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Arab world’s best travel destinations

W 

ith its combination of cultural and natural attractions, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region has long held a powerful allure for tourists, making tourism an important source of revenue 
and growth. In 2011, the industry contributed an estimated $107.3 billion, representing 4.5% of the 
region’s gross domestic product (GDP) and accounted for 4.5 million jobs, almost 7% of total employ-
ment, according to the World Bank.

Like many other sectors, tourism suffered deeply as a result of conflict and political turmoil in the region. The 
threat of terrorism has kept tourists away from prime destinations in Egypt, Tunisia and Lebanon. The Arab Weekly 
has selected prime tourist attractions and top restaurants in Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, 
Tunisia and Morocco.

Byblos

Voted the Arabic Capital of Tour-
ism for 2016, Byblos is one of the 
world’s oldest and continuously 
inhabited cities. A UNESCO World 
Heritage site, Byblos boasts a pretty 
fishing port with an ancient har-
bour, a medieval town centre, a 
Crusader-era castle and Phoenician 
ruins. It is on the Mediterranean 
coast, 40km north of Beirut and 
has always been a main tourist at-
traction in Lebanon. In addition to 
offering a big choice of seafood and 
traditional Lebanese restaurants, 
the city is particularly lively in 
summer when its old centre 
becomes an open sky bar to 
the beat of its international 
music festival.

Jeita Grotto

A compound of crys-
tallised caves sculpted 
by water and time, Jeita 
Grotto offers one of the 
world’s most amazing ag-
glomerations of stalactites 
and stalagmites. Located in 
the Nahr al-Kalb valley 20km 
north of Beirut, it consists of 
two caves, an upper gallery and 
lower “water cave” through which 
a 6,230-metre river runs, and is 
only accessible by boat. It is a must 
see for visitors in Lebanon and fea-

tured as a finalist in the New Seven 
Wonders of Nature competition.

Beiteddine Palace

Nestled in the heart of the Shouf 
mountains at 900 metres above 
sea level, the Beiteddine Palace 
complex is Lebanon’s best exam-
ple of early 19th-century Lebanese 
architecture. It was built by Mount 
Lebanon’s ruler Emir Bashir Shi-
hab II and remained the seat of the 

emirate until it was suppressed by 
the Ottomans in 1842. The palace 
includes an impressive outer court-
yard and inner patios, the harem 
area and its magnificent baths and 
the beautifully restored vaulted sta-
bles where a permanent exhibition 
of Byzantine mosaics is displayed.

Restaurants

Abdel Wahab: One of the top res-
taurants offering traditional Leba-
nese cuisine from the multiple-dish 
Mezze to grilled kebabs and Arabic 
deserts. Found in the heart of Bei-
rut’s Monot street in the posh neigh-
bourhood of Ashrafieh, it offers the 
perfect introduction to Lebanese 

gastronomy.
Mayyas Lebanon is rich with 

restaurants offering exquisite Ar-
menian cuisine. Mayyas is a fa-
vourite Armenian food place in 
the heart of the city in a very rus-
tic road in Ashrafieh. The venue 

is nicely decorated and visitors 
are always warmly greeted.

Le Phenicien: A remarkable 
seafood restaurant with two main 

outlets, in Beirut and in the south-
ern port city of Tyre, offering a va-
riety of fish and seafood platters, in 
addition to the traditional Lebanese 
siyadieh and the famous paella. It is 
in Beirut’s smart area of Horsh Ta-

bet, just off the old fishing 
port in Tyre.

Petra

A UNESCO World Heritage site 
since 1985, and one of the New 
Seven Wonders of the World, Petra 
is indisputably the most famous at-
traction in Jordan. 

Carved in pink sandstone cliffs, 
the city is nicknamed the “Rose 
City”. Dating back to 300BC, Pe-
tra was the capital of the Nabatean 
kingdom and accessed via a narrow 
canyon called Al Siq.

Baptism Site in Bethany

The site is where tradition says Je-
sus was baptised by John the Baptist 
in the Jordan river. In 2015, the Unit-

ed Nations’ cultural agency added 
the site to the World Heritage List.

Dead Sea

At 410 metres below sea level, the 
Dead Sea is the Earth’s lowest point 
on land. Jordan’s Dead Sea coast is 
one of the most spectacular natu-
ral and spiritual landscapes in the 
world, with several outlets for skin 
treatment. The Dead Sea remains 
one of the most visited places in Jor-
dan.

Restaurants

Fakhr El Din: One of the leading 
proponents of Arab cuisine and a 

popular destination to many Jorda-
nians. It is in the Second Circle area 
of Amman and has a capacity of 170. 
Reservations are required.

La Maison Verte: A Grumpy Gour-
met-award winning French restau-
rant known for its Entrecote Cafe de 
Paris, steaks and seafood. Located 
in an affluent district of Amman, the 
restaurant offers an exquisite taste 
of French cuisine in an elegant Eu-
ropean atmosphere.

Romero: Winner of the Interna-
tional Award for Tourist, Hotel and 
Catering Industry and Top Ten Res-
taurant, Grumpy Gourmet Award. 
Opened in 1979, Romero has since 
become the best Italian restaurant 
in Amman.

Giza Pyramids

The pyramids in Giza province, 
south-west of Cairo, are indisput-
ably the top attraction in Egypt. 
They were built over the span of 
three generations — by Khufu, his 
second reigning son Khafre and 
Menkaure. 

The Great Pyramid of Khufu is 
an awe-inspiring 139 metres high, 
making it the largest pyramid in 
Egypt. Once in Giza, tourists are 
in close proximity to the Egyptian 
Museum, which houses tens of 
thousands of artefacts, the Saqqara 
pyramids and also Fatimid Cairo, 
which is near downtown Cairo.

Sharm el-Sheikh

Diverse marine life and hundreds 
of Red Sea coral reef sites make 
Sharm el-Sheikh a magnet for di-
vers and eco-tourists. The tourist 
economy of the Sinai peninsula 
city has grown quite rapidly over 
the last few decades, resulting in 
the emergence of first-class resorts 
and posh nightlife. Naama Bay, a 
wide horseshoe-shaped bay, offers 
a great promenade along its palm 
tree-lined beach.

Karnak

Few sites in Egypt are more im-
pressive than Karnak. It is the larg-
est ancient religious site ever built, 
consisting of three main temples, 
smaller enclosed temples and sev-
eral outer temples located about 
2.5km north of Luxor. 

One of the most famous struc-
tures of Karnak is the Great Hypo-
style Hall, a hall area of 5,000 sq 
metres with 134 massive columns 
arranged in 16 rows.

Restaurants

L’Aubergine: This is a modern-
looking restaurant in which visitors 
can enjoy romantic meals by can-
dlelight. Restaurant prices are not 
high. It serves beer and the finest 
lentil soup in Cairo. The restaurant 
also has vegetarian options.

Rangoli: This is a wonderful res-
taurant that serves Indian food. 
The staff are very friendly and apart 
from the delicious meals the res-
taurant serves, Rangoli’s location is 
more than charming. 

The Lantern Room is described by 
many visitors as a lovely place. Res-
taurant service is flawless. It is a re-
warding experience, especially after 
visiting tourist attractions in Luxor.
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