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Economy

Iran says it will 
raise oil 
production

Tunisia tourism 
revenue hit hard 
by attacks

Turkey’s economy 
grew 4% in 2015

Iran will continue increasing oil 
production and exports until it 
reaches the market position it en-
joyed before the imposition of sanc-
tions, Oil Minister Bijan Zanganeh 
was quoted by the semi-official 
Mehr news agency as saying.

Zanganeh spoke ahead of an April 
17th meeting of Organisation of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) and non-OPEC oil produc-
ers in Doha about an output freeze 
to prop up prices. His comments ap-
pear to threaten the prospect of an 
effective agreement at the meeting.

However, Zanganeh was also 
quoted by Mehr as saying that “the 
agreement between the world’s top 
OPEC and non-OPEC exporters such 
as Saudi Arabia and Russia to freeze 
output at January levels is a positive 
step”.

OPEC sources put Iran’s current 
output at 2.93 million barrels per 
day (bpd). Economic sanctions had 
cut crude exports from a peak of 2.5 
million bpd before 2011 to just more 
than 1 million bpd in recent years.
(Reuters)

Tunisia’s central bank said tour-
ism revenue in first two months in 
2016 fell 54% to $90.21 million com-
pared with the same period of 2015. 
The decline follows major attacks by 
Islamist militants that targeted the 
industry and killed dozens of for-
eigners.

Tourism revenue in 2015 as a 
whole fell 35% to $1.15 billion. Tuni-
sia, for which tourism accounts for 
7% of its gross domestic product, 
has been under a state of emergency 
since last year’s attacks claimed by 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Thirty-eight people were killed by 
a gunman at a hotel in Sousse on the 
Mediterranean coast in June, three 
months after 21 tourists were killed 
by militants attacking the Bardo Na-
tional Museum in Tunis.
(Reuters)

Turkey’s gross domestic product 
grew 4% in 2015 from a year earlier, 
the statistics office said. The figure 
was helped by an unexpectedly ro-
bust fourth quarter.

The economy grew 5.7% in the 
last three months, the office said in 
a statement, well above market con-
sensus. The full-year growth figure 
was an improvement on the 2.9% 
reading in 2014.

There have been concerns over 
the consistency of economic poli-
cies under President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan and the economic fallout 
from a row with Moscow after the 
November 24th downing of a Rus-
sian warplane.

“The economy continued to grow 
in the last quarter despite political 
uncertainty, tension with Russia, 
and rising terrorism,” said Ozgur 
Altug, chief economist at BGC Part-
ners in Istanbul. “The figures con-
firmed the Turkish economy’s resil-
ience to shocks.”

Economic prospects for 2016 
could be less certain, with tourism 
taking a heavy blow after suicide 
attacks in Istanbul and Ankara. The 
number of foreigners entering Tur-
key fell 10.32% in February, the Min-
istry of Culture and Tourism said.
(Agence France-Presse)

BriefsEgyptian tourism woes continue as 
summer season approaches
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

C 

oncerns are high within 
Egypt’s flagging tourism 
industry as international 
holidaymakers, with the 
summer-travel booking 

season in full swing, show little 
appetite to visit the North African 
state due to heightened security 
concerns.

Tourism in Egypt was hit hard by 
suspected security lapses that led 
to the bombing of a Russian pas-
senger plane travelling from the 
Egyptian resort of Sharm el-Sheikh 
to the Russian city of St Petersburg 
on October 31st, 2015, killing all 224 
people aboard.

Russia and Britain suspended 
flights to Sharm el-Sheikh, and 
travel advisories remain in place. 
About 3 million Russians and 1 mil-
lion Britons visited Egypt in 2015, 
out of the 9.3 million total interna-
tional visitors. That overall figure 
was down from around 15 million 
visitors a year before the 2011 revo-
lution.

Egypt’s tourism industry has lost 
about $1.3 billion since November, 
Egyptian Prime Minister Sherif Is-
mail said, with the number of visi-
tors to Sharm el-Sheikh in January 
reported down as much as 85% 
from the previous year.

After the Russian plane crash, 
Egyptian Tourism Ministry official 
Mohamed Yousef estimated that 
Egypt’s tourism industry would be 
significantly hit by international 
travel advisories. “The loss will be 
70% of the tourist influx,” he was 
quoted as saying by Egyptian me-
dia. The decrease in the number of 
tourists visiting Egypt has actually 
been higher, with public anger fo-
cusing on Tourism minister Hish-
am Zazou.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi replaced Zazou in the latest 
cabinet reshuffle. Many hope that 
new Tourism Minister Mohamed 
Yehia Rashed will have better luck 
restoring Egypt’s tourism industry, 
which accounts for 11.3% of Egypt’s 
gross domestic product and around 
15% of the country’s foreign cur-
rency revenues. Approximately 4 
million Egyptians work in Egypt’s 
tourism sector, which is about 13% 
of total Egyptian employment.

Rashed faces a difficult task, with 
security in Egypt making recent in-
ternational headlines following the 
murder of an Italian student under 
suspicious circumstances and the 
hijacking of an EgyptAir flight.

His biggest challenge lies in con-
vincing Russians and Britons to re-
turn to Egypt, a challenge that grew 
after Thomas Cook, one of Britain’s 
biggest travel companies, extend-
ed its suspension of bookings to 
Sharm el-Sheikh until November 
2016.

Its initial ban was due to end May 

25th and Thomas Cook and other 
British companies had been selling 
holiday trips but it has withdrawn 
the offers since the British Foreign 
Office’s advisory against all but es-
sential travel to Sharm el-Sheikh 
remains in force. “We appreciate 
that this may be frustrating for our 
customers who have been looking 
forward to their holiday,” a Thomas 
Cook statement said.

The Egyptian Tourism Ministry 
expressed disappointment at the 
decision and its effect on Egypt’s 
tourist industry. “The decision 
means that the destination [Sharm 
el-Sheikh] is closed to the British 
tourism market that flows through 
Thomas Cook for a whole year, 
which is weird and negatively af-
fects Egypt’s situation,” Egyptian 
Tourism Authority Chairman Sami 
Mahmoud was quoted as saying in 
local media.

British tourists show little in-
clination to return to the once 
popular tourist resort anyway. A 
British petition calling on flight re-

strictions to Sharm el-Sheikh to be 
removed has secured fewer than 
3,000 signatures. “We are willing to 
travel and have flights and holidays 
booked,” said the petition, which 
was created by Felix McMahon in 
November 2015.

Petitions need 100,000 signa-
tures to receive an official govern-
ment response and be considered 
for debate in parliament.

Since November, Egyptians have 
sought to revive the tourism indus-
try with a number of government 
and non-government agencies 
launching different initiatives.

The Tourism Fund, affiliated to 
Egypt’s Tourism Ministry, launched 
a “recovery” plan for Hurghada 
and Sharm el-Sheikh that has seen 
the government subsidise flights to 
the resorts. 

The Tourism Ministry also signed 
a cooperation protocol with the UN 
World Tourism Organisation (UN-
WTO) in February, although this 
has also had little demonstrable ef-
fect.

The number of visitors 
to Sharm el-Sheikh in 
January dropped as 
much as 85% from last 
year.

Tourists walk outside King Tutankhamun’s tomb at the Valley of the Kings, near Egypt’s southern 
city of Luxor, on March 31st.

Medical tourism operators attempt to salvage 
business despite European decline
Roua Khlifi 

Tunis

T 

he decline in tourism in 
Tunisia as a result of the 
2015 terrorist attacks is 
not discouraging opera-
tors in the country’s thriv-

ing specialised medical tourism in-
dustry.

Houssem ben Azouz, founder 
of Cosmetica, a leader in medical 
tourism in Tunisia, was the first to 
launch such a business in the coun-
try in 2004.

“We play the role of the interme-
diary that coordinates with the doc-
tors. Once the patients arrive at the 
airport, we take care of them,” he 
said. “It is a collaboration between 
all: the agency as a provider of ser-
vices; the clinic and the surgeon for 
the well-being and comfort of the 
patient.”

He said 90% of the thousands of 
medical tourism patients in Tunisia 
in 2015 were Algerian.

Khaled Hayouni, the president 
of Jasmin Medical Assistance, said 
that is partly because of proximity 

but also because medical tourism 
operators are increasingly seeking 
non-European customers.

“In the absence of European cus-
tomers, the African countries are 
our target as we aim to open offices 
and branches in African countries 
that we are working with,” he said.

Ben Azouz said many people trav-
el to Tunisia because of the compe-
tence of its plastic surgeons and the 
privacy which the facilities in the 
country offer.

“Plastic surgery is quite expen-
sive,” he said. “These [medical tour-
ism] agencies helped democratise 
plastic surgery. Many [people] also 
were interested in the concept it-
self, to have a vacation abroad and 
do plastic surgery. It kept the issue 
private and provided them with the 
anonymity.

“If you do the surgery abroad, you 
would only spend the night at the 
[facility], then you are back to your 
home doing errands, taking care of 
your family. Here, we offer them the 
care necessary. With experience, 
we can tell the duration necessary 
of the trip so when they go back to 
their countries, we make sure all 
is good. The concept appealed to 
many.”

Tunisia has long been a top desti-
nation for hydrotherapy, the use of 
water in treatment for medical con-
ditions such as arthritis. Its practice 
in the country dates to Roman times 
when baths were used to treat battle 

wounds.
“The different archaeological 

sites, such as the water temples in 
Zaghouan, the baths in Bulla Regia 
and the buildings surrounding the 
sources of water show that Tunisia 
since the antiquity has realised the 
virtues of water,” said Rezig Oues-
lati, director of the National Office 
of Thermalism and Hydrotherapy.

In the 1960s, thermal therapy 
stations flourished in Tunisia with 
centres operating around hot water 
springs in Korbous, Hammam Bour-
guiba, Zaghouan and other towns. 
By the end of 2014, the number of 
annual visitors had reached more 
than 14.000 at some centres.

Tunisia has more than 1,000 ther-
mal springs, which have particular 
chemical compositions that pro-
vide widely recognised therapeutic 
qualities. Patients are directed to a 
thermal centre with a water mineral 
composition that is beneficial to 
their needs.

“Today Tunisia has four impor-
tant thermal stations and over 40 
hammams offering different cures. 
Medical tourism nowadays is of 
great advantages for Tunisia. Visi-
tors, enjoying the beauty of nature 
and hospitality of the people, can 
also improve their health by visiting 
the thermal stations,” Oueslati said 
in a statement.

“The merit of Tunisia is that it 
managed to make use of its natural 
richness and cultural heritage to de-
velop new orientation to diversify 
our touristic and medical offering to 
resist competition and regenerate 
and enlarge the offer of products.”

Despite hydrotherapy’s populari-
ty, however, it witnessed difficulties 
following the 2011 revolution.

“In thalassotherapy and hydro-
therapy, we are leaders. Unfor-
tunately, many thalassotherapy 
centres closed after the political 
changes because the hotels closed. 
They have a good quality and all the 
qualifications. For thermal tourism, 
we have a good potential but Tuni-
sia failed to diversify it,” Ben Azouz 
said.

“Thermalism has an amazing 
potential. All the south is full of 
sources of hot water where one can 
start projects but it is not well devel-
oped.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Hydrotherapy in 
Tunisia dates to 
Roman times when 
baths were used to 
treat battle wounds.

90%
of the thousands 
of medical tourism 
patients in Tunisia 
in 2015 were 
Algerian.
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