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“The Middle East is struggling with modernism, much as
Western civilisation did during the Age of Enlightenment.

For tourists, there’s always the allure of ‘this could be
dangerous’. A lot of travellers want to have a ‘real’ cultural

experience and in the Middle East you get that still. It’s not
Disney!”

– Dr Robert Chadwick, co-director Wadi ath-
Thamad Project, Jordan

This report looks at the following areas:

• Which country has the most UNESCO World Heritage sites in the Middle East?
• What is causing cultural traditions to be lost in the Middle East?
• Why is tourism as a job creator particularly important in certain countries?
• How did Dubai become the world’s busiest airport for international passengers?
• How has Oman retained its cultural heritage?
• Why has the number of tourist visits to Petra (Jordan) fallen so dramatically?

Terrorism, not tourism, dominates the headlines from the Middle East. Every day, the world is
bombarded with a litany of grim news – the rise of the so-called ‘Islamic State’ (IS or ISIS), suicide
bombers in Iraq, the civil war in Syria, young people being radicalised by jihadist ideas, millions of
displaced people in squalid refugee camps, bulging at the seams.

Given that daily diet of catastrophes, it is not surprising that the entire region appears to be in
meltdown. That is certainly not the case. Outside the conflict zones, international tourism in the Middle
East is growing, albeit at a modest pace.

In 2014, according to the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the Middle East
registered 51.04 million foreign tourist arrivals – fewer than in 2010 when the region welcomed 54.70
million foreign tourists but the interim years were affected by the fallout from the Arab Spring. Based
on the latest data, however, international tourism is slowly recovering, not yet to 2010 levels, but
moving in that direction.
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Figure 9: International tourism receipts, selected countries, 2010-14
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