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Introduction






Urban management especially as it relates to municipal affairs was,
and continues to be, among my main interests, both professionally and
academically. I have spent 30 years studying and practicing urban planning
and urban management. The first 15 years were dedicated to theoretical
studies and teaching urban planning. At King Saud University, [ was a student,
then a teaching assistant. Later, I went on a scholarship for graduate studies
at the University of Pennsylvania in the US. I returned to the university in
1992 as a Faculty member and was subsequently appointed as Chair of the
Urban Planning Department. In 1997, I had the opportunity to spend another
15 years in a professional capacity, first, as Mayor of the city of Riyadh and
subsequently the metropolitan region of Riyadh. Undoubtedly, I cherished
the professional challenge greatly, since it provided an ample space to move
from the world of theory towards the realm of praxis.

The position allowed me to work under the patronage of the Custodian
of the Two Holy Mosques, King Salman bin Abdulaziz (Governor of Riyadh
at the time)'". This was an historic opportunity as I worked for 15 years under
his command and direction. For more than 50 years, his brilliant presence
as a positive actor on all the affairs pertaining to the nation was evident. He
was an expert in all matters related to governance and administration, and a
trusted advisor to the nation’s leadership. Working under his guidance was
akin to a continuous process of learning and training that was accompanied
with a motivation for insightful thinking, hard work, and a zeal for distinctive
achievements.

The city’s success, witnessed by all, would not have been possible except
for the efforts of Riyadh’s architect and leader of its urban development for
more than half a century, Salman bin Abdulaziz. He is our King, and the
Governor of Riyadh, who remains in the heart of the city and its residents. I
was blessed to work with him, and fortunate to learn and listen to his wisdom.
With our leader we pursued a path of progress inspired by his vision. We
loved it as he did, working tirelessly for years, with a lot of satisfaction, desire
and enjoyment, much like sailors in a long voyage.

1) I will refer to HRH in the context of this book as ‘Governor of Riyadh’ except in matters related to
his duties as Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques and King of Saudi Arabia.
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The observer of King Salman’s administrative biography when he was
Governor of Riyadh cannot help but be impressed by his distinctive abilities.
He is a bright man with a long and wide-ranging experience who employs a
distinctive and unique administrative approach that integrates centralization
and decentralization in a special way. Both are balanced by using them
according to work demands, requiring specific delegation of authority and
power while ensuring accountability. He contributed to Riyadh becoming a
model to be followed and emulated by other cities. He thus can be rightfully
considered the leading Governor and a pioneer of local management.

I witnessed how HRH championed local management and supported
decentralization.  This included how Riyadh Municipality, under his
directives, conceived of Riyadh as a ‘city of many cities’ by establishing 15
administrative centers. Each is comprised of governmental branches for the
governorate, municipality, judicial affairs, police, postal and passport services,
and many others. The spatial domain of those administrative centers would
thus constitute a city in its own right. Such a direction came about because of
his supportive vision for local management, decentralization, and delegation
of additional authority to governmental branches throughout the city. These
pioneering ideas proved to be successful. As proof, we can see how many
other cities in the Kingdom have now begun to emulate what Riyadh has
implemented by way of developing its administrative and developmental
capacities over decades.

I do not believe that there is any other city on earth which benefited from
a relationship similar to what Riyadh had with Prince Salman. He dedicated
to the city the best years of his life, his sincerest efforts and an unwavering
love. His impact and influence will be forever evident in the city and its
people. And Salman bin Abdulaziz will remain a mentor and an inspiration
for upcoming generations in numerous fields, including local management.

As asign of gratitude and appreciation for King Salman, may God protect
him, from Prince Sultan University, and in recognition of his pioneering role
when he was governor of Riyadh, I put forward a proposal to establish the
Center of King Salman for Local Management in 2005 which was endorsed
by the Board of Trustees. The Center aims at carrying out research and
studies, as well as preparing leaders in local management through training
programs, that follow King Salman’s administrative approach who is a



pioneer in local management in the Arab world. In order for HH leadership
and management style to become a model for young Arab local managers, the
Arab Administrative Development Organization (ARADO -- affiliated with
the League of Arab States) launched the Prince Salman bin Abdulaziz Prize
for Local Arab Management, in collaboration with the King Salman Center
for Local Management in 2011.

There are numerous challenges for municipal work and urban
management. Those will always be present as long as there are cities.
However, challenges are different from an impasse,’— which is what
municipalities suffer from in reality. This impasse is evident in the inability
of municipalities, given their current administrative approach and available
financial resources, to provide a minimum level of basic and required services.
Such a state of affairs also impacts their ability to develop these services
quantitatively and qualitatively to keep up with the continuous increase in
population and provide new municipal services in a way and at a level that
are different.

The real challenge facing Saudi cities is transitioning away from a
financing model that completely relies on the state, to a model of self-
reliance on municipal revenues and investments. To overcome the impasse,
municipalities and urban managers must think ‘outside of the box.” They
need to move away from the current conventional approach of conducting
municipal affairs by employing new and creative ideas.

The book reviews a number of initiatives and suggestions, in addition
to programs and projects carried out by Riyadh Municipality. They would
have not borne fruit had it not been for the efforts of the municipality, that
were supported by HH the Governor of Riyadh, to institute a style of local
management that sidelines the influence of conventional municipal routine
and centralization. We cannot claim that there is a full realization of local
management; however, we were able to establish it at a minimum by wading
through the bureaucracy at the behest of the Governor of Riyadh, Salman
bin Abdulaziz. We were greatly encouraged by the success of our work, to
request the urgent adoption of local management in Riyadh and other cities
in the Kingdom because we had no other alternative if we want our cities to
develop and compete in delivering varied services to its citizens while being
fully independent financially and administratively.
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Thank God, given the Kingdom’s Vision 2030, our ambition is bigger.
What seemed impossible is possible, likewise what was farfetched is
closer, and change is faster. I am therefore optimistic that we will continue
developing the path of local management given its promising success, and
that we will be able to adopt and reinforce the principle of local management
so as to consolidate the relationship between residents and decision makers in
their respective administrative institutions, thus increasing their productivity
and invigorating their patriotism.

There is no option but to restructure the administrative and institutional
frameworks of municipalities and push it toward financial and administrative
independence so as to generate new and daring ideas and initiatives, proceed
with a carefully considered privatization of a number of municipal services;
and promote automation programs for delivering services. If cities and
metropolitan areas wish to achieve all of these objectives and to continue
the delivery of basic services, as well as developing them quantitatively and
qualitatively, they need to adopt local management as a starting point for
administering municipal affairs.

I hope that the initiatives, proposals, programs, projects, and
implementation mechanisms reviewed in this book will lead to a roadmap
and a thorough dialogue of the future of urban management. That is especially
pertinent, given that the Salman bin Abdulaziz approach in Riyadh continues
to be a foundation that one can build on and further develop in order to
adopt local management. Such an approach requires further expansion,
development and institutionalization. What used to be mere wishful thinking
in the administrative sector, in general, and the municipal sector, in particular,
has now become an acceptable reality. The Kingdom’s ambitious Vision
2030, under the patronage of the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques King
Salman bin Abdulaziz, and led by HRH the Crown Prince Mohamed bin
Salman, has opened the doors for innovative ideas and raised the ceiling of
ambitions and aspirations. In addition, numerous programs and initiatives
aiming at upgrading human resources and financial capacities have begun to
bear fruit in upgrading and developing work environments and development
trends on all fronts. The future is more promising.
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Local Governance and the Municipal Sector:

Between Theory and Practice

- Local Governance and the Public Good

- Creating and Strengthening the Municipal Sector’s Public Image



Local Governance and the Municipal Sector:

Between Theory and Practice

Following the completion of my duties at Riyadh Municipality I
embarked on documenting and presenting some aspects of my experience
in the municipal sector. To a large extent, I was motivated by my academic
background as a University Professor, when I coached my students with a
desire to enable them to understand and overcome the challenges facing
our cities. As Mayor of Riyadh Municipality - which is a pioneer in urban
development and municipal work- for over a decade and a half, I felt
professionally responsible to share some of my views with my colleagues
working in the urban development and the municipal sector. Indeed, many of
my conclusions derive from being deeply embedded in its daily affairs and
gaining valuable experience in the process.

In this book, I wanted initially to follow the traditional conventions of
academic writing. However, the intent is not to communicate solely with an
academic audience but with a variety of different stakeholders concerned
with urban development and its future in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. This
includes officials, workers, intellectuals, economic specialists and generally
all those involved in public service. It was therefore important to select a style
that is more in line with the topic and the intended audience, by including
both a personal and objective narrative. Moreover, while the subjects are
quite varied, my ultimate intent is to present takeaways and conclusions to
the reader which are related to the sustainability of our cities. I will end
with a series of recommendations which I feel would help in bridging the gap
between theoretical aspects of city governance -which I became familiar with
through my research- and practical work in which I was directly involved.
However, I have to note that [ do not wish, through such an account, to impose
a specific opinion, but the aim is to instigate a debate among stakeholders
around matters related to urban development and its various challenges. This
would in turn open the door for further debate among those interested in its
various challenges. Hopefully, this would eventually lead to further inquiry
among those interested in development, garner their views on the future, and
transcend the present towards brighter horizons.
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Upon leaving academia to the municipality to assume responsibility
as Mayor of Riyadh, I recall anticipating a series of challenges. In my
doctoral dissertation, “Bridging the Gap: Centralization vs. Decentralization
in the Saudi Municipal Planning System and its Impact on the Physical
Environment,” which I have earned from the University of Pennsylvania in
1992, I underscored those critical challenges and the extent to which they
could impede urban development. Further, I sought to incorporate a scholarly
perspective that is derived from the actual practice of administering a major
city. As a result, I identified a series of interrelated urban development
challenges facing the contemporary Arab city. They are as follows:

1- The confusion of urban administration, oscillating between prevailing
centralization and attempts to incorporate decentralization.

2- The general weakness plaguing municipal financing and the complete
reliance on a centralized financing system set by a central authority.

3- Absence of public participation in the municipal decision making
process.

4- Recognition of the centrality of municipal authority in shaping new
urban developments.

Furthermore, during my tenure, I discovered two more issues which were as
important as the previous four:

5- Absence of a ‘human dimension’ in urban development policies which
I described as “Humanizing Cities.” Neglecting such an important
aspect in urban policy led to an approach and framework that distanced
the work of municipalities from a humanizing perspective that would
make it sensitive towards, and attuned to, the needs of city residents.
Accordingly, I became convinced that it is imperative to strengthen
this dimension through a comprehensive “Humanization Program”
that ought to be established as a key element of municipal policy. No
exaggeration intended, the subsequent implementation of such an
approach can be considered as having opened a new path for urban
development throughout the Kingdom. I was alerted to the urgency of
this matter as I witnessed numerous development projects and urban



policies that had sidestepped this important aspect of urbanization.
Moreover, the absence of an institutional framework that enables the
incorporation of a human dimension, further motivated me to change
this state of affairs.

6- Issues related to land use and allocation policy are of critical
importance. Typically ignored by urban growth policies, it led to a
situation of limited resources being drained and consumed. It also
had a negative impact on sustainable development. This was quite
evident given the lack of land dedicated to public services and utilities
which includes green areas. It was therefore imperative to tackle
this challenge and initiate a substantive change that would lead to a
change in urban policies. Thus, the land allocation program had to
be reformed from a comprehensive perspective, entailing how it is
allocated to citizens, and making provisions for services and utilities.

In discussing the origins of my work, it is crucial to highlight the
directives of King Salman bin Abdulaziz and the extent by which they aimed
at overcoming development obstacles. His approach to local governance
was characterized by competence and professionalism. He urged those
working with him to fully understand the principles of this approach and
instilled in them a desire to remove any impediments standing in the way
of citizen’s welfare. Indeed, we were inspired by his personality and talent
to tackle and overcome the dominance of centralization perpetuated by
numerous ministries. This included the Ministry for Municipal and Rural
Affairs (MOMRA), the Ministry of Finance and other governmental entities
concerned with urban development and municipal work.

In my view, the municipal sector -- especially in large cities such as
Riyadh -- is the most suitable governmental service department that has the
potential to change the ideology and practice of local governance systems.
There are several factors that have contributed to this. First, the existence of
sporadic decentralization practices and systems that were applied to some
projects. Second, the presence of a sophisticated administrative structure
which includes the Royal Commission of Riyadh, the Municipality with its
extensive experience, the Municipal & Regional Councils and the Chamber of
Commerce. Given thatthese are public sectors they have numerous advantages
that would make it easier to initiate positive developments by activating an
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orientation towards local administration. The municipality, in particular,
benefitted from the following four characteristics distinguishing it from other
governmental departments, thus paving the way for decentralization:

1- The principle of administrative decentralization and financial
independence has been, at least in theory, an important aspect of the
municipalities’ institutional framework according to regulations issued
in 1977. Consequently, Municipal Centers were formed throughout
the Kingdom, based on a hierarchical administrative structure, whose
intent was to preserve their independence through the implementation
of decentralization principles.

2- The Municipal sector has an active presence throughout the Kingdom
and is deeply involved in the daily lives of citizens. Such involvement
is facilitated by health and construction inspectors, sanitation workers,
and technical maintenance staff. Their impact is felt in every street be
it major or secondary.

3-Itis the only service sector in the Kingdom that provided an opportunity
for public participation in decision making through an organized
process, namely local municipal elections.

4- It led to the integration of female employees in its workforce in 2001
through the formation of the General Department for Female Services,
which covered different affairs pertaining to women. The department
is comprised of 17 branches employing close to 600 workers who are
tasked with administering more than 25,000 facilities in Riyadh, of
which more than 2000 entailed direct involvement.

Some may be skeptical about the necessity and urgency of decentralization
by noting that cities in the Kingdom have witnessed rapid urbanization over
the years, in spite of the predominance of centralization, and that they have
been quite successful in achieving a high growth rate. I would like to point
out though that I am not necessarily calling for a wholesale dismissal of a
centralized governing method, not just because such a claim would contradict
real-life experiences, but because there is a need to consider the varying
phases of cities as they develop. Initially, they may require a certain form of
governance, but as they grow further and expand, their increased complexity



would necessitate the employment of a different approach. In other words,
what was suitable for residents in the past may not be so in the present — a
balanced approach is thus desirable.

What was appropriate for Riyadh at the beginning of its urban growth
was very much an outcome of circumstances at the time. Present conditions,
however, are characterized by substantive changes due to urban developments,
technological advancements, as well as economic and demographic
transformations making the adoption of a similar process an unrealistic
proposition, particularly if we set our sights on future growth. Centralization
at the beginning of urbanization was an inevitable approach given the desire
for achieving visible results within a short period of time. To further illustrate
this, it is akin to the conduct of war, where the need for quick and effective
actions requires that all participants rally around a central aim or objective,
relying on directions from a central authority. Similarly, urban development
in the Kingdom aimed at mitigating the lack of essential urban components
and services through the adoption of a centralized decision making process
that can reach all major urban centers. Irrespective of cost or profit, it can be
described as a ‘developmental war’ whose outcome was victory due to a top-
down approach in decision making. As a result, remote areas of the Kingdom,
which would have otherwise remained in a state of underdevelopment, have
been urbanized. None of that is disputable. However, development and
urban expansion led to a much more complex reality and a different set of
citizens’ needs

With that in mind, some began to carefully note that the centralized
approach with its conventional system reached a dead-end, effectively
depriving urban centers from further development. In opposition to such
views, however, some voices emerged, fearing change, realizing its seductive
allure and negating the fact that it is a response to the socio-economic realities
of our cities. To further understand such varying approaches to the governance
of cities it is important to distinguish between two aspects defining the very
character of municipal work:

First: Municipal systems differ from other governmental service sectors
by having partial administrative and financial independence. Moreover,
their overall organizational structure has elements of decentralization. Thus,
municipalities in the Kingdom’s five major urban centers are headed by
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mayors who have considerable authority due to their distinctive governmental
position. This distinguishes them from heads of departments in other service
sectors such as education and health. In turn some of them were motivated
to capitalize on their authority and break free, even in small measures, from
the bounds of conventional bureaucratic hurdles. Moreover, circumstances
changed considerably due to an increase in the urban population, a
corresponding change in their needs, and the continuous fluctuation of income
based on the sale of oil. Accordingly, the constraints of a centralized system
became an impediment to development unlike when cities were still in their
early stages of formation.

Second: A majority of successful projects and programs came about
because of unconventional and adventurous ideas. Their performance was
predicated on the ability of its initiators to carefully navigate bureaucratic
hurdles present in governmental departments, and sometimes completely
steer away from them. For example, the industrial cities of Yanbu and Jubail
were not an outcome of initiatives from the Ministry of Industry and Mineral
Resources. Similarly, educational institutes such as King Fahd University of
Petroleum and Minerals and Prince Sultan University emerged outside the
institutional framework of the Ministry for Higher Education. The same can
be said about King Faisal Specialist Hospital and the Ministry of Health.
The formation of organizations such as the Riyadh Development Authority
approximates to a large extent an approach based on decentralization."” The
performance of all these organizations and their continuous and sustained
success is attributable to the fact that they were formed away from the confines
of centralization. And behind all of them, was a father and guardian, following
up, directing and removing obstacles — namely King Salman bin Abdulaziz,
Governor of Riyadh at the time. Because of his support the initiatives
emanating from Riyadh Municipality achieved their objectives mainly due
to an adherence to the principles of local governance. This exceptional leader
made all the difference by focusing his efforts on dismantling bureaucratic
obstacles thus allowing Riyadh to grow and flourish because of its numerous
projects and developments.

It is important to point out that relying solely on leadership guidance is

1) A royal decree (A/470) issued on 29/12/1440H (August 30, 2019) stipulated that the Riyadh
Development Authority is turned into a royal commission, and renamed to the “Royal Commission
for Riyadh.”



not sufficient as a basis for a sustainable future. Our main example here is
Prince Salman bin Abdulaziz who realized, through his long experience in
development and urbanization, the significance of initiatives emanating from
their local context. and that they need to be adopted and nurtured. In addition,
supportive mechanisms derived from the spirit of local governance were
needed. Equipped with an insightful and intelligent administrative talent, he
was able to think outside the box, leaving behind a conventional approach for
regional administration, all the while respecting governmental systems and
policies. No doubt that the seeds for local governance were formed because
of his complete trust in local capacities which motivated him to form effective
task forces in Riyadh Municipality, driven by professional cadres that have
absorbed his thinking and what he strives for in terms of urban development.
Local governance in Riyadh was characterized by his constant follow-up,
trust and support as well as holding executive officials accountable. One can
perhaps compare their position as holders of government portfolios in Prince
Salman’s Ministerial Council (while he was Governor of Riyadh); in that
regard he was aided and supported by his Vice Governor Prince Sattam bin
Abdulaziz.

However, this also highlights the importance of considering an alternative
system. What Prince Salman was able to achieve due to his professional
leadership and expertise, others may not be able to emulate. Therefore, the
outcomes of this experience need to be preserved and maintained in the
form of a systemic framework and general policies. His intuitive inclination
towards the formation of local mechanisms was not meant to be a fully
formed model for local governance, even though they paved the way for such
an approach. Instead, they were intended as a guiding principle that would
aid in overcoming the obstacles of centralization, in the process directing
projects and initiatives towards a safe path. The only thing missing here is
their translation into an overall strategy for administrative development, i.e.
a fully formed and comprehensive national program. And this in short is our
main responsibility towards this great leader who paved the way towards
such an achievement.

These great seeds are still available and have the potential for
further integrating them into a comprehensive institutional framework for
development. For example, there is the Royal Commission for Riyadh,
Riyadh Municipality, City and Regional Councils and other administrative

25



26

entities all of which have been inspired by Prince Salman bin Abdulaziz’s
vision. In that respect, they realized the value of decentralization and that it
has the potential, with further expansion, in forming the basis for effective
local urban governance.

Far from being critical I must note that we are facing a challenge
requiring municipalities to deal with development affairs through a process
akin to implementing fire preventive measures, rather than extinguishing
fires after they have been ignited. Municipalities need to encourage local
initiatives that would allow to transcend hindrances pro-actively instead of
simply reacting to them. Indeed, one of the main aims for forming a true basis
for a local administration is that it has the ability to initiate and implement,
as opposed to merely adopt, development objectives. We had to be at the
forefront of such changes leading towards the formation of a system that
reflects the financial and administrative independence of local authorities.

The issues | am raising in this book should pave the way to a desired
form of local governance. To that end I will outline the initiatives and
projects that were implemented by the municipality. This will include
those that were successful as well as the ones that were stalled. Moreover,
I am especially highlighting cases that went beyond the limitations of the
municipal framework with the support of a leadership that understood the
value of adopting a process of local governance as well as appreciating its
value and necessity in the conduct of municipal work. I am also quite certain
that such initiatives would have had more success, and seen implementation
at a wider scale, if there were no hindrances from central authorities, and if
the incorporation of decentralization principles were an integral part of the
municipal sector.

Based on my experience, the administrative environment within the
municipality and beyond it, did not encourage new initiatives and did in fact
exhibit reluctance towards their implementation. And, in the few instances
when there was a positive engagement, it would follow a lengthy and time
consuming process, resulting in minimizing aims and objectives. Accordingly,
idea formulators would be forced to rethink their ideas and sometimes accept
ceilings that hindered original and pioneering aims. In that regard, I will
not forget some of these initiatives that did not see the light of day because
of administrative hurdles from the center and were thus aborted from their



very inception. In recounting such experiences, I am providing a complete
analytical framework for those wishing to understand the urgency of, and
necessity for, changing towards a culture of comprehensive local governance.

Aside from documenting municipal experiences and initiatives, this book
aims at pointing out a key challenge facing city governance and impacting
the future of our cities, namely the lack of administrative and financial
independence. This has resulted in an inability to independently initiate
projects. In shedding light on this challenge, the book seeks to portray the
current administrative reality and uncover the prevailing professional culture.

I must note that I welcome discussion of the book’s themes with an
open mind The ultimate goal should be providing guidance for future
developments, a task that is our collective responsibility. I also hope that
my call for adopting local governance as an ideology and process is received
favorably. And lastly, by way of acknowledgement, I need to point out that
most of the experiences which I narrate in the book would not have been
achieved without my colleagues’ sincere collaboration at the Municipality.
Indeed, renewing our conceptual approaches and proposing initiatives is not
just derived from my background as an academic and scholar, but stems from
our society, its experiences, as well as the inspiring vision of those colleagues
dedicated to public service.
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Local Governance and the Public Good

Countries vary in their adoption of general administrative systems
between a hierarchical decision making process, and one that seeks to build
a consensus among multiple constituents. The first is characterized by a
unified administrative structure with minimal governing layers, as well as
monopolizing the provision of public services. But there is another alternative
approach, where the administrative structure is divided into local and central
components. The former’s ability for decision making is quite substantive
comparable to that of the latter, which also entails a balanced distribution of
authority. And, in this approach, the ability to direct public resources is not
restricted solely to those working in ministerial departments.

In controlling decisions pertaining to resource distribution and placing
such an authority in the hands of a few cadres in the ministerial bureaucracy
and their leadership, a situation is created whereby those involved in the
process are turned into dependents that are required to follow directions.
Such a condition also prevents the emergence of any alternative thinking,
and blocking voices that contravene conventional approaches. Accordingly,
the ability for engagement, planning, directing, following up, supervising
and assessing does not go beyond the confines of governmental departments.
In addition, the right for modification and change is restricted to the upper
echelons of this strict administrative hierarchy. Such a relationship leads to a
poor understanding of people’s needs given their distance from the center. As
a result, a situation may arise where certain undesired outcomes may occur
given that decision making is concentrated in the hands of an authority guided
by self-interest and achieving benefits for a few at the expense of the many.
It also suggests a lack of engagement with what takes place in the field where
the impact of these decisions would be evident.

There is a plethora of research pointing out that administrative ‘slack’
as well as improper executive responses amplified by an inability to fulfill
people’s basic needs and aspirations, opens the door for the proliferation
of favoritism and marginalization. It also taints the relationship between
governing systems and citizens with distrust. Moreover, the lack of a proper
institutional framework constitutes an impediment towards executing policies
and decisions and impacts the overall flow of work. Research has also shown



that the degree of trust between the leadership and employees is greatly
affected. In many ways, the administrative environment is similar to that
of a security setting where inspection and surveillance, rather than guidance
and encouragement, are the norm. And from what I have seen, comparative
studies of urban governance systems throughout the world indicated that they
have greatly suffered from a strictly centralized approach.

Accordingly, decentralization aimed at overturning such conditions. In
many ways, it became the administrative model followed in most developing
and developed countries. The model facilitated a balanced distribution of
authoritative decision making, as well as breaking monopolization by a few
governmental departments. This in turn opened new horizons, predicated
on participation, and the distribution of authority based on clear guidelines,
efficiency and effective performance, as well as the quality of public service.
Constituting a departure from administrative compliance, it led to a situation
that is based on a horizontal distribution of authority, which in many respects
was able to effectively respond to the real needs of citizens. Such a model
transcends inherited and older approaches, which were appropriate during
the early stages of founding the state. At the time, there was a need for rapid
change and the formation of an incipient government system. There was also
great urgency in rallying administrative elements under one unifying vision.

This rigid hierarchical structure had to be modified however given the
emergence of new and unique developmental challenges facing our cities. We
are currently engaged in an unprecedented development battle which has its
own unique circumstances. A centralized leadership which calls for a unified
work approach, and where employees are forced to closely follow directions
from a central authority, may have been appropriate five decades ago but
would not function in our current context. We are dealing with extraordinary
situations and circumstances which cannot be resolved through a rigid
centralized decision making process.

Such a redistribution of executive authority requires the introduction of
a standardized process that would facilitate decisions concerning its balanced
allocation across all departmental levels — from the center of authority
till the smallest unit. The main applicable criteria here are efficiency and
effectiveness. In such conditions authority is widely shared allowing for
inspection and supervision not just from the center, but also at the local
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level, achieved through Municipal Councils, and local social institutions that
effectively represent citizens in various districts.

I should stress that such an approach does not constitute an infringement
on the work of ministries. Rather, it should be seen as a way to lessen their
burden, allowing them to focus on matters of greater importance. Furthermore,
distracting ministries by the details of mundane and daily affairs is not in
the public interest. Thus, delegating authorities to municipal authorities is
ultimately a form of empowerment. This is particularly relevant as they are
deeply embedded in the administrative structure, and work in close proximity
with numerous concerned stakeholders from the public. By stipulating that the
main criteria for assessing their work is its efficiency and approval of citizens
it can become a model for democratic administration. This is a priority for us,
and we are quite keen on implementing such a model by moving away from
the pitfalls of centralization and embracing local governance.

It is important to assert that there has been quite an extensive debate in
academia about the appropriate degree of authority that should be allocated to
these administrative levels, and also the criteria to be used in such decisions.
Irrespective of such discourses, however, there is general consensus about
the need for redistributing the decision-making authority, as well as realizing
the necessity for overcoming the hindrances caused by centralization. What
should be pointed out here is that the models for decentralization all seek
to reach an optimum form of urban governance that does not exclude or
marginalize. It also ensures the consistent provision of critical services, thus
guaranteeing citizen satisfaction.

For those involved in administrative policies adopting any of these
approaches hinges first and foremost on two factors: the nature of the state,
and demographic characteristics. With respect to the nature of the state, it is a
particularly salient issue for countries that have sectarian divisions or factions
pursuing independence, which may cause their break-up. Because of that
they may seek to achieve a minimal level of local governance to ensure that
the territory remains united. Those largely homogeneous and big countries,
however, maybe inclined towards allocating a higher degree of autonomy
to the various localities comprising such vast areas. As for demographics,
population growth could be a determining factor for favoring some form of
decentralization. This becomes quite obvious when attempting to centrally



resolve problems arising in high density and rapidly growing areas. The
burden associated with such scenarios is handled in a much better way by
delegating authority to localities. In the case of public service provisions,
central authorities can withdraw entirely or partially wave administering
them. In such instances authority is delegated to local social organizations
as well as local initiatives. Therefore, rather than monopolizing the service
sector the state enters into a full partnership with localities.

With respect to the Kingdom, sectarian conflicts or land disputes are
not significant factors that would favor some form of decentralization. The
Kingdom is an oasis of peace and social harmony under the King’s guidance.
However, the impetus comes from rapid demographic shifts, owing to
increased birth rates, internal migration to urban centers, and unprecedented
urbanization growth caused by a leap in oil prices. A favorable economic
climate has also resulted in attracting a large workforce seeking employment
in the Kingdom. Such demographic shifts are perhaps most evident in a city
such as Riyadh. Its metropolitan area has increased quite rapidly because of
urban expansion, to the extent that the total length of its circumference has
come close to 80km. Thus, in the span of half a century it has doubled in size
numerous times. Such massive growth is due to migration from rural areas
which have witnessed a decline in their respective populations, whereas urban
centers increased in size given the economic leap caused by the rapid rise in oil
prices in the 1970s. There were also substantive demographic transformations
caused by a surge in marriage and birth rates, leading to a doubling of
inhabitants every decade. Such a population growth was accompanied by
considerable life-style changes, and a shift in resident’s needs. This includes
modifications pertaining to consumption patterns, modes of transportation
and mobility, and so forth. An advanced administrative model is thus needed
that would echo such substantive shifts, and ensure the provision of public
services for an ever expanding and high density metropolitan area.

The issue of administration has always been at the forefront of governing
the relationship between the state and its citizens, whereby the former places
great value on notions of citizenship and patriotism. Citizens, on the other
hand, assess their satisfaction with governing entities by the extent to which
they perform in a satisfactory manner, the degree to which services are
provided, and how they accommodate life needs. According to my research
experience, the reaction here oscillates between satisfaction and frustration,
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with an inclination towards the latter. Thus in conditions where the service
sector operates efficiently, the bureaucratic red tape declines and complaints
are significantly reduced to an acceptable level. However, in instances of
administrative slack and an inefficient operation accompanied by an absence
of quality controls, the degree of frustration rises. This leads to an increase
in the level of mistrust.

Based on my experience working at Riyadh Municipality for more
than a decade and a half, the key aspect of the aforementioned relationship,
ensuring or at least approximating an ideal level of satisfaction, is linked
to administrative efficiency. And this is based on two conditions First, the
presence of a service sector, comprised of a highly efficient professional
cadre who operate according to a workflow suitable for given tasks. And,
second, the availability of a sufficient and continuous financing mechanism.
In case both of these conditions are fulfilled, the outcome is satisfaction. And
in case they are not, as I have seen over the years, the gap between supply and
demand for services increases.

Such a new, and much desired, administrative structure is predicated on
the presence of an executive and a supervisory branch. The former entails
regulative affairs, whereas the latter relies on public participation. They are
associated with respective administrative bodies, Executive and Municipal
Councils, according to terminology employed in local governance. Through
them decentralization is achieved by delegating authority to localities, and
finding an appropriate degree of supervisory mechanisms contingent on
electoral principles. In this case, the administration of various services is no
longer reliant on a central authority. Deciding on the scope and extent of such
an electoral approach cannot be done through mere words. It is a discourse
that needs to emanate from our developing society, and the answer to which
is supported primarily by experience and implementation. Indeed, the first
indicators for such a strategy were the newly formed Municipal Councils.
Strengthening and empowering them is something that is strongly desired by
the state’s leadership. There is also the issue of entrusting local capacities
especially in the public works sector and partnering with an executive branch
with the overall aim of leading development. That said, my focus is mainly on
the required changes within the executive sector, so that the relationship with
society is redrawn. A balanced administrative authority provides appropriate
directions for development, suitable for current circumstances. And it has the



ability to effectively respond to future challenges.

I need to stress that the degree of financial and administrative
independence is contingent on the effective supervision from both central
and public levels. That independence is subject to the desired degree of
development, whose scope and range is determined through a legal framework
comprised of regulations and policies. Thus, from the very outset, one cannot
separate between local and national interests.

Decentralization is an ideology predicated on a just distribution
of resources between the center and localities. It also entails building a
framework for good urban governance and its integration with citizen’s needs.
Administrative authority is thus redesigned to be more efficient by employing
an effective workforce, supportive of local needs with the ability to direct
resources, commensurate with tasks. However, an important condition is that
the range of such an authority should not go beyond its stated mandate.

No doubt, understanding the mechanisms pertaining to the distribution
of public services, and achieving an effective response in this area, requires
a different organizational culture. Indeed, one can summarize such a
transformation towards local governance, while also highlighting its benefits,
as follows. First, it paves the way for public participation in the administration,
by enlarging opportunities and making citizens an important element in
achieving goals and objectives. Second, it empowers administrative cadres at
the local level, benefiting from their experience of dealing with on-the-ground
affairs. Third, officials are provided with the necessary resources that would
enable them to improve their performance and increase the level of service in
a realistic manner. Fourth, it alleviates administrative and financial burdens
from the central level thus allowing it to focus on its original mission of setting
broad policies and regulations pertaining to governance, and improvement of
workflow. Fifth, it activates supervisory and auditing mechanisms, in a manner
that would serve development objectives. Sixth, local authorities would also
carry some of the burden related to the collection of service and maintenance
fees, thus ensuring local acceptance. Finally, it is the most efficient way for
local empowerment since it recognizes the different capabilities of localities
and their distinguishing characteristics — which effectively takes advantage
of the positive potential for such differences, rather than sidestepping them.
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My sincere belief is that achieving developmental goals is contingent
on recognizing the forgotten capabilities of localities. They are hindered by
bureaucracy, centralization, as well as the monopolization of specialized and
administrative services by those who are not in a close enough position to
effectively provide for, and serve, the public.



Creating and Strengthening the Municipal Sector’s Public Image

At the beginning of my work I found, with a few exceptions, that the
municipal sector was not perceived positively by the public, due to numerous
factors and circumstances. Such a perception was pervasive in spite of
higher expectations by those employed in the sector, given their numerous
achievements, and what the municipality has done in terms of providing
daily services, all with the aim of developing our cities and satisfying its
inhabitants. The general mood thus seemed to be one of frustration. It reached
a situation of not recognizing efforts, and leveling accusations of corruption
and negligence towards the sector. Those negative perceptions greatly
affected the degree of trust among city residents. To make matters worse, the
Municipality itself started buying into those perceptions in an exaggerated
manner.

A general view prevailed where the municipal sector was seen as falling
short of its aims, which may have been partially true, but it should not have
been solely blamed for this. Indeed, citizen’s requests have exceeded the
financial and administrative capabilities of municipalities given some serious
limitations and hindrances. This is largely due to a continuous struggle with
the Finance Ministry with respect to budgetary requirements, allocation of
funds for municipal projects, and recruiting a new and efficient workforce.
In many instances, these requests were severely curtailed, delayed, modified
and sometimes rejected outright. On the other hand, the municipal sector has
not engaged in any substantive efforts towards confronting and engaging with
this limiting situation, instead appearing complacent and satisfied. It did not
attempt to reprogram (and engineer) mechanisms and tools for communication
within the sector itself, with the Ministry of Municipal Affairs, the Finance
Ministry, and citizens. Remarkably, they did not initiate offering alternatives
which would relieve them from complicated bureaucratic procedures related
to recruitment, employment or even having the ability to further increase
revenues.

This negative perception kept evolving, and was further exacerbated
by the fact that municipalities did not exert sufficient efforts towards the
creation and strengthening of a public relation campaign that would enhance
how it is viewed among the public. Simply put, it was not considered a
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priority. Moreover, practices by some employees contributed towards casting
anegative image, and taking the shine away from municipality achievements.
The substantive change in the media landscape at the time, through the
emergence of the Internet and accompanying social platforms, gave voice to
a critical discourse. The municipality neither responded to these new realities,
nor invested in a solid communication strategy. Some individual municipal
departments translated their concern to proposals and ideas that were adopted
piecemeal. As for those few showing initiative, they did not find support, help
or professional direction based on a proper institutional framework.

Though I did not appreciate the general state of affairs and pervasive
culture throughout the Municipality, I felt that it had great potential.
Additionally, I did not want this general perception of frustration and
helplessness — the feeling that things cannot get better — to dominate.
Therefore, it became evident to me that the first step towards municipal
reform was an improvement of its public perception. This would in turn
enable the sector to seize and recover numerous opportunities, as well as raise
the level and quality of municipal engagement with the public.

I quickly realized that creating a positive public image has a lot of
requirements, necessitating a proper embrace of effective communication
strategies. Supported by my colleagues we became convinced that the
municipal sector required among other things a rapid response to changes
taking place. In addition, the most important consideration was to view
inhabitants of Riyadh as active participants rather than as passive recipients.
In short we had to reconsider the very nature of municipal work, as well as
its priorities and administrative processes. This also entailed modernizing
ideas, programs and initiatives. I used to convey to those around me, my
conviction that the municipal sector is one of the most important governmental
departments given its direct involvement in public affairs. It is a sector for
the people and from the people. It can be elevated and upgraded so that it
can receive a much-deserved appreciation as long as it strives towards the
appropriate provision of services. And I would always mention that having
an experienced and wise leader such as His Royal Highness Salman bin
Abdulaziz in our midst constituted an historic opportunity for those of us
working in a sector serving the city. Furthermore, given the presence of
HH, Riyadh has much better prospects than other cities, which may not be
available again in case they are missed.



In general, and in spite of this pervasive sense of succumbing to a general
atmosphere of frustration and helplessness, I embraced a more positive
outlook. This desire for changing to the better became my main concern.
However, my biggest worry was finding the ideal way to achieve this without
casting negative aspersions on what has already been achieved; and how I
can form and motivate a team that shares my visions and directions. To that
end, I was very much aware of the importance and significance of having the
support of HH the Governor of Riyadh, knowing full well the extent of his
love for the city and its people. This support enriched and strengthened me
throughout my tenure. [ had great confidence in knowing that the municipality
with its workforce, mandate and proximity to people, has the ability to make
a positive contribution to their daily affairs. I strongly believed also that
Riyadh has numerous competent individuals who were keen to be given an
opportunity to serve the city and its inhabitants. To elaborate, I will briefly
mention some of the steps, programs and decisions that were taken to improve
public perceptions, which were marred by the exaggerated negative image of
municipal affairs in general, and Riyadh Municipality in particular.

Respect, love, appreciation, partnership and most importantly initiative
— those were all terms that were deeply embedded in our daily work at
the municipality. They were also employed in the interaction between the
municipality, city residents and other stakeholders. I sought to establish those
principles among the different partners while affirming the notion of ‘respect’.
‘Respect’ emanated from achievements and not from the collection of fees,
the penalization of violations or the assertion of dominance. Instead, it is a
form of ‘respect’ that stems from appreciation. And I found a mechanism
for achieving such an initiative which in turn would improve the public’s
perception: it is predicated on achievements that are accompanied by
truthfulness and based on carefully studied decisions that aim to serve all of
the people. In other words, achievements that accommodated people needs
did not ignore their interests, and raised awareness about how much the city’s
administration cares about them and seeks to accommodate and fulfill their
needs. Achievements also sensed what people’s requirements are even before
they are requested Thus, pleasant surprises abounded. With that in mind, I
found that there were a lot of lost opportunities in municipal work; some
were not effectively utilized and others were ignored. As a result of the
negative repercussions that ensued, I faced the challenge of mitigating false
perceptions among the public, rather than letting them gain strength. [ had a
deep conviction that facing and overcoming these problems has two benefits.
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First, it results in their resolution. Second, it sends a positive message to
society that the municipality has the ability to solve problems and achieve
observable and tacit results. This constituted one of the main mechanisms for
constructing a positive public perception about the municipal’ institution, as
well as enhances the prestige of the achievement.

I will review in upcoming chapters many opportunities that were readily
available but were not utilized. This includes encouraging partnerships with
the private sector; embracing privatization by collaborating as a sharecholder
with existing companies; capitalizing on municipal decisions financially,
administratively, and technically. They also include standing with residents,
through partnerships and by serving them as clients. We also aimed at taking
advantage of opportunities that would support the financial and administrative
independence of the municipal sector in general, and Riyadh Municipality
in particular. There were many other opportunities seen as problems but
which the municipality was nevertheless able to invest in, resulting in
a positive outcome for the sector, its employees and city inhabitants. And
just to cite a few examples: complaints about food poisoning and lack of
cleanliness, frustrations due to the inability to exceed construction height
limits; abandoned parks and its improper use by some; and noise complaints
from some residents because the utilization of adjacent empty properties as a
soccer playing field. Other complaints related to roaming vendors; restriction
of leisure opportunities to indoor shopping malls and fast-food operators,
particularly during national occasions and weekends; responding to aid
requests from some cities in the Kingdom due to national emergencies, such
as the severe flooding of Jeddah and Mecca during the Haj; and assisting the
city of Taif with waste collection during the summer months.

The municipality was able to tackle the above-mentioned problems in
a different and non-conventional manner, regarding it as an opportunity for
demonstrating initiative. Resolving these problems resulted in observable
achievements. For example, the celebration of Eid and national occasions; the
weekly municipal program of theater performances; the King Salman Science
Oasis; reconstitution and rehabilitation of Wadi Sulai; the development of
‘million’s parks; the ‘parks without fences’ program; and the introduction of
municipal plazas. Furthermore, as the municipality has chosen to side with
citizens, administrative centers were introduced throughout the city. Those
were treated as sub-branches, and the particular district they served was



considered as an independent urban area. The proliferation of urban parks;
strengthening the visual identity of Riyadh by changing urban development
patterns; increasing the size of plots allocated to mosques and placing
them along major roads, thus increasing their visibility; and the issuance
of permits allowing for an increase in the height of existing structures from
the stipulated 10% to 30%, and eventually 50%. These are all examples of
further achievements. In addition, custodians of mosques were provided
with accommodation separated from the main structure, and in an effort to
alleviate the suffering of residents, permits were issued.

The municipality aimed at distinguishing itself by having a positive
outlook and embracing a non-conventional approach. For example, a
particularly notable experience pertains to the severe flooding problem that
took place in the governorate of Jeddah. The Ministry of Municipalities
and Rural Affairs requested from all municipalities to support Jeddah in its
efforts to overcome the repercussions from this event. Instead of sending
a few workers as is common when aid is requested, Riyadh Municipality
chose to deploy a fully formed team accompanied with specialized tools
and motorized equipment. It also requested from Jeddah Municipality to
be allocated a specific area for which it would be fully responsible. The
impact was quite positive on authorities in Jeddah and its inhabitants. And
there was no additional cost for Jeddah Municipality as officials from Riyadh
rented both a rest area for their workforce — administrative leadership and
heads of various task forces — as well as another structure used as a workshop
for workers, machinery and equipment. In addition, a food and beverage
supplier was contracted to serve the Riyadh team. They were similar to a
municipal commando unit that came to offer true and meaningful support
without adding any undue administrative burden or financial costs for Jeddah
Municipality. The work of this particular team continued for several months.
There were also similar experiences in other cities. In Taif, for example, the
city faced a problem pertaining to waste collection at the height of its summer
season when the city is visited by throngs of tourists. The same approach was
applied by offering comprehensive support and aid, continuing for a number
of months. These were all valuable and distinctive experiences that deserve
to be documented by authorities in Jeddah and Taif.

The municipality was thus able to capitalize on these achievements, which
improved its overall perception among the public as well as governmental

39



40

agencies. It asserted the viability of its capabilities, as well as trust in its
programs, projects and what it offers in terms of initiatives and proposals.
The result was an increased level of happiness among inhabitants, as the