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Abstract: Coastal reclamation for residential, tourism, and commercial developments in the Arabian
Peninsula and other global regions has dramatically increased in recent decades. This phenomenon is
undoubtedly innovative and novel; however, it disrupts the natural balance of marine environments
and degrades coastal and marine resources. Moreover, the long-term sustainability of such develop-
ments might be undermined by rising water levels, earthquakes, and the behavior of filling material
and others. This paper analyzed the extent of land reclamation in the Dammam Metropolitan Area
(DMA) along the eastern coast of Saudi Arabia within the last two decades and its environmental
sustainability impacts. The study used satellite images to compare the coastal boundary of the study
area from 2000 to 2020. The study analyzed five major reclamation projects and found that a total of
6081 hectares of land has been reclaimed from the Arabian Gulf, thereby altering the coastal profile of
DMA significantly. The environmental sustainability implication of these projects includes the degra-
dation and loss of ecosystem services and marine habitat, urban sprawl, and flood risk. Therefore,
environmental regulations, such as the strict prohibition of coastal reclamation, and ecosystem-based
urban planning, are needed for sustainable coastal land development.

Keywords: sustainable coastal development; environmental sustainability; land reclamation; Dammam
Metropolitan Area (DMA); marine ecosystem; sea-level rise; urban planning

1. Introduction

Rapid population growth, socioeconomic activities, and increased interest in coastal
urbanization substantially contribute to coastal land development. Coastal zones along
continental margins are zones of significant natural productivity and soaring accessibility.
Therefore, coastal areas have become the heart of human activities, including residential,
commercial, and recreational developments [1]. Over one-third of the global population
lives in coastal zones constituting only 4% of the Earth’s area [2]. Nearly 52% of megacities
housing more than 10 million around the world are situated in coastal areas [3]. Coastal
developments usually reclaim shallow and tidal sea areas via land reclamation. Land
reclamation occurs in several coastal settlements to ease high population density, create
new urban developments, boost food production, and create jobs and investment oppor-
tunities [2–5]. However, land reclamation comes with its attendant predicaments. The
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conversion of coastal wetlands to build areas alters and damages the natural characteristics
of the coastal ecosystem upon which living organisms and humanity depend [5–10].

Zones of coastal reclamations are vulnerable to flood catastrophes, mainly due to
low lying elevation, paved surfaces, high density development, and rapid urbanization.
Estimates indicate that by the end of the 21st century, the global mean sea level will
continuously rise by nearly 1 m [11], which will likely provoke severe storm tides and
trigger flood risks [12–14]. Similarly, coastal reclamation projects are more susceptible to
cyclones [15]. Therefore, as these developments are likely to continue in the global coastal
cities [16], there is a strong likelihood of an increase in exposure and susceptibility to coastal
flooding [17]. As such, it is vital to understand the extent of land reclamation to manage its
environmental sustainability impacts effectively.

In Saudi Arabia, the two coastal cities of Dammam and Jeddah are experiencing
large scale coastal developments through land reclamation. However, the local marine
environment houses diverse ecosystems, including coral reefs, mangrove stands, and
seagrass beds [5]. In addition, the Arabian/Persian Gulf and the Red Sea regions have
been under significant and continuing stress due to demographic development sprouting
in countries around them, leading to major changes in the coastal and marine habitats [6,7].
For example, over 40% of the Arabia/Persian Gulf areas have been reclaimed for urban
development projects by seven member states of the Arabian League, including Saudi
Arabia, mainly for residential, leisure, tourism and hospitality, and commercial activities [8].
However, this practice is also associated with severe environmental impacts that can
destroy biodiversity, natural coastline, wetlands, extinction of fauna and flora, pollution,
and geological disasters [9,10].

Coastal reclamation in Saudi Arabia is increasingly gaining traction as an urban expan-
sion policy with little concern of its implications on the environment. The practice here is
not because of land shortage. The country is the largest in the Middle East, covering 80% of
the Arabian Peninsula with a total land area of 21,150,000 km2 and a very low population
density of 17 persons/km2 [18]. The literature from different parts of the globe [8–10,17]
indicates that land reclamation projects can pose myriad adverse consequences on the sus-
tainability of the local ecosystem. Therefore, the present study analyzes the extent of land
reclamation in Dammam Metropolitan Area (DMA), a coastal metropolis of Saudi Arabia,
and its environmental sustainability implications. The study’s objectives are to (a) assess
and map land use and land cover (LULC) changes in DMA to determine the extent of
coastal land reclamation, and (b) analyze the environmental sustainability implications of
the practice in the study area.

A literature review indicates a dearth of studies on the environmental impacts of
coastal land reclamation. Studies on coastal areas [19–24] focus mainly on the causes and
impacts of coastal floods. In Saudi Arabia, one study in Tarut Bay in the Eastern Province
employed LANDSAT and SPOT satellite images to evaluate the deterioration of mangrove
forests resulting from coastal reclamation projects and related human activities [25]. No
prior study has assessed LULC changes resulting from coastal reclamation and its negative
environmental impacts in DMA. Therefore, the present study fills this research gap and
builds on the existing literature. The study is important because DMA is Saudi Arabia’s
third-largest metropolis, a coastal city with fragile marine ecosystem, which has been
experiencing large-scale and long-term coastal land reclamations projects that have been
associated with exacerbating floods [19–22].

2. Literature Review

Since the earliest times, economic activities have concentrated along the global coastal
regions [1]. Coastal areas have been the gates for international trade and sources of marine
resource explorations, which attracted populations looking for better job opportunities
and prosperity, resulting in massive urbanization and industrialization along the coastal
settlements. Thus, to cater for increasing demand for land has brought about the concept
of coastal land reclamation. Coastal land reclamation is the process of converting sea
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area to land. Many centuries ago, several coastal regions in both developed nations,
such as Japan [26], Netherlands [27], and the USA [28], and developing nations such
as China [29,30] had executed several coastal reclamation projects for many purposes
including urban development, agricultural, and industrial projects. For example, about
50% of the Chinese population resides in coastal cities [31].

The literature shows that coastal reclamation can be due to a shortage of land for
expanding coastal settlements or for the desire to extend coastal frontages. For example, in
Germany, Loures and Crawford [32] studied how public involvement in reclamation project
in Emscher Park in the Ruhr helped achieve sustainable development in reclaimed coastal
areas. Moreover, some studies [33–36] have utilized remote sensing data to assess the
extent of land use/land cover (LULC) changes resulting from coastal reclamation projects.
They found a dramatic increase in the reclaimed areas over the last four decades. Similarly,
using LANDSAT imageries, Meng et al. [37] assessed the effects of urbanization, economic
development, and population growth on coastal land reclamation in China. They found
that huge economic returns were the key driver of coastal reclamation in the area. Another
study in China by Tian et al. [30] using LANDSAT data found that rapid economic growth
was the major cause of high-intensity coastal land reclamation.

Although there are benefits of coastal reclamation, such as creating new land areas
for residential, recreational, and commercial uses, the practice comes with some attendant
environmental challenges, including triggering geological disasters and severe coastal
ecosystem damages. For example, some studies have assessed the effects of coastal recla-
mation on land and marine ecosystems, such as loss of ecosystem services [29,38], bio-
diversity [39,40], and mangrove forests [30,41–43], as well as geological disasters [44,45],
landscape fragmentation [29,46], water pollution [47], and toxic emissions to the air and
water [48], and soil, sediment, and groundwater pollution [49–51].

Similarly, some studies in China by Duan et al. [9] and Xue et al. [17] investigated
the extent of marine ecosystem destructions and deteriorations by coastal reclamation,
including siltation and water quality deterioration, mangrove stand, and benthic zone de-
structions. Other studies have examined the impacts of coastal reclamation on storm surges,
tidal dynamics [52–54], and sea-level rise [55–58]. Moreover, some studies [18,59–62] have
evaluated and modeled coastal flood triggering factors such as socioeconomic development,
sea-level rise, LULC changes, and subsidence resulting from coastal reclamation.

This review revealed that coastal land reclamation had associated challenges that could
cause tremendous impacts on humans, the environment, the economy, and the coastal
ecosystems at large. Thus, there is a need to assess the extent of coastal reclamation and its
environmental sustainability impacts in order to develop strategies to lessen the impacts
and create sustainable cities.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Study Area

The DMA is the administrative headquarter of the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia,
located along the shore of the Arabian/Persian Gulf (Figure 1). It is a hub of oil produc-
tion and exports in the country. With a population of over 1.8 million people living on
380,000 hectares of land, DMA is the third-largest metropolis in the country [63,64]. It
has three subdivisions: Dammam, Dhahran, and Khobar, including the residential area of
Aziziyah and Half Moon Bay. Dammam houses the regional administrative building and
relevant institutions, and Khobar serves as the study area’s economic hub and hosts several
tourist attractions and recreational centers. Dhahran serves as an education, science, and
technology center [65]. The DMA’s climate is divided into two distinct seasons: hot and
cold. The hot season comes with a temperature between 34 ◦C to 45 ◦C. The cold season is
accompanied by a sparse rainfall period with temperatures as low as 8 ◦C [66]. Sandstorms
and ocean breeze are the most recurring wind conditions with an approximate speed of
15 km/h [67]. The coast of DMA (see Figure 2 for example) has been categorized into three
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types based on the geologic material prevailing in the region: (a) sandy-dominated shores,
(b) biogenic-dominated shores, and (c) artificial and natural rocky shores [68].

Water 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW  4  of  17 
 

 

ocean breeze are the most recurring wind conditions with an approximate speed of 15 

km/h [67]. The coast of DMA (see Figure 2 for example) has been categorized into three 

types based on the geologic material prevailing in the region: (a) sandy‐dominated shores, 

(b) biogenic‐dominated shores, and (c) artificial and natural rocky shores [68]. 

 

Figure 1. Map of DMA, Saudi Arabia (Source: [69]). 

Figure 2. Some examples of the different type of coastlines in DMA, the picture on the 

left shows the mangrove vegetation on the coastline (Source: [67]). 

Figure 1. Map of DMA, Saudi Arabia (Source: [69]).

Water 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW  4  of  17 
 

 

ocean breeze are the most recurring wind conditions with an approximate speed of 15 

km/h [67]. The coast of DMA (see Figure 2 for example) has been categorized into three 

types based on the geologic material prevailing in the region: (a) sandy‐dominated shores, 

(b) biogenic‐dominated shores, and (c) artificial and natural rocky shores [68]. 

 

Figure 1. Map of DMA, Saudi Arabia (Source: [69]). 

Figure 2. Some examples of the different type of coastlines in DMA, the picture on the 

left shows the mangrove vegetation on the coastline (Source: [67]). 
Figure 2. Some examples of the different type of coastlines in DMA, the picture on the left shows the
mangrove vegetation on the coastline (Source: [67]).

The DMA has seen a speedy and comprehensive transformation in the last three
decades. It started as a small fishing village into a mega-metropolis. However, the city has
recently undergone rapid and massive coastal land reclamation activities. The various de-
velopments in the area included some large-scale reclamation projects, causing substantial
damage to aquatic life along the coasts [67,70]. Since the 1980s, more than 8000 hectares
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of coastal lands have been reclaimed in the DMA [71]. Certainly, this development has
caused the degradation of marine habitats such as seagrass beds, mangrove swamps, coral
reefs, and mud and sandy flats (Figure 3). Hence, there is an urgent need to analyze
the extent of this practice, understand its impacts and suggest policies and strategies to
help preserve coastal areas and marine environments from urban sprawl and promote
sustainable urban development.
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3.2. Data Acquisition and Analysis

The present study utilized LANDSAT 7 Enhanced Thematic Mapper Plus (ETM+)
image of the study area dated 13 April 2000 (https://www.usgs.gov/centers/eros/science/
usgs-eros-archive-landsat-archives-landsat-7-enhanced-thematic-mapper-plus-etm accessed
on 28 June 2021) and LANDSAT 8 Operational Land Imager (https://landsat.gsfc.nasa.
gov/satellites/landsat-8/spacecraft-instruments/operational-land-imager/ accessed on
28 June 2021) and Thermal Infrared Sensor (OLI/TIRS) image (https://landsat.gsfc.nasa.
gov/satellites/landsat-8/spacecraft-instruments/thermal-infrared-sensor/ accessed on
28 June 2021) both dated 28 April 2020. These satellite images were obtained from the
United States Geological Survey (USGS) via Earth Explorer data hub [72] and used for
detecting and mapping LULC changes within the two decades under study. The images
were acquired in Collection 2 Level 2 format, which means they were provided as surface
reflectance, georeferenced to Universal Transverse Mercator—zone 39 N (UTM39N) coor-
dinate system and World Geodetic System for 1984 (WGS84), defined in the Worldwide
Reference System (WRS-2) grid on path/row 164/42, and cloud-free. The bands’ designa-
tion and characteristics for both images are shown in Table 1. Only bands in the visible and
near-infrared were used in this research.

https://www.usgs.gov/centers/eros/science/usgs-eros-archive-landsat-archives-landsat-7-enhanced-thematic-mapper-plus-etm
https://www.usgs.gov/centers/eros/science/usgs-eros-archive-landsat-archives-landsat-7-enhanced-thematic-mapper-plus-etm
https://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/satellites/landsat-8/spacecraft-instruments/operational-land-imager/
https://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/satellites/landsat-8/spacecraft-instruments/operational-land-imager/
https://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/satellites/landsat-8/spacecraft-instruments/thermal-infrared-sensor/
https://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/satellites/landsat-8/spacecraft-instruments/thermal-infrared-sensor/
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Table 1. Spatial and spectral characteristics for LANDSAT 7 ETM+ and LANDSAT 8 OLI/TIRS
(adopted from [73] (p. 7), [74] (p. 8)).

LANDSAT 7 ETM+ LANDSAT 8 OLI/TIRS

Band Wavelength
(µm)

Spatial
Resolution (m) Band Wavelength

(µm)
Spatial

Resolution (m)

Band 1–blue 0.45–0.52 Band 1–coastal aerosol 0.43–0.45

Band 2–green 0.52–0.60 30 Band 2–blue 0.45–0.51

Band 3–red 0.63–0.69 Band 3–green 0.53–0.59

Band 4–Near Infrared 0.77–0.90 Band 4–red 0.64–0.67

Band 5–Short-wave
Infrared 1.55–1.75 Band 5–Near Infrared

(NIR) 0.85–0.88

Band 6–Thermal
Infrared 10.40–12.50 60 Band 6–Short-wave

Infrared (SWIR) 1 1.57–1.65 30

Band 7–Short-wave
Infrared 2.09–2.35 30 Band 7–Short-wave

Infrared (SWIR) 2 2.11–2.29

Band 8–Panchromatic 0.52–0.90 15 Band 8–Panchromatic 0.50–0.68 15

Band 9–Cirrus 1.36–1.38 30

Band 10–TIRS 1 10.60–11.19
100

Band 11–TIRS 2 11.50–12.51

The boundaries of Dammam and the shoreline for 2000 and 2020 were obtained as GIS
vector data in Shapefile format representing the official boundaries from Saudi Arabia’s
Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs (MoMRA). Then, a classification scheme of five
broad classes was defined for LULC mapping in the study area. The classification scheme
description is shown in Table 2. Fieldwork was conducted in the spring of 2022. During the
fieldwork, 400 points were collected using the Garmin OREGON 550t GPS device (Garmin
Ltd, Olathe, KS, USA). These points were collected to use as training and validation
data required for the classification process. Training and validation were complemented
using Google Earth Pro imageries (https://www.google.com/earth/versions/#earth-pro
accessed on 2 December 2021) to confirm information about LULC in 2000.

Table 2. LULC Classification Scheme.

Class Description

Vegetation Area predominantly covered with natural or man-made vegetation.

Built-up Area developed with building materials

Barren Area predominantly with bare soil around the year.

Roads Area developed with an impervious surface such as asphalt for
transportation purposes.

Water Area covered by water year around.

3.2.1. Land Use and Land Cover (LULC) Classification

The shoreline vectors were used to create a polygon vector that bounds the reclaimed
area in the year 2000. For each LANDSAT image, bands were stacked and cropped using
reclaimed area vector. Supervised classification is a technique for producing LULC classes
from remote sensing data by classifying pixels into a limited number of separate classes
based on the LULC spectral signatures that are provided by training sites [75]. A spectral
angle mapping (SAM) classifier was selected for the supervised classification of remote
sensing data. Recently, SAM has been used widely for studying LULC [76,77]. The SAM
uses the spectral similarity between the given remote sensing data and LULC spectral

https://www.google.com/earth/versions/#earth-pro
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signatures provided by training data to identify LULC classes by calculating the angle
between the spectral signatures [78].

In this research, training sites collected from fieldwork and Google Earth Pro were
identified on two remote sensing images to create spectral signatures of LULC classes.
The total points used as training sites for 2000 and 2020 images were 150 and 160 points,
respectively. Spectral signatures and their images were fed to the SAM classifier to pro-
duce LULC thematic maps. Supervised classification results were assessed via reference
observations that were collected via fieldwork. The total points used for the classification
accuracy assessment were250 points for the 2000 LULC thematic map and 240 points for
the 2020 LULC thematic map. The overall classification accuracy, producer’s accuracy,
user’s accuracy, and Kappa statistics were calculated and evaluated.

3.2.2. Change Detection

Following the production of the LULC thematic maps using supervised classification,
post-classification change detection was used to identify changes between LULC in 2000
and 2020. Post-classification change detection is a simple change detection technique that
provides a complete set of matrices for type and magnitude of inner-transition changes
between LULC in different times [79]. Post-classification change detection was applied to
the reclaimed areas.

4. Results

This section presents the findings of the analysis of the extent of coastal reclamation
in DMA. It presents a succinct and precise description and interpretation of the results,
which leads to discussing the environmental sustainability implications of the practice and
drawing some conclusions.

4.1. LULC Supervised Classification

The LULC classification results of the remote sensing data in 2000 and 2020 using the
SAM classifiers are displayed in Figure 4. Every class type can be visually identified on
both dates. The dominant LULC class in 2000 is the water body, while in 2020, the barren
land is the dominant LULC class.

Error matrices utilized to evaluate classification accuracy are summarized for 2000
and 2020 in Tables 3 and 4, respectively. The overall accuracies for 2000 were 94.40% with a
Kappa coefficient of 0.93 and for the accuracies for 2020 were 95.42% with Kappa coefficient
of 0.94. Both tables indicate that user’s and producer’s accuracies of individual classes are
consistently high, mostly greater than 90%.

Table 3. Error matrix, producer’s accuracy, and user’s accuracy for LULC classification of LANDSAT
7 ETM+.

Validation Data Producer’s
Accuracy

User’s
AccuracyVegetation Built-Up Barren Roads Water Total

Classified
Data

Vegetation 48 0 1 0 1 50 96.00% 96.00%

Built-up 0 48 2 2 0 52 96.00% 92.31%

Barren 1 1 45 2 0 49 90.00% 91.84%

Roads 0 1 1 46 0 48 92.00% 95.83%

Water 1 0 1 0 49 51 98.00% 96.08%

Total 50 50 50 50 50 250
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Table 4. Error matrix, producer’s accuracy, and user’s accuracy for LULC classification of LANDSAT
8OLI/TIRS.

Validation Data Producer’s
Accuracy

User’s
AccuracyVegetation Built-Up Barren Roads Water Total

Classified
Data

Vegetation 45 0 0 0 1 46 90.00% 97.83%

Built-up 0 45 1 1 0 47 90.00% 95.74%

Barren 1 2 49 2 0 54 98.00% 90.74%

Roads 0 1 1 41 0 43 82.00% 95.35%

Water 1 0 0 0 49 50 98.00% 98.00%

Total 47 48 51 44 50 240

4.2. Change Detection Results

Comparing Dammam’s shoreline between 2000 and 2020 shows five areas reclaimed
during this period (Figure 4a). Changes between different classes between 2000 and 2020
are summarized for each reclaimed area in Table 5. Diagonals of this table show the
unchanged area of LULC class, while off diagonals values represent the interchanges from
one class to another. The comparison of the LULC in the five coastal areas from 2000 to
2020 is shown in Figure 5.

Table 5. Transition matrix of LULC from 2000 to 2020 within Dammam reclaimed coastal regions
in hectares.

LULC 2000 LULC 2020
Total

Reclaimed Area 1 Vegetation Built-Up Barren Roads Water

Vegetation 1.4 6.3 3.6 0.7 0.0 12.1

Built-up 0.6 64.1 64.4 12.5 1.2 142.8

Barren 0.8 52.8 44.0 12.0 0.1 109.7

Roads 0.1 9.5 5.1 2.7 0.3 17.7

Water 0.7 57.0 56.5 9.3 0.2 123.7

Total 3.7 189.7 173.7 37.2 1.7 406.0

Reclaimed Area 2

Vegetation 3.8 2.2 0.1 0.3 0.0 6.3

Built-up 0.3 3.6 1.4 1.1 0.0 6.3

Barren 0.1 4.5 2.4 1.0 0.0 8.0

Roads 0.1 5.2 2.3 2.8 0.0 10.4

Water 0.0 5.6 25.6 0.5 0.0 31.7

Total 4.2 21.1 31.8 5.7 0.0 62.7

Reclaimed Area 3

Vegetation 3.8 5.0 4.9 0.8 0.0 14.5

Built-up 0.5 32.5 17.3 10.4 0.0 60.6

Barren 0.5 28.2 11.6 8.5 0.0 48.7

Roads 0.2 7.0 1.7 4.8 0.0 13.7

Water 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Total 4.9 72.7 35.5 24.4 0.0 137.4
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Table 5. Cont.

LULC 2000 LULC 2020
Total

Reclaimed Area 1 Vegetation Built-Up Barren Roads Water

Reclaimed Area 4

Vegetation 0.0 7.5 31.3 0.0 0.0 38.8

Built-up 0.0 11.2 89.3 2.9 0.0 103.3

Barren 0.0 1.7 1.8 0.5 0.0 4.1

Roads 0.0 7.7 22.9 1.4 0.0 32.0

Water 0.0 58.2 1339.7 16.7 0.3 1415.0

Total 0.0 86.3 1485.0 21.5 0.3 1593.1

Reclaimed Area 5

Vegetation 0.0 1.5 1.4 0.0 0.4 3.2

Built-up 0.0 5.6 3.4 0.1 5.0 14.1

Barren 0.0 15.4 6.8 1.1 0.3 23.6

Roads 0.0 5.9 2.1 0.0 0.3 8.2

Water 0.4 63.5 135.8 17.9 150.7 368.3

Total 0.4 91.9 149.5 19.1 156.6 417.4
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Figure 5. Comparative analysis of LULC in the five coastal areas in DMA, 2000–2020.

In Area 1, 98.6% of the coastal sea area occupied by water in 2000 was reclaimed and
transformed mainly into built-up and barren land in 2020. In Area 2, the whole seacoast
area was reclaimed in 2020, and a major part of this reclaimed area was transformed into
barren land. In Area 3, there was no coastal area. Otherwise, 66.5% of the area covered by
the vegetation in 2000 was converted into built-up and barren land in 2020. In Area 4, the
whole coastal area in 2000 was reclaimed in 2020 and converted mainly to barren land. For
Area 5, about 57.5% of the area occupied by water and 89% occupied by vegetation in 2000
were converted to built-up and barren land in 2020.

5. Discussion: Environmental Sustainability Implications of Coastal Land
Reclamation in DMA

The present study has considered the extent of coastal land reclamation in the DMA
along the Arabian/Persian Gulf in Saudi Arabia. Five coastal areas that experienced
substantial reclamation activities within the last two decades have been compared according
to their change in LULC. Between 66.5% to 100% of the coastal areas occupied by water
in 2000 have been reclaimed as of 2020, resulting in 6081 hectares of reclaimed land.
Coastal vegetation has also been severely affected. The study found that the reclaimed
areas have been converted into barren lands for future developments, road networks, and
buildings mainly for recreational, residential, and commercial activities. Previous studies
reported similar coastal reclamation drivers, including coastal economy, urban sprawl,
and urbanization. In China’s coastal provinces and cities, about 754,697 ha of coastal
wetlands have been reclaimed between 1985–2010 [30]. In Lagos, Nigeria, Eko Atlantic is
an entirely new city built on reclaimed land along the Atlantic Ocean to house residential
neighborhoods, recreation activities, and industries [80].

There are several environmental sustainability implications of coastal reclamation
in DMA. Degradation and loss of ecosystem services and marine habitat [25] and risk
of floods [19] have been associated with coastal reclamation in the study area. Seawater
desalination is among the industrial activities located in reclaimed areas with negative
environmental impacts such as water and air pollution [81]. Previous studies have also
found several environmental implications of coastal land reclamation. In China, for instance,
the loss of vast vegetated coastal wetlands and risks of coastal flooding are the negative
environmental effects of large coastal reclamation projects [30]. The low resilience of
reclaimed areas to earthquakes is another environmental and safety implication of coastal
reclamation due to the instability of such lands and the geological characteristics of the
Earth used for filling. However, observed seismic history records indicate that DMA has
rarely seen any potential earthquake in the past. Therefore, the region can be categorized
as immune or resistant to earthquakes.
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Another possible environmental implication of this practice includes saltwater intru-
sion and the alteration of the quality of groundwater aquifers [5,82–84]. For example, the
groundwater table in Eastern Province, where the study area is located, has been recently
changing and significantly fluctuating [19]. Similarly, metal contamination has been re-
ported in coastal sediments in Al-Khobar city in DMA [67]. However, despite increasing
land reclamation activities in the area, it has been observed that saltwater intrusion has re-
duced significantly, indicating the practice has no known negative impact on groundwater
quality [19].

Additional important impact of coastal reclamation is changing sea/ocean water levels
and threats of storm surges and floods [52,53,85]. However, the literature has suggested
that the oscillation of seawater levels in the Arabian Gulf does not show considerable
change. Therefore, the region can also be categorized as a safe zone regarding stability
from sea/ocean water level. However, coastal reclamation can prevent water waves from
reaching the beach, thus, altering the natural coastal currents and sediments supply to
wetlands [86,87]. In the Pudong district (China), for example, between 1989 and 2013, close
to 20,000 ha of coastal wetlands were reclaimed (wetland loss at a rate of 3.8% per annum
within the period), “thereby cutting off the exchange of sediment and water flux between
the wetlands and the coastal ocean” [86] (p. 153).

Other factors threatening the sustainability of reclaimed land spaces are rainfall and
wind. However, the region’s climatic conditions indicate that the area has an average
rainfall of 80–88 mm and wind speed of 3–5 m per second, indicating no strong wind
and storms that can pose a significant threat to coastal developments [65]. Therefore, the
region can be classified as a safe zone as natural forces are likely to have little effect on the
sustainability of new developments in the reclaimed coastal areas.

The literature reported the consequences of coastal land reclamation on the water
habitat loss, water pollution, land subsidence, and coastal ecosystem degradation world-
wide [9,30,88,89]. In DMA, coastal reclamation is reported to destroy mangrove swamps,
coral reefs, and aquatic organisms [66,67]. The coastal land reclamation technique has
obvious effects on the degradation of the environment of coastal water bodies; however, it
can be sustained by proper environmental planning and management.

This section has discussed the environmental sustainability implications of coastal
reclamation in the DMA compared to similar studies in other settings. Sustainable coastal
land development requires environmental regulations to prohibit coastal reclamation
because the metropolis has vast vacant land for development in other directions, especially
on Riyadh, Jubail, and Alhasa highways. It can be concluded that it is difficult to ignore or
reduce the degradation of marine habitat and ecosystem if coastal reclamation continues.
Similarly, there is the need to embark on sustainable coastal environmental management
through wetland regeneration in the coastal zone to restore the lost ecological services. This
recommendation can be achieved through landscaping, creating ponds, and green areas in
the reclaimed areas [86].

6. Conclusions

The rising demand for land resources due to the rapid rate of urbanization is increasing
the rates of coastal reclamation globally. In Saudi Arabia, coastal reclamation is increasingly
utilized as an urbanization strategy for socioeconomic development, including residential,
commercial, industrial, and leisure activities in coastal settlements, especially in DMA and
Jeddah coastal metropolis. Although this land use practice has some economic benefits
to the locality, it has been associated with adverse environmental impacts. The present
study has assessed the extent of coastal land reclamation in DMA within the last two
decades, achieving LULC classification accuracy between 94.4 and 95.4%. The five areas
investigated have experienced between 66.5% and 100% of their total water surface and
marine vegetation reclaimed within two decades. There are several likely sustainability
implications of such a practice.
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Coastal land reclamation is a land-use practice that has been associated with loss
and damage to biodiversity and ecosystem services, marine habitat fragmentation and
degradation, water pollution, and altering the water cycle and the lives of plants, animals,
and people that depend directly or indirectly on the water. The major ecological resources
and habitats in the DMA coastal region that are negatively impacted by coastal reclamation
include coral reefs, mangrove forests, and seagrass beds, which must be protected against
extinction due to land reclamation activities. Despite the economic benefits of coastal
reclamation, such as job creation, it is difficult to ignore its environmental impacts on
marine habitat and ecosystem.

Therefore, it is imperative to strike a balance between pursuing economic development
and preserving the local ecological system. An effective land reclamation policy and
strategy are not available for the DMA region, which needs immediate consideration
by the municipality. Thus, there is a need to develop a policy on strict prohibition of
coastal reclamation in the country to preserve the coastal ecosystem. Furthermore, the
wetland regeneration strategy in the coastal zone needs to be adopted and implemented.
An example of sustainable coastal reclamation policies being implemented in Indonesia
is allowing limited land reclamation to serve very important national interest such as
seaports, and totally forbidden reclamation of sensitive ecosystems such as coral reefs,
mangroves, and marine parks [90]. Both policies can be adapted in DMA to reduce the risks
of harmful impacts of coastal land reclamation on the environment. Sustainable coastal
land development is vital to promoting urban sustainability.

A limitation of the present study is the use of LANDSAT imageries, which has medium
resolution that lacks the capability to detect maximum wetlands’ exposure, although it is
popular due to its zero cost, providing long-term time series data, and global coverage.
Therefore, a study using better resolution satellite imageries can address this drawback.
Similarly, future studies are required to assess the consequences of coastal reclamation
on marine habitat and coastal ecosystem in DMA compared to the economic gains of the
practice. The opinion of DMA residents can also be surveyed to ascertain the extent to
which they accept the practice and its perceived impacts on their quality of life.

In conclusion, the current study could alert policy makers in the MoMRA and DMA
Municipality (authorities responsible for managing urban development in the study area)
about the ecological risks associated with coastal land reclamation in DMA and policies for
sustainable coastal development. Achieving urban sustainability requires development
policy that protects the environment while promoting economic growth. Another impli-
cation of this study is that it can stimulate academic researchers to embark on more local
studies on the subject. It will give them some hints on how to access free satellite imageries
for related studies. The study can also serve as a basis and resource for further studies by
academics and researchers interested in assessing the extent of coastal land reclamation
and its impacts on the ecosystem.
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