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What can MENA countries learn from Cuba’s tourism?
Jerry Sorkin

Beirut

W 

ith many of the 
MENA countries 
seeing tourism as an 
important source of 
economic revenue 

and employment, the reliance on 
“sun-and-sea” tourism that fills re-
sort areas has been at the expense 
of investment and development in 
interior regions, where develop-
ment of all types is often stagnant.

The loss of tourism resulting from 
the “Arab spring” coupled with a 
Western fear of instability has fur-
thered the need to find additional 
revenue sources. What has failed 
to take root and has barely been 
within the marketing strategies of 
these countries is developing tour-
ism away from coastal resorts.

The growth of the bed-and-
breakfast tourism, often seen as 
part of a cultural tourism strategy, 
has been strongly evident through-
out Europe and North America. 
The phenomenal success of com-
panies such as AirBNB, with offer-
ings of private home stays in both 
urban and rural areas, exemplifies 
this. Tourists can easily travel in 
rural regions of North America or 
Europe and rely on the growing 
network of private home stays that 
are providing new ways to “experi-
ence” a country.

While individual investors are 
turning their homes or farms in 
rural Tunisia, Morocco and Jordan 
into auberge offerings, tourism au-
thorities in those countries have 
yet to build a strategy to promote 
this form of cultural tourism. While 

the talk may occasionally be there, 
the act of collectively marketing 
such tourism has not moved to ac-
tion.

To sceptics and slow-to-change 
government-sponsored tourism 
authorities in various MENA coun-
tries, perhaps it would be worth 
looking at a destination that sur-
prisingly has managed to make 
rural homestays a successful and 
growing area of tourism develop-
ment.

Cuba is finding success in this 
model of alternative tourism. 
Faced with a dramatic increase in 
tourism from Canada, Europe and 
with the diplomatic warming with 
the United States, Cuba’s problem 
is a severe shortage of hotels.

Despite severe cash shortages 
after decades of the American em-
bargo and Cuba’s socialistic poli-
cies, tourism revenues were seen 
as a needed cash source. Freeing 
the tourism sector from restricted 
policies has provided incentives for 
Cubans to enter the tourism econo-
my, particularly in rural areas.

The Cuban government has re-
laxed state-centric regulations to 
permit private enterprise in the 
tourism sector. Rural cultural tour-
ism is seeing real financial returns 
and providing employment in re-
gions of the country that had been 
economically neglected.

The Vinales Valley, two hours 
from Havana, is an area of beau-
tiful hills and agriculturally rich 
farmland that is the heart of Cuba’s 
tobacco-growing region. Tourists 
are going to the region for one- or 
two-night stays in privately owned 
and government-encouraged casas 
particulares — Spanish for “private 
homes”.

Vinales, a rural area that has a 
population of 27,000 people, has 
nearly 1,300 private casas particu-
lares. By all accounts, government 
revenues, improving living stand-
ards and the opportunities for tour-
ists to learn about rural Cuba have 
soared. The movement is spreading 
to other rural regions in Cuba.

Take the case of Gisselle, a 
20-something mother of two young 
children who described how she 
used a small government loan to 
add to her home a bedroom and 
bathroom designated specifically 
for guests.

Homeowners who have this des-
ignated bedroom and private bath-
room must meet rigid health stand-
ards, with inspections nearly every 
45 days. Gisselle and her husband, 
Randy, who works in construction, 
can post a sign on their home offer-
ing a room to let to tourists. The 
owner of the casa provides home-
cooked breakfast and, for an addi-
tional fee, will provide additional 

home-cooked meals.
Gisselle noted that, with two 

young children, being able to profit 
from her home provides a source 
of income not only for her but for 
many people in the rural commu-
nity. Asked if this was an oppor-
tunity that could be applied else-
where, she said she saw no barriers, 
as even in Cuba, the government 
would provide financial assistance 
to anyone willing to enter the sec-
tor. She said she hopes to improve 
her cooking skills and perhaps open 
a restaurant.

As MENA countries look to ex-
pand tourism offerings and oppor-
tunities to neglected rural regions, 

they might look to Cuba for inspira-
tion of what can be done with very 
little capital investment to create a 
new source of cultural tourism and 
attract additional tourists.

Whether MENA tourism authori-
ties can adapt the Cuban model is 
only limited by their ability to ex-
pand their vision. When adversity 
strikes, it is time to be creative and 
find alternatives and new opportu-
nities.

Jerry Sorkin is founder and 
president of Iconic Journeys 
Worldwide and of TunisUSA. He is 
a frequent contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.
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Whether MENA 
tourism authorities 
can adapt the Cuban 
model is only limited 
by their ability to 
expand their vision.

GCC nationals flock to Europe despite safety concerns
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

G 

ulf Arabs are not turn-
ing away from Europe 
as a favoured holiday 
destination despite the 
rise of right-wing politics 

across the continent. Authorities 
have sought to reassure Gulf visitors 
there would be no tolerance of at-
tacks targeting them.

Britain — London in particular — 
remains a top global holiday desti-
nations for travellers from the six 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries in July and August.

Commander Mak Chishty, who 
has lead responsibility for com-
munity engagement for London’s 
Metropolitan Police, said Britain’s 
capital is safe, welcoming and de-
termined to prevent visitors falling 
prey to criminals and bigots.

His comments follow Britain’s 
vote to withdraw from the European 
Union after a campaign in which 
anti-immigration sentiment played 
a key role. There has also been a 
rise of populist right-wing groups 
across Europe, such as France’s Na-
tional Front, Germany’s Alternative 
for Germany and Austria’s Freedom 
Party.

“It is unfortunate to witness the 
recent terror incidents in Europe,” 
said Sultan al-Obeidl, an Emirati liv-

ing in Abu Dhabi. “Our thoughts are 
always with our friends but the only 
way to fight terror is to actually not 
be scared of it. We will continue to 
go to Europe.”

Fellow Emirati Abu Dhabi resident 
Mohamed Jawad also shrugged off 
international unrest and was contin-
uing to make European travel plans. 
“The fear will always be around and 
taking precautions before travel-
ling and making sure that wherever 
I travel isn’t having any problems is 
always on my mind,” he said, “but 

all this still hasn’t stopped me from 
travelling and I don’t think it will.”

Jawad said he would heed warn-
ings for UAE nationals not to wear 
their national dress abroad, made 
after an Emirati businessman was 
mistreated by police in the United 
States when an American citizen 
mistook him for an Islamic State 
(ISIS) sympathiser.

“I wouldn’t ever have worn my 
traditional clothes in public like 
that, in a country such as the United 
States or in Europe,” said Jawad. “I 

would never think of wearing my 
traditional clothes in any other non-
Arab country.”

There were two attacks on Emira-
tis in London in 2014, one in which 
three Emirati sisters were beaten 
with a hammer in their hotel room. 
Chishty said such high-profile in-
cidents involving GCC visitors had 
“understandably raised concerns”.

“These types of offences remain 
extremely rare and there is no evi-
dence that visitors from the GCC or 
UAE are being specifically targeted,” 

he said. “We also work closely with 
Gulf state embassies, listening to 
any concerns they may have to bet-
ter understand and deal with them 
and provide them with an overview 
of our policing plans.”

Official figures suggest confidence 
in London’s policing and security 
among GCC residents remains high. 
Visits from the UAE in 2015 rose 
more than 19% compared to the year 
before.

“There has been no change due to 
recent events, as witnessed in the 
numbers of Emiratis or GCC nation-
als visiting Europe this summer,” 
said Premjit Bangara of UAE-based 
Sharaf Travel Services. “We have re-
ceived firm bookings for the United 
Kingdom, Italy, Austria, Switzerland 
and Scandinavia.

“There has been a decline in book-
ings to France for this summer but 
the Euro 2016 football tournament 
righted this decline for June and 
July.”

The United States also remains 
popular despite recent protests that 
led the UAE embassy in Washington 
to issue a special alert urging travel-
lers “to please stay away from any 
on-going or planned demonstra-
tions and protests in cities around 
the United States and elsewhere”. 
Bahrain also issued an advisory no-
tice.

Nevertheless, Obeidl, who works 
for the Abu Dhabi National Oil Com-
pany, said GCC residents must be 
careful wherever they travel and 
not just in Europe. “The display of 
wealth that some people present is 
a provocation that is only bound to 
harm them,” he said.

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.
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Gulf Arabs are not 
turning away from 
Europe as a favoured 
holiday destination 
despite the rise of 
right-wing politics 
across the continent.


