
18 May 29, 2016

Economy

App helps travellers with access at Dubai Airport

London

T 

he LoungeBuddy app 
advises travellers about 
which airport lounge 
suits their needs based 
on amenities, reviews, 

location and access requirements.  
Marhaba Lounge joined with 
LoungeBuddy to make its lounge 
in Dubai Airport available for book-
ing via the LoungeBuddy platform 
to business and leisure travellers 
around the world.

Brent Griffith, LoungeBuddy 
vice-president of marketing, said 
the idea of the app came about af-
ter Tyler Dikman was experiencing 

quite a bit of business travel. Dik-
man is chief executive officer and a 
co-founder of LoungeBuddy

“He experienced delays, layo-
vers and misconnects that forced 
him to spend a lot of time in air-
ports,” Griffith said. “His frequent 
flyer status enabled him to know 
about airport lounges and the oasis 
they bring to people.

“When he found himself in an 
airport he was not familiar with, he 
would spend a lot of time on Goog-
le trying to find the right lounge 
that suited him. He would check 
four or five different websites to 
find which lounges were available 
in the time he needed them and 
where they were located in the air-
port. Some websites were inaccu-
rate with their information.

“Tyler decided to bring all this 
information together in one place 
which is easy for travellers to ac-
cess.”

LoungeBuddy removes the 
guesswork from figuring out how 
to get into a lounge. Whether it is a 

casual passenger looking to access 
a lounge on an occasional trip or a 
road warrior who passes through 
airports every week, the traveller 
enters relevant information into 
the app and it lists lounges that 
may be accessed for free or for a 
one-time fee.

“Some people may not know 
they have a frequent flyer status 
and, if they have that status, they 
have an elite status,” Griffith said. 
“There is some obscurity about 
airport lounges and we are about 
reducing that obscurity. We want 
people to be aware of what they 
could get when they take 20 min-
utes to cross an airport.”

Travellers can book lounge ac-
cess through the LoungeBuddy 
platform in a growing number of 
airports across the world. The app 

is available in iOS and Android for-
mats.

“We have really grown through 
word of mouth. We are fortunate 
to have fantastic members and 
they will typically tell their fre-
quent flyer friends about us. If they 
are a business or first class travel-
ler, they could be reading travel 
sections in newspapers so we try 
to focus on our PR efforts,” Griffith 
said.

As a result of LoungeBuddy’s 
partnership with Concur, a busi-
ness travel and expense manage-
ment company, and TripIt, a travel 
itinerary planner, members can 
sync relevant trip information by 
linking their accounts.

Around 550,000 people have 
downloaded the app. The price to 
use a lounge — starting at around 
$35 — is relatively inexpensive for 
what travellers receive.

The company says LoungeBuddy 
has a focus on making it easier to 
find the right airport situation for 
travellers’ needs. Because it allows 

travellers to provide elite statuses, 
lounge memberships, class of trav-
el and credit card information, the 
information can display all lounges 
travellers have access to, including 
airline-operated, partner and in-
dependently operated third-party 
lounges.

LoungeBuddy membership al-
lows travellers to contribute and 
view ratings, reviews and photos 
for more than 2,500 lounges world-
wide in over 800 airports.

As with Foursquare and Google 
Maps, LoungeBuddy uses geoloca-
tion to provide travellers with rel-
evant information, including near-
by airports and available lounges 
at these airports.

LoungeBuddy uses notifications 
to let travellers know of lounges 
that are nearby only when they are 
at an airport LoungeBuddy serves. 
The app can be used without an in-
ternet connection.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

LoungeBuddy uses 
geolocation to provide 
travellers with 
relevant information.

LoungeBuddy removes 
the guesswork from 
figuring out how to get 
into a lounge.

Lebanon eyeing expats to compensate loss in Arab tourism

Beirut

L ast year, it was the 
garbage crisis that 
left Beirut’s streets 
littered with 
mounds of waste. 
The year before, it 
was the onset of a 
political crisis that 

has left the country without a 
president for two years — so far. In 
2016, a travel ban imposed by Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries is expected to keep Arab 
and foreign tourists away from 
Lebanon’s summer attractions.

Lebanon, however, is pinning 
hopes on its large expatriate com-
munity and the millions of de-
scendants of Lebanese migrants to 
revive its hard-hit tourism industry.

“Expatriates’ tourism is the res-
ervoir that we are planning to tap,” 
said Minister of Tourism Michel 
Pharaon.

“There are some 10 million 
people to tap into under the pro-
gramme that calls on the obligation 
of every descendant of Lebanese 
migrants to visit Lebanon at 
least once in their lifetime. It is a 
programme for decades to come,” 
Pharaon said.

A website was created for mi-
grants to register with if they are 
travelling to Lebanon for the first 
time.

“All the information they need 

to facilitate their first visit will be 
available (on the website),” Pharaon 
said. “They will be offered special 
packages with very special prices 
and a warm welcome like a new 
bride.”

The people Pharaon is hoping to 
attract to their ancestors’ home-
land differ from the hundreds of 
thousands of expatriated Lebanese 
who work in GCC countries and 
Africa and who regularly spend the 
summer in Lebanon.

Lebanese citizens and GCC 
nationals represent the majority 
of passenger arrivals to Lebanon. 
However, visits by GCC nationals 
have decreased since 2011 due to 
security concerns linked to the Syr-
ian conflict and the disruption of 
the overland route across Syria that 
travellers by land utilised to reach 
Lebanon.

According to Moody’s Investors 
Service, citizens from Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, 
Qatar and Bahrain accounted for 
1.6% of total arrivals to Lebanon in 
2015. The number of arrivals from 
the five countries had declined 55% 
since 2011.

Pharaon, however, said he 
is hopeful that some GCC 
visitors would show up in 
Lebanon this summer, 
though their countries are 
not ready to formally lift 
travel bans.

“The Saudi ambassador 
told me that they do not 
forbid their citizens 
to go to Lebanon but 
they are more on the 

cautioning mode,” Pharaon said. 
“He advises that Lebanon focuses 
on the security issue because many 
have security concerns. This does 
not mean that the effect of this cri-
sis will not be felt this summer.”

He said in 2009 and 2010 
Lebanon saw ““very good” tourism 
activity but there was a 40% drop 
from 2011-14.

“It was a huge crisis for the tour-
ism sector,” Pharaon said.

Tourist activity picked up again 
after 2014 as a result of “an internal 
and external consensus to keep 
Lebanon at bay from the spillover 
from the conflict in Syria. “It was 
agreed that Lebanon will not be a 
‘land of struggle’ but a ‘land of oxy-
gen’ or a breathing ground (in the 
region),” the minister pointed out.

The emergence of a new unity 
government and the successful 
implementation of a security plan 
in the northern city of Tripoli, 
eastern Bekaa valley, ended clashes 
between supporters of opposite 
sides of the Syrian conflict and 
raised hopes of more stability and 

more tourists.
“This (security agree-

ment) permitted us to 
get out of the unstable 
situation we had until 

2013,” Pharaon said. 
“While having a 

security umbrella 
on Lebanon, I 

knew that there 
was a way to 

re-energise 
tourism 
and this is 

what happened.”
In 2014, the Tourism Ministry 

launched a large campaign under 
the slogan Live Love Lebanon. 
“This resulted in a recovery of 
18% in 2014 and of 12% in 2015,” 
Pharaon noted.

However, the 2015 season was 
severely hit by the garbage collec-
tion crisis, which reached its peak 
in the middle of the summer. “It 
was disastrous in terms of image 
and in terms of cancellations,” the 
minister said. “Worse than this, we 
could not market Lebanon at all 
although there were a hundred fes-
tivals across the country, especially 
in the mountains.”

For the past year-and-a-half 
Lebanon has been focused on 
promoting rural and eco-tourism, 
a trend that is gaining popularity 
and attracting visitors from inside 
and outside Lebanon. “There are a 
hundred guest houses in the vari-
ous Lebanese regions now includ-
ing farmhouses, eco-lodges and old 
houses. Rural tourism accounts for 
some 7% of the tourism activity at 
present, but with the work that we 
are doing it can easily reach 20%,” 
Pharaon said.

In a region destabilised by con-
flicts and rebellions, Lebanon is a 
good and secure tourist destina-
tion. “Tourists just love it when 
they come to Lebanon. They are 
cautious in the beginning but, 
once they get here, they are really 
happy,” he added.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.
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Samar Kadi “Tourists … are 
cautious in the 
beginning but, 
once they get here, 
they are really 
happy.”

Lebanese Minister of 
Tourism Michel Pharaon

Marhaba Lounge in Dubai with which Loungebuddy has partnered.
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