
Citation: Filippi, L.D.; Mazzetto, S.

Comparing AlUla and The Red Sea

Saudi Arabia’s Giga Projects on

Tourism towards a Sustainable

Change in Destination Development.

Sustainability 2024, 16, 2117. https://

doi.org/10.3390/su16052117

Academic Editors: Kayode

Kolawole Eluwole, Mehmet

Bahri Saydam, Ali Ozturen and Taiwo

Temitope Lasisi

Received: 22 December 2023

Revised: 22 January 2024

Accepted: 26 January 2024

Published: 4 March 2024

Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

sustainability

Article

Comparing AlUla and The Red Sea Saudi Arabia’s Giga
Projects on Tourism towards a Sustainable Change in
Destination Development
Lorenzo David Filippi 1 and Silvia Mazzetto 2,*

1 Ph.D. Department of Architecture ‘Teorie e Progetto’, Sapienza University, 00185 Rome, Italy;
lorenzodavid.filippi@uniroma1.it

2 Department of Architecture, SALab Sustainable Architecture Lab, Prince Sultan University,
Riyadh 12435, Saudi Arabia

* Correspondence: smazzetto@psu.edu.sa

Abstract: This paper examines architecture for tourism, focusing on destination design. In the past
forty years, tourism destinations and their impact have been affected and transformed by emerging
topics such as the impact of social media and the necessity of sustainable indicators in the tourism
industry. In the global panorama of ongoing tourism transformations, Saudi Arabia has recently
established new governmental opening regulations that started in 2019 for visitors and tourist visa
entry. The country is facing a rapidly transforming economy, and new destinations for tourism will
impact the country’s growth in the coming years as part of the Sustainable Destination Program in
alignment with the ambitious targets of the Saudi National Vision 2030. The adopted methodology
of the study compares selected parameters of two significant Saudi Arabian case studies, AlUla
and The Red Sea Project (TRSP), for the ongoing sustainable tourism destination development of
planned tourist giga projects. According to the findings, AlUla and TRSP demonstrated an intense
commitment to sustainable tourism through their efforts concerning protected areas, environmentally
friendly transport, and significant rewilding and reforestation. The research’s conclusion emphasizes
Saudi Arabia’s commitment to innovative thinking, long-term growth, and sustainable tourism. The
study’s implication is primarily suited for destination design; it suggests potential applicability even
in smaller-scale tourism development projects or additional comparisons in sustainability design
approaches in diverse contexts, particularly in the MENA region.

Keywords: destination design; sustainable destination development; tourism impact; GCC sustain-
ability; tourism economies; tourism sustainability; environmental impacts

1. Introduction

Research is part of the emerging field of architecture for tourism, also referred to as
destination design [1]. Although designing for leisure and vacations has been practiced
since the times of the earliest thermal destinations (around the 16th century), its study
within architecture academies is beginning to establish itself in recent times. Today, the
steady growth of tourism continues to have undeniably significant effects in various sectors,
including the design of the natural and built environment. As observed in Savelli’s work [2],
the design of vacation places has special characteristics, such as the tendency to recreate an
“elsewhere”, an “other” place where a sense of “dépaysement” can be enjoyed. Destination
design, therefore, appeals to elements that can facilitate the process of alienation and
repositioning in the holiday dimension, making this field distinct from that of “ordinary”
contemporary architecture.

This research aims to clearly articulate the research objectives related to the research
questions, highlighting the need for the study given the existing research gap on the
development of tourist destinations in Saudi Arabia. This gap is especially significant
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since Saudi Arabia only recently welcomed international tourists and foreigners. Tourism
is currently one of the pivotal sectors growing according to the Saudi National Vision
2030. Analyses were conducted by selecting and comparing two Saudi Arabian giga
projects as case studies to investigate the implications of fast tourism sector growth toward
a sustainable shift within the Saudi National Vision 2030, which strongly emphasizes
designing tourist attractions in alignment with the nation’s sustainable growth.

The case studies of AlUla and The Red Sea Project (TRSP) were chosen from the
literature reviews as the best-known examples of tourism development through adopting
sustainable strategies. The research methodology compares some selected parameters to
understand how new tourism destinations adopt sustainable architectural design tech-
niques to increase the overall tourism development in the nation. It provides an interesting
overview of the differences between AlUla and TRSP. The results show that comparing
the two projects reveals a common approach to design that has been strongly focused
on environmental sustainability issues, adhering to the expected sustainable strategies
promoted by the Saudi National Vision 2030. With Saudi Arabia recently opening its
doors to tourists, this study’s main contribution is to fill the gap in the nation’s tourism
destination development sector since tourism is now the nation’s largest industry. The
paper is structured in the following sections: Sections 1–7 and References.

2. Literature Review

Analyses of the literature explore the subject of tourism extensively, examining various
aspects over the past forty years. Recently, ongoing debate has suggested an international
shift of social variables that will affect the tourism industry worldwide [3–5], targeting
sustainable approaches and limitations [6] in different tourism sectors [7–17]. The signif-
icant influence of social media and digital platforms plays a major role in shaping the
researched destination’s impacts. These are expected to reshape the approach to tourism in
the short term. Special focuses are placed on the lived experience of tourism as associated
with impacts on people, places, and economies [18], especially in the relationship between
tourism and capital investments and recent tourism needs [19]. Planning and managing
the tourist industry must include sustainable tourism indicators, i.e., STIs, although the
literature reveals a gap between their application to SDGs [20,21] and the ongoing debate
about sustainable tourism and the developed tourism based on principles of sustainable
development [22] and the evolving approached applied worldwide [23]. A complex com-
bination of parameters includes diverse factors influencing destination competitiveness.
For comparing a sustainable tourism destination, Ritchie and Crouch investigated the
complexity of multifaceted factors including parameters that enhance tourism destination,
such as “infrastructure”, “accessibility”, “facilitating resources”, “hospitality”, “enterprise”,
and “political will”. The authors also provided a model of fundamental importance for
international tourism destination management and the core resources and attractors [24].
There is a need for a shift in perspective to seek criticism on the sustainable tourist devel-
opment approaches that promote economic prosperity while neglecting the environment.
The concept of sustainable tourism has grown very quickly in the past decades, as de-
fined by the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) [18,25] in compliance with the United
Nations (U.N.) Sustainable Development Goals [20]. Currently, there are numerous set
indicators for evaluating tourism and tourist destinations, including analyzing their level
of sustainability:

U.N. World Tourism Organization (UNWTO): 41 Statistical Frameworks for Sustainable
Tourism (UNWTO2016);
United Nations (U.N.): 17 Sustainable Development Goals (UN2015);
World Economic Forum (WEF): 14 Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Index (WEF2019);
European Commission (E.C.): 67 European Tourism Indicators for Sustainable Destination
Management (EC2017);
Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC): 105 GSTC Criteria for Destinations (GSTC2019);
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Global Destination Sustainability Index (GDS-Index): 70 Global Destination Sustainability
Index (GDSI2019).

Analyzing and evaluating the sustainability of tourism has been an important field of
scientific research, with a significant, rapidly growing body of literature supporting this
argument. The number of research papers that investigate and provide indicators that
evaluate the sustainability of tourist destinations and earlier reviews that have discussed
this topic from different perspectives serve as the informational basis for the research.
Globally, there has been an increase towards sustainable tourism as a holistic strategy for
enhancing the economic, social, and environmental aspects of tourism. Many authors in
the literature have adopted indicator systems to create and execute sustainable tourism
models as a standard procedure [26] to enhance the tourists’ needs and reach the global
trends of sustainable tourism. The range of examples in sustainable tourism indicators
shows an ongoing process where the proposed alternatives still need to satisfy the grow-
ing needs of users and policies in planning. However, several solutions are underway
to bridge the gap between supply and demand indicators in tourism development [27].
Contextualizing current work on environmental indicators is one aspect of modern inter-
national research that refers to case studies in Europe [28–37], with particular attention
to tourist countries like Italy [35] and Spain [36,38,39], and considering local tourism and
residents [34] or tourists perspectives [40] and investigating diverse locations for eco-
nomic evaluations [33,41], including regenerative intervention for tourist development by
contributing to future paradigmatic transformative potential [28]. The literature review
analyses reference many countries that have linked tourism values into a regenerative
paradigm and aim to guide governmental regulation in Australia [42], New Zealand [43],
and worldwide. The use of sustainable indicators for tourism destinations has drawn
more attention in recent years, but determining indicators for the implementation of sus-
tainability has never been straightforward [31,33,38–41,44]. In addition, referring to the
literature review, further studies and data on the nation’s urban planning and systems are
needed. They typically need guidance for interpretation and integration into governmental
urban planning decision making. With rising urbanization, emerging nations—especially
in the Gulf countries—strongly pursue techniques to promote sustainable tourism [45]. A
comprehensive investigation is needed in this setting, particularly regarding Saudi Arabia,
which has recently embraced tourism, intending to promote religious, cultural, and heritage
tourism [46–49] and long-term development and sustainable tourism [50–59].

Saudi Arabia Context

Saudi Arabia has recently established itself as a leader in adopting innovative strategies
for a sustainable post-oil era. The nation has experienced considerable economic expansion
and expanded its goals to include establishing new sectors, foreign investments in tourism,
and cultural businesses and preserving national heritage. In alignment with the Saudi
National Vision [60] and the Kingdom’s 2030 goals, the research aim is to compare two
case studies as part of the current growth of sustainable tourist attractions within planned
tourism giga projects: AlUla and The Red Sea Project (TRSP). There is a current research gap
in the development of Saudi Arabia’s tourism toward a shift in destination development
after recent openings to foreign visitors and tourists, with tourism growing as the primary
sector in the country.

The recent search for national identity and local values has drawn businesses and
tourist investments from local and international sources.

The nation’s architectural and financial growth in the last decades can be classified into
multiple stages by analyzing the transformation from traditional vernacular communities
to modern planned cities, which mirror the historical shift beyond oil-centric growth to
post-oil prosperity. Over the past few decades, government programs have significantly
encouraged urbanization by stressing the shift away from traditional paradigms in favor
of contemporary design and environmental responsibility. The Saudi advocation for
sustainable tourism refers to experiences conducted in the Gulf regions [61–63] to enhance
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sustainable tourism of al Maha resorts in Dubai, United Arab Emirates [61]. The project is
located in a preservation zone that combines luxury with insights into the history, culture,
fauna, and flora of the Arabian Desert to enhance local environmental values [41–44]. With
similar intent in the literature, some researchers have highlighted the optimized approaches
adopted by TRSP for preserving the coastal values and, in the meantime, targeting the
enhancement of business investments in marine spatial planning. In the analyzed case
study, the authors stressed the intent of TRSP for a 28,000 km2 development along the Red
Sea to create a sustainable luxury tourism destination in Saudi Arabia, focusing on the Al
Wajh lagoon’s biodiversity.

The Red Sea Development Company is committed to achieving a net-positive impact
on biodiversity, surpassing conservation outcomes of an undeveloped scenario. Through
optimized development plans and marine spatial planning, their study debates the three-
layer conservation zoning to demonstrate conservation success amidst development. The
meticulous design and planning can potentially lead to coastal development enhancing
rather than threatening conservation efforts, according to the results in recently published
information about the project, which is still under construction. Only a little is available
online due to the project’s confidentiality during work completion [64,65]. The literature
presents recent strategies adopted to promote tourism impacts on sustainable destinations
for the AlUla area. Particular attention is placed on the adopted landscape design program,
which offers an important guide about the sustainable strategies projects adopted in AlUla
to preserve and promote autochthone landscaping and wild preservation. The authors [66]
presented the plants selected to fulfill landscape design to reach 20% of the AlUla area’s
potential biodiversity, which aims to be a national tourist landmark for discovering Saudi
origins and culture [66,67] in compliance with the Saudi National Vision [60] and the
kingdom’s 2030 sustainable goals. In Saudi Arabia, the recent opening to tourism, the
country’s growth, and the ambitious challenge of being a leader in sustainable tourism
development in the post-oil era of Gulf countries have led to many national investments in
giga projects to promote new tourism destinations. Saudi Arabia is among the most active
countries that promote sustainable tourism growth in alignment with the National Vision
for developing sustainable growth in the post-oil era. However, from the literature analysis,
in Saudi Arabia, a gap emerges regarding the current research for under-construction mega
tourism projects, especially regarding their massive impact on the national sustainable
tourism destinations program. More research must be conducted on the topic, as it will
greatly impact future national strategies and sustainable growth.

Additionally, there are many access limitations and restrictions to resources due to the
confidentiality of ongoing interventions, which constitute among the largest investments
financed by the country’s government. Referring to the parameters and factors influencing
destination competitiveness to enhance tourism destinations as studied by Ritchie and
Crouch [24], the research adopted sustainable parameters for comparing two giga projects
and their adopted sustainable shift for tourist destinations in Saudi Arabia [68] by utilizing
sustainable parameters. The study aims to fill the research gap in comparing case studies
and analyses parameters for the implementation of sustainability in tourism destinations
in Saudi Arabia in alignment with the Saudi National Vision 2030 to raise the impact of
sustainable tourist design destination development. Practical application methods and
the creation of regional general action plans are recommended to promote future country
development in alignment with the sustainable goals of the Saudi National Vision 2030.

3. Methodology

The research adopted archives from public or private organizations available online
or in public institutions. The materials were classified into primary and secondary sources,
including papers, maps, articles, photos, instructional materials, and ads. This research
used a hybrid technique including site visits, reviews of pertinent literature, and analysis
of surveys, documents, maps, photos, and pictures.
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The research method employed compared cases to understand and interpret a complex
phenomenon, namely the design approach and its attention to sustainability, through
similarities, differences, and common trends. It is one of the most widely used methods
in architectural research and can be both qualitative and quantitative in its application. In
this case, a mixed method was chosen to collect the quantitative data useful for subsequent
comparative studies or data reanalysis. To select the case studies, we set the following
parameters to investigate the adopted sustainable national strategies in developing tourism
destinations to highlight fundamental similitudes.

• Location: Saudi Arabia;
• The tourism project was completed or under construction and partially or entirely

supervised by Saudi governmental institutions;
• Major tourism destination in Saudi Arabia;
• Category of intervention: “Giga projects”;
• Target: The sustainable development of the country;
• Must adopt a sustainable design approach (preservation of the natural environment,

enhancement of local values, promotion of economic growth in the post-oil era) to
benefit the impact of tourism destinations.

The two selected case studies are the only ones capable of satisfying the requirements.
For comparing the sustainable tourism destinations given in the two selected case studies,
we adopted the parameters of Ritchie and Crouch [24] for enhancing tourism destination,
namely “infrastructure”, “accessibility”, “resource”, “hospitality keys”, “enterprise”, and
“political/governmental institutions will”. We also included the timeframe and location,
objectives, and the expected GPD contribution per year as well as the expected new direct
jobs opportunities. Regarding the following list, the comparisons between case studies
were based on the given parameters:

1. Timeframe and location;
2. Infrastructures: Master plan dimensions and preliminary studies;
3. Protected areas;
4. Accessibility: Mobility projects;
5. Resources: Reforestation;
6. Objectives: Wilding objectives;
7. Hospitality keys;
8. Enterprise: Expected visitors per year;
9. Expected GDP contribution;
10. Expected new direct jobs;
11. Governmental institutions’ supervision.

These parameters were chosen to elucidate how the design approach follows a careful
orientation toward the impacts of the tourist destination’s development on the environment.
Some parameters, such as design choices related to sustainable mobility or rewilding objec-
tives, are qualitative. In contrast, others are purely quantitative, such as the percentages
of protected territory and the number of ongoing reforestation objectives. In conclusion,
the adopted research methodology employed diverse approaches, utilizing archives from
various sources and employing a hybrid approach involving site visits, literature reviews,
and analysis and comparisons. The case studies’ selection focused on investigating the
adoption of sustainable national strategies in developing tourism destinations, with strin-
gent criteria applied to ensure relevance and uniqueness. The two selected case studies
from Saudi Arabia emerged as the exclusive instances meeting these criteria.

4. Materials

Academic debate on architecture for vacations has traditionally been absent or lacking,
and this sector has typically been relegated to the almost exclusive influence of professional
practice for several reasons. Vacations have never been associated with committed archi-
tecture but are more focused on themes such as social housing, as vacations pertain to a
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condition of well-being historically belonging to a narrow niche [2]. Over time, this niche
has significantly expanded, and the consequences of tourism now produce effects on all
scales. The architecture for tourism does not only concern its direct users, as its impacts
affect vast territories and segments of the population that may not actively participate in
the phenomenon but suffer its direct and indirect effects; see, for example, the Italian desti-
nation design of the 1960s, a missed opportunity for academia [2], which discusses the case
of Italian seaside architecture and points to the need for more in-depth study and gover-
nance. Today, sector-specific literature is finally beginning to emerge, albeit with a historical
approach focused on the past rather than actively engaging in contemporary debate.

The Gulf countries’ region, within which the case study of Saudi Arabia is situated,
is an international catalyst for exercising the architectural profession. The international
architectural debate usually refers to these countries questioning the effects of globalization
and capitalism on cities and territories [6]. Due to their scale and attention to contemporary
issues, the cases of tourism projects in Saudi Arabia could introduce innovative models of
international interest. The objective of this research is to investigate their relevance.

From the case studies, a paradigm shift emerges driven by the imperative of sustain-
ability, which was previously absent in large-scale tourism projects in the Gulf. Dubai, as
an example, witnessed the construction of artificial islands that were highly impactful on
ecosystems. It set a model for all surrounding countries, normalizing massive land reclama-
tions, the dredging of sea beds, and the continuous disruption of ecosystems to the point of
becoming a replicated model, for example, The Pearl Island in Qatar, Bahrain Bay and Two
Seas Islands in Bahrain, The Wave in Oman, Palms Islands, The World Waterfront in Dubai,
and Saadiyat Island in the UAE. The projects under examination operate under a different
cultural framework, following the sustainability goals of Vision 2030. Considering various
environmental impact scenarios, preliminary studies and calculations have been central
to the development projects. They appear to reflect a different culture that is attentive to
environmental issues, which are typically distant from the lifestyle of Gulf countries due to
a socio-economic and environmental context that is significantly different from the Western
one. Also, the relationship with nature is relevant to those touristic projects. Suppose a
tourist destination is meant to represent an ideal elsewhere that legitimizes the work and
progress of society. In that case, nature plays a fundamental role here as an element of
alienation and in the cultural identification of places. Destination design has often codified
and reinvented the landscape in the locations where it intervenes [1,2,69]. Landscape
preservation and enhancement interventions are expected to apply a similar process here
through reconfiguring the natural environment similar to those cases mentioned above,
although implemented within a much shorter timeframe.

Research Questions

The research questions regarding the new tourism projects in KSA focus on the ap-
parent introduction of a new design approach that would constitute a break with the
past. They were substantiated to understand whether the design approach implemented is
genuinely mindful of its impact and oriented towards environmental sustainability. The
two identified giga projects for tourism were compared to address and contemplate the
following questions:

1. Do the master plans demonstrate a comprehensive commitment to sustainable design?
Does the emphasis on sustainability, culturally closer to European and international
policies, finally represent a genuine design direction? Is sustainability discussed
merely in terms of appearance, i.e., greenwashing, or does it signify a genuine de-
sign breakthrough?

2. What is the relationship with the natural environment, and how is nature used to
establish tourist destinations?

3. After comparing the data, do the two cases show a common, comparable, and repli-
cable approach? Can one identify a recognizable approach as a Saudi model for
destination design projects?
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4. Can we speak of a turning point and break with the Dubai model, where awe for purely
quantitative dimensions is at the core of architectural and territorial transformations? Is
the model of record-breaking projects still valid, or is its application changing?

5. Does a genuinely innovative and positive model emerge that could serve as a reference
for the Gulf region, the MENA area, or even internationally?

These questions aim to critically and comparatively evaluate the approach and impact
of the new tourism projects in Saudi Arabia, focusing on themes such as sustainability,
the relationship with the natural environment, and the potential to establish a distinctive
model in the regional and international context.

The selected cases, AlUla and The Red Sea Project (TRSP), are two new tourism
destinations in the final stage of their development and are establishing themselves interna-
tionally. They were selected from a wider range of tourism giga projects, including Diriyah,
Quiddiya, the Assir region, and Trojena, which are also currently under development but
excluded from this analysis for various reasons. Diriyah is a district of Riyadh, which, after
the development of the UNESCO site of At-Turaif [70], is developing a new quadrant of the
capital in which immense residential development converges [71]. Diriyah was excluded
from the study due to the mixed nature of the project program, which would have made
it too difficult to distinguish and analyze the tourism components of the project from the
city’s housing or consumption needs. The choice was made to take into consideration for
the study the tourism projects that therefore pertain to the holiday dimension and not to an
“ordinary” living dimension that is part of the metropolis’ residential expansion projects,
however mixed in nature.

Quiddiya is another satellite project related to the kingdom’s capital city. It will host
the largest theme park in the Middle East, serving not just as a tourist destination but as
a concentration of sports facilities of metropolitan interest for events and competitions.
Due to the same mixed nature that characterizes Diriyah, Quiddiya was not included in
the comparison. In this case, the designation as a sports hub, which is more functional for
metropolitan hobbies and activities, makes its analysis as a purely touristic destination
difficult. Trojena and Abha constitute two interesting case studies for future research; they
cannot be included as “giga” projects for ongoing research. However, their development
still needs to be revised for careful analysis in the future.

The AlUla case study is a tourist destination (Figure 1) designed near a pre-existing
city and centered around an exceptional historical and archaeological heritage, where the
first UNESCO site in Saudi Arabia was identified [70]. On the other hand, the case of
TRSP is not only a new tourist destination but also a new foundation project situated in
an environmentally privileged context for observing its characteristic ecosystems, such as
the presence of corals, mangroves, turtles, and rare birds. Both destinations are nearing
completion but are already active and open to tourism: AlUla has been active since 2019
and TRSP since 2023.
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Figure 1. Hegra, Saudi Arabia’s first UNESCO World Heritage site, AlUla, 21 October 2023
(Source: Authors).

5. Results

Both locations required infrastructure implementation to accommodate tourism and
related mobility, with projects like the TRSP airport or the AlUla tramway. In both cases,
preliminary studies on ecosystems were conducted, perimeters were drawn to safeguard
the landscape, and environmental and development goals were set in stages. In both
cases, there was an intention not only to preserve the landscape and ecosystems but also
to actively work towards their improvement by establishing large nurseries that actively
contributed to reforestation goals per the Saudi Green Initiative [72–74].

AlUla is located northwest of the kingdom, along the ancient incense trade route
in the Medina province. The landscape is characterized by desert and the presence of
sandstone mountains, which stretch along an oasis corresponding to the path of the ancient
trade routes. Some mountains were carved and used as tombs by the ancient Nabataean
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civilization, constituting the site of Hegra, recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage site.
The tourism project was announced in 2017, with its completion scheduled for 2035, but
the destination began welcoming visitors as early as 2019.

For the destination development strategies, the Royal Commission for AlUla (RCU)
and the French agency for AlUla (Afalula) [75] were established. In addition to the necessary
archaeological interventions for restoration and enhancement, Afalula also conducted
a study on ecosystems, particularly existing plant species, identifying approximately
60 [66,76]. This study has been vital in laying the foundations for the ecological restoration
of the landscape (Figure 2).
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Six nature reserves with a total area of about 13,000 km2 have been created in AlUla [75]
to conserve the biodiversity and natural heritage of the place. Currently, more than
50% of the territory of AlUla is a protected area, and the authorities aim to increase this
percentage to 80%. The development masterplan for AlUla, titled “Journey Through Time”,
has designated five districts that succeed one another through the AlUla oasis, leading
on a journey through time by progressively approaching the Hegra site. In addition to
delineating archaeological sites requiring protection and districts characterized by new
study centers, significant importance has been given to the “rejuvenated oasis”.

The oasis constitutes the focal point of the destination development plan, connecting
the five districts to characterize the destination as a single cultural oasis. This natural axis
serves as a green corridor for sustainable mobility. The masterplan has located pedestrian,
equestrian, and cycling paths here, along with a tramway that is currently under construc-
tion, which will facilitate sustainable mobility for tourists and residents to the airport.

The preliminary study on pre-existing plants has laid the foundation for landscape
development. The recognized and selected species have become the reference vegetation
imposed on urban planners and landscapers for the territory’s development and have been
incorporated into guidelines for approving new projects. Elisabeth Dodinet, an expert
in archeo-ethno-botany, extols the decision to use only native species not so much to
reinforce a romantic and nostalgic idea of the territory but rather to enable the flourishing
of a vibrant ecosystem resilient to the desert climate. These 60 species are cultivated in
the AlUla plant nursery, established at the end of 2021 and designed to produce around
600,000 seedlings yearly.

The ongoing renaturalization process aims to restore the existing and damaged oasis
and ecosystems. The goals include planting 10 million plants by 2035 and recreating the
natural habitat for various animal species, such as Arabian oryx, gazelles, and Arabian leop-

https://www.afalula.com/en/journey-through-time-masterplan/
https://www.afalula.com/en/journey-through-time-masterplan/
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ards [77]. By 2035, RCU plans to deliver the ecological restoration of at least 65,000 hectares
of degraded land and preserve 80% of the land [77].

The Red Sea Project is located approximately four and a half hours by car from AlUla
in the Tabuk province, on the kingdom’s west coast. It is an archipelago of 92 uninhabited
islands, and to facilitate access to this new destination, a new international airport called
“The Red Sea International” was inaugurated. Crystal-clear waters and ecosystems of
particular interest, including mangroves, turtles, and coral reefs, characterize the area.
Unlike AlUla, no pre-existing built heritage exists here; it is a new foundation. The project
was announced in 2017, with the completion of the first phase expected in 2024 and overall
completion by 2030. In the meantime, it started welcoming its first visitors in 2023.

After establishing numbers for the economic development of tourism in the region,
several scenarios were considered to measure the impact on ecosystems. The King Abdullah
University for Science and Technology (KAUST) was consulted, and the results of its
research were disseminated in scientific articles [65]. After identifying the species and
ecosystems in the area, the possible project impacts on ecosystems were measured through
computer simulations. Following the studies, Red Sea Global, which is responsible for
project development, decided to heed the recommendations from KAUST’s studies and
reduce the number of rooms initially planned for the project, thereby modifying the initial
project and its impact.

The project has been reduced by 40%, decreasing from 20,000 rooms to 12,000 [65]. In
this regard, Red Sea Global’s stated goal was to minimize the environmental impact and
achieve a 30% improvement in biodiversity. The master plan initially outlined the area’s
perimeter of interest to establish functional rules for developing the TRSP (Figure 3) and
imposing regulations to protect ecosystems, such as fishing bans, maximum navigation
speed, anchoring prohibitions, and restrictions on plastic use. Development limits were
then established; in Figure 2, the areas designated for development are shown in red.
To protect and enhance the destination’s pristine natural environment, 75 percent of the
destination’s islands will be undeveloped, and nine sites of significant ecological value will
be designated [78] and therefore untouchable by the project.
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The development limits also stand out among the goals; the one million visitors
targeted by 2030 is also its upper limit. In terms of energy, the destination claims an off-grid
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setup, aiming to power its luxurious consumption entirely through renewable sources
only. Vehicles are all-electric, including boats with a 12–15 knot speed limit. An exception
is made for planes and hang gliders powered by sustainable aviation fuels (SAF), i.e.,
renewable or waste-derived fuels that meet sustainability criteria. An airline, Fly Red Sea,
has been established for this purpose, and it is also exploring the possibility of fully electric
seaplanes; it continues to work closely with ZeroAvia to trial retrofitting Cessna caravan
seaplanes with hydrogen-electric propulsion technology [65].

The development has set as its goal a net-positive impact on biodiversity and an
increase in the conservation value of the site by 30%. As in the case of AlUla, a nursery has
been built here as well; it is the largest in the MENA region [65], covering an area of 1 km2 to
meet ambitious reforestation goals. In this case, the aim is to reach 30 million new plants by
2030 and 50 million by 2040. Currently, 4 million plants are thriving, and these flourishing
botanicals are already adorning first resorts. The dominant species chosen for reforestation
are mangroves, which are also useful for nourishing marine ecosystems. Non-native but
compatible species from Australia have also been selected among the permitted plants for
greening to survive in and contribute to the ecosystem.

6. Discussion

The two projects compared show a common design approach deeply focused on
sustainability issues, starting from the preliminary studies on ecosystems, which have been
demonstrated to be significantly influential in the development of the destinations (Table 1).
The sustainable development policies introduced by Vision 2030 find real implementation
in these two cases. Preliminary studies, design, development, and new practices contribute
to creating and spreading a new culture of sustainability in the Gulf region. Particularly
significant in the case of The Red Sea Project is the limit of 1 million visitors per year, which
also imposes a constraint on economic development.

Table 1. Data comparisons between case studies’ master plans for sustainable destination de-
velopment based on selected parameters for sustainable destination development (Sources https:
//redseaglobal.com, https://www.rcu.gov.sa/, accessed on 25 January 2024).

Title 1 Case Study 1|AlUla Case Study 2|TRSP

1 Timeframe 2017–2035
Welcoming guests since 2019

2017–2030
Welcoming guests since 2023

2 Master plan dimensions 22,561 km2 28,000 km2 (land and water)

3 Protected areas
Today, more than 50% of
preserved land and the
intention to increase it to 80%

75% of the islands untouched
and protected, with nine
islands completely untouched

4 Mobility projects

46 km low-carbon tramway
and a green pedestrian spine
with trails for bicycles and
horses

Electric vehicles, seaplanes
SAF, and limitation on sea
speed

5 Reforestation objectives 10 million plants 30 million plants

6 Rewilding objectives
ecosystem

Reintroduction of ibex, oryx,
gazelles, and Arabian
leopards

30% net-positive conservation
benefit increasing biodiversity

7 Hospitality keys +9000 rooms 8000 rooms, 1000 properties
8 Expected visitors per year 1.98 million 1 million (also the limit)

9 Expected GDP contribution ±SR 120 billion (USD
32 billion) per year

±SR 22 billion (USD
5.86 billion) per year

10 Expected new direct jobs 38,000 35,000
11 Governmental institutions
Supervision Royal Commission for AlUla Red Sea Global

Master plan source website https://www.rcu.gov.sa/ https:
//www.redseaglobal.com

In both cases, massive reforestation and the establishment of large nurseries were
carried out. The planting of millions of plants serves a dual purpose: on the one hand,

https://redseaglobal.com
https://redseaglobal.com
https://www.rcu.gov.sa/
https://www.rcu.gov.sa/
https://www.redseaglobal.com
https://www.redseaglobal.com
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combating desertification and CO2 and, on the other, strengthening the identity of the
destinations through a recognizable landscape. Intervening on the landscape in these cases
means reforesting the territories and reforesting the new destinations’ cultural imagination.
The palm trees of AlUla (Figures 4 and 5) as well as the Red Sea Project’s (TRSP) (Figure 5)
mangroves are identifying elements functional to the reinvention of places through the
landscape. There is an active relationship with the environment, which is not limited to
perimeter and preservation but also sets goals for species reintroduction and biodiversity
improvement (as mentioned above in the table) even through the initiation of experiments
on the health and development of marine vegetation [65]. Finally, the concept of regenera-
tive tourism emerges. Although supervised by governmental institutions’ operations, the
two cases show a common design approach (the Royal Commission for AlUla (Figure 6) in
one case and the Red Sea Global in the other) (Figure 3).
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7. Conclusions

Indeed, new standards for destination design have emerged, including net carbon
neutrality on local emissions, wastewater reuse, sustainable mobility, and ecosystem im-
provement. One could speak of a Saudi model for destination design as innovative and
sustainable; however, it IS necessary to await the completion of these projects and compare
them with other ongoing projects. TRSP and AlUla are in an intermediate development
phase, with completion scheduled for 2030 and 2035. The objectives seem close to their
achievement; however, a sudden change undermining ambitious sustainability goals, such
as the visitor limit at TRSP, would only be possible in economic tourism. Therefore, a
re-assessment will be necessary in the coming years, coupled with studying new destina-
tions like the Gulf of Aqaba, Sindalah, the Nassir region, and Trojena. The significance
of these projects and the adopted design approach suggest a new focus on developing
and designing tourist destinations. The Dubai model of artificial palm-shaped islands
seems distant, but the world-record approach of pursuing numerical achievements remains,
albeit shifted towards sustainable development goals. TRSP is currently the world’s largest
tourist destination under construction that will be fully powered by renewable energy
and one of the world’s most ambitious regenerative tourism destinations [65]. In contrast
to Dubai’s touristic projects of the 2000s, these two cases suggest that the ambition for
acquiring symbolic capital finally aligns with the globally shared goals of progress and sus-
tainable development in Saudi Arabia. The study’s relevance in these cases extends beyond
the GCC or MENA region, as it advances the development of the concept of regenerative
tourism in applying it to the design of new, large destinations.

The research contributes to the design approach of new tourist destinations under
construction in Saudi Arabia, an area that has been little explored but is a significant source
of intervention in sustainable tourism design. The framing of new tourist destination
projects certainly constitutes a niche on a global level, but regionally, it fits into a broad
spectrum of new cases. According to UNWTO statistics, the Middle East is, in fact, the
world region where tourism development has seen the largest expansion in 2023 [78].
As previously pointed out, the topic’s novelty imposes temporal limits on the research.
Destinations, although active, will see their total completion in 2030 and 2035. Therefore, it
would be necessary to return to monitor the projects in the coming years to ensure that data

https://ucl.rcu.gov.sa/
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do not undergo sudden variations that could alter future quantitative comparisons. The
temporal limits of the research also contribute to complicated analyses related to on-site
visits because both AlUla and TRSP are formally operational. However, TRSP has yet to
inaugurate its most significant structures.

The analysis can be compared and replicated, especially in the destination design
context. The scale of the giga projects allows for an immediate quantitative comparison
with future giga projects for tourism. However, the design approach allows for variations
in scale application; the limit of applicability is deeper in the realm of destination design.
Even on a smaller scale than giga projects, a tourism development project could use the
same design approach even in smaller centers.

Future research could involve comparing the sustainability design approach of these
projects with those in a context more distant from the MENA region. Another interesting
research avenue would be monitoring the performance of these projects during their
operational phase to understand if there are deficiencies integrated into the design approach
identified following the operation of destinations under tourist pressures.
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37. Bošković, N.; Vujičić, M.; Ristić, L. Sustainable tourism development indicators for mountain destinations in the Republic of

Serbia. Curr. Issues Tour. 2020, 23, 2766–2778. [CrossRef]
38. Blancas, F.J.; Lozano-Oyola, M.; González, M.; Caballero, R. Sustainable tourism composite indicators: A dynamic evaluation to

manage changes in sustainability. J. Sustain. Tour. 2016, 24, 1403–1424. [CrossRef]
39. Torres-Delgado, A.; Saarinen, J. Using indicators to assess sustainable tourism development: A review. New Res. Paradig. Tour.

Geogr. 2017, 16, 31–47. [CrossRef]
40. Choi, H.C.; Sirakaya, E. Sustainability indicators for managing community tourism. Tour. Manag. 2006, 27, 1274–1289. [CrossRef]
41. Roberts, S.; Tribe, J. Sustainability indicators for small tourism enterprises—An exploratory perspective. J. Sustain. Tour. 2008, 16,

575–594. [CrossRef]
42. Becken, S.; Kaur, J. Anchoring “tourism value” within a regenerative tourism paradigm—A government perspective. J. Sustain.

Tour. 2021, 30, 52–68. [CrossRef]
43. Matunga, H.; Matunga, H.; Urlich, S. From exploitative to regenerative tourism: Tino rangatiratanga and tourism in Aotearoa

New Zealand. MAI J. 2020, 9, 295–308. [CrossRef]
44. Asmelash, A.G.; Kumar, S. Assessing progress of tourism sustainability: Developing and validating sustainability indicators.

Tour. Manag. 2019, 71, 67–83. [CrossRef]
45. Seyfi, S. A Review of “Tourism in the Arab world: An industry perspective”, edited by Hamed Almuhrzi, Hafidh Alriyami and

Noel Scott. J. Sustain. Tour. 2018, 26, 1647–1649. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings12081156
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12219199
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40494-022-00654-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2021.1925733
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2020.1768434
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2020.1775621
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616689908721291
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669589309450696
https://doi.org/10.1080/09640568.2021.1978407
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolind.2012.01.014
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2012.742531
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2022.2044376
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2021.1968880
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10093160
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJISD.2013.056942
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.119217
https://doi.org/10.18089/tms.2021.170201
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2019.1666807
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2015.1122014
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2013.867530
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2005.05.018
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669580802159644
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2021.1990305
https://doi.org/10.20507/MAIJournal.2020.9.3.10
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2018.09.020
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2017.1379301


Sustainability 2024, 16, 2117 16 of 17

46. Alsiehemy, A. Events-Based Service Quality and Tourism Sustainability: The Mediating and Moderating Role of Value-Based
Tourist Behavior. Sustainability 2023, 15, 15303. [CrossRef]

47. Alnaim, M.M. Understanding the Traditional Saudi Built Environment: The Phenomenon of Dynamic Core Concept and Forms.
WJET 2022, 10, 292–321. [CrossRef]

48. Sabry, E.; Dwidar, S. Contemporary Islamic Architecture Towards preserving Islamic heritage. In Proceedings of the ARCHDE-
SIGN’ 14 on Design Methodologies, Istanbul, Turkey, 8–10 May 2014.

49. Dwidar, S. Bioclimatic architecture for heritage residential buildings in the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Environmental Design
Approach Towards Providing Thermal Comfort in Future Buildings. JES J. Eng. Sci. 2019, 47, 868–882. [CrossRef]

50. Mazzetto, S. Sustainable Heritage Preservation to Improve the Tourism Offer in Saudi Arabia. UP 2022, 7, 195–207. Available
online: https://www.cogitatiopress.com/urbanplanning/article/view/5777 (accessed on 25 January 2024). [CrossRef]

51. Elshaer, I.; Moustafa, M.; Sobaih, A.E.; Aliedan, M.; Azazz, A.M. The impact of women’s empowerment on sustainable tourism
development: Mediating role of tourism involvement. Tour. Manag. Perspect. 2021, 38, 100815. [CrossRef]

52. Algassim, A. Favourable sustainable tourism development in Al-Juhfa, Saudi Arabia. J. Assoc. Arab Univ. Tour. Hosp. 2021, 20,
204–221. [CrossRef]

53. Alhaj, B.A. Sustainable tourism in Saudi Arabia: Factors affecting tourism awareness of Saudi citizens. J. Tour. Res. Hosp. 2017, 6.
[CrossRef]

54. Alyusuf, A. Sustainable tourism development in the red sea of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: Threats and opportunities. In
Proceedings of the TTRA ICTR 2021 4th International Conference on Tourism Research, Online, 20–21 May 2021; p. 36. Available
online: https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=ef03EAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA36&dq=sustainable+tourism+saudi+
arabia&ots=TvrysQwDOV&sig=5NNujsQRdbu5uLXOeESGGdVFPgQ (accessed on 22 December 2023).

55. Iswan; Khan, A.; Kadir, F.K.A.; Jabor, M.K.; Anis, S.N.M.; Zaman, K. Saudi Arabia’s sustainable tourism development model:
New empirical insights. Int. Soc. Sci. J. 2021, 71, 109–124. [CrossRef]

56. Joanne Johnson, D. Chapter 7 Tourism in Saudi Arabia. In Bridging Tourism Theory and Practice; Scott, N., Jafari, J., Eds.; Emerald
Group Publishing Limited: Bingley, UK, 2010; pp. 91–106. Available online: https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10
.1108/S2042-1443(2010)0000002010/full/HTML (accessed on 22 December 2023).

57. Wided, R. Achieving sustainable tourism with dynamic capabilities and resilience factors: A post disaster perspective case of the
tourism industry in Saudi Arabia. Cogent Soc. Sci. 2022, 8, 2060539. [CrossRef]

58. Waheed, R.; Sarwar, S.; Dignah, A. The role of non-oil exports, tourism, and renewable energy to achieve sustainable economic
growth: What we learn from Saudi Arabia’s experience. Struct. Change Econ. Dyn. 2020, 55, 49–58. [CrossRef]

59. Hassan, T.H.; Shehata, H.S.; El-Dief, M.; Salem, A.E. The social responsibility of tourism and hotel establishments and their role
in sustainable tourism development in al-Ahsa, Saudi Arabia. Geo J. Tour. Geosites 2020, 33, 1564–1570. [CrossRef]

60. GOV.SA. Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Vision 2030. 2016. Available online: https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/ (accessed on 25 January 2024).
61. Ryan, C.; Stewart, M. Eco-tourism and luxury—The case of Al Maha, Dubai. J. Sustain. Tour. 2009, 17, 287–301. [CrossRef]
62. Sharpley, R. Planning for Tourism: The Case of Dubai. Tour. Hosp. Plan. Dev. 2008, 5, 13–30. [CrossRef]
63. Stephenson, M.L.; Ali-Knight, J. Dubai’s tourism industry and its societal impact: Social implications and sustainable challenges.

J. Tour. Cult. Change 2010, 8, 278–292. [CrossRef]
64. Chalastani, V.I.; Manetos, P.; Al-Suwailem, A.M.; Hale, J.A.; Vijayan, A.P.; Pagano, J.; Williamson, I.; Henshaw, S.D.; Albaseet,

R.; Butt, F.; et al. Reconciling Tourism Development and Conservation Outcomes Through Marine Spatial Planning for a Saudi
Giga-Project in the Red Sea (The Red Sea Project, Vision 2030). Front. Mar. Sci. 2020, 7. [CrossRef]

65. WATG. The Red Sea Project. Available online: https://www.watg.com/project/the-red-sea-project-saudi-arabia/ (accessed on
21 December 2023).

66. Afalula. Native Species for Alula Landscaping. 2020. Available online: https://www.afalula.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/1
0/AFALULA_LIVRET_BOTANIQUE_edition2.pdf (accessed on 21 December 2023).

67. Alatawi, A.S. Conservation action in Saudi Arabia: Challenges and opportunities. Saudi J. Biol. Sci. 2022, 29, 3466–3472. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

68. Yusuf, N. Tourism development in Saudi Arabia. J. Bus. Retail Manag. Res. 2014, 8, 65–70.
69. Stephenson, M.L. Tourism, development and ‘destination Dubai’: Cultural dilemmas and future challenges. Curr. Issues Tour.

2014, 17, 723–738. [CrossRef]
70. Bendakir, M. At-Turaif District in ad-Dir’iyah (Saudi Arabia) No 1329; ICOMOS: Paris, France, 2010.
71. Bay, M.A.; Alnaim, M.M.; Albaqawy, G.A.; Noaime, E. The Heritage Jewel of Saudi Arabia: A Descriptive Analysis of the Heritage

Management and Development Activities in the At-Turaif District in Ad-Dir’iyah, a World Heritage Site (WHS). Sustainability
2022, 14, 10718. [CrossRef]

72. Saudi Green Initiatives. Available online: https://www.greeninitiatives.gov.sa/about-sgi/ (accessed on 25 January 2024).
73. Moscatelli, M.; Raffa, A. Green infrastructure in arid urban contexts. Transitioning ecologies beyond Green Riyadh. Int. J. Archit.

Art Des. 2023, 13, 75–86.
74. Fahmy, M.; Mahdy, M.; Mahmoud, S.; Abdelalim, M.; Ezzeldin, S.; Attia, S. Influence of urban canopy green coverage and

future climate change scenarios on energy consumption of new sub-urban residential developments using coupled simulation
techniques: A case study in Alexandria, Egypt. Energy Rep. 2020, 6, 638–645. [CrossRef]

75. AlUla. 2021. Available online: https://www.afalula.com/en/journey-through-time-masterplan (accessed on 22 January 2024).

https://doi.org/10.3390/su152115303
https://doi.org/10.4236/wjet.2022.102019
https://doi.org/10.21608/jesaun.2019.115750
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/urbanplanning/article/view/5777
https://doi.org/10.17645/up.v7i4.5777
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2021.100815
https://doi.org/10.21608/jaauth.2021.66615.1155
https://doi.org/10.4172/2324-8807.1000177
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=ef03EAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA36&dq=sustainable+tourism+saudi+arabia&ots=TvrysQwDOV&sig=5NNujsQRdbu5uLXOeESGGdVFPgQ
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=ef03EAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA36&dq=sustainable+tourism+saudi+arabia&ots=TvrysQwDOV&sig=5NNujsQRdbu5uLXOeESGGdVFPgQ
https://doi.org/10.1111/issj.12261
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/S2042-1443(2010)0000002010/full/HTML
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/S2042-1443(2010)0000002010/full/HTML
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2022.2060539
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.strueco.2020.06.005
https://doi.org/10.30892/gtg.334spl18-609
https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669580802366587
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790530801936429
https://doi.org/10.1080/14766825.2010.521248
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2020.00168
https://www.watg.com/project/the-red-sea-project-saudi-arabia/
https://www.afalula.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/AFALULA_LIVRET_BOTANIQUE_edition2.pdf
https://www.afalula.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/AFALULA_LIVRET_BOTANIQUE_edition2.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sjbs.2022.02.031
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35844362
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2012.754411
https://doi.org/10.3390/su141710718
https://www.greeninitiatives.gov.sa/about-sgi/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.egyr.2019.09.042
https://www.afalula.com/en/journey-through-time-masterplan


Sustainability 2024, 16, 2117 17 of 17

76. Organization (UNWTO) UNWT. UNWTO World Tourism Barometer and Statistical Annex; UNWTO: Madrid, Spain, 2010.
77. AlUla. Arabian Leopard. Available online: https://www.rcu.gov.sa/en/ArabianLeopard/ (accessed on 25 January 2024).
78. Mazzetto, S. Heritage Restoration as a Tool to Promote Architectural Identity in the Gulf Regions. Preserv. Digit. Technol. Cult.

2018, 47, 3–11. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://www.rcu.gov.sa/en/ArabianLeopard/
https://doi.org/10.1515/pdtc-2017-0015

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	Methodology 
	Materials 
	Results 
	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

