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Dubai’s luxury tourism continues to thrive
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

D 

ubai, the land of sun, 
sand and exuberance, is 
one of the most popular 
holiday destinations in 
the world and its share 

of the global luxury tourism mar-
ket continues to impress, despite 
economic challenges facing the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) re-
gion.

The emirate, which was recently 
selected as the world’s most cos-
mopolitan city by the International 
Organisation for Migration, has 
seen its profile as a luxury tourist 
destination rise in the last decade, 
a distinction Dubai authorities de-
liberately set out to achieve.

However, low oil prices that have 
reduced the spending power of 
many potential visitors and new 
austerity measures, including a 
value-added tax in Dubai begin-
ning in 2018, have left many ask-
ing: Are the good times over? The 
situation at home coupled with 
economic condition in some of 
Dubai’s key markets, such as the 
Russian federation, has meant the 
emirate has had to look elsewhere.

There was a rise in tourists from 
the United Kingdom, Saudi Arabia 

and India in 2015, said Gerald Law-
less, chief executive officer (CEO) of 
Jumeirah Hotels, which owns the 
iconic Burj Al Arab hotel. He said 
the Chinese market offset a drop 
in the number of Russian tourists. 
In an interview with the Financial 
Times, Lawless said the Chinese 
tourism market was up 25% from 
2014 and 58% from 2013.

Nurturing the tourism industry is 
a must for Dubai, as its energy rev-
enues pale in comparison to neigh-
bouring Abu Dhabi, and the luxury 
aspect of the tourism industry is 
an important component for it to 
achieve the needed growth.

“At the end of last year, we had 
more than 90 five-star hotel prop-
erties representing over 31,000 
rooms, equating to almost a third 
of all hotel room inventory in the 
city, which further underlines the 
destination’s propensity to appeal 
to a strong luxury travel segment.” 
said Issam Kazim, CEO of the Dubai 
Corporation for Tourism and Com-
merce Marketing.

Kazim said Dubai continues to 
develop offerings to appeal to a 
more diverse visitor segment as it 
looks to meet its target of 20 mil-
lion visitors per year by the end of 
the decade. “Yet, premium experi-
ences, whatever the budget, will 
still be the hallmark of what Dubai 
represents,” he said.

At the Burj Al Arab hotel, which 
was recently named the most pop-
ular hotel for celebrity spotting by 
the United Kingdom’s Daily Mail, 
guests can expect 24-karat gold iP-
ads upon their arrival.

One of New York’s most historic 
and luxurious hotel chains, the St 
Regis, recently began operating in 
Dubai, boasting 234 rooms, 52 of 
which are suites. The crown jewel 
of the hotel is its Imperial Suite. 
Spread across two floors and 913 
square metres, the three-bedroom 
accommodation contains a living 

room, a dining room, a study, an 
Arabic-style majlis lounge with a 
spiral staircase leading to the ho-
tel’s domed roof and swimming 
pool.

The competition for a piece of the 
Dubai big-spender pie has led to 
luxury travel operators setting up 
shop in the emirate. Britain’s Ele-
gant Resorts and Singapore’s Light-
foot Travel offer desert-themed, 
seven-day luxury tour packages 
starting at $8,800 per person.

The lucrative medical tourism 
market is also thriving in Dubai and 
catering to this demand will be the 
Middle East’s first five-star luxury 
hospital, the construction of which 

is to begin in 2016. The hospital is to 
contain 150 luxury suites and, ac-
cording to developer Advet Bham-
bani Ventures, will offer, “top-
notch” concierge and fine dining, 
personalised limousine service to 
and from the hospital, tailor-made 
spa treatments and other wellness 
packages to aid patients’ recovery.

In the first half of 2015, Dubai at-
tracted 256,097 medical tourists 
from within and outside the United 
Arab Emirates.

But what really separates Dubai 
from other luxury destinations? 
Kazim said it is what Dubai has to 
offer as an overall experience.

“One can stay in a seven-star 

hotel like the Burj Al Arab, play a 
round of golf on championship-
ready courses, have lunch in the 
world’s tallest tower, shop for lead-
ing global brands, be amazed by the 
dazzling Dubai fountain show, then 
have a romantic dinner in the sand 
dunes — all in one day,” he said.

“In addition, Dubai also offers 
experiences that you cannot find 
anywhere else, such as sky diving 
over the iconic Palm Islands to ski-
ing in a shopping mall, whilst also 
being able to juxtapose this with a 
cultural journey through the his-
toric districts of Dubai for a more 
rewarding and rich insight into the 
city’s past.”

A couple take a leisurely stroll in Dubai’s Marina.

“At the end of last year, 
we had more than 90 
five-star hotel 
properties representing 
over 31,000 rooms.”

Issam Kazim, CEO of the 
Dubai Corporation for 

Tourism and Commerce 
Marketing.

Kingdom of luxury shopping
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

M 

arwa Alkady was 
shopping recently 
for clothes for her 
husband on Jeddah’s 
fashionable Tahlia 

Street and she wasn’t about to devi-
ate from her plan for his ensemble.

By the end of a long day she had 
everything she wanted: embroi-
dered midnight blue thobe for the 
winter, Mont Blanc fountain pen 
for the pocket, white Dunhill ghutra 
and Burberry cufflinks to match his 
IWC Schaffhausen watch.

“We went to London last summer, 
so he’s kind of spoiled,” said the 
25-year-old newlywed. “After seeing 
what the shops have there, we have 
the same expectations here. Once 
you have the taste of best clothes 
and jewellery, you really don’t want 
to lower your standards.”

Travelling abroad has raised the 
bar for many Saudis, who find lux-
ury brand shopping almost a neces-
sity. In a country with a rigid dress 
code of thobes and abayas, a new 
generation of Saudis is emerging for 
whom individuality is a key compo-
nent to expressing themselves.

The luxury brand industry in the 
past decade has experienced phe-
nomenal growth of as much as 9.5% 
annually. The proliferation of malls, 
disposable income and cheaper 
travel to the West — particularly 
London, Paris and New York — have 
led to luxury brands developing so-
phisticated marketing campaigns to 
attract affluent Arab buyers.

In Saudi Arabia, a study by mar-
ket researchers Canadean, sales of 
clothing, footwear, accessories and 
luxury goods reached $11.9 billion in 
2012, a 9.5% jump from 2011. Even 
during the first full year of the reces-
sion in 2009 sales climbed a respect-

able 5.8% over the previous year.
Nicky Valentine of the London-

based NV Luxury Ltd., which ad-
vises international luxury brand 
companies on expansion and man-
agement issues, said tourism and 
accessibility to luxury products 
have a lot do with robust sales.

“Growth has increased due to dis-
tribution of brands,” Valentine said. 
“Tourism levels increased in places 
like Dubai and Abu Dhabi.”

Shaun Borstrock, associate dean 
of School of Business, Innovation 
and Projects at the University of 
Hertfordshire in England and who 
tracks luxury brands’ global market-
ing strategies, said luxury retailers 
tap into two kinds of Middle East 
consumers: the buyers who “shout” 
their wealth with showy accesso-
ries and those who “whisper” their 
affluent lifestyle with understated 
branding.

“When we are talking about true 
luxury we have consumers who 
are not opposed to spending con-
siderable amounts of money and 

are willing to buy big-name items 
that are European and have herit-
age,” Borstrock said. “Then you also 
have the lesser known brands the 
consumer buys in which they are 
saying they know what’s going on. 
These consumers who buy a watch, 
for example, will go to a horolo-
gist for a watch made especially for 
them rather than a mass producer of 
watches.”

Luxury retailers are adapting to 
the shopping habits of citizens and 
expatriates in the Gulf region. The 
increased numbers of malls, espe-
cially in Saudi Arabia, shapes the 
way retailers think about the mar-
ket.

“The mall environment is more 

practical and they are open pretty 
late into the night, 11.30 and 12,” Val-
entine said. “These are destination 
malls with attractions like aquari-
ums in saturated areas. Women’s 
fashion sections and men’s fashions 
are more popular there. It’s like a lit-
tle Bond Street.”

Theme malls are expected to in-
crease substantially in Riyadh with 
retail sales expected to grow from 
$92 billion in 2013 to $130 billion by 
2018, according to a 2014 study by 
the auditing firm KMPG.

In 2014, Riyadh’s mall retail 
space was about 1.45 million sq. 
metres with an increase of another 
700,000 sq. metres projected by 
2018, according to KMPG. Six malls 
in Riyadh that will anchor luxury 
brand retailers are planned through 
2018. The Majid Al-Futtaim Mall, 
at 180,000 sq. metres, is sched-
uled for completion in 2017 and the 
250,000-sq.-metre Diriyah Gate is to 
open a year later.

Luxury brand sellers are eager to 
fill the expansive theme malls be-
cause the financial risks are mini-
mal. The sole agent distributor re-
quirement in Saudi Arabia was an 
ironclad agreement for many years 
in which foreign businesses were 
required to obtain a Saudi agent to 
establish a store or company in the 
kingdom. 

The sole agent requirement be-
came voluntarily after Saudi Arabia 
joined the World Trade Organisation 
in 2005. However, most luxury re-
tailers continue their relationships 
with their agents instead of directly 
establishing their own stores to re-
duce the financial risks.

“The onus is on the licensee who 
is in effect buying the franchise and 
is taking the financial risks,” said 
Borstrock, who noted that there is 
no advantage for foreign companies 
to go it alone in Saudi Arabia. “Lux-
ury brands want the representation 
[in foreign countries] but don’t want 

the burden.”
Luxury brands tailor their prod-

ucts for the Arab consumer but keep 
their core identity intact.

“A range of 70-80% of the stock 
would be the same,” Valentine said. 
“Then the adaption may be in jewel-
lery brands like diamonds. There is a 
huge market for big fat sets, necklac-
es, headdresses, bangles and rings.”

There is a risk that too much tai-
loring to Middle East tastes may 
reduce the luxury accessories that 
buyers really want. A common per-
ception among Saudi women buy-
ers, according to shopper Alkady, is 
that many stores are selling inven-
tory that have failed to attract buy-
ers in the West.

“I don’t think that any brand 
wants to sell their rejected stock,” 
Valentine said. “The flagship stores 
get the top collections. It depends 
on the size of the store. I looked at 
Tiffany’s in the Middle East and 
they have a pretty big footprint with 
an upgraded collection that is larger 
than their store in Manhattan.”

Borstrock said the perception is 
common but he noted it’s impossi-
ble for luxury retailers to fully stock 
every store, especially high-end 
retailers with hundreds of stores 
worldwide.

“Louis Vuitton in a typical season 
produces about 200,000 items for 
any one market,” he said. “It’s im-
possible for them to show every sin-
gle item in every single store.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.
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