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ABSTRACT

This paper attempts to examine the Oman tourism potential in the perspective of other developments world wide.  The assumption is made that Oman is closer regionally in terms of cultural identity and social structures to the broad Asia Pacific world region.  In examining the countries of Asia Pacific similarities can be identified with several other markets.  The conclusion is that for the development of demand for foreign international tourism, it is useful to place the Oman market into a world perspective, and from this position to identify future market size, sustainability and marketing.
INTRODUCTION

World international tourism increased by nearly 5.4% between 2005 and 2006.  This level of increase represents a return to a stable growth pattern where it would be expected that growth would range between five and six percent.  It also provides a benchmark figure against which to measure growth in larger markets.  Total arrivals were about 846 million international tourists in 2006.  Table 1 summarises this growth in tourist arrivals.
Table 1  World Regional Tourist Arrivals 1997-2006 (millions)

	Region
	1997
	2000
	2005
	2006
	AAGR (%)
1997-2006
	AAGR (%)
2005-2006

	World
	619.6
	686.8
	803.0
	846.0
	3.5
	5.4

	Africa
	23.2
	28.2
	37.3
	40.7
	6.4
	9.1

	Americas
	118.9
	128.1
	133.2
	135.9
	1.5
	2.0

	Asia Pacific
	92.8
	110.5
	155.3
	167.2
	6.8
	7.7

	Europe
	369.8
	395.8
	438.7
	460.8
	2.5
	5.0

	Middle East
	14.1
	24.2
	38.3
	41.8
	12.8
	9.1


The Middle East and Africa have the highest growth but are also smaller in volume.  Smaller destinations can have higher rates of growth that result in relatively smaller increases in volume, because they are able to support a higher percentage in terms of resources and impact.

The world’s top tourism earners in 2006 are listed in Table 2.

Table 2   Highest World Tourism Foreign Earnings Countries

	Rank
	Country
	International Tourism Expenditure (US$bn) 2006
	% Market Share

2006

	1
	Germany
	74.8
	10.2

	2
	USA
	72.0
	9.8

	3
	UK
	63.1
	8.6

	4
	France
	32.2
	4.4

	5
	Japan
	26.9
	3.7

	6
	China (PRC)
	24.3
	3.3

	7
	Italy
	23.1
	3.2

	8
	Canada
	20.5
	2.8

	9
	Russian Federation
	18.2
	2.6

	10
	South Korea
	18.2
	2.5


In 2007 Oman received 515,808 foreign non Gulf country tourists, an increase of 20.37% from 2006.  Foreign exchange earnings increased by 32.8% over 2006.  This makes Oman a small tourism destination on the world scale, but also one that is growing rapidly and there are expectations of strong growth in the near future.

COMPARISON

Oman may be classified to be part of the Asia Pacific as an extended world region and as such is potentially linked to similar growth patterns and economic impacts as other Asia Pacific countries.  Within the Asia Pacific the most comparable countries in terms of size are the Maldives, Pakistan, Nepal, Sri Lanka in South Asia; Myanmar in Southeast Asia; Mongolia in Northeast Asia; and Fiji, New Zealand and Northern Marianas in Oceania.  However of these countries many are not comparable for several reasons : Pakistan (civil unrest), Sri Lanka (civil unrest), Myanmar (political unrest), Mongolia (isolation), Fiji (small island state), Northern Marianas (small island state).  New Zealand has a larger market but is comparable in population size and potential for tourism, the Maldives is comparable despite being an island state in terms of culture and economic structure.  In terms of culture and economic structure 
Bhutan is also of some comparable interest although tourist arrival numbers are much smaller into Bhutan.  Bhutan until recently was a kingdom and has focussed upon environmental and cultural friendly tourism designed to maintain both the long standing natural and unpolluted environment, and an age old culture sensitive to the impact of western culture.  The inbound international tourism has been essentially rationed due to control over developing resources including fundamental infrastructure such as hotels and air capacity by Druk airlines.  Bhutan is expected to see rapid growth in arrivals with a shift to a democratic government keen to develop the country and needing resources to do so.  As such Bhutan is at a crossroads in tourism development where there is significant pent up international demand particularly at prices lower than has been the case under rationing.  Growth is forecast for 2008 to be 24,703, for 2009 to be 27,501 and 2010 to be 30,512.
Table 3   Tourist Arrivals in Comparative Markets Outside the Middle East 2000-   2006

	Country
	2000
	2001
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006
	AAGR (%)
00-06

	Bhutan
	7,559
	6,393
	5,599
	6,261
	9,249
	13,626
	17,342
	14.8

	Maldives
	467,154
	461,063
	484,680
	563,593
	616,716
	395,320
	601,923
	4.3

	New Zealand
	1,789,078
	1,909,809
	2,044,962
	2,106,229
	2,347,672
	2,382,950
	2,421,561
	5.2

	Oman
	209,933
	208,830
	232,564
	294,621
	345,546
	346,499
	428,534
	12.6


The Maldives is a specialised island destination more focussed upon water activities and in particular diving.  It suffered from the December 2004 Tsunami that reduced arrivals dramatically in 2005, and recovery was slow extending into 2006 and 2007.  The market is an open one with no restrictions but more isolated and limited in terms of attractions to Oman.  The market is forecast to grow from 601,923 in 2006 to 781,390 in 2008, 871,637 in 2009 and 959,712 in 2010.  This gives some perspective to the economically rational growth rate for Oman.  Oman has greater resources, higher growth and better source market proximity, so that it could project to over 1.0 million foreign arrivals by 2010, with undue strain on the economy and culture.
New Zealand represents a very different path to growth with unrestrained growth and no concern on cultural impact, but some concern over environmental impact.  New Zealand has large arrival numbers but much of this is VFR (visiting Friends and Relatives) tourism from nearby Australia (about 40%).  New Zealand has a population of about 4.1 (mil.) and Oman has a population of about 3.2 (mil.) in 2007.  New Zealand suffers from geographic isolation but also has a range of tourism attractions similar in scope to Oman.  The tourism development has relied heavily upon international marketing in Asia and North America and there is a strong VFR link to the UK.  Should Oman want to open its market significantly with less concern for cultural impact the arrivals market could also grow to over 2 million in the medium term.  There is no indication that the environmental impact in New Zealand has been excessive in an area of about 269,000 (sq. km.) compared with Oman at about 212,000 (sq. km.).  Culturally, it could be argued that the impact on the native Maori culture has been positive in providing employment, and an increased awareness of the depth and significance of the Maori heritage.  However, the tourism inflow is reasonably culturally stable with the majority of inbound tourism of a similar background and religion to the native population.  Although, there is a strong and growing market growth from Japan that is now stabilising, and more recent growth from South Korea and China (PRC).
CULTURE

The argument that western culture does impact on older cultures and older cultural values is possibly somewhat overrated.  Western culture does bring technological impact and can impact on entertainment and music, dress and to some extent entrepreneurship, it could impact on family values and the belief system, but when examining other countries there is a strong local cultural resilience.  An example is Thailand, a country that receives over 15 million foreign tourists annually and has a significant expatriate resident foreign population.  There is an obvious impact in Bangkok in terms of some dress code and entertainment, but very little obvious change to cultural values.  One description of the Thai attitude to the west could well be that they take what they want and leave the rest.  Thai art, music, religion, traditional dress and social beliefs and customs appear largely intact.  Young people do sometimes wear brand clothing and may even colour their hair, but they remain religious, extremely concerned about the family and their family obligations, place Thai values first and follow traditional beliefs.  On the other hand, they are very open to sell goods to foreign buyers, and in particular tourism resources such as beaches and sunshine they actually place less value in themselves.  They also enjoy the interest of foreigners in their customs and art. Their strong culture tends to prevail and the foreign work and retirement population of Thailand tends to often value Thai ways above their own western values, with possibly the one exception, westerners tend to continue to place the role of employment and work ahead of family values Reisinger et al. 2003).

Oman has a sharper interface than Thailand not least of all because of recent isolation from western involvement, with significant contact limited to the past 40 years. Thailand has a much longer history of working with and resisting western cultural influence.  It could also be argued that the cultural divide is higher for Oman but this is not clearly evident.

Oman is now facing an important cross-roads in economic and social development, and needs to determine the path ahead in regard to the level of international tourism development.  There is no doubt that international tourism is a major earner of direct foreign exchange and at the same time is a labour intensive activity.  Tourism is also not an industry in itself, but does involve the full range of domestic industries and hence has high trickle down economic impact.  However, arrivals growth cannot be assumed, as demand is volatile and can fluctuate with major shifts in demand from one year to the next along with seasonal variation, and many countries around the world have experienced extreme demand change.  Given the current “take-off” position in economic development for tourist arrivals to Oman, a first point is to set targets that are realistic, sustainable and bring the type of tourism market that Oman decides to develop as a community.  In determining these issues a major first step is to attempt to forecast arrivals under current conditions, and to set realistic targets.
FORECAST
There are several techniques available to forecast tourist arrivals that can be divided into pure time-series, econometric and mixed models.  Time-series forecasts depend solely upon the past series under the assumption that future growth has set parameters defined by past events, and the future series will take time to diverge away from these settings.  Econometric models attempt to define the cause of arrival series changes and normally focus upon set economic relationships such as flow volume and price, and a person’s capacity to afford the travel.  Mixed models can create the mix in several ways such as combining forecasts from several different methods, or in some more limited examples use time series and econometric aspects within the one model.
(Song et al. 2006)

The methodology for the SITEA model used by PATA (Pacific Asia Travel Association) is a mixed model using several time series and econometric models within the one package, and follows the quantitative modelling with an expert opinion phase (Turner et al. 2007).  For the purpose of forecasting from the Oman data the model used is a structural model that is limited by a lack of data (1997 to 2007, annual only) and lack of specific source countries.  Additionally, no expert opinion is applied to the forecasts.  The results are given in Table 4 below.

Table 4 Initial Target forecasts for Oman – International Foreign Tourists

	Year
	Forecast International Foreign (non GCC)
	AAGR (%)

	2006     Actual
	428,534
	

	2007     Actual
	515,808
	

	2008
	605,752
	    17.44

	2009
	724,832
	    19.66

	2010
	835,656
	    15.29

	2011
	928,644
	    11.13

	2012
	1,158,412
	    24.74

	2013
	1,352,644
	    16.77

	2014
	1,526,270
	   12.84

	2015
	1,716,210
	   12.44

	2016
	1,886,388
	     9.92


These forecasts are prospective from the SITEA model and take into account past growth with the recent growth more heavily weighted than past growth, the economic growth of the top 15 source markets and the prospective GDP growth of Oman.  However, the model remains relatively crude without any expert opinion and a limited economic input.  It is interesting to note that in relative terms the volume targets are close to New Zealand in terms of volume given relative national economic size.

Seasonally, the foreign arrival flow is markedly peaked to the November to March period, with a small peak in August for the Kerala festival.  The popularity of Kerala in Oman is a significant seasonal adjustment.  

Figure 1  Seasonal Foreign International Tourist Arrivals - 2007  
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Arrivals are driven by the climate and the peak mild climate season will likely continue to dominate.

SUSTAINABILITY
The main concern with demand growth is that is sustainable.  The growth rates indicated above are quite high but also consistently high.  This growth in demand would require significant investment in tourism infrastructure and also a set of decisions in regard to the nature of the source market.  For New Zealand the marketing has been one of environment and adventure, for Bhutan it is one of culture and environment.  The New Zealand theme attracts a large number of young tourists apart from the VFR sector.  The focus is upon physical activity, hiking, sports, adventurous pursuits (ballooning, jet boats, para. sailing and so forth).
For Bhutan the cost is higher and the youth market is not the significant sector, it is currently directed to older tourists, usually couples with significant personal resources, who have been many other places and are seeking a special experience.  This market is small but then so is the current inbound capacity.  As such Bhutan is looking at higher returns per tourist than New Zealand.

Oman has already set in place significant infrastructure spending and now must consider its market segment.  Whatever is chosen will not be either unique or monopolistic.  There are always alternative destinations and some will offer similar experiences.  The first step is to distinguish within the region.  New Zealand has Australia as a huge nearby competitor, and establishing the adventure brand distinguished New Zealand very successfully at a time when Australia was also less environmentally conscious. On a per capita basis New Zealand has been far more successful in its marketing over the past 15 years than Australia. 

Therefore, it is evident that Oman will need to distinguish away from its immediate Gulf competitors.  This is recognised as needed, and possible already with the potential emphasis upon archaeology, conservation, natural beauty and suitable climate.  In marketing there is a need to determine the main source regions that this different tourism experience can exploit.  Europe is an obvious market, and also South Asia and the far-East.  The market needs to be high yield because it is not likely to be particularly large, directed more to families, young married couples and to older tourist couples.  A strong element of resort base is likely to be required, in order to provide for basic accommodation and daily requirements, with extensive day travel to key sites and extended travel to more remote areas.  This type of development is more akin to Bhutan than New Zealand.  In New Zealand independent travel to small locations is predominant.  Also, this type of tourism does not lend itself to the younger more penetrative environmental tourist who tend to be lower yield as well.  There is a tendency toward packaging and this would suit both older tourists and tourists from Asian countries.
CONCLUSION
International perspectives are often valuable in broadening the perspective for tourism development.  Although the local sectors can have a far better understanding of local culture and tourism impacts they can often miss the relativity of the tourism marketplace on the world scale.  Increasingly in the future, travel will likely further shorten the tyranny of distance and people will also be increasingly searching for something different – as the world becomes more alike in each of the attractions.  

The development of a viable international foreign market place is a valuable export initiative but unlike staple commodities it is volatile.  This suggests that the tourism plan for Oman will likely be advantaged from examining other world developments in terms of size, sustainability and marketing.  
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