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Urbanization and Growth of Cities in Saudi
Arabia (1974 — 2004)

Rshood M. Khraif
Professor of Population Geography and Population Studies
King Saud University
khraif@yahoo.com

Abstract:

The urban system in Saudi Arabia has witnessed a substantial
change not only in size, hierarchy, and growth rates, but also in the
demographic, social, and economic characteristics of cities. Utilizing the
data of 2004 Population Census, in addition to two other older censuses
(i.e., 1974 and 1992), this study is aimed to present changes in the urban
system and determine the level of primacy, in addition to the exploring the
population growth rates in Saudi cities. It was found that the proportion of
population living in urban areas has risen from 46% in 1974 to 81% in
2004 with apparent variations from one administrative area to the other.
The urbanization level has reached highest in Riyadh (91%) and lowest in
Jazan (34%). The number of cities has increased from 58 cities in 1974 to
177 in 1992, then jumped to 212 cities in 2004. That is, the number of
cities has quadrupled in 30 years. Consequently, the humber of cities in
each administrative area has also increased dramatically. It was
discovered that there is no dominant primate city, instead there five or six
dominant cities that dominate the urban system. Therefore, the urban
system is not far away from what is expected by “Rank-size Rule”. The
six largest cities accounted for about 57% of urban population and about
46% of the population of the country. Generally, large cities are
concentrated in a east-west corridor, leaving out other northern and
southern regions without such large urban areas. Another apparent
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shortcoming in the urban system is the fact that small and medium sized
cities are lagging behind in size.

The annual growth rate of urban population has ranged from
7.7% during the period (1974-1992) and 3.2% during the period (1992-
2004). It is found also that there are big variations in growth rates among
cities. Some are experiencing high level of growth, while others are
witnessing low or even negative growth rates. The largest six cities are
growing steadily at reasonable rates compared to small cities. Some small
cities such as Bahrah, and al-baha have experienced high growth rates,
while other small cities have been loosing population during the period
(1992-2004). It is apparent that annexation of rural areas and small cities
is the most effective underlying factor in some cases, while rural-urban
migration and flows of foreign labors are important factors in other cases.
Some recommendations are drawn. First, it is important to encourage the
growth of small and secondary cites. Second, there is a great need to
create a unified data base that contains demographic, social, economic,
and geographic information about Saudi cities. Third, the Spatial National
Strategy has to be more specific in terms of actions, stakeholder, and time
framework. Finally, more studies are needed in order to understand the
underlying factor behind the variation in growth rates among Saudi cities.
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