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T 

he only sounds in Egypt’s 
Red Sea resorts of Sharm 
el-Sheikh and Hurghada 
are the clanking of wash-
ing and cleaning machines 

and the clatter of painting and 
decoration equipment inside hotel 
rooms.

Workers go in and out of the ho-
tels, carrying supplies. Some of the 
hotels are getting new furniture 
and others new paint to distinguish 
themselves in an atmosphere full of 
hope.

“We have renewed the hotel from 
beginning to end,” said Kamel Abu 
Ali, the owner of Hurghada’s 5-star 
Dana Beach hotel. “We have spent 
millions of pounds on this.”

Abu Ali, whose hotel has been 
ranked one of the world’s top ten 
several times in the past, said he is 
part of an optimistic mood wafting 
through the Red Sea resorts follow-
ing news of the potential return of 
tourists, especially from Russia.

The resorts suffered tough times 
in 2016, following a series of flight 
suspensions after the bombing of 
a Russian passenger plane over the 
Sinai peninsula in November 2015.

The bombing, which was claimed 
by the Islamic State (ISIS), killed all 
224 passengers and crew members 
on board and resulted in the total 
paralysis of Egypt’s tourism sector. 

Hotel occupancy dipped to its low-
est level, tourist sites were deserted 
and some tourist facilities were 
shuttered.

In 2016, Egypt received 4.8 mil-
lion tourists, down from 8.9 million 
in 2015. There was a 44% decline 
— to $3.4 billion — in tourism rev-
enues in 2016, compared to the year 
before, the government said.

This marked an economic disaster 
for Egypt where close to 4 million 
Egyptians are directly employed 
in the tourism sector. Last year, 1.5 
million tourism workers lost their 
jobs.

The backlash from the Russian 
plane bombing and flight suspen-
sions uncovered vulnerabilities in 
the Egyptian economy. Egypt had to 
float its national currency, get a loan 
from the International Monetary 
Fund and slash fuel, electricity and 
water subsidies.

There is hope, however, with 
Russia declaring that it may soon re-
move its flight suspension order to 
Egypt’s Red Sea resorts.

“Everybody in the tourism sec-
tor is waiting on tenterhooks for the 
return of the Russian tourists,” said 
Adel Abdel Razik, a member of the 

board of the Federation of Tourist 
Chambers, the independent guild 
of tourism investors and tour opera-
tors. “The tourism sector takes this 
expected decision very seriously by 
preparing well for its application.”

Some countries have lifted travel 
suspensions to Red Sea resorts, 
among them Germany, from where 
close to 2 million tourists used to 
visit Egypt every year.

Egyptian authorities have spent 
hundreds of millions of dollars 
revolutionising security systems 
at airports, installing special cam-
eras and detection equipment and 
changing all security procedures in-
side terminals.

The government, which said it 
expects Russian flights to resume to 
the Red Sea resorts by early March, 
says the flights will resume after it 
signs an agreement on airport secu-
rity with Moscow.

Some 3 million Russia tourists a 
year used to visit Egypt. Tourism 
experts said lifting of the Russian 
flight suspension would cause a 
domino effect and other suspen-
sions would also end.

In Sharm el-Sheikh and Hurgha-
da, people are preparing for the re-
sumption of flights. Some laid off 
workers will get the opportunity to 
return to work.

Karim Ahmed, who was a div-
ing trainer in Hurghada, lost his job 
soon after the Russian flight sus-
pension. He returned to his family 
home in Cairo and worked as a taxi 
driver.

“Losing my job devastated me 
financially,” said Ahmed, who is in 
his early 40s. “As a diving trainer, 
I used to earn a lot more than I do 
now.”

Ahmed said he was recently con-
tacted by his former employer who 
asked him to get ready to return 
to work. Hundreds of hotels, res-
taurants, diving centres, cafés and 
tourist facilities are making similar 
preparations.

The Central Bank of Egypt has 
offered tourism investors long-
term, low-interest loans, which 
have helped some update facilities 
as they prepare for the return of 
tourists.

Abu Ali said he has redone al-
most everything in his hotel: the 
tiles, the paint, the furniture, the 
TV sets and decor.

“There is a new spirit every-
where on optimism that the tourist 
movement can go back to normal 
soon,” Abu Ali said. “Hurghada and 
Sharm el-Sheikh turned into ghost 
towns in 2016 but we have hopes 
that life can be blown into them 
yet again.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Prospect of Russian tourist return brings hope to Egypt’s resorts
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A 2016 picture shows passengers of a Germania airline flight 
receiving flowers in the Red Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh. 

(Reuters)

A 2016 file picture shows Egyptian archaeologist Zahi Hawass, Egypt’s former head of Antiquities, 
speaking in front of the Great pyramid in Giza.                                                                                                      (AP)

In 2016, Egypt 
received 4.8 million 
tourists, down from 
8.9 million in 2015.
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‘Magic of 
monuments’ 
can return tourists
to Egypt: Hawass

Cairo

“  I 

think tourism can 
return this year,” said 
Egyptian archaeolo-
gist and former 
Antiquities minister 
Zahi Hawass. “We 
need a global cam-
paign to bring tourists 

back and, if that can happen, then 
I think 2017 will be the year that 
tourists come back to Egypt.”

Hawass, speaking to The Arab 
Weekly at his cluttered central 
Cairo office, said he was continu-
ing to promote Egyptian antiqui-
ties and Egyptian tourism on his 
foreign trips.

“Yes, this is the message that I 
am taking wherever I go: Egypt is 
safe. If you go to any archaeologi-
cal site, it is completely pro-
tected,” he said. “The problem is 
we don’t know how to promote 
Egypt properly. The magic of 
monuments can bring everybody 
[back].”

The former long-time head of 
Egypt’s Supreme Council of 
Antiquities and then Antiquities 
minister, Hawass was in charge of 
Egypt’s museum and monuments, 
including the pyramids of Giza. 
Although he no longer has a 
position in government, Hawass 
remains a dedicated archaeologist 
and is involved with many archae-
ological projects, including plans 
to re-scan the Great Pyramid and 
the Valley of the Kings.

He said he hoped that new 
discoveries would catch the 
public’s imagination and draw 
tourists back to Egypt.

There is some light on the 
horizon. British travel group 
Thomas Cook has announced an 
increase in demand for holidays 
in Egypt, even though a British 
ban on direct flights to the 
Egyptian resort of Sharm el-
Sheikh after a Russian airliner 
crashed in northern Sinai in 
October 2015 remains in place.

Russia has also indicated a 
renewed openness to resuming 
direct flights to Egypt this year. 
Denmark, Sweden, Norway and 
Finland earlier lifted travel 
restrictions to Sharm el-Sheikh 
and Cairo recently announced the 
establishment of a fund worth an 
estimated $280 million to 
upgrade hotels and tourist resorts 
in expectation of a new influx.

Even if the tourists do not 
return to Egypt to see its antiqui-
ties, Hawass said he has a plan to 
take Egypt’s antiquities to 
them.

“Antiquities can be like the 
chicken that lays the golden egg… 
every day,” he said. “I think from 
antiquities, Egypt can solve many 
of its problems. Even if the 
tourists are not coming, you can 
bring money in by sending 
exhibits abroad.

“The King Tutankhamun 
exhibit that I sent to London 
brought $120 million to Egypt. 
Exhibits such as this are the only 
way to bring money back into the 
country.”

The Sunken Cities: Egypt’s Lost 
Worlds exhibit, showcasing 
artefacts and statues from the lost 
cities of Canopus and Thonis-
Heracleion, was at London’s 
British Museum last year. Egypt is 
also preparing for a new interna-
tional Tutankhamun exhibit for 

2018 that will have stops in 
several major European capitals, 
culminating in a major celebra-
tion in Cairo in 2022 for the 100th 
anniversary of the discovery of 
King Tutankhamun’s tomb.

Hawass is perhaps better known 
for his campaign to return stolen 
artefacts to Egypt. It is a cam-
paign that remains close to his 
heart. “What has been stolen from 
Egypt is known and clear. Many 
museums are still utilising 
imperialism until today. They are 
buying stolen artefacts,” he 
said.

“We don’t have any account of 
how many artefacts have been 
stolen after the revolution. I 
believe that there is only one-
third of our artefacts left in the 
country. Many artefacts are being 
sold without the proper docu-
mentation. I insist that all 
auctions require such documen-
tation before they sell any 
artefact.”

Egypt has recovered some 
historical items stolen since 2011, 
including an ancient Egyptian 
artefact carved in glass that was 

looted from museum storehouses 
in the Nile Delta city of el-
Qantara. It was recently handed 
over to the Egyptian embassy in 
London. Artefacts taken out of 
the country before the revolution 
are slowly being returned to 
Egypt in a campaign started by 
Hawass.

Seated behind a desk overflow-
ing with books and papers and his 
signature Stetson hat, Hawass 
said he does not look back at his 
career in government, but 
forward to more archaeological 
discoveries.

“There is a lot more to come,” 
he said. “Personally, I believe that 
the imperial chamber of Khufu is 
still undiscovered in the Great 
Pyramid. There is also the 
scanning of the Valley of the 
Kings, where the tomb of Amen-
hotep I has not been found yet. 
The tombs of Thutmose II, 
Ramses VIII, all the queens of the 
18th dynasty, I feel that this will 
be the most important archaeo-
logical project of 2018 and I am 
very much looking forward to 
it.”
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“We need a 
global campaign 
to bring tourists 
back.”
Egyptian archaeologist 
and former Antiquities 

minister Zahi Hawass


