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hen Sani” asked me to write this article on Palestine’s tourism export,
| wondered whether | should approach it in a traditional analytic way,
but finally | decided to start by sharing with you the challenges
of writing such an article. Then again | thought perhaps we could
list the beauties of Palestine, the riches of the destination, or the
achievements of the Palestinian tourism sector, but for that | would
rather refer you to the directory section of This Week in Palestine or
to the August 2017 issue. Palestine’s tourism sector is definitely the
most complex to analyze worldwide, as the mere realities created on
the ground by the Israeli occupation lead to an abnormal normality.

In a normal tourism destination one would look at numbers first, but
in Palestine the numbers are tricky. In the absence of Palestinian
sovereignty and border control, the Palestinian Central Bureau of
Statistics collects data on visitors at points of tourism affluence,
notably the locations that serve the mass tourism industry, such as
Bethlehem’s city center bus station where hordes of buses drop off
groups of day-visitors for a brief stop at the Church of the Nativity.
But how many individual visitors have we missed in the count?

If one chooses to look at tourism expenditure, one would look at
the figures of the Palestinian government, but they do not represent
the whole sector. With the ongoing occupation of Jerusalem, all
Jerusalem companies declare their sales and income to the Israeli
occupation authorities. And Jerusalem contains a concentration of
numerous historical Palestinian tourism headquarters, such as tour
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operators, hoteliers, guides, and bus
operators; thus the bulk of tourism-
industry income is neither reported nor
taxed by the Palestinian authorities but
rather by the Israelis.

Now if we look at the United Nations
World Tourism Organisation’s
definition of a tourist, we find, “a visitor
(domestic, inbound, or outbound) is
classified as a tourist (or overnight
visitor) when his/her trip includes an
overnight stay.” Therefore we should
look at hotel overnights. The hotel
sector in the West Bank has 7,215
available rooms, and in the first quarter
of 2017, the hotel-room occupancy
was 20.8 percent,” generated by
122,163 tourists. The low occupancy
rates are paired with a low sales price
(group hotel rates in the Bethlehem
area range from US$ 20 to US$ 40
per person in a double room on a half-
board basis), thus creating a weak
contribution to the local economy.

The lost potential of tourism for
Palestine is growing daily with the
more aggressive tourism policies of
the Israeli occupation government’s
plans. The expansion of settlements
around the Jerusalem area and
the earmarking of massive areas
for hotel development and tourism
activities in those settlements, notably
East Jerusalem, Givat Hamatos,
Har Homa, and the Dead Sea area,
impact drastically the development of
Palestinian tourism.

So let’s summarize: no sovereignty or
border control means no airline taxes,
no border taxes, no real figures for
the number of visitors to Palestine,
no continuity of territory; and Area
C and Jerusalem under direct Israeli
occupation means that we are losing
a large chunk of the state income that
could be generated by the tourism
sector. No diversity of tourism means
a seasonal service industry with low




The famous olive oil soap from Nablus is piled
up in towers in order to dry.

occupancy rates, except at peak
seasons; and finally, an ever-growing
Israeli-settlement  tourism  activity
means a choking of the Palestinian
tourism sector.

You will hear most first-time travellers
to Palestine say the same thing: “We
did not expect this!” or “We’re happy
we came despite...” and then they will
tell you how their relatives, friends,
or partners told them not to come to
Palestine. The entrenchment of the
Israeli government’s narrative impacts
drastically ~ Palestinian  tourism’s
potential for development. Most
visitors will have an image of conflict
zones nourished by a horror tale about
Palestine and the Palestinians.

The Israeli government long ago came
to understand two main elements of
tourism development: targeting the
mid- to high-end tourism markets
is essential to develop a thriving
tourism destination, and tourism
and tourists are the best carriers of
a national narrative based on their
in-country experience. Israel has
been actively inviting prominent food,
fashion, culture, and entertainment

Palestine’s tourism
sector: The revolution

that is slowly erupting! A
multitude of initiatives and
challenges are working
toward this crucial game-
changer.




Inside Jaffa Gate, Jerusalem.

In Palestine, there is still a long way  Palestine has to become a normal and
to go to attract Muslim pilgrims and  diverse tourism destination like every
to promote Christian pilgrimages to  other tourism destination in order to
new markets. The potential for growth ~ overcome the realities of occupation
in the pilgrimage sector will grow  andgo beyond as the flagship sector of
exponentially and will support the  the Palestinian economy and exports.
building of the destination and brand: ~ Tourism is the game-changer in terms
Palestine. of international image, preservation of
The various sector actors within this ~ OUr cultural heritage, and promotion of

pilgrimage-specific chain will grow  Our culinary identity.

in capacity and quality, the religious  Fadi Kattan, a tourism analyst, chef,
handicrafts will go on supplying and hotelier at the Hosh Al-Syrian
the local and international markets in Bethlehem, has worked in Paris,
with  olive-wood and mother-of-  London, and Palestine on tourism
pearl handicrafts, the mass tourism  development, marketing, sustainability
restaurants will flourish feeding large  and strategy, food and gastronomy

numbers of excursionists, and the bus  promotion, and international tourism
companies will increase their presence  relations.
in Palestine’s most visited religious

sites. * Sani Meo, publisher of TWiP
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