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hat built-in market 
does Saudi Arabia 
have that no other 
country comes close 
to duplicating? An-

swer: Religious tourism.
Tourism officials in Muslim and 

non-Muslim countries can tout a 
wide range of services to appeal to 
the religious nature of visitors but 
only Saudi Arabia is the land of the 
two holy mosques and has a target 
market of 1.6 billion Muslims. This 
is not a cynical grab for tourism dol-
lars but recognition among Saudis 
that they must provide high-end 
service to Muslim tourists, who are 
travel savvy and have higher expec-
tations to fulfil their spiritual needs.

“Haj and umrah pilgrims are 
smarter and more demanding,” said 
Aziz Awlya, general manager of Al 
Shohada Hotel in Mecca and an au-
thority on religious tourism. Awlya, 
who descended from a long line of 
Mecca religious guides and served 
pilgrims annually as a young man, 
said the number of tourists visiting 
Mecca has increased so much they 
have put a severe strain on the city’s 
infrastructure.

It is no wonder. The haj and um-
rah seasons have made Saudi Arabia 
the 19th most visited country in the 
world. An estimated 16 million tour-
ists visited the kingdom in 2014 with 
more than 30 million expected each 

year by 2030. Since 2006, about 2.5 
million Muslims perform haj annu-
ally with unofficial estimates reach-
ing as high as 3 million.

According to the World Bank, Sau-
di tourism revenue from foreigners 
climbed from $8.4 billion in 2012 
to $8.69 billion in 2013. In addition, 
Saudis spend more than $21 bil-
lion each year as tourists in foreign 
countries. That is money not spent 
in Saudi Arabia.

Saudi officials have made a big 
push in the past three years to keep 
that money in the kingdom. The 
Commission for Tourism and Na-
tional Heritage promotes domestic 
tourism and tries to draw visitors 
from other Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) countries to visit the holy 
cities of Mecca and Medina. That 
has now expanded to try to attract 
Muslims living in Western coun-
tries.

“We can’t keep up with the de-
mand,” said Walid Abu-Sharakh, 
co-owner and president of Mafaza 
Travel Agency in Falls Church, Vir-
ginia. Mafaza is an approved haj 
and umrah operator, according to 
the Ministry of Haj’s website. Like 
all operators, Abu-Sharakh is faced 
with a quota for pilgrims, which 
has been slashed while the Grand 
Mosque in Mecca undergoes exten-
sive expansion and refurbishment.

“The demand in the United States 
is much more than our quotas al-
low,” Abu-Sharakh said, noting 
that he is permitted to book about 
155 haj pilgrims each year. There is 
no quota for the umrah season. He 
added that his clients keep their reli-
gious tourism itinerary narrowed to 
the haj and umrah seasons.

Abu-Sharakh, who offers only 
luxury travel packages, noted that 
wealthy Muslims in the United 
States demand special consid-
erations. “They want the shortest 
number of days as possible,” Abu-
Sharakh said. “These are VIPs, pro-
fessionals like doctors who have 
to return to work, so we provide 
packages that don’t include visits to 

Medina.”
A typical travel package may cost 

$10,000-$15,000. “It’s for the per-
son who can afford it,” Abu-Sharakh 
said. “They want it easy, no hassle, 
no workout, easy access to the har-
am. No long walks in the heat.”

Personalised services go as far as 
having Mafaza guides stand in re-
stroom queues and clean the toilet 
before the client enters. Most tour 
companies provide a religious guide 
to help clients navigate the rituals. 
Packages include airline tickets, bus 
transportation, visa, hotel accom-
modations, breakfast and dinner.

Abdul el-Komey, owner of Flying 
Angle Travel in Newark, New Jer-
sey, said he offers strictly economy 
packages but the expectations of 
travellers are sometimes unrealistic.

“Everyone wants to be in front 

of the haram but they don’t want 
to pay for it,” Komey said. But even 
with low-end packages, which aver-
age $7,000-$7,500, Komey said he 
can find accommodations close to 
the Masjid Al-Haram at a reasonably 
priced, four-star hotel.

Demand to visit Saudi Arabia 
promises increased revenue as the 
government struggles to close its 
$98 billion fiscal budget caused by 
low oil prices. Yet the kingdom fac-
es significant hurdles to improve its 
transportation and accommodation 
infrastructure.

King Abdulaziz International Air-
port in Jeddah is to open in 2016 
with 46 gates, 220 counters and a 
136-metre-high control tower to 
handle an expected 30 million pas-
sengers. 

Equally important is the Hara-
main High Speed Railway project 
that will link the holy cities of Mec-
ca and Medina with stops in Jeddah 
and the King Abdullah Economic 
City.

But Awlya said roads and high-
ways leading to Mecca, as well as the 
streets inside the city, are woefully 
inadequate to support the increased 
traffic during haj and umrah. He said 
real estate developers were coming 
in with little or no experience in ho-
tel construction and management.

“They buy a lot with a 30-metre 
frontage and think it’s great but 
all it does is create more traffic, 
more noise and plenty of unhappy 
guests,” Awlya said. “Thirty metres 
may be enough for an average com-
mercial building but not a hotel. 
Builders are not finding the right 
people to help them.”

Islamic tourism: Saudi Arabia’s gift 
that keeps on giving
Rob L. Wagner

People buy gifts and souvenirs at a shop in the 
holy city of Medina, Saudi Arabia.

An aerial view shows the Abraj al-Bait Towers also known as the 
Mecca Royal Hotel Clock Tower, overshadows the Grand Mosque 
in the Saudi holy city of Mecca.

Muslim pilgrims wait in line as they arrive at 
Jeddah airport.

Only Saudi 
Arabia is the 
land of the two 
holy mosques 
and has a target 
market of 1.6 
billion Muslims.

Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Beirut: 
Through March 6th

Ice Skating at Citymall Dora 
Beirut takes place every day 
from 10am until 10pm. All ages 
are invited.

Dubai: 
Through April 9th

Global Village is the largest 
seasonal cultural extrava-
ganza in the region. Visitors 
can enjoy an array of festivals, 
shopping and entertainment 
in an open-air theme park. The 
entertainment and shopping 
destination hosts more than 
70 participating countries with 
presentations in more than 
three dozen pavilions. There 
are more than 50 fun rides and 
26 restaurants offering food 
from around the world.

Beirut: 
February 16th-March 20th

Al Bustan International Festi-
val of Music and the Perform-
ing Arts is a musical celebra-
tion that takes place over five 
weeks in various venues in 
Beirut with an emphasis on 
chamber music. The festival 
promotes and celebrates mu-
sic from all over the world and 
includes orchestral concerts, 
choral music, puppets, opera 
and dance.

Dubai: 
February 25th-March 12th

The Dubai Food Festival is a 
citywide festival that cel-
ebrates Dubai’s emergence as 
a gastronomic destination. 
The event offers an impres-
sive schedule of food-related 
events and promotions that 
highlight Dubai’s food scene.

Tafraoute, Morocco: 
March 6th-8th

The Almond Blossom Festi-
val, celebrated every year in 
Morocco, sees villagers mark 
harvest time with Berber 
dancing, singing and almond 
tastings. International musi-
cians and actors mingle with 
local performers to produce 
live events based on Moroccan 
folklore.

Doha: 
During March

The International Kite Festival 
takes place in Katara, a village 
in Doha, and attracts interna-
tional visitors during two days 
of culture and art. During the 
festival, the sky above Katara 
is dotted with thousands of 
kites, including those flown 
by internationally recognised 
kiting pilot teams from India, 
the United States, China, 
South Korea and Japan. The 
variety of activities scheduled 
includes kiting workshops, 
face-painting, street painting 
and more.

Tunis: 
April 8th-17th

The 11th annual Jazz à 
Carthage music festival brings 
together renowned interna-
tional and local musicians to 
perform and attend discovery 
concerts, lectures, exhibitions 
and nightly jam sessions.

Muslim visitors walk outside the Al-Masjid al-Nabawi (The Mosque of the Prophet) before the early morning prayer of al-Fajr in the holy 
city of Medina.


