]

SAUDI TOURISM AUTHORITY; EDUARDO R/GETTY IMAGES

IMAGES: AUSRA OSIPAVICIUTE; BRITISH AIRWAYS;

WELCOME

onfession: Although I grew up in the

GCC - I've lived in the UAE for almost

30 years, through various chapters of my
life — and I have thus far travelled to more than 65
countries (encompassing both the most popular as
well as more hidden corners of the world) — I had
never actually been to Saudi Arabia until this year.
Even though it was right next door.

In my defense, I wasn’t able to go there before —
not the way that I can now. Prior to 2019, when the
country opened up to wide-scale tourism through
an e-visa available to tourists from 49 countries for
the first time, travel to the kingdom was mostly
restricted to those with visas for business travel,
expatriate workers, and religious pilgrims heading
to the holy cities. As a woman, I also would have
been required to follow a series of more stringent rules for female visitors, such as needing
to be met at the airport by a husband, a sponsor, or a male relative to enter the country.

The tourism reforms that came as part of Saudi Arabia’s ambitious plans for the future,
including its spectacular Vision 2030 initiative, were a truly groundbreaking change. Not
only did they open the destination up as a place that more people could visit, but they also
created a major ripple effect in the country’s transformation on a global scale. They ushered
in a new era of development for its hospitality, aviation, tourism, and related industries, and
cnabled a radical shift in the global perception of this great kingdom. In 2024 — when Saudi
Arabia will celebrate the five-year anniversary of that catalysing tourist e-visa — the country
is known for fostering some of the most jaw-dropping projects in the world, from futuristic
destination developments worthy of a science fiction film, to the preservation and
restoration of locations that honour the country’s rich history, stunning spots that inspire
you to dream of the stars and beyond (p44), thriving cities that buzz with business and
world-class dining (p64), and everything in between. With a tourism plan that has received
an US$800+ billion investment, an ever-growing list of incredible destination hotels that
are doing things nobody has ever done before (p60), and with a goal of attracting around
70 million international visitors per year by 2030, it’s an epic tale of transformation (p14).

There is a curious phenomenon among many travellers and expats wherein we rarely tend
to explore places in our own backyard, whether it’s because we take them for granted, or
because our time there is often swallowed up by other obligations. But among the many
exceptional places to explore in the great world out there (p47 & p50), there is a special
magic to discovering the spellbinding treasures closer to home. We're delighted to give you a
taste of that, through a kingdom fast becoming a travel capital of the future. Enjoy the issue.

’ldi-l-im, Hanna,
Yi-Hwa Hanna
Editor
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