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Agenda

Djerba, Tunisia:
May 1st-10th

The annual pilgrimage to El 
Ghriba Synagogue, in the 
Djerba Island, Governorate 
of Medenine features ritu-
als including writing wishes 
on hard-boiled eggs, which 
are then placed near a stone 
brought from Jerusalem 2,600 
years ago.

Hammamet, Tunisia:
May 11th-16th

The Arab States Broadcasting 
Union (ASBU) organises the 
16th edition of the Arab Radio 
& TV Festival. The festival 
includes several major events, 
such as the organisation of the 
“ASBU Broadcast Exhibition”.

Dubai:
May 27th-31st

The seventh edition of Dubai 
Tango Festival will host vari-
ous Tango Dance Workshops, 
Milongas, an unparalleled 
Tango Dance Night and Gala 
Dinner with famous tango 
maestros, artists, teachers 
and dancers from all over the 
world.

Byblos, Lebanon:  
Throughout July

Byblos International Festival 
held in the ancient Phoenician 
port city of Byblos, north of 
Beirut, features international 
rock bands and pop singers. 
This edition includes nine-
time Grammy winner John 
Legend, Irish stadium-rockers 
The Script and Moby.

Baalbek, Lebanon:
July 31st-August 30th

Set in the Roman ruins in 
the city of Baalbek, in east 
Lebanon, the international 
Baalbek Festival will open 
with a special tribute to the 
Sun City, which was affected 
by the spill over of the Syrian 
conflict on Lebanon’s east-
ern border. It stages opera, 
classical music, pop and jazz 
concerts, modern and classi-
cal dance and contemporary 
performances by international 
and home-grown artists and 
musicians.

UAE: 
April 23rd-May 2nd

The Children’s Interna-
tional Film Festival will take 
place in Vox Cinemas (Abu 
Dhabi, Dubai, Ajman, Ras Al 
Khaimah & Fujairah), Dubai. 
The journey of imagination 
resumes this year with 70 
International Films in over 50 
languages from 60+ countries 
across the world! Also on 
display will be a collection of 
56 student films made by the 
children of UAE.

Jerash, Jordan: 
July 23rd-August 1st

Taking place every year since 
1980, the Jerash Festival of 
Culture and Arts transforms 
the ancient city of Jerash into 
one of the world’s liveliest 
cultural events. With sing-
ers, poetry readings, ballet 
performances, symphony 
orchestras and art shows, the 
Jerash Festival showcases the 
Jordanian culture in a host of 
different arenas.

Oman: An oasis in the Arabian Gulf, 
waiting to be discovered
Khaled Abdel Malek

Muscat

D
ubbed “Arabia Felix” by 
the Romans — Latin for 
“happy, fertile Arabia” — 
Oman is one of the lesser 
known countries in the 

Arab world. Unlike most of its Gulf 
neighbours, Oman is not as rich in 
oil but it boasts a diverse natural 
beauty and ancient cultural sites 
that are waiting to be explored by 
Arab and foreign visitors.

With its majestic high moun-
tains, deep canyons and white, 
sandy beaches, the country is try-
ing to build on its rich natural land-
scapes by developing the tourism 
sector.

Oman, in the southern part of 
the Arabian Peninsula, has lagged 
behind other regional tourism 
markets because of a keenness to 
preserve its natural and cultural 
heritage. A main concern was that  
large-scale tourism would have an 
adverse effect on people and the 
environment. But now, the coun-
try is seeking a prized place on the 
global tourism map as part of a bid 
to diversify sources of income and 
find revenue alternatives to oil and 
gas. 

Upgrading the tourism infra-
structure through the building of 
new hotels and beach resorts is 
high on the government’s agenda. 
The number of hotels and other 
types of travel accommodation are 
increasing fast all over Oman, cre-
ating new holiday break possibili-
ties for visitors and residents.

Moreover, Oman offers 
an ideal environment 
for tourism invest-
ment, largely due 
to its political 
and econom-
ic stability. 
Many for-
eign in-
vestors, 
including 
Egypt’s 
giant de-
velopment 
company, 
Orascom, 
have been 
injecting capi-
tal into Omani 
tourism over the 
past decade. “Oman is 
the most preciously kept 
treasure in the Middle East, with 
a unique and diverse offering en-
compassing 2000 kilometres of 
unspoiled beaches, magnificent 
mountains and amazing canyons, 
which makes it a very attractive 
tourist destination,” commented 
Ahmed Dabbous, the CEO of Muri-
ya, a joint venture between Oras-

com and the Omani government.
“Moreover, Omanis are a very 

pleasant and hospitable people, a 
great asset for tourism… You can-
not teach hospitality, but Oma-
nis are born with it,” Mr Dabbous 
said in an interview with the Arab 
Weekly.

Orascom Development is one of 
the biggest foreign touristic inves-
tors in the Sultanate. Its joint ven-
ture with The government owned 
Omran, already has over 500 mil-
lion dollars invested.  So far, the 
venture has opened three hotels 
with a capacity of 600 rooms, sold 
some 400 villas and apartments 
and developed two marinas with 
an additional 500 hotel rooms un-
der development.  It is currently 
working on four development pro-
jects in Muscat and in the southern 
region of Dhofar.

The notion of tourism is fairly 
new in the sultanate. It was only in 
the late 1990s that the government 
established a Ministry of Tourism, 
seen as a first step towards exploit-
ing the country’s unique tourism 
potentials in the Gulf region. More 
than a decade later, a lot has still to 
be done in terms of development 
planning, infrastructure as well as 
human resources and training hos-
pitality personnel.

“When it was first created, the 
Ministry of Tourism had no real 
strategy for developing tourism. 
There was no clear vision as to 
what kind of tourism they were 
targeting. It was not clear if it was 
five-star tourism, eco-tourism, ad-
venture or cultural tourism,” re-
marked Khaled al Siyabi, a govern-
ment official.

Siyabi, an information technol-
ogy expert and professional climb-
er who is celebrated for being the 
first Omani to reach the summit 
of Mount Everest, underlined his 
country’s poor experience in the 
field of tourism. “We must seek 
the proper advice from other coun-
tries and foreign professionals who 
have a longer experience. Oman is 
fairly a newcomer in this field,” Si-
yabi told The Arab Weekly.

“The touristic potential of 
Oman is huge, as the 

country possesses 
a unique land-

scape of 
beaches, 

majestic 
moun-

tains 
and 
spec-
tacular 
can-
yons 

com-
pared to 

the flat 
neigh-

bouring 
countries,” he 

added.
Underscoring 

the importance of in-
volving local communities in 

developing tourism, Siyabi said the 
government should invest in train-
ing and capacity building. “The 
people must be part of the devel-
opment. The government could 
help them train and open business-
es related to tourism like craftwork 
or restaurants serving Omani food, 

or become tourist guides on the old 
trails leading to the most remote 
and spectacular places,” he said.

“Local communities must be 
partners in the business not em-
ployees.”

In the meantime, Oman remains 
largely a high-end destination 
where five-star resorts are preva-
lent over budget accommodation.

Ahmed al Abri, a young Omani 
entrepreneur who runs a small 
bed-and-breakfast business in his 
hometown of Misfat al Abriyeen, 
in Dakhiliya governorate in cen-
tral Oman, pinned down the big 
shortage in budget accommoda-
tion. “We are the only business of 
this kind in the country while the 
demand for budget accommoda-
tion is growing considerably,” Abri 
said. He urged the government to 
encourage projects targeting the 
average-, or lower-budget tourist, 
especially the young who come to 
Oman to experience adventure in 
climbing its unique canyons, com-
monly called “wadis.”

Abri transformed his parents’ old 
residence into a small motel and 
employed 15 people from his vil-
lage. His main clients come from 
abroad through tour operators or 
are expatriates living in Oman. He 
said he did not receive any help 
from the government when he 

started his business in 2007 but 
hopes to get some help in the fu-
ture as he plans to expand.

Dabbous, for his part, underlined 
the need to diversify the accommo-
dation facilities in the sultanate.

He said, “The country must also 
consider [developing] different 
kinds of facilities like camping sites 
in the mountains and wadis offer-
ing a unique product for the tour-
ists and not only hotels.”

Oman is definitely a new tourism 
destination waiting to be discov-
ered.

Khaled Abdel Malek, a Lebanese 
expatriate living in Muscat since 
1995, is an enthusiast of explora-
tion and mountain trekking. He has 
published two books on Oman’s 
natural heritage.
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Crystal clear emerald pool in Wadi Tiwi

Remains of houses built in the cliff in Jabal Akhdar, the highest mountain in Oman some 2000 metres above sea level
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