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Abstract

:

The rapid economic growth of Saudi cities after the discovery of oil in 1960 had some disadvantages, the most significant of which was the rapid search for alternatives to urban development and the acceleration of urban growth in its major cities and villages. That contributed to the implementation of certain planning policies based on the heavy use of large-scale vehicles. These policies have been instrumental in increasing horizontal expansion, which has been linked to the increased need to rely on cars as a means of movement and not to adopt public transport such as metro and railways. In this research, one of the main cities in the Asir region, which is the administrative capital of Abha, which has been evaluated and analyzed. Space syntax is an informative theory that stands on the structure of urban graphs. Utilizing syntactic analysis, the impact of highways and arterial roads on the integration and connectivity orientation in the urban structure of the city is analyzed, and the constraints and opportunities for development in the building use map are identified. Resulting in isolated parts of districts with no pedestrian routes to connect them, this methodology allows us to determine the main points in the structure of the city where pedestrian accessibility can be added in order to provide the remedy to overcome the shortage in the city’s network system (i.e., crossovers, tunnels, etc.). In addition, the impact on the human dimension of the living community, the diversity of land use, and real estate financial classifications were discussed, while the principles of sustainable planning were used to enhance the integration of walkability in the built environment, which was the goal of this study.
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1. Introduction


Urban movements of people, and those facilitated by cars, may play a vital role in the heritage planning of historic cities. Several issues relating to people’s movements in historic cities require a careful response that takes into account heritage, architecture, and urban planning and development. Such concerns must take into account the security of heritage resources, people’s vulnerability and the possibility of threats, the need for reappropriation, and the need to address or accommodate people in public spaces.



Traditionally, the spatial distribution of land use/land cover and socio-economic activity in an urban environment has been studied from various perspectives and scales. The spatial patterns of economic activity within the city’s spatial framework and its relative position highlight using classic city models, for example, concentric zones proposed by Burgess [1], sectors by Hoyt [2] and Alonzo’s model [3], as well as more recent models including those by Kropf [4] and Rotem-Mindali [5]. Moreover, if economic activity is analyzed at a higher level—at street level—the layout of the street network plays a vital role. From this perspective, in different cities, the association between economic activity and the configuration of the urban street network was addressed, including Berlin [6], Seoul [7], the Rijnland region, the Netherlands [8], Mexico City [9], Bologna [10], Shanghai [11], Baton Rouge, Louisiana [12], London [13], Bandung City, Indonesia [14], Barcelona [15], Chennai [16], Changchun, China [17], Buenos Aires [18] and China [19]. These studies, however, mainly explored urban areas where land-use patterns have been built through interaction with street networks, mostly in cities with a deformed grid-like street layout or a proposed perfect grid, such as in the cases of Mexico City [9] and Barcelona [15]. Although the complexity of cities is commonly accepted, many Middle Eastern cities seem to be more complicated than other cities due to their particular paths of emergence and growth.



If, as many have suggested, movement and its connections with space are necessary for cities in general, then these must be even more important for living historic and tourist cities. Although the densities of the movement of people and cars in these cities’ streets may be good indicators of liveliness and vitality, high-density movements that defy the traditional social logic of space can possibily harm the physical and social environments of these cities, thus forcing the traditional inhabitants of these cities to move elsewhere. Once they migrate out, the buildings they leave behind can be taken over by commercial activity, poor people or people with little knowledge of the traditional aspect of these cities.



In addition to the above, the environmental impacts of the excessive movements of cars and people may also harm cities. Among these, air quality is a big concern in developing countries, where less attention is given for the solutions that will reduce the risk of air pollution [20]. As a result, the health conditions of those who live in old cities are at serious risk [21]. Furthermore, excessive movement of cars and people in old cities may also increase moisture content, air temperature, acid rain, and air pollution. The effect of such environmental pollution, especially acid rain, is that it deteriorates buildings’ materials, affecting the historic structure as a result [22].



Space syntax theory and methods have long been used with a significant historical component in a wide variety of research. The theoretical framework for the techniques and measurements of space syntax were first given in The Social Logic of Space by Hillier and Hanson [23], and later expanded by Hillier [24] in Space is the Machine, as well as in several other papers that followed [25,26]. Among the various space syntax techniques, linear map analysis, visibility graph analysis and, convex map analysis are just a few. Such techniques have been applied to the configurations of city districts, neighborhoods, and even individual buildings to research how centrality and accessibility (visual, physical, or both) of spatial design affect measurable phenomena as diverse as pedestrian and vehicular movements, crime, wayfinding, urban liveliness, walkability and pollution. These were also used to define the organization of objects, people and functions that illustrate the social and cultural meaning of space. However, spatial syntax studies on urban areas and cities generally use linear map analysis techniques that include an axial map analysis and a more recent segment map analysis [25]. Both of these analyses include the representation of the urban configuration as a linear map, a network of the fewest number of lines required to cover each street and complete each layout circulation ring. In space syntax, therefore, a linear map is more commonly known as an axial map.



Space syntax is becoming a key method to study the relationship between space, spatial structures and human behaviour in the areas of urban geography, built environment and the stunning scenery of mountainous spots [24,27,28], specifically in the case of small areas. In the field of tourism, analysis of Abha city found that the distribution of natural habitat and unique socio-cultural aspect of Saudi Arabia was significantly correlated with the highways and arterial roads on urban growth and sustainable development. By interaction with local people and observing the spatial behaviour of the number of tourist spots (i.e., Al-Souda, Habalah, etc.), it was concluded that the decision to visit a location was significantly dependent on the spatial configuration of street networks. Furthermore, the spatial occupations of attractions affect human spatial behaviour, and various environmental elements have various effects on tourist behaviour [29].



Spatial configurations of street networks for the vehicle and pedestrian are often associated with crime, safety, and wayfinding. The lack of connectivity can describe it. Planners should pay more attention and reconsider issues such as walkability, sense of place and sustainability with the existing and new developments to achieve the desired outcomes of reducing crime and of enhancing walkability, livability and, eventually, the sustainability and well-being of isolated districts in particular to achieve the spatial logic of street networks [23]. Sustainability issues can be dealt with in different ways in urban developments. In general, research has shown a gap between economic and environmental goals in the early emphasis on sustainable development [30,31,32]. Societies should balance social, economic and environmental objectives in order to ease the transition to more sustainable development [33]. Sustainable development also involves the safety of physical environments [34]. In recent years, studies focused on steps to reduce crime opportunities and disadvantages which is expected to produce more immediate results. Bindajam [35] studied the use of spatial syntax theories and techniques to explore the effects of spatial and temporal factors on movement densities in the old and new parts of the historic cores of Riyadh (Old City) in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Street configuration and types and street-level building functions are the spatial factors included in the analysis, and the temporal factors are weekdays and weekends. The study reported that, in general, movement densities were lower in the older areas than in the newer areas of the Old City, and that street life was vibrant on both weekdays and weekends. People in the newer areas of the Old City walked less on major streets with more cars, but they did not wholly abandon these streets, and the movement densities of the Old City were associated with street configuration




2. Case Study


The city of Abha is located in the Asir region in the south-western part of Saudi Arabia. It is located within an important Afromontane region, where cold and semi-arid climatic conditions characterize the city climate. The average minimum and maximum temperatures are 19.3 °C and 29.70 °C, respectively. The elevation varies from 2000 to 2200 meters, with an average of 2107 meters. The Asir region section profile is shown in Figure 1.



Historians have mentioned that Abha is 600 years old, called "Haifa" or "Eva", and it was one of the largest cities in the state of Saba. According to Mahmoud Shaker, in his book The Arabian Peninsula, Abha is a town not known in history but known as the valley of Abha, which was known later, and perhaps came from the name Baha, which means the qualities of beauty and prettiness. In the past, villages were scattered along the valley of Abha [36]. Currently, it is the administrative capital of the Asir region. According to the 2012 census carried out by the General Authority for Statistics, 289,975 people live there, 78% of whom are Saudis. It is stated in the history archives that it was not mentioned as an independent region from Hijaz, Yemen, and Bahrain until the beginning of the fourth century AH, as al-Hamdani mentioned in his book The Characteristics of the Arabian Peninsula [37].



The city of Abha was a single district called “manazer” and then other districts, such as moftahaeh, elqaree, al-rabou ’, al-khshe and qabal. At this point, there are more than fifty neighborhoods. The city center is the oldest area in the city and has historical elements with historical, political and economic importance.



In 1834, Abha was exposed to the greatest nineteenth-century invasion campaign entered by Muhammad Ali Pasha’s forces, and taken from the manazer district, the city’s largest neighborhood and perhaps the oldest meeting place and headquarters for its leadership and troops. In the moftahaeh district, which contained the Emirates palace designed by Ali bin Mgthel, Ayed bin Mari was ordered to burn the district before ordering the evacuation of his population’s town, as the prince chose to burn the palace as a hotbed of the invading forces. After the Ottoman withdrawal in 1918, the principal of Abha Mohieddin Pasha handed over the reins of power in Asir to the grandson Hassan bin Ali bin Ayed, who for several years had served as the ruler. Hassan’s rule lasted for less than a year. In 1919, Abha joined the Grand National Unity under the leadership of King Abdulaziz bin Abdul Rahman Al Saud [38].



A Background of the Urban Fabric Growth on the Case Study of the City of Abha


Since the early 1960s, the city of Abha has grown, and its main hubs have been defined and connected to several axes such as Abha-Al-Khamis road, Taif, Jizan through Aqaba dilae, and other roads connecting the city to the rest of the Asir villages such as Al-Souda and Rijal al Hajar villages. By the early 1970s, the beginning of the ring road or what is called the "belt" was half completed and serves as a barrier and a buffer zone for the urban development expansion out of the city, in addition to the geographical, topographic nature and privately owned properties.



At the beginning of the 1980s, the ring road began to enter the stage of maturity and completion of its full features and became wrapped around the entire city (Figure 2). It was linked to the main axes that connected it to the other the cities and provinces in the region. Since then, the city has grown outside the ring road and has formed a phase of near-saturation in its urban fabric. As mentioned earlier, the Valley of Abha, which is considered to be one of the most important axes in the formation of the city and worked as a delimiter, separates the north of the city from the south, and some axes have been linked by bridges to connect the two parts of the city. In addition, the nature of the city, which contains many topographical levels in all of its parts, eventually acted as a factor to guide the urban growth compass in the city. Therefore, some policies have been taken to redraw the urban growth, which was not accompanied by the redistribution and stimulation of the population in the most dense and connected places. Some of these policies include the redirection of some of the roads to be one-way, the expansion of some of the roads and increasing the number of pathways. Here, converting some roads and turning them into pedestrian paths will reduce the vehicles numbers.



As stated earlier, the Valley of Abha, which is considered one of the most important axes in the development of the city and served as a delimiter, divides the north of the city from the south, and bridges connect the two parts of the city with certain axes. In addition, the nature of the city, which includes many topographical levels in all its parts (Figure 3), eventually led to urban growth in the city. Many initiatives have therefore been introduced to redefine urban growth, which has not been followed by population relocation and enhancement in the densest and most associated regions. Some of these policies, include the redirection of some of the roads to make them one-way, the expansion of some of the roads and increasing the number of pathways. Here, converting some roads and turning them into pedestrian paths will reduce vehicle numbers.



Mountain landscape attractions are the main attracting factors for tourists. The city of Abha expects a significant transformation development which is a mega project funded by the PIF (Public Investment Fund) in its downtown area and along Abha Valley. Moreover, the need for addressing a sustainable development understanding that will increase the quality of life for its residents and visitors is a must. The hypothesis is that the connectivity at the local scale will be higher over the whole city, while the lack of the connectivity will create segregated areas that will impact the quality of life in the small communities and will severely impact the mode of transportation for residents and visitors, which will lead to the use of more cars as the mode of commute between the downtown area and the rest of the city. This will increase the concern of raising the temperature and impact on the environment, causing an urban heat island in the city.



Hardly any research has examined the spatial patterns and tourist behaviour of scenic mountain areas and the effect of streets networks on the integration and connectivity orientation on urban growth and sustainable development. In this research, one of the main cities in the Asir region, which is the administrative capital of Abha, has been evaluated and analyzed for the impact of highways and arterial roads on the integration and connectivity orientation in the urban structure of the city, and the constraints and opportunities for development in the building use map are identified. This approach helps to evaluate the main points in the city layout where pedestrian mobility can be introduced so as to provide the solution for overcoming the shortage in the network system of the city (i.e., bridges, tunnels, etc.). The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The following section offers a brief review of the syntax of space. The third section deals with the spatial analysis of Abha city. The fourth section presents results and discussion, and conclusions are presented to provide a better understanding of the impact on the human dimension of the living community, the diversity of land use and the principles of sustainable planning, pointing to enhancing the integration of walkability in the built environment, which was the goal of this study.





3. Methods


3.1. Space Syntax Theory


Space syntax theory is proposed as a computational methodology to describe the urban and spatial configuration. The theory relies on the assumption that urban structure or spatial configuration significantly affect human social interaction. Space syntax studies on urban areas and cities, however, generally use the techniques of linear map analyses that include the axial map analysis and the more recent segment map analysis [25]. Both these analyses involve representing the urban layout as a linear map, which is a network of the fewest number of lines needed to cover every street and complete every circulation ring of the layout. So defined, a linear map is more commonly known as an axial map in space syntax. In earlier times, the linear map of a layout was always drawn manually. Currently, software programs are available that automatically generate the linear map of a layout. When needed, breaking the lines of a linear map into segments at their intersections can generate a segment map. In the next stage of analysis, software programs use different centrality measures to describe the patterns of connections, differentiation, and centrality of the axial map and the axial lines, or of the segment maps and the segments. Finally, correlations between any observed phenomena along the axial lines or the segments and the centrality measures of the lines or their segments are studied to explain the effects of spatial patterns on these phenomena



The city typically has several interconnected components; physical components are "the physical city", indicating every material artefact that we create, use and signify in the city; and the city of human components, which is "the functional city" that defines how we communicate, for instrumental and symbolic purposes, with the surrounding physical city [24]. There is a dialectical relationship between the physical city and the interactive city. Then, from the practical actions and activities of people in it, the actual community emerges. Once it has appeared, it affects people’s behaviours and activities that have created it, creating the conditions for the physical city to change in circular connection, the dialectical process includes external representations that exist in physical cities, and internal representations in the form of intentions, ideas, recollections and thoughts that initiate and reside in individual human players and are a form of history, tradition and culture in institutions. The networks of spaces, forms and functionalities are multifaceted. The conclusion can be drawn from the physical city that its people and its institutional agents are also complex [39].



Although spatial syntax studies physical domain networks as described in urban environment plans, structural sociology studies social networks. Similarly, spatial networks research can be focused on their enclosures, partitions, overlapping, cross-sections, adjacencies and permeabilities in various spatial network configurations, which are typically included in spatial syntax studies [40].



3.1.1. Spatial Configuration


In space syntax theory, the spatial configuration is often used to imitate the fact that a network of spaces is a network which describes the relationship of the space components among each other, while it represents all possibilities of how spatial units are linked with each other. Likewise, a weighted relationship configuration can be made more exact by configuring the unwieldy relationships of the spatial components of a specific layout. The design created through the use of lines and segments can be useful because humans tend to move along straight lines and routes with few adjustments to minimize effort and time and to increase cost-effectiveness. Space syntax also assumes a different configuration for analytical purposes for the spatial network of an urban environment, but such configurations are present within social reality.




“All these ways of looking at space can be seen as layers of spatial structuring, co-existing within the same plan, each with its own contribution to intelligibility and function.” [24].





The scale of historical centers has been found in past research examining the growth of urban syntax centres in the Middle East. An analysis of the current literature found several studies addressing numerous issues such as socio-economic impacts, specialization, densities of travel and contemporary planning implications [41,42]. Space syntax examines these frameworks through methods and techniques which have been developed using modern math and powerful computers. The space syntax can be successfully identified, analyzed, and visualized in different scales by various configurations of the space networks of the physical city and how different configurations are related, as well as with individuals and society, by daily movement [43].




3.1.2. Axial and Segment Maps


Space syntax uses configurations of the first perception, which can be defined as simple 2D space units in an urban setting. These units comprise axial lines that are defined as straight lines of motion and visibility, segments representing parts of axial lines that have split at points of intersection with other axial lines, each of which is visible from other points globally.



Urban space refers to the space formed from the contour of the blocks, in which people can move freely and randomly. Three styles of street model, based on the literature review, describe urban spaces, namely axial rows, axial segments and natural streets. The network of the city is organized into three representative forms [44]. For better identification, each unit of the street is defined by a unique colour. It is composed of a series of naturally linked street patterns for original street design.



The axial lines are created by adding the most extended possible visibility lines on the natural roads, and the axial segment is formed by cutting the axial lines into segments at each intersection. The corresponding line is divided into sections, represented by various colours, a specific colour represents the axial line. The original approach of space syntax [23] is the axial line representation of urban spaces. The axial lines are the shortest lines of visibility in small urban areas. Jiang and Claramunt [45] argued that an axial line is as wide as it can be viewed from a single point of view from the viewpoint of how people perceive the urban space. The theory of axial lines reflects the great urban space; however, not that of infinite spaces [45]. Analysis of the connection and integration of these small unit areas can improve understanding of the urban structure and somehow predict human social behaviour amongst spaces [46].



The maps of the axial and segments also allow the comparison of urban cities or action areas with various figural patterns and unbuilt spaces. The structure of the areas defined by adjacent constructed designs commonly found in traditional cities in order to describe such difference is from the solid structure, where constructions are found as objects on a plane [47]





3.2. Spatial Analysis for Abha City


For the analysis of the urban structure of the city, this paper used spatial syntax theory and code depth map to generate the information required. It started by drawing the building plots all over the city and placing them in closed polygons. Additionally, this research aimed to identify the axial lines that represent roads and open spaces using better tools, so that they were automatically generated and reduced to the fewest possible numbers to represent the urban spaces instead of drawing the axial lines manually. Therefore, for better results, the generated map was converted into a segment map.



In order to determine the undisclosed possibilities and opportunities of the main plan, the research anticipated using the advantage of the syntactical analyzing. As discussed earlier, it is important to develop an axial map representing the street grid and the municipal grid as an essential step in the analysis of the spatial configuration needs [48]. All axial lines were of value in terms of their location and connection to the entire urban network [49]. In order to evaluate the map at the local and global context, the analysis was carried out on an analytical map. The study used a spectrum of radius from 1200 m to n. The weight of the segment longitude, as well as a broad spectrum of street lengths, were analyzed.



Abha City is a newly developed area, so the incremental hierarchy of roads was clearly addressed, reflecting connectivity for vehicles and pedestrians in the town. A radius of (n), which is the global analysis [50], was chosen in order to analyze the entire urban structure. The segments of the street strongly selected as the shortest route were selected. The map produced was for a critical angular path choice concerning the weight of the angular connection. This research took the angular segment analyses to achieve measurements of multiple radius (integration and choice). This was done to show inaccurate results on different design scales in various measurements [51].





4. Results and Discussion


In Figure 4, the map shows that “King Abdulaziz Road” and “Abha-Khamis Road” are the highest choice values as main artery roads. Consequently, other artery roads represent the separation barrier between different residential districts and neighbourhoods (dividing the city into small segregated zones). This configuration articulates the hierarchical structure that shapes the city’s urban grid and shapes the movement patterns of the vehicle and pedestrian alike. The angular analysis clearly shows the network hierarchy system on a global scale. Furthermore, the main artery roads are the dominant choice for high movement potential in the city’s system; it could be concluded that those roads are the significant method of connectivity through the city and this represents an imbalance, as it is a minor road to hold the whole city connections. On the other hand, these roads are working as a barrier between different residential districts rather than connectors.



On the other hand, Figure 5 shows that the total angular connectivity with a radius of 1200 m, which indicates to local-scale connectivity in districts and neighbourhoods. It is clear that there is significant connectivity on a local community scale, for example in the districts in the north and the districts in the south. It shows a good range of connectivity scale in the neighbourhoods and districts. However, it is hard to find that connection throughout the whole city, although the isolation of each district on its own is obvious. It also represents the hard connection between each district, especially the northern wing and the south. The same type of connectivity in the districts needs to be repeated in the whole city, and especially in the core city centre along Abha valley.



In Figure 6, an integration map is generated for the city on a global scale (n). The integration analysis is a measurement from any space of origin to the whole system. It shows that the city is committed to the gradual hierarchy of roads—artery roads have the highest values, while the local ones are segregated. It could be concluded that the highly integrated roads have been acting more like a destination than as through routes. The ring road (King Abdulaziz Rd) represents the main attractor in the whole city network system. Meanwhile, the local streets have less potential to be through routes. This makes the districts located away from the ring road in segregated areas, with a poor connection not only to the spine but also to another district on the opposite side in the north of the ring road and the southern districts of Abha Valley, more isolated.



The connectivity in the local scale is higher than in the core city centre along Abha valley as well as the whole city—the lack of the connectivity creates segregated areas that impact the quality of life in Abha’s communities and it has severely affected the mode of transportation for residents and visitors, resulting in more cars being used as a mode of transportation between the city center and the rest of the city. This effect demonstrates the difference between the street networks in the integration and connectivity orientation in the urban structure of the city and urban blocks or buildings [52]. That it may increase the concern about increasing the temperature and environmental impacts that cause an urban heat island in the city [53]. Moreover, the control value should receive more significant consideration in future research on mountain areas and streets networks, as visitors pay attention to tourist routes with consistency and numerous choices. Further research should take into account comparative analysis with other case studies involving urban thermal environments and also an analysis of the 3D space syntax or angular segment with a metric radius to take into consideration the deflection condition and distance factors [54]




5. Conclusions


Abha city is a decent example of a car-oriented city that respects the movement of vehicles over pedestrians. The analysis carried out showed through variant scales (global, local) that it is clear that connectivity on a local scale throughout the city is greatly interrupted by main artery roads that separate the city into isolated islands and make communication even more dangerous. Consequently, this study typically illustrates the adjustments and changes needed regarding these artery roads, particularly regardingincidents and connectivity over these severe barriers. Making wide roads does not lead to a beautiful cityscape or non-traffic problems. However, it causes more problems to fix and to adapt it into a human-scale city. The local planners need to consider the social, economical, sustainable and environmental (especially the urban heat island phenomenon) aspects while planning, in addition to using different urban tools and models that help to predict and articulate how things will be perceived in the future. This cannot be done by making streets wider or changing the direction of some major streets. New bridges and tunnels were added to “King Abdulaziz Road” as a way to overcome the significant negative effect of the lack of connectivity.



The results of this study also demonstrate the spatial pattern of human behaviour within a destination and provide operational advice for managers to reduce congestion and provide visual guidance to local communities and visitors to prepare their ideal route; these study implications enhance the existing literature and spatial configuration research in the urban tourism city structure.
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Figure 1. Asir province section. 
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Figure 2. Maps showing the urban growth of the City of Abha (Redrawn by the Author). 
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Figure 3. A map showing building use in the City of Abha. 
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Figure 4. Angular Segment Analysis_T1024 Choice_Rn (Global), (Generated using Depthmap). 
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Figure 5. Angular Segment Analysis_T1024 Choice_R1200, (Generated using Depthmap). 
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Figure 6. Angular Segment Analysis_T1024_Integration_Rn (Global), (Generated using Depthmap). 
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