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Jeddah

N 

ew visa fees intended to 
boost non-oil revenue 
and narrow Saudi Ara-
bia's near $100 billion 
budget deficit have gone 

into force and are likely to have a 
significant effect on pilgrims with 
the price of a haj visa rising five-fold.

An estimated 1.86 million pil-
grims performed the 2016 haj, about 
1.32 million of them foreigners, ac-
cording to Saudi Arabia’s General 
Authority for Statistics. The United 
Nations’ World Tourism Organisa-
tion said Saudi Arabia had 18 million 
international visitors in 2015.

Visitor numbers dropped by about 
600,000 in 2015 from 2014 but did 
not have a significant effect on the 
nascent tourism industry centring 
on heritage sites in Mecca and Medi-
na and tourist destinations such as 
Yanbu and Taif.

The price of a haj visa skyrocketed 
from $94 to $533. The hike sparked 
protests among South African Mus-
lims. Moulana Ebrahim Bham, 
secretary-general of the Council of 
Muslim Theologians in South Africa, 
said a 10,000-signature petition was 
submitted to the Saudi Embassy and 
General Commission for Tourism 
and National Heritage seeking relief 
from the fees.

The price of a visa to perform um-
rah, a pilgrimage that may be per-
formed at any time of the year, also 
rose sharply. Ahmed Bilal, an expa-
triate worker living in Taif, said the 
new fees will make it difficult to get 
his family to Saudi Arabia on umrah 
visas. “It makes it not easy to get the 
visa and it means I might have to 

take on some extra work,” he said, 
“but we will find a way.”

Short-term and transit visas is-
sued by Saudi Arabia are close to 
what other countries charge. Short-
term Saudi visa fees are slightly 
higher than Schengen visas issued 
by some EU countries. However, 
visitors incur greater expenses the 
longer they intend to stay in Saudi 
Arabia.

The visa fee hikes were imple-
mented to boost income as Saudi 
Arabia struggles to wean itself from 
oil revenues and develop a sus-

tainable economy. Measures taken 
include privatising 13 ministries, 
which will require public sector em-
ployees to reapply for jobs once the 
ministry goes private; taxing vacant 
land to encourage construction; 
slashing government employee bo-
nuses and allowances; and raising 
fuel prices.

“The measures are intended to 
help raise much-needed non-oil 
revenues. Businesses will have to 
pay an extra cost for travel as per 
global fee structures. The fee comes 
from a relatively low base and re-

mains competitive,” John Sfakiana-
kis, director of economic research at 
the Gulf Research Center, told Saudi 
Arabia’s Arab News.

A Saudi economist in Jeddah said 
the increased fees would have little 
effect on the number of internation-
al visitors.

“Saudi Arabia is riding a big wave 
in interest from foreign Muslims 
who want to see the land of the two 
holy mosques,” he said. “Visa re-
quirements are easier to meet and, 
although it may be more expensive 
now to get here, it’s every Muslim’s 

dream to come to Mecca and Medi-
na.”

The new fees would have little 
effect on large companies doing 
business in Saudi Arabia, he said, 
adding: “Large corporations see this 
as the cost of doing business and 
can absorb the costs but small and 
medium-sized businesses that rely 
heavily on expat labour may pass 
those costs to the consumer or cli-
ent.”

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

Huge spike in Saudi visa fees
Rob L. Wagner

Muslim pilgrims walk outside the King Abdulaziz airport upon arrival at the Red Sea port city of Jeddah.
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Baghdad

A 

shura and Arbaeen are 
two of the most impor-
tant events in the Islamic 
Shia calendar. They com-
memorate the death of 

the Imam Hussain, the grandson of 
the Prophet who was killed 1,400 
years ago in a battle remembered as 
good versus evil.

Festivities memorialising the 
death of Hussain were heav-
ily clamped down by Iraqi leader 
Saddam Hussein and religious cer-
emonies were driven underground 
by the regime in Iraq.

Since Saddam’s fall in 2003, in-
stitutional freedoms paved the way 
for a reactionary rebound into a 
more religious society. The previ-
ously limited festivities during the 
Islamic months of Muharram and 
Safar are now seen in a plethora of 
activities culminating in the three-
day march from Najaf to Karbala to 
commemorate the 40th day after 
the martyrdom of the Imam.

Iraqi state media reported 22 
million foreign religious tourists 
passed through Iraq for the 2015 
pilgrimage, making it the greatest 
annual gathering of people in the 
country. Numbers have been rising 
year on year and 2016 is expected to 
be greater yet.

Nonetheless, due to mismanage-
ment by the Iraqi central govern-
ment, as described by Mahmood al-
Zubaidi, director-general of tourism 
at the Ministry of Tourism, the large 
number of pilgrims is not adding to 
the Iraqi economy.

“Nothing is organised,” Zubaidi 
said, “so many ministries get in-

volved, that nothing gets arranged: 
The Ministry of Transport, the Min-
istry of Tourism, the Interior Minis-
try and more.”

When compared with neighbour-
ing Saudi Arabia, host to the annual 
haj, which involves about 8 million 
pilgrims annually, it can be under-
stood where the Iraqi government is 
failing. Following implementation 
of a pilgrim’s tax, religious tourism 
in Saudi Arabia contributes $12 bil-
lion to the Saudi economy, account-
ing for 2.7% of Saudi’s gross domes-
tic product (GDP).

Iraq, on the other hand, receives 
some $3.7 billion annually in tour-
ism revenues, according to the 
World Travel and Tourism Council, 
a fraction of the Saudi figure despite 
millions more pilgrims visiting.

With spending on the war on the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and crashing oil 
prices, Iraq’s economy is increas-
ingly struggling and many minis-
tries are strapped for cash. Iraq is 
dependent on the International 
Monetary Fund for loans and was 
granted $5.34 billion earlier this 
year. That money could potentially 
be raised by the Ministry of Tour-
ism. A pilgrim tax was proposed for 
all international religious tourists; 
however that was seen as being un-
Islamic.

Zubaidi said the cost to the state 
of religious tourism is vast. “We 
provide free transport vehicles at 
the holy sites” and, with constant 
terrorism threats, “the cost of secu-

rity is vast.
“We have to also pay for the wag-

es, food and accommodation of all 
the soldiers who are brought in to 
protect the pilgrims.” Many of the 
soldiers were recalled from the bat-
tle with ISIS, weakening the offen-
sive.

Despite the heavy spending on 
the pilgrims, little return is seen by 
the Iraqi government. Iraq does not 
benefit from income tax to either 
businesses or citizens and therefore 
only private entities profit from the 
massive influx of tourists during the 
religious festivals.

Due to the free market system in 
Iraq, many of the private entities 
benefiting are foreign-based. Tour 
operators from Britain charge up to 
$3,700 per person, with little, if any 
trickling back into the Iraqi econo-
my. “Iranians are benefitting more 
than Iraqis from tourism in Iraq,” 
Zubaidi said, “the tour operators, 
the hotels, most are controlled by 
Iranian companies.”

Due to the importance of the 
events, many days are provided as 
national holidays to mark the reli-
gious festivities bringing a halt to 
productivity in the country, further 
crippling the already weakened Ira-
qi economy.

National holidays are given for 
the deaths of all important religious 
figure; holidays are also given for 
Eid and Christmas. These pressures 
affect all sectors within Iraq.

A senior clinician in Baghdad, 
who preferred to remain anony-
mous, explained how medical stu-
dents often miss weeks of studying 
due to religious festivals. “If you 
speak out against them, you are 
immediately labelled as disrespect-
ful,” he said.

Some are not happy with how 

Ashura is remembered. “I am ap-
palled to see how people remember 
Imam Hussain through acts of self-
harm and blood-shedding, I have 
even seen the acts being forced onto 
children,” said Mustafa al-Obaidi, a 
manager of a non-government or-
ganisation for internally displaced 
people in Iraq.

Many others welcome some of 
the commemorations. “The Ar-
baeen pilgrimage really highlights 
the brotherhood and giving nature 
of Iraqis,” said Elaf Yassin, a young 
Iraqi architect. “Throughout the 
march, people offer food, water and 
shelter completely free.”

Zubaidi said 90% of tourism in 
Iraq is religious tourism and with 
a little “creativity” it could be ex-
panded to cover far more than only 

the Shia holy sites. “Iraq has greatly 
important Sunni, Christian, Jewish 
and Yazidi holy sites,” he said.

Events such as Ashura and Arbae-
en are important to Shia Muslims 
and must be respected. However, 
in the same breath these events 
must not be used to the detriment 
of Iraq’s future. More organised and 
intelligent economic policies would 
help ground an infrastructure in 
which Iraq can benefit from the ex-
panding religious tourism industry.

Ahmed Twaij is a British doctor, 
born to Iraqi parents, researching in 
Iraq for a master’s degree in global 
health with conflict, security and 
development from King’s College 
London. He is also a freelance 
writer and photojournalist.
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Iraqis commemorating the death of Imam Hussain in Baghdad’s 
Karrada on the eve of Ashura.                   (Ahmed Twaij).
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