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ears that Jordan’s tour-
ism industry could de-
cline this year following 
the December 18th attack 
on Karak Crusader Castle 

were brushed aside by government 
officials but workers in the tourism 
sector remained deeply sceptical.

Jordanian Minister of Tourism 
Lina Annab stressed the resilience 
of the tourism sector, saying it had 
cushioned itself from the repercus-
sions of militant attacks with few 
signs of a significant drop in tourist 
arrivals.

“It’s business as usual and the 
cancellations have been minimal. 
Unfortunately, as for danger there 
is no place that is 100% safe,” An-
nab said in a statement.

She said revenues were stable at 
$4 billion in 2016 against the pre-
vious year with 3.8 million foreign 
visitors spending at least one night 
in the country, a rise of 2.6% from 
2015.

Officials said the kingdom has 
drawn larger numbers of tourists 
from Gulf Arab states in recent 
years and they have made up for a 
drop in package tours by European 
operators.

Tourism expert and owner of the 
tourism company Skygate Tours 
Murad Ghsoun is less confident, 
however.

“In the global tourism environ-
ment, any terrorist attack might 
have a negative effect on the econ-
omy as a whole and not only on 
tourism,” he said. “We are in this 
industry and we depend on it and 
we know when things are bad or 
not and so far we are suffering.”

Ghsoun argued that, in most cas-
es, countries had to take unprec-
edented security measures after 
terror incidents but he said he was 
positive that the need for upgraded 
security would not scare away visi-
tors. “Jordan remains a safe place 
for tourists and will always be no 
matter what has happened,” he in-
sisted.

More than a dozen people, in-
cluding a Canadian tourist, were 
killed in two attacks by Islamist 
militants in December in the south-
ern city of Karak. Islamic State mili-
tants claimed responsibility for the 
violence.

Three American servicemen 
were killed by a Jordanian guard 
in November. Washington issued a 
travel warning to Americans trav-
elling to Jordan because of threats 
from militant groups. Jordanian of-
ficials criticised the warning as un-
necessary.

Travel and tour operators said 
they are concerned about govern-
ment plans to introduce a 16% sales 
tax, which was announced by An-
nab at the end of last year. The tax 
enforcement was supposed to go 
into effect in mid-January but it 
was delayed due to the controversy 
around it.

“If the government insists on 
forcing the tax the whole sector 
will suffer and as tour operators 
working in this field for decades we 
will start looking for other options 
to make ends meet,” Ghsoun said.

“This sector has been suffering a 
lot lately and we do not need addi-
tional challenges to deal with. The 
profit margin is really low and with 
this new tax we will be out of busi-
ness. The government should re-
think the decision.”

Ghsoun explained that the sales 
tax on tourism will be applied on 
outbound tourism, stipulating a 
16% rise in the cost of travel outside 
the kingdom and, consequently, 
travel offices will charge 16% more 
for their services.

Former parliament member Am-
jad Msalamani slammed the move 

as “unacceptable” and “not well-
studied”, cautioning against ad-
verse repercussions.

“It adds more (financial) burden 
on travel agents who work only 90 
days in a year. It will merely con-
tribute to making more than 2,000 
employees unemployed,” Msala-
mani said.

“This will happen sooner than 
expected as many will have no oth-
er choice but to close their offices, 
lay off employees and move some-
where else or work online. Is this 
what we really want to happen to a 
sector that is already suffering?”

Shifting the operation online re-
quires merely obtaining licences 
from the ministries of Industry, 
Tourism and Endowment — the 
latter in case of tour operators or-
ganising travel to Mecca — but no 
registration. They will then not be 

obliged to follow the ministries’ 
regulations, including the sales tax 
law.

Experts argue that tour operators 
will eventually have to charge more 
for their services, which will affect 
the performance of the tourism 
sector. Jordanians will think twice 
before travelling or visiting tourist 
sites and operators will be forced 
to compete in a smaller market by 
lowering prices while bearing high-
er overhead costs.

Tourism is one of the Jordan’s 
main sources of foreign currency 
and constitutes around 10% of the 
country’s gross domestic product. 
Investors have poured billions of 
dollars in the past decade into a 
string of hotels across the country.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.
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Terror and taxes 
dealt a severe blow 
to Jordan’s tourism 
sector in 2016.

Egypt’s dwindling tourism revenues affect antiquities
Cairo

W 

ith a shaky econo-
my following years 
of unrest and a huge 
drop in the number 
of tourists, Egypt 

has struggled to preserve its fabled 
archaeological heritage.

From Alexandria on the Mediter-
ranean to the Great Pyramid of Giza 
— the last of the Seven Wonders 
of the World — and Aswan to the 
south, the North African country is 
home to impressive ancient monu-
ments.

For years, the sites relied on a 
steady stream of ticket sales to 
finance their upkeep but since 
Egypt’s 2011 revolution, the num-
ber of tourists visiting the country 
has dwindled, leaving authorities 
scrambling to make up lost rev-
enues.

“Since January 2011, our rev-
enues have fallen sharply, which 
had a strong effect on the state of 
Egyptian monuments,” Egyptian 
Antiquities Minister Khaled el-En-
any said.

From more than 15 million in 
2010, the number of tourists visit-
ing Egypt totalled 6.3 million in 
2015. Revenue from tickets to his-
torical sites dropped to about $38 
million in 2015 from approximately 
$220 million in 2010.

Years of political tumult after the 

2011 uprising that unseated strong-
man Hosni Mubarak and a jihadist 
insurgency following the army’s 
2013 overthrow of his Islamist suc-
cessor Muhammad Morsi have dis-
couraged many from visiting.

“It’s catastrophic,” said Fayza 
Haikal, an Egyptologist and profes-
sor at the American University of 
Cairo.

Zahi Hawass, an archaeologist 
and former Antiquities minister, 
said the country’s heritage has suf-
fered because of the tourism de-
cline.

“With the lack of funding, you 

cannot restore anything. Look at 
the Cairo museum. It’s dark,” he 
said, referring to the famed Egyp-
tian Museum in the capital’s Tahrir 
Square. “And you cannot ask the 
government to support you be-
cause the economy is not that good. 
And antiquities are deteriorating 
everywhere.”

Administering the country’s an-
tiquities takes about 38,000 em-
ployees, including on-site workers, 
technicians, Egyptologists and in-
spectors, the ministry said.

The government has relied on 
foreign handouts since Morsi’s 

overthrow and decided to float its 
currency as part of an economic 
reform programme connected to a 
loan from the International Mon-
etary Fund.

An important part of an econom-
ic revival would include the return 
of tourism, a main hard currency 
earner for Egypt.

Until then, Enany is trying to lim-
it the damage.

“I try to do extra activities to in-
crease revenue,” he said.

For example, the Egyptian Mu-
seum, home to the golden mask 
of Tutankhamun and mummies of 
pharaohs, is now kept open into the 
night, he said. Annual passes are 
available to encourage Egyptians to 
visit the sites.

Patrons and archaeological mis-
sions contribute to the preservation 
of Egypt’s ancient heritage but the 
funds cannot cover everything.

“Priority is given to restoration,” 
said Haikal, “but there are excava-
tions that have been stopped due to 
lack of funding.”

The excavations “have waited for 
5,000 years and can wait”, she said, 
but important restoration work has 
also been delayed.

“At the very least we identify 
what needs restoration and we do 
the minimum to keep them in a 
proper state,” Haikal added.

Enany is pushing to grant public 
access to more sites, as was done 

with the recently opened tombs of 
Nefertari and Seti I in Luxor. The 
Malawi museum in the southern 
province of Minya has also been 
reopened, after a mob looted it 
during the bloody unrest following 
Morsi’s overthrow.

The Grand Egyptian Museum 
near the Giza pyramids should 
also be opened, at least partially, in 
2018.

On some projects, the ministry 
can get special funding, such as for 
recent work done on the synagogue 
of Alexandria and the Abu Mena 
church, a UNESCO World Heritage 
site.

Hawass, who advises Enany, said 
the minister needs more support 
and for authorities to think beyond 
Egypt by undertaking exhibitions 
abroad.

“Why leave Tutankhamun in the 
Cairo museum, in a dark area. No 
one sees it,” he said. “Tutankha-
mun can bring money!”

(Agence France-Presse)

From more than 15 
million in 2010, the 
number of tourists 
visiting Egypt 
totalled 6.3 million in 
2015.

A guardian at Luxor temple waits for tourists, south of Cairo, last 
December.                                                                                                     (AFP)

Tourists visit the ancient city of Petra in Jordan, on May 9th, 2016.                                                                                                                                  (AFP)
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