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New Cities
Ambitions on a Remarkable Scale
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This last section on new cities, along with 
the section on master plans, best expresses 
the truly remarkable scale of the region’s 
recent building boom. They feature highly 
ambitious projects for which significant 
resources have been devoted. They are 
about instant urban settlements that under 
normal circumstances would evolve over 
decades, if not centuries.
 The separation between the sections on 
new cities and master planned districts 
is not always clear-cut. A number of the 
master planned districts featured in this 
book are larger than some of these new 
cities. Unlike the master planned districts, 
however, the new cities are intended as 
stand-alone urban settlements, rather than 
ones connected to existing cities. The one 
exception is the King Abdullah bin Abdul 
Aziz City in Jordan, which essentially is a 
new twin city to the existing city of Zarqa.
 All but one of the new cities featured in 
this section are located in the Gulf. They 
concentrate on realizing a vision for the 
future that depends on diversifying the 
Gulf’s economies away from oil. The City of 
Silk is conceived as an international trade 
and transportation hub that provides a link 
between Central Asia and Europe. The King 
Abdullah Economic City aims at becoming a 
node attracting investments in diverse sec-
tors including industry, transportation, and 

financial services. Jazan Economic City 
will concentrate on mining and on indus-
trial projects linked to the resource-rich 
area around it. Masdar City is devoted to 
developing renewable green energy tech-
nologies. The one new city from outside 
the Gulf featured in this section, the King 
Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz City in Jordan, 
aims at realizing a different objective. It is 
concerned with a current pressing prob-
lem: that of relieving population pressures 
on the adjacent city of Zarqa, Jordan’s 
second largest.
 These new cities also involve significant 
public-private partnerships. For the larg-
est of them, the King Abdullah Economic 
City, the Saudi Arabian General Invest-
ment Authority has joined forces with 
Dubai’s giant developer Emaar. In the case 
of Jazan, the same investment author-
ity is partnering with a consortium that 
includes a large Malaysian developer and 
the local contracting conglomerate, the 
Binladen Group. For Zarqa, the govern-
ment-owned company Mawared, which is 
also the public-sector partner for Amman’s 
Abdali project, has teamed up with various 
local developers. With Masdar and City 
of Silk, funding is primarily provided by 
their respective oil-rich governments, but 
even these two projects aim at attracting 
considerable private-sector investment.
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Master plan for the project’s first phase was developed 
by the Jordanian firm Sigma. The project’s Princess 
Salma Housing Estate is designed by three Jordanian 
firms: the Group for Design and Architectural 
Research (GDAR), Bitar Consultants, and Bilal 
Hammad Architects.

The project’s first phase, which occupies 10 percent (250 
hectares) of the site, is under construction.

The King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz City, 
the mega real estate project and Jordan’s 
largest, consists of six phases and is 
planned to house 500,000 residents by 
2025. The project occupies a 2,500-hectare 
site in Zarqa, Jordan’s second largest city 
and a primary industrial center. Zarqa 
is located less than 30 km northeast of 
Amman, at the edge of the country’s vast 
arid semidesert (badiyah) zone. The site 
of the development borders the busy 
Amman-Zarqa Highway. It also is located 
in proximity to the Zarqa railroad station. 
Although the Ottoman-era Amman-Zarqa 
line does not currently provide regular 
passenger service, a light-rail service that 
follows the same line is being planned to 
connect the two cities.
 A military base occupied the site for 
decades. The base was located well outside 
Zarqa when established, but later created 
a barrier for the city’s easterly expansion 
as Zarqa’s population grew. As a result, 
the military base has been relocated to 
allow for developing the site through a 
partnership between the public sector, 
represented by the government-owned 

National Resources Investment and Devel-
opment Corporation (Mawared), and vari-
ous private-sector developers. The project 
will help alleviate urban pressures in Zarqa, 
which is Jordan’s most congested urban 
center with more than 750,000 inhabitants.
 The project’s master plan includes a large 
commercial district, Suq Bab al-Madina 
(City Gate Market). This will function as a 
gateway to the project and as the anchor 
for its first phase. The commercial district 
centers on a 3.5 km pedestrian commercial 
spine featuring a civic plaza anchored by a 
large mosque. The Bab al-Madina Plaza also 
forms a link between the project and the 
commercial heart of Zarqa.
 The pilot phase of the King Abdullah bin 
Abdul Aziz City also features the Princess 
Salma Estate. It consists of about 500 hous-
ing units being built along three phases, 
and will form the nucleus for the city’s 
residential community. The project aims at 
developing high-quality affordable housing 
prototypes in arid climates. It primarily 
focuses on low-rise terraced housing with 
communal gardens.
 It will occupy an area of 8.6 hectares, 
of which 1.2 hectares are devoted to the 
communal gardens. The project is being 
developed in three phases, each designed 
by a different Jordanian architectural firm. 
GDAR designed its first phase (opposite, 
middle left); Bitar Consultants designed the 
second phase; and Bilal Hammad Architects 
designed the third phase (opposite, middle 
right). 

King Abdullah 
bin Abdul Aziz 
City (formerly 
Madinat al-Sharq 
[City of the 
East]), Zarqa, 
Jordan



Figures 14.1.1–14.1.4. The King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz City 
in Zarqa is Jordan’s most ambitious urban development 
project to date. The 2,500-hectare project, which is ex-
pected to accommodate about 500,000 residents by 2025, 
will help relieve population pressures in Zarqa, Jordan’s 
second-largest and most congested city.
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Initial master planning and architectural design proposals 
developed by the London-based CivicArts–Eric R. 
Kuhne and Associates.

Under design development, but site preparation work has 
been initiated.

The City of Silk (Madinat al-Hareer in 
Arabic) is among the largest of a series of 
mega-scale urban projects being planned 
in the region. It is a proposed 250 km2 city 
in Subiya, an area located opposite Kuwait 
City, across Kuwait Bay. It will be linked to 
Kuwait City by a 23.5 km bridge crossing the 
bay.
 Different cost estimates have been put 
forward for this colossal project, ranging 
from $60 to $130 billion. Its implementa-
tion is expected to take place over a period 
of 25 years. The city is envisioned to have a 
population of 700,000 inhabitants and to 
include its own seaport and international 
airport.
 The name of the new city comes from the 
proposition that this area was a gateway 

to the famous Silk Road, which extended 
into Central Asia. The City of Silk accord-
ingly is intended as a commercial gateway 
that serves relatively distant regions, in-
cluding Central Asia and Europe. Its port 
is conceived as an international one that 
will serve that region via Iraq and Iran.
 The city is to be divided into sections 
that include Finance City, Leisure City, 
Culture City, Film and Media City, Indus-
trial City, Health City, and Education  
City. These various components are lo-
cated around an “Ecological City,” a  
45 km2 natural preserve intended as a 
bird sanctuary.
 The development is to include what is 
envisioned as the world’s tallest building, 
the 250-story Mubarak al-Kabir Tower. 
It also is referred to as the “Tower of a 
Thousand and One Arabian Nights,” as 
it will be 1,001 m tall. The building is to 
house seven “vertical villages” combining 
offices, hotels, and leisure and residential 
facilities. 

City of Silk 
(Madinat al-
Hareer), Kuwait



Figures 14.2.1–14.2.3. The City 
of Silk is conceived as a new 
urban development to be built 
over a period of 25 years. It will 
house 700,000 residents and will 
feature the 250-story Mubarak 
al-Kabir Tower, intended as the 
world’s highest.
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King Abdullah 
Economic City, 
near Raghib, 
Saudi Arabia

Master plan developed by the Singapore-based RSP 
Architects Planners and Engineers. Additional 
detailed master planning has been carried out by 
the American firms Wimberly Allison Tong & Goo 
(WATG) and Hellmuth, Obata + Kassabaum (HOK) for 
the resorts and residential zones; Skidmore, Owings 
& Merrill (SOM) for the city center; and Parsons 
International for the industrial zone.

Under construction.

The King Abdullah Economic City is 
located on the Red Sea coast, about 100 
km north of Jeddah, Saudi Arabia’s main 
port and second largest city. The project, 
which occupies an area of almost 17,000 
hectares, is being developed by the giant 
Dubai-based real estate development com-
pany Emaar Properties in association with 
the public sector Saudi Arabian General 
Investment Authority. This is Emaar’s 
biggest project to date and also the single 
largest development to take place in Saudi 
Arabia. The project has its own Saudi 
Arabia–based, publicly funded develop-
ment company. It is anticipated to attract 
investments from both inside and outside 
Saudi Arabia reaching about $100 billion.
 The King Abdullah Economic City will  
be built in phases between 2006 and 2025. 
It is expected to eventually provide 1 mil-
lion job opportunities and accommodate  

2 million residents. It will include a sea-
port, an international airport, an industrial 
district, a central business district that 
consists of commercial, mixed-use, and 
retail areas, a financial district, a resort, an 
educational zone, a hospitality zone, and 
a residential area. The seaport, which is 
intended as the largest in the region, will 
handle cargo and serve as a terminal for the 
Hajj (the Muslim pilgrimage). The central 
business district will feature 3.8 million 
m2 of built area. The hospitality zone will 
include more than 120 hotels with 25,000 
hotel rooms.
 The city will include 450 hectares of parks 
as well as a system of canals based on the 
model of Amsterdam. These will be bor-
dered by 75 km of pedestrian promenades 
and will add 42 km of waterfront to the 
development, which already has a 34 km 
shoreline along the Red Sea. The project 
also will feature five yacht clubs with a 
capacity for 3,000 vessels.
 In addition, the King Abdullah Economic 
City will include a series of mosques, a 
higher-education section with a capacity for 
18,000 students and 7,500 faculty members 
and administrators, and a stadium that can 
seat 45,000. The King Abdullah University 
of Science and Technology, inaugurated in 
2009, is located 20 km south of the city. 



Figures 14.3.1–14.3.4. The 
17,000-hectare King Abdullah 
Economic City is the largest 
single project being implement-
ed in the region. It will be a full-
fledged city with its own seaport 
and international airport. The 
city also will feature 450 hectares 
of parks and an extensive man-
made canal network.
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Jazan Economic 
City, Saudi 
Arabia

Concept master plan was developed by the Malaysian 
firm DP Architects. The detailed master plan has been 
developed by the Malaysian firm Perunding Alam Bina.

Under construction.

Jazan Economic City is located along 
the southern coast of the Red Sea, about 
725 km south of Jeddah and 50 km north 
of Jazan City. The 100 km2 city will have 
a 12 km shoreline and will extend 8 km 
inland.
 The area has rich mineral deposits that 
include limestone, dolomite, marble, basalt, 
gypsum, and silica. The city’s economic 
activity therefore will be based partly on 
exploiting these natural resources.
 The Saudi Arabian General Investment 
Authority project will be developed and 
managed in association with the Malaysian 
conglomerate MMC along with the Saudi 
Arabian contracting giant, the Binladen 
Group. The $30 billion project is expected to 
be implemented over a period of 30 years 

and is expected to create about 500,000 
employment opportunities. It is one of a 
number of economic cities being developed 
in Saudi Arabia. These include the cities of 
King Abdullah and Prince Abdul Aziz bin 
Mousaed, and Knowledge City in Madinah. 
These economic cities aim at attracting 
foreign investment and encouraging tech-
nology transfer to the country, as well as 
diversifying the kingdom’s economy away 
from oil.
 Jazan Economic City is envisioned as a 
fully integrated and self-contained devel-
opment. Two-thirds of it will consist of 
an industrial zone that includes a port, an 
aluminum smelter, a steel processing plant, 
an oil refinery, a copper processing plant, 
fisheries, and agro-based industries. It also 
will include its own power and desalination 
plants. The nonindustrial zone will consist 
of a central business district, residential 
areas, a marina, and educational, hospital-
ity, and recreational facilities. 



Figures 14.4.1–14.4.4. The Jazan Economic City is 
part of an overall strategy intended to diversify 
Saudi Arabia’s economy away from oil and to at-
tract foreign investment. This new development 
is located in an area of rich mineral deposits, 
and its economic activity therefore will be partly 
based on exploiting these deposits.
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Designed by the British firm Foster + Partners.
Under construction.

Masdar City is conceived by the Abu Dhabi 
Future Energy Company, a wholly owned 
subsidiary of the Mubadala Development 
Company, an investment vehicle of the gov-
ernment of Abu Dhabi. The project, which 
is expected to cost more than $20 billion, 
is intended as a zero-carbon, zero-waste 
community that will become “the silicon 
valley for clean, green, and alternative en-
ergy.” This championing of renewal energy 
technologies is part of an effort aimed at di-
versifying Abu Dhabi’s economy away from 
a heavy dependence on oil exports into one 
that is based on industry and knowledge.
 Masdar is located 17 km to the east of 
Abu Dhabi City. It will occupy a 6 km2 site 
and is intended to accommodate 50,000 
inhabitants and 40,000 commuters. As 
a large-scale settlement designed from 
scratch, it allows for incorporating ideas 
that would not be feasible in existing urban 

Masdar City, 
Abu Dhabi, 
United Arab 
Emirates

settlements. The whole city, for example, is 
raised 7.5 meters above ground level so that 
infrastructure services can be housed inside 
that raised base.
 The city’s buildings are placed close 
together to create narrow shaded walk-
ways. These are oriented diagonally from 
the four cardinal directions to reduce the 
effects of direct sunlight. Their architecture 
incorporates traditional passive features 
such as wind towers and various shading 
devises. Cars will not be allowed in the city, 
but will have to be parked at its perimeter. 
Movement around Masdar will be through 
a driverless personal rapid transit system or 
through walking. Its compactness allows for 
walking distances to be kept to a minimum.
 Masdar will rely on alternative energy 
resources including solar, wind, and geo-
thermal, and will include a hydrogen-fired 
power plant. In addition, its solid and liquid 
waste will be recycled.
 The project is scheduled for completion 
in 2016. 



Figures 14.5.1–14.5.4. Masdar 
City, which will accommodate 
90,000 people, is intended as a 
zero-carbon, zero-waste com-
munity. It follows a high-density 
building configuration that cre-
ates narrow shaded walkways. 
Cars will not be allowed inside 
it. Instead, people will walk or 
use its driverless personal rapid 
transit system.
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