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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

Cairo

I 

n 2000, the space separating 
Beausite, one of the oldest ho-
tels in north-western Egypt’s 
coastal city of Marsa Matrouh, 
and the beach was empty. Now, 

restaurants, diving and tourist ser-
vice centres and entertainment fa-
cilities fill the area.

Around Beausite, hotels, restau-
rants, parks and cafés pop up like 
mushrooms after the rain, reflect-
ing mounting interest from tourism 
investors.

Interest extends to other parts 
of north-western Egypt, including 
Siwa oasis, a fertile basin 25 metres 
below sea level, brimming with ol-
ive and palm trees about 50km from 
the border with Libya.

With Egypt’s traditional tourism 
magnets Sharm el-Sheikh, Hurgha-
da and Luxor reaching saturation 
points in investment possibilities, 
new opportunities seem to be open-
ing along Egypt’s north-western 
coast and Siwa, reflecting investors’ 
desire to find fresh locations.

With such interest, it came as no 
surprise when Egyptian Tourism 
Minister Hisham Zaazou recently 
described this area as a “gold mine”.

“Almost all tourism investors ex-
pect this area to enjoy a great fu-
ture,” said Ahmed Shahin, the chief 
executive officer of Azmeel, a major 
real estate developer. “This is why 

everybody races to gain a foothold 
there.”

The shift from the traditional 
tourism investment hubs to the 
north-western coast and Siwa start-
ed quietly ten years ago.

Marsa Matrouh, which overlooks 
the Mediterranean, had for decades 
been a solely Egyptian resort, even 
though the city contains some of 
Egypt’s most beautiful beaches. 
The turquoise waters and soft white 
sands of the beaches had captivated 
millions of Egyptians for years.

Siwa, too, is a must-visit. One of 
the world’s last pristine oases, it is 
home to spectacular natural land-
scapes, ancient historical ruins and 
unique cultural traditions.

Thought to be the site of the Ora-
cle of Amon, whom Alexander the 
Great consulted before continuing 
his Persian conquest, Siwa remains 
much as it was centuries ago. Ma-
jestic rock formations, lush groves 
and brilliant salt lakes that have in-
spired people since they settled in 
the area 12,000 years ago continue 
to enchant those who set foot in the 
secluded area of Egypt’s Western 
desert.

Tourism investors and real es-
tate developers want to put the city 
and the oasis on the international 
tourism map. They are getting sup-
port from a government thirsty for 
investments to perk up a tourism 
sector hard hit by the turmoil that 
followed the 2011 popular uprising 
and most recently by the bombing 
of a Russian passenger plane in No-
vember 2015.

In October 2015, the government 
announced a plan to attract 
about $22 billion in invest-
ments to Marsa Matrouh and 
Siwa.

There is no specific esti-
mate of the total investment 
made in the areas in recent 
years, although some place 
them at hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars.

Major real estate and 
tourism developers 

are investing large sums in north-
western Egypt. UAE-based Emaar 
Properties is constructing a series 
of international hotels in Sidi Abdel 
Rahman, a compelling area 30km 
west of Marsa Matrouh city. Emaar 
is also building hundreds of villas 
and chalets in the area, promising 
to turn it into an international tour-
ist destination.

Magdi Selim, the former 
head of the state-run Tour-
ism Promotion Authority, 
said whether Egypt’s north-
western region will develop 
into a tourism investment 
magnet depends on the gov-
ernment’s ability to provide 
the area with the necessary 
infrastructure.

“There is a need for a road 
network that eases move-
ment to, from and inside this 
area,” Selim said.

This is not only about 
tourism, however. It is also 
about Egypt’s national secu-
rity. The government says 
development of the vast 
western desert, turning it 

into a centre of agricultural, indus-
trial, commercial and tourist activi-
ties, would prompt millions of citi-
zens in the densely populated Nile 
Valley and Delta to move in, which 
will make the desert function as a 
buffer zone against lawlessness in 
neighbouring Libya.

Some 400,000 people live in Mar-
sa Matrouh, although the province 
covers an area of 166,000 sq. km, al-
most twice the size of Ireland. Only 
23,000 people live in Siwa oasis, 
which includes 1,050 sq. km.

“True, plans are made for this 
area to attract millions of residents 
but it also represents the future of 
the tourism sector in this country,” 
said Abdel Nasser Taha, a represent-
ative of the International Federa-
tion of Real Estate, which networks 
professionals associated with real 
estate transactions.

“New interest in the area prom-
ises to alter it in a matter of a few 
years.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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Doha: 
During March

The International Kite Festival 
takes place in Katara, a village in 
Doha, and attracts international 
visitors for 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. 
Activities scheduled include kit-
ing workshops, face-painting and 
street-painting.

Dubai: 
Through April 9th

Global Village is the largest 
seasonal cultural extravaganza 
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 coun-
tries with presentations in more 
than three dozen pavilions. There 
are more than 50 fun rides and 
26 restaurants offering food from 
around the world.

Dubai: 
Through April 30th

Headlined by the Emirates Airline 
Festival of Literature, the Dubai 
Art Season showcases the city’s 
artistic talent along with the 
United Arab Emirates’ 2016 Year 
of Reading. Dubai is enveloped 
in artistic and cultural activi-
ties such as fine art exhibitions, 
calligraphy exhibitions, music 
performances, outdoor art pro-
jects, youth theatre and museum 
exhibitions.

Beirut: 
Through May 31st

Oriental nights at Feb30 celebrates 
oriental Arabic music every Tues-
day from 9pm until 2am at Feb30, 
Alleyway, Hamra.

Tunis: 
April 8th-17th

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

Marrakech: 
April 17th-23rd

The third Marrakech Dance Festi-
val hosts dance teachers and par-
ticipants from around the world 
taking part in workshops, classes 
and conferences. Dance perfor-
mances take place in Marrakech’s 
Les Idrissides hotel during the 
festival.

Jbeil: 
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon LATIN Festival takes 
place in Edde Sands, Byblos, with 
more than 90 artists from all over 
the world. Latin dance workshops 
will be given in Salsa, Bachata, 
Kizomba, cha cha cha, hip hop, 
Samba, Lambada, Oriental, Dabke 
and Afro-Cubano. Performances 
are also scheduled.

A sightseeing boat at Rommel Beach 
at the Mediterranean city of Marsa 
Matrouh, north-west of Cairo.

Desert safari driver Ahmed Bakrin building 
a small fire to make mint tea during a trek 
outside the oasis of Siwa.

Women ride on a donkey-drawn cart as they 
make their way home with their children in 
Siwa. 

A view of a beach at the Mediterranean city of Marsa Matrouh.

A man stands at a farm in Siwa while a worker collects palm leaves 
to make traditional baskets used for storing food.


