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By Sree Bhat

ASK a Middle East traveller 
about France, he will speak 
volumes about Paris, Cannes 

and Nice. These are the favourite 
tried-and-tested destinations of 
Arab tourists.

But there is plenty more to France 
than these top tourist spots and the 
country’s tourism development 
agency, Atout France, is making a 
determined effort to take the travel-
ler, especially the repeat visitors, on 
new paths that offer freshness.

Middle Eastern travellers are very 
important to France, which is the 
world’s top tourism destination.  

“Our aim and challenge is to 
promote new destinations and 
new products to the Middle East 
tourist,” says Karim Mekachera, 
director, Middle East and Turkey, 
Atout France. “It is very important 
for us to understand this mar-
ket and enhance the offering for  
our clientele.” 

“It is a high-end market with our 
customers mostly in the five-star 
segment. The market is critical 
for French luxury hotel industry,”  
he continues.  

France last year witnessed a 20 
per cent increase in the number of 
people visiting the country from 
the region, which was second only 
to China in terms of percentage 
growth. The hotel nights also in-
creased 15 per cent and some hotels 
enjoyed almost 30 per cent of their 
clientele from the region.

Mekachera also finds the Middle 
East travel profile changing slowly 
with travel from the region more 
spread throughout the year. De-
mand for skiing and mountaineer-
ing is also picking up, though Nice, 
Cannes and Paris continue to be the 
top destinations for Middle East 
travellers, according to him.

The Middle East, including Tur-
key, accounted for 1.2 million tour-
ists to France last year and had a 2.5 
per cent share of hotel nights.

“Though it may not sound big in 
numbers, the beauty is that most of 
our customers from the region are 
for the five-star segment. That’s the 

key to understand this market,” says 
Mekachera.

“To sustain this growth, we need 
to provide new destinations and 
creative, innovative products. We 
need the support of the local travel 
trade for this.”

On new destinations, Rhône-Al-
pes and Provence Alps regions have 
many attractions that could interest 
tourists from the Middle East. Cha-
monix is one destination that can be 
developed in the region. It has eve-
rything – nature parks, famous ski 
slopes, special trains, good hotels 
and shopping, asserts Mekachera.  

“The job of the national tourism 
board has evolved over the years. 
Our job is not just campaigns and 
building up the image of a destina-
tion. Our core business is to provide 
opportunities to both sides. We act 
as a bridge between the travel trade 
and local operators – that is the 
heart of our operation,” he says.

The visa waiver for Emiratis will 
come very soon for the EU and this 
will strongly increase tourist traffic 
from the UAE, predicts Mekachera. 
“It could even double the traffic.”

Atout France organises a road-
show titled “Colors of France” in the 
region. It covered Jordan, Lebanon 
and Turkey last year. 

“We would like to develop more 
activities in the Saudi markets, tar-
geting Jeddah, Dammam and Riya-
dh,” he says. “There is huge poten-
tial there and with more openness, 
we can do much better.”

He indicates that Bahrain remains 
a key market for French tourism. “I 

am very impressed by the Bahrain 
travel trade. They are professional 
and enthusiastic about France as a 
destination. It is not huge, but a very 
good market in terms of value.”

The key market segments for 
French tourism from the region are 
the FIT (free independent travel) 
market and the family segment. 

However, he sees a growing 
number of groups of young travel-
lers exploring new activities beyond 
the traditional. It is a good segment 
for skiing and other adventurous ac-
tivities, he says. 

Tourists from the region spend 
around 10 days in France during 
their visits, which is excellent. Their 
spending pattern includes luxury 
hotels, luxury stores, amusement 
parks with family, nice restaurants, 
and last one unfortunately is cul-
ture, adds Mekachera.

“We want to lay more emphasis 
on culture. For example, in the Lou-
vre, a new Islamic art section has 
been introduced. We organised a 
fam trip with Qatari travel opera-
tors and the feedback was good,” he 
says. However, he admits it’s a chal-
lenge to create interest in cultural 
attractions.

So what is the USP of France? 
Without batting an eyelid, Me-
kachera says it’s the French diver-
sity. “You can find almost the entire 
world in France. This country has 
been shaped by hundreds of years 
of history with people coming from 
different parts of the world. It is 
more than 20 countries in one. It 
has mountains, ski resorts, sea re-
sorts, city breaks, countryside, cul-
tures and of course cuisines…”

One new tourism trend is the 
summer French language training 
tours from the region. “This trend 
is becoming quite strong now and 
we have to take this seriously. Many 
French operators are offering pack-
ages. It’s a developing segment. We 
need to promote this.”

“Global tourism is a very serious 
business, which generates huge 
employment opportunities. France 
is serious about tourism and is 
fully committed to keep the des-
tination competitive,” Mekachera 
concludes. n

Mekachera … Middle East focuses on the 
five-star market

26 million more jobs over 
the next 10 years. With-
out the right people to fill 
these jobs we will not be 
sustainable, not as busi-
nesses, not as destinations 
and not as guardians of 
our planet.

“We have been warned 
of the danger of more lo-
calised conflicts around 
the world. We have grap-
pled with the enormous 
challenge of climate 
change and sustainability 
that we will all have to face.

“As I see it, there is a vac-
uum in global leadership,” 
he added. “National gov-
ernments and global in-
stitutions are increasingly 
struggling to tackle many 
of the issues we discussed. 

“The messages for us all 
are clear: Firstly, as an in-
dustry, we must all dem-
onstrate that we can be 
trusted with leadership 
and accountability. 

“We need to operate to 
the highest standards to 
prove that we are a force 
for good and not a force for 
destruction as many critics 
fear we may become. 

“We must embrace our 
belief in ‘tourism for to-
morrow’. Our standards 
of ethics and sustain-
ability must be of the  
highest order.”

WTTC, he said, would 
continue its ‘great work’ 
with The United Nations 
World Tourism Organisa-
tion (UNWTO), the United 
Nations agency respon-
sible for the promotion 
of responsible, sustain-
able and universally-ac-
cessible tourism, as well 
as elevating its cause 
amongst governments at 
a national level, wherever 
and whenever the oppor-
tunity arises, as it ‘steps 
up’ to play its part.

“Governments do not 
always recognise our 
contribution at the ta-

ble,” Scowsill said. “But 
we have earned the right 
to lead and to be heard at 
the highest levels.

“We need to work in 
true partnership – with 
governments when they 
listen – and with our lo-
cal communities and  
stakeholders. 

Scowsill also high-
lighted the need to invest 
in the right people and 
harness innovation at 
the accompanying WTTC 
Tourism for Tomorrow 
Awards, which celebrates 
the companies and indi-
viduals in the industry 
fully engaged in the com-
munities that host them 
with holistic business 
models which combine 
‘people, planet and profit’. 

“We must also engage 
with our staff, our custom-
ers and our consumers. 
We have a unique contri-
bution to make, represent-
ing the private sector of 
this global phenomenon.”

WTTC also highlighted 
the growing influence 
of China in global travel 
and tourism. Jumeirah 
Group, the Dubai-based 
international luxury hotel 
chain and part of Dubai 
Holding, for example, has 
set firm foundations in 
China. In addition to Ju-
meirah Himalayas Hotel 
Shanghai, it has a strong 
development pipeline 
featuring Jumeirah Clear-
water Bay Resort, Sanya 
(300 keys), Jumeirah 
Guangzhou (207 keys), 
Jumeirah Hangzhou (226 
keys), Jumeirah Macau 
(250 keys) and Jumei-
rah Thousand Island 
Lake Resort, Qiandaohu  
(152 keys).

Also, Christopher Nas-
setta, president and CEO 
of Hilton Worldwide, said 
in a business report in the 
broadsheet national news-
paper China Daily. “China 

certainly should be in the 
top two (out of Hilton’s 
worldwide markets) with-
in the next five years.” 

The United States-
based group had 43 ho-
tels in five brands in Chi-
na, and two new brands 
could be introduced into 
the country by the end of 
this year.

Marriott International 
has 67 hotels and 111 
properties under con-
struction or planned in 
China, with ‘quite a few’ 
located in what are con-
sidered ‘second and third 
tier’ cities, and Interconti-
nental Hotel Group, with 
208 hotels in the Greater 
China region, plans to al-
most double the number 
over the next five years.

Marriott is also coming 
up with ‘Chinese-ready 
hotels’ in cities which at-
tract many Chinese tour-
ists, providing them with 
‘familiar food’ and Manda-
rin-speaking staff to better 
cater for their needs.

To ensure that Chinese 
guests face no language 
barrier, Burj Al Arab Ju-
meirah has a dedicated 
telephone line offering ac-
cess to a Chinese-speaker 
at any time of the day or 
night whenever Chinese 
guests may require assist-
ance with making restau-
rant reservations, or ar-
ranging activities. 

Approaching the end of 
the 2014 event in Sanya, 
Scowsill paid tribute to its 
generous Chinese hosts 
for making it such an ‘ex-
ceptional’ WTTC summit.

He concluded: “Over 
the past two days we have 
come together to address 
some profound challeng-
es in China. Somewhere 
that is perhaps the most 
exciting country on earth? 
But one that is unargu-
ably the powerhouse of 
the global economy.” n

Continued from page 1

Continued from page 1

News Update

France looks beyond Paris

food and beverage offer-
ing during Ramadan has 
to be in line with religious 
expectations. It is an excel-
lent location – waking dis-
tance to the mosque.  

“At InterContinental 
Makkah, we receive roy-
alty and we have to fol-
low protocol. Sometimes, 

this religious trip happens 
just once in their lifetime, 
so we have to give them 
an experience to remem-
ber and cherish, make 
their stay as special as we  
possibly can.”

CUSTOMER PROFILE 
IHG has three types of 

WTTC Global Summit in China

IHG grows bigger
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IHG HOTELS DUE TO OPEN OVER THE NEXT THREE YEARS

Brand Hotel Name City Country Opening
      Year
Crowne Plaza Crowne Plaza Riyadh – ITCC Riyadh Saudi Arabia 2014 
InterContinental InterContinental Dubai Marina Dubai UAE 2014
Holiday Inn Holiday Inn Jeddah Airport District Jeddah Saudi Arabia 2015
InterContinental InterContinental Riyadh King Abdullah 
 Financial District Riyadh Saudi Arabia  2015
Holiday Inn  Holiday Inn Makkah  Makkah Saudi Arabia 2015
Hotel Indigo Hotel Indigo Riyadh King Abdullah 
 Financial District Riyadh Saudi Arabia  2015
Staybridge Suites Staybridge Suites Jeddah Alandalus Mall Jeddah Saudi Arabia 2016
Staybridge Suites Staybridge Suites Al Khobar Al Khobar Saudi Arabia 2016
Holiday Inn Holiday Inn Doha – The Business Park Doha Qatar 2016
Crowne Plaza Crowne Plaza Oman Convention and 
 Exhibition Centre Muscat Oman 2016
InterContinental InterContinental Muscat Hills Muscat Oman 2016
Crowne Plaza Crowne Plaza Dubai Marina Dubai UAE 2016
InterContinental InterContinental Fujairah Resort  Fujairah UAE 2016
InterContinental InterContinental Kuwait Kuwait City Kuwait 2016

this makes Saudi a great 
domestic market .”

Despite the importance 
of the Saudi market, it is 
the revenue per available 
room (RevPar) in Dubai 

that the COO chooses to 
quote. “Our RevPar in 
Dubai has grown 3.9 per 
cent this quarter over 
last quarter, and this is 
despite the fact that last 

year showed such strong 
performance for us. Last 
year, so many hotel rooms 
opened and the markets 
just absorbed them – we 
didn’t even feel the pinch.”

“We were the first in-
ternational hospitality 
company to choose Dubai, 
and it is really quite amaz-
ing to see how the city  
has grown.” n

customers in the Mid-
dle East, explains Gauvin. 
“We have the regional 
customer, this stands for 
45 per cent of our market 
segment, the internation-
al traveller from the US, 
Europe and Asia, and we 
cater to the local traveller 
as well – there is a lot of 
inter-city travel in Saudi 
for business and leisure. 

“Jeddah, being on the 
Red Sea, is a popular holi-
day break for local trav-
ellers. Al Khobar as well, 
being so near Bahrain, is 
a busy place. In the sum-
mertime, people head 
toward Ta’if, which is lo-
cated at an elevation and 
is therefore, considerably 
cooler than the plains. 

“Another trend, which 
is obvious, is that locals 
travel in large families – 

‘Travel agents are ambassadors’
“OUR customers have different ways of perceiving our 
properties,” says Pascal Gauvin, chief operating officer, 
India, Middle East and Africa. “Travel agents are really 
important to us because they are our ambassadors; 
they sell us to their customers. Yes, people can go on-
line, use different tools, and we have our own website 
through which we sell our rooms but the travel agents 
and wholesalers – they bring groups who do not have 
the ability to book themselves and they organise con-
ferences. Let’s not forget that we are just one element 
of the travel agents’ plan.” n




