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Abstract: This paper examines the impact of recent policies on the transformation of local
participatory urban planning in Saudi Arabia since the implementation of Vision 2030 in
2016, highlighting both its potential and challenges. It analyzes the shift from centralized
to localized planning at the municipal level and its effects, including increased opportu-
nities for public participation through workshops and digital platforms, as well as the
persistence of challenges such as limited public influence on final decisions and inadequate
transparency in planning processes. Using a comprehensive literature review, policy docu-
ment analysis, semi-structured interviews with 20 Saudi urban planners, and a survey of
453 participants, this study reveals significant governance changes. These changes include
increased municipal autonomy and the establishment of regional development authorities,
which have provided opportunities for local participatory planning. However, the findings
also highlight concerns regarding the exclusion of marginalized communities, displacement
caused by mega projects, and limited transparency in decision-making processes. While
initiatives such as “Your Voice Is Heard’, including ‘Balady” and ‘Istitlaa’, have facilitated a
modest degree of public participation, bureaucratic barriers, regulatory complexities, and
centralized control continue to hinder the full realization of local participatory planning
goals. This study concludes that although policies have improved inclusivity, sustainability,
and efficiency, addressing broader ethical concerns and governance challenges is essential
for the transformative potential of Vision 2030 to be fully realized in reshaping urban
governance in Saudi Arabia.

Keywords: participatory urban planning; Saudi Arabia; Vision 2030; decentralization

1. Introduction

The government reforms introduced through Vision 2030 in 2016 have transformed
urban planning in Saudi Arabia, emphasizing decentralization and localized planning. A
key component of these reforms is Local Participatory Urban Planning, aimed at actively
engaging local communities, urban planners, and policymakers in shaping urban environ-
ments [1-4]. This approach enhances collaboration, transparency, and public participation,
ensuring that urban planning processes align with community needs and aspirations [5-7].
However, while Vision 2030 promotes decentralized and local participatory urban planning,
its implementation has raised political, social, and ethical challenges. Concerns persist over
the displacement of some communities, particularly in large-scale mega projects where
relocations have taken place without sufficient public input [8-11]. This situation under-
scores a fundamental tension between the state’s top-down development strategies and its
stated goal of fostering local participatory urban planning, often leading to the exclusion of
some communities from urban planning processes [3,12].
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Scholarly discussions highlight the complexities of balancing centralized governance
with participatory urban planning. For instance, Saudi authorities have relocated some
community members to make way for urban and development projects in NEOM, col-
laborating with global firms to construct a futuristic city. An in-depth analysis of these
projects is beyond the scope of this paper; hence, we invite readers wishing to find out
more to refer to relevant works [13]. Although the local community does not legally own
the land, the government, as Shihabi notes [14], provided compensation exceeding market
value, alongside new housing and additional benefits, such as scholarships, for those
displaced. However, Moshashai, Leber, and Savage [15] argue that while Vision 2030 has
pursued economic reform, it sometimes overlooks social consequences, particularly the
lack of inclusive governance mechanisms. These circumstances illustrate the challenge
Vision 2030 faces in maintaining established power hierarchies while promoting bottom-up
decision-making—a critical factor in achieving its objectives.

Building on these developments, the National Transformation Program [16] played a
pivotal role in reshaping urban planning policies in Saudi Arabia by introducing compre-
hensive reforms that reshaped urban development and governance, laying the foundation
for the eventual realization of Vision 2030. This vision emphasizes decentralizing gover-
nance and increasing public participation in decision-making processes. The shift toward
local participatory urban planning aimed to transition from a centralized model to a partic-
ipatory system, with a strong emphasis on sustainability in urban development [17].

In line with these changes, Vision 2030 strives to balance modernization—including
economic diversification and participatory governance—with the preservation of cultural
and governance traditions [16,18]. These initiatives highlight the role of institutions in
facilitating public participation in planning processes [19]. This shift has significantly
influenced urban governance and planning in Saudi Arabia [20]. A range of initiatives,
including public hearings by the Asir Development Authority and participatory workshops
at the municipal level in Dammam, Khobar, Jeddah, and Riyadh, exemplifies this transfor-
mation [18,21-23]. While these efforts have enhanced public participation and transparency,
challenges remain, such as limited influence on decision-making, representation biases,
and implementation gaps [16,23,24].

The existing literature provides differing perspectives on centralized governance in
urban planning. Alshuwaikhat and Mohammed [25] argue that centralized governance
in mega projects, such as the comprehensive governance model developed by the Saudi
Council of Economic and Development Affairs, effectively coordinates efforts and ensures
systematic monitoring of progress toward strategic objectives. However, this top-down
approach also raises concerns about the marginalization of public input. While Vision
2030 aims to enhance quality of life through various programs, scholars have raised ethi-
cal concerns about the implementation of these programs, particularly regarding public
participation [26,27].

This paper explores the changes and developments in urban planning policy since
Vision 2030’s implementation and analyzes the impact of these policies on participatory
planning. Particular attention is given to the effects of regional empowerment and local par-
ticipatory urban planning on participatory planning practices in Saudi Arabia. This paper
is guided by the following central research question: How have recent policies impacted
the transformation of local participatory urban planning? To explore this question, this
study examines the evolution of policy changes and their practical effects on participatory
urban planning dynamics at the local level.

To examine these policy transformations in greater depth, this study employs a compre-
hensive research approach. First, a literature review is conducted to examine contemporary
urban planning policies in Saudi Arabia, providing a theoretical foundation for under-
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standing participatory governance. Second, a document analysis is carried out, reviewing
official reports and policy documents to trace legislative and strategic changes over time.
Third, semi-structured interviews with urban planners and policymakers offer qualitative
insights into the challenges and opportunities associated with participatory urban planning
implementation. Finally, a public survey is employed to provide quantitative insights, cap-
turing public perceptions regarding the accessibility, effectiveness, and regional disparities
in participatory initiatives.

The structure of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2 presents a review of
the existing literature on regional policies, focusing on the establishment of Regional
Development Authorities and the increasing need for local empowerment to facilitate
participatory urban planning. Section 3 discusses empowerment policies, particularly
those introduced under Vision 2030, and their impact on urban planning transformation.
Section 4 outlines the conceptual framework guiding this study, while Section 5 details
the research methodology. This study’s findings and analysis are presented in Section 6,
followed by a discussion of key results in Section 7, where comparisons are drawn with
existing theoretical perspectives. Finally, Section 8 concludes this paper with a summary of
findings and their implications for participatory urban planning in Saudi Arabia.

2. Literature Review and Study Background

Recent policy changes in Saudi Arabia emphasize empowering municipalities and
regional development authorities through increased collaboration among ministries and
departments. Digital initiatives, such as Your Voice Is Heard, along with platforms like
Balady and Istitlaa, aim to encourage public participation in urban planning. The Balady
platform provides over 200 digital services related to municipal operations, city infras-
tructure planning, and urban design, enabling residents to report issues and contribute to
urban enhancement efforts. Similarly, the Istitlaa platform serves as a unified electronic
portal where individuals, private sector entities, and government agencies can provide
feedback on proposed laws and regulations—including urban planning policies—before
their approval, fostering a participatory approach in policymaking [7,28].

While these platforms promote inclusivity, their reach remains limited. Certain popu-
lations, particularly in rural areas or those with restricted technological access, are often
excluded from the participatory process [7,28]. This limitation aligns with findings that
participation levels remain low due to insufficient efforts to expand awareness and inte-
grate marginalized groups [29]. The digital divide raises concerns about the long-term
sustainability of such platforms as genuine tools for inclusive participation.

These policy changes can be categorized into three key elements: strategic framework
change, institutional change, and regulatory change. The strategic framework establishes
goals, offering direction and guidelines that shape institutional and regulatory adjustments
regarding vision, mission, and broad objectives [30]. Institutional change involves creating
new government structures, adapting existing ones, and establishing new institutions
to support participatory planning [31]. Regulatory change addresses challenges such as
resistance, agenda-setting, and institutional inertia, influencing how goals are pursued in
response to public attention, shifting institutional dynamics, or policy adjustments. These
regulatory shifts often result in modifications to rules and decision-making processes [32].

2.1. Overview of the Policy Changes Affecting Participatory Planning

The three primary areas of change include the strategic framework, which sets the goals
and direction for urban development; institutional change, which involves the restructuring
and adaptation of government bodies to support decentralization; and regulatory change,
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which modifies rules and decision-making processes to address new urban planning
challenges and enhance public participation.

2.1.1. Strategic Framework
Vision 2030

Vision 2030 is a comprehensive national development strategy designed to transform
Saudi Arabia by diversifying its economy and promoting urban sustainability. This am-
bitious initiative is implemented through various realization programs, as outlined in
Table 1 [33]. While the vision promotes empowerment and sustainable development pro-
grams, critics have noted that implementing parts of it can have unintended consequences,
including displacement and the restriction of public participation under centralized gover-
nance in some new urban mega projects [3,8-10,12]. Furthermore, Moshashai, Leber, and
Savage [15] argue that the National Transformation Plan and Saudi fiscal reforms priori-
tize economic growth over inclusive governance, further complicating efforts to integrate
genuine public participation into urban planning processes.

Table 1. Vision realization programs.

Program Aim
1. Fiscal Sustainability Program Improving government efficiency and revenue.
2. Financial Sector Development Program Diversifying the financial sector for economic growth.
3. Health Sector Transformation Program Building an integrated, value-based health system.
4. Housing Program Offering sustainable housing solutions.
5. Human Capability Development Program Training citizens for global job competitiveness.
6.  National Industrial Development and Logistics Program  Making Saudi Arabia an industrial and logistics hub.
7. National Transformation Program Enhancing government operations with digital infrastructure.
8. Pilgrim Experience Program E;r;)}}a;mcing Hajj and Umrah (pilgrims) services to increase the
9. Privatization Program Expanding private sector investment in governmental services
and assets.
10.  Public Investment Fund Program Diversifying the economy through investments.

11.  Quality of Life Program

Improving lifestyles through culture, entertainment, and sports.

Adapted from [33].

Alshuwaikhat and Mohammed [25] contend that centralized governance in mega
projects, such as the comprehensive governance model developed by the Council of Eco-
nomic and Development Affairs, can effectively coordinate efforts and ensure the systematic
monitoring of progress toward strategic objectives like those outlined in Vision 2030. How-
ever, this top-down approach also raises concerns about its potential to marginalize public
input. The vision aims to enhance the quality of life through various programs; however,
ethical concerns about how these programs are implemented, particularly in relation to
public participation, have been raised [26,27].

Smart Sustainable Cities Framework

Saudi Arabia is undergoing a major transformation aligned with its Vision 2030
and the National Transformation Program 2020. The Ministry of Municipal and Rural
Affairs (MoMRA) has ambitious plans to establish 10 smart cities across the country,
including both newly planned economic cities and existing urban centers. However,
the development of these cities raises ethical concerns, including the displacement of
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local populations and a lack of transparency in decision-making processes [8,12,27,34,35].
While the goal is to diversify the economy and attract foreign investment, it is essential
to examine how these developments impact communities, particularly in terms of social
equity and public participation, as these are often overlooked in the broader narrative of
modernization [25,36].

A 2015 study assessed the readiness of 17 major cities in Saudi Arabia for this transfor-
mation [15,34]. The study identified Makkah and Riyadh as initial targets for completion by
the end of 2018, followed by Jeddah, Al-Madinah, and Al-Ahsa by 2020. The transformation
began as both Makkah and Riyadh made significant strides toward smart city development
by 2018, with the remaining cities advancing by 2020 through the support of various gov-
ernment initiatives [35,37]. Additionally, projects like the Yanbu Industrial Smart City and
NEOM underscore Saudi Arabia’s commitment to integrating smart technologies across
both industrial and futuristic city developments [33].

As Saudi Arabia advances its ambitious smart city initiatives, the Smart Sustainable
Cities Framework (SSCF) plays a critical role in driving this technological transforma-
tion [38]. This framework represents a deliberate shift toward an integrated urban de-
velopment strategy, aligning with the ambitious goals outlined in Saudi Arabia’s Vision
2030 and the National Transformation Program 2020. The SSCF in Saudi Arabia expands
human, social, and environmental capital investments in urban areas by incorporating
not just technology but also local participatory urban planning and decision-making [38].
It actively supports the implementation of smart, sustainable city outcomes, helping to
achieve the Future Sustainable Cities Plan (FSCP) within the broader context of Vision 2030
and government policy. The framework outlines Stakeholders’ Management Measures
(SMM), Citizens’ Participation Level (CPL), and Citizens’ Participation Recruitment (CPR),
which are essential for achieving sustainable outcomes in urban development.

The SSCF highlights the critical role of public participation in the urban planning
process. It provides both conceptual and practical guidance on smart sustainable cities
and establishes clear standards for public participation in city development, addressing
potential debates on the framework’s implementation. This goes deeper into insights
provided by actor involvement and ensures that the public plays a big role in enhancing
urban areas [25].

While smart city technologies may present risks to ethical standards and public trust,
these can be mitigated through robust governance, clear data privacy protections, and
public participation. Effective administration ensures that these tools enhance transparency
and efficiency without compromising trust [36].

2.1.2. Institutional Changes
Devolution of Authority and Inter-Ministerial Collaboration

The establishment of a balanced distribution of roles across different levels of govern-
ment is essential for ensuring timely and high-quality service provision [39]. Recent policy
changes in Saudi Arabia have shifted toward decentralizing authority and enhancing
collaboration between governmental ministries, particularly at the regional level. De-
centralization efforts, as noted by the OECD [5] and Bouregh [27], have the potential to
enhance local urban development by empowering local authorities and fostering more
effective governance that is better suited to the unique needs of regional and community
contexts. However, the success of these reforms depends on how effectively they are imple-
mented, supported by clear governance structures, resource allocation, and stakeholder
collaboration [25].

The active participation of stakeholders in the planning process has shown that en-
gaging stakeholders leads to more inclusive and widely accepted outcomes [24,27]. For
example, urban planning projects that involve stakeholders produce more effective results.
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Another example of local cooperation among authorities is the structure of the Board of
Regional Development Authorities, which includes representatives from local authorities
across various ministries. This structure ensures regular meetings and coordination, replac-
ing the previously sporadic ad hoc committees that were common before the establishment
of the regional development authorities [17].

Regional Development Authorities

The establishment of Regional Development Authorities (RDAs) in 2018 represents a
step towards decentralized planning in Saudi Arabia [17]. RDAs are intended to enable
local regions to play a more active role in planning and development, thus fostering greater
public participation in decision-making processes. By decentralizing authority, RDAs
provide a platform for local people to participate directly in regional planning, linking
national strategic goals with local needs and priorities [40]. However, achieving a balance
between these national goals and local aspirations remains a challenge, often leading to
tensions between centralized governance and local participatory ambitions [26]. Despite
these challenges, opportunities to enhance public participation exist, such as improving
communication channels between RDAs and local communities, utilizing digital platforms
for broader participation, and creating participatory forums. These initiatives could help
make city development more sustainable and efficient [41,42].

In Saudi Arabia, newly established RDAs manage all aspects of regional planning.
They lead comprehensive planning and development across various sectors, including
the economy, society, culture, environment, and infrastructure. They focus on providing
public services and utilities efficiently while addressing multiple aspects of development
simultaneously. New policies grant the RDAs expanded mandates for comprehensive
regional planning, as well as the authority and funding necessary for implementation [27].

RDAs formulate regional urban policies, produce strategic plans, and rehabilitate
projects through partnerships with ministries and central agencies to address regional needs.
They design and implement strategic programs, review development plans, administer
infrastructure projects, monitor the performance of urban centers, and oversee land use
controls as part of their legal mandate. Article 4 of the Organizing Regional and City
Development Authorities (Cabinet Resolution No. 475, dated 22 May 2018) assigns RDAs
the responsibility of comprehensively planning and developing the region in areas such
as urbanization, population growth, economy, development, social and cultural affairs,
environment, transportation, infrastructure, and digital infrastructure. They also work
to meet the region’s needs for public services and facilities. Table 2 outlines the specific
functions carried out by RDAs, as established by this regulation.

Table 2. Regional Development Authorities” duties.

Duty

Policy Creation: Establishing policies for regional development.

Strategic Planning: Preparing and updating strategic plans and programs.
Project Oversight: Supervising the execution of projects.

Infrastructure Coordination: Coordinating infrastructure planning.
Project Prioritization: Setting priorities for regional projects.
Implementation Monitoring: Ensuring proper project execution.

Real Estate Development: Proposing demolitions for development.
Urban Improvement: Enhancing urban neighborhoods, including slums.

O X NG w

Land Use Regulation: Approving building and land use rules.

_
I

Land Division: Approving land division plans.

—_
—_

Data Management: Managing an urban information system.
12.  Agency Coordination: Organizing efforts among development agencies.

13.  Private Sector Participation: Encouraging private sector involvement.
Adapted from [17].
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2.1.3. Regulatory Change and Initiatives
Municipal Autonomy and Decentralized Decision-Making

In accordance with the Regions System issued by Royal Decree No. (92/1) dated
1 March 1992, Saudi Arabia divides the country into 13 regions (Emirates), each governed
by a governor (Emir) appointed by the King. These regions are further subdivided into
138 governorates (Muhafazat), which manage local administration and regional planning.
In turn, the governorates are divided into approximately 1349 administrative centers
(Marakiz), responsible for rural areas and smaller settlements [43—46]. At the local level,
around 285 municipalities are responsible for urban planning, public services, and local
development, ensuring governance and services reach all communities [40].

Saudi cities are advocating for greater devolution of planning powers to promote de-
centralized planning and decision-making, marking a shift from the previously centralized
control by MoMRA [7,35]. This shift has granted municipalities more autonomy in devel-
oping their own plans [47]. As illustrated in Figure 1, there are currently 285 municipalities
in Saudi Arabia, organized by size and function. These municipalities are classified into six
categories: ‘Regional’, ‘Category A’, ‘Category B’, ‘Category C’, ‘Category D’, and “Cate-
gory E.” For instance, there are 17 municipalities in the ‘Regional” category, 127 in ‘Category
E’, 60 in “Category D’, 51 in ‘Category C’, 25 in ‘Category B’, and 5 in ‘Category A’ [40].
Municipalities in Category A possess the highest level of authority, granting them greater
decision-making power and autonomy in shaping urban development strategies, particu-
larly in larger urban centers. This classification reflects varying degrees of decentralization
and administrative capacity, with Category E municipalities having the least autonomy.

Figure 1. Classification categories for the distribution of municipalities in Saudi Arabia in 2021.
Source: [40].

In 2019, MoMRA made a key decision to authorize and empower municipalities across
regions, governorates, and various ministry officials to exercise their authority within
the boundaries of established rules and instructions, furthering the goal of decentralizing
decision-making. This ruling grants municipalities increased autonomy to perform their
duties with greater efficiency and effectiveness, promoting more localized governance [40].

Citing three different planning systems—Razin [48], Hutchcroft [49], and Eshel and
Hananel [50]—successful governance requires a balance between centralized and decen-
tralized decision-making. Razin [48] introduces the polycentric urban governance model,
which emphasizes a shared power structure where local and national governments collab-
orate in decision-making. Hutchcroft [49] presents the bureaucratic polity model, which,
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while traditionally centralized, has incorporated efforts to devolve power to local au-
thorities. Erk and Koning [51], Eshel and Hananel [52] and Hutchcroft [49] discuss local
governance reforms, highlighting how decentralization allows local municipalities greater
influence in urban and regional planning decisions.

This discussion is particularly relevant to contemporary Saudi Arabia, where, in a
trend toward decentralization, power is gradually being shifted to local municipalities
on a take-up basis in urban planning matters. According to Alkadry [53], this strategic
shift in municipal decentralization empowers local municipalities by positioning them at
the forefront of shaping urban spaces in a participatory manner that is sensitive to local
contexts and needs. Recent reforms have distributed more decision-making power to
municipalities, allowing for better adaptation of planning processes to meet local needs.

The national, regional, and local levels intersect at the crossroads between the national
government and municipalities, while MoMRA defines the national, regional, and local
boundaries. Overall policy and regulation fall under MoMRA’s jurisdiction, as illustrated
in Figure 2. At the regional level, regional municipalities represent administrative bodies
that implement policies issued by the central government, tailored to regional specifics. At
the local level, municipalities, classified into five categories, remain the primary actors in
local governance. These local bodies are responsible for the day-to-day administration and
governance of their respective urban areas.

MUNICIPALITIES

NATIONAL
LEVEL

REGIONAL
LEVEL

LOCAL
LEVEL

Figure 2. Structured overview of urban governance levels in municipalities and regional development
authorities. Source: [40].

Furthermore, regional development authorities and municipalities operate across the
national, regional, and local levels. They are intended to harmonize various initiatives and
ensure that development aligns with broader strategic goals. The Development Authori-
ties Support Centre (DASC), which is tasked with supporting and pooling resources for
the regional development authorities, provides coordination and financial resources to
these authorities. Together, regional development authorities and municipalities form a
comprehensive governance framework, operationalizing the nation’s urban development
strategies with clearly defined roles at the national, regional, and local levels. According to
the Bureau of Experts at the Council of Ministers [17] and the Ministry of Municipal and
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Rural Affairs [50, 51], this approach ensures effective urban planning and implementation
that is responsive to local and regional needs.

Urban Governance and Participatory Planning Approaches

In Saudi Arabia, urban governance has increasingly shifted toward decentralization,
with local municipalities and regional development authorities gaining more decision-
making power. This contrasts with the previous situation, in which decision-making was
heavily centralized, with most authority concentrated at the national level, limiting local
autonomy and the ability of municipalities to address region-specific issues effectively. This
movement reflects a broader national effort to establish a more inclusive and participatory
urban planning system, aligning with the objectives of Vision 2030 [7]. At the same
time, this transition reflects broader governance dynamics, where centralized control is
progressively giving way to more localized decision-making, aligning with global trends
that emphasize the balance between top-down and bottom-up planning approaches in
urban governance [37]

According to Alkadry [53] and Alamoudi [38], empowering municipalities is essential
because their proximity to local populations enables them to better understand and address
community-specific needs. Decentralizing authority ensures that decisions are made
by officials with a deeper awareness of the social, economic, and environmental issues
within their areas. This proximity fosters easier access to local authorities for the public,
which enhances public participation and enables a more responsive and adaptive urban
governance structure.

Public participation is a key component of this transformation, with workshops and
consultations organized to involve a diverse range of stakeholders, including civil society
organizations and local communities [7,54-56]. This participatory approach emphasizes
the role of these groups in fostering dialogue between local stakeholders and government
authorities, promoting transparency and inclusivity in urban planning [19,22,57].

“Your Voice Is Heard’, Istitlaa, and ‘Balady’ Platform Initiatives

The “Your Voice Is Heard’ initiative in Saudi Arabia is a national digital approach led
by MoMRA aimed at fostering public participation in urban planning by enabling direct
interaction between municipalities and the public. This platform allows people to offer
insights and feedback on urban development projects. It represents a step toward more
inclusive governance, aligning with Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 goals for enhanced public
engagement in policy-making processes [40].

The initiative is primarily implemented through platforms such as Balady, which was
launched by MoMRA to allow the public to submit suggestions and provide feedback on
public services and projects [58]. Additionally, Istitlaa, meaning "Consultation," facilitates
public participation by allowing the public to participate in consultations on draft regula-
tions. Through this platform, the public can review and provide input on proposed urban
planning policies before they are finalized [59].

As for its effectiveness, while the initiative has led to greater public participation, it is
still in the early stages of assessment. Current reports indicate that it has broadened oppor-
tunities for public engagement, but its long-term impact on urban policy and development
remains under observation [40]. Future evaluations will need to determine whether these
participatory platforms fully deliver on their promise of inclusive urban governance. In the
next section, we will explore how the literature has described the evolution of participatory
urban planning practices, focusing on the theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence
that support the decentralization initiatives under Vision 2030.
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2.2. Summary of Literature Review and Policy and Document Analysis

The policy documents and the academic literature on the topic indicate that Saudi
Arabia is shifting toward participatory urban planning under Vision 2030, moving from
centralization to a more localized governance structure with a strong focus on public
participation in regional development. This shift is achieved by encouraging activities that
promote decentralization and empower municipalities and regional authorities to share
power with the people and their leaders. Notable milestones include the establishment
of regional development authorities for local planning in 2018 and the granting of greater
autonomy to municipalities. The key recent changes are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Overview of recent changes in decentralized and participatory urban planning system.

Impact on the Transformation of

Policy Change Type Description Local Participatory Urban Planning
National strategy promoting . .
Vision 2030 sustainability and citizen Encourages P articipatory planning as
) part of sustainable development.
Strategic empowerment.
Framework

Smart Sustainable Cities
Framework

Focus on tech-driven,
participatory urban
development.

Involves the public in shaping smart,
sustainable cities.

Devolution of authority and
inter-ministerial collaboration

Enables localized, coordinated
planning with multiple sectors
involved.

Shifting planning powers to
local bodies with
collaboration.

Regional development
authorities

Institutional changes
Regional bodies focused on
tailored planning and
development.

Fosters region-specific strategies and
targeted development.

Municipal autonomy and
decentralized
decision-making

Municipalities gain more
control over urban planning.

Increases local engagement, ensuring
plans reflect community needs.

Urban governance and
participatory planning
approaches

Emphasizing stakeholder
involvement in planning
processes.

Enhances community inclusion,
leading to more accepted urban
projects.

Regulatory change

“Your Voice Is Heard” and
‘Balady’ platform initiative

Digital tools for public
engagement in policymaking.

Broadens access to public
participation and feedback.

Based on: [7-10,12,17,25,27,35,37,40-42,53,59,60].

3. Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework serves to provide a structured lens through which the shifts
in urban governance under Vision 2030 can be analyzed. It helps to explain how different
political, social, and policy factors align to create opportunities for significant reforms,
thereby supporting a deeper understanding of the dynamics involved in policy changes
and public participation.

Kingdon’s “policy window” theory explains that opportunities for policy change
occur when problems, policies, and politics align [61]. In Saudi Arabia, Vision 2030 and its
related reforms have created such an opportunity, especially for decentralization and public
participation. However, the centralized governance system may limit the full potential
of these participatory goals. Drawing on ideas from Kingdon and Fuhr [38,61], reform
advocates must navigate this challenging political environment, where centralized control
and socio-political factors, including people's rights issues, can restrict opportunities for
public participation in urban planning.

Understanding this concept is central to explaining how and why certain issues rise
to the political agenda and how policy change occurs. Kingdon’s policy window model
specifies three streams—problems, politics, and policy—which help explain policy change.
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In the Saudi context, these streams are evident in the policy changes studied here. As shown
in Figure 3, the problems stream relates to the complexity of the urban system, the politics
stream corresponds to the arrival of the new government in 2016, and the policy stream
reflects the participatory initiatives from grassroots movements in Saudi Arabia. Gaining
more insight into the transformational shifts within Saudi urban planning highlights how
these streams of problems, politics, and policy are directly connected to institutional and
policy changes within the Saudi Arabian context.

1. Problem stream

Urban system complexity in Saudi cities \

2. Politics stream R Open policy window
New government in 2016 Potential changes

3. Policy stream /

Initiatives from Grassroots in Khobar

Figure 3. The three streams in the Saudi Arabia context. Adapted from Kingdon’s model [31].

The Kingdon model, illustrated in Figure 4, provides a framework for understanding
the merging of problem streams, political streams, and policy streams in the context of
Saudi Arabia’s urban planning. These elements work together to drive the country’s shift
toward policy change. The alignment of these streams, particularly with decentralization
policies and increased public participation, highlights the transformation from a ‘top-down’
policy approach to a more inclusive, participatory governance model aimed at addressing
urban complexities and fostering policy changes in Saudi Arabia.

Kingdon Model (1985) ~

-
\

/
[ 1. Problem stream ] [ 2. Politics stream ] [ 3. Policy stream ]

Urban complexity in Saudi cities New government in 2016 Initiatives from grassroots groups

S0 g

Forms N . Forms
Policy window

-

uLIoyuy

S

Strategic Framework

Saudi Vision 2030 i
Smart Sustainable
Cities Framework

Municipal autonomy
‘ Cooperations between local authorities == =
Institutional Regulations T :
articipatory approaches
7 changes changes pélofy app
[ Regional development authorities
Digital platforms initiative

-

sapinn

Figure 4. Aligning Kingdon’s model with strategic vision for urban development in Saudi Arabia.

Source: Adapted from Kingdon’s model [61].

4. Materials and Methods

This study employs a multi-method approach to examine local participatory urban
planning and its interaction with governance structures in Saudi Arabia. This paper
is based on a literature review that explores scholarly debates and theoretical models.
Following the approach highlighted by Xiao and Watson [62] and Shaffril et al. [63], it
goes beyond summarization, offering critical analysis and synthesis of the related scholarly
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work to generate new conceptual understandings. Therefore, this paper draws on academic
material to build an understanding of the complexities and dynamics of local participatory
urban planning in Saudi Arabia by identifying various perspectives and gaps within the
existing knowledge.

The literature review is complemented by an analysis of policies, urban planning docu-
ments, and reports. This part provides details on the key legal frameworks, comprehensive
urban development plans, and important policy documents that guide the domain of urban
planning and governance. Following Altheide's [64] systematic approach, this paper selects
the documents, arranges them systematically, and analyzes them to reveal patterns and
meanings embedded therein. These patterns include recurring themes of decentralization,
public participation, and the integration of technology in planning, while the meanings
derived emphasize the growing focus on inclusivity and sustainability in urban gover-
nance. This critical review uncovers insights that contribute significantly to understanding
local participatory urban planning, especially in terms of how new policies foster local
empowerment and collaborative decision-making. This paper, therefore, provides a context
in which theoretical findings from the reviewed literature are grounded in the practical and
real-life frameworks guiding urban planning in the country. It thus seeks to bridge the gap
between theory and practice in the realm of participatory urban planning.

In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a group of 20 experienced
urban planners from Saudi Arabia, following the guidelines of Kallio et al. [65], to gather
information and offer perspectives on policy impacts and the practical aspects of local
participatory urban planning. The decision to interview only urban planners was driven by
their direct involvement in the implementation of recent policies and participatory urban
planning initiatives. As key professionals in municipal authorities, regional development
agencies, and private consultancy firms, urban planners possess direct knowledge of how
governance reforms under Vision 2030 have influenced participatory mechanisms. Their
expertise allows for an in-depth analysis of the practical challenges and opportunities
in local urban planning. Additionally, selecting urban planners ensured that this study
remained focused on policy implementation rather than broader public perception, which
was addressed separately through the survey. Of the participants, 11 were academic experts
who also worked in regional development authorities and municipalities, while 9 were
urban planners employed solely in regional development authorities, municipalities, or
private urban planning consultancies (Table 4).

The interview guide, finalized prior to data collection, included questions focused on
the respondents' experiences in these roles to ensure relevance. These questions addressed
topics such as the influence of recent policies on local public participation and the methods
used by urban planners in formulating urban plans.

The questions focused on the effects of recent policy changes, including territorial
policies, the establishment of local development authorities, and Vision 2030-driven em-
powerment policies. These inquiries were designed to explore how these changes highlight
the significance of responsive governance in participatory planning. The final sections of
the interview guide addressed performance in relation to Vision 2030 objectives, challenges
arising from the transition to more localized planning, and observations on the integration
of public participation into urban development projects. Additionally, the guide examined
perceptions of the balance between central government-led mega projects and local partici-
patory projects, concluding with visions for local participatory urban planning in Saudi
Arabia from the perspectives of the urban planners.

As shown in Figure 5, the interviews were carried out using a systematic process that
involved implementation, analysis, and summarization. During the interviews, recordings
were made, and transcriptions were automatically generated. Once the transcripts were
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stored, the editing process began with Arabic text editing. The text was then translated into
English, and content editing was conducted to ensure that all terminologies aligned with
the context of Saudi Arabia. This stage included open coding, followed by axial coding,
and finally selective coding using ATLAS.ti9 (Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis
Software, CAQDAS), following the guidelines outlined by Friese [50]. This process led to
the identification of thematic findings. The final stage of writing involved expressing the
core ideas developed through the coding process, culminating in an explanation of the
main research impact.

Editing
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. . . ]
! terminologies with : ! '
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| ' [ 1
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Figure 5. Qualitative data analysis process for interviews with urban planners. Source: Created by
the authors.

The interviews aimed to gather insights into the impact of policies introduced from
2016 onwards on local participatory urban planning. The urban planners provided valu-
able perspectives on the current trends, potentials, and challenges within Saudi Arabian
urban planning, drawing from their extensive experience and expertise in the field. Their
insights contributed significantly to understanding how local participatory urban planning
processes are evolving to foster sustainable, equitable, and well-organized urban spaces,
cities, and communities across Saudi Arabia.

This paper employed employed a mixed-mode survey (online and in-person), along-
side literature reviews, official reports, policy documents, and other sources as part of
its data collection approach. The survey aimed to assess public perception regarding the
impact of recent policies on local participatory urban planning. A total of 453 participants—
144 in person and 309 online—provided input, representing a diverse mix of in-person
and online experiences. Participants were selected using a combination of convenience
sampling [66] and stratified sampling [67]. Convenience sampling was used to efficiently
reach available participants across various locations, while stratified sampling ensured rep-
resentation from multiple social settings, capturing a broader demographic cross-section.

The online survey was distributed via researchers’ personal and institutional networks,
as well as social media platforms such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter (X), and WhatsApp
groups. Meanwhile, in-person surveys were conducted by trained research assistants in
Khobar’s parks, malls, sports centers, local festivals, and social events. Research assistants
were specifically trained to approach individuals in a diverse manner, ensuring that the
sample reflected a broad demographic representation.
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Table 4. List of interviewees by professional title, institution, and interview date.
Interviewee Professional Title Institution Place, Date
Code
11 Academic expert/Urban Planning  King Saud University/Regional Riyadh
Consultant Development Authority 14 February 2024
. . Khobar/Riyadh
I2 Urban Planner and Designer Authorities Support Center 11 February 2024
King Saud University /Ministry of Khobar/Riyadh
I3 Urban and Master Planner Municipal and Rural Affairs 13 February 2024
14 Lecturer/Urban Planning 51;1 ?m ?§d7;;hrr‘;3nr})$r]13Fral1ﬁal Dammam
Advisor versity/the o a 13 February 2024
Group
Sustainable Urban Energy . Khobar
I5 Planner King Salman Energy Park 1 February 2024
. . Riyadh
I6 Urban Planner Heritage Commission 18 February 2024
. Center of Urban Design and Riyadh
17 Urban Designer Planning of Saudi Cities 28 February 2024
. . . Khobar
I8 Urban Planner and Designer Private Consultation Company 12 February 2024
. . Riyadh
I9 Urban Designer Authorities Support Center 8 February 2024
. . . Jeddah/Riyadh/Khobar
110 Urban Designer Private Consultation Company 21 February 2024
111 Academic expert/Urban Planning  King Saud University/ Regional Riyadh
Consultant Development Authority 20 February 2024
112 Academic expert/Urban Planning  King Saud University /Ministry of Riyadh
Consultant Municipal and Rural Affairs 15 February 2024
113 Academic expert/Urban Planning  King Saud University/ Regional Riyadh
Consultant Development Authority 8 February 2024
. . . . Riyadh
114 Academic expert King Saud University 19 February 2024
Academic expert/Urban Planning King Fahad University of Khobar
15 Consultant Petroleum and 11 February 2024
Minerals/ ARAMCO y
116 Academic expert/Urban Planning ﬁﬁ%gﬁ?u};ﬁiate Consultation Jeddah
Consultant y 15 February 2024
Company
117 Urban Planner and Designer Private Consultation Compan Khobar
anner a esigne ivate Consultation Company 14 February 2024
118 Academic expert/Urban Planning  King Saud University /Ministry of Riyadh
Consultant Municipal and Rural Affairs 11 March 2024
. . Riyadh
119 Urban Planner Regional Development Authority 12 February 2024
120 Academic expert King Saud University Riyadh

11 February 2024

Source: Compiled from primary interviews conducted by the authors (February—March 2024).
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5. Results from Interviews: Revealing the Impact of Recent Policies on
the Transformation of Local Participatory Urban Planning

5.1. Strategic Shifts in Urban Planning and Decentralization

A significant finding from the interviews is the strategic shift from centralized to
decentralized urban planning approaches, a key aspect of Vision 2030. This transition aligns
with Kingdon’s policy window theory, as the convergence of the problem stream (urban
complexity), the politics stream (government reforms since 2016), and the policy stream
(participatory initiatives) has created an opportunity for reform. Decentralization aims to
empower local governance, foster stakeholder collaboration, and enhance inclusiveness,
sustainability, and efficiency in urban planning.

As one senior urban planner noted, “The establishment of regional development
authorities has been a positive step in fostering participatory mechanisms” (I 7). This
reflects the institutional shifts within the policy stream, where new governance structures
facilitate greater involvement of local actors. However, as Kingdon’s model suggests,
the effectiveness of these reforms depends on overcoming centralized control and socio-
political constraints. The findings indicate that while Vision 2030 has opened a window for
decentralization, its full realization requires addressing political and institutional challenges
that may still limit public participation.

Decentralization has empowered municipalities to implement localized strategies,
creating opportunities for public participation. Initiatives such as Istitlaa and Balady have
provided platforms for public participation. However, challenges remain, including the
need for clearer guidelines and sustainable frameworks. As one respondent remarked,
“Decentralization is important, but it must be accompanied by effective coordination among
municipalities to ensure meaningful participation” (I 12). This shift reflects global trends in
decentralization observed in regions like Latin America and Southeast Asia, where reforms
aim to strengthen local governance and public participation (I1, 2,4, 5, 6,7, 14, 17, 20).

5.2. Stakeholder Collaboration and Public Participation

Enhanced collaboration between stakeholders—local authorities, private sector actors,
and community members—has been another key outcome of recent policies. Participa-
tory workshops and consultations have enabled communities to voice their concerns and
contribute to urban planning decisions. For example, municipalities in larger cities have suc-
cessfully organized these engagements to integrate public feedback. As one urban planner
noted, “multi-stakeholder dialogues are improving the quality of public participation” (I 5).

Digital platforms have accelerated participation in urban areas, allowing municipal-
ities to gather feedback efficiently. A digital planning specialist remarked, “The use of
digital platforms has significantly sped up the process of engaging local communities” (I 8).
However, rural areas face challenges such as limited internet access and technological
literacy, hindering the inclusivity of these tools. As one respondent observed, “Digital
platforms often exclude tech-illiterate populations and may result in fake or low-quality
participation” (I 13).

5.3. Urban—Rural Disparities in Participation

The interviews highlight significant differences in participation levels between urban
and rural areas. Urban planners in Riyadh expressed optimism about Vision 2030, citing
examples where community feedback influenced urban projects (11, 8, 10, 12,17, 18). In
contrast, officials in smaller municipalities voiced frustration over resource limitations and
the slow pace of reform (14,7, 14, 17, 20).

While urban regions increasingly adopt digital engagement strategies, rural com-
munities rely on traditional town hall meetings, which are often ineffective. “The voices
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of marginalized communities are often overridden in favor of top-down development
agendas,” noted one lecturer in urban planning (I 4). This urban-rural divide underscores
the need to tailor participatory mechanisms to local contexts to ensure inclusivity (11, 2, 3,
7,10, 13, 14, 19, 20).

5.4. Resource Gaps and Institutional Capacity

Resource disparities between municipalities emerged as a recurring theme. Urban
planners in smaller towns highlighted the lack of resources and institutional capacity as
barriers to implementing participatory changes (12, 4, 6, 11, 16, 17). In contrast, larger cities
benefit from better funding and institutional support, enabling more active community par-
ticipation. As one urban planner noted, “Larger cities are equipped to adopt participatory
tools effectively, but smaller towns are left struggling” (I 14).

Senior urban planners praised decentralization reforms for enabling faster decision-
making processes (I 1, 5, 8, 13, 15, 16). However, policy critics argued that real power
remains centralized, leaving local institutions under-resourced. “These reforms are of-
ten symbolic rather than substantive, leaving local institutions unable to operationalize
participatory planning,” commented one critic (I 6).

5.5. Visionary Impacts and Sustainability

Recent policies have emphasized sustainability, quality-of-life programs, and environ-
mental considerations as part of a visionary strategic framework. Long-term sustainability
plans, climate action strategies, and resilience-building measures have been integrated into
urban planning practices (I1, 8, 10, 12, 17, 18). “The focus on sustainability is a significant
step forward, aligning urban planning with global environmental goals,” remarked one
urban planner (I 8).

Local participatory planning is essential to achieving these goals, particularly as
policies prioritize environmental and quality-of-life factors. However, urban planners noted
that effective implementation requires consistent public engagement and local support (11,
5,6,8,11,13,15,17).

5.6. Challenges and Ethical Concerns

Despite progress, significant challenges remain. Bureaucratic barriers, regulatory
complexities, and limited transparency hinder participatory urban planning. Financial
constraints further exacerbate these issues, particularly for smaller municipalities (I 3,
5, 8, 11, 16). Broader concerns include ethical and political implications, such as forced
displacement and restricted public input in large-scale projects. “Centralized approaches
in mega projects often sideline local voices, undermining the essence of participatory
planning,” noted one respondent (I 4).

While Vision 2030 and the Smart Sustainable Cities Framework aim to modernize
governance and enhance participation, their implementation has faced criticism. These
challenges highlight the need for targeted policies to address regional inequalities and
ensure meaningful participation for all communities (I 1-6, 8, 11, 12, 16-19).

A summary of the key findings from the interviews is in Table 5 and Figure 6.
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Table 5. Summary of findings from interviews.

Impact on the Transformation of

Recent Policy Axial Code (Themes) Main Role Local Participatory Urban
Planning
Empowered authorities act as
1. Governance, Policy, and enablers, increasing local
o : Enabler L .. .
Institutional Dynamics participation in decision-making
Institutional Changes and urban development.
2. Stakeholder Collaboration Enhanced collaboration acts as an
and Local-Sectoral Enhancer enhancer, improving the quality
Coordination of public participation.
3. Municipal Autonomy and . qu1c1pal autqnomy cervesasan
) .. Activator activator, boosting public
Public Participation . .
engagement in local planning.
Urban strategies motivate
4. Urban Planning and . decentralized, sustainable
. Motivator . : . ..
Development Strategies planning aligned with Vision
Regulatory Changes 2030.
Regulatory complexity and
bureaucratic barriers can slow
5. Implementation Challenges dec151.on-mak1ng and. hinder the
. . Obstacle effectiveness of public
and Bureaucratic Barriers L L
participation, limiting the
progress of participatory
planning.
6. Sustainability, Quality of Sustalln-abﬂlty frameworks Serve
. . as a visionary force, promoting
Life Program, and Visionary . SR
. . . participatory planning inspired
Environmental Considerations .
. by Vision 2030.
Strategic Framework
Accelerated the inclusion of
7. Digital Transformation and Accelerator technology in public participation
Technological Advancement in planning for efficient urban
development.
Financial constraints and
inefficient resource management
8. Economic Factors and Obstacle limit public participation and
Resource Management hinder the sustainability of
participatory urban planning
efforts.
Cultural identity acts as a
In All Policies 9. Cultural Identity, Urban . motivator, encouraging
. . Motivator participation through a sense of
Aesthetics, and Public Spaces . .
belonging to public spaces and
local architecture.
Community inclusion acts as an
10. Community Inclusion and Enabler enabler, fostering diversity and

Social Dynamics

gender equality in participatory
planning.

Source: Compiled from primary interviews conducted by the authors (February—March 2024).
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Figure 6. Themes extracted from interviews and their relevance with recent policy changes. Source:

Developed by the authors using data from interviews, literature review, and document analysis.

The following Table 6 provides a summary of key nuances observed during the

interviews.

Table 6. Key nuances in perspectives on local participatory urban planning in Saudi Arabia. Source:

own elaboration.

Key Distinctions Between Interviewees

Examples of Nuances

Optimistic Perspective

Skeptical Perspective

Varied perspectives based on roles—some
optimistic, others skeptical about the real
impact

Urban Planner from Riyadh:
Optimistic, noting community
feedback’s impact on projects

Local Official in Smaller
Municipality: Frustrated by
resource and infrastructure
limitations.

Some view councils as central to
participation; others find them ineffective

Jeddah Council Member:
Highlighted councils” growing
role in public consultations

Academic Researcher: Criticized
councils as bureaucratic with
power still centralized.

Participation levels differ between urban
and rural areas

Urban Development Consultant:
Digital engagement is growing in
urban areas

Rural Community Leader: Town
hall meetings are ineffective, with
residents feeling disconnected.

Mixed views: some find them useful in
accelerating the participation process;
others see them as superficial

Digital Specialist: Praised digital
tools for boosting transparency
and quick feedback

Public Representative: Criticized
digital platforms for excluding
less tech-savvy people and areas
with poor internet.

Smaller municipalities face more resource
challenges than larger ones

Large City Planner: Noted larger
budgets enable more active
community engagement,
highlighting urban—rural
differences

Small Town Official: Concerned
about limited resources slowing
progress.

Opinions vary: some see reforms as
transformative; others as superficial

Development Authority Official:
Praised decentralization for
speeding up decision-making

Policy Critic: Argued power
remains centralized and local
institutions lack resources,
making reforms superficial.

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on primary interviews (February—March 2024).
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6. Survey Results: Impact of Recent Policies on Local Participatory
Urban Planning

The function of the survey in the methodology is to empirically assess whether recent
policies introduced under Vision 2030 have effectively increased public participation in
urban planning in Saudi Arabia. By collecting responses from 435 participants, the survey
provides quantitative evidence regarding public perceptions of these policy changes. The
results help to evaluate the real-world impact of these initiatives, highlight the variability
of public opinion, and identify areas where policies may not have been fully effective or
evenly implemented. This data-driven approach adds depth to the theoretical arguments
by grounding them in the lived experiences and opinions of the affected population,
thereby contributing to a more nuanced understanding of the effects of Vision 2030 on local
participatory governance.

The survey, conducted by the author, examined whether Vision 2030 regulations
introduced after 2016 have increased public participation in urban planning. Figure 7
presents the survey introduction, guidance, and two sample questions, illustrating this
paper’s purpose and the types of inquiries posed to participants. Among 435 respondents
(Figure 8), 40.7% were neutral, 27.2% agreed, and 32.1% disagreed. The mean score was
2.92 (close to neutral), indicating mixed views. The high level of neutrality may reflect
limited awareness or uneven implementation across regions.

Dear sirfmadam,

Itis my pleasure to invite you take part in this study titled Local Participatory Urban Planning in Saudi Governance Context: the case of Khobar city. This study is being done by Fouad Alasiri from the TU Delft. The purpose of this

research study is understand the concept off local participatory urban planning and the collaboration between grassroots groups and local authorities, and will take you approximately 5 minutes to complete.

The data will be used for an academic purposes. We will be asking you 16 questions about the influence of the recent regulations on local participatory urban planning, the role of grassroots participation, and the effectiveness of

local authorities in implementing these processes. As with any online activity the risk of a breach is always possible. To the best of our ability your answers in this study will remain confidential.

Please be assured that all information shared during the survey will be kept strctly confidential and will be used solely for academic purposes. Data protection and privacy are of utmost importance in this research, and all measures

will be taken to ensure the anonymity and security of the information provided. However, any personal identifiers will be removed or ized in any ons or resulting from this study. Your participation in this

study is entirely voluntary and you can withdraw at any time.

Press Next for acceptace and to go to questions page

©)

Have you ever participated in any urban planning activities, such as public hearing, workshop, focus group, community meetings in Khobar City or any other city?
O Never

O Onetime

O Two times

O Three times

O Four times and more

9

Do you agree that urban planning regulations since 2016 have increased public participation in urban planning in your area?

O strongly Disagree
O Disagree

O Neither Agree nor Disagree
O Agree
@)

Strongly Agreee

Figure 7. Examples of Survey Questions (via QualtricsXM), presenting the introduction, guidance,
and sample inquiries reflecting this paper’s purpose.
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Disagree

32.1%

Figure 8. Public perception of Vision 2030’s impact on urban planning participation. Source: Survey
conducted by the authors [62].

Further findings reveal significant participation barriers, as 76.04% of respondents had
never participated in urban planning activities, reinforcing concerns about limited public
involvement. However, 24% had participated at least once, suggesting the potential for
increased actual participation if participation mechanisms are enhanced.

These mixed results indicate progress but also highlight areas for improvement. To
make participation more impactful, policies should focus on increasing accessibility to
participatory platforms, especially in less-engaged regions, and ensure that public input
has a tangible influence on planning decisions. Tailoring approaches to local contexts and
demonstrating how public feedback shapes outcomes could strengthen trust and encourage
broader engagement, aligning with Vision 2030’s goals for inclusive urban development.
This finding from the survey question moderately aligns with interview insights, which
suggest that recent policies show promise but are hindered by bureaucratic and regulatory
challenges that limit the depth of public participation.

7. Discussion

While interviews highlight progress in fostering local participatory urban planning,
broader political and social challenges persist. Bureaucratic barriers, regulatory complexity,
and displacement continue to hinder public participation within a centralized governance
system [7,26]. These challenges raise concerns about the effectiveness of Vision 2030’s
participatory initiatives.

Survey findings reflect these barriers, with a majority (76.04%) of respondents report-
ing that they had never participated in urban planning activities, indicating significant
obstacles to engagement. However, 24% had participated at least once, suggesting a
potential for greater involvement if public participation mechanisms are strengthened.

Furthermore, research highlights how these barriers contribute to broader inequalities.
George [68] and Bouregh [27] argue that smart city projects often exacerbate disparities
and limit public autonomy, particularly for marginalized groups. Similarly, Moshashai,
Leber, and Savage [15], along with Thompson [9,10], emphasize that Vision 2030’s economic
reforms frequently overlook social consequences, particularly in terms of ensuring genuine
public participation and addressing displacement issues.

Table 7 provides a comparative analysis of Vision 2030’s objectives in local participatory
urban planning alongside the challenges and concerns that have emerged.
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Table 7. Comparison between Vision 2030 goals in local participatory urban planning and associated
challenges and concerns.

Vision 2030 Goals for Local Participatory Urban Planning Concerns and Challenges
Empowering public to contribute to decision-making Limited public input in mega projects; bureaucratic
processes barriers

Increasing local governance autonomy and responsibility

Centralized governance still exerts control, limiting
autonomy

Enhancing inclusivity across different community sectors

Exclusion of marginalized groups, particularly in
rural areas

Improving urban regional development Displacement of communities for mega projects

Using digital tools to increase participation and efficiency

Digital divide affecting rural and low-income
populations

Ensuring open, transparent governance and decision-making

Limited transparency in planning processes and
decision-making

Source: Compiled by the authors based on all references cited in this paper.

This table illustrates the tension between the vision’s stated goals of empowerment,
local public participation, and sustainability and the challenges posed by centralization
and the exclusion of marginalized groups in practice.

7.1. Limitations

While the 20 interviews offer valuable insights, they have limitations. Urban planners’
perspectives may focus on the positives of decentralization and participatory planning
while overlooking ethical concerns, such as displacement or restricted public input in large-
scale projects. Additionally, the portrayal of governance reforms may be overly optimistic,
neglecting critical realities reported in media about authoritarian governance. Furthermore,
the interviews may not fully capture the experiences of marginalized groups, private sector
actors, or civil society organizations. A future study, involving more diverse perspectives,
is needed to assess public perception and the ethical implications of these reforms.

Furthermore, the scope of the interviews may not capture the in-depth experiences
and perspectives of marginalized communities or other stakeholders, such as private sector
players and local community leaders, who are directly impacted by these developments.
The lack of broader, non-governmental perspectives, including civil society organizations,
limits this study’s ability to fully assess public perception and the ethical implications of
these reforms. More research involving a wider range of public and diverse sources of
evidence is needed to address these gaps and ensure a more comprehensive analysis of
Vision 2030 and smart City initiatives.

7.2. Implications

If decentralization and local participatory urban planning continue to evolve in Saudi
Arabia, they will have significant implications for the future of urban development. This
process has the potential to make urban environments more responsive to local needs and
priorities, ultimately improving the effectiveness of urban planning.

To situate this within the framework of the Kingdon [61] policy window model,
the current shifts in Saudi urban planning can be understood through the alignment of
the three streams: problems, politics, and policies. The decentralization efforts address
complex urban challenges, while the arrival of the new government in 2016 opened a
political window of opportunity, allowing for the introduction of participatory urban
planning initiatives.
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From the problem stream perspective, Saudi Arabia's urban system has faced chal-
lenges due to rapid development, centralization, and a lack of community engage-
ment in decision-making. The politics stream was activated with the Vision 2030 ini-
tiative, which focuses on reforming governance structures and encouraging public par-
ticipation. The policy stream is embodied by grassroots initiatives like "Your Voice Is
Heard' and the digital platform 'Baladi', which emphasize inclusive and responsive urban
planning practices [7,28].

These policy changes can be categorized into three elements: strategic framework,
institutional changes, and regulatory reforms. Drawing on Kaufman and Herman [30], the
strategic framework provides the guiding vision for urban development, shaping insti-
tutional adaptations [31] and regulatory reforms [32]. This multi-layered transformation
signifies a shift toward greater inclusivity in urban governance.

The novelty of these findings lies in identifying how participatory initiatives, catalyzed
by political shifts, are reshaping the urban landscape in Saudi Arabia. Practically, these
developments suggest that decentralization, paired with local participation, can create
urban environments that are better aligned with community needs. Furthermore, this case
contributes to the broader research on public participation by demonstrating how local
governance structures can be reformed within a highly centralized political system, offering
a unique context for studying policy entrepreneurship and participatory governance.

7.3. Recommendations

Future research should engage a broader range of stakeholders, including community
representatives, private sector actors, and civil society organizations, to provide a more
inclusive perspective on participatory urban planning. Quantitative assessments should
also measure the impact of decentralization on urban productivity, service delivery, and
public satisfaction.

For governmental organizations, structured public participation mechanisms should
be reinforced, ensuring platforms like Balady and Istitlaa effectively translate public input
into policy action. Strengthening coordination between regional development authorities
and municipalities is essential for aligning participatory planning with tangible outcomes.

For non-governmental organizations, a greater role in public awareness, training pro-
grams, and independent evaluations can enhance transparency and inclusivity, particularly
for marginalized communities.

Continuous policy reviews are needed to refine empowerment strategies, ensuring
participatory governance remains adaptive and effective in Saudi Arabia’s evolving ur-
ban landscape.

8. Conclusions

The findings from this paper suggest that Saudi Arabia is making a transition from
centralized urban planning toward a more decentralized and participatory approach un-
der Vision 2030. Key policies and initiatives driving this transition include the estab-
lishment of Regional Development Authorities (RDAs), increased municipal autonomy,
and e-platforms such as '‘Balady' and ‘Istitlaa’, which aim to enhance local participatory
urban planning.

While institutional changes—such as the establishment of RDAs and enhanced munic-
ipal autonomy—highlight promising steps toward increasing local participation, the full
realization of participatory governance faces significant challenges. Bureaucratic barriers,
regulatory complexities, and the exclusion of some communities, continue to undermine
efforts to foster inclusive urban planning. Addressing these structural and procedural
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challenges is essential for achieving the intended outcomes of decentralization and public
participation under Vision 2030.

The qualitative findings from urban planners indicate that decentralization policies
have empowered municipalities by providing greater autonomy, but they also reveal
concerns about regulatory barriers and the continuation of centralized control over major
planning decisions. While digital platforms like Balady and Istitlaa have expanded public
access to planning processes, some communities still face difficulties in fully participating.
Interviews highlighted that participatory mechanisms are often symbolic rather than
substantive, limiting the real influence of public input on decision-making.

The survey results reinforce these concerns. While 27.2% of respondents agreed that
public participation has improved under Vision 2030, a substantial 40.7% remained neutral,
and 32.1% disagreed, suggesting that the effectiveness of these policies is perceived as
mixed. Additionally, 76.04% of respondents reported never participating in urban planning
activities, confirming the persistence of participation barriers despite the introduction of
participatory initiatives.

These findings indicate that while recent policies have laid a foundation for partici-
patory urban planning, their actual impact on transforming public participation remains
limited by bureaucratic hurdles, unequal implementation across regions, and centralized
control over major decisions. Vision 2030’s stated goals of fostering inclusive, community-
driven urban planning have yet to be fully realized. Moving forward, ensuring transparent
decision-making, equitable access to participatory tools, and more meaningful public in-
volvement will be crucial in overcoming these obstacles. Future research should explore
ways to strengthen public participation mechanisms, address digital disparities, and en-
hance the role of local authorities in translating participatory policies into tangible urban
planning outcomes.

Using John W. Kingdon's policy window model, this study underscores the importance
of aligning the streams of problems, policies, and politics for meaningful change. In the
Saudi context, Vision 2030 acts as a catalyst where these streams converge: the problem
stream involves urban development challenges, the politics stream includes governmental
reforms and leadership changes, and the policy stream encompasses new participatory
initiatives aimed at decentralizing governance.

In the Saudi context, improving institutional responsiveness and adaptability, espe-
cially in urban systems management for large populations, could open new opportunities
for advancing participatory urban planning. For Vision 2030 to meet its transformative
potential, a balanced approach that addresses both the aspirations of modernized, sustain-
able urban planning and the reality of the broader political context is essential. Continuous
efforts in policy refinement must ensure that digital transformation and public participation
initiatives extend their benefits to all groups, particularly some communities. Only through
this balanced, inclusive approach can Vision 2030's objectives for participatory planning be
fully realized, ultimately shaping a resilient, equitable urban future for Saudi Arabia.
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