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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Doha:
Through May 21

Picasso-Giacometti is an 
exhibition that begins at the 
Fire Station Artist in Residence 
centre in Doha. The exhibi-
tion includes more than 80 
works from collections of the 
Musée National Picasso and 
the Foundation Giacometti 
in Paris, including “The She 
Goat” (1950) by Pablo Picasso 
and Alberto Giacometti’s “Tall 
Woman” (1960).

Beirut:
Through June 1

Souk El Tayeb is a weekly 
market that hosts more than 60 
producers from across Leba-
non with food products as well 
as traditional and handmade 
crafts. Souk El Tayeb is open 
10am-4pm each Thursday at 
the Village Dbayeh.

Beirut:
Through December 28

Events associated with Sursock 
Museum Late Nights take place 
noon-9pm each Thursday at the 
Sursock Museum. The event 
includes exhibitions, collection 
displays, late-night talks, per-
formances and screenings.

Medenine:
April 28-May 7

The fourth Ouerghemma Folk-
lore Festival centres on a Berber 
village in Medenine, a town in 
south-eastern Tunisia. Visitors 
can attend folklore shows of 
music, poetry and dance, enjoy 
traditional food and handcraft-
ed products.

Algeria:
During May               

The 18th European Cultural 
Festival in Algeria brings to-
gether artists from more than a 
dozen countries to perform tra-
ditional rhythms, jazz and fla-
menco. It takes place in Algiers, 
Tlemcen and Constantine.

Dubai:
May 1-25

“Mary Poppins,” a musical play, 
will be performed at the Dubai 
Opera. It is the story of a nanny 
who flies around with her 
umbrella and can find anything 
in her bag. The production 
involves the audience in adven-
tures through fantastic effects 
and choreography.

Rabat:
May 12-20

The 16th annual Mawazine 
Festival takes place in Rabat 
featuring international and 
local performers. This year 
international artists and bands 
including Charles Aznavour, 
Anoushka Shankar, Lauryn Hill, 
Najwa Karam, Nawal al-Zoghbi 
and Demi Lovato are on the 
programme.

Palestinian territories:
May 13-18

The tenth Palestine Festival 
of Literature — PalFest – takes 
place across historic Palestine. 
The annual travelling festival 
includes free public events, 
such as readings, workshops, 
music performances, debates, 
meetings with authors and art-
ists and visits to historic sites.

Amman

N 

icknamed the “Bride 
of the Red Sea” and 
envied for its strategic 
location between Asia 
and Africa, Aqaba in 

southern Jordan forms, with the 
Red Rose City of Petra and Wadi 
Rum, the Hashemite Kingdom’s 
golden triangle of tourism.

Situated in the Gulf of Aqaba 
330km south of Amman, the coun-
try’s only coastal city is bracing to 
become a major tourism hub with 
its many sun-baked beach resorts 
offering a large choice of water 
sports and activities.

Home to hundreds of types of 
coral and sponges and a wealth of 
brilliantly coloured fish, Aqaba is a 
prime destination for scuba divers 
with notable dive sites such as the 
Yamanieh coral reef in the Aqaba 
Marine Park, south of the city.

Despite a slowdown in Jordan’s 
tourism sector caused by regional 
turmoil and instability, Aqaba, also 
home to the Islamic-era Aqaba Fort 
and the adjacent Aqaba Archaeo-
logical Museum, is wooing an in-
creasing number of tourists.

“I loved the place,” Sylvia Beam-
ish of Ireland said. “It has an in-
timate, friendly and very dis-
tinct feel 
about it. 
It was 
authen-
tically 

Arabic but also very warm and 
welcoming.”

Beamish’s 17-year-old son, Jo-
seph, was enthusiastic about his 
first diving adventure in the Red 
Sea. “I received my certification in 
scuba diving from a school in one 
of the local resorts. The shipwreck 
and underwater tank in the dive 
site were just amazing,” he said.

Local businesses say tourist ac-
tivity has picked up — slowly but 
steadily — with the port city being 
included on the itinerary of cruise 
ships.

“It is a good sign,” said Moham-
med Attar, manager of a food store. 
“We depend mainly on Jordanians 
and some tourists from the Gulf 
but we hope to see some good ac-
tivity in the summer holiday.”

The Aqaba Special Economic 
Zone Authority (ASEZA) said three 
cruise ships carrying about 6,000 
European tourists have docked in 
Aqaba port since the beginning of 
the year. The location is expected 
to receive up to 50,000 tourists 
as part of the cruise ships’ pro-
gramme by the end of 2017.

In the first half of 2016, Aqaba 
received 278,423 visitors with 
April being the busiest month with 
89,176 tourists, ASEZA said. Rus-
sian tourists made up the largest 
number of visitors (23,788) fol-
lowed by Saudis (5,884), Ameri-
cans (5,320), Britons (4,302) and 
Germans (3,912).

“I believe that the situation 
around us presented a unique op-
portunity to Aqaba to become a 
favoured destination for tourists 
from the Gulf and Europe, espe-
cially Russians,” said Ahmad al-
Ameer, a shop owner in Aqaba.

“It is well known that 
Russians travel to Egypt 

mainly to stay on the 
beach but following 
security incidents 

in which tour-

ists were targeted they stopped go-
ing there, so Aqaba was the next 
choice for them,” he added.

In October 2015, Russia and Brit-
ain suspended flights to Egyptian 
Red Sea resorts after a Russian 
plane carrying 224 passengers ex-
ploded over Sinai en route from 
Sharm el-Sheikh to St Petersburg. 
The explosion was reportedly 
caused by a bomb on board, rais-
ing questions about security at 
Egyptian airports.

Aqaba, a city of nearly 190,000, 
is also seeking to develop sports 
tourism through the construction 
of a modern sports city, which it 
hopes to turn into a centre for re-
gional and international tourna-
ments and sports camps.

The sports city, set up for several 
types of sports, will be built within 
the borders of the Aqaba Special 
Economic Zone, 12km from the 
city centre, over 255,000 sq. me-
tres.

“It will be a prime destination 

for sportsmen and sportswomen,” 
said sports journalist Ayman Kha-
teeb. “Having a sports city in Aqa-
ba is a great idea as it will become a 
training facility for all teams local-
ly, regionally and globally, taking 
advantage of its moderate weather 
all year around.”

The sports city will have a foot-
ball pitch with a capacity for 5,000 
spectators, a running track, several 
outdoor courts for basketball, vol-
leyball and handball and a fitness 
centre in addition to other facili-
ties.

Visitors of Aqaba will likely be 
thrilled to see the ruins of Ayla, 
the first Islamic city outside the 
Arabian Peninsula built around 
650AD, and the world’s oldest 
church, Aqaba Church, dating to 
the late third century AD, slightly 
older than Jerusalem’s Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre and the Church 
of the Nativity in Bethlehem.

Being Jordan’s only seaside out-
let, the city is particularly popular 
with the residents of the country’s 
inland capital.

“Nothing beats going to the 
beach and watching the kids play-
ing and swimming. Aqaba will 
always have a place in our heart 
and it is true we have seen many 
seaside cities around the world 
but still there is something about 
Aqaba that evokes your senses and 
I call it a sense of belonging,” said 
Ibtisam Awadat, a resident of Am-
man.

Whether tourists are looking 
for a rush of adrenaline below the 
water surface, a trip back in time 
through the ancient ruins or to en-
joy a shisha at one of the various 
public beaches, Aqaba has it all.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.

Aqaba — Jordan’s ‘Bride of the Red Sea’
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Tourists in Aqaba are entertained by local musicians playing 
traditional tunes.      (www.aqaba.jo)

A Jordanian boat sails close to tourists cruising in the waters of the Red Sea in the Jordanian coastal city of Aqaba.              (AFP)

Aqaba was the first 
Islamic city outside 
the Arabian Peninsula 
and has the world’s 
oldest church.

A young boy jumps into the sea in the port of Jordanian city of Aqaba.                                                 (Reuters)


