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The whole oasis around the northwestern Arabia that was politically and economically
controlled by the Dedan and the Lihyan kingdoms rising in the 7th and Sth century B.C.
respectively now has remained nothing but ruins in the desert. So how can we restore
and manage the watershed so as to keep the oasis vibrant and avoid a recurrence of

such kind of tragedy?
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ABSTRACT

This article firstly explores how Al-Ula, an ancient
city in northwestern Arabian Peninsula, thrived
historically despite little rainfall, and reviews the
historic civilizations ruled this oasis. Then, it points
out that the misuse of limited water resource
degraded the environmental capacity of the oasis,
resulting in the imbalance between humans and
the land and eventually the decline of civilizations.
Finally, the article concludes that the oasis

and the watershed it depends on is an integral
system, whose lifeblood is maintained by water
cycle restoration. It is also one of the key tasks

of Landscape Architecture to explore ecological
restoration and sustainable management of
watershed in the sense of hydrology.
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The Royal Commission for Al-Ula invited experts and scholars, including myself, to the Al-Hijr
Archaeological Site (Madain Saleh) in July 2019. The site, a World Cultural Heritage in Al-Ula, located
in the northwest of Arabian Peninsula, was physically and psychologically distant for me — its history,
landscape, and culture are beyond my horizon, inviting me to think of the vast universe and a Garden of
Eden which I have long fascinated for. To me, the spatial, temporal, and spiritual distance made the city

mysteriously charming.

Al-Ula means “valley of villages” in Arabic. The core area of the north-south “valley” between two
mountain ranges was an oasis stretching 20 kilometers, along the periphery of which there are many
World Heritage Sites. Al-Ula can be roughly seen as a funnel-like watershed of 29,000 square kilometers,
and the oasis was at its narrow tail. Thanks to the impermeable rock mass on both sides of the area and
concentrated rainfall in winter though the annual precipitation is only 50 millimeters', the steep geology

of the area funnels water into the valley and subsequently supports the oasis and towns.

Under the scorching midsummer sun, we wandered through the oasis and surrounding heritage sites.
The local guide said that human activity here can trace back over 200,000 years, beginning with the Old
Stone Age. Over centuries, this area has been ruled by different civilizations, including the Dedan and
the Lihyan kingdoms rising in the 7th and 5th century B.C. respectively™. These once-mighty powers
controlled the territory politically and economically, but they left only some remnant town fabrics in the
desert with stone inscriptions and palisades carvings. Later, Nabatacans emerging in the 1st century B.C.
dominated the oasis"’. Their ruins lie on the northern highlands of the oasis, shining among the adjacent
heritage sites. The Nabataeans mysteriously vanished after a prosperity through the Arabian Peninsula,

leaving no traces but huge coffin chambers and a meeting hall chiseled in the cliffs.

Most recently, the ancient town that emerged at the dawn of the Islamic period occupied the Al-Ula oasis.
As a key hub in the ancient incense trade and pilgrimages routes, it is said that Mohammed, the founder
of Islam, visited the town. The ancient town was mostly occupied in winter as the Arabians moved

to the lower oasis during summer, where the date palms (Phoenix dactylifera) were grown in sunken
courtyards made of rammed earth. The last family had left in 1983, leaving this once verdant village only
dilapidated walls and trunks of dead date palms. Immersed in the mazy streets in this ancient town, I felt

lost as if they were the remote and desolate scenes of The Thousand and One Nights.

During my time in Al-Ula, my mind was occupied by several questions: How did those ancient
civilizations disappear? Where did the residents go? Why did they leave? I explored the site with these
questions. Winter floods may occur occasionally in the oasis. However, the overflow from the river can
hardly be infiltrated into the downstream desert as the broad sand beach has been channelized with high
and long cement floodwalls. Worse, in addition to the construction of airports and new towns that have
encroached on the desert, more engineering projects are undergoing, including constructing a channel
to discharge flood water directly to the Red Sea. The historic earthworks of farms form a complicated
array of property lines that continue to define the landscapes, but most of them are facing a shrinking
population. Those remaining populated farms are primarily run as weekend entertainment places for

urban residents, while most of the date palm plantations are run for commercial uses.
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Entering one farm managed by the local, I was immediately attracted by a cool breeze and luxurious
green vegetation. It was a welcome reprise from the dry and hot conditions outside. The farm maintains
a traditional three-layered planting pattern, with date palms as the canopy, under which are various fruit
trees, and vegetables and grasses grown on the ground. The steep rocks that line the oasis are reflected in
the shallow puddles formed by the flood irrigation for date palms. The birds are singing all around while
goats are grazing along the vegetation, and rammed earth houses are scattered among the date palms. Is
not this what the Garden of Eden is like! When asked about the water source, the farmer showed me a
75-meter-deep well where the groundwater is pumped up into channels for farming uses. The local guide
told me that there were springs in early years; two decades ago the groundwater level was as high as

10 meter deep; but in recent years it is decreasing by 3 meters annually. Later that day, when I visited a
monoculture date palm plantation, I saw no fruit trees or ground cover, but date palms are planted in an

extremely high density and irrigated immoderately with groundwater.

I was shocked by the scenes and started to concern that there would probably not be any water left

to support this oasis and the cities in two decades. It occurred to me why so many civilizations

had disappeared over the past 200,000 years: the misuse of limited water resource degraded the
environmental capacity of the oasis, breaking the balance between humans and the land. People would
have to move, or conflict for the scarce oases and water resource. This offers a perspective to understand
the history of the Middle East and even the world, which has been soon proofed by my further

conversations with archaeologists and historical studies.

Then I have come to the solution to protecting and developing Al-Ula, and addressing its challenges:
the oasis and the watershed it depends on should be regarded as an integral system; a balanced water
cycle must be maintained, otherwise the system will deteriorate, irreversibly disrupting the human-land
relationship. This means that water cycle restoration must be the top priority. It happens that one of the
key tasks of Landscape Architecture is to explore ecological restoration and sustainable management of

watershed in the sense of hydrology. LAF
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