareness. Although these
agencies played major roles in developing mature spatial planning policies and
environmental laws alongside legal regimes, the quality of their management systems and
urban policies remains far below the developed world. This is because their approaches are
fragmented at both local and national levels based on conventional professional boundaries.
Moreover, the environmental regime still lacks a comprehensive vision addressing the
coordination of all involved public agencies. MOMRA is responsible for physical
development. Through local municipalities, it prepares master plans and urban land
policies. Unfortunately, preparation of these plans is usually carried out with while weakly
integrated with other branches of ministries involved in environmental protection.

Similarly, GAMEP has been granted greater autonomy. It was challenging officials to
foster inter-agency coordination and cooperation. This undermined the application and
enforcement of environmental standards and spatial planning regulations. GAMEP officials
had difficulty exchanging information to evaluate the state of the environment with other



577
Khalid Nasralden Mandeli, Sustainable development and governance in Saudi cities

agencies. This is due to lack of a clear legal and institutional framework and the shortage of
a qualified technical and enforcement cadre [38], [44].

Interviewees have confirmed that coordination between the two major agencies in
charge of environmental protection is weak and limited to activities such as coastal
projects. Although many studies have been undertaken by these two agencies, few have
been implemented or approved at the local level. Respondents also indicates that most
public and private agencies have far to go before they can implement laws. This is
inevitable when single environmental issues are handled by individual organizations while
ignoring interdependencies with other agencies, creating conflicts of interest and
complexity in addressing cross-sector management.

6.4 Public participation and stakeholder engagement

Legislative efforts have sought to enable active participation by civil society stakeholders
in the decision-making processes addressing environmental affairs. The urban governance
structures and newly established regulatory and institutional frameworks drawn up in
GAMEP and MOMRA reconfigure responsibilities for environmental challenges to enhance
formal stakeholders' engagement at all stages, promoting sustainability. Unfortunately,
progress lags behind expectation. Respondents have confirmed the result of previous studies
[30] which reveal that among the factors constraining adaptation of new legislation to
enable stakeholder participation is related to the absence of a clear institutional framework
for this, without a systematic approach involving other actors working for environmental
sustainability, while public sector agency officials resist new governance arrangements

In some cases, new arrangements for addressing issues (e.g. deterioration of the marine
environment) were riddled with tensions because of the struggles between stakeholders
over the meaning of ‘engagement’. In others, differing opinions over sustainable
development led to confusion about duties, identification, and prioritizing of stakeholders.
Newly established organizations seldom consider the participation of stakeholders as part
of daily operations in their core agencies, nor do they have expertise about sustainable
innovation contributing to development. As a result, the engagement of a wide range of
stakeholders hindered harmony between diverse interests, leading in turn to collisions of
interest and conflicts that exacerbate the complexity of tackling environmental challenges.

6.5 Progress monitoring technology

Another significant challenge is ineffective monitoring mechanisms to assess progress
in resolving key environmental issues presented in the General Environmental Law.
GAMEP and other agencies have built administrative capacity to understand law
enforcement and environmental monitoring. However, weaknesses in these mechanisms
has not enabled these agencies to achieve targets such as the adopting UN goals. This may
be due to a non-holistic approach for follow-up and evaluation of environmental quality,
the disintegration of tasks and responsibilities of agencies, insufficient departmental
knowledge and capacity. Monitoring of new developments and assessment of their
environmental impact require periodic inspection of the socio-economic impact of the
programmes. This requires a comprehensive monitoring framework for development
activities. Comprehensive frameworks ensure appropriate reviews of the environment,
showing how far the balance between sustainable economic development and
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environmental protection has been achieved. Periodic evaluations also require trained
human resources for pollution monitoring and accurate data.

Although data availability and quality have steadily improved, current investigation of
the integration of Vision 2030 with the SDGs indicates that in certain areas monitoring data
are unavailable. Moreover, this investigation revealed that no monitoring data is collected
at a national level for sharing with various state apparatuses. Several organisations collect
data on air quality such as Saudi Aramco’s Air Quality Monitoring & Meteorology
Network and the Royal Commission for Jubail and Yanbu (RCJY), these data are not
integrated into a national database.

6.6 Financial and institutional capacities

Another significant challenge for environmental sustainability is the lack of adequate
financial resources for government agencies (GAMEP and MOMRA) charged with
implementing goals. The annual budgets allocated to them are large, but insufficient to manage
national environmental protection activities. They are too low to activate environmental
conservation programmes when compared to the size of the Kingdom. There is growing
demand for socio-environmental infrastructures meeting the needs of fast-growing cities and
the costs of programmes featured in the National Development Plans. This negatively affects
their performance in enforcing the General Environmental Law regulations.

Spatial and environmental planning is highly dependent on financial resources.
Adequate reserves are needed for agencies to function and invest in high quality emergency
services, adaptable to changing circumstances. Previous researchers [39] confirm
restrictions on qualified personnel, undermining institutional and administrative capacities.
The impact of insufficient human and financial resources is clearly shown in discrepancies
between environmental law and land policies and regulations and the lack of public
awareness sustainability. Inadequate funding restricts effective collaboration between
stakeholders and expansion of basic infrastructures for environmental mentoring, while
impeding successful implementation of SDGs.

7. Discussion

This review suggests that an interest in environmental sustainability and public health
protection began during Saudi Arabia’s foundation. This is evident in the establishment of
ministries and bodies such as MOMRA, MEWA and GAMEP to develop plans, policies
and regulations to implement sustainable development. Following National Agenda 21
(1994) and establishment of the Environmental Protection Co-ordination Committee
(EPCC), remarkable efforts were made to integrate the Agenda into national development
strategies.  Environmental laws were drafted, raising environmental awareness and
restructuring governmental bodies, encouraging their departments to regulate
environmental sustainability activities and socio-economic development according to basic
national and international guidelines. This indicates governmental concern for integration
between local and central administrative units. It also indicates that responsibilities
assigned to governmental bodies went beyond data collection and environmental studies to
develop protection standards and regulations, establishing mechanisms for enforcement.
This was done through powers provided by the regulations for their areas of responsibility
by training a legal cadre to improve environmental issues and promote public awareness.
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Regarding the question of how public authorities handle environmental risks such as
resource and water depletion and implement the principles of environmental sustainability,
it is important to note that two important steps have been taken by the government. The
first followed its endorsement of the SDGs and the enactment of a Royal Order in 2015,
delegating authority to the MEP to ensure activation and alignment of the national
development plans with the UN goals. The second is the Cabinet endorsement of Saudi
Vision 2030 in 2016 and the enactment of NTP 2020, tasking CEDA to facilitate the
implementation of the vision and establish comprehensive governance mechanisms to re-
position the country on the path to sustainability [32].

As regards the question of whether the quality of governance and the creation of
environmental authorities are effective enough to achieve environmental sustainability and
protection of the ecosystem for future generations, the findings of this research indicate that
despite government efforts to address environmental issues and ecological footprints, there are
still noticeable issues that hinder moves towards environmental sustainability. Based on
documentary analysis and the perspectives of participants of in-depth interviews, six issues can be
identified as undermining the quality of environmental sustainability in the Saudi context. As
indicated in the previous section, these include growing demands for housing facilities, financial
and institutional capacities, stakeholder engagement, legal and enforcement mechanisms, progress
monitoring technology, and agency coordination in environmental issues.

Regarding the environmental issues in general and the environmental degradation of
sensitive areas such as agricultural lands, the majority of respondents have attributed these
to the rapid pace of urbanization and industrialization, and the growing demand for housing
facilities. They have also attributed these issues to a lack of planning policies and effective
environmental governance to cope with the issues. This, in turn, has made it difficult to
handle environmental risks such as resource and water depletion alongside water pollution,
land degradation and contamination, waste disposal, and more. This can be linked to the
difficulty of addressing the conflict between competing land-use demands and the
implementation of environmental laws. As argued previously [45] emphases on economic
diversification and socio-economic development often override environmentalism.

As regards the question of how to implement current urban planning approaches and
establish a legal regime to contribute to environmental sustainability and ensure zero-
impact development, the findings of this research show general dissatisfaction with the lack
of integration between environmental concerns and spatial planning. This, in turn, resulted
in weaknesses in both the institutional framework and the enforcement mechanism of both
urban policies and environmental regulations. As they point out, this lack of a coherent
statutory system to enforce environmental rules alongside poor coordination between
GAMEP (tasked to enforce the General Environmental Law) and various authorities such
as MOMRA hinders prosecution for breaches of the law and urban development
regulations. In many cases it is necessary to provide evidence of culpability for officials in
the higher central or regional authorities, rather than dealing with issues at the local level.
This has led to costly and time-consuming legal cases.

As regards the issue of coordination between multiple actors and sectors, most
interviewees said environmental governance still lacks strategic structures for multi-level
and multi-agency collaboration. Interviewees confirmed the result of previous research [37,
45] conducted in the Saudi context. This research indicates that, although MOMRA and
GAMEP agencies played major roles in developing mature spatial planning policies and
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environmental laws alongside legal regimes, the quality of their management systems and
urban policies remains far below the prescribed goals of environmental sustainability.
Issues such as the fragmentation of responsibility and weak coordination between these two
major agencies in charge of environmental protection continue to exist. Their approaches
fragment because of sector silos and their basis on conventional professional boundaries.

Moreover, the environmental regime still lacks a comprehensive vision addressing the
coordination of all involved public agencies. This is due to an absence of a clear legal and
institutional framework and the shortage of a qualified technical and enforcement cadre.
Thus, improvements in institutional, legal and intervention frameworks are urgently needed
in order to create a platform coordinating people who influence public amenity provisions
and allocation of authorizations and resources [46]. Moreover, the findings revealed that no
monitoring data are collected at a national level for sharing with various state apparatuses.
Although MOMRA and GAMEP collect data on environmental issues such as air quality
and water contamination, these data are not integrated into a unified database.

As regards the question of the extent to which the current administrative reforms allow
public participation and stakeholder engagement in environmental planning and
governance, the findings of this study reveal that legislative efforts have sought to enable
active participation by civil society stakeholders and to enhance formal stakeholders’
engagement at all stages, thereby promoting sustainability. But progress lags behind
expectation because of an absence of a clear institutional framework for involving other
actors working for environmental sustainability. This, in turn, hindered establishment of
what the New Urban Agenda calls a platform for community participation [47]. Regarding
issues of limited financial and administrative capacity, respondents clearly point out that
inadequate resources have scaled down essential personnel, expertise, and financial
arrangements. This has hampered public authorities in addressing national environmental
protection activities and in implementing and monitoring the environmental conservation
programmes when compared to the size of the Kingdom.

As for the question of how effective Saudi Vision 2030 and NTP initiatives are in
promoting spatial planning and environmental governance, The findings confirm the result
of other recent investigations [48] which indicate that the 2030 and NTP (with reforms)
may be considered appropriate steps towards urban governance and environmental
management progress. This is because Vision 2030 incorporates good governance
principles as prerequisites for promoting positive planning. These include efficiency,
effectiveness, transparency, accountability, and participation. As argued by
Naturvardsverket [23] good governance has the potential to develop and enforce an
environmental legal framework. The Vision 2030 initiatives and their associated political
reforms provide momentum for optimizing sustainable environmental development actions
as crucial factors [40]. Darnall and Kim [25] say that integrating such efforts within
agencies by establishing a united front is urgently needed to address inter-related spatial
planning and ecological issues and help build punitive mechanisms to enforce
environmental legal and institutional frameworks. These synergies would result in the
establishment of an integrated approach and standardized operations for monitoring and
evaluation to address all plans, rules and proposals simultaneously [49].

In summary, this study confirms recent research [20], [32], [39] conducted in this
context, arguing that the current governance approach is ill suited for the integration of
spatial planning policies and environmental laws with a long-term vision of sustainable
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development. This approach has had little effect on environmental actions and outcomes.
As outlined in the literature [24], [44], [49], [50] sustainability rests on four pillars: social
development, economic progress, environmental management, and urban governance. A
lack of effective governance can be considered the most serious obstacle to sustainable
development. The findings of this research show that the four important issues related to
weak governance have undermined environmental sustainability can be identified as: lack
of a clear institutional framework with enforcement mechanisms, weak coordination
between multiple stakeholders and agencies, poor involvement of citizens and the private
sector, and little progress in monitoring and evaluation.

8. Conclusion

The researcher has reviewed claims about solving sustainable development challenges
in many natural and man-made habitats which still suffer from environmental damage,
examining many opinions. Theoretically, the desire to implement sustainable development
principles requires attention to four above-mentioned issues. Integrated governance can
implement those principles. Researchers must inquire how government and other
stakeholders can contribute to sustainability for these principles to be translated into
policies and actions.

The findings of this research provide fresh insights on how concerns over environmental
sustainability necessitated administrative reform initiatives, transforming modern agencies
and bridging older literature on urban governance with recent work on shifts toward
sustainability. Analysis of the empirical data shows significant structural barriers to the
latter. Public agencies responsible for spatial planning regulations and environmental
standards operate independently. Recently, government has realized the urgent need to
promote urban governance regulating urban development and addressing environmental
issues holistically. Despite restructuring the governance regime, making efforts to adopt
sustainable development principles, actions still lag expectations. The fragmentation of
responsibilities for environmental activities is caused by a lack of clear institutional and
legal frameworks, discordant agency work. Weak stakeholder consultation and public
participation and poor enforcement of policies and regulations have disincentivized
effective governance and undermined efforts toward sustainability.

The researcher argues that high-level leadership and political determination will help
realize Vision 2030 and UN goals, with good governance ensuring that sustainability
principles are promoted. Successful implementation of environmental policies and
regulations require the incorporation of periodic strategic environmental assessments in
order to know to what extent the key performance indicators in the 2020 National
Transformation Programme have been promoted [35]. Moreover, environmental concerns
and environmental law prepared by GAMEP need to be integrated in strategic spatial
planning (SSP) prepared by MOMRA and various municipalities. To achieve this, strategic
Environmental Assessment (SEA) needs to be incorporated in the decision-making process
in order to ensure that local environmental concerns are addressed. Equally, tackling
management issues where the fragmentation of responsibilities and lack of co-ordination
lead to duplication and a multiplicity of environmental regulations, makes it imperative to
consider the role of legislation within an appropriate institutional and legal framework.
Furthermore, agencies directly involved in environmental management such as MOMRA
and GAMEP should be better equipped to improve their capabilities to enforce
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environmental regulations through periodic assessment of their work towards
sustainability. These agencies need to launch awareness programmes and establish a
comprehensive database of monitoring reports. Training programmes and activation of
scientific research programmes and best practices are also urgently needed to ensure
effective interventions to address urban complexity and ecological sustainability.
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