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Amman

W 

ith a rich religious 
history and a host 
of Islamic and 
Christian sites, Jor-
dan is counting on 

religious tourism to attract inter-
national visitors despite the chal-
lenge of being in an unstable and 
troubled region.

Jordan has 35 Islamic sites and 
shrines and 34 Christian holy 
sites that it is seeking to promote 
through an aggressive marketing 
campaign.

The Jordan Tourism Board (JTB), 
an independent, public-private 
sector partnership engaged in mar-
keting strategies to brand, position 
and promote tourism in Jordan, 
said the number of tourists from 
Muslim Asian countries, includ-
ing Malaysia and Indonesia, has 
increased significantly, suggesting 
that Jordan is on the right path in 
promoting tourism.

“The number of overnight reli-
gious tourists from Indonesia and 
Malaysia increased by 60% and 
15%, respectively, while Italian 
visitors increased by 43%, which 
indicates a healthy situation re-
garding this type of tourism,” JTB 
Managing Director Abed Al Razzaq 
Arabiyat said.

“We are deploying lots of ef-
forts to attract both Muslim and 
Christian visitors through plan-
ning various activities in areas that 
have significant religious aspects. 
For example, this year visitors in 
Madaba and Fuheis will be able 
to enjoy Christmas-related activi-
ties such as the Christmas Parade, 
the same as the one held in Beth-
lehem.”

Arabiyat said Jordan has “a 
strong product and this product 
should be marketed globally.”

He said the JTB has established 
a special unit to promote Islamic 
and biblical sites. It has organised 
activities such as hosting religious 
leaders from Gulf countries and 
priests from around the world, 
which has contributed to the in-
crease in the number of tourists.

“One of the challenges we face 
is the high airfare to Jordan com-
pared with much lower fares to Is-
rael, almost 90% lower,” Arabiyat 
said. “This is affecting the number 
of visitors to the Jordanian side of 
(Jesus’s) baptism site on the Jor-
dan River but we are working on a 
strategy to cooperate with airlines 
to reduce their airfare to Amman.”

The World Tourism Organisa-
tion, the UN agency responsible 
for promoting sustainable and uni-
versally accessible tourism, said 
300 million to 330 million pilgrims 
visit key religious sites around the 
world each year. Approximately 
600 million religious trips are or-
ganised, 40% of which take place 
in Europe.

The baptism site is one of the 
leading Christian sites in Jor-
dan, attracting 48,335 visitors in 
the first half of 2017 compared to 
37,604 in the same period last year.

“There is no doubt that the 
visit of His Holiness Pope Francis 
to the baptism site as part of his 
2014 pilgrimage to the Middle East 
contributed to the awareness and 
popularity of the site itself and this 
is shown through the increase in 
the numbers of visitors especially 
from Europe,” said the Reverend 
George Sharayha, a Catholic priest.

“Jordan’s baptism site ‘Bethany 
Beyond the Jordan’ or Al-Maghtas 
as it is known in Arabic, was added 
to UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 
2015 to become the fifth site in Jor-
dan to make it to the list after Pe-
tra, Quseir Amra, Um Al Rasas and 
Wadi Rum,” Sharayha added.

The positive reverberations of 
promoting religious tourism are 
not felt everywhere.

“Yes, we see tourists visiting 
Madaba but we don’t see any seri-
ousness in purchasing religious-re-
lated items although our prices are 
reasonable. The purchasing power 
is low among tourists,” said Abu 
Hamzeh, who owns a souvenir 
shop in Madaba in central Jordan.

“Madaba has been a centre for 
pilgrimage since early Christian-
ity. With Mount Nebo being the 
burial place of Moses, you expect 
to see many tourists visiting as 
part of their pilgrimage tour but, 
unfortunately, we are not perceiv-
ing tangible improvement in our 
business,” he added.

Abu Hamzeh commended ef-
forts by Christian leaders to pro-
mote biblical sites to European 
pilgrims with a special focus on 
Jordan as a cradle for religious 
tourism.

“We know many people are in-
volved in such an effort but at the 
end we need results, positive re-
sults because we have families to 
feed and rent to pay,” he said.

Arabiyat said he is positive Jor-
danians will soon reap the benefits 
of the tourism strategy, saying: 
“Our strategy is to make sure tour-
ists get the best service so they can 
appreciate the uniqueness of Jor-
dan’s wonders.”
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Waiting in the wings. A Jordanian man walks past a souvenir shop 
in Madaba .                   (Roufan Nahhas)

Jordan seeking 
to woo tourists to 
its religious sites

Religious tourism           

Cairo

A 

fter Pope Francis con-
firmed that Egypt will 
be included as an official 
Roman Catholic Church 
pilgrimage destination 

for 2018, hopes are high that Chris-
tian religious tourism could serve as 
a major benefit to overall Egyptian 
tourism next year.

“This can totally reverse the 
conditions of the tourism sector in 
our country,” said Ahmed Hamdi, 
deputy head of the Tourism Promo-
tion Authority, the executive arm 
of Egypt’s Tourism Ministry. “The 
pope’s blessing of the icon is an 
open invitation for Catholic Chris-
tians to visit Egypt as part of their 
pilgrimage.”

Francis blessed an icon that repre-
sents the flight of the Holy Family to 
Egypt October 4 when he met with 
Egyptian Tourism Minister Yehia 
Rashed in Rome.

“Egypt is a land where Saint Jo-
seph, the Virgin Mary and the baby 
Jesus, as well as many prophets 
lived: A land that has been blessed 
with the precious blood of martyrs 
spilt throughout the centuries,” the 
pope said.

Cairo hopes Catholic pilgrims will 
travel to Egypt to recreate the steps 
of the Holy Family during its flight 
from King Herod’s persecution 
shortly after Jesus’s birth. At a time 
when Egypt’s ailing tourism indus-
try is on the rise, this would repre-
sent a strong sign of revitalisation.

The pilgrimage would take visi-
tors to eight destinations in Egypt 
that were meaningful to the Holy 
Family during its flight from Herod 
and  its return to the Holy Land.

The first is in Arish in North Sinai, 
crosses to the Eastern Nile Delta 
and reaches Wadi Natrun, which 
is home to four important Coptic 
monasteries. The journey would in-
clude Cairo, where the Holy Family 
reportedly spent time, with pilgrims 
touring ancient monasteries and ca-
thedrals in the city.

Egypt’s tourism sector received a 
blow in October 2015 when a Rus-
sian passenger plane was bombed 
over the Sinai Peninsula, killing 224 
people. The incident, which was 
claimed by the Islamic State (ISIS), 
precipitated flight suspensions that 
squeezed Egyptian tourist sites, ho-
tels and resorts.

With many flights restored, 
Egypt’s tourism industry is im-
proving, albeit slowly. An influx 
of Catholic pilgrims, responding 
to the pope’s blessing, would be 
a major boost. Rashed said the 
Holy Family tour could attract 
as many as 20% of the world’s  
2.2  billion Christians, of whom   
almost 1.3 billion are Roman  
Catholic.

“This blessing will potentially 
invite a large number of Christian 
pilgrims to come here,” said Modi el-
Shaer, deputy head of the Tourism 
Chamber, the independent guild of 
tour operators. “Tourist inflows will 
end the crisis of the tourism sector, 
bring work to the hotels and bring 
money to the state treasury.”

A number of international tour 

operators have begun selling book-
ings for the Holy Family tour. Mem-
phis Tours, an international tour 
operator, with a long history in 
Egyptian tourism, is selling a 15-day 
private tour starting from $1,799.

Shaer, his colleagues and Egyp-
tian tourism officials are preparing 
for the potential arrival of Chris-
tian pilgrims. Cairo predicted about 
200,000 Catholic pilgrims would 
visit next year, a number that could 
rise if things go well.

The Tourism Ministry has started 
upgrading sites and taking measures 
with other state agencies to ensure 
that pilgrims will have a memorable 
time. Ultimately, Cairo hopes to pro-
vide a 25-site tour for Christian pil-
grims. The ministry has been train-
ing people in the areas to help them 
deal with tourists proficiently and 
make visitors feel welcome.

In addition, talks are moving 
ahead with European public rela-
tions firms on how to reach out and 
coordinate with international tour 
operators and airlines to organise 
pilgrimages to Egypt.

Revenues from the tourism sec-
tor in 2016 totalled less than $5 bil-
lion, down from $14 billion in 2010, 
the year before the uprising against 
longstanding President Hosni 
Mubarak. Preliminary figures for 
2017 indicate a rise and many hope 
that marks the beginning of the re-
covery.

The drop in tourist inflows after 
the uprising exposed the vulner-
abilities of the Egyptian economy 
and deprived the country’s treasury 
of much-needed foreign currency, 
which forced a controversial cur-
rency flotation that has caused high 
rates of inflation.

Whether the campaign to attract 
Christian pilgrims — with or without 
the pope’s blessing — will succeed 
is another matter. Tourism experts 
said Egypt faces several challenges 
as it tries to attract Catholic pilgrims.

“Egypt also needs to have strong 
deals with airlines offering charter 
services,” said Magdi Selim, a for-
mer senior official of the Tourism 
Ministry. “The pilgrims will never 
come here without this.”
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After pope’s blessing, Egypt looks 
to Christian religious tourism

Symbolic boost. Pope Francis at the Cairo’s nunciature, last April. 
                                                                                                      (Vatican press office)
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