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Tourism in MENAFocus

Jordan feels brunt      of regional fallouts

Tunis

T 

he attack on Tunisia’s Bar-
do Museum on March 18th, 
which left 23 people dead 
and more than 50 others 
injured, was not only a 

tragedy for the families of those who 
died or were injured. It was a shock 
to Tunisians.

The widespread repercussions 
have directly affected tourism pros-
pects.

Following the relative success of 
2014’s transitional government in 
adopting a new constitution and 
holding free and transparent elec-
tions in 2014 there was hope that 
2015 would resurrect an image of 
stability and quiet in Tunisia and 
see increased tourism and foreign 
investment.

The Bardo attack dimmed such 
hopes for recovery. “In 2014, we had 
30% cancellations due to the scepti-
cism of many cruise lines regarding 
the elections,” Mustapha Jabeur, 
chief executive officer (CEO) of Gou-
lette Shipping Cruise, the port where 
cruise ships arrive when Tunis is in-
cluded in Mediterranean cruises.

On days when the cruise ships 
arrive in Tunis, the economic hum 
can be felt in many ways. Bus and 
transport companies have fleets of 
vehicles shuttling from site to site 
around Tunis. Taxis are busy. Tour-
ism guides are working. Restaurants 
and shops in the historic medina of 
Tunis or in the picturesque village of 
Sidi Bou Said see the tourists attract 
more business.

According to Jabeur, major lines 
such as Costa, Pullmantur, Aida 
Cruises, Holland America, Princess 
and Regency have either cancelled 

or say they are monitoring the situa-
tion before make itinerary decisions. 
Most cruise lines that have cancelled 
have done so through 2016.

This concern was echoed by ho-
tels. Summer is Tunisia’s peak sea-
son. “We had lots of cancellations, 
about 900 guests cancelled from all 
origins. But the most disturbing is 
the nearly complete stop of any new 
bookings,” says Makram Halloul, the 
marketing director of the four-star 
Riadh Palm Hotel on the Sousse sea-
front. Halloul understands very well 
the implications of this not only for 
the summer 2015 but for the months 
that follow.

Halloul says the government 
needs a strategy that lets clients feel 
“Tunisia is safe and that the Bardo 
incident was an exceptional incident 
and not part of an ongoing terrorist 
threat.”

Most Tunisians see the Bardo trag-
edy as an isolated incident. The Jew-
ish pilgrimage to the Ghriba Syna-
gogue in Djerba last April took place 
without any incident.  The sight 
of young Tunisian women driving 
alone at late hours highlights the 
same sense of security. But, as of 
yet, there has been little structured 
effort to consistently deliver this 
message.

Even at the upper end of the hotel 
scene, where hotels rely on visiting 
business delegations, the effects of 
the Bardo incident were immediate. 
“Normally, our cancellation per-
centage does not exceed 1.5% of the 
total monthly reservation number,” 
said Wissem Arfa, marketing direc-
tor for the five-star Movenpick Hotel 

and Spa in Gammarth, a seaside sec-
tion of Tunis. Immediately after the 
attack, “the cancellation percentage 
rose to 35%”, he noted.

“The silence that has been the 
response of the tourism authori-
ties is what is shocking,” says a US 
tour operator who regularly works 
with upper-end organisations such 
as American university alumni 
groups, prestigious organisations 
such as the Archaeological Institute 
of America, as well as many private 
parties visiting Tunisia on custom-
ised tours of more than a week with 
private guides and vehicles.

While Americans represent a tiny 
percentage of the tourists visiting 
Tunisia, their spending averages 
eight to ten times that of European 
tourists and includes travel during 
Tunisia’s low to mid seasons when 
many hotels and restaurants are 
particularly appreciative of seeing 
visiting Americans.

“Silence and the lack of a com-
munication strategy only reinforce 
the image abroad that Tunisia is not 
safe,” notes the company’s presi-
dent with frustration.

The lack of a visible and consist-
ent marketing strategy provides lit-
tle reason to suggest that 2015 can 
be salvaged. Reviving hopes for 2016 
will be an uphill battle. Tour opera-
tors in Europe, either cruise or land 
operators, are finding alternatives. 

Tourism-related revenues repre-
sent about 7% of Tunisia’s gross do-
mestic product (GDP) with 400,000-
500,000 people employed by the 
sector.

Studies have strongly encouraged 
diversifying Tunisia’s tourism offer-
ings. Arfa notes, “The [UN] World 
Travel Organization (UNWTO) and 
other studies show that 40% of all 
worldwide tourism revolves around 
cultural activities. It’s time for the 
Tunisian Tourism authority to open 
new markets to diversity their tour-
ism revenues and overcome the 
over reliance on European tourists.”

Action, not silence, is the only 
way Tunisia can hope to stimulate 
the economy and defeat terrorists 
bent on tarnishing Tunisia’s image. 
Foreign tour operators and travel 
companies could maybe make an 
exceptional effort to promote Tuni-
sia. It is a beautiful and safe destina-
tion even if its official marketers are 
not saying so.

Jerry Sorkin has been involved 
in marketing and business 
development in Tunisia as well 
as other MENA countries with an 
emphasis on cultural tourism. He is 
founder and president of TunisUSA 
and Iconic Journeys Worldwide.

foreign overnight and same-day 
visitors to Jordan fell from 8.2 
million in 2010, prior to the “Arab 
spring” uprisings, to 5.3 million in 
2014.

Nonetheless, they brought in 
$4.3 billion in revenues in 2014, re-
plenishing the country’s depleted 
coffers at the time.

Since foreigners have shunned 
Jordan’s sites, flag carrier Royal 
Jordanian has announced package 
deals and hotels are offering pro-
motional room rates — with up to 
50% discounts — to attract guests.

The visa fee of about $57 for 
those travelling in groups of less 
than five, which had stood since 
spring 2014, has been waived as 
the government tries to figure out 
how to pull in the much-needed 
revenues of the tourism industry.

“I like Jordan and I’m happy to 
be here with friends,” said Sally 
Robinson, 65, of Birmingham, 
Britain. “I’m not afraid because 
I know that Jordan is safe,” Rob-
inson told The Arab Weekly in an 
interview as she was leaving her 
hotel for the Jordan River where, 
tradition says, Jesus was baptised 
by John the Baptist.

However, she acknowledged 
that she “did some research and 
watched the news to make sure 
that no trouble is brewing in the 
vicinity when we arrive here”.

As hotels remain mostly empty, 
Jordan Hotels Association Direc-
tor Yasar Majali said the tourism 
sector is suffering mainly from the 
misunderstanding of the situation 
in Jordan due to the conflicts in 
neighbouring countries.

As a result of the dwindling 
business, some hotels laid off staff 
and others shut down, Majali said. 
Occupancy rate at hotels dropped 
40% in the first five months of 
this year, compared with the same 
period in 2014. “The situation is 
alarming,” he said.

He partly blamed Jordan’s tour-
ism woes on the international me-
dia, saying “imbalanced coverage” 
of the region scared off sightseers.

As a way out, Majali said at-
tracting tourists from the Gulf “is 
important to boost tourism this 
year”.

Economist Hosam Ayesh said fo-
cusing on Gulf states may help for 
now but he emphasised that there 
is a need for a long-term strategy 
to prevent further losses and re-
store the glory of the tourism sec-
tor, which contributes about 13% 
to Jordan’s economy annually.

“The current promotional cam-
paigns for tourism in Jordan are 
insufficient and ineffective,” he 
said. “There is a need to target 
new markets.”

The government needs to make 
the sector more competitive when 
compared to other destinations 
in the region, he said, adding that 
hotel rooms in Jordan stand at 
26,000 compared with more than 
50,000 only in Egypt’s Red Sea re-
sort of Sharm el-Sheikh.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in 
Jordan, has been covering the 
region since 1999.
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Camel ride at the ancient city of Petra.
French artists and officials visiting Tunisia after Bardo attack 
on invitation of tourism authorities who hope for a number of 
arrivals in 2015 equal to that of last year.
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