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Abstract
Various fundamental changes have occurred in Saudi Arabia in recent decades. One sector that has experienced robust change and innovation in present-day Saudi Arabia is tourism. This paper discusses the history, development, and recent shifting phenomenon in religious, secular, and archeological tourism sectors to understand the factors, motives, logic, rationales, and driving forces contributing to this change. The article argues that the development and innovation in tourism are not simply driven by economic motivations but also by the government’s vision to re-create a new identity of Saudi Arabia as a global tourist destination, a modern country equipped with high technology, a tolerant-pluralist society that welcomes foreign cultures, and a moderate country that promotes religious moderation and discourages militancy and conservatism. 
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Introduction 
Tourism is generally defined as a sort of travel associated with leisure activities. The Saudi Ministry of Tourism (wizarah al-siahah) defined tourism as a “temporary travel of an individual or group of individuals…for any tourism purposes…”[footnoteRef:1] However, this paper follows Chambers’ definition of tourism as “any kind of travel activity that includes the self-conscious experience of another place.”[footnoteRef:2] Based on this definition, travel activities such as pilgrimage or archeological visits are part of tourism.  [1:  The complete definition of tourism according to the Saudi government can be read in the “Tourism Law” document issued by the Ministry of Tourism. Saudi Ministry of Tourism, “Tourism Law” (n.y.), https://cdn.mt.gov.sa/mtportal/mt-fe-production/content/policies-regulations/documents/tourism-regulations/Saudi-Tourism-Regulation-En-V013.pdf (Accessed on Aug 17, 2023). ]  [2:  Erve Chambers, Native Tours: The Anthropology of Travel and Tourism (Long Grove: Waveland Press, 2020), p. 6. ] 

In recent years, Saudi Arabia has undergone enormous changes and considerable innovation[footnoteRef:3] in tourism. The change and innovation are not only limited to “secular” or non-religious tourism (e.g., leisure) but also religious (faith) and archaeological (heritage) tourism sectors. Indeed, the Saudi government has an ambitious plan to develop the tourism sector, aiming at, among others, projecting and promoting Saudi Arabia as a global-international tourist destination beyond religious tourism (i.e., hajj/umrah pilgrimage).  [3:  The term invention or innovation in this article refers to any new thing, object, practice, idea, or behavior pattern that emerges from within a culture perceived as new by individuals, communities, or societies. While the invention is a unique combination of existing cultural features, innovation is a change brought about by the mixture of already existing items within a culture. Gary Ferraro and Susan Andreatta, Cultural Anthropology: An Applied Perspective (London: Cengage Learning, 2012), pp. 41-2; Ralph Linton, The Study of Man (New York: D. Appleton-Century Company, 1936). ] 

The plan is successful, as indicated by the recent influx of domestic and international tourists in the Kingdom. According to the World Tourism Organization, Saudi Arabia, with 18 million tourists in 2022, was the most visited country in the Arab world.[footnoteRef:4] Although the COVID-19 pandemic slowed down international tourists visiting the Kingdom (in 2020 and 2021) due to the Saudi government's travel restrictions, it drove the increase in domestic tourism. The travel restrictions meant that the government banned Saudi Arabia’s citizens and residents from traveling abroad, forcing them to travel and explore within the Kingdom.   [4:  Rebecca Anne Proctor, “Saudi Arabia Spearheads Regional, Global Tourism Revolution,” Arab News (Oct 23, 2023), https://www.arabnews.com/node/2399161/saudi-arabia (Accessed on Nov 10, 2023).] 

Since the government considers tourism as one of the key pillars at the heart of Saudi Vision 2030 (ru’yah al-su’udiyah), a wide-ranging social and economic reform agenda, and one of the key drivers of growth for the future of Saudi Arabia’s economy and culture[footnoteRef:5], the Kingdom is banking on the tourism industry by investing trillions of U.S. dollars.[footnoteRef:6] To fulfill its agenda, support its growth, and help tourism flourish, the Saudi government has taken several important steps and policies, including, among others, reforming tourist visa regulations[footnoteRef:7], funding tourism-related projects, promoting the Kingdom to international communities, establishing tourism centers and schools, training the locals to be tourism agents, and reforming the complicated bureaucracy. The government also set up three main pillars of tourism: the Ministry of Tourism (established in 2020[footnoteRef:8]), the Saudi Tourism Authority (founded in 2020, as an organ of the Ministry of Tourism focusing on promoting the travel and tourism industry), and the Tourism Development Fund (established in 2020).  [5:  See the Saudi authority’s statement on tourism at https://sta.gov.sa/en/ (Accessed on Nov 14, 2022). ]  [6:  Peden Doma Bhutia, “Saudi Arabia to Spend $1 Trillion Over a Decade to Build a Global Tourism Economy,” Skift (2021), https://skift.com/2022/05/18/saudi-arabia-to-spend-1-trillion-over-a-decade-to-build-a-global-tourism-economy/ (Accessed on May 18, 2022); Sam Bridge, “Why $25bn Tourism Sector can Become Saudi Arabia’s White Oil,” Arabian Business (Apr 30, 2019), https://www.arabianbusiness.com/industries/travel-hospitality/419122-why-25bn-tourism-sector-can-be-saudi-arabias-white-oil (Accessed on Apr 20, 2022); “WWTC Reveals Saudi Arabia as the Upcoming Host for its 22nd Global Summit,” World Travel and Tourism Council (2021), https://wttc.org/News-Article/WTTC-reveals-Saudi-Arabia-as-upcoming-host-for-its-22nd-Global-Summit (Accessed on Oct 28, 2023).    ]  [7:  In 2019, the Saudi government launched the tourist visa program (e-visa or visa on arrival), targeting citizens from 49 countries including the USA, European countries, China, Japan, Singapore, etc. As for 2023, the list of countries increased to 57, including Central Asian countries, Maldives, South Africa, etc. Several countries do not meet Saudi e-visa eligibility requirements; therefore, citizens from these countries must apply for a traditional visa through a diplomatic mission. See the list of eligible or ineligible countries on the following site: https://saudi-arabia-evisa.com/all-eligible-country-for-saudi-arabia-visa/ ]  [8:  Before transforming into a ministry in 2020, it had some names such as the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (2015-2020), the Saudi Commission for Tourism and Antiquities (2008-2015), and the Supreme Commission for Tourism (2000-2008). King Fahd established this government body for the tourism sector in 2000.] 

Moreover, the current government has explored, projected, and reimagined the pre-Islamic history and cultural heritage (e.g., AlUla) in a nationalist frame. The development, innovation, restoration, and reappropriation of pre-Islamic cultures and archeological remains which have long been neglected and regarded by various Islamist and conservative Muslim groups as taboo (haram), pagan culture (idolatry), and jahiliyyah (“ignorance” or “backwardness”) tradition were done, among others, in service of nation-building and the lens of patriotism and nationalism (wataniya or kawmiya). 
The restructuration of national identity–through various ambitious projects including rebuilding ancient pre-Islamic cultural heritage–Hoffman wrote, is to solidify the ruling family.[footnoteRef:9] Led by the crown prince, the current nation-building project has carved out a Saudi nation based on inclusive territory (territorial nationalism) belonging to all groups rather than exclusively on Islam (Islamism/Wahhabism) that tends to exclude other communities.  [9:  Jon Hoffman, “The Arab Gulf’s New Nationalism,” Foreign Policy (Aug 7, 2023), https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/08/07/saudi-arabia-uae-emirates-nationalism-mbs-mbz/ (Accessed on Sept 01, 2023). ] 

By invoking antiquities throughout the Kingdom that link Saudi societies through a shared land (territory) rather than their tribal lineages, the government (and the ruling family) is struggling to overcome the social division of tribal segmentation that Wahhabis failed to achieve[footnoteRef:10] and at the same time is attempting to seek and use a new source for its political justification beyond religion and tribalism. Additionally, the government uses tourism as a channel to project a “new” Saudi Arabia as an open-minded and pluralist society that welcomes cultural diversity. In brief, business and economy are not the only aspects of tourism. It is also about the country’s identity, history, culture, religion, and politics. This complex phenomenon of tourism is not only unique to Saudi Arabia but also to other countries.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Ilan Zalayat, “Saudi Arabia’s New Nationalism: Embracing Jahiliyyah,” Tel Aviv Notes, Vol 16, No. 8 (2022), pp. 1-5.]  [11:  Michael Pretes, “Tourism and Nationalism,” Annals of Tourism Research, Vol. 30, No. 1 (2003), pp. 125-142.] 

The innovation and development in the tourism sector reflect an immense social change which includes an identity shift of individuals, social groupings (society), or social institutions (governments). In other words, the change in the Kingdom takes place within the state and society. Scholars suggest that change and innovation happen virtually in all societies,[footnoteRef:12] including conservative societies and absolute monarchical kingdoms like Saudi Arabia. However, types of change vary, agencies of change are varied, factors contributing to change are different from society to society, and the extent of change–and innovation alike–differs from one another.[footnoteRef:13] The present-day massive changes in Saudi Arabia debunk the widespread Orientalist perception that the Kingdom–because of embracing a strict form of Islam and an absolute monarchy–would not be able to experience sociocultural change.   [12:  Nico Wilterdink, “Social Change,” Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/social-change (Accessed on Jan 29, 2024); Teo Spanos Dunfey, “What is Social Change and Why Should We Care?,” Southern New Hampshire University (2023), https://www.snhu.edu/about-us/newsroom/social-sciences/what-is-social-change#:~:text=Sociologists%20define%20social%20change%20as,long%2Dterm%20consequences%20for%20society (Accessed on Aug 14, 2023); Charles Tilly, Social Movements, 1768-2004 (Boulder: Paradigm Publishers, 2004). ]  [13:  Charles Harper and Kevin Leicht, Exploring Social Change: America and the World (London: Routledge, 2018); Steven Vago, Social change, 4th ed. (Hoboken: Prentice-Hall, 1999); Lesley Partridge, Managing Change (London: Routledge, 2007). ] 

This article focuses on studying the new trends, development, change, and innovation in the tourism sector, including religious, secular, and archeological tourism. More specifically, it investigates (1) the historical dynamics and contemporary changes in the tourism industry, (2) the contributions of tourism to the Kingdom’s economic, social, and cultural development, (3) the agency that played a role in the innovation of tourism, and (4) the link between the tourism innovation and the re-creation of a new source of the monarchy’s socio-political legitimacy as well as a new identity of Saudi Arabia as a global tourist destination, a modern and advanced country equipped with high technology, a tolerant-pluralist society that welcomes foreign cultures, and a moderate country that promotes religious moderation. 
The paper argues that, although the economic dimension of Saudi Arabia’s new tourism project is noticeable and imperative, the initiative is not simply about the economy and business, for example, to help boost national income, increase Gross Domestic Product (GDP), create new jobs for the youths, or reduce unemployment, as some scholars have argued.[footnoteRef:14] The new tourism industry is a multilayered project that has multiple purposes and rationales. For example, the government also uses tourism, especially archeological tourism, to promote territorial nationalism as a new source of the monarchy’s socio-political legitimacy, sidelining “Islamism” (Islamist militancy and conservatism) that has long dominated and controlled the Kingdom’s cultures and the government’s policies.  [14:  Ali Anis, “Travel and Tourism: Growth Potentials and Contributions to the GDP of Saudi Arabia,” Business Perspectives, Vol. 16, No. 1 (2018): pp. 417-427; Sana Naseem, “The Role of Tourism in Economic Growth: Empirical Evidence from Saudi Arabia,” Economies, Vol. 9, No. 117 (2021), pp.1-12. ] 

Tourism is part of culture that connects to and is influenced or shaped by other cultures. Since all cultures are interlinked, studying tourism requires an assessment of different cultural practices, meaning that the tourism industry, in Saudi Arabia or other countries, is part of a broader social system in society. Hence, changes in tourism might be the fruit or product of changes in other cultures and systems such as religion, politics, economy, education, kinship, tribalism, and the like. For this reason, this paper also looks at and analyzes various factors, cultural practices, and social systems, including religion (in this case, Islam), which might influence and shape the growth of tourism in present-day Saudi Arabia. 

Literature Review
There is little academic literature on the Kingdom’s tourism. Most of the previous and existing literature deals with tourism developments in the Kingdom before the launch of Saudi Vision 2030 in 2016.  
Unsurprisingly, a great deal of the previous literature focuses on the study of religious (or faith) tourism, especially the hajj[footnoteRef:15] (and umrah) pilgrimage to Makkah (Mecca), which is the most sacred place for Muslims, from various angles, perspectives, and approaches. For example, Miller examined the business of religious tourism or the commodification of pilgrimage, arguing that hajj and umrah pilgrimages are not just religious matters but also economic businesses that involve multiple agents and bring fortunes for many people. For Miller, hajj/umrah has become a precious commodity, like goods, that benefits economically for those involved in this business.[footnoteRef:16] No doubt, hajj/umrah pilgrimages have contributed to the economy and inbound tourism in Saudi Arabia. This is among the reasons why the Saudi government still used hajj and umrah pilgrimages as the Kingdom’s non-oil sources of national income and GDP. A study by Alshammari and Shaheen, using data from the General Authority for Open Data Statistics, reveals that religious tourism (i.e., hajj and umrah pilgrimages) has a significant impact on Saudi Arabia’s economy and revenues, contributing to about 7 percent of the Kingdom’s GDP.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  The hajj is Islam’s one of the five pillars and is compulsory, at least once in his/her lifetime, for every adult Muslim (both male and female) who is financially sufficient and physically healthy. Umrah is a “little hajj” where, unlike hajj, Muslims can perform anytime throughout the year.  ]  [16:  Michael B. Miller, “Pilgrims’ Progress: The Business of the Hajj,” Past & Present, No. 191 (2006), pp. 189-228. ]  [17:  Reyouf Alshammari and Rozina Shaheen, “The Economics of Religious Tourism (Hajj) and its Impact on the Saudi Economy,” Palarch’s Journal of Archeology of Egypt/Egyptology, Vol. 18, No. 13 (2021), pp. 1078-1083. ] 

Other studies focused on the potential contributions of non-religious tourism to Saudi Arabia’s GDP and economic growth. Anis, for instance, elucidated the relationship and variability of tourism revenues and expenditures with GDP, suggesting that to improve the level of tourism revenue, the Saudi government needs to provide world-class tourist facilities, develop new interesting sites for travel and tourism, and allow travelers and tourists to visit such places per the Kingdom’s rules, norms, and the practice of Islamic Sharia.[footnoteRef:18] Moreover, Naseem investigated the connection between tourism and economic development, especially the role (and the link) of tourism receipts, tourism expenditure, and the number of tourist arrivals on the Kingdom’s economic growth.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Anis, “Travel and Tourism,” pp. 417-418. ]  [19:  Naseem, “The Role of Tourism.”] 

Furthermore, others discussed the potential of Saudi Arabia or specific regions within the Kingdom (e.g., Hail, Tabuk, and others) as an attractive tourist destination in the future for both local and international travelers.[footnoteRef:20] Still, some studies examined the effects of tourism on the quality of life of the Kingdom’s populace, both residents and citizens,[footnoteRef:21] while others such as Mufeed and Gulzar[footnoteRef:22] published work based on a questionnaire survey on tourism awareness among local societies, arguing that expatriates are more aware of the Kingdom’s tourist sites than Saudi nationals. Another study discussed push-pull factor motives for domestic tourism arguing that cultural and religious values served as the most important motives for Saudi tourists.[footnoteRef:23] Most recent literature on Saudi Arabia’s tourism discusses various topics such as the role of women in tourism[footnoteRef:24] or the role of digital management in improving the performance of the tourism sector.[footnoteRef:25]  [20:  Ahmed Osman Ibrahim, Ghazy Abdallah Baqawy, and Mohamed Ahmed Said Mohamed, “Tourism Attraction Sites: Boasting the Booming Tourism of Saudi Arabia,” International Journal of Advanced and Applied Sciences, Vol. 8, No. 4 (2020): pp. 1-12; Muhammad Asad Sadi and Joan C. Henderson, “Tourism in Saudi Arabia and its Future Development,” Journal of Business and Economics, Vol. 11, No. 1 (2005), pp. 94-111.   ]  [21:  Tariq M. Khizindar, “Effects of Tourism on Residents' Quality of Life in Saudi Arabia: An Empirical Study,” Journal of Hospitality Marketing & Management, Vol. 21, No. 6 (2012), pp. 617-637. ]  [22:  S. Mufeed and R Gulzar, “Tourism in Saudi Arabia,” Global Review in Tourism, Hospitality and Leisure Management, Vol. 1, No. 3 (2014), pp. 91-106. ]  [23:  Naima B. Bogari, Geoff Crowther, and Norman Marr, “Motivation for Domestic Tourism: A Aase Study of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,” Cognizant Communication Corporation, Vol. 8, No.  2-4 (2003), pp. 137-141. ]  [24:  Amnah A.A. Alasgah and Eman S. I. Rizk, “Empowering Saudi Women in the Tourism and Management Sectors According to the Kingdom’s Vision 2030,” Journal of Sustainable Finance & Investment, Vol. 13, No. 1 (2023), pp. 16-43. ]  [25:  Mona Solomon Al-Thoblany and Muna Ibrahim Alyuosef, “The Role of Digital Management in Improving the Performance of Tourism Sectors in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in the Light of 2030 Vision,” Journal of Sustainable Finance & Investment, Vol. 13, No. 1 (2023), pp. 44-58. ] 


Methodology 
The data used for analysis in this article were outcomes of various techniques, including reviews of available relevant written documents (e.g., books, articles, government publications, or media reports and essays); field trips to Saudi Arabia’s archaeological, pilgrimage, and tourist sites; interviews and conversations with young Saudis (to protect their identities, all their names in this article are anonymous), and analyses of the government policies and documentation, especially from the Ministry of Tourism and related bodies. 
Interviews and conversations were conducted with 20 young male Saudis (n=20), aged between 22 and 30. Few participants in the interviews were senior university students. The rest participants were university graduates, engineers, and company employees. The interviews aimed to gather Saudi youth’s opinions about the government’s projects on leisure, archaeological, and religious tourism – whether they agree or disagree – and the reasons behind their agreement/disagreement. All interviews and conversations were held in Saudi Arabia between 2018 and 2019, before the COVID-19 pandemic. Yet, based on my most recent conversations with Saudi (male) youths, there has been no substantial change concerning their views of Saudi Arabia’s new tourism development project.  
Furthermore, field trips to some touristic places, including several heritage and pilgrimage sites (e.g., the historic Jawatha Mosque, Al-Qarah Mountain, Al Masmak Palace, Turkish fortress, Makkah’s Haram Grand Mosque, Madinah’s Nabawi Mosque, etc.) were conducted before and after the COVID-19 pandemic to see the changing phenomena in the tourism sector in recent years. The author saw the public enthusiasm for the new venues of tourism, recreation, and entertainment, indicating that many societies in Saudi Arabia (both citizens and residents) have welcomed the innovation in the tourism sector. 
Publications on the theme of Saudi Arabia’s tourism were sought primarily using Google and Google Scholar. The keywords used were, for instance, “Tourism in Saudi Arabia,” “Archeological/Heritage Tourism in Saudi Arabia,” or “Saudi Arabia’s Religious Tourism,” which were manually scrutinized for relevance. The texts were then analyzed by using content analysis, argumentation analysis, and qualitative analysis of ideas in the content. Although an emic point of view is applied, this paper mainly uses an etic approach, namely the author’s perspectives, interpretation, analysis, and understanding of the data gathered from the field and various sources. This paper is also based on my close observation of Saudi Arabia’s contemporary socio-cultural changes, reforms, developments, and innovations, especially in the tourism sector. 
Several questions that drive this paper are as follows. Why and how does this change occur in Saudi Arabia? How do Saudi male youth respond to this change? Do these changes and innovations come from above (government), below (grassroots or society), or a mixture of the two? What are the government’s motives and purposes in developing and innovating the tourism sector? Does the tourism industry contribute significantly and substantially to the Kingdom’s economy, job opportunities, and national income? Finally, what parts of society have an interest in promoting tourism, for what reasons, and with what aims?

The Launch of Saudi Vision 2030 
Undoubtedly, one of the most significant and primary drivers behind the launch of Saudi Vision 2030 and other various reforms, changes, and innovations in the Kingdom is the oil crisis, namely the plunge in oil prices in the international markets. In 2014, oil prices began to drop from $114 to just 50 per barrel and continued to plunge in the following years, affecting other sectors and services mainly because the Kingdom’s budget is still dependent on oil.[footnoteRef:26] With a prolonged drop in oil prices, billions of dollars in potential revenue vanish. According to a report by The World Bank in 2016, the 2014 price drop has been draining and challenging for the government budget primarily because oil accounts for more than 80 percent of the government revenues. With low oil prices, fiscal deficits are unquestionable, surpassing an estimated $98 billion in 2015 (about 15.1 percent of its GDP) and $118 billion in 2016 (about 17.3 percent of GDP).[footnoteRef:27] As a result, in 2016, the national debt climbed to 12.3 percent of GDP. International financial organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) warned Saudi Arabia and other oil-rich Gulf countries about this issue.[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Marc Stocker, John Baffes, and Dana Vorisek, “What Triggered the Oil Price Plunge of 2014-16 and Why it Failed to Deliver an Economic Impetus in Eight Charts,” World Bank Blog (Jan 18, 2018), https://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/what-triggered-oil-price-plunge-2014-2016-and-why-it-failed-deliver-economic-impetus-eight-charts (Accessed on Jan 12, 2023); Rob Davies, “Oil Prices Fall as Saudi Arabia and Iran Argue Over Output,” The Guardian (Nov 4, 2016), https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/nov/04/oil-price-falls-as-saudi-arabia-and-iran-argue-over-output (Accessed on Oct 5, 2023). ]  [27:  “How is Saudi Arabia Reacting to Low Oil Prices?”, The World Bank Blog (2016), https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/gcc/publication/economic-brief-july-saudi-arabia-2016 (Accessed on Sept 5, 2023).  
]  [28:  Daniel Moshashai, Andrew M. Leber, and James D. Savage, “Saudi Arabia Plans for its Economic Future: Vision 2030, the National Transformation Plan, and Saudi Fiscal Reform,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 47, No. 3 (2020), pp. 381-401. ] 

The government has taken several steps to address this issue, including borrowing billions of dollars from international banks and funding agencies such as IMF (in 2016, the government took its sovereign loan since 1991 and raised some $10 billion from a consortium of global banks), reducing budget allocations for various sectors and services (such as defense, fuel subsidies, municipal services, etc.), raising electricity and water prices, and imposing the VAT (Value-Added Tax). One of the significant phases the government has done to rescue Saudi Arabia from the oil crisis and boost the country’s economy in the future is undoubtedly Vision 2030, a reform agenda and a strategic framework to reduce Saudi Arabia’s dependence on oil, diversify its economy, and develop public service sectors, such as health, education, infrastructure, recreation, and tourism, within 15 years from its inception in 2016 to 2030. 
Vision 2030’s key goals include reinforcing economic and investment activities, increasing non-oil international trade, and promoting a softer as well as more progressive and moderate image of the Kingdom. It also consists of increasing government spending on the military, besides manufacturing equipment and ammunition. The vision also envisages leveraging the state-owned Saudi Aramco’s assets to fund various public investments. Under Vision 2030 (backed up by the Saudi Public Investment Fund), the government has authorized numerous mega projects in various sectors and fields, including secular, religious, and archeological tourism. 
Certainly, Vision 2030 is central to guiding the government not only in its efforts to reduce reliance on oil and diversify the economy but also to transform Saudi Arabia into a modern, vibrant Kingdom and society equipped with advanced technologies, knowledge, and sciences. Economic motives and considerations have been the most important factors behind the birth of the Vision 2030 initiative and the innovation of the tourism industry. Due to the prolonged oil crisis, the Kingdom needs to survive economically, feed its citizens, balance its national fiscal and budget, and create job opportunities in non-oil sectors. More specifically, the economic purposes of the Vision are to expand the share of non-oil (and mineral) exports to 50 percent of government revenues, grow the share of the private sector in the domestic economy from 40 to 65 percent, and ensure that small and medium enterprises comprise a vital amount of this increase by accounting for 35 percent of private entities, all by the target date of 2030.[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Moshashai, Leber, and Savage, “Saudi Arabia Plans,” p. 389; Saudi Vision 2030, ‘Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: Vision 2030,’ http://vision2030.gov.sa/en (Accessed on Feb 20, 2023).] 

Moreover, the government also expects significant contributions from the tourism sector to the Kingdom’s economy, national income, and GDP (Gross Domestic Product). Long before the creation of the Vision in 2016, the government already considered the centrality and important contributions of travel and tourism to the Kingdom’s economic growth. Before 2016, tourism was the third largest industry after energy and manufacturing and emerged as the second most important in terms of foreign exchange earnings and job creation.[footnoteRef:30] By 2022, the contribution of tourism to Saudi Arabia’s GDP reached over SR223 billion (about 7.2 percent of GDP), and it was expected to grow to about SR635 billion by 2032, representing 17.1 percent of the total economy. Furthermore, in 2022, the sector’s contribution to employment was 16.1 percent, creating more than 1.5 million jobs.[footnoteRef:31]  [30:  Sadi and Henderson, “Tourism in Saudi Arabia,” pp. 95-96. ]  [31:  Salma Saleh, “Total Contribution of Travel and Tourism to GDP in Saudi Arabia 2012-2032,” Statista (Nov 01, 2022), https://www.statista.com/statistics/750388/saudi-arabia-total-contribution-of-travel-and-tourism-to-to-gdp/ (Accessed on Nov 10, 2023); “Saudi Arabia’s Travel and Tourism to Have the Fastest Growth in the Middle East Over the Next Decade,” World Travel and Tourism Council Blog (2022), https://wttc.org/news-article/saudi-arabias-travel-and-tourism-to-have-fastest-growth-in-the-middle-east-over-the-next-decade (Accessed on July 09, 2023). ] 

Nonetheless, although the economic considerations and motives of the Vision and the tourism industry are unquestionable, the economy is not the only motivation for the Vision as well as the changes, reforms, and innovation in the tourism sector. Accordingly, linking the Vision and the tourism industry merely to economic matters and financial issues will be misleading. Since its inception, the Vision has underlined and acknowledged the centrality of cultural aspects of Saudi society, religious moderation, educational reform, technological advances, and the historical richness of the Arabian Peninsula. 
The government understands that economic development cannot be separated from non-economic sectors because all social, cultural, and economic systems are always interlinked, interdependent, and complement one another; thereby, advancing one sector (e.g., economy) without improving (or reforming) others would bring disadvantages for the government and society. On the contrary, declining one sector will influence others. For this reason, Vision 2030 can be considered a comprehensive reform blueprint covering economic and cultural reforms. Equally important, the aims of the innovation in the tourism industry can also be seen from economic and cultural dimensions (e.g., the societal needs for leisure, recreation, entertainment, or hospitality) mainly because humans are not only “animal creatures” but also cultural ones.            

The History and Contemporary Changes in the Tourism Industry
Historical Developments Before the Launch of Vision 2030
Since the establishment of the modern Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932, the tourism sector has experienced several stages of development. It also experienced stagnation mainly when the Sahwa[footnoteRef:32] controlled and dominated the Kingdom’s cultural and religious discourses and practices. The group saw and understood themselves as guarding Saudi society against Western influences, which is why they were against (tourist) Westerners, seen as bringing their Western lifestyle to the kingdom and thereby corrupting Saudi society. [32:  Sahwa was a group of militant and ultraconservative Muslims that combined the theology of Wahhabism and the political ideology of Qutubism. David Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia (London: I.B. Tauris, 2009); Thomas Hegghammer, Jihad in Saudi Arabia: Violence and Pan-Islamism since 1979 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 

.] 

The tourism industry is not a new phenomenon in Saudi Arabia. However, although the tourism initiative was initiated before the King Salman era, it is only in recent years, namely during the reign of King Salman (since 2015) and Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman or MbS for short (since 2017), that this sector has developed and expanded dramatically. The political change, social reform, religious moderation, and the decline of the Sahwa movement, among others, have contributed to the change, innovation, and development in the tourism sector.  
Before the King Salman era, Saudi kings generally focused on religious tourism or hajj/umrah pilgrimages, not leisure and heritage tourism. King Faisal (r. 1964-75) initiated various sociocultural reforms, innovative changes, and modernization efforts that received challenges and outcry from anti-Western culture religious groupings. However, he did not develop the tourism sector. In the early 1970s, the king established the Directorate of Antiquities and Museums (led by the University of Chicago-trained Saudi archeologist Abdullah Hassan Masry) to excavate archeological remains in the Kingdom. But, again, he did not use archeological discoveries for tourism purposes. The archeological findings were used mainly for a collection in museums or data of national heritage. 
King Fahd (r. 1982-2005) started to consider the tourism sector when in 2000, the Saudi Council of Ministers issued Resolution No. 9 on the founding of the Supreme Commission for Tourism. The Resolution also highlighted the significance of the tourism sector to retain Saudi tourists within the Kingdom, boost investment, grow national human resources, and expand new job opportunities for Saudi nationals. King Fahd’s heir, King Abdullah (r. 2005-2015), through the Council of Ministers, issued Resolution No. 78 in 2008 aiming at changing and transforming the previous Supreme Commission for Tourism to become the Saudi Commission for Tourism and Antiquities (SCTA). The change reflects the expansion of the tourism sector to include cultural heritages or archaeological sites. In 2013, the Saudi government announced its intention to issue tourist visas for the first time in its history, entrusting SCTA in collaboration with the Ministries of Interior and Foreign Affairs for issuing the visas. Unfortunately, however, the plan was cancelled in the following year (2014). 
Although King Abdullah did not develop the tourism sector, he pioneered and initiated various favorable governmental policies, cultural and religious reforms, and breakthrough initiatives such as women’s participation in the public sphere, interreligious engagement, the national dialogue that includes a variety of Muslim groupings, the moderation of religious life, and the decrease of the role of religious conservatives in the government[footnoteRef:33] that laid the foundations for the next government (King Salman and MbS) to implement progressive and innovative developmental programs, including in the tourism industry.  [33:  Mark C. Thompson, Saudi Arabia and the Path to Political Change: National Dialogue and Civil Society (London: I.B. Tauris, 2014); Mark C. Thompson, “Saudi Women Leaders: Challenges and Opportunities,” Journal of Arabian Studies, Vol. 5, No. 1 (2015), pp. 15–36. ] 


Developments Since the Launch of Vision 2030
[bookmark: _Hlk174169944]Since King Salman took power in 2015 and particularly since MbS became crown prince (in 2017), contemporary Saudi Arabia has witnessed immense change and innovation in the sectors of religious tourism, secular tourism, and archeological tourism. Interestingly, despite facing severe security issues from the ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) terrorist group or Houthis of Yemen, especially before COVID-19, the current Saudi government also developed the previously neglected tourism sector. The government did not only focus on overcoming the national security threats from the two militant organizations but also simultaneously boosting the tourism industry. The government has done so because, in contrast with the previous rulers, it identifies and considers tourism as one of the promising sectors to lessen the unemployment rate, especially among youths, and help diversify its primarily oil-based economy.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Moshashai, Leber, and Savage, “Saudi Arabia Plans.”] 

Indeed, the current government has invested trillions of US dollars in the tourism sector, hoping that it will contribute significantly to the national income and economy and provide opportunities for the young Saudi generation–male and female–to pursue careers and employment in this area.[footnoteRef:35] As a result, Saudi Arabia witnessed various developmental projects, some of which are massive projects, in the tourism sector to attract domestic and international tourists.  [35:  Bhutia, “Saudi Arabia”; Bridge, “Why $25bn Tourism Sector.” ] 

The following are a few examples of new (or proposed) tourism projects–religious, secular, and archeological tourism–that are initiated (and supported) by the current government which mirror changes and innovation in the Saudi kingdom and society. 
In the secular tourism sector, the government has created, innovated, or developed various leisure places and tourist destinations that cost billions of US dollars such as NEOM, movie theatres, plantations, beaches, Riyadh Arts, zoo parks, and so forth. In the past, some secular tourism sectors (e.g., movie theaters and entertainment venues) were unlawful or taboo (haram) because, by some conservative Muslim groupings, these sectors are against Islamic norms, Sharia law, and Saudi traditional values.[footnoteRef:36] However, from 2016 onwards, the Kingdom has opened (some re-opened) a variety of secular (leisure) tourist venues and events that Saudi rulers have long neglected since the rise of the Sahwa movement in the early 1980s. Derbal (2020) argued that the development of state-sponsored pop cultures (e.g., dance and music festivals) in Saudi Arabia is a space of cooptation and contestation, a part of the modernization plans of the new political elites, a medium of communication of the current government to a global audience about the “new image” of the Kingdom, and a representation of contemporary Saudi youth as a modern, fun, and cosmopolitan generation.  [36:  David Commins, Islam in Saudi Arabia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015); Natana J. DeLong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam: From Revival and Reform to Global Jihad (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); David E. Long, Culture and Customs of Saudi Arabia (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2005). ] 

NEOM (lit. “new future”) is a $500bn megacity and a futuristic eco-city project built in the Tabuk region of northwestern Saudi Arabia to incorporate smart city technologies and function as a tourist destination.[footnoteRef:37] NEOM is also part of a raft of developments, including the Red Sea Project, which plans to welcome its first tourists in 2023[footnoteRef:38] as well as home to several other sub-projects, such as Oxagon, a city floating on water spanning 7km, making it the largest floating structure in the world. In partnership with KAUST (King Abdullah University of Science and Technology), NEOM has announced a joint project to establish the world’s most extensive coral garden (or a coral reef restoration project) at Shushah Island in the Red Sea area.[footnoteRef:39] Moreover, located in the capital city, Riyadh Art is one of the largest public art programs being undertaken in the world today. Created by local and international artists, Riyadh Art comprises more than 1,000 original public art installations across the city that could enrich lives through creative, joyful experiences.[footnoteRef:40] In 2020, UNESCO selected Riyadh as the cultural capital of the Arab world due to its dedication to art and culture.  [37:  See the official homepage of NEOM at https://www.neom.com/en-us (Accessed on Nov 14, 2022). ]  [38:  Ibrahim, Baqawy, and Mohamed, “Tourism Attraction Sites”; Merlyn Thomas and Vibeke Venema, “NEOM: What is the green truth behind a planned eco-city in the Saudi desert?” BBC (Feb 22, 2022), https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-59601335 (Accessed on Mar 10, 2024). ]  [39:  “NEOM Partners with KAUST to Create the World’s Largest Coral Garden,” Innovation News (Jun 22, 2021), https://innovation.kaust.edu.sa/neom-and-kaust-to-create-worlds-largest-coral-garden/ (Accessed on Jun 12, 2023).   ]  [40:  Hala Thaskandi, “A Look at Riyadh Art, Which is Going to Bring Public Art to the City,” Arab News (Apr 28, 2019), https://www.arabnews.com/node/1489011/saudi-arabia (Accessed on Jul 17, 2023).  
] 

The building of entertainment venues is another example of secular tourism. For more than 30 years, due to the influence of the Sahwa movement, entertainment venues, from cinemas to concert halls, were shut down across the Kingdom, depriving citizens, residents, and other visitors of both domestic and foreign tourists to enjoy cultural, musical, sporting, and artistic activities in public. However, everything began to change in 2016 when the government established the General Entertainment Authority (GEA). Within five years since its inception, the GEA has issued 2,189 licenses and 1,809 permits, allowing more than 2,500 companies to launch home-grown entertainment ventures. Moreover, since its inception, the GEA has authorized many public entertainment events, from opera and musical concerts to WWE and sports events. The relevant authority has invited many local, regional, and international stars (singers, pianists, musicians, wrestlers, etc.) to perform and entertain Saudi citizens and residents.[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  Lojien Ben Gaasem, “2022 Look Ahead: Saudi Arabia’s Booming Entertainment Sector is Just Getting Started,” Arab News (Dec 31, 2021), https://www.arabnews.com/node/1996161/saudi-arabia (Accessed on Nov 10, 2023).] 

The government has also massively developed archaeological tourism, which the previous rulers have long neglected. The government revealed a 15 billion US dollar master plan (called the AlUla Project[footnoteRef:42]) to transform AlUla, a region in northwest Saudi Arabia that encompasses more than 200,000 years of unexplored human history, into a global cultural hub and international tourist destination for art, culture, and nature. There are solid reasons for investing in archeological diggings. One of the main reasons is that the Arabian Peninsula, including AlUla, has long been home to many historic valuable sites. For example, a group of Saudi and foreign archeologists has discovered the remnants of the long-forgotten kingdoms of Dadan and Lihyan. According to the Royal Commission for AlUla, the Old Testament mentions the Dadan. The Lihyanite was one of the largest of its time, stretching from Madinah in the south to Aqaba in the north of modern-day Jordan.[footnoteRef:43]  [42:  Information on the AlUla Project can be seen at https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/v2030/v2030-projects/alula/ (Accessed on Nov 14, 2022).   ]  [43:  Sylvia Smith, “Uncovering Secrets of Mystery Civilization in Saudi Arabia,” BBC (Oct 3, 2019), https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-49424036 (Accessed on Dec 10, 2023); “Archeologists in Saudi Arabia Excavate Forgotten Kingdoms,” Reuters (Nov 2, 2021), https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/archaeologists-saudi-arabia-excavate-forgotten-kingdoms-2021-11-02/ (Accessed on Oct 10, 2023).] 

Other remnants of the ancient kingdoms in the Arabian Peninsula from the south to the north include the Palmyrene Empire, Tayma, Qedar, Sheba, and Himyar, among others. In East Arabia, archeologists discovered remnants of the kingdoms of Dilmun, Magan, Gerrha, and Thaj.[footnoteRef:44] AlUla, one of the jewels of archeology in the World, is home to over 2000 ancient cultural heritage sites, including the Site of Al-Hijr (Hegra or Mada’in Saleh), a 2,000-year-old city carved into rocks by the Nabateans, the pre-Islamic people who also built Petra in neighboring Jordan, which became the Kingdom’s first UNESCO World Heritage Site, in 2008. AlUla is a place of extraordinary human and natural heritage, a living museum of preserved tombs, sandstone outcrops, historical developments, and monuments.  [44:  Tareq Thaqafi, “Uncovering Secrets Hidden Beneath the Sands of the Arabian Peninsula,” Arab News (Dec 19, 2020), https://www.arabnews.com/node/1779861/saudi-arabia (Accessed on Jan 15, 2024). ] 

Over the past decade or so, the government, through the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH) and relevant agencies (e.g., the Ministry of Tourism and the Ministry of Culture), initiated and sponsored a multi-year project on archeological excavations in the Kingdom involving experts, physical anthropologists, and archeologists from home and foreign countries. The result of these ancient diggings is fascinating and featured in reputable academic journals such as Nature. The SCTH has discovered over 100,000 artifacts, features, and eco-facts, evidence that the Arabian Peninsula was an important site of human civilization in the past millennia.[footnoteRef:45] The goal is to bring in 2 million visitors annually and to create 38,000 new jobs, boosting the nation’s economy by $32bn. To achieve this goal, the Royal Commission for AlUla has built a long-term strategic partnership with various agencies, including UNESCO, to develop AlUla’s cultural landscape and promote an understanding of the global significance of heritage.  [45:  “AlUla, UNESCO Sign Deal to Promote Saudi Heritage, Culture” Arab News (Nov 10, 2021), https://www.arabnews.com/node/1965491/saudi-arabia (Accessed on Apr 21, 2023); Thaqafi, “Uncovering Secrets.” 
] 


Developments in Religious Tourism
In religious tourism, Saudi Arabia has also experienced a significant change. Although the government still focuses on and prioritizes the hajj and umrah pilgrimages in Makkah, it has begun to add and expand beyond traditional hajj and umrah, including the opening of new venues or sites and other forms of pilgrimage for both Muslims and Christians or Jews, which were previously neglected. There are strong reasons why the Kingdom prioritizes the hajj (and umrah). First, both hajj and umrah are among the cores of Islamic teachings. Second, the pilgrimages– hajj and umrah–have contributed significantly to the Kingdom’s economy, as millions of Muslims worldwide take part in these pilgrimages yearly. Although COVID-19 has significantly reduced the number of hajj and umrah pilgrims (due to the government restrictions), it has shown a remarkable increase since the end of the pandemic in 2022. At the 2023 Saudi-European Investment Forum, Saleh Al Jasser, Minister of Transport and Logistics, said that as part of its ambitious Vision 2030, the Saudi government has set forth plans to attract over 30 million hajj and umrah pilgrims annually by 2030 (Al Amir 2023).    
Arguably, the hajj/umrah pilgrimages have been the Kingdom’s highest source of revenue after oil and gas. The Council of Saudi Chambers estimated that from 2018 to 2022, spending associated with these pilgrimages would generate $150bn in income and create up to 100,000 permanent jobs related to the Hajj.[footnoteRef:46] Due to the significant contributions of hajj/umrah pilgrimages to the Kingdom’s economy, the Saudi government has taken steps to expand Makkah’s Grand Mosque (i.e., Masjid Haram) and increase its capacity, with plans to accommodate up to 10 million people (worshipers) in the mosque area in the coming years.  [46:  “The Hajj and Umrah Pilgrimages Play Key Roles in Makkah and Madinah’s Economic Growth,” Oxford Business Group (Mar 20, 2022), https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/overview/expansion-plans-hajj-and-umrah-pilgrimages-play-key-roles-economic-growth (Accessed on Jul 10, 2023).  
] 

Makkah is considered the most important religious tourism site in Saudi Arabia because it has been home to various crucial and “sacred” places for Muslims, such as Kaaba (a shrine that Muslims consider the most sacred spot in the world), the Grand Mosque of Haram (where Kaaba and the “Black Stone” or Hajr Aswad are located), Jabal al-Nur or “Mount of Light” and the cave of Hira (a place where Prophet Muhammad is believed to receive the divine mandate and the first revelation), and so on. It is also a place where Prophet Muhammad and Islam were born. While Makkah serves as the Kingdom’s most religious tourist destination, Madinah is the second most important site for Muslim religious tourism in Saudi Arabia. Like Makkah, Madinah is home to several essential and “holy” sites, such as the Quba Mosque (some believed Muhammad built the first mosque upon his arrival in Madinah and that it is the first place of Friday prayer), Nabawi Mosque, and shrines of Prophet Muhammad and some of his companions (located in the complex of Nabawi Mosque). 
Due to the historical importance and the strategic site of these two mosques (the Quba and the Nabawi mosques), the Saudi government has allocated funds to expand these mosques, besides the Grand Mosque of Haram in Makkah. In addition, the government renovates and preserves other historic mosques across the Kingdom for Muslim religious tourism and other purposes, such as the Jawatha Mosque in Hofuf of Eastern Province and the Ghamama Mosque in Madinah. Whereas the former is considered the first mosque built outside Makkah and Madinah, the latter is a place where Prophet Muhammad offered Eid prayers during the last four years of his life, conducted the “prayer for rain” (salat al-istisqa), and performed the funeral prayer of Najashi, who was the (Christian) emperor of Aksum in Ethiopia (Abyssinia).[footnoteRef:47] My visits to the Jawatha Mosque and other historic mosques in Madinah show that the government has maintained, developed, and improved significantly these sites and their surroundings to attract visitors. [47:  A brief description of the Ghamama Mosque can be read at https://welcomesaudi.com/activity/al-ghamama-mosque-madinah (Accessed on Nov 14, 2022).   ] 

It is imperative to note that although the government’s plan to expand or renovate several historic and important mosques in Makkah, Madinah, and other places has received enthusiasm and support from some segments of societies in Saudi Arabia, the initiative has also met criticism. Alsheri,[footnoteRef:48] for instance, argued that urban development projects and the current dramatic changes, including the transformation of Makkah and Madinah, engineered by state and private actors on behalf of the economy and religion, have some negative consequences including the creation of fragmented cities, the erosion of urban heritages, the displacement of local populations, the loss of historic marketplace, and the destruction of meaningful sacred sites. The rapid urban developments and insensitive physical changes, Alsheri argued, have also challenged the spiritual significance of those sacred places.         [48:  Atef Alsheri, “Mecca and Medina: Sacred Sites or Development Engines?”, Middle East Quarterly, Vol. 26, No. 2 (2019), pp.1-7.] 

While keeping Muslim religious tourism, the government plans to revive non-Muslim historical sacred sites, especially those linked to Christian and Jewish communities. For a long time, Saudi Arabia has focused on Muslim religious tourism while neglecting non-Muslim religious tourism, particularly for Jews and Christians. Saudi Arabia is home to Muslim, Jewish, and Christian historical places because, anciently, the Arabian Peninsula was home to these communities who resided in Madinah (formerly Yathrib), Najran, and other locations.[footnoteRef:49] One of the essential historic churches was the Jubail Church (kanisat al-Jubail), an ancient 4th-century Nestorian church building in Jubail of Eastern Province. Discovered in 1986, it originally belonged to the Church of the East, whose leading followers were Assyrians. The re-building of AlUla territory is arguably also part of a move to preserve pre-Islamic heritage sites associated with Jews and other believers to attract non-Muslim tourists and, simultaneously, to strengthen a “new” Saudi national identity. [49:  James Wynbrandt, A Brief History of Saudi Arabia (New York: Checkmark Books, 2010), pp. 24-46.

] 


Agencies of the Tourism Industry
King Salman and MbS have been the primary drivers and critical actors behind Saudi Arabia’s recent innovation and change in the tourism sector. This statement is certainly not surprising, mainly because Saudi Arabia is a whole kingdom with central authority in the hands of the king and crown prince. However, it is misleading to state that both are the sole agents of alternation and transformation in the tourism sector. Both King Salman and MbS cannot implement Vision 2030 without the assistance and collaboration with other people and agencies–government and non-government actors, local and international institutions–including business communities (firms), higher educational institutions, international bodies, religious authorities, nonprofit organizations (e.g., Madinah Institute for Leadership and Entrepreneurship), mothers and women’s groups, youths, princes, and princesses. They have been key agents and played central roles in implementing Vision 2030 and innovating the tourism sector. It is to say that innovation is a product of fruitful cooperation between “the above” (the ruling family) and “the below” (societies). 
For example, many home and foreign companies have been the “engine” of the development of the tourism sector, either secular, religious, or archeological tourism. Major local or multinational companies have actively supported the tourism sector, including Saudi Aramco (Saudi Arabian Oil Company, a public petroleum and natural gas company), SABIC (Saudi Basic Industries Corporation, a chemical manufacturing company), Saudi Arabian Private Aviation, Jabal Omar Development Company, Kingdom Holding, Makkah Construction and Development, Maaden, Saudi Arabian Fertilizer Company, Saudi Public Transport Company, and Akbar Travels & Tourism, among many others. The national oil giant Saudi Aramco, for instance, had made a commitment and an agreement with the Kingdom’s tourism commission and state-vocational education institutions to boost the tourism sector by creating training centers across the Kingdom to train thousands of young Saudis (male and female) for the tourism and hospitality industries as well as in the management of other public and private facilities. The company also built a cultural center, King Abdulaziz Center for World Culture (known as Ithra), which is worth US$ 800 million to help improve the tourism sector and attract foreign and domestic tourists.[footnoteRef:50] A leading cultural center and one of the Kingdom’s iconic buildings, Ithra (“enrichment” in Arabic) has attracted over 3 million visitors since its inception in 2018. Moreover, Saudi Aramco has been a strategic partner of the “Roads of Arabia: Archeological Treasures of Saudi Arabia,” a government initiative and an exhibition in various countries of Europe, North America, and others to cover and exhibit the historical and cultural development of the Arabian Peninsula aiming at attracting international tourists.[footnoteRef:51]  [50:  “Saudi Aramco Plans Tourism Training Center in Economic Reform Drive,” Reuters (May 20, 2020), https://english.alarabiya.net/business/economy/2017/05/17/Saudi-Aramco-plans-tourism-training-center-in-economic-reform-drive (Accessed on Jun 15, 2023). ]  [51:  “Saudi Aramco brings ‘Roads of Arabia’ Exhibition to Athens,” Aramco News (Mar 21, 2019), https://www.aramco.com/en/news-media/news/2019/roads-of-arabia-athens (Accessed on Jan 12, 2024).   ] 

The local companies and the Saudi Government have also built partnerships with multiple international firms to boost the tourism sector, such as IBI Group Inc. (a Canadian-based architecture, engineering, planning, and technology firm), OYO (an Indian-based multinational hospitality firm), and various companies belonging to the United States, China, United Kingdom, Japan, France, etc. In fact, in many cases, the Saudi government, particularly the tourism authority, has always brought non-government agencies (industries, universities, training centers, and others) into both national and international forums. For example, at the World Travel Market forum in London (WTM London), which is known for connecting the global leisure travel community with over 4,000 exhibitors expected to gather, the Saudi Tourism Authority has brought some 75 key stakeholders (including Almosafer, Riyadh Air, Royal Commission for AlUla, Diriyah Co., etc.) to represent the Kingdom’s growing tourism sector.[footnoteRef:52]  [52:  “Saudi Arabia to Showcase Tourism Strengths at World Travel Market,” Arab News (Nov 5, 2023), https://www.arabnews.com/node/2403711/business-economy (Accessed on Dec 07, 2023). ] 

Moreover, international institutions contributing to developing archeological discoveries and tourism include UNESCO, Max Plank Institute (Germany), the Russian State Hermitage Museum, the French National Center for Scientific Research, Oxford University, the University of Western Australia, and many others. Higher educational institutions in the Kingdom, for instance, King Abdullah University of Science and Technology, King Fahd University of Petroleum & Minerals, King Saud University, and King Abdulaziz University, have also been one of the backbones of the tourism sector. These universities have conducted various research and training related to the development and expansion of tourism. 
For example, King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST) has played an important role in helping the government to develop eco-tourism, smart cities, and the Saudi Green Initiative. MbS, KAUST’s Board Chairman, also assigned the university as the government’s main partner, in collaboration with the Red Sea Development Company (a closed joint stock company owned by the government’s Public Investment Fund) to develop NEOM, including Shushah Island in the Red Sea as a marine tourist destination. One of the main tasks that the government assigned to KAUST is to provide a specific plan and expand technology ensuring that any development and innovation related to marine tourism will increase and not jeopardize coastal conservation. While KAUST is the government’s partner in developing marine tourism, King Saud University has been the government’s partner in excavating archeological remains and developing heritage tourism. 
Equally important, religious groups and authorities have also played a central role and contributed significantly to the growth of the tourism sector. It is imperative to note that religion (Islam) has always been an important part of Saudi society’s everyday life, and historically, it has always played a key role in creating either bad (destructive) or good (constructive) things. Many Saudis – including the ruling families and government officials – use or seek religious (Islamic) texts, teachings, narratives, and discourses to support and legitimize their practices and ideas. As depicted in the previous paragraphs, the conservative religious groups related to the Sahwa movement or others had been the significant factor in the decline of tourism. The current Government replaced the militant-conservative religious leaders and clerics dominating the religious institutions (e.g., the Council of Senior Ulama, the Shuro Council, mosques, Islamic universities, etc.) with moderate-progressive ones to make sure that they would support Vision 2030’s reform plan, including the tourism sector. In other words, the religious moderation (Islamic wasatiyya) the current government implements are in line with the reform and innovation in the tourism sector. 
In brief, the innovation in Saudi Arabia’s tourism industry is the outcome of state-society cooperation, without which it is not easy to realize. Moreover, it is essential to notice that the innovation in the tourism industry is not simply a product of the current government’s progressive policies but also of the previous reforms under former King Abdullah (r. 2005–15). This moderate political leader initiated various political, economic, social, educational, and religious reforms to address domestic, national, and international challenges facing the Kingdom that became the basis for the current government to envisage its future agenda (Thompson 2014). Among the moderate-progressive reforms, King Abdullah introduced included women’s emancipation, education, and participation in the public sphere. It was King Abdullah, who, for the first time, allowed women to be members of the Shuro Council (30 percent of the council’s seats) that advised and oversaw the government’s programs. Later, they played a significant role in women’s emancipation in the Kingdom.[footnoteRef:53]  [53:  Thompson, “Saudi Women Leaders,” pp. 15–36.] 

Moreover, under the King Abdullah Scholarship Program, the king has sponsored hundreds of thousands of young Saudi people (male and female) to study at top universities abroad. The returnees of this program have contributed significantly to the advancement of the Kingdom. King Abdullah also reduced the role of the Sharia (religious) police, replaced the religious militant groups with moderate ones, and sought to alleviate extremist Islamist voices, many of which attempted to end the king’s rule. To conclude, Vision 2030’s reform agenda and the innovation of the tourism industry are the fruit of multiple factors and actors.

Responses of Young Saudis Towards Changes in Tourism 
How do young Saudis respond to these changes and innovations in tourism? This section will highlight some important findings from [the author] interviews and conversations with 20 young male Saudis (n=20), all of them are Muslim since it is difficult to find non-Muslim Saudis. Although the main data from interviews and conversations presented in this paper were from 2018-2019 (before the pandemic), the Saudi youth’s varied views on the recent development and innovation of tourism have not changed significantly until recently. Some agreed with the innovation of the tourism sector, while others agreed with some conditions. Moreover, some agreed with some forms or aspects of tourism while others do not.   
The findings are important because societal voices in the growing tourism industry are often a reflection of their attitudes toward the “new” Saudi Arabia. More importantly, these voices came from the Saudi young generation which comprises most of the Saudi population (about 67 percent), and one of the main objectives in the development of the tourism industry is to reduce unemployed Saudi youth. Qusai Al-Fakhri, CEO of the Saudi Tourism Development Fund, said that the tourism sector will help create 1 million jobs by 2030.[footnoteRef:54]  [54:  “Saudi Tourism Sector to Create 1 Million Jobs by 2030,” Arab News (May 24, 2022), https://www.arabnews.com/node/2088581/business-economy (Accessed on Jul 20, 2023). ] 

As the Kingdom’s non-oil economy recorded strong growth from year to year since the government launched its Vision 2030, unemployment dropped significantly. According to the Saudi General Authority for Statistics, in 2022, the jobless rate has fallen to 8 percent, and the unemployment rate for women dropped from 22.5 percent in 2021 to 15.4 percent in 2022. Moreover, the unemployment rate for the total population of Saudi Arabia in Q1 2023 reached 5.1 percent. The General Authority for Statistics also recorded a significant increase in Saudi nationals, especially the youth, working in the private sector, including tourism, from 1.9 million in 2021 to 2.2 million in 2022.[footnoteRef:55]  [55:  Andy Sambidge, “Saudi Unemployment Tumbles as More Women Join Workforce,” Arabian Gulf Business Insight (Apr 20, 2023), https://www.agbi.com/analysis/saudi-unemployment/ (Accessed on Jun 28, 2023). ] 

Opinions of Saudi young males vary regarding the recent development and innovation in the tourism sector. Some of them agreed with the development of all types of tourism – secular/leisure, archeological, and religious tourism - while others agreed with some forms of tourism and disagreed with a particular form of tourism (especially tourism developments that, according to them, are against Islamic norms and values). As well, others agreed with the tourism innovation under certain circumstances or with some conditions. However, most interviewees have welcomed the government’s initiative to expand and innovate tourism for various fundamental reasons. 
Rationales for their agreement (or disagreement with some forms of tourism) in the tourism innovation also vary. For example, some argued that innovation in the tourism sector is useful because it can be used as a medium to introduce Saudi Arabia to a wider international community and a chance for Saudis to show the world that the Kingdom has changed enormously in terms of its cultural and religious practices. Others agreed with the growth of and innovation in all types of tourism sectors (i.e., archeological/heritage, secular/leisure, and religious tourism) for economic reasons, arguing that the development of the tourism industry could add to the Kingdom’s economy and provide opportunities for Saudi youths–male and female–to get jobs and reduce the unemployment rate. 
Of all the interviewees who welcomed the tourism innovation, economic and employment considerations were the most popular reasons. These reasons can be understood and justified mainly because unemployment is still a major issue for Saudi Arabia’s citizens and residents, especially the youth. Other interviewees added religious (Islamic) moderation (besides economic reasons) that welcomes other cultures as a basis and rationale for their agreement with the innovation in the tourism sector. Moreover, interviewees who disagreed with some forms of - or developments in - tourism mainly used Islamic narratives and justification for their disagreement. For example, they disagreed with a form of tourism that, according to them, contradicts Islamic Sharia norms such as leisure tourism that utilizes musical performances or gender-mixes or religious tourism that involves Jewish/Christian pilgrimages. Few others used cultural justification such as the maintenance of Saudi culture from foreign influences. Apart from these issues, they welcomed the tourism innovation.
The following are a few examples of interviewees’ opinions about tourism innovation. Muhammad, for instance, believed that, like pilgrimage or religious tourism, archeological and secular tourism also plays a central role in enhancing the economy and national income of the Kingdom. Muhammad also pointed out that innovation in tourism could contribute to reducing the jobless rate, particularly among the youth. Additionally, he said, that the restoration of historic sites and buildings would provide opportunities for all sorts of commercial activities and employment for local people in the Kingdom. Muhammad also welcomed the notion of restoring non-Muslim historical buildings and archeological remains, including ritual and worship places associated with Jews and Christians, for tourism purposes. He said: 
Islam does not forbid non-Muslims to have their faith, beliefs, rituals, and religious practices. In fact, Prophet Muhammad had Jewish neighbors and taught Muslims to maintain good relationships with them (personal conversation with Muhammad, November 2018). 
Muhammad was not alone in this regard. Several interviewees expressed similar concerns to Muhammad. A list of interviewees the author marked as “Agreed” in Table 1 generally welcomed all types of tourism and recent developments and innovations in the tourism industry. Mahdi, for instance, who worked in a Japanese-affiliated water desalination company operating in the Gulf area, argued that each believer, Muslim or non-Muslim, deserved to express their faith and have their worship places in the Kingdom such as in Oman or the United Arab Emirates. Mahdi said, 
“If Muslims could have mosques, Jews could have a synagogue and Christians could have a church in Saudi Arabia, as long as they maintain peace and harmony, and not disturb and make conflict with Muslim communities” (personal conversation with Mahdi, October 2019). 
Other interviewees agreed with developing some forms of tourism such as archeological (or secular) tourism but disagreed with the innovation of non-Muslim religious tourism such as the idea of rebuilding historic churches or Jewish historical sites. They argued that Saudi Arabia is an “Islamic land”; thereby, should be free from worship places of other believers. Jassim, for instance, was enthusiastic about the innovation and transformation of AlUla and other historic sites to become a global tourist destination that could generate a national income and create jobs for local societies but remained pessimistic and unsupportive about the idea of rebuilding historic worship places for Jews and Christians because he believed Islam rejects it. 
“Although non-Muslims are welcome to visit and live in the Kingdom for work or tourism, I disagree with the notion to build or rebuild their worship places because Saudi Arabia is an Islamic and Muslim land, and building their worship places could contaminate Islamic teachings” (personal conversation with Jasim, November 2018).
Furthermore, other interviewees agreed with the innovation of tourism sectors under certain circumstances and some limitations, for instance, the maintenance of gender segregation and proper clothing when people (visitors/tourists) enjoy entertainment (e.g., films in theaters or public performances) and visit tourist places. For them, gender segregation and proper dress are mandated by Islamic Sharia; therefore, Muslims should follow this rule. Thamer, for example, said:
“I am fine with the recent developments in tourism since they have positive contributions to societies in the Kingdom. However, Islamic norms (e.g., wearing hijab for women and maintaining gender separation in public places such as cinema halls) should be implemented” (personal conversation with Thamer, March 2019). 
Some interviewees (e.g., Ahmad and Osama) added music performances to the list of the forbidden tourism sector. Although few interviewees disagreed with some types of – or developments in – tourism, due to either religious or cultural reasons, they agreed with the idea that the tourism innovation could boost Saudi Arabia’s economy and create employment opportunities. Moreover, although there were some disagreements among the interviewees, they generally expressed enthusiasm about the recent development of–and innovation in–the tourism sector that can open doors and chances for many people in the Kingdom, especially the young male and female generation, to work in public spheres and enjoy public entertainment. An interviewee could not hide his joy: “I am really happy with the recent reforms and changes. Due to this reform, my sister found employment in the tourism and hospitality sector after waiting for six years because of limited job opportunities for females" (personal conversation with Abdulkarim, December 2019). 
Table 1 Views of Young Male Saudis on the Tourism Innovation

	Pseudonym 
	Leisure Tourism
	Archeological Tourism 
	Religious Tourism

	Muhammad
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed 

	Jassim 
	Agreed
	Agreed (except for rebuilding Jewish, Christian, and Madain Salih sites)
	Agreed, especially for Muslim pilgrimage  

	Ahmad
	Agreed under Sharia norms (e.g., proper dress and gender segregation). 
	Agreed (except for rebuilding Jewish, Christian, and Madain Salih sites)
	Agreed but not for Jewish and Christian pilgrimages.

	Abdullah
	Agreed
	Agreed 
	Agreed

	Turki
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Abdulkarim
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Hassan
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Mahdi
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Thamer
	Agreed (except for public musical performances or cinema halls)
	Agreed (except the use of Madain Salih site and rebuilding Jewish/Christian sites)
	Agreed for Muslim religious tourism

	Hussein 
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Faisal
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Saud
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Eyad
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Ali
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Osama
	Agreed but should be in line with Islamic Sharia (e.g., gender segregation)
	Agreed (except for rebuilding Jewish and Christian sites plus the site of Madain Salih).
	Agreed but not for Jewish and Christian religious tourism

	Mujtaba
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Fawaz
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Asim
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Saad
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed

	Jafar
	Agreed
	Agreed
	Agreed



Interpreting Tourism Beyond Economy 
Building a New Identity of Saudi Arabia 
It is obvious that the innovation in the tourism sector is not simply a tool to boost local economies, provide non-oil financial sources, add the national income, reduce unemployment, and improve the workforce but also a channel to rebrand and promote a “newborn Saudi Arabia,” marked by modernization, moderation, broadmindedness, and culture-loving. Tourism is used as a medium to introduce a new Saudi Arabia to the international community, typified by moderation in religious practices, open-mindedness in embracing cultural differences, and advancement in modern technology. 
The government has indeed seen tourism as a “window” to re-create a new identity of Saudi Arabia, which was previously seen as a conservative, exclusive, and close-minded kingdom and society, and “market” it for international communities. Hence, the innovation of the tourism industry is not only about economic motivations but also a mirror of the government’s moderate vision as well as a strategy for rebuilding and rebranding Saudi Arabia as an open country and society.
For decades, international society, including the academic community, has seen Saudi Arabia as a militant-conservative kingdom whose population embraces ethnocentric and closed-minded perspectives toward other cultures. Many of them link Saudi Arabia with human rights abuses and slavery practices[footnoteRef:56] while others resemble Saudi societies, without exception, with Islamist extremists and terrorists that reject new ideas and innovations as well as Western cultures and non-Muslim traditions and values which they dubbed un-Islamic/irreligious.  [56:  Peter Hammond, Slavery, Terrorism, and Islam (Maitland: Xulon Press, 2010); Stephen Schwartz, The Two Faces of Islam: Saudi Fundamentalism and its Role in Terrorism (New York: Anchor Books, 2003).] 

Such negative images and unpleasant perspectives from the international community would certainly influence their chances of visiting or touring Saudi Arabia, except for Muslim pilgrims, and become a hindrance for the government to promote tourism beyond (Islamic) religious tourism. Hence, the introduction of new forms in tourism sectors under Vision 2030 (religious, heritage, and secular tourism) mirrors the government’s serious efforts to transform Saudi Arabia to become a global tourist destination. It also reflects the religious stance of the current government that contrasts conservative religious groupings. 
In brief, by innovating and reforming tourism sectors, many of which were banned in the past on behalf of Islamic teachings and Saudi traditional values, the government will show the world that Saudi Arabia has now embraced a “new identity” as an open-minded and a moderate country and society that welcome and appreciate cultural diversities. 

Building Patriotism and Territorial Nationalism
Territorial nationalism refers to a type of nationalism based on the principle that all populaces (citizens and residents alike) of a particular territory should share a common national identity, regardless of their backgrounds and sociolinguistic differences.[footnoteRef:57] There are many ways to promote territorial nationalism. One of the ways or tools the government uses is ancient cultural or archeological heritage.      [57:  Will Kymlicka and Christine Straehle, “Cosmopolitanism, Nation-States, and Minority Nationalism: A Critical Review of Recent Literature,” European Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 7, No. 1 (1999), pp. 65-88.] 

Regarding the link between heritage and nationalism, Mitchell made an interesting point. He said that one of the odd things about the advent of the modern nation-state is that to prove that a modern nation-state is modern (or contemporary), it also needs to prove that it was ancient. Accordingly, he argued, a nation that wanted to show that it was modern needed, among other things, to produce a past. In this context, archeological remains and heritage sites that represent a nation’s past are an essential aspect in the shape, construction, and establishment of a national identity.[footnoteRef:58] As Lowenthal has rightly argued, heritage is the chief focus of patriotism (and nationalism).[footnoteRef:59] [58:  T. Mitchell, “Making the Nation: The Politics of Heritage in Egypt,” in Consuming Tradition, Manufacturing Heritage: Global Norms and Urban Forms in the Age of Tourism, edited by Nezar AlSayyad (London: Routledge, 2021), pp. 212–239. ]  [59:  David Lowenthal, The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 2.] 

Like in other nations (e.g., the United States[footnoteRef:60]) that use tourism to promote patriotism and nationalism, the innovation in the tourism sector, particularly archeological or heritage tourism, is also a “gate” through which the Saudi government uses to promote patriotism and nationalism, especially territorial nationalism, replacing Islamism (Islamist ideology) that has long dominated and controlled the Kingdom’s cultural and religious discourses and practices since the rise of the Sahwa movement in the early 1980s.  [60:  Michael Pretes, “Tourism and Nationalism,” Annals of Tourism Research, Vol. 30, No. 1 (2003), pp. 125-142.] 

Indeed, since King Salman took the throne in 2015 and especially since MbS became the crown prince in 2017, Saudi Arabia has been undergoing a massive nationalist transformation. There are several indications why the current Saudi government has moved from religion (i.e., Islamism or Wahhabism) to nationalism as the source of the Kingdom’s political legitimacy. For example, in 2022, the Kingdom created a new Founding Day or yaum al-ta’sis (celebrated every February 22) to commemorate the enthronement of Muhammad bin Saud (1710-1765) as the emir of Diriyah in 1727 (known as the First Saudi State), following the death of his father (Saud al-Muqrin, the eponymous ancestor of Al Saud family). The creation of the Founding Day that reattributes the Kingdom’s establishment to the emergence of the Al Saud dynasty rather than its alliance or alignment with the Wahhabi movement (1744) indicates the Kingdom’s desire more for a nationalist (than Islamist) significance. 
Another sign is the massive rebuilding of AlUla and other pre-Islamic heritage sites (built by Nabateans, Romans, Greeks, Jews, Christians, and others) as well as the government’s official recognition of these long-ignored sites as part of the Kingdom’s rich cultural wealth, pride, inheritance, and national heritage. While Islamists and Wahhabis view the pre-Islamic sites negatively and consider them as taboos (haram), mere idols, alien cultures, and places of ignorance (jahiliyya), the current rulers appreciate and recognize them as part of the Kingdom’s continuous history and national treasure. In brief, the surge in nationalist and patriotic displays (via national anthem, songs, dance, marvel, heritage, etc.) during the National Day, the Founding Day, or other important national events sheds light on the implicit motives behind the Kingdom’s recent major economic and sociocultural reforms, namely to implant the spirit of patriotism and nationalism within societies.[footnoteRef:61]  [61:  Bernard Haykel, “Saudi Arabia’s New Nationalism,” Project Syndicate (Sept 29, 2023), https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/mbs-behind-saudi-nationalist-surge-by-bernard-haykel-2023-09 (Accessed Oct 10, 2023). ] 

Unlike in the previous era, the current government has actively and eagerly promoted recent rich archeological discoveries and heritage tourism to local populaces in the Kingdom (both citizens and residents) and international communities through various means, including exhibitions and productions of documentary videos, books, YouTube channels, etc. Some popular titles of exhibitions and videos on the recent archeological findings that the government and its private partners used to promote the “new image” of Saudi Arabia include “Roads of Arabia: Archeological Treasures of Saudi Arabia” and “AlUla: Wonder of Arabia.” 
The aims of the exhibition and production of videos and other items that contain the Kingdom’s rich archeological sites and cultural heritages are not just to foster domestic and international tourism but also to create and re-create a sense of belonging and pride among Saudi citizens and residents toward the country, nation, territory, and place they work, live, and perhaps die, namely Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 
This means that the government uses the exhibitions and productions not only to further tourism but also to shape patriotism and create nation-building.[footnoteRef:62] Pretes said that sites of significance (e.g., cultural heritages and archeological places) can help to form a common identity and patriotic/nationalist attitudes among a diverse populace. One of the official goals of countries that consist of many immigrant societies and cultures like Saudi Arabia is to build a shared identity through various means including heritage tourism.  [62:  Pretes, “Tourism,” pp. 125-126. ] 

The promotion and campaign of a shared national identity, either using a medium of the Kingdom’s cultural heritage or other means, is interesting to observe mainly because the Arabian Peninsula, unlike some regions in the Middle East, does not have a shared history of an ancient centralized polity and the idea of loyalty to a territory or land is alien to the Peninsula’s tribal societies (qaba’il). For them, the notion of loyalty and solidarity (asabiyya) stemmed not from national belongings or nationalist frameworks but from kinship ties of Arab tribes and clans. Accordingly, the concept of territorial nationalism or patriotism to the land has remained elusive in Saudi Arabia. 
For decades, except during King Faisal’s reign (1965-1975), the main source of political legitimacy for governing the Kingdom came from the Islamic religion (particularly Salafi, Islamist, and Wahhabi teachings). Yet, these teachings have generally failed to replace or oust the Kingdom’s pre-Islamic histories, material and nonmaterial cultures, and collective memories. Moreover, the crown prince, Saudi Arabia’s de facto leader, deems Islamism or Islamic radicalism a stumbling block for the government’s ongoing modernization projects as well as economic and sociocultural reforms (or say Vision 2030); thereby, he vowed to “get rid of it”[footnoteRef:63] and replaced it with moderate Islam (wasatiyya) which is in line with the spirit of the government’s nationalist agendas and frameworks.  [63:  Martin Chulov, “I Will Return Saudi Arabia to Moderate Islam, Says Crown Prince,” The Guardian (Oct 24, 2017), https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/24/i-will-return-saudi-arabia-moderate-islam-crown-prince (Accessed on Jul 10, 2024).] 

Zalayat (2022) pointed out that some catalysts, emerging over the past decades, account for the Kingdom’s shift away from Islamist ideology (either associated with ISIS, al-Qaeda of Arabian Peninsula, or Sahwa) to nationalist vocabularies and symbols aiming at shoring up its political legitimacy. One of these catalysts was the rise of the Islamist movement groups within the Saudi terrain, some of which have attacked the government’s properties, have disturbed and warned the royal family about the hazards of Islamist and radical groupings (including terrorists). 
The notion of (territorial) nationalism (as well as Islamic moderatism) the current government develops could address the challenge of Islamism or Islamist ideology in two ways: (1) it offers Saudi societies an alternative legitimate source to Islamism and other ultraconservative forms of Islam and (2) it distinguishes Saudi values from those of Islamists and religious conservatives (e.g., whereas Islamists and the conservatives condemned pre-Islamic monuments such as artifacts or features, Saudis respect, value, and conserve them). 

Conclusion 
Tourism is a complex phenomenon. In the Saudi context, in particular, tourism is not simply about the way the current government uses it to generate national income, non-oil economic sources, or employment opportunities for its societies. It is also about how the government projects a “new Saudi Arabia” as an Islamic country (or Kingdom) with a strong new identity typified by moderation, openness, inclusivism, modernity, and territorial nationalism. Through tourism, among others, the government has promoted Saudi Arabia to global and international audiences as a country that respects and welcomes cultural diversities and differences. Through the “windows” of tourism, the government wants to change common stereotypes, misperceptions, and misunderstandings among international communities about Saudi Arabia as a close-minded Kingdom and society.       
Another important point is that the changes and innovations in the tourism sector are not simply the product of changes in the ruling elites, albeit their roles are certainly central. The innovation, more precisely, is the outcome of state-society cooperation, namely strategic partnerships between the current Saudi government and non-government sectors, locally and globally, including religious authorities, business communities, and educational institutions. The changes also benefited from the previous reforms under the late King Abdullah, who initiated various political, economic, social, educational, and religious reforms to address domestic, national, and international challenges facing the Kingdom that became the basis for the current government to envisage its future vision and agenda.
Nevertheless, although the tourism innovation is extremely positive and beneficial for large segments of societies in the Kingdom such as the youth (both male and female), unemployed people, business communities, travelers/adventurers, or leisure/entertainment enthusiasts, it has left some critical questions partly because the developments and changes in the tourism sector have some negative effects or consequences. For example, critics pointed out that the government “has sacrificed” the spiritual importance and sacred values of the two holy mosques of Haram (in Makkah) and Nabawi (in Madinah) for development projects. They also argued that the massive material construction and physical development in urban areas of Makkah and Madinah to accommodate the growing number of pilgrims have destroyed many important sites (e.g., historic buildings, cultural heritages, sacred places, etc.) or the displacement of the locals. Some segments of Saudi societies (e.g., devout Muslims or hardline Salafis) are also unwelcome toward some forms of tourism for either cultural or religious reasons.        
[bookmark: _GoBack]Additionally, the government is being criticized for its ambiguity in implementing Vision 2030. Until now, some issues remain unclear such as the government’s intention to attract religious tourism for non-Muslim pilgrims and visitors, particularly Christians and Jews. For example, the government is still uncertain about the plan of rebuilding the historic Jubail Church (kanisat al-jubail) in Eastern Province, which was one of the oldest churches in the Middle East built by Nestorian Christians in the 4th century, or the restoration of Jews’ archeological and historical sites. Apart from these minor issues, the government’s innovation and reforms in the tourism sector deserve appreciation as an endeavor to re-create a “new face” of Saudi Arabia as a moderate, modern, and open-minded Islamic Kingdom. 
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