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Alternative 
Futures 
for Al-Ula

The region of Al-
Ula, Saudi Arabia 
—  northwest of Medina, 
inland from the Red Sea, 
and along the ancient 
Mediterranean ‘incense route’ 
—  has been designated as 
a site for major tourist growth 
and development in coming 
decades: approx. 2 million 
visitors/year anticipated by 
2035. The regional landscape  
is characterized by scarce 
water, dramatic wind-cut stone

Project Area:  40 km x 40 km

Existing Situation: 2020 Early Adopter: 2035 Early Adopter 2050 (same as 2035)

Late Adopter: 2035  n/a
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Early Adopter Scenario

Note on Adopter Scenarios

Major Requirements by 2035
1. Accommodate substantial growth in international tourism to 
Al-Ula, while protecting attractive cultural, historical and archae-
ological resources and sites in the region. Approx. 2 Million visi-
tors per year are forecast by 2035.
2. Preserve the special and fragile desert landscape and unique 
geological formations, and ecological services infrastructure in-
cluding date palm agriculture.
3. Sustainably manage extreme hydrological conditions : 
low annual rainfall, destructive seasonal flash flooding, and 
precipitously declining aquifer levels.

Major assumptions and innovations:
GLOBAL 2035/2050 8 GLOBAL AVERAGE TEMPERATURE
GLOBAL 2035/2050 10  FRESHWATER SCARCITY
WAT 2035/2050 1  WATER CRISIS: WILL GET WORSE
WAT 2035/2050 2  WATER RETENTION
WAT 2035 11  WATER DESALINATION
AGR 2035/2050 5  AGROTURISMO 
AGR 2035/2050 10  URBAN AGRICULTURE
GRN 2035 15  ADAPTATION TO CLIMATE CHANGE 
RES 2035 1  BUILDING INTEGRATED SOLAR PV PLUS 
STORAGE

In this single scenario, multiple actors  – local residents and 
businesses, national agencies, and international players – 
coordinate efforts to achieve the three major requirements 
outlined above.

New developments are expected to take advantage of crucial 
technological innovations, especially solar energy replacement 
for fossil fuels, desalinated water from the Red Sea replacing 
aquifer draw-down,  highly efficient local and regional transpor-
tation systems, and new forms of mixed-use development to 
support the integration of international tourism, archaeological 
scholarship and research, local agriculture, and local cultural 
heritage.

The Harvard GSD studio structure did not follow the IGC 
standard for multiple time-frames. Only one time period was 
considered, and all components of the regional plan were 
proposed for immediate adoption; plans and visualizations 
provided are for year 2035.

This project was motivated by real circumstances on the ground 
in Al-Ula, KSA. Regional Planners are anticipating substantial 
change, in climate regime, water supply and demand, national 
energy policies, and international tourism, by 2035 and beyond.

GSD Student projects focused on individual interventions in the 
context of a coherent overall framework, addressing the entire 
study area; see next page.
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formations, and ancient date palm groves; regional historic, 
cultural, and archaeological resources and attractions include 
the UNESCO World Heritage site at Mada’in Saleh with its 
monumental tombs cut from rock, and the uninhabited ruins of 
the medieval oasis town of Al-Ula. 

The surrounding desert ecosystem, awe-inspiring but vulnerable 
historic stone structures carved by pre-historic human hands, 
the indigenous Bedouin community and culture, and productive 
but water-wasteful date-palm agriculture, together with  bur-
geoning modern trends and technologies all present opportu-
nities and challenges for development, for archaeological re-
search, for sustainable tourism, for landscape conservation, and 
for climate-sensitive design.

In this FALL 2018 Harvard GSD design studio, sponsored by the 
Royal Commission for Al-Ula, six teams of graduate students 
from Landscape Architecture and Urban Design and Planning 
envisioned alternative futures for Al-Ula, with strategic plans and 
site-specific projects for conservation and development in the 
context of re-imagined responsible international tourism, cultur-
al heritage conservation, and the imperatives of global climate 
change. Appropriate technologies and innovative approaches, 
such as water harvesting and conservation, solar energy sys-
tems, night-sky-tourism, modern transportation alternatives, and 
innovative agriculture and settlement design were explored in 
six projects: “Making Rooms”, “Inscribed Practices”, “Urban Liq-
uefaction”, “Closing the Loop”,“Oasis+”, “Walking the Desert”
( see next poster .)

Team  1: “Making Rooms”

Team  2: “Oasis+”

Team  3: “Walking the Desert”

Team  4: “Closing the Loop”

Team  5: “Urban Liquefaction”

Team  6: “Inscribed Practices”
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Participant Team credits: 
Sponsor: 
Royal Commission for Al-Ula, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
Amr AlMadani, CEO
Arancha Muñoz-Criado, Chief of Planning

GSD Faculty:
Craig Douglas
Stephen Ervin

GSD Students:
Team 1: Jeremy Pi, Veronica Cardenas Vignes 
Team 2: Cy Zhang, Zhenyu Yang 
Team 3: McKayla Dunfey, Sangyoon Lee
Team 4: Aiysha Alsane, Alan Cong
Team 5: Jose Carlos Fernandez-Salas, Bailun Zhang
Team 6: John Crowley, Emil Davlantis Lo 

Thanks to: 
Carl Steinitz, Hrishi Ballal, Paul Cote, Renia Kagkou

Strategic Framework 2035

Team 2: Oasis+ :  Productive Settlement with seawater

Team 3: Slow Mobilities: Walking the Desert 

Team 4: Closing the Loop: Devising Water-Oriented 
Settlement

Team 5: Urban Liquefaction: A history-inspired 
 agricultural/urban typology 

Team 6: Inscribed Practices: Caravanserai Cultivation,
fitting inhabitation to topography and climate

In this FALL 2018 Harvard GSD design studio, sponsored 
by the Royal Commission for Al-Ula, six teams of graduate 
students from Landscape Architecture and Urban Design and 
Planning envisioned alternative futures for Al-Ula, informed by a 
qualitative and quantitative analysis of critical factors, including 

geological, hydrologic, demographic, infrastructural, agricultural, 
ecological and visual; and guided by a coherent regional 
strategic framework (see to the right.)

Excerpts from the six distinct but connected projects are 
displayed below:

Alternative Futures for Al-Ula Strategic Framework for 2035

At mid-term, in October 2018, the GSD studio, recently 
returned from a ten day field trip to Al-Ula, engaged in a day-
long workshop, facilitated by Prof.  Carl Steinitz, using the 
geodesignhub.com software for group negotiation and plan 
synthesis, to develop a strategic framework to guide individual 
project development.

The obvious competition for land between future demands from 
tourism and agriculture, coupled with a pressing need for water 
harvesting and conservation, and a concern for the vulnerable 
desert landscape ecology and local cultural heritage, as well as 
visual quality concerns, helped to crystallize several key 
principles, below:

Team 1: Making Room(s): A Catalytic Framework and 
Occupational Strategy for Al-Ula’s Outdoor Museum 

– new water-harvesting and 
flood-preventing landscape 
interventions, integrated into 
residential and agricultural 
areas, at the foot of the steep 
hills in all directions;

– proposed freshwater pipeline 
from the Red Sea to the west; 
bringing saltwater and /or fresh-
water to the region, to replace 
diminishing aquifer levels of 
fossil water;

– new residential development, 
designed to be transportation-
centric, water-conserving, 
energy-producing, integrated 
with agriculture, and supporting 
integrated tourist development, 
clustered to the south along 
existing roads;

– distributed development 
of relatively-low-impact 
agriculture and tourism to the 
north, leaving the landscape 
around Mada’in Saleh un-
disturbed;

– new mixed-use integrated 
residential, tourist and 
agricultural development 
tucked into the topography to 
the north, east, and west;

– further development of 
southern transportation hub, 
nearest to airport,  with mixed 
use, residential, commercial, 
and tourism developments.
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