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Saudi Arabia’s cruise
business will be
pivotal for the region

BY KARI REINIKAINEN

T
he Arabian Gulf already has
several ports that cruise
ships can visit and where
they can perform
turnarounds. In the Red Sea,

the industry has been confined to a few
ports in the north, because Saudi Arabia
has been closed to it until now and
security concerns have limited
operations on the western shores to the
extent that only Egyptian ports handle
cruise traffic.

Five of the six ports that the Saudi

government has decided to open for the
cruise industry – Neom, Al-Wajh, Yanbu,
Jeddah, and Jizan – are located on the
country’s Red Sea coast, thus
significantly extending the range of cruise
ports towards the south. Dammam, the
sixth port, is located in the Arabian Gulf,
close to Bahrain and Qatar, which
already welcomes cruise ships. 

“Our plan is to develop six-port
destinations for cruise ships over the next
few years,” said Miguel Reyna, chief
development and asset management
officer for Cruise Saudi. “Five of these will
be located on the Red Sea coast, with

Jeddah being the home port, Al Wahj,
Yanbu, Jizan, and Neom and one port on
the Arabian Gulf coast, Dammam.”

Following the example of other Gulf
states, the kingdom now also has a
sharper focus on developing its own
cruise business. It recently used a
portion of its sovereign wealth fund to
acquire a significant 8.2 per cent stake in
Carnival Corporation & plc. The addition
of Saudi Arabia will be a tremendous
boost to the Middle East cruise industry,
as it is an important piece of the regional
cruise map jigsaw.

Cruise Saudi, a state-owned

Saudi Arabia’s decision 
to start welcoming 
cruise ships is a major
development that can
significantly benefit the
cruise industry in the
Middle East at large. 
The country is also
emerging as a new source
market for the industry,
adding further weight to
the new opportunities 
that arise in the kingdom.

Aloula is one of the oldest cities in the Arabian Peninsula and is home to Hegra, a UNESCO World Heritage site.

Jeddah, Makkah Province, Saudi Arabia.
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company, is responsible for overseeing
the development of the ports, facilities,
and destination infrastructure, and for
supervising terminal operators, for the
country’s cruise industry. Everything
should be in place in time for the arrival of
the cruise ships at the start of the winter
cruise season, according to Reyna.

The current plans call for four cruise
ports, including a turnaround facility in
Jeddah, to be activated before the end of
2021. “We have adopted a holistic
approach that involves modifying and
upgrading existing port facilities in a
sustainable fashion,” Reyna said.

Geographical advantage
Traditionally, the Arabian Gulf region

has always had an eye on the European
source market. It has marketed itself as a
winter destination for Europeans. But it
can target source markets elsewhere, too,
especially India and the Far East.

“As customers come to know and
enjoy the cruise lifestyle,” Reyna said, “we
see them forming an important regional
and global source market. The next steps
in realising our vision will be the activation
of destinations and supporting
infrastructure to bring Red Sea cruising to
life. Collaboration with cruise industry and
hospitality partners that share our values
will also be crucial.”

Saudi Arabia is a large country with a
land area of about 860,000 square miles,
or 2.15 million square kilometres. It has a
population of about 34.2 million, of whom
about 84 per cent live in urban areas,
according to World Bank figures.

The country has a low population
density, but, as Reyna pointed out, it is
surrounded by rather densely populated
regions. Approximately 250 million people
in Europe, Asia, and Africa live within a
three-hour flight of its Red Sea shores.
“Saudi Arabia is closer than most people
think. The country offers unprecedented
connectivity to the world,” he said.

To make the country’s entry into the
cruise industry a success, Jeddah-based
Cruise Saudi is working closely with
various parties to empower local
businesses, such as tour guides and
several other business operators, to
strengthen the infrastructure required to
cater to a robust and successful cruise
industry in the country.

Much progress has already been
made. “We are currently undergoing
significant training programmes for the

upcoming season with all stakeholders to
ensure all stakeholders are aligned,”
Reyna told us. “We are also working with
major national companies, such as the
national air carrier, Saudia Airlines, and
Saudi Tourism Authorities to ensure a
seamless journey from arrival to
departure.”

Saudi Arabia’s cruise business seems
to have started with a blank canvas, free
from all the legacy encumbrances. This
has been an advantage. Since the
announcement of its launch, Cruise Saudi
has received strong interest from
potential partners, and the company is
working with them to find the optimal
itineraries for the benefit of cruise guests
and the destinations. 

In terms of attractions, the country’s
offering to the cruise industry will be
broadly based, as it is rich in natural,
cultural, and heritage elements that
should appeal to diverse visitors. 

“It offers the traveller opportunities to
explore its unspoilt natural environment.
Whether it’s diving on the Red Sea,
trekking in the mountains, or exploring the
desert, the country has a lot to offer to
those who love the outdoors,” Reyna
said, adding that its unique heritage,
folklore, history, food, and hospitality
should also captivate visitors.

Looking ahead, Reyna is confident
that the country’s efforts would bear fruit
in this area. “We have a strong plan in
place in order to be able to deliver all the
necessary components that will ensure
the development of a world-class cruise
industry in the kingdom,” he told
CruiseTimes.

Attractive destinations
Saudi Arabia’s entrance to the cruise

arena also added an important
destination to the industry, which badly
needed new destinations to ensure
continuous growth. Aside from the
famous warm Arabian hospitality, the
country also offers, for example, five
UNESCO World Heritage sites: Historic
Jeddah, AlUla, Al-Ahsa Oasis, Ad-Dir’iyah
in Riyadh, and Rock Art in the Hail
Region.

The country is home to pristine blue
seas, untouched coral reefs, and majestic
mountains, among other attractions. “Any
single new destination usually causes
excitement in the cruise industry, and we
are opening a whole variety of
destinations,” said Reyna.

MSC Cruises, a frontrunner of Arabian
Gulf region cruises, has decided to base
its 3,223-passenger MSC Magnifica at
Jeddah for the winter of 2021–22, while
the Arabian Gulf itineraries for its much
bigger 6,334-passenger MSC Virtuosa will
include calls at Dammam in the same
winter, making the company a pioneer in
the country.

Achille Staiano, VP global sales at
MSC Cruises, said that new destinations
and new itineraries were really important
because the industry has grown in recent
years, with the obvious exception of 2020
on account of the global pandemic.
“Creating new and inspiring itineraries is a
constant ambition and challenge for us,
and whenever there is a brand-new
destination on the horizon, it chimes well
with us and the rest of the industry,” he
told CruiseTimes.

Dammam, Eastern Province, Saudi Arabia.
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Staiano is upbeat about MSC’s
Arabian Gulf programme. “We are very
optimistic about our Red Sea itinerary for
the winter, and we think as a destination
it’s going to be a winner,” he said. “Within
the seven-night sailing, our guests will
have the opportunity to see some truly
outstanding sights in Saudi Arabia, Egypt,
and Jordan. And let’s not forget that
travelling around the Red Sea by cruise
ship will be the most spectacular way to
take in stunning untouched coastlines
and enjoy the region’s ancient unspoilt
beauty.”

MSC Cruises is an international brand,
and on board its ships you will typically
find an eclectic mix of nationalities, guests
of all ages, couples, families, groups of
friends, experienced cruisers, and those
who are new to this type of holiday.

“The great thing with the Red Sea
sailings is that there’s something for
everyone,” continued Staiano. “Culture
and traditions that date back thousands
of years, somewhere new to visit pristine
beaches, fabulous weather, and the
chance to enjoy a well-earned break after
what has been a challenging time for one
and all.” 

As far as the facilities for cruise ships
in Saudi Arabia were concerned, Staiano
said that MSC Cruises was working flat
out with Cruise Saudi and that they had
no doubts that everything would be in
order when MSC Magnifica started the
winter season in Jeddah. The same would
apply for each destination in the country.

Saudi Arabia is a socially conservative
Muslim country, but Staiano expects
everything to run smoothly. “Tourists
visiting foreign lands anywhere in the
world, and using whatever modes of
transport to get there, should, and do,
respect the customs and culture of the
places that they’ve chosen to visit,” he
said.

The country is extremely keen for
more people to visit, and MSC Cruises
believes there will be a strong desire to
receive cruise passengers. “So much so
that we’re already looking to the future
and how we can potentially develop our
presence even further,” he said.

The decision to open the country up
to cruise tourism will also mean a shot in
the arm for the local source market.
According to Staiano, the numbers that
MSC Cruises expects to source from the
country will be significant, representing
about 50 per cent of bookings for the

Jeddah-based itineraries.
“The cruise allows Saudi nationals to

see their homeland from a different
perspective at sea, and we’re really
looking forward to welcoming them on
board,” he said. 

Saudi passengers will probably not
transform the face of the cruise industry,
but they can contribute to the recovery
and hopefully further growth of the
industry as the Covid-19 pandemic
recedes.

Regional superpower
The positive impact of Saudi Arabia’s

entry into the cruise industry will not be
limited to that country alone. The entire
Middle East as a cruise destination
should reap benefits.

“The area is home for some of the
world’s major airlines and finest airports,
which are incredibly important factors for
international travellers and extremely
significant for us too,” Staiano said.
“We’re very optimistic about further
developments in the Red Sea and the
Gulf as we look to retain our number one
position in the region and see our share
increase.”

The Red Sea is close to the
Mediterranean, a major region for cruises,
which means that ships can easily be
moved either way without long and often
low-yielding positioning voyages. Adding
Dammam to the ports that are open to the
cruise industry enhances the appeal of
the Arabian Gulf, which has for years
hosted several cruise ships in winter.

There is a distinct feeling that this is a

new departure for global cruise industry,
one that coincides with the current crisis
and will form an important part of the
post-pandemic landscape. Cruise Saudi
is unabashed about its long-term
ambition.

“We have a strong plan in place in
order to be able to deliver all the
necessary components that will ensure
the development of a world-class cruise
industry, with a clear focus on
sustainability in the kingdom, and aim to
build this industry to welcome upwards of
two million passengers annually,” Cruise
Saudi told us. 

The company is both the architect
and the driver of the cruise industry in
Saudi Arabia. It is responsible for building
and managing sustainable cruise
infrastructure aiming to transform Saudi
Arabia into an accessible cruise
destination. 

“In addition to this,” said Mark
Robinson, chief commercial and
operations officer, Cruise Saudi, “we aim
to play our part in Vision 2030 via the
creation of 50,000 jobs in direct and
support roles. Cruise Saudi is a pivotal
part of a historic moment with the opening
up of Saudi Arabia’s tourism industry and
the launch of her cruise industry.”

Besides all these favourable
ingredients, one important factor must not
be overlooked. Saudi Arabia’s size and
immense wealth may help to propel the
country on to becoming the region’s
cruise superpower. In any case, in the
medium term, it is likely that it will play a
pivotal role for the Arabian Gulf region.

Mark Robinson, chief commercial &
operations officer, Cruise Saudi.

Miguel Reyna, chief development & asset
management officer, Cruise Saudi.


