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Middle East: R ail projects: 
Right on track

The strategy 
rail projects in the gcc states aim to satisfy both regional and local demands. 

growth in the economies and populations of the gcc states since 2000 has 

led to an increase in interstate trade and movement of labour. this has placed a 

great strain on air, sea and land transport systems, despite massive investment 

in all three. rail is seen as providing a viable and more environmentally friendly 

alternative for the movement of freight and passengers between states.

at a local level, as workers fl ocked to urban conurbations where trade is 
concentrated, traffi c jams soon followed with an increase in road accidents. 
today, certain gcc states have some of the highest road accident fatality rates 
in the world. urban rail schemes were identifi ed as being able to ease congestion 
and reduce accident rates.

per capita, the gcc is undergoing one of the biggest infrastructure spends in the world. for the majority 
of these countries, rail is a new mode of transport. this brings with it fi nancial, regulatory and cultural 
challenges that need to be addressed. 

Capital expenditure on rail projects in the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries is forecast to be in excess of USD$200 billion over the 
forthcoming years. This amounts to many thousands of kilometres of 
rail and metro tracks. All six of the GCC Member States have multibillion 
dollar mega projects either under construction or in the planning phase.  
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The projects
there are a range of rail projects planned in the gcc: from 

high-speed passenger systems to long distance freight lines; 

from nationwide networks to urban light rail systems. even the 

world’s first hydrogen-powered tram system has been recently 

announced in dubai. It is not a case of one state competing with 

another; there is a genuine desire to have a regional transport 

solution. Back in 2006, the gcc technical committee decided 

to build a rail network that would connect the gcc states. 

running from oman to kuwait, the railway will pass through 

united arab emirates (uae), Qatar and saudi arabia. this gcc 

railway network will have 2,177km of track with an estimated 

cost of usd$25 billion.

the uae is steaming ahead with the development of its part of 

the gcc network, with saudi arabia and oman also progressing 

their contributions to the system. saudi arabia and the uae say 

that they are still on track to meet their 2018 targets; however, 

difficulties with tendering and procurement in other countries 

could delay their planned completion date to 2020.

GCC Mega Rail Projects

In terms of overall expenditure on rail, saudi arabia far exceeds 

all of its neighbours. Its passenger projects include the 

haramain high speed phases 1 and 2, riyadh metro (usd$22.5 

billion) and jeddah light rail. saudi also has two mega rail-

freight projects: landbridge railway (usd$7 billion), a 950km 

line connecting jeddah on the red sea with dammam city on 

the arabian gulf; and north-south railway (usd$3.5 billion), a 

2,400km line connecting the bauxite and phosphate mines at az 

Zubairah and al jalamid to processing facilities at ras azur port. 

more recently, the kingdom announced a further usd$23 billion 

worth of rail and metro projects. forming part of the country’s 

national transportation expansion programme, the projects are 

open to public-private partnerships. the announcement follows 

the saudi arabian general Investment authority’s (sagIa) 

renewed efforts to increase foreign investment to the kingdom 

by streamlining the ease of doing business and introducing an 

investment fast-track programme focusing on key sectors such 

as transportation.

In the uae, the rta has successfully completed its first metro 

and tramlines in dubai and announced it will build a new metro 

line to the expo 2020 site. abu dhabi plans to develop a metro 

system and to facilitate a high-speed link from abu dhabi city 

to dubai city. etihad rail is developing the uae national network 

and dB International, a subsidiary of germany’s national railway, 

is in a joint venture with etihad rail for operation of the network. 

In june 2015, it was announced that etihad rail dropped the 

oman link from the retendered second phase of the network, 

but it is not yet clear whether the drop in oil prices or another 

reason is behind this.

as Qatar prepares for the fIfa football World cup in 2022, there 

are plans to have a new rail system that will serve all 12 of the 

World cup venues. Qatar has allocated usd$35 billion for rail 

projects that include its 212km four-line doha metro system. 

Qatar rail’s QIrp: passenger and freight rail phases worth an 

estimated usd$18 billion are expected to be awarded this year. 

oman also has ambitious plans. It has already completed 

its feasibility and route alignment studies for an estimated 

usd$15.5 billion national network and recently awarded the 

contract for the project management services with preliminary 

designs under preparation. It is also seeking an operating 

partner, which it intends to appoint later this year. the estimated 

total length of the oman national railway network is 2,135km. It 

is divided into several segments, linking oman’s borders with the 

uae to muscat, as part of the gcc railway network and also to 

the southern parts of the country.

finally, Bahrain and kuwait are keen not to be left behind. In 
addition to playing their part in the gcc railway network, they 
also have public transport plans of their own, including light rail, 
monorail and tram networks.

other surprise investors in the region include Iraq, which has 
plans to invest usd$70 billion in its new railway network, 
part of which will connect to Iran via the Basra-shalamcheh 
railway. In lebanon, feasibility studies are currently underway 
to rejuvenate its railway network, which dates back to the late 
19th century, operational until the civil War in 1997 and since 
remaining derelict. 

The challenges
While the drivers for rail projects in the gcc are clear, there 
remain many challenges. technical challenges of dealing with 
harsh environmental conditions can be overcome: there had 
been a rail network in saudi arabia for 60 years. securing 
finances for the large mega projects can be more challenging. 
for example, saudi arabia’s landbridge was envisaged as a 
private finance initiative using a 50-year design, Build, operate, 
maintain (dBom) concession but the preferred bidder failed 
to reach financial close. It will now be funded by the public 
Investment fund of the saudi government. It remains to be 
seen whether the recent slump in oil prices will affect the 
development of rail schemes across the region. 
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for passenger rail systems, there can be cultural challenges. In a 
survey commissioned by abu dhabi’s department of transport, 
many emirati respondents were concerned about mixed-sex 
carriages. In particular, young arab women were afraid of crime 
and harassment on crowded carriages. the dubai metro has 
sought to address these issues by having a women and children 
only section on each train. Whether such measures will be 
sufficient to tempt passengers out of the security of their 4x4s 
remains to be seen. 

planned and current investment in rail in the middle east is 
underpinned by fundamentals of young and rising populations, 
economic growth and an increase in interstate trade. 
furthermore, projects such as the gcc railway network will 
unite the gcc region and other countries in the middle east. 
rail provides a solution to a transport need that is capable of 
enhancing quality of life. While there remain many challenges, 
the determination of the middle eastern states to build these 
networks will ensure that rail becomes a vital part of the region’s 

infrastructure.
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