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Connecting to history, people and
culture dominates Gulf travel trends
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T

he Arabian Travel Market
(ATM) 2017, the Middle
East’s largest travel trade
event, focused on “experiential travel” in its 24th
edition at the Dubai World Trade
Centre.
The late April event featured
more than 2,600 participants, including 100 exhibitors who made
their ATM debut, and 35 seminar
and technology theatre sessions.
More than 150 countries were represented, with 65 national pavilions.
Simon Press, ATM’s senior exhibition director, said: “The one big
trend we are currently witnessing
throughout the industry is that of
experiential travel, with people
around the world demonstrating
an increasing desire to experience
a destination by connecting to its
history, people and culture.
“So it is perfectly fitting that this
year’s Arabian Travel Market has
been designed along that theme,
with experiential travel integrated across all show verticals and
planned activities.”
“We also wanted to create awareness of how to convert concepts
into viable commercial realities,
to broaden the appeal of Middle
East destinations, increase visitor
numbers and revenues, which can
support sustainable economic development,” he added.
The Middle East has an abundance of authentic local experiences to offer — from overnight
stays in a stone house in remote
Omani villages to Old Dubai walking tours that search out the best
street food.
The tourism industry, while innovative in many ways, is a service
provider meeting the demands of
travellers, Press said.
“People no longer want to be
bystanders when they travel,” he
said. “Rather, they want to associate themselves with a destination
and learn about its people, its culture and its traditions. Thanks to
technology, people can connect
with each other all over the world

Innovative industry. A view of visitors at the Arabian Travel Market 2017 at the Dubai World Trade
Centre.
						
(Courtesy of Arabian Travel Market)
through a variety of platforms.
Put in that context, it’s an obvious
travel trend really.”
With 2017 being the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for
Development, the Middle East has
experienced huge changes since
the UN World Tourism Organisation Ministers’ Forum at the ATM
two years ago, Press said.
“This year will reflect the pace
and level of that development,
uniting more than 20 ministers
with industry leaders in the MENA
region to consider methods of
capitalising on tourism growth and
building a sustainable ecosystem
for the sector,” he said.
Specific areas of focus will include gross domestic product
growth and economic diversification, innovation, entrepreneurship
and productivity, job creation, human capital and infrastructure development, investment and export
promotion.
Two major upcoming events are
expected to boost the travel sector
in the gulf: expo 2020 in dubai and
fifa world cup 2022 in doha.
“Clearly, expo 2020 is driving
growth in the uae, in particular
dubai, as the emirate aims to complete 160,000 hotel rooms in time
to welcome an additional 5 mil-

lion visitors over the course of the
event,” press said.
“There will be a series of seminars that will look at the role expo
2020 will play in delivering the uae
government’s long-term vision for
economic diversification.”

The event featured
more than 2,600
participants,
including 100 new
exhibitors.
While events such as the qatar
fifa world cup 2022 and the fina
world aquatics championships in
2023 in doha will attract leisure and
sports travellers to qatar, “this may
also attract a younger and more active demographic profile of tourists
looking for contemporary accommodation and trendy [food and
beverage] options,” press said.
“The [gulf cooperation council]
gcc countries are looking towards
tourism as a way of diversifying
their economies away from their
reliance on hydrocarbon receipts.”
As in other markets, gulf countries must respond to developments such as peer-to-peer accommodation sharing sites like airbnb

and the demand for authentic destination experiences.
“Travellers are increasingly looking beyond conventional leisure
programmes and itineraries to actively seek out atypical experiences that deliver a true taste of local
culture,” press said. “Experiential
travel encompasses the adventure,
culture, heritage, wellness and
spa and cruise tourism segments,
which are currently trending globally.
“Today we see brands and tourism industry stakeholders offering their guests intangible and
emotional experiences, immersing
them in local culture, and traditional ways of life. It is an appeal that
can be successfully transferred to
backpackers and billionaires alike.”
Press said the growing trend is
on the radar of the region’s tourism
chiefs.
“The middle east has an abundance of authentic local experiences,” he said. “Atm 2017 focused on
converting these concepts into viable commercial realities to broaden
the appeal of middle east destinations.”
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.

Qatar’s tumultuous
journey to the 2022
World Cup continues
The Arab Weekly staff

London

Q

atar’s turbulent road to
hosting the 2022 FIFA
World Cup is moving
forward with the expected completion of
one of the stadiums renovated and
expanded especially for the international football tournament.
Organisers said the 7,800 sq. metre Khalifa International Stadium
in the Al Waab settlement will be
ready in May. They boasted that
the stadium’s pitch was laid out in
record time of less than 14 hours.

The cost of hosting the
World Cup would be
$8 billion-$10 billion.
The 40,000-seat stadium, which
will host matches up to the World
Cup quarterfinals, was supposed to
have been completed late last year.
However, organisers announced
in the fourth quarter of 2016 that
the stadium would not be ready on

schedule but gave no reason for the
setback. They set a new expected
completion of the first quarter of
2017. They said the “delay will, of
course, bear no impact on the FIFA
tournament.”
Qatar’s government-controlled
media hailed the completion of the
Khalifa International Stadium, labelling it an achievement and a victory but the question remains as to
whether Doha can complete other
venues, which are being built from
scratch, in time for the 2022 event.
As declining oil prices have taken their toll on Doha and the rest
of the region, the Qatari government announced in April that it
intended to slash its budget for
hosting the World Cup by 40-50%,
said Hassan al-Thawadi, secretarygeneral of the Qatar 2022 Supreme
Committee for Delivery and Legacy (SCDL).
“We wanted to ensure there is
financial responsibility in relation to the infrastructure relating
to the World Cup,” Thawadi told
CNNMoney.
“That’s why we had set an initial
budget early on and made a commitment towards reducing it as the

Briefs
Libyan oil
production more
than 760,000 bpd
Libya’s oil production, the country’s main source of revenue, is reported at more than 760,000 barrels
per day (bpd) for the first time since
2014, the National Oil Corporation
said.
NOC Chairman Mustafa Sanalla
said: “The NOC is determined to
continue its plan to increase production as this is the only way to ensure
growth in government revenues and
thus save the national economy.”
The statement said the Court of
Auditors in 2016 recorded the worst
deficit “in the modern history of
Libya”.
“Revenues did not exceed 8.6
billion dinars ($6.1 billion) while
expenses were of the order of 30
billion dinars ($21 billion)… drawn
from Central Bank reserves since
2013,” Sanalla said.
He said NOC set an objective of 1.1
million bpd by August.
(Agence France-Presse)

Iraq calls for bids
for new oil
refinery in Basra
Iraq’s Oil Ministry asked foreign
companies and investors to bid
on a project to build and operate
a 300,000 barrel-per-day, exportoriented refinery in Fao, near the
southern city of Basra.
Bidding documents provide for
two investment models — buildown-operate and build-operatetransfer, said the ministry in a statement. They will be available until
May 31 and the bidding will close on
August 1.
OPEC’s second-largest oil producer after Saudi Arabia, Iraq’s refining capacity was curtailed when
the Islamic State overran its largest
oil processing plant in Baiji, north of
Baghdad, in 2014.
Iraqi forces recaptured it in 2015
but it sustained heavy damage in
the fighting.
The country relies on the Doura
refinery in Baghdad and the Shuaiba
in Basra.
Reuters

Merkel sees EU,
Gulf states making
progress on free
trade deal

Moving ahead. Construction at the Khalifa International Stadium
in Doha.
(AFP)
market became clearer, as the project became clearer, as we define
the scope.”
He said the cost of hosting the
World Cup would be $8 billion-$10
billion, adding that the initial proposal for 12 stadiums would likely
be reduced to eight.
“FIFA has not yet agreed on the
final number and we are in discussions with them to finalise the
final number of stadiums that will
fit the operating model of Qatar
2022,” Thawadi said.
“We are moving ahead with
eight stadiums and in case discussions go on there might be an extra
stadium to be developed.”
The treatment of the migrant

workers building of the World Cup
facilities has faced increased scrutiny and criticism. In March, the
International Labour Organisation,
a UN agency, gave Qatar an additional eight months to improve its
treatment of the workers or face
sanctions.
A report commissioned by the
SCDL stated that some labourers
working on the World Cup stadiums were putting in 18-hour days,
more than twice what is permitted
by law. Ten contracting companies surveyed for the report failed
to give their employees any days
off during the week, with some
labourers working as many as 148
consecutive days.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel
said she hoped the European Union
and the six Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries can complete a
free trade agreement.
Germany, which relies on foreign
trade for half its gross domestic
product, fears that the protectionism backed by US President Donald
Trump and the fallout from Britain’s
vote to leave the European Union
posed global economic risks.
“The issue at hand is how to intensify the economic relations between the two regions,” Merkel said.
On a trip to Saudi Arabia and Abu
Dhabi, Merkel said economic relations between the two regions needed to be strengthened.
Trade between the European Union and the GCC amounted to $151
billion in 2016, EU data indicate. Exports from EU countries to the GCC
were worth $109 billion and imports
to the European Union were worth
$41.5 billion. Two-way trade has
been growing steadily.
Reuters

