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SAUDI ARABIA – THE EVOLUTION OF THE KINGDOM’S TOURISM INDUSTRY
TOURISM INDUSTRY OVERVIEW
With Saudi Arabia driving forward with its Vision 2030 economic
diversification agenda, it is important to understand the role that the
government-led tourism projects will play in supporting the post-oil economy
envisioned by the Kingdom.

KEY ELEMENTS OF THE KINGDOM’S
TOURISM STRATEGY

In 2018, the market witnessed the launch of several world-class tourism and
hospitality projects by Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF), including
NEOM, The Red Sea Development Project, Amaala, Qiddiya District and the
Wadi Al Disah Development Project.
These developments are aimed at positioning Saudi Arabia as a leading
leisure and cultural tourism destination through the creation of a diverse
tourism offering. This strategy shifts the country away from the current
reliance on religious visitors towards attracting more legitimate tourists and
provides compelling investment opportunities for the private sector, while
preserving the nation’s cultural and environmental heritage.
The tourism and hospitality industry is the second most important non-oil
contributor to the Kingdom’s GDP which, according to the World Travel and
Tourism Council, was estimated at SAR 240.9 billion or 9.4% of total GDP in
2017. Furthermore, the travel sector accounted for 5.3% of the country’s total
employment with an estimated 644,000 jobs.
With government investment fuelling rapid growth in the industry, the sector’s
value is forecast to grow to SAR 400 billion by 2028 with direct employment
levels projected to reach 749,000 jobs. The development of the tourism
mega-projects is also expected to create an economic spillover effect by
supporting other sectors of employment as well.
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EVOLUTION OF THE ENTERTAINMENT SECTOR
One of the most important elements of the socio-economic transformation
agenda embedded in the Saudi Vision 2030 is the development of adequate
entertainment infrastructure for local citizens and visitors.
With an estimated 69% of the population under the age of 35 and an annual
expenditure of SAR 30 billion on leisure and entertainment activities abroad
by Saudi nationals, this untapped industry has immense potential to retain
tourism spend in the Kingdom, generate employment opportunities and
encourage foreign investment and public-private partnerships.
To organise, develop and regulate the sector, the Saudi government
established the General Authority for Entertainment in 2016, followed by the
launch of the Quality of Life 2020 programme in 2018. The latter has set an
objective to increase the number of entertainment venues in the country from
154 to 260 by 2020 through public and private financing of SAR 130 million.
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“The development of the
Kingdom’s entertainment
industry is a concerted effort to
help recapture the estimated
SAR 30 billion spent annually
by Saudi residents abroad”
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After a 35-year ban on cinema screenings, first operating licenses were
granted in 2017 to the US-headquartered AMC Theatres, UAE-based Vox
Cinemas and Al Rashed Empire Cinema Consortium, which are planning to
bring into operation more than 700 screens over the next five years. By
2030, the sector is projected to be worth an estimated SAR 3.75 billion and
boast a total of 350 cinemas and 2,500 screens throughout the Kingdom.
Other notable projects anticipated to bolster the Kingdom’s entertainment
industry includes the upcoming Jeddah Opera House, Saudi Arabia’s first
indoor ski slope at Mall of Saudi as well as a number of planned large-scale
events, such as the recently held Formula E-Prix and the World Wrestling
Entertainment’s (WWE) live shows. Mixed-gender events have also been
increasing in popularity as the society, particularly the younger generation, UAE-based Vox Cinemas plan to roll out 600 screens as part of a
seen to be more amenable to such social changes.
five-year SAR 2 billion investment in the Kingdom.
Overall, the entertainment sector is projected to create 70,000 permanent
jobs and generate SAR 16.5 billion by 2030 while increasing household
spending on culture and entertainment from the current 2.9% to 6.0% of
GDP. This will enable the Kingdom to recapture a greater portion of the SAR
30 billion spent annually by Saudi residents abroad and reinvest them in the
diversification of the domestic economy.

SAUDI ARABIA’S GIGA TOURISM PROJECTS

“The recent series of international events
including the Formula E-Prix, WWE live
shows and Saudi International Golf
Tournament are all part of the Kingdom’s
drive to increase global awareness”

In order to drive growth in the Kingdom’s tourism sector, the country has
announced a series of Giga Tourism Projects. Spearheaded by the
Kingdom’s Sovereign Wealth Fund, the projects form an integral part of the Vision 2030 Plan and aim to increase tourism spend and
strengthen the non-oil sector and employment opportunities for Saudi nationals.
Each project is focused on capitalising on the unique characteristics of their location and highlights the diversity of landscape, ecology
and cultural history of the Kingdom. Whilst projects, such as the Red Sea Project and Amaala, are targeted at the high-end tourism
market, in order to appeal to the wider western tourist market, the country will need to examine ways of adjusting laws and regulations to
be competitive with other GCC markets and competitive destinations worldwide.
Whilst the Kingdom has announced that certain developments will adhere to “international tourism standards”, more specific details
relating to the existing restrictions on gender segregation, clothing and the provision of liquor requires clarification.

SAUDI ARABIA’S GIGA TOURISM PROJECTS
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PROJECT SPECIFICATIONS
• Dubbed ‘The Riviera of the Middle East’

• Focus on Recuperation, Wellness and
Recreation

• Ultra-luxury beachfront destination

• Targeted at the world’s top 2.5 million
leisure travellers

• Spanning across 3,800 sq. km.
• Located within Prince Mohammed bin
Salman Natural Reserve
• Encompasses three bays, one island and a
white sandy coast

• Expected to generate 22,000 Job
opportunities
• Expected to drive domestic & foreign direct
investment

KEY PROJECT COMPONENTS
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PROJECT SPECIFICATIONS
• Set to become Saudi Arabia’s premier
luxury, sustainable tourism destination

• Governed by independent laws on par with
international standards

• Spanning across 34,000 sq. km.

• Will offer relaxed social norms and
business regulations, visa-free access for
most nationalities

• Site encompasses 22 natural islands,
dormant volcanoes, historical sites

• Located between the cities of Al-Wajh and
Umluj
• Established within a semi-autonomous area

• Expected to attract 1.0 million visitors
annually, add SAR 22 billion to GDP and
generate 70,000 jobs
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AL–ULA
PROJECT SPECIFICATIONS
• Set to be transformed into a wildlife reserve
and heritage destination
• Located in north-western Saudi Arabia,
within Madinah Provence

• Project will witness the development of
925-square-kilometre Sharaan Nature
Reserve and Sharaan Resort

• Home to Mada’in Saleh – Saudi Arabia’s first
UNESCO heritage site

• Expected to attract 250,000 visitors per
annum by 2020-21 and over 2 million by
2035

• Area renowned for its sandstone rock
formations

• Expected to add SAR 120 billion to GDP and
generate 38,000 jobs by 2035
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PROJECT SPECIFICATIONS
• Expected to generate 57,000 jobs by 2030

• Set to be become Saudi Arabia’s largest
entertainment, sports and cultural
destination

• Project built around six integrated clusters:
o High-end theme parks

• Located 40 kilometres south-west of Riyadh

o Sports arenas

• Spanning across 334 sq. km. (2.5 times the
size of Disney World in Orlando)

o Tracks for motorsport activities
o Water- and snow-based activities

• Expected to attract 17 million entertainment,
12 million shopping and 2 million hospitality
visitors per annum by 2030

o Outdoor and adventure activities
o Historical and cultural activities

KEY PROJECT COMPONENTS (PHASE 1)
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CHALLENGES
Although recent initiatives have already drawn public attention to
the planned economic reforms in Saudi Arabia, there are a number
of potential challenges that need to be addressed to ensure smooth
and sustainable growth in the tourism and entertainment sectors.
These challenges include:
•
•
•
•

Competition from neighbouring countries
Safety and security
Visa regulations and ease of access
Private sector investment

Although GCC countries share many similarities, including
topographical features and natural resources, Saudi authorities
argue that the upcoming seaside projects will focus their
differentiation strategies not only on the natural beauty of the Red
Sea Coast but also on other concepts, such as historical heritage,
cultural immersion, sustainability and adventure tourism.
Furthermore, both The Red Sea Project and Amaala will target
primarily the luxury and upper-class segments, a market that Dubai
is moving away from in an attempt to boost visitor arrivals. Despite
the region having a high density of luxury hotels, the addition of the
proposed hotels within these new projects will elevate the
hospitality offering in the region to a new standard.
In order to strengthen its unique selling proposition, particularly on
cultural and nature-based tourism, the Kingdom will have to study
the strategies adopted by other emerging regional destinations,
such as Sharjah, Ras Al Khaimah and Oman, which have also
placed cultural, nature and historical heritage at the centre of their
tourism development plans.
The success of all new schemes will also depend on the
government’s ability to ensure security of its visitors. Past attacks
at tourist sites in Sharm El Sheikh, Jordan and Tunisia have
adversely affected the flow of tourists to these destinations and
therefore the highest levels of security would be needed. This is
not only to deter potential incidents, but also to provide a greater
sense of comfort for tourists who are already wary of safety and
security in the wider Middle East region.
Although the Kingdom does not face any major security threats, the
political instability in the wider region and its involvement in Yemen
may be considered to increase risk factors.
Despite an existing and rapidly developing hospitality sector, its
highly regulated visa policy and strict laws and social norms have
historically deterred western tourists from visiting the Kingdom.

In a push to lure international leisure tourists, Saudi Arabia
announced in December 2018 plans to open its recently launched
‘Sharek’ e-visa portal to general visitors, a scheme initially
restricted to visitors of specific events.
Once launched in 2019, the system will enable citizens of select
countries, including all Schengen (EU) states, the US, Australia,
Japan, South Korea, South Africa, Malaysia, Brunei and
Singapore, to obtain an electronic tourist visa. This will be
complemented by a number of planned social and logistical
reforms, which will also contribute to an increase in visitor exports
and will create additional demand for the upcoming tourism
projects.
Finally, whilst investment in the initial stages will be governmentled, the developments are likely to become increasingly reliant on
private sector investment in the subsequent stages of construction.
In order for the projects to attract significant private sector
investment, particularly given the scale, and in some cases remote
location, government incentives will be critical.

MARKET OUTLOOK
The development of Saudi Arabia’s government-led giga tourism
projects will undoubtedly contribute to the growth and evolution of
a unique tourism ecosystem in the Kingdom. However, as the
majority of the projects are not envisioned to be completed before
2030, the immediate attention turns to how the country can attract
greater demand from regional and international tourists.
The introduction of the new relaxed tourist visa system is an
important step in improving ease of access to the Kingdom which
has historically been restricted to business or religious tourists
only. The implementation of the system is expected to generate a
new wave of tourism demand primarily from within the Arab region
and the wider Muslim nations.
In the short to medium term, western tourists will be likely limited
to a select number of special interest visitors as well as western
expatriates living in the region, who will be attracted to the
Kingdom’s historic and UNESCO sites.
However, over the long term, increased demand from western
tourists will be dependent on the completion of the giga tourism
projects and the implementation of more relaxed regulations within
these zones.
Whilst Saudi Arabia’s tourism industry remains in the infancy stage,
the foundations that are currently being laid through the
development of large-scale tourism projects, relaxed visa
regulations, domestic tourism infrastructure and international
events all point to the creation of a long-term sustainable tourism
industry.
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PROJECT EXPERIENCE IN SAUDI ARABIA
TRI’s experience in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia spans 25 years and covers 17 markets, from major cities to isolated and unique
Over the past 25 years, TRI have advised clients on numerous landmark hospitality projects in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
destinations. We have advised a wide range of clients from sovereign wealth funds to government institutions, financial institutions and
private developers. In the table below, we outline a selection of assignments completed in the Kingdom.
PROJECT
Economy and Midscale Hotels in Saudi Arabia
Premier Inn Hotels in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

ASSIGNMENT
Strategic Development Strategy
Strategic Development Plan

Proposed Yotel Hotel in Riyadh

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Hyatt Place in Riyadh
Financial Report for a Proposed Serviced Apartment Project on Olaya
Street
Proposed Park Hyatt Hotel on King Fahd Road, Riyadh

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Upmarket, Midmarket Hotels and Serviced Apartments, Riyadh

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Five-Star Hotel in Riyadh

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Serviced Apartment in Riyadh
Proposed Five-Star Hotel at Project Humanity in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

Financial report
Market and financial feasibility study

Market and financial feasibility study
Highest and best use feasibility study and operator selection

Proposed Four Points Hotel by Sheraton in Riyadh

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Serviced Apartment Project, Riyadh

Market and financial feasibility study

Development of a Plot in Riyadh

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Hotel and Branded Residence Project in Madinah
Proposed Luxury Hotel Project in Makkah
Proposed Re-Development of a Mixed-Use Project in Aziziah, Makkah
Proposed Three-Star Mega-Hotel Project in Makkah

Hotel operator search
Pre-feasibility study
Financial report
Project planning and benchmarking study

Proposed Hotel Project in Al Bibyan, Makkah

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Re-Development of a Mixed-Use Project in Aziziah, Makkah

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Hotel Project in Kudai, Makkah

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Twin Hotel Projects in Dar Al Haramain, Makkah

Highest and best use study

Proposed Upscale Hotel and Serviced Apartment Project in Madinah

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Hotel and Branded Residence Project in Madinah
Operational Review and Feasibility Study for the re-development of
InterContinental Hotels in Makkah and Madinah
Proposed Hotel Project in Makkah

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Holiday Inn Hotel in Makkah
Proposed Hotel and Apartments in Makkah

Operational review and feasibility study
Pre-feasibility study
Market and financial feasibility study
Market study

Proposed Golf Course Development in King Abdullah Economic City

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Luxury Hotel on Obhur Creek

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Upscale and Luxury Hotel in Jeddah Gate

Market and financial feasibility study

Existing Makarim Annakheel Village, Obhur Jeddah

Operational review

Proposed Hyatt Regency on Tahliyah Street, Jeddah

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Grand Hyatt Hotel on the Corniche, Jeddah

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Upmarket Hotel, Jeddah
Proposed Central Waterfront Project
Hotel Operator Selection, Jeddah
Proposed Four-Star Hotel in Hamra Jeddah

Market and financial feasibility study
Highest and best use feasibility study
Market and hotel operation selection study

Proposed Serviced Apartment Project, Al Andalus Mall, Jeddah

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Mid-Market Limited Service Hotel, Jeddah

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Five-Star Hotel on Al Khobar Corniche

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Five-Star Hotel in Al Hamra, Al Khobar

Market and financial feasibility study

Proposed Midmarket Hotel & Serviced Apartments

Market and financial feasibility study and operator selection

Proposed Hotel and Conference Centre

Market and financial feasibility study
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ABOUT TRI CONSULTING
TRI is one of the region’s leading management consultancy firms specialising in the fields of hotels, tourism, leisure and real estate.
The company was established in 1995, its founders the first dedicated hospitality advisory team in the region.
In the intervening decades, TRI has gained extensive experience in over 50 countries including the Middle East, Africa and
Australasia.

P.O. BOX 31933, Dubai
United Arab Emirates
Tel: +971 345 4241
Fax: +971 4 345 8502
Email: info@trimideast.com
Website: www.trimideast.com

For further information, please contact:

Peter Goddard | Managing Director
M: +971 50 654 1320
peter.goddard@trimideast.com
Christopher Hewett | Director
M: +971 50 345 5047
christopher.hewett@trimideast.com

