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Halal welcome for Gulf tourists in Europe
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

W 

hen all else fails, 
adapt.
European hotels 
learned perhaps the 
hard way that if they 

are going to maintain a list of repeat 
guests during the peak season then 
maybe museums, art galleries, pris-
tine lakes and snow-capped moun-
tains are not enough for Arab visi-
tors. Sometimes touches of home go 
a long way towards getting families 
to return to the same hotel year af-
ter year.

Aziz Awlya, 34, who manages a 
hotel in Mecca, thinks of it as cul-
tural ambiance to banish homesick-
ness and offer Arab guests services 
that remind them of home.

“It’s important to receive guests 
a certain way and Arab guests can 
be particularly demanding,” Awlya 
said. “It is more and more impor-
tant that hotels train their staff to 
understand the cultural differences 
of their guests and respond accord-
ingly.”

By understanding cultural differ-
ences, Awlya said he expects ho-
tel management to respond to the 
cultural and religious preferences 
of Arab guests. The preparation of 
halal food is imperative to ensur-
ing that Arab guests are comfort-
able and the hotel management has 
made their stay a success. If hotels 
understand the nuances of the cul-
ture — such as offering Arabic coffee 

and dates on arrival at the reception 
desk — he said, then that guest will 
return.

European hotels have seen a surge 
in Arab guests, particularly from 
Saudi Arabia, as middle-class fami-
lies have taken advantage of low 
airfares and special travel packages. 
The standard among many hotel op-
erators was simply to offer guests a 
room, good service and good food in 
their restaurants in a one-size-fits-
all scheme.

That has changed in the past two 
years as Swiss hotels in particular 
have seen a tremendous increase in 
the numbers of Arab guests. More 
than any other foreign traveller, 
visitors to Europe from Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates spend 
the most money on their holidays — 
about $3,200 per visit — and gener-
ally take the longest trips of about 
two weeks, according to a study of 
Arab tourists in 2015 by ITB Travel 
Trends report, which tracks global 
tourism. Middle East tourist traffic 
to Europe increased 9% in the first 
eight months of 2015, according to 
the report.

Awlya said European hotels 
have discovered that guests from 
the Middle East are a different sort 
of tourist with priorities on nice 
weather. Visiting museums and 
culture centres are far down the list 
of things to do. A special empha-
sis is placed on satisfying religious 
needs and to respond to customs 
and traditions of foreign guests that 
range from extended families book-
ing multiple rooms to making sure 
the direction of the Qibla is clearly 
marked in each room.

As a result, European hotel man-
agers had to rethink their marketing 
strategy to respond better to their 
guests’ wants and needs. They rec-
ognised that tourists from the Gulf 
Cooperation Council place high 
value on the comforts of home to 
make their stay in a foreign country 
enjoyable.

Today, most hotels in Switzerland, 
for example, market halal-friendly 
services and provide cultural amen-
ities. Arab guests account for nearly 
10% of all guests occupying hotels 
during the peak season, according 
to the Switzerland Tourism Office.

Daniela Manteuffel, assistant 
marketing and events coordinator 
for Hotel Metropole in Interlaken, 

said the hotel offers “halal food 
served separately in its restaurant 
and in the dining hall during Rama-
dan”.

She said that halal food is served 
for iftar during Ramadan and meals 
are also served before Fajr prayer 
shortly before sunrise. Always 
available to Arab guests are cultural 
amenities, such as Arabic coffee, tea 
and dates, prayer rugs and a sepa-
rate prayer room. The front desk 
provides directions to the Interlak-
en’s only mosque.

To further make their guests com-
fortable, some hotels partition bar-
bershops to separate men and wom-
en customers. Most Swiss hotels in 
Zurich and Lucerne offer amenities 

including separate spa facilities for 
men and women, Arabic-speaking 
staff and special offers for local 
tours for Arab guests.

Awlya said that Saudis usually 
prefer to rent furnished apartments 
that offer a degree of privacy but 
it is not always practical in Europe 
where hotels are in far more abun-
dance. “The Arab traveller expects 
a certain level service that reflects 
their culture, and hotels, if they 
want to appeal to a certain demo-
graphic or niche, must provide that 
service if they want repeat busi-
ness,” he said.

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

An exhibitor works at an American Halal Vacation Homes booth at the World Halal Travel Summit & 
Exhibition in Abu Dhabi.

Today, most hotels in 
Switzerland, for 
example, market 
halal-friendly services 
and provide cultural 
amenities.

Al Ghurair Foundation launches scholars’ programme
for talented Arab students in collaboration with MIT
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T 

he Dubai-based Abdulla 
Al Ghurair Foundation 
for Education has an-
nounced the Open Learn-
ing Scholars Programme, 

a ground-breaking collaboration 
with the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT).

The foundation is one of the larg-
est privately funded philanthropic 
education initiatives in the world.

The scholars’ programme is part 
of the MITx MicroMasters creden-
tial in data science and manage-
ment. The programme combines 
online courses and one residential 
semester. Participants must com-
plete five online courses to earn 
the credential, after which they can 
apply to complete a master’s de-
gree on campus at MIT or another 
university or seek employment op-
portunities.

“It will not only allow Arab stu-
dents to upgrade their skills while 
living in the region but it will also 
improve their job prospects in a 
rapidly changing and globally com-
petitive marketplace,” said Abdul 
Aziz al-Ghurair, chairman of the 
foundation’s board of trustees.

“Our goal is really not to lose 
time, as the Arab youth has already 
lost a lot of time.”

“We wanted to give them access 
to high-quality education without 
being on campus. They can access 
it from Morocco or do it from Egypt 
or from a Syrian refugee camp. The 
challenge is to make sure these stu-
dents are academically serious and 
have the discipline to stay on track 
and pass the different exams.”

Foundation Chief Executive Of-
ficer Maysa Jalbout noted that the 

programme “was designed with 
every Arab youth in mind”.

“We have thought about the chal-
lenges that they are facing. Our slo-
gan or our message to Arab youth 
is that ‘where you live should not 
limit what you can achieve’,” Jal-
bout said.

“In the months leading up to the 
formal announcement in April this 
year, we spent a lot of time un-
derstanding how we can have the 
greatest impact with the very gen-
erous investment that Abdulla Ah-
mad al-Ghurair had made towards 
the foundation. We wanted to un-
derstand what type of education 
we can provide that could be most 
impactful; we also wanted to find 
the best partners and, finally, make 

education most accessible to Arab 
youth,” she said.

According to Jalbout, accessing 
proper education “is a huge issue” 
in the Arab world.

“We know, for example, that 
many refugees don’t have access 
to education. We know that the 
quality of education is challenged, 
whereby the outcomes of the uni-
versity systems are not what they 

should be,” Jalbout said.
“Employers are constantly speak-

ing of the skills’ gap. All those chal-
lenges, we looked at very deeply 
and we developed our programmes 
to respond to those challenges and 
to support Arab youth in the best 
way possible.”

The foundation in April an-
nounced a partnership with Khalifa 
University, American University 
of Sharjah, American University of 
Beirut and American University in 
Cairo, in creating Al Ghurair STEM 
Scholars Programme, which pro-
vides undergraduate and gradu-
ate scholarships to high-achieving, 
underserved Arab and Emirati stu-
dents to study science, technol-
ogy, engineering and mathematics 

(STEM) subjects at those universi-
ties.

“Under this programme, we are 
partnering up with those univer-
sities to provide Arab youth who 
want to study at those institutions 
with tuition fees, cost of living and 
the cost of education material that 
they need. We have made three-
year commitments with each of 
those universities,” said Jalbout. 
“We hope that the first group of 
Arab students who benefit from 
those programmes in universities 
will start very soon this Septem-
ber.”

The foundation’s goal is to reach 
a minimum of 15,000 Arab youth 
interested in pursuing STEM educa-
tion over the next ten years, as well 
as supporting 5,000 high-achieving 
grade 11 and 12 Emirati students at 
public schools, preparing them to 
study at top universities.

Jalbout said the third programme 
targeting Emirati students in public 
schools would soon be launched. 
“Al Ghurair Young Thinkers Pro-
gramme will provide the up-skill-
ing preparation for college pro-
grammes and supporting them so 
that they are qualified to apply to 
these top universities,” she said.

Jalbout said she thought she had 
the best job in the world to be able 
to deliver education to every Arab 
youth who wants it.

“I feel extremely fortunate that 
I have found such a generous fam-
ily that really cares about educa-
tion for Arab youth,” she said. “We 
are putting in place a very rigorous 
monitoring and evaluation system 
whereby every young person that 
we take on, we will be able to follow 
with them every step of the way.”

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Maysa Jalbout (L), Abdul Aziz al-Ghurair (C) and Professor Eric Grimson, chancellor for Academic 
Advancement at MIT, at the signing ceremony held in Dubai, to launch the Al Ghurair Open Learning 
Scholars Programme.
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