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Abstract

Public open spaces offer social, health, environmental and economic benefits
to cities and their residents. As planners seek to realize these benefits and re-
spond to human demand, different approaches have emerged; ranging from
the opportunistic use of land as it becomes available, to more systematic me-
thods. In Saudi Arabia, the current approach is predominantly opportunistic
and purely quantitative, which presents a challenge to the Ministry of Mu-
nicipal and Rural Affairs (MoMRA) as it seeks to meet the National Trans-
formation Program goal of increasing public open space per capita from 3.4
m’ to 3.9 m’. This study set out to identify ways of improving the planning
and design of public open spaces in Saudi Arabia, by reviewing 20 open spac-
es (five each in Taif, Hail, Tabuk, and Abha) and interviewing municipality
officers. The findings of this review indicate that MoOMRA and the municipal-
ities in Saudi cities need to adopt a system of collaboration to support the im-
plementation of public open spaces, by: 1) introducing qualitative design
guidelines in order to reduce dependence on the square meter measure and
encourage smart design and location of open spaces within the urban fabric;
2) creating incentives for further connectivity of public spaces at the city-wide
level; and, 3) improving the functions of open spaces to match community
needs through a more participative approach, including citizen engagement.
Responding to these key challenges will require the capacity to be built in
both MoMRA and the municipalities, to unblock the expertise that local
planners and designers have in the urban transformation of Saudi cities and
to ensure that decision-making processes are effective. These changes will
benefit from a public open space typology, and a system and network to be
implemented country-wide.
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A. Addas

Municipalities, Saudi Arabia

1. Introduction

A range of studies have identified the contribution that public open spaces can
make in terms of social benefits (Francis, 1995; Bishop & Curtis, 2001; Addas &
Rishbeth, 2018), health benefits (Armstrong, 1993; Beveridge & Rocheleau, 1995;
Bundred et al., 2001; Addas & Rishbeth, 2018), environmental benefits (Chandler,
1978; Noble et al., 2000), and economic benefits (Danzer, 1987; Rugg, 2000;
Somper, 2001). Public spaces are essential for city dwellers, to support their so-
cial interactions and recreational activities. The landscape offers physical and
visual coherence as well as creating an identity to the spaces, helping users and
residents develop a sense of belonging through the landscape design of public
open spaces, including green spaces, parks, waterfronts and riverbanks.

Research suggests that several factors may affect the use of public open spaces,
including attractiveness, proximity, facilities, accessibility, safety, condition and
distribution (Akpinar, 2016; McCormack et al., 2010). Furthermore, the diversity
of public open space features that encourage users to engage in different kinds of
active and sedentary activities is important for all age groups (van Hecke et al., 2016).
In addition, evidence shows that physical activity is associated with environmental
variables and neighborhood contexts (Brownson et al., 2000; Ross, 2000).

Open space distribution and planning can either encourage or discourage the
use of spaces, with equity of access linked to methods and policies of distribution
equality. Evidence from social science research shows that three factors should
guide the process of design and management of public spaces: i) the essential
needs of people, ii) their spatial rights, and iii) the meaning they seek (Carr et al.,
1992). However, as planners look to respond to human demand for recreation,
amenities and environmental quality, different approaches have emerged, rang-
ing from the opportunistic use of land that becomes available, to systematic me-
thods including a park system model and a quantitative space standards model
(Maruani & Amit-Cohen, 2007).

The opportunistic approach, with the absence of a systematic planning process,
has created an old pattern of public open spaces, with well-known examples
around the world, of land donated by monarchs or wealthy families, such as in
London and Paris. In addition, public open spaces result from upgrading slums
(Schenker, 1995), environmental enhancement (Runte, 1987), and conversion of
waste dumps and scrap yards (Maruani & Amit-Cohen, 2007).

Another variant of the opportunistic pattern is “space left over after planning”
(SLOAP) (Maruani & Amit-Cohen, 2007). This is the space that remains after
allocating land use or road engineering projects. However, these leftover spaces
are usually in random shapes, hard to access, and are usually not intended for
use by the public. Central Park in New York, Cairo Al-Azhar Park, and the Bou-
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levards of Paris, are famous examples of the opportunistic model of public open
spaces, yet the opportunistic pattern lacks a systematic outcome based on any
principle. In addition, this model cannot fulfill population needs or protect nat-
ural resources.

It can be argued from the examples of the opportunistic pattern, that it is suc-
cessful and has provided cities with adequate parks. However, these parks were
integrated with city green open spaces networks after implementation to ensure
that they serve the population. This paper examines spaces in Saudi Arabia that
have resulted from the opportunistic pattern, because the provision of public
open spaces in Saudi cities relies on the spaces left over after planning (SLOAP).

This predominantly opportunistic approach does not ensure a sufficient re-
sponse to human needs (Maruani & Amit-Cohen, 2007). The result is that, while
public open spaces in the Saudi Kingdom are heavily used, some spaces are in
poorly chosen “leftover” locations (Figure 1).

One of the root causes of the absence of a systematic approach is a lack of un-
derstanding of the fields of planning and landscape architecture, meaning that
public open spaces in the country are designed and managed by non-specialists.
In addition, the planning of these spaces is not implemented in the early stages
of a city’s development master plan (Addas, 2018), and responsibility for open
spaces has historically been confused and fragmented in the absence of a robust
institutional framework (Mandeli, 2010). Recently, some measures have been
taken to encourage public participation, especially through the extensive use of
social media. Citizen engagement has been introduced with a promising level of
success. However, such tools are still not used for design purposes, to under-
stand (Addas, 2017) people’s needs and preferences; rather, these tools are used
by ministries and municipalities mainly as a means of ensuring political support.

Saudi Arabia is now at a point where the use of public open spaces for leisure
activities needs to be addressed systematically following the rapid expansion of
urban areas. The ability to do so exists, with the growth of the landscape profes-
sion and involvement of Western landscape architecture (Addas, 2015; Addas &
Rishbeth, 2018). Particular issues that need to be addressed include providing
ways of helping to reduce the segregation between the many different nationali-
ties who live together in parts of Saudi Arabia, but who are often isolated within
gated communities (Mandeli, 2011). In addition, planning must reflect the cul-
tural heritage of Saudi Arabian cities and be consistent with Islamic teaching,
since Islam is the predominant religion in this region. Planning of public open
spaces must also reflect the major changes that have taken place in Saudi Arabia
over the past three years, as the country aims to become one of the leading
countries in the Middle East and worldwide. These changes reflect the strategic
objectives of Vision 2030, such as improving livability and improving the urban
landscape in Saudi cities.

The National Transformation Program in Saudi Arabia (NTP) recognizes the

need to manage open spaces more effectively and aims to increase public space
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per capita from 3.4 m’ to 3.9 m’ by 2030. This increase in coverage of open
spaces in the country will be a significant challenge for the Ministry of Municipal
and Rural Affairs (MoMRA), because of the current planning and management
practices associated with public open spaces (Addas & Alserayhi, 2020; Mandeli,
2010). While it has been challenging to increase public open spaces per capita
since the establishment of the NTP and Vision 2030, MoMRA, and the munici-
palities in large Saudi cities, are taking serious steps toward this goal. MoMRA
efforts include reviewing the legislation and policies of public open spaces provi-
sion. Likewise, Riyadh, for example, announced the Green Riyadh project, which
aims to increase the public open spaces per capita in the city and enhance liva-
bility.

The aim of this study was to identify ways of improving the planning and de-
sign of public open spaces in Saudi Arabia. The study was based on a combina-
tion of quantitative and qualitative research design and included survey-based
research to address the targeted objectives. The study focused on four cities in
Saudi Arabia (Taif, Hail, Tabuk, and Abha), and reviewed the planning and dis-

tribution of five public open spaces in each city.

2. Methodology

To assess the urban setting, this study examined the physical environment of the
selected public open spaces, as considered in urban design and planning litera-
ture (Carp & Carp, 1984; Kallus 2001; Kahana et al., 2003). This research inves-
tigated only the planning and design of the selected sites and attempted to iden-
tify ways of enhancing the planning of public open spaces to support the NTP
goal of increasing public open spaces per capita. The research did not explore
the pattern of use of these spaces or whether the spaces were meeting people’s
needs. The research aimed to identify only the weaknesses in the planning and
design of the public open spaces in the kingdom, as implemented by the muni-
cipalities.

In order to gain a better understanding of the landscape design of public open
spaces in Saudi Arabia, a multiple case studies method was used (De Vaus,
2001). This method helped the researcher develop the required understanding of
the approach of municipalities in different cities within the kingdom, and the
ways of providing public open spaces. Four cities were selected; one each in the
north, south, east, and west of the kingdom (Figure 2) to ensure regional repre-
sentation. These cities were selected by running a random table of all cities in
Saudi Arabia which have historical and particular regulations for the design of
public open spaces, excluding the largest cities of Makkah, Riyadh, Jeddah, and
Dammam because these cities considered the mega city and the other cites or
regions are promising regions. Within each city, a survey by car was conducted
to identify the public open spaces that would form part of the study. The car
survey technique was chosen to investigate the various types of open spaces in

each city where unplanned places had been selected by users, such as rounda-
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bouts, pavements, and spaces by the sides of roads, as these demonstrate regular
patterns of use for leisure and recreation activities. Five spaces in each city were
selected according to their geographical location, as well as their scale.
The sites were selected to enable the planning practices applicable to public
open spaces to be examined in order to meet the study aim of identifying ways of
improving the planning and design of these spaces. The author sought to select a
variety of sites within the urban context of each city, thus bringing to light dif-
ferent planning practices. The sites included developed and undeveloped sites,
used and unused sites, and sites of different scale. Each city has examples of
good quality public open spaces, such as Arruddaf Park in Taif; however, these
spaces were considered to be city-scale spaces that serve visitors from outside the
city. This study focused on the spaces that are near to, or within, residential
areas, and so the city-scale spaces were excluded from the analysis. In addition,
these city-scale sites are managed by a higher authority than the municipalities,
such as by MoMRA; this study considered sites within the jurisdiction of the
municipalities.
The researcher conducted four to five days’ observation in each city, including
normal weekdays and weekends, to ensure that a full understanding could be
gained as to whether the selected sites were used by residents. The observations
took place between August 2018 and May 2019.
It is important to note that the social circumstances of the selected cities were
similar in terms of demographics, culture, ethnicity, and language. Moreover,
the research focused on the spatial arrangement differences between the selected
open spaces in each city, regardless of demographics. Three factors were assessed
in the case study sites: i) design and planning, ii) location, and iii) space quality.
Between March and May 2019, nine interviews were held with the municipal
officers responsible for open space design and management, from the planning
department, design and studies department, and creativity department. All in-
terviewees asked to remain anonymous. The interviews were conducted in
Arabic, and the questions addressed the issue of provision of public open spaces
in each city. The following are the main questions used in the interviews:
¢ How would you evaluate the current practice of public open spaces in your
division?

¢ Do you have guidelines and policies for planning, designing, managing, and
operation of public open spaces?

e Which, in your opinion, is the priority: creating new spaces, or managing
and maintaining existing spaces?

e What is the site selection criteria for creating new public open spaces, and
what are the requirements regarding activities and facilities?

e What is the level of engagement of the users and stakeholders that your au-
thority conducts before creating new spaces?

e What are the most significant problems facing the provision of public open

spaces?
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e What is the measurement of quality and value in public open spaces plan-

ning?

3. Case Study Sites Overview and Analysis

The review of the selected sites was carried out in regard to the spatial arrange-
ments of each site, based on the feedback received from the interviews. This re-
view included amenities, accessibility, safety, maintenance, usage diversity, and
aesthetic quality of the space. These factors are critical, because their combina-
tion determines the success and quality of public open spaces and their ability to
satisfy users, as has been pointed out in the specialized international literature
(Sirgy & Cornwell, 2002; Francis et al., 2012; Giirer et al., 2017). Table 1 below
explains the spatial arrangement differences considered for each of the selected
sites in relation to design factors. Further, for each selected site, a similar table
of spatial arrangement analysis will be provided to identify which of the ap-
proaches and spatial arrangements previously mentioned are applicable to the
study sites.

The review of the selected sites is presented in three stages for each city. The

first stage is a description of the city, giving general information about the city

Table 1. Selected sites’ design approaches and spatial arrangement analysis.

Factors Spatial arrangement
Accessibility Pedestrian continuity
Parking

Special needs-friendly

Barrier-free

Activities and programming Consider different ages and genders
Various activities

Social events

Aesthetic quality Site image
Various usable site furniture

Public art
Amenity Availability of vendors

Maintenance Softscape
Hardscape
Lighting

Site furniture

Safety Pedestrian privileged arrangement
Lighting spots (night-use friendly)

Not isolated from surroundings

User diversity Brings together users from different social and
cultural backgrounds
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Table 2. Case study cities’ general information.

City Province Population Nationality Saudi-Migrants

Taif Makkah 579,970 442,984 - 136,986

Hail Hail 310,897 240,916 - 69,981
Tabuk Tabuk 512,629 432,429 - 80,200
Abha Aseer 231,157 177,905 - 58,252

Source: Central Department of Statistic and Information, Ministry of Economy and Planning.

location and its main attractions. The second stage provides details of the se-
lected sites, with general information and data, including site layout, area, year
built, location, user diversity, usage diversity, and site amenities. In the third
stage, a summary of the spatial arrangements of each site is provided according
to the design approaches presented in Table 1. A comparative analysis of these
site reviews is then provided. Table 2 indicates province for each city and the
current population, and numbers of local and migrant residents.

Each one of the study sites will be explained using composite table for each
city. This table will include layout for each site which identifies the surrounding
context. In addition, general data such as area, built in year, user type and using
time. This table will include the amenities in each site with supporting photos. It
will highlight the location, which means whether is on roadway, roundabout or

cloverleaf.

3.1. Taif

Taif is a city in the Makkah Province of southwest Saudi Arabia, at an elevation
of 1879 m on the slopes of the Sarawat Mountains. It is the fifth-largest city in
the country and is one of the country’s principal agricultural cities. Taif Munici-
pality has two technical departments responsible for the provision of the city’s
public open spaces: the Gardens and Beautification Department, and the Affore-
station Department.

Five sites were selected in Taif, according to site design, planning, and loca-
tion and space quality. These sites were designed by the municipality technical
departments (Figure 1), and are described in Figure 1.

In Taif, accessibility is a common issue in all of the sites, and this affects users’
safety. The sidewalks and pavements are not well-maintained in the selected
sites. In addition, only one of the selected sites provides vendors (study site 3),

and all sites lack programming and events.

3.2. Hail

Hail is a city in Hail Province, in the north of Saudi Arabia. The city is bordered
to the west by Aja and the Salma Mountains. The cultural, historical, and ancient
monuments are the most important pillars of tourism activity in the city and

contribute greatly to supporting the Hail economy.
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Source of diagrams and images : Authors

Figure 1. Taif study site details.

Hail Municipality has a technical department responsible for the provision of
public open spaces in the city, the Gardens and Beautification Department. The
sites selected in Hail were designed by the municipality technical departments

(Figure 2) and are described in Figure 2.
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= Saudi children - Mig. kids. = Migrant children |Source of diagrams and images : Authors

Figure 2. Hail study site details.

The key aspects of the sites in Hail are similar to Taif in regard to accessibility,
which affects users’ safety because all of the selected sites are located in roadways
(under-utilized area or in the central median). Further, the level of maintenance
on the selected sites is lower compared to Taif and the other study cities.
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3.3. Tabuk

Tabuk is a city in Tabuk Province and is the largest city in the north of Saudi
Arabia. The city is considered as the gateway from the north of the country and
is a very important agricultural city.

Tabuk Municipality has a technical department responsible for the provision
of public open spaces in the city; the Services Department. The five sites selected,
which were designed by the municipality (Figure 3), are described in Figure 3.

The key aspects of the sites in Tabuk are similar to Taif and Hail in regard to
accessibility, which affects users’ safety, although all of the selected sites have
parking areas. In addition, the sites in Tabuk are not isolated from the sur-
rounding area, which enhances the sense of security compared with Taif and
Hail. The lighting in the selected sites is well-maintained, which encourages the

use of these sites at night.

3.4. Abha

Abha is a city in Aseer Province in the south of Saudi Arabia. It is an important
tourist city in Saudi Arabia because of its climate, which is related to its high al-
titude. The city is surrounded by mountains on all sides except the north and
northeast.

Abha has no municipality but follows the Aseer Municipality and the technic-
al department responsible for the provision of public open spaces in the city of
Aseer; the Garden Department. Five sites were selected. These were designed by
the municipality technical department (Figure 4) and are detailed in Figure 4.

The key aspects of the sites in Abha are similar to the sites of the other cities
in terms of planning and spatial arrangement. The level of accessibility is very
limited because of the lack of continuity and the absence of consideration for
special needs users. In addition, there is a clear lack of programming and fun ac-
tivities. Further, the sites have low maintenance of lighting features, which is

why most of the sites are not used at night.

3.5. Comparative Analysis of the Selected Sites

It is important to note that research in the Saudi Arabian urban context has
identified the importance of public open spaces and examined the demand on
these spaces and how residents interact with them (Mandeli, 2019; Abubakar &
Aina, 2018; Atef Elhamy Kamel, 2013; Al-Hathloul & Mughal, 2004; Al-Buthie &
Eben Saleh, 2002; Saleh, 1998). While these aspects were not the main focus of this
study, it has highlighted the significance of how open spaces are used within the
urban setting. Although there are regional differences in the selected case studies, it
can be seen that similar challenges exist in designing and operating the public spac-
es that are the focus of public investment and community use, with serious prob-
lems of access and quality. The relationship found in terms of design and planning,
followed by maintenance and security related to actual use, amenities, aesthetics

and urban functions, must be highlighted as a key output of this research.
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From the review of the design factors considered for the selected sites, we can
identify the spatial arrangements of each site. Table 3 below presents the sum-
mary of each of the arrangements, and to what extent it is applicable to each of
the sites. Pedestrian continuity is a common issue in all the selected sites, and

i . Used on ..
Layout Aream? Bmlt Location Used by Amenities
in wd/n | we/n
15,170 2012 roadway Saudi men *|* | * |/ |- Mosque
under-utilized | & kids. - Parking
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' [ 53,193 2012  |highway Mig. fam. / |/ |*|* |- Lghtng
under-utilized | Saudi teens. - Parking
area i \F;',af,‘t'"g

Lighting
Parking
Planting
Playground
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26,800 2004 roadway Saudimen. | * |/ | * |/
under-utilized | Mig. fam
area & kids.

94,550  |NA roadway . |Saudi I | 1] |* |- Lghting
g?eaer_u ilize fam. & men. Parking
Planting
(roundabout) Playground
| Vendors
Walkways

NA local park Saudifam. |/ |/ | * | * |- Bins
- Grass
Lighting
Parking
Playground
- Trees
Walkways

- [ D W ==

MAIN ROAD CARCROSING  SITE BORDERS (OPEN SPALE FLAYGROUND  COURT PARKING  WATER MOSQUE  SHADE STRUCTURE  SCULFTURE PRBNRSE LIRS
THRovGH OS5 FEATURS /PERGOLA /5PeCIAL FEATURE

Saudi fam = Saudi Families - Saudi men = Saudi Men - Mig. fam. = Migrant Families - Mig. men = Migrant Men - Saudi kids

= Saudi children - Saudi teens = Saudi Teenagers - Mig. kids . = Migrant children lSource of diagrams and images : Authors

Figure 3. Tabuk study site details.
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Figure 4. Abha study site details.

this is due to the planning approach to public open spaces and the lack of public

open spaces networks in the cities. In addition, accessibility for people with spe-

cial needs, and parents with pushchairs, is a major issue that was identified in

90% of the selected sites. This issue prevents people from accessing the sites eas-
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ily, and affects their safety, particularly because of the random street crossing
points to reach the sites (only 5% of the selected sites provide safety for pede-
strians). From Table 3, we can see that 60% of the sites provide activities for us-
ers. However, it is important to note that the activities are mainly children’s

Table 3. Comparison of spatial arrangements between sites.
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Taif 1 X X X X X X X a X X X a X X a X X X
2 X X X a X X X a a a X a a X X X a X
3 X a a a X a X a X X a a a a X X a X
4 X X X X X X X X X a X a X X X X X X
5 X a X a X a X a a X X a a a X X a a
Hail 1 X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X a X
2 X a X X a a X X X X X X X X X X X X
3 X a X X X a X a X X a X X X X X a a
4 X X X X X a X X X X X X X a X X a a
5 X a X X X a X a a X a a X X X X a X
Tabuk 1 X a X X X X X a a X X a X a X X a X
2 X a X X X X X a X X X a a a X X a a
3 X a X X X a X a X X X X a a X X a a
4 X a X X X a X a X X a a a X X X a X
5 X a X a X a X a X X X a X a X a a a
Abha 1 X X X a X X X a X X a a X X X X X a
2 X X a X X a X a X X X a X X X X X a
3 X X X X X X X a X a X a X a X X a X
4 X X X a X a X X X a X X X X X X X a
5 X a X X X a a a X a a a X a a X a X
a 0 11 2 6 1 12 1 14 4 5 6 14 6 9 2 1 14 9 0
b.¢ 20 9 18 14 19 8 19 6 16 15 14 6 14 11 18 19 6 11 20
% 0 55 10 30 5 60 5 70 20 25 30 70 30 45 10 5 30 45 0

a = present, x = absent.
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playgrounds for certain age groups only; activities for other users from different
age groups are largely neglected. It was found that maintenance of the hardscape
and other site furniture is very poor, and does not appear to have been consi-
dered in most of the selected sites; however, lighting is well-maintained in 45%
of the selected sites to promote use after 5 pm, which is the norm in Saudi Ara-
bia because of the climate and various social aspects.

Table 3 reflects several design and planning failures. Among them, the fact
that people need to walk long distances to access available public spaces is a par-
ticular problem, as is the fact that these spaces are not connected among them-
selves. There is also a lack of a clear hierarchy of such areas serving community
use. This complicates maintenance and explains why most of the spaces re-
searched are in a state of disrepair. Ferre et al. (2006), Krenichyn (2006), and
Lloyd et al. (2008) commented that having local parks within walking distance of
people’s homes is positively associated with the usage level of local parks. In
contrast, the necessity to drive to reach a park often deters use (Henderson et al.,
2001; Griffin et al., 2008).

4. Findings and Discussion

The findings and discussion can be divided into two main parts to address the
issues: first, public open spaces design and planning; and second, maintenance
and operation. From the analysis of the selected public open spaces in the four
cities, it is evident that there is a lack of understanding of the techniques and
methods of design and planning, and maintenance and operation, to provide ci-

ties with accessible, well-connected and user-friendly public open spaces.

4.1. Design and Planning

From the review of the four selected cities, there appears to be no common view
of what should be considered as a usable public open space. More importantly,
the concept of public open space as a proper use of land is given far lower prior-
ity during the planning and implementation process than other land uses. Open
spaces are only considered within the 33% reserve for fiscal land, which is gener-
ally in poor locations and not really inserted within the urban fabric. Public open
spaces are typically designed on cloverleaf interchanges, roadways and central
medians, due to lack of consideration of issues such as the definition of public
spaces, the typology of open spaces, and the benefits of these spaces to cities and
their residents. MoMRA has no clear definition of public open spaces, applying
only rigid quantitative indicators without consideration of the quality of these
spaces, including their functionality, and how these spaces should be managed to
ensure effective maintenance and operation. Further, the characteristics of pub-
lic open spaces are not specified in the guidelines of MoMRA. This lack of un-
derstanding leads to the use of underutilized areas of roadway, which are mostly
leftover spaces from road design projects. There is a range of international prac-

tices of using underutilized areas of roadway, which includes types of criteria
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and standards that must be considered when building such spaces. Practices
considered for the use of these interim spaces are to convert them into plazas.

From the review of the sites in the four cities, it was discovered that trans-
forming interchange cloverleaf spaces into usable public open spaces is a very
common practice in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The study confirmed that
injuries and fatalities are generally elevated in the immediate vicinity of these
interchanges. These interchange leftover-designed public open spaces in the stu-
died cities are considered very dangerous locations for users. This is also due to
the lack of public open space typology which needs to be created by MoMRA
according to each city’s geographic context and nature. The research suggests
that the definition of open space typologies will assist municipalities to do much
better than randomly create public open spaces in unsuitable places for people to
use. Typologies will also establish the relationship between the function of the
spaces, their location within an urban area, and their integration into an open
space network at the city level.

Tabuk Study Site 5, and Abha Study Site 2 were located in residential neigh-
borhoods. From the analysis of the location and planning of these two sites, we
can see that the sites were randomly selected within the neighborhood without
consideration to the catchment areas of the spaces, or to the spatial and demo-
graphic distribution that ensures accessibility by the majority of residents (Wen
et al., 2013). Focus is only given to providing residential land use. Gardens and
other public services are given less attention during the planning of neighbor-
hood projects because MoMRA guidelines do not identify the best locations for
public open spaces in such projects. Ministry guidelines simply provide details
regarding size and activities.

Findings from the present research indicate that the planning of public open
spaces in the selected cities neglects this factor. In addition, the catchment area
for public open spaces within neighborhoods is very small, and people cannot
easily walk to parks and gardens. The overall result of the focus on residential
land is an expansion in population numbers without the development of the
public open spaces that provide facilities for the population; a finding that
echoes the views of Maruani and Amit-Cohen (2007).

From observation and analysis of the selected cities, it is apparent that there
are no public open spaces networks that enhance accessibility, and this leads to
spatial inequality and safety issues for residents. In addition, according to the
interviews with the municipality officers, the planning process of public open
spaces is missing from the city master planning stage. However, these ancillary
spaces are used heavily by users, who need space for recreation, even if the loca-
tion of the spaces might not be safe. This observation echoes the findings of
Turner (1992), and also previous research conducted by (Addas and Alserayhi,
2020).

By examining the design of the selected sites, we found that there is a similar

design approach in almost all cities, reflecting a lack of effective community
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consultation. Furthermore, creativity of design does not exist. Instead, a “copy
and paste” design approach by the consultants in charge of developing these
spaces, prevails, wasting local expertise and environmental knowledge, and dis-
regarding culture. Analysis of the selected sites also showed that the art of the
landscape architecture profession is somewhat neglected. In addition, there is a
lack of consideration of planting design, form and geometry, landscape ele-
ments, facilities, and designed activities. According to the interviews with the
municipal officers, this lack of design consideration is due to the fact that all
municipal gardens are designed in the municipality, and, in many cases, those
who create the designs have limited knowledge and skills in planning and land-
scape design, and even less in community participation and citizen engagement.

MoMRA must now take serious steps if it is to meet the NTP goal to increase
public open spaces per capita, by creating well-planned public open spaces
across Saudi cities. There is a need to establish a country-wide public open space
typology that can be modified according to each city’s population needs, geo-
graphy, natural environment, and urban context. In addition, public open spaces
must be planned according to a hierarchy of space, to ensure variation between
the provided spaces with regard to scale and activities.

The open space typology must ensure that what Carr et al. (1992) described as
the essential needs of people, their spatial rights and the meaning they seek, are
fully addressed in the planning process. The opportunistic transformation of
leftover spaces from roadway projects is likely to continue to be a feature of open
spaces in cities, but the planning of these spaces must take account of user safety
and accessibility, and allow evolution into better long-term solutions. However,
the most important step is to move away from a simple opportunistic approach,
and for MoMRA to set the framework which encourages systematic methods
such as a park system model or a quantitative space standards model (Maruani
& Amit-Cohen, 2007). To achieve these ends, it will be necessary to build and
develop municipal staff capabilities in the planning field, and also in the technic-
al departments responsible for providing the cities with parks and gardens.

This research contributes to public open spaces planning literature and know-
ledge by exploring the planning, provision, and landscape architecture practices
associated with developing urban public open spaces for different benefits,
drawing on Western experience. Taking into consideration and implementing
best practice in respect of public open spaces provision, will align Saudi cities
with international planning standards and help to address shortcomings in cur-

rent planning practices.

4.2. Maintenance and Operation

This section highlights the issue of maintenance of the studied sites and how this
can also affect user behavior. Ozguner & Kendle (2006) argue that user attitudes
are influenced by the maintenance and management of public open spaces. This
finding is relevant to the context of the study sites, because, from observation in
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sites with a lack of maintenance, there was evidence of neglect and anti-social
behavior, including broken tiles, non-functioning water features, planting that
required trimming, grass that needed to be mown, broken children’s play
equipment, and broken lighting. These factors negatively influence the usage
pattern of these spaces, and indicate that landscape design and maintenance has
generally failed in enriching the environment of these spaces (Addas, 2015).

Municipalities need to consider that their responsibility does not end simply
in providing the spaces and that operation and maintenance are important to
ensure that the parks and gardens function well. Once the quality of a site be-
comes degraded, it can deter people from using the space. In addition, the in-
volvement of private and voluntary sectors, as well as participation of the public,
can play an important role in the maintenance and management of public open
spaces (Bradley, 2015; Dempsey & Burton, 2012).

5. Conclusion and Recommendation

The government of Saudi Arabia is aiming to enhance the quality of urban life in
Saudi cities, and there is a range of programs and initiatives to help the govern-
ment achieve its goal. In addition, there are many KPIs that governmental or-
ganizations must achieve in order to meet the country’s 2030 vision. MoMRA
aims to achieve the NTP key performance indicator (KPI) to increase public
open spaces per capita from 3.45 m* to 3.9 m’ by 2020; however, MoMRA needs
to be aware that the KPI will not be achieved in reality if all that is provided are
poorly planned public spaces in random areas. The quality dimension of open
spaces needs to be present and measured to be achieved. That said, MoMRA and
the municipalities in large Saudi cities are making progress. MoMRA’s efforts
include reviewing legislation and policies, and cities such as Riyadh have an-
nounced projects which aim to increase public open spaces per capita and en-
hance livability.

MoMRA has a well-designed set of guidelines; however, the Ministry needs to
go further and establish a clear definition of public open spaces to support mu-
nicipalities in understanding and realizing the benefits, including the best loca-
tion and how to plan the spaces. Furthermore, public open spaces are a necessity
in the country, and each city municipality should move away from an opportu-
nistic approach and instead introduce systematic methods of planning public
open spaces. These methods should be based on a full appreciation of the needs
of the citizens and enable the establishment of public open spaces according to
context, and also the urban and rural fabrics of the city.

There is also a need for focus on developing appropriate design capabilities in
MoMRA and the municipalities, to ensure they are working according to the
knowledge and skills required for the technical department in relation to the
provision of public open spaces. These skills should include an understanding of
methods in planning public open spaces from other cities worldwide, to ensure

that municipalities apply the most appropriate systematic methods in their own
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cities. Furthermore, community consultation and citizen engagement are also
essential skills in designing and maintaining these spaces.

Future studies can test and calculate the area of well-planned public open
spaces in particular cities in the country using geographic information systems
(GIS), and compare the results with the KPI for public open spaces per capita. A
city-wide vision of open space will help create a better connected and accessible
open space network, overcoming the piecemeal planning approach that explains
the current fragmentation of open spaces in Saudi cities. This GIS model can
thus be used to discuss the planning process, and whether public open spaces
deliver to citizens what they require.

This study has the potential to make a significant contribution to the academ-
ic research on planning practice for public open spaces in the Saudi Arabian
context, and to a transnational understanding of the effective provision of these
spaces. For both of these areas, the focus on Saudi Arabian open spaces is a rare
perspective, which helps address a Western, and North European bias in the
academic literature. The implications for practice are also important. This re-
search highlights the need to improve open space planning and provision in or-

der to address social and behavioral requirements effectively.
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