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RECOGNISING the potential of tourism as a means of boosting national income in a relatively short time, the government has declared 2007 as “Visit Pakistan Year”. It has also set in motion a number of useful changes, including a liberal visa policy for visitors from “tourist friendly countries” and a generous depreciation allowance of 50 per cent for new investment in tourism.

Pakistan has an attractive coastline, three of the highest and most scenic mountain ranges in the world, cities that offer a variety of interesting products for sale, river plains, colourful deserts and many interesting historical and cultural sites. Our people are traditionally friendly and hospitable to strangers. So why is Pakistan one of the least frequented and most under-appreciated tourist destinations in the world?

The reported presence in Pakistan of some of the world’s diehard terrorists may have something to do with the dearth of tourists. A reputation for religious and cultural intolerance, undeserved by the population as a whole, does not help either. The third deficiency is that Pakistan lacks the infrastructure that a modern tourism industry demands. Power failures are common, speeding buses on crowded highways are a menace to passengers, pedestrians and smaller vehicles, the railway system is old, decent accommodation is scarce and costly, and the natural environment is becoming degraded.

Not surprisingly, in 2004 only 648,000 foreigners visited Pakistan, generating revenues of $186 million, as compared to India’s 3.5 million visitors who generated receipts of $6.1 billion. In 2006, the number of visitors to Pakistan increased to 798,000 but earnings, surprisingly, remained the same. The reason for the small volume of receipts is that a large proportion of the visitors are overseas Pakistanis, not genuine tourists.

Pakistanis, who frequently travel abroad, may wonder why countries with similar cultural and religious backgrounds are able to attract so many more tourists. For example, Egypt hosted 8.6 million tourists in 2005, who spent $6.5 billion, in spite of deadly bombing attacks in the Sinai, while over 17 million tourists are expected to visit Turkey and generate $16.5 billion in 2006.

To promote tourism in Pakistan requires a multi-pronged approach. As a first step, we should encourage Pakistanis to become tourists in their own land, instead of being the most lavish spenders in Britain. The government has to provide better security, good roads and railways, and the private sector has to provide many more clean hotels and motels without degrading the natural environment.

Tourism is not, however, just a five-star hotel or Nanga Parbat’s Fairy Meadows, an air-conditioned luxury coach or a beautiful beach. When tourists buy a holiday package in Pakistan, in a sense they buy the whole of Pakistan from the moment they walk to the PIA counter at Heathrow or JFK or Narita airport, until they reach Karachi, Lahore, Peshawar or Islamabad airport. If the personnel manning the PIA counter appear aloof and the toilets get clogged during the flight, the tourists are bound to feel cheated.

Tourists tend to be afraid of being hustled or intimidated by impoverished people. Moreover, faulty policies, bad planning, overpopulation and poverty cause environmental degradation. Karachi in the 1950s and 1960s was an attractive tourist destination for the Gulf Arabs, and many European airlines landed there. No more.

Exiting the rustic Islamabad airport terminal building and encountering hustling taxi drivers and thousands of people milling around is enough to intimidate visitors from more orderly societies. Tourists will feel comfortable in Pakistan only if we constantly improve our facilities and management.

Provision of adequate security in the form of escorts and partial segregation as in Egypt could mitigate the problem of security. An extreme example of successful segregation is the reservation of island resorts in the Maldives exclusively for tourists. Consequently, the tiny Saarc country with a miniscule population of 300,000 largely traditional Sunni Muslims is able to host as many outside visitors as Pakistan and collect four times the revenue, although Pakistan is five hundred times more populous.

Pakistan has many outstanding destinations that could be considered for development, such as the Kalash valley at Bumboret and the hot springs in Chitral; Fairy Meadows and the Diamir base camp at Nanga Parbat; Hunza and the rest of the Karakoram highway; upper Kaghan valley, including Lalazar plateau and Lake Saiful Mulk; and the upper Swat valley beyond Kalam. Resorts along the lines of Shangri-La in Skardu, the Bhurban Inter-Continental, or the Heavenly Lake near Urumuchi in Xinjiang, China, may be developed at these sites.

Apart from targeting Europe, North America and Japan, we need to make special efforts to attract tourists from China, Malaysia and the Arab world. The tourism ministry has drawn up comprehensive plans to take advantage of Pakistan’s assets by converting potential demand into actual visits. Even India is being targeted as a source of tourists. This is a mature and healthy way to improve relations with our long estranged neighbour, and to generate revenue, without compromising our core interests and issues.

The Gulf Arabs have shown their liking for Pakistan at the highest levels by building palaces in the desert and by spending their winter holidays indulging in falconry. An effort should be made to induce upper middle class Arabs to visit Pakistan for their holidays. The government should intensify its efforts to promote special tours to religious shrines and festivals.

Our people are justly proud of the mountains of Pakistan. In the West, however, people like to escape the frosty winters and head south to enjoy the sea, sand and sun. The Red Sea resorts of Egypt, for example, receive many European tourists who spend hundreds of millions of dollars indulging in water sports.

Investment by the Gulf states has played an important role. For example, the ruling family of Abu Dhabi helped finance the super deluxe Sofitel Hotel at Sharm el Sheikh in the Sinai peninsula. Many other three, four and five-star hotels cater to hundreds of thousands of Egyptians and Europeans. A fleet of around 50 modern boats is available to take tourists for snorkeling, fishing and sightseeing.

From November to February, the climate along our coast is exceptionally mild. Pakistan’s Arabian Sea coast is known for its varied and prolific marine life and sports; angling could become a lucrative source of foreign exchange. The government should select a few beaches between Karachi and Gwadar that have clear water. Responsible investors associated with the best hotel chains may be invited to set up a flagship project each with the target tourists to be from the investor’s own country or region. Investment will be forthcoming from China, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey, the Emirates, Qatar and Oman if attractive sites are offered.

Appropriate tourism and conservation policies are necessary for success. Eco-tourism should be a part of the marketing campaign. Facilities should be provided to tourists to observe tropical fish, large marine turtles and other marine wildlife. Close proximity to coral reefs and other structures affording protection to fish would be desirable. Marine life sanctuaries will have to be created. For example, the area adjacent to Churna island near Karachi, which is a naval testing area, may be declared a national aquatic sanctuary.

In the interest of security, some of the areas selected for tourism may be segregated, with provision for guided shopping tours and sightseeing. At the same time, the interests of the locals must be protected by giving them preferential treatment for employment in the tourism projects.

The government and the private sector have to act in concert to remove the obstacles to lucrative tourism in Pakistan. Based on the experiences and friendly advice of the most successful businessmen in Islamic countries who have made a fortune in tourism, the following practical measures are recommended in order to establish a viable tourism industry in Pakistan:

Firstly, Pakistan needs to develop close relations with the tour operators, as almost 80 per cent of world tourism is through package tours. Tour operators have to be persuaded to visit Pakistan and select sites for development.

Secondly, in tourism projects at least 80 per cent of the investment should be the equity and only 20 per cent bank loans. This will ensure financial stability in case tourists do not turn up in any particular year.

Thirdly, the rate of return on the investment should be at least six per cent over the compound interest rate. In case the compound interest rate in Pakistan is 18 per cent, the minimum profit should be 24 per cent.

Fourthly, it is desirable that local investors should team up with foreign investors on a 50-50 basis.

Fifthly, as Pakistan has shown negligible success in tourism, the risks will be correspondingly higher; incentives in the form of tax breaks in addition to a 50 per cent depreciation offered by the government may be necessary.

Lastly, the government has to think big and set a target of two million tourists in 2012. In order to absorb so many additional tourists, major investments in roads, hotels, airports, railways, airline facilities and other related sectors will be necessary.

The traditional hospitality of our people needs to be reinforced through education. People have to be convinced of the need to welcome tourists and to make them feel at home. The biggest stake that they can have is the profit motive. Secondly, adequate budgetary allocations for the improvement in the infrastructure must be made. If we play our cards right the income from tourism could reach a couple of billion dollars by 2012.

The writer is a former ambassador
