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Four Seasons  looks  to open new location in Saudi Arabia amongs t news  of touris t visa. Image credit: Four Seasons

 
By BRIELLE JAEKEL

As affluent travelers continue to look for destinations that many others have not been, Saudi Arabia's tourist visa
announcement will likely attract the luxury vacationer.

While Saudi Arabia has been open to business travel and religious pilgrimages, visiting for pleasure has never been
an option. But now the Middle Eastern destination will be opened up to tourists through a new visa that extends to
leisure travelers, likely attracting affluents who seek out unique spots and true cultural experiences.

"There is clearly a segment of the luxury market that is interested in middle eastern destinations - you only need to
look at the growth of travel to UAE to see that," said Taylor Rains, managing partner at Flugel Consulting. "What Saudi
Arabia offers, though, is a purer cultural experience.

"Travelers looking for history, culture and a unique experience are likely to be interested in exploring new
opportunities in the region," he said.

Unseen experiences
Saudi Arabia's decision to welcome leisure travelers will attract visitors outside of the Middle East in a manner
similar to when Cuba's borders opened to United States travelers.

When the U.S. government's travel ban to Cuba lifted, the island nation quickly climbed into the top 15 of desired
destinations among affluent American travelers, according to a luxury survey conducted by Travel Leaders Group.

The Caribbean country was a destination previously unseen by many U.S. travelers due to the past travel restrictions
imposed by the government, but many affluent travelers have flocked to Cuba now due to the exclusivity (see more).

Since Saudi Arabia has not had previous experience with excessive tourism, visiting the country will mean a true
authentic cultural experience. Many destinations that see a flurry of leisure visitors will accrue touristy traps that turn
off affluent travelers, but Saudi Arabia's lack of vacationers have kept it a cultural mine.

The country is already home to a series of five-star hotels including locations from brands such as Four Season,
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Ritz-Carlton, Rosewood and InterContinental. But top locations such as the Holy City of Makkah, also known as
Mecca, Jeddah and Saudi Arabia's capital of Riyadh will likely see an increased presence from additional luxury
brands and hoteliers after the visa is instated.

In October, Four Seasons announced a second property in Saudi Arabia.

our Seasons Hotel Makkah will join Four Seasons' Riyadh property (pictured). Image credit: Four Seasons

The hospitality brand currently operates a property in Riyadh and will add a hotel in Mecca, through a development
partnership with Jabal Omar Development Company (JODC). Due to the new Four Seasons' adjacency to the Al-
Masjid Al-arm, or Grand Mosque, the hotel is  likely to be of interest to affluent Muslims visiting the Holy City (see
story).

For instance, a series of resorts across the Red Sea will be opening in the near future.

Tourist trap
While Saudi Arabia is not currently a touristy area, this could change within the next couple of years after the visa is
out. U.S. theme park brand Six Flags is already working with Dubai Parks and Resorts DUBA.DU to build a series of
amusement parks in Saudi Arabia.

The destination's future theme parks and increase of luxury brands are a few initiatives that will hope to position its
image as a luxury hub to compete with Dubai and Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, cities known as top luxury
locations in the Middle Eastern region due to the prevalence of high-end shopping, automobiles, hotels and
residential properties.

Reports have also noted that the country is looking to develop more entertainment to help support its  economy.
However, experts have noted that the future the country looks for could be complicated, as Saudi Arabia is known for
its strict guidelines on women's clothing and gender segregation.

Women have only just recently been given the right to drive, but Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman has been
making continual strides similar to these to adhere to a more "modern Islam."

The Crown Prince originally announced he was looking to overhaul the economy in Saudi Arabia, to help its
dependence on oil. These new policies will start to take effect this year, which includes women being able to drive
(see story).

Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince will also allow commercial movie theaters to start to open up, as well as allowing
women into major sports stadiums to better accommodate families.

In an interview with CNNMoney, the Crown Prince stressed that with these changes he is hoping to see 30 million
visitors a year by 2030, an increase of 12 million.
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CNNMoney interviews the Saudi Arabian Crown Prince. Image credit: CNNMoney

In 2016, Saudi Arabia saw a total of 18 million visitors, most of which are a part of Hajj, an annual pilgrimage to
Mecca and the Grand Mosque. The journey to Mecca is to be taken at least once by every adult Muslim, which is
regarded as Islam's most holy city.

Travel increase
The inclusion of a tourist visa in the hopes to attract affluent travelers might come at a good time for Saudi Arabia.
While 2017 was a solid year for luxury, 2018 is projected to see slight increases to total spending, with most of the
growth coming from travel-related purchases.

This data comes from Luxury Institute's annual study on the state of the luxury business, which surveyed thousands
of affluent customers from the wealthiest nations in the world. The data supports the growing understanding that
luxury consumers are beginning to value experiences over products (see more).

"This step by Saudi Arabia could be indicative of a turning tide in the tourism industry," Flugel Consulting's Mr. Rains
said. "A handful of middle eastern nations have maintained a tight control over tourism in the country, Saudi Arabia
being one of the most notable.

"In effect, this region has been a last frontier for luxury travel," he said. "With Saudi Arabia loosening restrictions on
travel, it's  possible other nations in the region will follow suit.

"The infrastructure for luxury travel in these countries is already in place, it's  just a matter of access. With that access
permitted, I imagine there will be a large influx of luxury tourists, particularly those interested in cultural and
experiential travel, planning trips to the middle east."
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