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 Ras Al Khaimah Tourism 
Development Authority has made 
remarkable strides towards the 
destination’s recovery in 2020, which 
resulted in the emirate becoming  
the first city in the world to receive 
both the Bureau Veritas Safeguard 
Assurance Label and the WTTC Safe 
Travels Stamp. We are very optimistic 
about 2021, and since the emirate 
was named the Gulf Tourism Capital for 2021, the GCC 
region will be a key focus for us next year. 

 The UAE economy is expected 
to begin recovery to pre-COVID 
levels in 2021, steady growth will 
continue and for the travel industry 
business recovery will be the top 
priority in the short-term, but long-
term plans will be to make it more 
stable and diversified with Expo 2021 
happening in Dubai we are all set to 
welcome tourists. While the pandemic 
may have put immediate ambitions on hold, it poses an 
opportunity for innovation and transformation. 

 We remain confident in the long-
term prospects of Singapore’s 
tourism sectors – both for leisure and 
M!CE & business travel – as the 
fundamentals that make Singapore 
an attractive place for unique, high 
quality travel and M!CE experiences, 
and a key business hub remains 
unchanged. Travel will never be the 
same again. But you can expect 
Singapore to lead the way in defining the ‘new normal’ for 
tourism industry. 

Raki Phillips
CEO, Ras Al Khaimah Tourism 
Development Authority 

Beverly Au Yong 
Area Director – Middle East, 
Singapore Tourism Board

HE Khalid Jasim Al Midfa
Chairman, SCTDA

While the pandemic has been a major 
disruptor, the travel industry is resilient 
and going all out to overcome challenges. 
Industry leaders have a very positive 
outlook for the upcoming year and share 
with  their views, expectations and 
insights for a more fruitful 2021. 

Dubai is getting ready to welcome 25 million visitors 
for Expo 2020 with the support of the travel trade from 
around the globe. 

One of the key elements to restart travel is to build traveller 
confidence. Haitham Mattar, Senior Advisor Ministry of 
Tourism in the KSA shares his views with .

 The Sharjah Government, represented by the SCTDA and its 
partners, have carried on making tremendous efforts to develop the 
tourism sector in the emirate – even in these challenging times. The 
success of initiatives such as the Sharjah ‘Safety Assured’ stamp and 
the commitment of our hotels and tourism sites to precautionary 
measures, in addition to the opening of new, highly regarded attractions 
such as the House of Wisdom means that we can look forward to a 
positive outlook for the industry in 2021. As we roll out digital innovations 
and campaigns geared towards the domestic market while anticipating 
the opening of neighbouring markets, the emirate is sure of seeing 
increased visitor numbers and a bright recovery.  

Nasir Jamal Khan
CEO
Al Naboodah Travel

Poised for recovery in 2021 

Happy  New  Year!

12  new  chapters
365  new  chances

Media
Partner

B
y opening for inter-
national travellers 
with caution yet 

sustainable influx of tour-
ists, Sumathi Ramanathan, 
Director Market Strategy and 
Sales – Expo 2020 shares 
their new strategies and 
plans for the biggest event. 

We are very excited about 
opening doors in less than 
nine months. 

We have more than 193 
countries participating and 
we hope to make this one 
of the biggest events in re-
cent history. The site looks 
fantastic and fabulous with 
its 4.38 square kilometres. 

E
mirates airlines is 
a great role model 
and I've traveled 

a couple of times between 
Dubai and Riyadh after 
the pandemic. I can tell 
you from this region, if we 
ensure that we enforce as 
safety, physical distancing 

and, sensitization guide-
lines across every touch 
point of the customer 
journey from travel end to 
end, we will start to instill 
confidence. I travel and I'm 
confident. I feel safe when 
I travel. And, I think more 
and more people are start-
ing to feel safer, once they 
experience the travel. 

Shehara Rizly TT Bureau

Sumathi Ramanathan
Director Market Strategy and Sales 
Expo 2020

Haitham Mattar
Senior Advisor to the Ministry of Tourism in 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
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Positive booking trends 
 There are signs of positive 

booking trends already emerging for 
2021, and as the roll out of a vaccine 
continues globally, this will only 
stimulate further travel intentions, 
especially for GCC residents who 
are already benefitting. The German 
travel industry has continued to work 
to ensure Germany is as safe as 
possible, adapting to various travel 
demands to reassure travellers 
choosing to visit us. This has been a concerted effort from 
all stakeholders and supported the launch of our German 
Summer Cities 2021 campaign. Through the promotion of 
areas surrounding our popular cities, we are providing 
travellers with a variety of choices. 

 For 2021, healthy traveller 
appetites will lead to a strong 
demand ahead.  The Amadeus 
Destination X study revealed that 
nearly 82% of respondents in MEA 
would consider international trips 
once restrictions are lifted. 
Additionally, travellers are now more 
mindful of the little details with nearly 
84% of travellers in the MEA region 
saying information on COVID-19 

precautions is ‘very important’ to know before booking a 
hotel, and 75% saying the same for air travel. It is imperative 
that we enable people to start travelling again. 

 At Travelport, we’re optimistic 
that 2021 will see continued recovery. 
We’ve consistently seen that there is 
a clear desire to travel as soon as 
people feel it is safe and in line with 
government regulations – in the 
Middle East and globally. Vaccines 
beginning to roll out and continued 
progress of travel bubbles are 
certainly encouraging signs. As the 
industry recovers, we’re continuing 
to build our vision of the future. We see three foundational 
priorities – multi-source content, retailing excellence and 
maximising the value of every trip. We have an exciting 
next-generation platform on the way to enable all this, 
and we’re looking forward to launching it soon. 

 Nepal is geared up with all 
necessary preparations and 
precautions to welcome international 
travellers to experience its rich treasury 
of nature, culture, adventure, festivals 
and cuisines in the new normal post-
COVID scenario. For this, Government 
of Nepal, Nepal Tourism Board and 
the private sector are reaching out to 
international markets through digital 
marketing and promotion strategies. 
New competitive packages are being 

offered by the private sector keeping in view the growing 
interests of potential tourists to Nepal. 

 Recent news about vaccines are 
really positive and has given us hope 
that international travel will resume in 
a meaningful way in 2021.  Tourism 
Ireland has a three-phase plan to 
restart, rebuild and ultimately redesign 
demand in 2021.  We are planning a 
significant kick-start campaign, which 
will be launched, possibly around St 
Patrick’s Day in 2021, to drive 
bookings and revenue for tourism 
businesses. It will deliver a very clear ‘book now’ message 
to create demand for summer holidays in Ireland. In our 
research, Northern Ireland and Ireland have consistently 
been among the destinations that holidaymakers say they 
would be most comfortable visiting. 

 We are very optimistic about the 
revival of the tourism industry in 2021. 
Gradual increase in the first quarter, 
good performance during the 
summer period, and most likely a full 
recovery in the last quarter are on the 
horizon, given the developments of 
the COVID-19 vaccines in many 
places. This would boost the 
confidence of the travellers, and we 
expect a significant increase in 

inbound tourism, especially from our key markets. We are 
also on the lookout for new markets, including the entrant 
Israel. We hope 2021 is going to be an exciting year. 

Yamina Sofo
Director – Sales & Marketing, 
German National Tourist 
Office Gulf Countries

Ernesto Sanchez 
Beaumont
Managing Director
Amadeus Gulf

Siobhán Naughton
Marketing & Trade Executive 
– Middle East & Asia, 
Tourism Ireland 

Ravi Santiago
Cluster General Manager, 
Wyndham hotels Ajman  

Kathryn Wallington
Head, Travelport Middle 
East and Africa

Laxman Gautam
Officiating Director – 
Tourism Marketing and 
Promotion Department, 
Nepal Tourism Board
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Working towards common goals

 Over the last month we have seen many changes made across 
the Middle East and Africa market which have impacted regional and 
international travel. Borders opened, restrictions were lifted, and plans 
were put in place to drive economic recovery through the region’s 
peak season. November and early December brought with it a lot of 
optimism across the entire region, with travel intent and confidence 
increasing substantially. In light of the recent announcements of the 
new variant of the virus, some borders across our region have since 
closed and it will be vital to keep an eye on travel trends, government 
regulations and ongoing preventive measures.

 Travel is a lifestyle , people want to travel around the world to 
discover , enjoy the scenery, explore  culture and history. At 
present in Dubai more than 25% of people have already started 
travelling across the globe wherever the borders are open. 
Travellers will be interested in short haul leisure travel and we are 
now receiving travel budgets from corporates to organise their 
travel for 2021. Since November the Israel market has already  
increased and now the outflow to Israel will also begin soon. 
Dubai is a place that will never stop travelling we think 2021 will 
be great for Dubai. 

Sumit Acharya
Vice President, DTTAG and 
Managing Director, BCD 
Travel LLC, Dubai

 Contd. from page 3  

Sanjiv Malhotra
Vice President
Shaza Hotels 

Stewart Smith
Managing Director – Middle 
East and Africa, Sojern 

Sapna Aidasani
Marketing Manager
Pluto Travels 

Jamal Abdulnazar 
CEO 
Cozmo Travel

 In 2021, there is reason for opti-
mism with the roll out of vaccines.  
Remember that travel and tourism 
are an essential part of not only the 
global economy but also society, and 
both aren’t going to go away. When 
we are in the eye of the storm it is 
easy to forget that things will get bet-
ter, but I’m a firm believer that they 
will. We do however have to be cau-
tious that this won’t happen over-

night, and it will be a slow, stuttered and patchy recovery 
with lots of uncertainty, like how we are currently seeing 
another wave of shutdowns and travel restrictions in light 
of new developments around the virus. But the trajectory 
is upwards and will continue to improve over time. 

 We have achieved 47 per cent 
of 2019 business if you take the last 
three months and it is increasing 
day by day. 2021 will see 60 per 
cent recovery in the first half and 
towards the second half we will 
achieve 90-95 per cent of 2019 
business. I’m forecasting this as 
you have seen how not one, but 
several vaccines have been tested 
and are working very well. Also, 

vaccine manufacturers are stating that the new variant 
has already been handled. So it is something we need 
to push back and move on to business, not only in trav-
el but also other industries. I’m very optimistic that tour-
ism will pick up and business travel will pick up, more 
and more countries will open, it will be a very positive 
year. We started hiring the employees we had let go, 
during the last one and half months the first priority was 
to hire them back, if they were unavailable, we are seek-
ing new staff from outside. We are looking at new in-
vestments in the travel business within the current 
spectrum which will complement the main business.  
Lets’ be cheerful and look at 2021 in a very positive and 
optimistic manner. 

 2021 is a year of expectation with 
all this 2020 wash out but then there is 
still a lot of uncertainty and ambiguity 
in how the business is going to be. 
When you look forward with IATA and 
other international organisations the 
travel segment or the tourism segment 
is expected to bounce back around 
2023 or 2024 to pre-COVID time. Now 
with the roll out of the vaccines there 
has been a phenomenal voluntary up-
take of people taking up the vaccine. So the general market 
itself is quite upbeat and the economy also is looking a little 
positive especially where Bahrain market is concerned. 

 With the vaccines available in the 
market we are hoping that the borders 
will open faster. The recovery will be 
gradual until 2024, however currently we 
can see some changes in the market 
segments and we have taken advantage 
by focusing more on OTAs. We see that 
there will be a slowdown in the business 
segment  because now people are do-
ing their deals through online channels 
and MICE will be on a more hybrid level  

so leisure market will have its growth. There will an emergence 
or an increase of solo travellers as they want to have their  
“me time” without their partners and we are also looking at 
promoting  eco –tourism to ensure customers spend  
more time with nature away from the crowded cities. 

 The need to meet and collabo-
rate for a purpose is predominant in 
the human race. The manner in 
which we do it has evolved over 
time. The need to collaborate will 
remain. The need to explore will re-
main. The need to challenge one-
self will remain. This is the time to 
dwell on the opportunities within 
that space and develop design and 

experiences intelligently, meaningfully and in a well-
thought through manner.

 We have been promoting the 
emirate of Fujairah with all its 
offerings for the locals and expats, 
promoting domestic tourism. We 
will focus on other markets later on 
depending how the situation will be. 
Our aim is to create more awareness 
of the many activities in  
the destination which includes  
adventure tourism. We will be 
promoting this over the first quarter 
of 2021. 

 While COVID-19 had a crippling 
impact on the entire travel & tourism 
industry – the promise of effective 
vaccine roll out is good news as the 
year comes to a close. Revenge trav-
el is going to gain further momentum 
as we enter 2021. The massive pent-
up demand is going to fuel that need 
to travel further with a lot of people yet 
to take their first flight or first real holi-
day. With international travel remain-
ing largely inaccessible to leisure travellers, domestic 
travel will continue to grow strong as more and more peo-
ple will look inwards to explore their own homeland. 

 In 2020 we were in constant 
change and it will continue well into 
2021; the reason I say this is there is 
no historical data or background, so 
the way to move forward in 2021 is 
we have to be prepared, no one can 
be absolutely prepared for every 
single eventuality but I think the most 
important thing is each one has to be 
mentally prepared that the world is 
changing and it is a dynamic 

environment. Going forward to 2021 and beyond, 
information is going to be key and educating the traveller, 
service provider, logistic provider is going to become a 
very important aspect. 

 Under the direction of a newly 
appointed Executive Committee 
and leadership, DTTAG has seen 
renewed interest and commitment 
amongst its members to work 
towards common goals for the 
travel agency community. Our 
members supported the community 
during repatriation flights home, 
played a key role in helping workers 
returning to Kuwait and Saudi 

Arabia via UAE, and ensured smooth handling of a 
huge number of Israeli tourists that flocked to Dubai 
during Q4. Following some amount of ‘right sizing’ in 
2020 by most of our members, the industry is now 
looking forward to a return towards normalcy in 
outbound travel during the first half of 2021. BCD 
Travel’s priority has been to control costs in the face of 
plummeting travel demand amid the pandemic. We’ve 
taken steps to ensure our long-term sustainability 
which has required restructuring decisions as part of 
our drive to become a leaner organisation.  
Although demand for travel is far below pre-COVID 
levels for now, we remain optimistic about a quick 
rebound in 2021.

 As we all look ahead to 2021, 
Radisson Hotel Group remains pru-
dently optimistic and determined to 
continue implementing the five-year 
development and growth plan in the 
coming three years. We are confi-
dent that travel will continue to re-
bound, and more capital will be in-
vested in the industry from both the 
private and public sectors. The re-
gion remains one of the key focus 
markets for Radisson Hotel Group’s global development 
strategy and we aim to continue expanding our brand 
architecture and strengthening our presence. 

Gary Chapman 
President of Emirates Group 
Services and dnata

Ramsumesh Menon 
CEO 
Go Gosaibi Travel Bahrain

Shahrin Mokhtar 
Director  
Tourism Malaysia-Dubai

Deepak Rawat
Senior Vice President 
– International Markets, 
MakeMyTrip.com

Arijit Munshi
General Manager 
Tune Protect  

Tim Cordon
Area Senior Vice President, 
Middle East and Africa

Inputs by Shehara Rizly

Omar Hamour 
Head of Marketing and 
Exhibitions Department 
– Fujairah Tourism and 
Antiquities Authority  



JANUARY  2021 TRAvTAlk    5EVENTS

F
or those of you 
who support foot-
ball, or watch foot-

ball, imagine 600 football 
stadiums of either Chel-
sea Stamford bridge or 
Barcelona’s Camp Nou 
stadium – that’s how big 
the site is. A majority of 
the infrastructure is ready. 
Some of our key unique 
thematic pavilions are 
also available for guests 
to come in and take a 
look, countries are com-
pleting their infrastruc-
ture. I think I’m not being 
biased, but it is possibly 
one of the most beautifully 
designed sites I have ever 
seen in recent history. For 
example, the Japanese 
pavilion is a combination 
of Japanese origami and 
Arabic geometry. Singa-
pore is bringing the gar-
dens of Singapore to the 
deserts of Dubai. Brazil is  
recreating the Amazon 
rain forest and the site 
looks phenomenal.

q
Could you share an 
update about the infra-

structure for Expo 2020?
What we have at the expo 

is the Metro line, which I 
think is really important, 
so route 2020 is the larg-
est Metro station in Dubai 
and that is operational. 
One of the key themes of 
this expo is sustainability. 
We are delighted to be 
able to provide a sustain-
able mode of transpor-
tation for all visitors. We 
have also recently an-
nounced a partnership 
with the EMAAR Hospital-
ity Group who are building 
a Rove hotel on site that 
will accommodate some 
of the visitors. In Dubai, 
we are really fortunate 
because there are many 
hotels around the vicin-
ity of the expo and also 
transport connectivity to 
the Metro. Also, we will 
be deploying expo riders, 
which are shuttle buses 
that will bring visitors from 
the city centre, not only 
from Dubai, but across 
other emirates including 
Ras Al Khaimah, Fujairah  
and Abu Dhabi. Visitors 
do not have to stay close 
to the expo site. They can 
stay anywhere in the emir-
ates, and there will be 

transport for them to reach 
the expo site. 

q
What are the health 
and safety protocols 

employed for visitors?
As you’ve rightly men-
tioned, Dubai is one of the 
first cities to open up to 
international tourism. To-
day we are at GITEX and 
the safety and security 
measures that have been 
put together by the UAE 
government and Dubai as 
a city has enabled us to be 
one of the first leaders in 
terms of opening up to in-
ternational tourism. Some 

of you may be aware 
that Emirates airlines has 
been voted as the safest 
airline in the world. The 
DNA and ethos of safety 
is fundamental and piv-
otal in everything that the 
Dubai and the UAE gov-
ernment does. One of the  
key measures that we 
are taking is to redesign 
the visitor experience to 

ensure that we are pro-
viding the right kind of 
regulations, health, and  
safety sanitisation. 

Expos are all about show-
casing the latest technol-
ogy. We have partnered 
with a number of technol-
ogy partners, including 
SAP and Siemens and 
Cisco, Terminus, which 
is, artificial intelligence 
from China, who is pro-
viding robotics. We are in 
a very good place with all 
of the technology partners 
to be able to support us 
in terms of crowd control 

and management. We are 
able to use technology like 
heat mapping to disperse 
visitors, and we are able 
to create the right kind of 
spacing to enable visitors 
to go through the journey. 

q
Could you update us 
on the ticket prices? 

Are they the same as 
previous announcement?
The pre-COVID pricing 
was actually the bench-
mark with global destina-
tions and attractions and 
also local destinations 
to ensure that tickets are 
competitively priced. I 
think a lot of people are al-
ways surprised when I tell 
them that a one-day ticket 
is 120 dirhams, which is 
broadly around 33 US$, 
that enables the visitor to 
come and visit 190 coun-
tries. You can go from Ja-
pan to Jamaica, from Aru-
ba to Argentina. And you 
can explore 200 F&B res-

taurants. You can take a 
look at the latest technol-
ogy, culture, heritage for 
33 US$. At this stage the 
pricing remains the same, 
but we are cognizant that 

the demands of the con-
sumers are changing. So 
we will continue reviewing 
the pricing. What is most 
important is that we want 
to ensure the expo is an 
event which is accessible 
to everyone. The price 
point and the entry point 
of the expo will always be 
competitive to encourage 
as many visitors to come. 
It is beyond coming to an 
event to witness and see 
just pavilions. The nearly 
170-year-old event is re-
ally meant to get people to 
come there and see what 
is it that can be contrib-
uted to humanity and so-
ciety.  Therefore, the pric-
ing will always remain very 
affordable for visitors. 

q
Do you have a new 
total expectation of 

guests/visitors planned for 
the expo? 
We are committed to 
delivering the 25 million 

visits, that is what we are 
looking at. However, it is 
too premature for us to 
provide meaningful revi-
sions to the numbers as 
travel in most of the coun-
tries is slowly starting to 
pick up. I think the great 
news is the vaccination 
due to which we are con-
fident that travel will pick 
up, and we remain faithful 
to delivering those num-
bers. We might look at the 
composition of visitors, 
international versus do-
mestic. We are also look-
ing at business visitation. 
A number of businesses 
have been really been hit 
this year due to COVID. 
Next year we are giv-
ing them the opportunity 
with a single flight ticket 
and with relatively most 
countries being visa free, 
a business person from 
Czechoslovakia or a busi-
ness woman from Mum-
bai can fly into Dubai and 
meet businesses from 
190 countries with a sin-
gle investment, which is a 
very compelling proposi-
tion for business visitors. 

We will continue working 
on the visitation numbers 
and monitoring the trends 
and provide a meaning-
ful revision when we have 
enough data to do so. 

Travel partners pivotal for Expo

 I think a lot of people are always 
surprised when I tell them that a one-day ticket 
is 120 dirhams, which is broadly around 33 
US$, that enables the visitor to come and visit 
190 countries. You can go from Japan to 
Jamaica, from Aruba to Argentina. 

— Sumathi Ramanathan

FactFile
 We will be deploying expo 
riders, which are shuttle buses 
that will bring visitors from the 
city centre, not only from Dubai, 
but across other emirates 
including Ras Al Khaimah, 
Fujairah and Abu Dhabi

 Contd. from page 1  
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q
Could you please 
share the new 

protocols for international 
tourists to enter Maldives?
Well, confirmed booking, 
definitely with the tourist 
establishment approved 
by the ministry of tourism 
should be made and all 
tourists are required to fill 
an online health declaration 
form within 24 hours prior 

to departure. This can be 
done with the digital plat-
form for Maldives immigra-
tion services. In addition 
to this, negative COVID-19 
PCR test result is required, 
and it has to be taken 96 
hours prior to departure 
from the first point of impli-
cation, children below one 
years of age are exempted 
from this on arrival. Tour-
ists get a free 30-day visa 
and are encouraged to 

wear masks. In addition to 
practicing social distanc-
ing and hand sanitisation, 
however, additional require-
ments and permissions are 
needed from the ministry of 
tourism, for instance, if you 
want to go from one resort 
to another resort or from 
one resort to live in a boat 
or another hotel or guest 
house, you have to get ap-
proval beforehand. 

q
Maldives opened quite 
early to international 

tourists, how has this 
supported the industry in 
terms of   faster revival?
The decision to open up 
our island nation for in-
ternational travel was one 
of the first steps towards 
kick-starting the revival 
of tourism industry. Being 

one of the first few des-
tinations to reopen after 
COVID-19 lockdowns was 
an initiative which gener-
ated a lot of positive expo-
sure towards the destina-
tion itself. It also proved 
to be a period for differ-
ent properties to evaluate 
which methods work best 
in terms of budgeting for 
product packages. Over-
all, marketing did gain the 
upper hand in terms of 
understanding recovery. 
This decision was also 
backed by proper health 
and safety measures in 
accordance with the World 
Health Organization and 
the local health protec-
tion agency, which in turn 
made Maldives a haven to 
travel to and encouraged 
more visitors to travel to 

the destination without 
many worries. 

q
How have the arrivals 
been from the GCC? 

From which countries 
in GCC did you receive  
more guests? 
In 2019, 6,003 visitors from 
the Middle East travelled to 

the Maldives and in 2020, 
prior to the COVID-19 lock-
down up until March 3, 
13,436, visitors travelled to 
the Maldives from the Mid-
dle East, continuing to be 
one of the leading regions 
in terms of arrivals. In both 
cases, Saudi Arabia held 
the majority of the arrivals 
with 25,865 visitors in 2019 
and 7,359 visitors in pre-
lockdown period in this year. 
However, with the reopening 
of borders from July 15 till 
the end of October this year, 
the UAE has taken the lead 
in the Middle East with a to-
tal of 3,596 visitors in terms 
of post lockdown arrivals. 
This might also be a direct 
result of the UAE being one 
of the first countries to open 
for leisure travel from the 
GCC region.    

Maldives lures GCC travellers
Shehara Rizly

Opening doors with all necessary protocols for international tourists earlier in summer, Maldives continues to attract travellers  
from the GCC mainly due to the measures taken by the destination. Thoyyib Mohamed, Managing Director of Maldives  
Marketing and PR Corporation, shares more with TTME. 

Thoyyib Mohamed
Managing Director of Maldives 
Marketing and PR Corporation

 In 2019, 6,003 visitors from the 
Middle East travelled to the Maldives and in 
2020, prior to the COVID-19 lockdown up 
until March 3, 13,436, visitors travelled to 
the Maldives from the Middle East, 
continuing to be one of the leading regions 
in terms of arrivals 

Countries like Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain are already setting examples for other 
Middle Eastern countries where KSA is planning to invest $810 billion to transform the tourism industry, says 
Dr. Sanjay Batheja, Co-Founder & Director of Capital College.

W
hile industries like 
Big Data, health-
care and phar-

maceutical thrived during 
the pandemic, sectors like 
hospitality, marketing and 
tourism witnessed some 
backlash. However, as 
the famous saying goes, 
‘Change is Constant’, 
many industries have seen 
a positive shift in their busi-
ness; especially tourism 
and hospitality division. 
Additionally, with UAE and 
Bahrain normalizing agree-
ment with Israel, there is an 
expectation of a sharp rise 

in tourists from Israel as 
compared to a whopping 
8.9 million outbound travel-
lers as recorded in 2019. 

Vaccine accelerates 
tourism
The tourism industry will be 
one of the top sectors that 
will reap the benefits of the 
vaccine. Travellers may still 
have to take precaution, yet 
tourism and hospitality ex-
pects a swift recovery with 
the ‘new normal’ form of 
travelling. With the United 
Arab Emirates approving 
the vaccine Sinopharm, 

and successful allocation 
of millions of doses to its 
frontline workers, it can 
be safe to say how the in-
dustry can anticipate an 
economic recovery while 
taking the highest precau-
tionary measures. UAE’s 
campaign late last year to 
encourage local tourism 
and promote desert winters 
with ‘The Most Beautiful  
Winter in the World’ pro-
gramme will further boost 
domestic tourism.

Events Back in 
Business
While many European 
countries including the 
UK, France and Germany 
witnessed a lockdown in 
the last quarter of 2020, 
the UAE and other Mid-
dle Eastern regions saw 
a rise in events while en-

forcing and abiding by the 
highest safety measures. 
With GITEX, technology 
week in Dubai and G-20 
in KSA, I am certain this is 
only a stepping stone for 
the events and hospitality 
sector to be back in busi-
ness. Arabian Travel Mar-
ket announced its 2021 
edition in May which only 
fosters hope for a grander 
comeback of the industry; 
ATM is expected to have 
a great footfall, especially 
considering Israel’s par-
ticipation in a major travel 
event in the region.

Expo 2020 - A New 
Ray of Hope
Expo 2020’s aim to con-
nect, network, build and 
nurture relations with 
cross countries and its 
corporations, I believe 

has become more rel-
evant than ever. Addition-
ally, reports from the Cen-
tral Bank claims UAE’s  
GDP is expected to grow 
by 3.6% which will only 
create further job op-
portunities and keep the 
hospitality and tourism in-
dustry thriving to welcome 
nations to the world’s  
biggest expo.

Future of hospitality

 With the UAE and Bahrain normalising 
agreement with Israel, the countries are 
expecting a sharp rise in tourists from Israel 
as compared to a whopping 8.9 million 
outbound travellers as recorded in 2019 

Dr. Sanjay Batheja
Co-Founder and Director 

Capital College

(The views expressed  
are solely of the author.  

The publication may or may not 
subscribe to the same.)

  Dur Hospitality 
inaugurates the  
Holiday Inn & Suites  
Al Jubail Hotel

  KLM adds Riyadh 
as a new destination 
starting in January 2021

  Dubai Airshow to 
take place from 14 – 
18th November 2021

  Hotelbeds signs 
deal with Flight Centre 
to increase global 
distribution reach

  800 roomed all 
inclusive Riu Dubai 
resort and splash park 
opens at Nakheel’s  
Deira Islands

  197 roomed 
Courtyard by Marriott to 
opens in Riyadh

  ITB China from  
24 – 26 November 2021 
in Shanghai

  UAE & KSA top 
global for intent to travel 
abroad in 2021

  Emirates to resume 
flights to Istanbul  
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Innovation key to revival
T

he destinations 
need to spend 
more time in 

communicating. The na-
tions and authorities are 
working together with the 
ministry of health, minis-
try of tourism collaborat-
ing and letting the public 
know that there’s a joint 
venture and a joint effort 
in bringing safety, to eve-
ryone who is traveling to 
these destinations. This 
region has a great op-
portunity and it is already 
leading into recovery. It 
has a great opportunity 
to be the first region in the 
world to recover, by sim-
ply focusing on hygiene, 
physical distancing, sani-
tization processes, and 
ensuring that those are 
audited in every hotel and 
every airline and in every 
retail shop.

SanJeet, CEO, DDPPL, 
said, “We have with us a 
very inspirational leader 
with a global vision. He 
has headed hotel chains 
as well as tourism boards 
and knows both sides 
of the coin, which are 
really important at the 
moment for the tourism 
industry to know where 
it is going. Today we are 
going to discuss with 
him what’s happening in  
the industry and where it 
is headed.”

Haitham Mattar, Senior 
Advisor to the Ministry of 
Tourism in the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia, replied, 
“I would really refer back 
to a lot of research and 
studies that have been 
conducted recently. The 
forecast that we see from 
STR in the research that’s 
recently been done by 
Inmarsat in terms of the 
travel is that if we look at 
what has occurred from 
the start of the pandemic 
until now, we know up to 
50 per cent of the hotels 

across the Middle East 
were closed. Now that’s 
down to about 10 per 
cent of the hotels closed 
across the Middle East. 
However, if you look at 
the trends, and surges 
and drops and occu-
pancies, it’s changing 
every time we have news 
about the pandemic.  
Occupancies across  
the region in the GCC 
forecasted by STR has 
been nudging 50 per 
cent. So the Middle East 
has been performing a 
lot stronger than Europe 
Asia-Pacific or even the 
United States. Trends 
show that cities are be-
coming less desirable 
because people don’t 
necessarily want to go 
to crowded areas. Some 
destinations that are of-
fering nature, outdoor 
adventure experiences 
are becoming popular. 
We’ve seen also a big 
shift now for trends from 
both investors, as well as 
consumers looking more 
for what we call glamp-
ing or the luxury camp 
accommodation, which 
is becoming very popular 
across the world.” 

q
So what you’re 
saying is the 

new learning for the 
industry is that they 
prefer areas with 
spaces as compared 
to the busy cities? 
Haitham Mattar: The 
learning for the industry 
is and this is a question 
again, do we really contin-

ue to constrain ourselves 
as an industry until the 
vaccine is out there and 
not think about innovative 
ways of how we can live 
with this pandemic. It’s for 
industry experts to start 
thinking about innovative 
ways to restart M!CE, to  
restart business travel, to 
restart leisure. 

q
E v e r y b o d y ’ s 
talking about the 

new normal. When 
it comes to hotels, 
what does the new 
normal mean?  Is it 
just going to be about 
hygiene or are there 
going to be more 
changes in this so-
called new normal? 
Haitham Mattar: The 
pandemic has taken the 
life out of hotels and has 
taken the life and joy out 
of travel in general. When 
you arrive at hotel lob-
bies that do not have any 

artifacts on the tables, it 
looks like, sorry to say, 
well, you’re walking into a 
hospital, right? Everything 
is disinfected. Everything 
is so, so clean, which is 
great, but it’s that sense 
of walking into a hospi-
tal, it is not any more the 
same as walking into a 
grandiose hotel lobby. 
The warmth of hospitality 
is taken away. 

You’d think all this, hy-
giene and cleanliness, 
it should be the normal 
standard, and not some-
thing that we introduce 
because of a pandemic. 
Now of course, there’s a 
high cost of operations 
too. Before check-in and 
after check-out, hotels 
probably will have to 
raise their prices in order 
to cope with operational 
costs involved in main-
taining cleanliness, hy-
giene and implementing 

safety protocols. Also, 
human interaction is 
minimal, you have wait-
ers wearing gloves. At 
the same time, you have 
people in an open kitchen 
wearing masks & gloves. 
It’s comforting that things 
are becoming more and 
more hygienic, but I  
feel that human touch is 
missing from the experi-
ence of travel and leisure 
and hospitality. 

q
Let’s move on 
from the hotels 

and talk about the 
tourism boards. At 
this juncture, what 
do you think they 
need to focus on?  
Haitham Mattar: If 
we go back to Google 
searches, people are 
continuing to search for 
holiday destinations. They 

searched for holidays that 
they’re familiar with, and 
they yearned for it. As of 
now, destinations in some 
countries have decided 
to continue to spend on 
marketing. Telling people, 
we’re waiting for you to 
come back when this is 
over, telling people that 
look, it is important that 
we have to stop today. It 
is important that we are 
away from each other to-
day. We’re always we’re 
stronger together, but 
today we’re stronger be-
ing apart, right? These 
are great messages that 
went out and people have 
continued to resonate 

with destinations send-
ing such messages and 
have thought about visit-
ing these destinations as 
soon as borders open. I 
think a destination strat-
egy that was built prior to 
the pandemic will certainly 
need to be reviewed. Also, 
targets need to be revis-
ited for them be more real-
istic. The communications 
and marketing strategy 
should focus on sending 
the right message about 
the destination and in-
forming travellers about 
the exciting offers that 
await them, as soon as the 
borders are open.

I feel that constant com-
munication is what’s going 
to make a destination a 
potential choice for con-
sumers. We’ve seen those 
who have gone complete-

ly quiet, just waiting for 
things to improve. We’ve 
also seen those who 
have been extremely in-
novative, creative and are 
keeping in touch, right? 
Continuing to talk to con-
sumers about the destina-
tions and reminding them 
about the great offerings 
that they have, whether 
it’s outdoor, whether it’s 
nature, whether it’s cul-
ture or heritage, these are 
the touch points, right? 
And today the emotional 
touch points are desti-
nations who have been 
very creative and have 
continued to be in touch  
with consumers.   

Haitham Mattar
Senior Advisor to the Ministry of Tourism in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

 Targets need to be revisited for 
them be more realistic. The communica-
tions and marketing strategy should fo-
cus on sending the right message about 
the destination and informing travellers 
about the exciting offers that await them, 
as soon as the borders are open.  

— Haitham Mattar

 Contd. from page 1  
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Exploring Truly Asia 

One of the most sought-after family destinations by the 
GCC, Malaysia with its slogan “Truly Asia” brings in the 
best of the continent. Malaysia has something to offer 
every traveller who embarks on the destination. We look 
at five of the most interesting getaways in Malaysia. 

Langkawi

Melaka

Penang
Penang is a delightful 
fusion of nature, culture 
and history. Home to a 
UNESCO World Heritage 
City, Penang leaves an in-
delible mark on each visi-
tor.  There’s something 
about Penang’s pockets 
of sea, hills, jungle and 
outdoor adventures that 
leaves you wanting more. 
At 830 m above sea level 
and a short distance 
away from George Town, 
Penang Hill attracts visi-
tors looking for a geta-
way from the bustling 
city. With its pleasantly 
cool climate and fantas-
tic views, it’s a great spot 
for hikers. While the herit-
age city of George Town 
is famed for its unique 
blend of old and new, 
Teluk Bahang and Balik 
Pulau offer eco-friendly 

experiences for visitors 
to explore. Cycle through 
the countryside of Balik 
Pulau and reward your-
self with stunning sights 
of traditional kampung 
houses, plantations, fish-
ing villages, paddy fields 
and remote beaches.

Langkawi
Langkawi is both the 
name of the main island 
and its surrounding archi-
pelago of 99 islands locat-
ed in the Andaman Sea.  
Part of the Malaysian state 
of Kedah, Langkawi has 
long been one of South  
East Asia’s best-kept se-
crets as a tropical eco-
adventure destination.  
Today more and more 
nature lovers and eco-
enthusiasts are discov-
ering its many charms  
and enchantments.

The island is also famous 
for its intriguing heritage of 
myths and legends, which 
also figure prominently in 
many of its physical fea-
tures.  Culture and tradi-
tion also play an important 
part in this ‘Isle of Leg-
ends’, long considered a 
‘living museum’, adding a 
deeper, human dimension 
to its natural beauty. Lang-
kawi has tropical weather 
and is warm all year 
round. The dry season 
between January to March 
has virtually no rain.  The 
wettest months are Octo-
ber and November when 
storms are frequent, but it 
rains only for a few hours 
in the late afternoons 
to the nights.  All other 
months have typical tropi-
cal weather where you 
can expect short bursts of 
rainfall. It has miles of idyl-

lic beaches, from seclud-
ed coves and crescents to 
long languorous stretch-
es, from deserted white 
sand beaches only ac-
cessible by speed boats  
and with public con-
veniences and amenities 
such as food stalls and  
beachfront restaurants.

Melaka
Strategically located along 
the Straits of Melaka, Mel-
aka was the epicentre of 
an important trading em-
pire over 700 years old, 
which attracted thousands 
of traders from all over the 
world. Whether it’s your 
first time or you’ve been 
there countless times, 
Melaka will make you fall 
in love all over again with 
its unique blend of ancient 
buildings and modern 
living alongside breath-

taking sights. From its 
historical heritage sites, 
declared as a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site in 
2008 to its cultural rich-
ness, Melaka has definite-
ly a lot to offer to tourists. 
Although Melaka is a small 
state, it still has a range of 
nature adventures to offer. 
Choose from rainforest 
recreation parks to beau-
tiful beaches that have 
some of the scenic sun-
sets facing the Straits of 
Melaka. Bukit Batu Lebah, 
Tanjung Tuan, Bukit Gapis 
and Bukit Sedanan are 
ideal places for those who 
love adrenaline pumping 
activities and want to es-
cape from the hustle and 
bustle of a busy city. Even 
if you only have enough 
time for a day’s trip or 
your entire family holiday 
at Melaka, you will not re-

gret it. Melaka is an ideal 
family holiday destination 
and also a home to the 
best outdoor activities.  

Sabah
Situated on the northern 
part of Borneo, Sabah is 
a destination filled with ex-
oticness, diversity, unique 
cultures, beaches and 
food for the adventurous 
taste buds. It is the com-
plete destination for busi-
ness and leisure, for eve-
ryone from families, FITs 
to honeymooners. Sabah 
is gifted with a long coast-
line with stretches of white 
sandy beaches and tur-
quoise crystal clear water 
and hundreds of islands. 
These islands are well-
known for scuba diving, 
water sports, snorkelling 
or just for relaxing. You will 
soon realise that much of 
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your holiday here will be 
spent on water. Diving is 
big in Sabah, where the 
jewel Sipadan Island, be-
ing one of the top-rated 
dive spots in the world is 
located. At nearby islands 
to Sipadan such as Mabul, 
Kapalai, Mataking and 
Pom Pom, large marine life 
and tiny sea creatures and 
colourful corals and reef 
are guaranteed sightings. 
At the islands, high to me-
dium range resort facilities 
await. Sabah takes pride 
in the mystical Mount 
Kinabalu, designated as 
a UNESCO World Herit-
age Site in 2000. Mount 
Kinabalu is one of the 
youngest mountains in the 
world (between 7-8 mil-
lion years) and this gran-
ite mountain still grows. 

Climbing Mount Kina-
balu is a popular activity 
here. Adventure seekers 
can opt for the via ferrata 
(or iron road) at Mount 
Kinabalu. The via ferrata  
here is the world’s highest 
at 3776 m.

Selangor
The State of Selangor is 
a land filled with cultures 
and traditions, making it 
multi-racial and multi-lin-
gual, historical and home 
to a gastro-tourism site. 
Selangor offers a wide se-
lection of activities rang-
ing from sports, arts & 
cultural events. Adventure 
awaits in the tropical lush 
forests of Selangor and be 
ready to unwind in a walk 
through heritage to expe-
rience the local culture 

while indulging in sump-
tuous meals prepared by 
only the best. Be capti-
vated by the wondering 
lights of the firefly in Kuala 
Selangor and step it up at 
Batu Caves, the limestone 
cave temple climbing up 
to 272 steps, making way 
for a great cardio while 
on tour. Forest Research 
Institute Malaysia (FRIM), 
Kepong occupies an area 
of 600 hectares and is sur-
rounded by the Lagong 
Hill Forest Reserve. One of 
its latest attractions is the 
Sky Walk. Kanching Eco 
Forest Park is a must-visit 
eco-tourism destination 
in Selangor. This eco for-
est park has seven layers 
of 208-metre high beauti-
ful waterfalls and a chal-
lenging hiking trail with 

different levels of difficul-
ties. You also can explore 
the city of Kuala Kubu  
Bharu and witness the 
beautiful natural scenery 
from the skies by par-
ticipating in paragliding 
activity at Batu Pahat Hill, 
Hulu Selangor with ap-
proximate heights of 400 
feet in the air. White water 
rafting at Kuala Kubu Bha-
ru is also a lot of fun for 
those who want to try 
out the rugged wa-
ter activity at the 
river which is 
8 km long.

Home to a UNESCO World Heritage City,  
Penang leaves an indelible mark on each visitor.   

There’s something about Penang’s pockets of 
sea, hills, jungle and outdoor adventures  

that leaves you wanting more 

Selangor, Paragliding

Penang

Mount Kinabalu, Sabah
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 Israel’s unique religious sites are 
holy to Jews, Christians and Muslims, with 
Jerusalem at their centre. Alongside the 
sites, visitors will enjoy the people, culture, 
art, music and culinary delights 

— Her Excellency Orit Farkash-Hacohen

T
he key aim of the 
forum was to build 
the foundation for 

a long-term tourism rela-
tionship between Israel 
and the UAE. The online 
event highlighted Israel’s 
position as an important 
historical and cultural 
destination. It focused on 
the two urban gems of 
Israel – Tel Aviv and Jeru-
salem, featured its sandy 
beaches, a sprawling me-
tropolis and breathtaking 
natural beauty. Jerusa-
lem’s unique sites, holy 
to Christianity, Judaism 
and Islam, are also on the 
list of the country’s must-
see locations. With great 
weather virtually all year 
round, tourists can enjoy 

the great outdoors, take in 
colourful markets, cutting-
edge culture and enter-
tainment and an exciting 
culinary scene. The forum 

witnessed an attendance 
of over 300 trade partners 
from the UAE and 100 
partners from Israel.

Her Excellency Orit 
Farkash-Hacohen, Is-
rael’s Tourism Minister said, 
“Tourism is key to building 

a lasting peace between 
countries, and Israel looks 
forward to welcoming travel-
lers from the UAE. I am cer-
tain visitors from the emirates 

and other countries will enjoy 
the unique blend of this new, 
and near, destination. Israel 
is where thousands of years 
of history meet modern day 
life. It is the home of Tel Aviv 
and the StartUp Nation and 
of ancient Caesarea and the 
magnificent Dead Sea. Isra-

el’s unique religious sites are 
holy to Jews, Christians and 
Muslims, with Jerusalem at 
their centre. Alongside the 
sites, visitors will enjoy the 
people, culture, art, music 
and culinary delights.” 

Visitors can also benefit 
from the healing powers of 

the Dead Sea, a shortlist 
candidate for the world’s 
7 natural wonders and the 
lowest place on the planet 
(434 metres approx below 
sea level). The Dead Sea 
area features several at-
tractions including natu-
ral healing spas, hiking 
trails and restaurants. 
The North of Israel also 
has hidden treasures of 
natural beauty from Haifa 
to the Sea of Galilee, in a 
region filled with historical 
significance. Israel’s Min-
istry of Tourism, as part 
of its wider promotional 
activities in this region, 
is all set to participate at 
the Arabian Travel Mart 
and Expo Dubai in 2021. 
The strategy is to focus 
Israel as a leisure and a 
M!CE destination through 

various B2B and B2C 
activities. The UAE and  
Israel signed a mutual 
visa waiver agreement 
following the normalisa-
tion of ties between the 
two countries, enabling 
travellers to obtain visas  
on arrival. 

flydubai has already start-
ed operating 14 flights a 
week offering a double 
daily service between 
Dubai International and 
Tel Aviv Ben Gurion air-
ports. Airlines like Emir-
ates and Etihad have 
also announced direct 
flights to Israel in 2021. Is-
rael and UAE have signed 
an aviation agreement 
which will allow up to 112  
weekly flights between the 
two countries.    

Israel’s focus on leisure, M!CE
TT Bureau 

Israel’s Tourism Minister HE Orit Farkash-Hacohen addressed the audience at the first virtual UAE-Israel Tourism Forum hosted by 
the officials from Israel’s Ministry of Tourism recently. She stated that Israel is preparing to welcome tourists from the UAE and will 
be adhering to the advice of health experts to ensure it remains a safe destination in terms of COVID-19 exposure. 

HE Orit Farkash-Hacohen  
Tourism Minister
Israel 

B
ased on data 
provided by the 
National Bureau 

of Statistics, since re-
opening to commercial 
flights on August 1, 2020, 
the Seychelles Interna-
tional Airport has seen the 
arrival of 9,272 visitors. 
Since then, up to date, the 
local tourism industry’s 
traditional markets have 
remained steadfast with 
the UAE as the top visiting 
region with 3,065 visitors, 
followed by Germany with 
2,328, Switzerland with 
1,495, the UK with 662 
and France with 298. In 
week 46, the airport has 
seen 1,154 arrivals with 
the same markets remain-
ing strong during this time 

hailing 628 visitors from 
Germany, 218 from Swit-
zerland, 83 from the UAE, 
72 from South Africa and 
55 from Austria. Addition-
ally, since the resumption 
of Air Seychelles flights 
to South Africa, there has 
been an increase in the 
number of visitors from the 
region from 11 in week 45 
to 72 in week 46.

Reviewing the recent tour-
ism arrival numbers, the 
Seychelles Tourism Board 
(STB) Chief Executive 
Sherin Francis stated that 
the current situation leaves 
little room for trends as 
travellers are booking 
very close to their travel 
date. “In the last quarter 
of 2019 alone, Seychelles 
received 104,079 visitors; 

therefore, the numbers 
presented this year may 
seem dull in compari-
son. However, looking at 
the bigger picture, these 
same figures are monu-
mental for the local tour-
ism industry. Currently, 
our marketing approach 
is flexible and in constant 

evolution. We are doing 
so without deviating from  
the very crucial goal of 
keeping our people safe,” 
said Francis.

Keeping abreast of client’s 
sentiments regarding the 
safety of visitors in the des-
tination, a small-scale pilot 
study was conducted by 
STB’s Strategic Planning 
and Market Intelligence 
Team in collaboration with 
Hilton Northolme, and the 

data collected comes as a 
beacon of hope for the lo-
cal tourism industry.

The findings revealed 
several key information 
as 100 per cent of re-
spondents stated that 
they felt safe being in 
Seychelles during this 
time, with 81 per cent 
claiming to feel very 
safe. Furthermore, 100 
per cent of respondents 
claimed that they would 

recommend travelling to 
Seychelles during this 
time and 17 per cent re-
sponded that they came 
to Seychelles to seek ref-
uge from the pandemic. 
The data collected con-
veys growing confidence 
in the travel industry es-
pecially in the Seychelles 
where the local authori-
ties have united to im-
plement extensive safety 
measures whereby the 
low infection numbers 
have created a sense  
of security in the minds  
of travellers. 

Our commitments for safe 
tourism have been ably 
supported by the various 
partners on the tourism 
task force,” said the STB 
Chief Executive.    

Seychelles remains a favourite
Shehara Rizly 

The mystical Seychelles Islands remains a fantasy escape for travellers across the globe and, although the vicious pandemic 
has dwindled travel, the destination maintains its allure. On the path to a slow yet steady recovery, the tropical paradise has 
seen the arrival of 98,894 visitors up to November 15, 2020.

Sherin Francis 
Chief Executive
Seychelles Tourism Board (STB)

 In the last quarter of 2019 alone, 
Seychelles received 104,079 visitors; therefore, 
the numbers presented this year may seem dull in 
comparison. However, looking at the bigger 
picture, these same figures are monumental for 
the local tourism industry 
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t
he webinar was 
kicked off by Siob-
han Naughton, 

Marketing and Trade Ex-
ecutive, Tourism Ireland, 
who shared an overview 
about the destination, the 
flight access and the latest 
updates about the 

COVID-centric practices 
and safety charters which 
still include the quarantine 
period of 14 days. She 
mentioned about the British 
Irish Visa Scheme, the visa 
requirements for other GCC 
countries and shared that 
they were very busy prepar-
ing for visitors to travel to 
Ireland soon. 

She then opened the floor 
for industry speakers 
starting off with Siobhan 
Byrne Learat, Founder 
& CEO, Adams and But-
ler. She gave an in-depth 
presentation on the vari-
ous programmes and 
itineraries that can be 
tailormade for the guests. 
She shared that they remit 
part of the commission to 
the agents that book the 
clients especially at this 
period of time so that it 
will help both parties to 
continue in their busi-
ness. She mentioned that 
Ireland is known as an 
‘island of horses’ and as 
a DMC they do prepare 
itineraries to accommo-
date the requests of the 

clients. She stated that 
especially travellers from 
the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia prefer to self-drive 
and discover the destina-
tion, hence this is the ideal 
destination. She gave a 
detailed description of all 
the different possibilities 
to visit the destination, 
various different accom-
modation facilities from 
hotels, to boutique hotels, 
castles etc., how they can 
even arrange for an Earl or 
Lord to have tea with the 
guests; and all the differ-
ent experiences one can 
enjoy in this destination 
and the way they can help 
the agents. 

Avril Collins, Marketing 
Manager of Ireland’s Blue 
Book which includes a ro-
mantic collection of over 
50 Irish Country House 
Hotels, Manor Houses, 
Castles and Restaurants 
shared many interesting 
details about the differ-
ent properties under their 

belt. From five-star elegant 
properties to Michelin star 
restaurants that can really 
add a lot more to the itin-
erary of the discerning trav-
eller, she gave an update  
about the stunning proper-
ties in Ireland.

The next in line was  
Victoria Loy, Business 
and Leisure Markets Man-
ager, Titanic Belfast. The 
historical voyage is one of 
the most looked forward 
to experiences by people 
from across the world. The 
largest ship has so many 
stories that have been 
made into several movies. 
Loy walked the audience 
through each one of the 
galleries and explained in 
detail what each experience 
entails. There were nine 
main galleries where one 
could actually take a trip at 

the port of call many 
eons ago. Apart from 

the guided discovery tour in 
the Titanic, they also have 
another attraction – the SS  
Nomadic which also has a 
story to be unraveled. 

Joe Shannon, CEO, G 
Golf Ireland took us on a 
very exciting golfing trip 
for VIPs. He shared that 
they have large number of 

golf courses – almost 400 
for a population of 5 mil-
lion people and 11 of the 
courses are among the 
top 100 golf courses in the 
world list. He mentioned 
the tailormade services  
offered by them for the  
golf enthusiasts and how 
they can really enjoy and 
play in any of the courses 
that they prefer. He men-
tioned that all procedures 
are being taken to welcome 

international tourists next 
year and they are hope-
ful 2021 will be a much  
better year. It is an  
authentic Irish elite golf 
experience that one can 
truly experience if they  
are golf enthusiasts but 
even if they are not, they 
can tailor make an experi-
ence that would make the 
non-golfer too enjoy during 
their stay.      

Ireland’s offerings for GCC 
Shehara Rizly 

With a record number of agents attending from all across GCC, the second in a series of two webinars to showcase the 
luxury destination of Ireland was held last month. There were five speakers who par ticipated along with Siobhan Naughton, 
Marketing and Trade Executive, Tourism Ireland.

Siobhán Naughton
Marketing & Trade Executive 
Middle East & Asia 
Tourism Ireland

Siobhan Byrne Learat
Founder & CEO
Adams and Butler 

Avril Collins
Marketing Manager 
Ireland’s Blue Book 

Victoria Loy
Business and Leisure Markets 
Manager, Titanic Belfast

Joe Shannon
CEO
G Golf Ireland 

The historical voyage is one of the 
most looked forward to experiences 
by people from across the world.  The 
largest ship has so many stories that 
have been made into several movies.
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Over the past few weeks UAE has been recording a greater volume of tourists travelling into the destination with the mutual visa 
agreement between UAE and Israel and hosting of the first full physical event GITEX 2020 for five days amidst strict regulations.  
Also, flydubai began direct flights to Israel, with twice daily services between Dubai and Tel Aviv.

Key Market Updates 
This last month has seen 
good news for the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) and 
Bahrain with regards to 
tourism, as they have been 
added to the UK travel cor-
ridor list which means a 
14-day quarantine for trav-
ellers on arrival is no longer 
required. The UAE has also 
activated tourist entry visas 
for Israeli passport holders 

which aim to facilitate in-
bound travel until a mutual 
visa waiver agreement be-
tween the two states is im-
plemented. In addition, on 
the 26th November flydubai 
began direct flights to Isra-
el, with twice daily services 
between Dubai and Tel Aviv. 
This advancement came as 
a result of the UAE signing 
an agreement to formalise 
relations with Israel, the 

first of its type agreed by an 
Arab state in the Gulf. This 
deal is expected to boost 
economic recovery from 
the impact of the pandemic 
by increasing the volume 
of tourists as Dubai enters 
peak season. Other air-
lines are planning to follow  
suit opening up services 
between the two destina-
tions to increase regional 
travel demand. 

While some countries 
across the region are lift-
ing travel restrictions, and 
introducing new opportu-
nities for international and 
regional travel, others are 
still implementing restric-
tions. For example, South 
Africa scrapped its list of 
banned nations in Novem-
ber meaning international 
borders are now open to 
all nations. Meanwhile, 

Abu Dhabi updated its 
COVID-19 testing protocol, 
requiring a negative Poly-
merase Chain Reaction 
(PCR) or Diffractive Phase 
Interferometry (DPI) test for 
entry, with further testing 
on the fourth and eighth 
day of your stay. With the 
remaining uncertainty in 
travel, the region continues 
to focus resources and 
budget on fast-tracking 

economic recovery and 
boosting tourism for the 
coming years. An example 
of such effort is the $3.7bn 
loan for a megaproject 
that Saudi tourism is near 
to closing. They plan to 
complete construction by  
2030, and use the de-
velopment to target one  
million visitors a year,  
including domestic and  
international travellers.  

Travel Intent and Confidence in the UAE Grows Considerably

Global Travel Intent to MEA Begins to Rise 

November has brought with it a lot of optimism across the entire region, with travel intent and 
confidence increasing substantially in light of the recent announcements. Looking more specifically at 
the UAE, travel intent and confidence have increased dramatically over the last month. In effor ts to  
improve legislation, enhance the investment climate, and to make the country more expat friendly, the 

UAE federal government introduced a number of legal reforms in personal, family, and business law. 
This has been fur ther fueled by Abu Dhabi Health Services Company (Seha) announcing a decrease 
in the price of PCR swab tests in the UAE making testing more accessible, especially for those who  
require frequent testing. 

As seen in the above charts, since the week commencing 6th September 2020 the current year percentage change in hotel searches to the UAE from all origins is 76% for Dubai and 24% for Abu Dhabi. Hotel bookings for 
Dubai and other Emirates have seen an even higher increase at 147% and 56% respectively. This growth in travel confidence is a huge step in the right direction towards recovery for the country. 

Current Year % Change in Global Hotel Searches to the  
United Arab Emirates Split by Metro - indexed to w/c 6th September

Current Year % Change in Global Hotel Bookings in the  
United Arab Emirates Split by Metro - indexed to w/c 6th September

Change in Global Hotel Search 
Volume for the Middle East and 
Africa - indexed to w/c 30th March
As we take a look at our Sojern Real Time 
COVID-19 Travel Dashboard, indexing 
volumes to zero in the week commencing 
30th March (the beginning of the 
recovery from the pandemic), we have 
seen a notable spike in hotel searches in 
recent weeks. The UAE has experienced 
the largest increase in global searches 
with a current year-to-date (YTD) index 
of 0.8, followed by Qatar with a 0.56 YTD 
index, and Oman with a 0.49 YTD index. 
The increase in travel intent to Oman 
can likely be attributed to the recent 
announcements on 30th November by 
the Supreme Committee to allow tourist 
visas to be issued to enter the Sultanate, 
coupled with seasonality.

UAE sees spike in inbound tourists 
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Where is Travel Demand for the UAE Coming From?  

Travellers Lean Towards Longer Stays 

Top Origins to United Arab Emirates by 
Flight Search Volume

Hotel Bookings in the UAE - next 30 days 
from 7th December 2020

When we compare which origin 
markets are driving travel intent 
into the UAE we are beginning to 
see more international markets 
taking the share of search events. 
Although domestic travel within 
the UAE continues to lead the 
way accounting for 62% of total 
hotel searches, we’ve observed 
a notable shift with the United 
Kingdom (UK) now accounting for 
5.1% of total hotel searches. This 
is potentially related to the recent 
introduction of a travel corridor 
between the two countries. The 
United States (USA), Russia, and 
Saudia also account for 12.7% of 
travel intent collectively. 

When looking deeper into travel behaviour over the last 60 days for the 
coming months, roughly 58% of search events have been for 16-60 days 
into the future. Of those who have been planning their trips, about 52% 
are looking to spend over a week in the UAE. Over the last month lots of 
changes have been made across the MEA market which have impacted 
regional and international travel. Borders have opened, restrictions have 
been lifted, and plans have been put in place to drive economic recovery. 
With this, there has been an increase in demand for travel to the UAE, and 
to MEA as a whole. Regional and international travel demand are now 
both showing signs of growth. As predicted when the pandemic first hit, 
domestic returned first, but there are now positive signs across the board. 
People are also planning longer trips and lead times are beginning to in-
crease again. We will continue to share more insights as we monitor the 
situation. These forward looking insights will hopefully help travel market-
ers shape their strategies as the industry recovers. 

Flight searches also highlight 
an interest in regional and 
international travel, with 19.6% 
coming from India, 14.3% from 
Pakistan, and France featuring 
again accounting for 4.4% of flight 
searches globally. As international 
demand picks up it is important 
to tailor your message to the new 
markets and traveller behaviour, 
adapting your strategy on a 
regular basis in line with the data.

Looking at hotel bookings for people travelling within the next 30 days, newcomers such as Israel occupy 
the top 10 origin markets that are looking to visit the UAE. 

As regional and international inbound travel continues to increase, more user-generated content will be 
shared, globally, alongside reviews, media coverage, and blogs. This activity will likely see the demand for 
hotels and flights increase as we get into 2021.  

Top Origins to the United Arab Emirates by Hotel Search Volume

Flight Searches/Bookings to the UAE - last 60 days 

 % of  L7D L14D vs 
 Events vs L14D L28D
United Arab Emirates 61.7% +38.8% +15.4
United States 5.5% +33.3 +2.4
Russia 4.1% +14.0 +14.7
Saudi Arabia 3.1% -3.3 -2.0
India 3.3% -6.0 +3.9
France 2.8% +22.3 +60.0
Egypt 1.7% +1.4 +25.0
Germany 1.3% +25.4 +25.6
Western Europe Other 1.1% +13.6 +10.7

   Percentage 
  of Events
India  19.6%
Pakistan 14.3%
Eastern Europe Other 7.8%
Egypt  6.8%
South Asia Other 6.2%
Saudi Arabia 4.6%
Middle East Other 4.4%
France 4.4%
Russia 4.3%
Central Asia 4.0%

Destination Origin Percentage 
country Country of Events

1. United Arab Emirates United Arab Emirates 36.11%

2. United Arab Emirates United States 11.36%

3. United Arab Emirates United Kingdom 10.22%

4. United Arab Emirates India 5.57%

5. United Arab Emirates Israel 3.73%

6. United Arab Emirates France 3.62%

7. United Arab Emirates Germany  3.37%

8. United Arab Emirates Saudi Arabia 2.3%

9. United Arab Emirates Nigeria 1.96%

10. United Arab Emirates Switzerland 1.85%

Courtesy: Sojern 



14    TRAvTAlk JANUARY  2021 FAMILYALBUM

In many forums, Dubai has become the example for safe opening for tourists and now for the first time, they conducted the first  
M!CE event after lockdown as 60 exhibitors from various countries attended GITEX 2020 amidst strict regulations, such as  
social distancing and wearing masks at all times.    

Gitex 2020: 1st physical event in Dubai
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Rebuilding confidence in travel
In a session moderated by Kathryn Wallington, Head of Middle East and Africa, Travelport at the maiden Gulf Travel  
Show, eminent panellists shared insights on how vital it is to rebuild consumer confidence in travel, amid one of  
the biggest crises in the travel industry. 

A
At the outset, 
Kathryn Wal-
lington, Head of 

Middle East and Africa, 
Travelport, asked, “What 
have you’ll been doing to 

rebuild confidence in the 
travel industry?  

Srilatha Reddy, Sen-
ior General Manager 
of CWT / Orient Travel, 
responded, “We have 
been really active ever 
since the crisis. We have 
facilitated our custom-
ers with PCR testing, we 
give them information 
about all the require-
ments which are needed 
to travel to a country, try-
ing to assist as much as 
we can. As a global TMC, 
we provide information on 
the transit time and tran-
sit regulations. We also  

do the GDRFA and  
ICA approvals.” 

Dayana Persan, General 
Manager, Business Travel 
and Atlantis Holidays and 

Wellness, said, “First of 
all, this difficult time has 
given us an opportunity to 
improve our processes, 
work on our channels of 
communication and build 
strong relationships. Also, 
the pandemic has made 
us realise that it is vital 
to ensure the safety and 
well-being of our custom-
ers. We are doing all we 
can in this regard.”

Deepak Rawat, Sen-
ior Vice President – In-
ternational Markets,  
MakeMyTrip (India), said, 
“Our plans to launch and 
expand into the GCC 

market were stalled for a 
bit due to COVID-19, but 
we eventually decided to 
go ahead with them. It 
was a great learning for 
us. We gave customers 
every possible informa-
tion regarding repatria-
tion flights and quaran-
tine rules. I think that 
helped us build customer 
confidence. We saw traf-
fic grow week on week 
in spite of travel being 

halted. As travel started, 
it obviously helped us 
and our brand build con-
fidence as people started 
transacting immediately, 
both on flights and ho-
tels. We worked very 
closely with partners and 
government authorities to 
ensure that the consum-
ers were getting the right 
information, the book-
ings were done, and they 
were assisted through 
our hotlines 24/7. Eventu-
ally when things started 
opening and travel did 
bounce back, we saw a 
huge amount of interest 

among people wanting to 
go on staycations.”

Kathryn Wallington: 
Travelport data shows 
that the Middle East 
and the UAE and Saudi 
in particular are right in 
terms of dealing with the 
crisis. It indicates that 
the confidence level has 
come back, rebounded 
quicker than some of 
the other markets. Do 

you’ll think leisure travel  
will be the first to  
recover, followed by  
corporate travel?

Rawat replied, “We are 
seeing more demand 
for the short-haul travel 
staycations. When I say 
short-haul, it means the 
destination should be 
at a drivable distance,  
which is the trend  
right now.  Though lei-
sure travel has picked up 
with all the precautions 
in place, corporate travel  
will take a while to  
bounce back.” 

“I think leisure travel will 
be the first to pick up be-
cause it’s an individual 
decision and it doesn’t 
depend on the company 
policy. We do see a lot of 
queries for leisure travel, 
particularly for stayca-
tions in safe destina-
tions, for instance, a lot of  
TMCs consider Maldives 
to be a safe place. As 
for business travel, it 
will happen gradually,  
added Reddy.  

Persan stated, “I think 
customers will prefer 
those destinations which 
offer ample clarity about 
their tourism offerings 
amid the pandemic. Such 
places will do well when it 
comes to leisure travel.” 

Kathryn Wallington: Do 
you think that the AR or 
VR or any other technol-
ogy is going to help in re-
building confidence? 

Rawat responded, “I think 
technology will play a 
critical role going ahead 

in terms of information 
content and the motiva-
tion, which customer will 
see and get inspired to 
travel to a destination, to 
a theme park, to a hotel, 
everything most prob-
ably will be decided by 
technology. The check-
ins to rooms in the hotel, 
or even the cruise cab-
ins eventually will all be 
available at the click of 
a button. I believe that is 
something which will de-
cide the way ahead in the 
future of travel.”

“Technology is very es-
sential. It is really impor-
tant to progress and to be 
able to provide a custom-
er with a touchless, ad-
vanced technology where 

they can see everything 
before they even book,” 
added Reddy. Persan 
pointed out, “Technol-
ogy companies need to  
come up with more in-
novative solutions to 
simplify processes in  
the travel industry.”   

TT Bureau

Srilatha Reddy
Senior General Manager of CWT  
Orient Travel

Dayana Persan
General Manager, Business Travel and 
Atlantis Holidays and Wellness

Kathryn Wallington
Head of Middle East and Africa, 
Travelport

Deepak Rawat
Senior Vice President – International 
Markets, MakeMyTrip (India)

 Travelport data shows that the 
Middle East and the UAE and Saudi in par-
ticular are right in terms of dealing with 
the crisis. It indicates that the confidence 
level has come back, rebounded quicker 
than some of the other markets 

— Kathryn Wallington

Kathryn Wallington, Head of Middle East and Africa, 
Travelport moderated an interesting session during 
the maiden Gulf Travel Show with panellists Srilatha 
Reddy, Senior General Manager of CWT / Orient Travel; 
Deepak Rawat, Senior Vice President – International 
Markets, MakeMyTrip (India); and Dayana Persan,  
General Manager, Business Travel and Atlantis 
Holidays and Wellness.

 We do see a lot of queries for leisure 
travel, particularly for staycations in safe 
destinations, for instance, a lot of TMCs 
consider Maldives to be a safe place 

— Srilatha Reddy

 We worked very closely with partners 
and government authorities to ensure that 
the consumers were getting the right infor-
mation, the bookings were done, and they 
were assisted through our hotlines 24/7 

— Deepak Rawat

 I think customers will prefer those 
destinations which offer ample clarity about 
their tourism offerings amid the pandemic. 
Such places will do well when it comes to lei-
sure travel  

— Dayana Persan
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Restoring aviation in the Gulf  
Among the sessions conducted by leaders of the industry, Dr. Mario Hardy, CEO of PATA, had a very interesting 
conversation with Kashif Khalid, Regional Director – Africa and Middle East, IATA at the Gulf Travel Show. We share 
excerpts from the conversation. 

q
Nearly all interna-
tional associations 

and organisations are in 
agreement that we will 
not see a full recovery to 
the pre-COVID level until 
either 2023 or 2024, pos-
sibly even beyond that, 
especially in the avia-
tion sector.  How has the 
sector in the Gulf region 
adapted to this situation?  
Kashif Khalid: Gulf air-
lines are no different from 
airlines in Europe or North 
America. They have the 
same operational chal-
lenges, from the fallout of 
COVID-19, even though 
most of the airlines that 
we have in the region are 
either directly owned by 
governments or govern-
ment holding entities. It 
was easier, I would say for 
some of them to get the 
necessary support very 
quickly from the govern-
ments in terms of financial 
relief, tax breaks, govern-
ment administered fees, 
specifically in the Gulf re-
gion. I mean, the airlines 
are an extension of the 
government, which was 
a bit of a double-edged 
sword for them in previous 
years. I think one of the ad-
vantages their ownership 
had was that throughout 
the pandemic, the govern-
ments provided them with 
liquidity, tremendous sup-
port in terms of financial 
and regulatory relief, and 

helped them restore their 
network to help traffic in 
the region.

Unfortunately for the Mid-
dle East region, traffic 
in 2020 is only going to 
be 30 per cent of what it 
was in 2019. That relates 
to an approximately 60 
million passengers this 
year compared with 203 
million last year. What 
that means is the longer 
the pandemic stretches, 
the road to recovery be-
comes longer. Just in 
July we were saying that 
we’re probably going to 
have 45 per cent of traffic 
compared to 2019 levels 
and in September, we 
had to revise it down to 30 
per cent. In terms of the 
Middle East and the Gulf 
region, we’re forecast-
ing, a return to 2019 lev-
els, perhaps towards the  
end of 2024. 

q
Do you think the 
situation will lead to 

consolidation of airlines 
within the region? 
Kashif Khalid: Currently 
the airlines are focused on 
creating efficiencies and 
supporting their share-
holders with the strategy 
that has been put in place. 
Given the dynamics of the 
Gulf region and the share-
holding structure of the air-
lines, it’s a little difficult to 
say whether we’ll see con-
solidation, but perhaps for 
some of the airline groups 

that have a shared owner-
ship such as Emirates and 
flydubai, we’ll probably see 
a lot more integration and 
cooperation, code shares 
amongst the network, 
but a full consolidation of 
two different categories  
within the region is difficult 
in my opinion. 

q
Have you seen new 
business models 

being developed in the 
Gulf region amid the 
crisis? 
Kashif Khalid:  One of 
the advantages the Gulf 
carriers had was given that 
they were government-
owned, they had a lot of 
subsidiaries as well as 
investments in hospital-
ity businesses, such as 
hotels and entertainment, 
which obviously were also 
impacted, but many of the 
airlines in the region started 
branching out and looking 
at new business models 
and innovating, using their 
existing asset base. Many 
of the airlines tapped into 
the domestic leisure mar-
ket and looked at selling 
or bundling local holiday 
packages for domestic 
travel and tourism, as op-
posed to the international 
traffic that they had previ-
ously. Also, many airlines 
in the region have taken 
advantage of the public 

health measures that the 
governments have brought 
in, whether it’s PCR, rapid 
testing, and are offering 
them not only to passen-
gers, but also the general  
population on their  
premises as well. 

q
Is there an effective 
way of moving 

forward in terms of the 
protocols, what are your 
recommendations to the 
industry? 
Kashif Khalid: Our rec-
ommendations to the in-
dustry are that we would 
like governments and 
stakeholders to safely 
restore aviation. What we 
mean by safely is follow-
ing the recommendations 
programme as well as 
the joint biosafety pro-
gramme, but more impor-
tantly, using testing as a 
means to open up avia-
tion rather than admin-
istering coding team or 
fragmented policies. We 
know that the risk of infec-
tion onboard an aircraft is 
next to low or extremely 
negligible. We know that 
there is demand for pas-
sengers to travel across 
borders. We’ve had travel 
suspended for many 
countries since the end 
of March up until recently. 
There is pent up demand. 
So the IATA mantra or 

recommendation is to 
have an effective testing 
mechanism to safely re-
store aviation, whether it’s 
through PCR or looking 
at newer, evolving modes 

of testing, such as rapid 
antigen testing which  
can hopefully safely  
open up aviation. 

q
What are the 
logistical challenges 

involved in the distribution 
of the vaccines?  
Kashif Khalid: The 
logistical challenge of 
distributing vaccines to 
countries all around the 
world presents not only a 
challenge to airlines, but 
cargo operators as well. 
We saw, in the early days 
of COVID-19, the logisti-
cal challenges of getting 
PPE and ventilators to far 
parts of the world. One of 
the estimates that I had 
just to put things into per-
spective was it would take 
approximately 8,000 plus 
747 or wide body aircraft 
to manage just the first 
phase of the vaccine dis-
tribution across the world. 
Despite having integrated 
infrastructure, intermodal 
nodes of cargo, hubs, 
airlines, distribution chan-
nels, it is going to be a 
challenge for not only the 
aviation industry but oth-
ers too. And one of the 

things that we’ve done is 
partnering with the likes 
of the World Health Or-
ganization, various dif-
ferent UN agencies such 
as UNICEF and the World 

Food Program to look 
at various mechanisms 
of safely distributing the 
vaccine, and also creat-
ing the awareness within 
the industry for airlines, 
airports and, freight for-
warders on the handling 
requirements of pharma-
ceutical products. 

q
Is there some 
positive news for us, 

moving forward? 
Kashif Khalid: We’re 
starting to see traffic re-
cover. In the Middle East 
and the Gulf region, I’m 
hopeful as our forecast 
indicates that we’ll have 
approximately 45 per cent 
of 2019 levels next year. 
That’s something to look 
forward to, and hopefully 
we’ll be opening up major 
source markets. 
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 We’re starting to see traffic 
recover. In the Middle East and the 
Gulf region, I’m hopeful as our 
forecast indicates that we’ll have 
approximately 45 per cent of 2019 
levels next year. That’s something to 
look forward to, and hopefully we’ll be 
opening up major source markets 

— Kashif Khalid

FactFile
 For the Middle East region, 
traffic in 2020 is only going to 
be 30 per cent of what it was 
in 2019.

 That relates to an 
approximately 60 million 
passengers this year compared 
with 203 million last year.
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Redesigning hospitality in ME
Director DDPPL SanJeet conducted an insightful discussion on redesigning hospitality with a world renowned expert  
from HVS, Hala Matar Choufany, President HVS Middle East, Africa and South Asia and Managing Partner HVS Dubai  
at the Gulf Travel Show. 

q
Could you tell us 
what’s happening 

around in the industry? 
Hala Matar Choufany 
– I guess at the moment 
we are trying to under-
stand timing, the impact, 
not necessarily current 
impact, but the pro-
longed impact and what 
is it that ultimately we 
could do in order to save 
that industry. 

When I go actually back 
in April, when I first tried 
to look at the recovery 
model and I had put 
some forecast based 
on really looking at  
demand dynamics, de-
mand generators, what 
the different govern-
ments at this part of the 
world were looking to 
do. I had come up with, 
again, not claiming that 
I know the answer, but I 
did feel like it may take 
us well into 2024/2025 
to recover. As investors, 
as developers, we can  
plan accordingly. 

q
What are the current 
hospitality trends in 

the region? 
Hala Matar Choufany 
– I personally think when 
we start, perhaps at the 
global level, what we 
are currently facing in 
terms of trends or im-
pact is very much on 
par when I speak to my 
counterparts, whether in 
the Americas or Europe 
or elsewhere in Asia. 
When we start looking at 
the regional differences, 
one thing is definite, I 
wouldn’t call it a trend, 
but a segment that has 
emerged really strong 

is domestic tourism. 
This is a very important 
trend that perhaps in 
this part of the world, 
we never looked after 
sufficiently, specifically 
in the GCC, the focus 
has always been on the 
international market. In 
the Middle East, we have 
seen suddenly domestic 
tourism really provide 
a lot of room nights in  
Saudi Arabia. 

The extent of room nights, 
where they didn’t actually 
have sufficient supply to 
provide for these room 
nights, and that is home-
grown, reliable source of 
business. My personal 
view also is that Saudi 
in general, they realized 
that this is a market. It’s 
a substantial market. 
People couldn’t travel out 
but they did travel within 
the country and that has 
supported their tourism. 
In this part of the word, I 
personally think there’s 
going to be in the future, 
more focus on how to 
create domestic tourism 

that may not necessar-
ily mean just within the 
country, but more so 
within that region specifi-
cally, how can we pack-
age it? So that is leisure 
related predominantly, 
but more so from the do-
mestic standpoint. That’s 
one of the trends that 

I would see becoming 
more important and we’ll 
definitely also have to call 
on government support. 
So it’s not really down to 
hotels. It is a trend that  
I definitely think should  
be capitalised.

The second trend that 
we’ve observed is those 
resort hotels, whether 
it be called adventure, 
remote or exclusive; we 

can decide on the ter-
minology, the idea been 
that it’s more exclusive, 
much smaller. You’re 
not in your traditional 
hotel with a thousand 
check-ins and out, but  
rather you are some-
where remote; resorts 
are able to offer these 

facilities and are still  
running to date with  
90% occupancy. Actually 
they have naturally been 
transformed into peo-
ple, just checking in for  
two weeks and get-
ting away. That is also 
a trend that personally, 
I think will continue be-
cause this is what the 
new generation also 
would look to actually 
book and stay.  

Another trend we’ve 
seen in the last five years 
is the incorporation of 
the culture into that ex-
perience. We have seen 
the rise in people taking 
trips where they really 
want to experience and 
be part of the country. 

q
What’s happening in 
the business hotels 

in cities? What’s going 
to happen in terms of 
pricing? If costs come 
down will the profitability 
come down or how does 
the system work? 
Hala Matar Choufany 
– In the GCC specifi-
cally, we have seen that 
despite the ability of the 
governments and the  
major airline to induce ad-
ditional travel segments 
and bring in the business 
that rate generally speak-
ing has been declining  
one on account of over-
supply, but also because 
there is much more af-
fordable accommoda-
tion. Gone are the days 
when the hotels could 
dictate any rate.  
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 Going by predictions, there seems 
to be an agreement at the moment that 
2024, 2025 is where we could potentially 
look at the recovery. As investors, as 
developers, we can plan accordingly  

— Hala Matar Choufany

Boosting tourism in the Middle East
T

he GCC and 
Egypt under-
stand tourism’s 

important role in eco-
nomic diversification, 
growth, and job creation. 
In recent years, they have 
focused on enhancing  
their tourism infrastruc-
ture and offerings, and 
marketing their destina-
tions far and wide. 

Karim Abdallah, partner 
with Strategy& Middle 
East said: “This vision 

should build on the com-
petitive advantages of 
the country, and high-
light target outcomes, 
including the anticipated 
number of tourists, the 
tourism sector’s contri-
bution to GDP, and job 
creation statistics. Saudi 
Vision 2030 is an excel-
lent example of this: it 
clearly delineates plans 
to offer multiple tourism 
products and experi-
ences, with a clear goal 
of increasing the number 

of domestic and inter-
national tourists to 100 
million per year by 2030 
and boosting tourism’s 
contribution to GDP  
from 3 percent in 2018 to 
10 percent.” 

Marwan Bejjani, partner 
with Strategy& Middle 
East added: “Data ana-
lytics and data sharing 
between tourism sector 
stakeholders is likely to 
play an increasingly im-

portant role in supporting 
governments in making 
informed decisions that 
allow them to tailor offer-
ings. The UAE and Egypt, 
for example, have diversi-
fied offerings that attract 
visitors from a diverse set 
of countries.”

Dima Sayess, a partner 
with Strategy& Middle 
East and the director of 
the Ideation Center, said: 
“Countries in the GCC 
and Egypt are at differ-

ent levels of destination 
readiness in many areas, 
which can give an indica-
tion of where efforts need 
to be directed.  When it 
comes to tour services, for 
example, well-established 
tourism destinations such 
as Egypt and the UAE 
have a large number of 
heritage and cultural of-
ferings. Bahrain and Saudi 
Arabia, on the other hand,  
have the opportunity to 
intensify their offerings in 
this aspect.”    
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SiNGApOrE AirliNES             
Dubai         
Singapore Airlines has appointed Ryan Yeoh as General Manager 
Gulf & Middle East, based in Dubai.  Yeoh succeeds Christian 

Stenkewitz, who has been posted to 
Amsterdam as the SIA General Manager 
for the Benelux region. In his new role, 
Yeoh will be responsible for all aspects 
of SIA’s commercial and operational 
activities across the Gulf & Middle 
East. Yeoh joined Singapore Airlines in 

2011 and has held various leadership 
roles, positioning him well to lead SIA 

in the challenging and exciting Gulf 
and Middle East region.

iATA            
Africa and Middle East        
The International Air Transport Association (IATA) announced 
that Kamil H. Al-Awadhi will be appointed IATA’s Regional Vice 

President for Africa and Middle East (AME), 
effective March 1, 2021. Al-Awadhi will 
lead the Association’s activities across 
AME from its regional office in Amman, 

Jordan. Most recently, Al-Awadhi  
was CEO of Kuwait Airways, a 
responsibility he held from November 

2018 through August 2020. That capped 
a 31-year career at Kuwait Airways during 

which his positions included 
Deputy CEO and Chief 

Operating Officer. 

BEST WESTErN HOTElS & rESOrTS           
USA        
Best Western Hotels & Resorts announced that its Board of 
Directors has elected Ishwar Naran as Board Chairman for 2021. 
Naran, who previously served as Vice 
Chairman of the Board of Directors, 
brings more than three decades of 
hospitality experience and 17 years 
of Best Western ownership to his role 
as Chairman. His deep knowledge of 
the brand coupled with his extensive 
industry experience make Naran the 
ideal candidate to drive Best Western 
Hotels & Resorts forward in 2021. Naran 
has managed over 30 hotels throughout 
his career. 

FAirMONT BAB Al BAHr             
Abu Dhabi         
Fairmont Bab Al Bahr has appointed Mohamed Abdallah as 
the Director of Food and Beverage. In his new role, Abdallah will 
provide strategic leadership and oversee the 
operation of the hotel’s diverse F&B outlets 
as well as its banqueting and catering 
services. Abdallah has 16 years of 
experience in Abu Dhabi where he brings 
a wealth of knowledge in enhancing 
revenue for conference and banqueting 
operations. With his expertise and fresh 
insights, Abdallah will ensure the Fairmont 
Bab Al Bahr continues to provide guests with 
the best culinary experiences and 
service in Beijing.

rADiSSON BlU HOTEl,  
DUBAi MEDiA CiTY         
Dubai        
Radisson Blu Hotel, Dubai Media City 
has appointed Phil Roberts as its new 
Director of F&B. He will oversee the 
operations of the Media City hotel, 
including its F&B outlets, outside 
catering, 12 meeting rooms and 246 
keys, leading the culinary teams in all 
of the hotels dining venues, including 
Italian restaurant Certo, media city 
hangout Icon Bar and rooftop 
Tamanya Terrace. 

MOVEMENTS
TOUriSM OFFiCE OF SpAiN iN UAE           
Abu Dhabi        
Namratha Rose has recently joined the Tourism Office of Spain in 
UAE as Manager - Marketing & Trade Relations and will be actively 

involved in implementing online marketing 
plans, social media, press management 

and  B2B & B2C engagement for 
promoting Spain as a tourist destination 
for the Gulf regions (UAE, KSA, Kuwait, 
Qatar, Oman, Bahrain and Iran). She 
has over 10 years of experience  
as a travel specialist, specialised  
in VIP-luxury travel, product 

designing, contracting, supplier 
relations, hotel representation, 
and trade. 

BCD Travel opens their new location

Sharjah opens a new
cultural hub in Khorfakkan

Adhering to all precautions during the COVID 
period BCD Travel moved to their new prem-
ises  at M Square, right next to Spinneys (Bur 
Dubai) on Sheikh Khalifa Bin Zayed Street, Al 
Mankhool. The move was planned much be-
fore the pandemic hit the world. Despite all dif-
ficulties, with their proactive and positive atti-
tude, they carried on to new beginnings. There 
were restricted invitees under the present pro-
tocol as explained by Managing Director BCD 
Travel Sumit Acharya. “We had plans for the 
office to move in the pre-COVID times yet con-
tinued with it despite the difficulties created 
by the crisis, thanks to the commitment and 
positive outlook of our main shareholders AWR 
group and our JV partners BCD Travel BV.”

Sharjah adds a new amphitheatre in the city’s eastern region enclave Khorfakkan.  
Built on a total area of 190,000 sq.ft., this stunning Roman-style attraction is Sharjah’s 
latest cultural and architectural landmark.

(L-R): Shaz Peshimam, Senior Manager Dxb and NE, UAE Sales, Emirates; Khalid Bel Jaflah, Divisional VP UAE and Oman, Commercial Operations of Emirates;  
Hans Sandee, Consul General for the Netherlands in Dxb and NE; Adil Al Ghaith, SVP Commercial Operations Gulf, ME, Iran, UAE and Oman of Emirates; Khalid Al Rostamani, Chairman 
and CEO, AWR group; Dr. Amina Al Rostamani, COO, AWR group; Khamis AlBlooshi, GM Dubai and NE of Etihad and Sumit Acharya, MD BCD Travel UAE.

Sheikh Sultan bin Ahmed Al Qasimi, HE Tariq Saeed Allay, Director of Sharjah Government Media Bureau (SGMB), and several members from 
local media houses outlets also attended the tour to explore the venue and learn about its state-of-the-art facilities. Strategically located on an 
elevated hillock, at the foot of the Al Sayed mountain, the amphitheatre offers sweeping views of the Khorfakkan Corniche. This open-air semi-
circular space boasts an imposing stone façade made up of 235 arches and 295 columns, 
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