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SCOPE OF WORK 
The Babil PRT Senior Governance Advisor for Tourism was hired for a 4-month consultancy to 
address the following scope of work: Analyze the tourism potential for the Babil Province; determine 
barriers to tourism and advocate solutions; encourage working relationships between local, 
provincial, national and international tourism and antiquities entities to develop a coordinated 
tourism strategic plan; promote tourism investment; develop regional programs with Najaf and 
Karbala PRTs; and, assist Embassy Baghdad and international entities’ in the site management to 
preserve and promote the Babylon ruins and other heritage sites.  
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I. Executive Summary  
 
Tourism1 can provide an extraordinary platform for economic and governance 
development in Iraq. Tourism engages all economic sectors – accommodations, food 
services, attractions, transportation, recreation, entertainment, wholesale, retail 
agriculture, handicrafts, banking, construction – and stimulates many entrepreneurial 
opportunities. The complexities of tourism require the local / provincial / national 
governments and businesses to form collaborative partnerships amongst themselves, and 
among the communities which they serve. Tourism brings outside money into the local 
community where it ‘multiplies’ as it circulates throughout the economy. Tourism provides 
a full spectrum of direct and indirect employment opportunities with the potential to engage 
and develop the country’s large pool of semi-skilled workers. Tourism stimulates the arts, 
and thrives on the promotion of cultural events. The attractions and facilities built for 
tourism vastly improve residents’ quality of life. Tourism can provide the funding tool for 
infrastructure development and the preservation of Iraq’s extensive archeological 
resources. Tourism is known as the ‘Industry of Peace’ promoting cross-cultural study and 
understanding ultimately rewarding hospitable communities that welcome visitors. 
 

 
 
The Babil Province boasts archeological, religious and natural tourism assets of world-
class potential. The region, once the heart of Mesopotamia, is known both as the Cradle of 
Civilization and the Biblical Fertile Crescent. UNESCO is considering the province’s 

                                                 
1 While the term ‘Visitor Industry’ is a more descriptive term encompassing a broader range of 
travel motivations (business, religious, medical, education, government, etc), ‘Tourism’ (which 
connotes travel for pleasure and recreation) is the generally-accepted terminology and will be used 
in this report. The reader is encouraged to view Babil’s potential to include a broad range of 
motivations. 

How Travelers Support the Economy 

Source: TIA 
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extensive Babylon ruins as a world heritage site. The province is strategically located only 
50 kilometers south of Baghdad, the country’s urban center with 6 million residents.  

 
Mesopotamia (‘Between the Rivers’) & the Biblical Fertile Crescent 

 
The highly-visited Shi’a Islamic shrines in Najaf and Karbala also reside within an hour’s 
drive and are believed to attract over 5 million pilgrims per year.  
 
Theoretically, to develop a successful tourism industry, Babil need only tap into a 
small percentage of this potential 11-million visitor market existing within an hour 
or two driving radius. 

 
Unfortunately, since Iraq has been internationally 
isolated for decades and the resident population 
discouraged from traveling, Babil has limited developed 
assets and service infrastructure ready to 
accommodate visitors. There are no tourism-class 
accommodations in the province other than the 200 
rooms in Al Hillah, the provincial government seat. 
Patronage at these limited-service motels is mostly 
limited to weddings, government/business visits and 
small conferences. The 40-room Babylon Resort & 

Conference Center along the Hillah River at Babylon holds immediate opportunity 
for tourism and conferences; upgrading these facilities should be the province’s top 
tourism priority. Lastly, Babil’s paramount tourism attraction and Iraq’s most valuable 
archeological site, the ruins of Babylon, are a Saddam-era fake resembling an abandoned, 
half-built amusement park that lacks all visitor services, even a working toilet.  
 
While the people of Babil are gracious and hospitable, there appears to be a cultural 
disdain for working in the ‘service’ industry. Vocational education is nonexistent. Electricity 
and water service is sporadic, with facility backup systems a necessity. While relatively 
quiet for the last several years, bombings have intensified in Babil, Najaf and Karbala 
reportedly as retaliation against the Shi’a for Sunni exclusions in the upcoming election. 
There is absolutely no national-level tourism development leadership coming from 
Baghdad, their local office employs 40 people but has one computer.  
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Worst of all is a sense of despondency among the leadership that there is ‘no 
money to do anything’ – all funds go to essential services. Babil Governor Salaman is 
using his own funds to bring Babylon artifacts from Baghdad.  
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There is no set blueprint on how to develop provincial tourism in 
Iraq; however, the USAID/Izdihar publication -- The Tourism 
Industry in Iraq2 -- provides an excellent foundational study. 
  
At the risk of being politically incorrect, after reading this fantastic 
report, this consultant finds it incomprehensible that USAID 
doesn’t have tourism included into its economic 
reconstruction agenda, especially in light of the extensive 
tourism programs developed in neighboring Jordan and 
throughout the world. In fact, just getting a copy of the newly-
developed USAID Jordan hospitality-training curriculum for use in 
Iraq proved impossible.  

 
Equally incomprehensible is that lack of DOS attention to tourism capacity building at the 
national level. It appears these responsibilities fall on Captain Saunders and his assistant 
at CJ9; intelligent and energetic civil affairs personnel, but not necessarily international 
tourism development experts experienced in developing national policy and worldwide 
promotional programs. A corresponding lack of support for Diane Siebrant in antiquities 
preservation and development is also disconcerting considering nearly all of the country’s 
4,000 sites of archeological importance have no security against the elements or looting. 
 
Many believe Iraq’s most valuable underground resource may not be oil – which has a 
finite supply and limited contribution to employment generation and broad-spectrum 
economic growth. The country’s true wealth lies in the region’s buried empires that 
shaped modern civilization. Preservation, development, presentation and promotion of 
these sites will continue to intrigue mankind and provide economic opportunity long after 
petroleum reserves run dry. This wealth is further deepened by the religious importance of 
Iraq, the birthplace of Abrahamic religions and religious center for Shi’a Islam, and the 
stunning geography and vibrant culture of the country’s Northern provinces.  
 

Given these attributes, and given the 
requisite guidance and funding from the 
international community, Iraq has the 
potential to become one of the world’s 
leading tourism destinations.  

 

 
Statue of Hammurabi, famous for the first written code of laws 

                                                 
2 See: http://www.izdihar-iraq.com/resources/papers_pdfs/iraq_tourism_report_final_20070717_web.pdf 
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THE WAY FORWARD. Following are summary recommendations: 
 

1. RECOGNIZE TOURISM DEVELOPMENT as an important economic priority and 
the primary vehicle to fund antiquity preservation. Build strategic-planning capacity 
and funding at the national level. 

 
2. RECOGNIZE ARCHEOLOGY as the country’s true underground wealth. 

Adequately train and fund the SBAH, develop preservation and excavation 
trainers.  Enlist worldwide support including university sponsorship of major site 
excavations.  

 
3. CONTINUE BABIL PRT TOURISM PROGRAMS with expertise and funding to 

institutionalize the strategic-planning, business-development, hospitality-training, 
and regional-integration action groups. Fully develop a provincial-funding model. 
Improve destination promotion to visitors and investors. Expand the Babil tourism 
model nationally.  

 
4. PROVIDE ESSENTIAL VISITOR SERVICES AT THE BABYLON RUINS 

including bathrooms, museum, retail, tour guides, and interpretive signs. At the 
minimum, provide site security at Borsippa and Kish ruins. 

 
5. CONTRACT BABIL TOURISM DEVELOPMENT REPRESENTATIVES in 

Baghdad and Najaf connecting to source markets and key decision makers. 
 

6. FOCUS ON IMPROVING THE BABYLON RESORT & CONFERENCE CENTER 
to become Iraq’s leading venue for conferences and high-level diplomatic events. 

 
7. CONVERT SADDAM’S BABYLON PALACE INTO IRAQ’S NEW HANGING 

GARDENS CULTURAL CENTER not only providing Babylon with a banner “must-
see” attraction, but illustrating to the world Iraq’s transition into the cultural capital 
of the Middle East. 

 
8. IMPROVE BABIL RELIGIOUS / CULTURAL SITES AND DRIVING 

INTINERARIES to be integrated into a 1 and 2-day tour for Shi’a pilgrims visiting 
Najaf and Karbala. Provide the platform for the governors of Babil, Najaf and 
Karbala to formulate a regional tourism strategy addressing pilgrimage issues. 
Fund renovation of the downtown Hillah Museum and Historic Document Library. 

 
9. DEVELOP BABIL TOURISM SERVICES such as tour operators, guides, and 

transportation companies. Encourage cultural handicraft production / promotion. 
 

10. ATTRACT MIDDLE EAST INVESTORS AND OUTBOUND TOUR OPERATORS 
to establish business relations in Babil and create linkages with source markets. 

 
11. FINALIZE THE MOU WITH USAID JORDAN to receive Arabic hospitality training 

curriculum. Adapt the program for Iraq. Set up training partnerships with chambers 
of commerce and SBDC. 

 
12. CAPITALIZE ON THE AL NAJAF INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT providing Babil a 

strategic linkage to the world, and Najaf’s important role in Shi’a culture. 
 

13. FUND RENOVATION OF THE BABYLON HOTEL, formerly the Al Hillah REO. 
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II. Babil PRT Tourism Work Plan 
 
The military term “gaining the initiative” was the directive for this short assignment [mid Jul 
– mid Dec] calling for a series of “quick wins” to build strategic-planning momentum. Thus, 
we engaged the community in several ‘Design’ action groups which ‘Implemented’ a 
series of quick-win projects. As these groups now Institutionalize through collaboration, 
leaders are emerging and longer-term plans are being established. Following is summary 
of these initiatives in the PRT Work Plan format: 
 
KEY DYNAMICS: Once the most popular destination in the world 2,600 years ago, the 
region once known as Babylonia and the Biblical Fertile Crescent now has less than 200 
tourist-class hotel rooms, mostly used for wedding parties and business visits to the 
provincial government. While the Babil province boasts over 400 archeological sites and 
over 100 religious sites, none are developed to international tourism standards and most 
are unsecured and open to looting and desecration. On a positive note, the new Najaf 
International Airport only 60 kilometers away can connect the Babil province to the world. 
Additionally, the 5 million Shi’a pilgrims that annually visit nearby Najaf and Karbala 
shrines present many opportunities for religious-oriented visitation. Immediate 
improvements to the Babylon Resort & Conference Center can make this property Iraq’s 
preeminent venue for conferences and high-level diplomatic retreats. 
 
Babil Tourism Maturity Model Assessment: Beginning to Developing. Babil tourism’s 
economic maturity is at ground zero. No formal supply-chain connection between source 
markets (demand) and Babil tourism businesses (supply); only one city with hotel rooms; 
limited  tourism collaboration between the national government and provincial government 
or between the provincial government and private sector; unreliable infrastructure; 
questionable health, saftey and security for visitors; no new tourism business licenses 
issued for 2 years; no clear tourism marketing or investment strategy; no hospitality 
training; limited marketable accommodations and attractions inventory; no site 
management plans or funding for preservation, security and tourism presentation at 
sensitive archeological and religious sites; disconnect between the local community and 
the State Board of Antiquities who control most of the attractions.  

 
PRIORITIES & OBJECTIVES: Raise 
the profile of tourism’s economic 
potential among government, business 
and community leaders with a series of 
quick-win projects that engage and 
elevate tourism work groups. Provide 
technical assistance to develop a 
comprehensive Babil tourism strategy 
aimed at mobilizing investment and 
attracting visitors while preserving and 
enhancing the province’s cultural 
heritage. 
 
WORK PLAN:  Create multiple Core 

Groups, each focused on a ‘quick-win”  collaborative project that will generate province-
wide tourism awareness, flush out constraints and solutions to tourism development, 
stimulate industry – government working relationships, and contribute to the development 
of a provincial strategic tourism plan. 
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PRINCIPAL ACTIVITIES: The primary strategy in this 4-month assignment was not to 
develop a strategic plan that would lead to future action. It was the opposite: generate 
immediate ‘ground-up” action that leads to a future strategic plan. After 30 years of a 
command economy and a stifling political environment, collaboration and broad-spectrum 
involvement in Iraq are foreign concepts. Reconciliation not only needs to be addressed 
on a macro level – Shi’a, Sunnis, Kurds – but also on a micro level within the rival towns, 
tribes, politicial parties and personalities in each province. Thus, the primary goal focused 
on getting representative stakeholders around a table on a weekly basis to address a 
specific project that would support the above-outlined work plan with the following two 
additional requirements: 1) the project should cost less than $25k, and 2) could be 
achieved in 3 months. Following is a summary of Babil PRT’s quick-win activities: 
 

1. Create a Tourism Strategic Planning Office  
 

< Mr Habib Haider, administrative director of the Babylon Tourism Action Group 
Secretariat, standing by a poster promoting weekly tourism workshops.  A $25k QRF 
funded the BTAG office start up and director salary, the governorate donated office 
space. BTAG meets on a weekly basis for expert lectures and field assessments of the 
province’s archeological, religious and heritage sites, a key component to the tourism 
strategic plan. A primary goal here is building a collaborative relationship with the State 
Board of Antiquities and Heritage which controls nearly all of the province’s potential 
attractions. The office is also the meeting place for other tourism / economic groups. 

 
2. Establish a Tourism Business & Investment Group 

 
< Governor Salaman speaking at the Babylon Tourism Investment Conference & 
Business Exhibition, Dec 8-12, 2009. A Babylon Tourism Profit Group was formed, 
with $25k QRF seed money to fund a 4-day tourism investment conference and 
business exhibition. Over 500 attended the conference; 50 companies purchased 
booth space in the province’s first business exhibition (Zain cellular, Bank of Baghdad 
& USAID Tijara were the other main sponsors). This group will merge into the Babylon 
Chamber of Commerce and liaise with the Babylon Investment Commission. 

 
3. Engage Youth and Women in Hospitality Training 

 
< Female students take notes at the Babylon Youth Tourism Leadership Workshop, 
Sep 23-26, 2009. A $25k QRF supported the Youth Save Organization NGO in the 
development and execution of a 4-day leadership workshop engaging 45 English-
proficient youths. Particularly important was the involvement of female students, as 
well as female members of the PC and PRDC. A second workshop in early Feb 2010 
focused on hotel management, tour guiding and creating a Young Tourism 
Professionals NGO.  

  
4. Collaborate with Regional PRTs 

 
< The new Al Najaf International Airport connects South-Central Iraq to the region’s 
185 million Shi’a Muslims. Close working relations with the Najaf PRT led to several 
productive field visits with the Najaf province tourism, university and government 
leaders. A Governors Tourism Roundtable is scheduled for 2010 bringing the 
governors of Babil / Najaf / Karbala together to discuss regional tourism strategies, 
particularly Iranian pilgrimage tourism. Meetings were held with the Baghdad PRT to 
revive the Iraq Institute of Tourism and to develop hospitality training curriculum.  
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EFFECTS ACHIEVED BY MONTH: 
 
JULY 3 
 Babil tourism opportunities introduced to the Babil PRDC  
 Meetings with community stakeholders  
 Babylon, Borsippa & Kish archeological sites assessed  
 Babylon Resort assessed  
 Tourism groups formed, projects discussed 

 
AUGUST 
 Tourism embaced by the PRDC chairman, Dr Osama  
 Tourism groups’ projects detailed, QRF funding requests submitted  
 Tourism recogonized by the PRDC as the #1 economic prioirty  
 Al Hillah souk, hotels and Tomb of Ezekiel assessed  
 Najaf PRT visited; tourism collaboration planning; meetings with tourism leaders 
 Religious pilgrimage tourism report #1 

 
SEPTEMBER 
 Nearly $75,000 in QRF funding approved  
 4-day youth leadership workshop completed  
 Governor donates BTAG office space  
 Al Hillah – Tempe, AZ Sister City partnership program revived 
 Babil province Muslim shrine report 
 Investment conference planning 

 
OCTOBER 4 
 BTAG office furniture, fixtures & equipment purchased 
 BTAG administrative director hired  
 Transporation report 
 Tourism collaboration meetings with Baghdad PRT; meetings to revive the Iraq 

Institute of Tourism; discussions with USAID Jordan 
 Investment conference planning 
 www.babylonfair.com tourism conference website launched 

 
NOVEMBER 
 BTAG begins first of 14 heritage-tourism assessment & development 

workshops 
 Planning and QRF submission of 2nd youth leadership workshop 
 Investment conference planning 
 www.visitbabylon.com investment websites launched 
 Najaf PRT visit; Kufa University presentation; Airport assessment 
 State Board of Tourism Babylon Office assessment; ICERP funding proposal for 

office FF&E developed 
 Babylon Museum & site-improvement assessment; CERP funding proposals 

developed & approved by PRT 
 

                                                 
3 Commencing July 15 with my arrival at the PRT 
4 Operating Environment Changes: The Babil PRT moved from the Al Hillah REO to FOB Kalsu 
in October severely impacting productivity due to lack of office equipment, connectivity and difficulty 
meeting local counterparts. Much of October & November were dedicated to rebuilding the work 
environment. An embedded PRT much like the LGPIII compound would be much more 
effective.  
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DECEMBER 
 Investment conference planning 
 Ongoing BTAG weekly workshops 
 www.babylonguide.org tourism website launched 
 2nd Youth leadership workshop QRF approved 
 4-day Babylon Tourism Investment Opportunities & Business Fair completed 
 Final reports  
 Departure Dec 13 

 
CRITICAL ASSUMPTIONS: Continued funding for the working groups throughout 2010 is 
the most critical issue, which should be less than $100,000. It is hoped that the PRT can 
continue providing the seed money throughout the year as other sources are developed, 
particularly within the provincial budget. The working groups have been challenged to 
become more cost effective and to also fundraise for an escalating scale of local 
contribution. Beyond funding, the PRT needs to continue to provide the tourism 
development expertise and leadership to the action groups now gaining 
momentum. Continued leadership by Babylon tourism’s most important advocate -- Dr 
Osama, PRDC chair and governor’s representative – may decline if he is elected to 
national office. Governor Salaman’s continued support for tourism is also essential. 
 
 
RESOURCES: QRF, CERP and ICERP resources will be utilized with local contributions 
in increasing percentages. One main goal in raising the awareness of tourism economic 
opportunity is to pursuade the governorate and provincial council to create annual line item 
funding for development and promotion. This may be possible in the 2010 budget. 
National and international sources for funding and expertise should be tapped. 
 
 
INTEGRATION: Representation on the PRDC is an essential key to integration.It is hoped 
that helping fund FF&E purchases for the State Board of Tourism will encourage that 
office’s integration with Babil’s tourism community. More work in relationship and capacity 
building needs to be done with Mr Monsour (PC tourism chair), the Babylon Investment 
Commission, and the Babylon Chamber of Commerce. City mayors and their economic 
development counterparts should be integrated into provincial tourism planning as most 
attention is focused on Al Hillah. Continued regional PRT collaboration is necessary to 
develop regional itineraries and address Iran monopoly issues. Eventually, the provincial 
tourism model developed in Babil should be integrated into a national program.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Assessing the busy Al Hillah souk 
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III. Babil Tourism Assessment 
 
LOCATION: The Babil Province is strategically located an hour’s drive south of Baghdad’s 

6-million resident population which includes the main 
airport gateway for international visitors (BIAP). Easy 
access from Baghdad’s urban sprawl makes Babil’s 
capitol Al Hillah attractive for weekend getaways.  
 
Additionally, Babil resides between Najaf and 
Karbala, the top pilgrimage sites for the Middle East’s 
185 million Shi’a Muslims. An estimated 5 million 
pilgrims visit annually. Najaf will become the Shi’a 
cultural capital in 2012 which will dramatically boost 
visitation and media exposure.  
 
The recently-opened Najaf International Airport, 60 
kilometers from Babil’s main city, Al Hillah, handles 
50,000 passengers per month and will soon open a 
terminal extension doubling capacity.  

 
ATTRACTIONS: Babil’s main attractions fall in 6 categories: archeological, religious, 
heritage, natural, agricultural and MICE. Almost all attractions reside in the ‘undeveloped 
but great potential’ category. There are very few built attractions like hotels, museums, 
entertainment venues, parks, river walks, amusement areas, or fashionable shopping 
malls. 
 
Archeological: Babil Province is home to Babylon, commonly referred to as the Cradle of 
Civilization. Although most of the extensive mud-brick civilization remains underground 
waiting to be excavated, Saddam Hussein rebuilt several palaces, temples and buildings 
using the wall footprints showing above ground. The current presentation feels like an 
abandoned amusement park, ghostly in its half-built state, but does offer tremendous 
potential given the worldwide name recognition and potential to become a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. The rebuilt Greek Ampitheater offers a great venue for entertainment, while 
several lakes and canals can provide greenbelt parks. Overlooking Babylon, Saddam built 
a monstrous palace which has been looted and vandalized but holds excellent potential as 
a museum and cultural hall [and possibly the new ‘Hanging Gardens’].  
 

 
 
Even though Babylon lacks all infrastructure including a working toilet, the site was opened 
to the public in December 2009. Some 20,000 visitors (mostly local) were reported over 
the December Eid holiday. Improving and promoting Babylon is one of Governor 
Salaman’s top priorities and will most likely lead to friction with the federal 
authories who claim jusidiction over the site, even though the province is paying for 
Babylon’s security. See Section VII for an overview of Babylon development ideas. 
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The State Department sponsored archeological site plan for Babylon currently being 
conducted by the World Monument Fund is a step in the right direction to preserving the 
province’s top attraction. The work groups established by lead consultant Jeff Allen have 
promoted a more progressive attitude toward addressing the site’s many deficiencies. 
PRT-sponsored renovation projects should quell the governor’s call for immediate site 
improvement over the long process of developing the site plan. Further, the PRT-
sponsored BTAG  has made impressive strides to create a working relationship with the 
SBAH. 
 

While the province includes over 450 archeological sites, 
the Borsippa Ziggurat5 15 miles south of Babylon is the 
only other archeological site worth visiting. Borsippa was 
Babylon’s sister city, whose temple to Nabu was second 
only to Marduk’s temple in Babylon. Although the 
ziggurat’s extensive brick foundation has degraded to look 
like a dirt hill, the remains of the tower reach 175 feet high. 
Jewish and Arabic tradition depict Borsippa as the 
infamous Tower of Babil, destroyed by lightning. In fact, 
there are masses of vitrified brick seemingly welded 

together by intense heat. The site remains unprotected and many of the 3,000 year-old 
cuneiform-inscribed bricks will disappear before too long. The 5,000 year-old ruins of Kish 
(pictured above), claims to be the world’s first city after the great flood. While it is amazing 
that an acre or so of mud brick can withstand the pressures of time (as opposed to 
resilient limestone used Egypt and marble in Greece), the site without interpretation is not 
attractive. Active archeological villages would breed life into Borsippa and Kish. 

 
Biblical: Babil is at the heart of the ‘Biblical Fertile Crescent.’ 
Locals purport that the shrine next to the Borsippa Ziggurat is 
Abraham’s birthplace and childhood cave (although Basra 
further south also makes the same claim). Other lore claims 
Borsippa is where Nimrod threw Abraham into the fiery 
furnace. Finally, some also claim the region to be the Garden 
of Eden and where Noah built the ark. 
 

Around 590 BC, Nebuchadnezzar II sacked Jeruselum and relocated the population to 
Babylon. Over the centuries the Jews integrated into Babil society and were important 
members of the community until the purges that began in 1950. Locals believe they have 
discovered the tomb and library of the prophet Daniel, Nebuchadnezzar II’s spiritual 
advisor. Such a site could have tremendous historical and tourism impact. 
  
The tomb of the Prophet Ezekiel in Al Kiffel is Babil’s most important Biblical 
attraction and has been a Jewish pilgrimage site for centuries. Ezekiel was a priest in 
the Bible who prophesied for 22 years in the 6th century BC in the form of visions while 
exiled in Babylon, as recorded in the Book of Ezekiel. Christianity regards Ezekiel as a 
prophet. Judaism considers the Book of Ezekiel a part of its canon, and regards Ezekiel as 
the third of the major prophets. Muslims believe this tomb to be that of an unspecified 
personality named Dhul-Kifl. Reports from a Jewish website claim that the Iraqis are 
removing all Jewish references from the site and plan to turn it into a mosque. 6 
 

                                                 
5 See Borsippa photo on title page. 
6 “Iraq wants to turn ancient Jewish tomb into mosque” (18Jan10), 
 http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-3832780,00.html ) 
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Islamic: Nearby Islamic shrines of Imam Ali (Najaf) and Imam 
Hussein (Karbala) are less than 2 hours drive from Al Hillah, and 
attract an estimated 5-10 million Shi’a Muslims annually. Babil has a 
number of shrines and mosques dedicated to other prophets that 
could be developed into an Islamic pilgrimage trail between the two 
major shrines. Lesser known as a prophet, there’s a small shrine to 
Imam Hussein’s half brother near the Babylon ruins. 

 
Heritage: The city of Al Hillah, known as the City of Scientists, boasts over 1,000 years of 
continuous inhabitation. There are many buildings and houses with heritage potential, 
although few are in a decent state of repair. There is much interest in preservation but 
many of the buildings have structural problems too extensive for proper renovation. A 
heritage museum is in the development stage, as well as a library to hold the city’s 
historical documents. The city is home to many artists, musicians and actors who are 
beginning to find creative outlet after many years of oppression. 
 
Natural: The Euphrates and Hillah rivers run through Babil offering unique opportunities in 
river-oriented tourism. The Babylon Investment Commission (BIC) recently developed a 
conceptual ‘river walk’ plan for Al Hillah as a mixed-use park and commercial district. 
Presently there are 2 small ‘party boats’ operating nightly cruises up a small section of the 
Hillah river between town and the bridge near Babylon. In the works are a floating 
restaurant in town, as well as a tour boat from the Babylon Resort. A river tour from town 
to Babylon should be a winner.  Recreating a marsh along the river near the Babylon 
Resort could be a great eco-tourism site attracting a wide variety of the region’s 
birds. Last, Babil’s desert appears pretty bleak and featureless but may offer opportunity 
for adventure tourism like jeep or ATV tours.  
 
Agricultural: Babil’s main industry is agriculture, and much of the land is dedicated to this 
pursuit. Visits to farms, dairies and beekeeping communes could provide educational 
tourism opportunities. The province contains extensive date-palm groves which could 
provide interesting venues for events and festivals. A springtime ‘Honey Festival’ should 
be considered to promote Babil’s extensive honeymaking initiatives supported by the PRT.   
 

MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conventions, & Events): Babil’s 
main tourism profit-center is the Babylon Resort and 
Conference Center. The site, located adjacent the Babylon 
ruins, contains 40 rooms, 2 elaborate VIP buildings with 
presidential suites, several conference / meeting facilities 
and a large, very attractive restaurant along the Hillah River. 
Being within the Babylon complex adds extensive security 
and the nearby archeological attraction. The resort facilities 
are a perfect venue for Baghdad entities to spend 2 to 3 

days for seminars and training. Refurbishing and expanding the resort and conference 
facilities is the number one tourism development recommendation. 
 
The State Department has recently turned over to the GOI the Al Hillah Regional Embassy 
Office at the Babylon Hotel, a 3-story property with 50 hotel rooms, conference facilities, a 
dining hall, and several hundred CHUs (container housing units). The site is located along 
the Hillah river only a mile or so from Babylon, and has an extensive T-wall security 
perimeter. It is unknown what the GOI plans are for the hotel, but it is highly recommended 
that it be refurbished and returned to the visitor industry. The site has hundreds of left 
over CHUs which could be used as hotel rooms or relocated to Babylon. 
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As mentioned previously, Babylon’s Greek Theater can be an 
excellent venue for plays, concerts and other special events. The 
PRT-sponsored ‘Mudhouse Players’ drew excellent crowds for 3 
days of performances. The PRT has submitted funding requests for 
improved stage, bathroom, and VIP facilities. 
 

 
TRANSPORTATION LINKAGES: Babil sits conviently between two major airport hubs – 
the Baghdad International Airport and the Al Najaf International Airport --  both about 1 – 2 
hours away. While there exists limited formal transportation networks (the train from 
Baghdad to Basra stopping in Al Hillah makes one round trip per day with a capacity of 
about 200 seats), an informal network of private-owned cars and buses connect the cities 
within the region. There appear to be no set schedules, passengers congregate at hubs 
and the vehicles depart once full. The quality of busses used for Babil workshop and 
conference transportation is impressive, so local services do exist. 
 
TOURISM RETAIL: Retail sales to visitors constitutes one of the largest profit centers in 
tourism providing governments with much needed revenue (if the governments have sales 
taxes or VAT). Purchases can be for necessities, for local uniqueness, for price 
differential, for remembering the visit, or for gifts. Bali is an amazing example of thriving 
tourism retail in which villages specialize in one type of product such as quilts, carving, 
furniture, silver jewelry and painting -- all locally made. Tours of the Al Hillah souk revealed 
mostly food and convenience items, with limited fashion and handicrafts. The gold market 
did appear quite extensive with about 50 small shops. Babylon-related handicrafts – 
such as the Lion and the Ishtar Gate – could be sold in other venues such as 
Baghdad or in archeological magazines, Stars & Stripes, etc. 
 
TOURISM SERVICES: Al Hillah has several travel agencies focused mainly on outbound 
travel. Local tour operations need to be established. Money changers are abundant, but 
not ATM or credit card services. 
 
OUTLOOK: Babil’s main assets are historical, and being such, are controlled by the 
underfunded SBAH. Although impossible to work with at the beginning of this assignment, 
the WMF work groups and engagement/inclusion by BTAG are ushering a new era of 
cooperation. However, the board needs millions immediately to secure, preserve and build 
facilities at the province’s sites. Additionally, for Babylon to become a world-class 
tourism destination generating income to fund research and preservation, 
archeologists will have to concede a certain amount of commercialization to the 
site. Foremost would be the conversion of Saddam’s Babylon Palace into a cultural center 
redesigned into the country’s flagship Hanging Gardens. Other ideas include a cultural 
village, an Arabian horse center, an archeologist village & training center, a return of the 
Ishtar Gate from Germany, and a golf course along side the Hillah river across from 
Babylon.7 
 

       
 
                                                 
7 See Section VII, Babylon Tourism Development Ideas 
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IV. Market Focus 
 

Few would guess that south-central Iraq is one of the most 
popular tourism destinations in the world in terms of total 
annual visitors, yet one of the worst in visitor economic impact. 
In fact, many of the 5 million plus Shi’a pilgrims that visit the 
Islamic shrines in Najaf and Karbala walk between the 
destinations, and receive donations for food and 
accommodations. Moreover, pilgrims from the main 
international source market, Iran, are controlled by a parastatal 
monopoly that directs pilgrim expenditure to Iran-oriented 
companies. 
 

Due to the security situation, lack of tourist-class accommodations, minimal support 
infrastructure, and poorly-developed state of archeological attractions, Western tourism 
of significant scale to the Babil Province is not a reality.8 While there is potential room 
for the adventurous and the niche, it would be a distraction to waste much time promoting 
this market. In fact, premature promotion leading to disastrous consequences would 
create negative worldwide media tainting the destination for years.  
 
Again, at this point Babil’s limited tourism product consists of 200 rooms and a handful of 
poorly-presented archeological sites so until the attractions inventory, site management 
and hospitality services improve only a limited amount of increased visitation can be 
absorbed.  Thus, the initial market focus should be on attracting the affluent 
demographic segment of Baghdad’s 6-million population for getaway, conference, 
religious and educational trips. The market has disposable income, is close by, and 
is in need of escape. Key is to develop quality itineraries and packages that take the 
uncertainty out of travel and deliver a valuable experience. A Babil Tourism 
marketing representative in Baghdad is recommended.     
 
Figure 1: Distribution of Middle East Shi’a Populations9 

 
An estimated 185 million Shi’a Muslims live within a 4-hour flight to the Al Najaf International Airport [NIA]. 

                                                 
8 See Appendix III, Will Iraq Become the Next Tourism Hotspot? 
9 See Appendix VII, Countries with over 100,000 Shia Muslims 
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Secondarily, as illustrated above, some 185 million Shi’a Muslims reside within a 4-hour 
flight radius to the Al Najaf International Airport. Shi’a are encouraged to make a hadj to 
Najaf and Karbala shrines at least once in their lives. While there are no hard numbers, it 
is estimated that 5 million pilgrims visit these shrines annually: 3 million Iraqi, 1 million 
Iranian, and 1 million other.  
 
Again, the initial market focus should be on ‘in-country’ residents, Iraq’s 20-million 
Shi’a population. The affluent segment should be targeted with quality itineraries 
and packages consistent with their motivation and accepted by the religious 
leadership. 
 
Iran’s proximity and 60-million strong Shi’a population make the country the top 
international source market. Unfortunately, there are inherent problems when dealing with 
Iran, the world’s only Shi’a-ruled power; mainly, the country’s growing political influence in 
southern Iraq and support of destabilizing anti-US elements. Much has been made of 
Iran’s determination to exploit the Shi’a – Sunni rift for greater control of southern Iraq.  
 
Moreover, Shamsah, an Iranian parastatal company, exercises monopoly control over the 
Iranian pilgrimage market to Najaf and Karbala and is accused of directing this market’s 
expenditures to Iranian-backed companies.10 Shamsah responds that Iraqi hospitality 
businesses have substandard facilities, service and amenities. The governors of Najaf and 
Karbala are aware of the problem, and have begun putting pressure on the Shamsah to 
patronize local firms and to open the market to other companies. The governors need to 
meet to establish a collective tourism strategy to deal with Shamsah and Iranian 
pilgrimage tourism. 
 
The Al Najaf International Airport held great promise for increasing the flow of pilgrims 
from Iran who previously had to fly into Baghdad or take their chances in long delays in 
cross-border ground transportation. Iran’s Mahan Airlines began flying into Najaf in early 
2009 servicing six cities. By June Mahan’s arrivals were reaching 10,000 pax per month 
and were so successful that Iraqi Airways orchestrated a 300% increase in Mahan’s 
landing fees (as alleged by the Najaf airport manager). Mahan soon discontinued flying to 
Najaf dramatically affecting the airport’s revenue stream.   
 
The recommended strategy for the Iranian market would be to identify, vet and 
attract Iranian private-sector outbound tour operators and investors - with no 
adverse political connections – to invest in Babil. While the PRT-sponsored Babylon 
Tourism Investment Conference in Dec ’09 attracted over 20 Iranian participants, 
their interests and affiliations were a bit secretive. They did request, and were 
granted, a discussion session with the provincial government [report pending]. 
 
Other Shi’a source markets may have potential: India (16-24 million); Turkey (7-11 million); 
Syria (3-4 million); Saudi Arabia (2-4 million) and Kuwait (500k-700k).  
 
In conclusion, a substantial market of potential visitors already resides nearby or 
visits the region – the key is product / itinerary development and effective 
marketing.   

 
                                                 
10 See Appendix V, Iraqi Fear of Iran on the Rise 
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V. Core Groups  
 
We established Four action groups – Strategic Planning, Business Development, 
Education & Training, Regional Collaboration -- to address Culture & Heritage Issues, 
Product Development, Marketing & Promotion, and Community Involvement. Meetings 
were held with each group weekly. Each group received funding to focus on one major 
project that built collaboration capacity, raised awareness of tourism opportunities in the 
community, and contributed to the strategic planning process. This model proved 
extremely effective and should be used by PRTs throughout the country. Following is 
a summary of each group’s achievements. 
 
A. BABYLON TOURISM ACTION GROUP – STRATEGIC PLANNING  
 

 
 
BACKGROUND: Composed of heritage preservation and government leaders, the action 
group is focused on strategic tourism ‘action’ which includes:  
 

1) Consolidating gov’t/private-sector tourism information, assessments and plans  
2) Developing a communications network among stakeholders 
3) Conducting heritage-tourism workshops, site assessments and preservation / 

development plans  
4) Creating Babil province tour itineraries 
5) Developing signage, informational kiosks, maps and tour guides 
6) Engaging the PC and Governorate to elevate tourism to a top economic priority 

with consistent funding for product development and promotion 
7) Interfacing with the State Board of Antiquities & Heritage 
8) Attracting sponsorship funding for heritage-tourism projects 
9) Media-oriented community education 
 

KEY PLAYERS:  Mr Ali Jaleel (BTAG Leader, PRDC member, Heritage Renovation 
Center director); Dr Osama (co- chairman, behind the scenes leader); Mr Haider Habeeb 
(BTAG administrative director); Mr Hadi Rasheed (PRT LES); Sam Shear (PRT BBA). 
 
FUNDING: Received $24,975 QRF in September to fund the purchase of office 
equipment, accessories and furniture and to hire an administrative secretariat for a 4-
month contract. The governor supplied an office in downtown Hillah. 
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PROGRESS: Dr Osama deserves recognition for this group’s initial success. We had an 
immediate meeting of the minds – Babil doesn’t need yet one more strategic plan; Babil 
needs strategic “action.” Dr Osama brought Mr Ali Jaleel on board for Mr Ali’s knowledge 
in developing cultural-heritage assets, his connections with the PC as an advisor, and his 
membership on the PRDC. With each passing week Mr Ali Jaleel is growing into his role 
as Babil tourism’s lead spokesman. His contribution of time and energy is noteworthy. 
 
The BTAG office officially opened in November with the 1st of 14 heritage-tourism 
workshops. Its central location and long conference table make it an excellent tourism 
meeting facility and daily focal point for tourism discussion.  
 
The new administrative director, Mr Haider Habeeb, possesses excellent managerial, 
website-development and English skills and is well known in the community. He has built 
and is improving the province’s first tourism website: www.babylonguide.org. He will build 
two other ancillary sites for BTAG members and for fundraising. 
 
Mr Ali Jaleel conducts a weekly radio show on heritage-tourism. 
 
WORKSHOPS: How to develop religious sites; a visit to a religious site; Babylon 
Archeological City; a visit to Babylon; Hillah Heritage and Cultural Sites; a visit to the 
heritage and cultural Sites; The Sun Return Mosque in Hillah; a visit to the Mosque;  
Borsippa and the Prophet Abraham; a visit to Borsippa Site;  Hillah City Museum; Tal abu 
al- Za'aar; a visit to Tal Abu Al- Za'aar Site; the Books and documents House; Al- Kifel;  a 
visit to local handmade products and bronze melting plant. 
 
The governor attended the workshop site visit to the Babylon ruins and brought the 
governorate’s agency heads. Improving visitor services at the ruins is at the top of the 
governor’s agenda, with the museum renovation a top PRT funding priority. He has 
spent significant personal funds to return Babylon artifacts from Baghdad. 
 
PRT ACTION PLAN: BTAG became active and autonomous very quickly and should be 
encouraged to keep up the momentum and public awareness.  Other recommendations 
include: 
 

 Mr Ali Jaleel should be encouraged to maintain close ties with the State 
Board of Antiquities, particularly the WMF Babylon Committee. Mr Ali Jaleel 
and Dr Osama need to develop a relationship with the Baghdad SBAH key 
personnel overseeing Babylon. BTAG needs to communicate the governor’s 
Babylon plans to SBAH and make sure that the proper approvals are obtained.  

 
 Ensure WMF’s Mr Allen meets with BTAG on a regular basis. I have asked Mr 

Allen to put Mr Ali on the committee as a local stakeholder representative. 
 
 Encourage BTAG to develop tourism product development and marketing projects 

for PRT funding support.  
 
 Encourage completion of the websites, the Touristy Guide, and the tourist map. 

 
 Encourage a database of tourism plans, reports and projects. 
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PHOTO HIGHLIGHTS: 
 

J. Heather with Dr Osama, BTAG advisor Mr Haider Habeed, BTAG director 

Mr Ali Jaleel addressing BTAG workshop  SBAH’s Dr Maryum’s workshop presentation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

www.babylonguide.org [BTAG site]    
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Example of BTAG’s weekly workshop report 
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B.     STATE BOARD OF ANTIQUITIES & TOURISM – BABYLON TOURISM OFFICE  

 
 
 
BACKGROUND: The SBAT Babylon Tourism office must become a productive partner in 
provincial tourism strategic planning and promotion. The SBAT is under the Ministry of 
Culture along with the SBAH. This office should be Babil’s link to national tourism 
programs and resources. The present Babylon Tourism office is completely ineffective. 
They have over 40 employees but only one computer. Their budget covers only salaries, 
rent, and limited overhead with no funding for marketing, promotion or product 
development. Before 2003, Babylon Tourism funding came from the revenues from the 
Babylon Hotel, subsequently becoming the Al Hillah REO and Babil PRT. They claim they 
will get no additional funds from the national or provincial government. Their office is in a 
rented house without furniture, work stations, reliable power and air conditioning.  
 
The initial strategy was to the invite Babylon Tourism director (Mr Hussein) to participate in 
PRT-oriented work groups and private meetings at the REO. Eventually a relationship was 
established, and the limits to his office’s productivity discussed. Mr Hussein submitted a 
funding proposal for $19,800 for a generator, air conditioners, work stations, computers, 
accessories, and office furniture. A CERP funding proposal was submitted and approved. 
Mr Hussein also submitted a funding request to construct a tourism building on Babylon 
Tourism-owned land in downtown Hillah (ICERP).  
 
KEY PLAYERS: Mr Hussein, director, SBAT Babylon Tourism Office. 
 
FUNDING: $19,700 CERP approved by PRT planning and review committee. 
 
ISSUES: Dr Obama expressed concerns from the governor that the Babylon Tourism 
office does nothing and is a failure. Unfortunately, while we appointed Mr Hussein as 
chairman of the Babylon Tourism Profit Group in charge of the investment 
conference planning, he has failed to participate citing communication problems 
with BCBCD’s Salah.  
 
PRT ACTION: We’ve withheld submitting the CERP funding paperwork until Mr Hussein 
proved himself an active participant in Babil tourism. Unfortunately he failed his first test. I 
recommend we challenge Mr Hussein to complete a major project [like finding funds to 
publish the Tourist Guide] before we proceed with the office funding. 
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C.    BABYLON TOURISM PROFIT GROUP:  
   

 
 
 
 
BACKGROUND: Composed of tourism business owners, the profit group is focused on 
the immediate improvement of the tourism-business environment. Goals include: 
 

1) Closer tourism working relationship with the Babylon Investment Commission and 
the Babylon Chamber of Commerce (signatory partners);  

2) “Babylon Open for Business” recognition in ME countries;  
3) Supply-chain business and investment connections; and  
4) Legitimization of the profit group as a tourism industry leader.    

 
The PRT challenged the group to develop one project that would foster collaboration and 
improve the tourism business environment. The group agreed on an investment 
conference. 
 
KEY PLAYERS: Mr Salah Bayaha (BCBCD); Mr Hussein (SBAT Babylon Tourism); Dr 
Salah (BIC); Mr Malek (Al Esraah Hotel) 
 
FUNDING: $24,800 QRF funded in September with $30k in featured sponsorship [Zain 
$15k, Bank of Baghdad $10k, USAID Tijara $5k], and $30k in exhibition booth fees. 
 
CONFERENCE: The Babylon Tourism Investment Opportunity Conference & Business 
Exposition commenced December 8-12 at the Babylon Resort & Conference Center. The 
conference targeted domestic and regional tour packagers and accommodations 
/attractions investors. The agenda consisted of the following: 
 
1000-1100 Business Exposition 
1100-1330 Presentations 

Day 1 = VIP Speeches 
Day 2 = Tourism 
Day 3 = Investment 
Day 4 = Company Networking 

 

1330  Lunch 
1500  Site Visit Tours 
  Day 1 = Babylon Ruins 
  Day 2 = Babil Heritage Sites 
  Day 3 = Babil Investment Sites 
  Day 4 = Company Visits 
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The conference was the first major business exposition in Babil, some 50 
companies participated coming from a variety of backgrounds: travel, construction, 
services, wholesale, vocational training, NGOs, and various state-owned industries. 
Companies were charged $600 per booth. Interviews with company exhibitors revealed a 
general sense of business optimism with a significant increase in 2009 revenues.  
 
An estimated 500 people attended the conference and exhibition including 14 
Iranian companies and 1 Lebanese company. Special meetings with the PC and 
governorate were held with the Iranian companies.  
 
IMPROVEMENTS: Working with BCBCD’s Salah is a double-edged sword. He is 
extremely competent in the executing the committee meetings and the conference details 
but he doesn’t work well under a committee structure. He basically focused on the 
exhibition [the profit center for BCBCD] and did little to give the conference agenda any 
content, even after repeated PRT warnings. None of the committee members helped, and 
Babylon Tourism and the Chamber pulled their support and did not even show. The 
governor was a great supporter of the conference and fair. Suggest renaming the annual 
event to the ‘Governor’s Conference on Babylon Tourism Investment and Business 
Exposition.’11 
 
PRT ACTION: Until someone more competent comes along, we have to work with 
BCBCD-Salah to keep the momentum. We’ve asked Salah to reform the tourism profit 
group with competent and ‘workable’ members. Their focus will be on forming a 
tourism NGO that promotes business and investment. Mr Malek and his son from the Al 
Esrah hotel should take a greater leadership role. This group should also integrate with 
BTAG. 
 
CONFERENCE  HIGHLIGHTS: 

 
 

 
 
 
                                                 
11 See the Arizona Governors Conference on Tourism: http://www.aztourismconference.com/  

Conference Billboard  Crowd entering the expo tent The Zain gold-sponsor booth  

 Governor Salaman visiting the business fair booths 
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Various Business Exposition booths

J. Heather & PRT Leader Dr Roberts presenting at the conference 

Investor VIP meetings, lunch and site-visit tours

J. Heather and Col. Hettich at a Babylon Tourism Profit Group planning sessions 
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D.     BABYLON TOURISM TRAINING & EDUCATION – BABIL YOUTH WORKSHOPS 
 

                                       
 
BACKGROUND: The Youth Save Organization approached the PRT to fund a 2-month 
tourism-training program. After much discussion we agreed to start with a 4-day workshop 
at the end of September focusing on leadership / tourism / English skills with attraction site 
assessments and networking activities. Goals: 
 

1) Collaboration between youth, education, and tourism entities;  
2) Youth tourism and leadership training, particularly female inclusion;  
3) Province-wide awareness of tourism opportunities;  
4) Youth experience staying in a hotel; 
5) Integration with the Ambassador’s new youth microfinance program;  
6) Successful workshop to legitimize a Babylon Youth Tourism Leadership 

Association NGO; 
7) Youth Save Organization capacity building. 

 
KEY PLAYERS: Mr Adil al Husseiny (Director, Youth Save Organization); Ms Suhayla (PC 
member) 
 
FUNDING: $24, 750 QRF (complete). $16,800 QRF for 2nd Workshop (Feb 2010) 
 
WORKSHOP ASSESSMENT: Because of the limited window between Ramadan ending 
and school beginning, we funded and executed this project in one month - a truly 
heroic effort by Mr Adil, the Youth Save Organization and PRT-LES Mr Hadi. The 
format was perfect, catching the morning energy in the classroom, the afternoon 
inquisitiveness at the heritage sites. NGOs such as the Beekeeper Cooperative were 
engaged to provide food and evening activities. Evening social activities allowed the 
students to further develop relationships. Some 45 students attended from throughout the 
province along with 15 supervisors. All stayed at a hotel.  
 
PRT ACTION: The 2nd workshop took place during the school break in early February. The 
workshop budget was drastically reduced eliminating the overnight hotel stay and limited 
to students from Al Hillah (many were university students from other cities). The YSO 
needs to begin giving the students greater control of workshop planning. Eventually, the 
students should develop a Young Tourism Professionals NGO.12  

                                                 
12 See Appendix VII for an YTP outline. Also see http://www.pata.org/patasite/index.php?id=76 . 
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WORKSHOP HIGHLIGHTS: 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Participation by community leaders 

Female youths took an active role in the workshop 

Afternoon site visit assessments

Evening social activities 

Group photo       Workshop planning committee 



 

Babil PRT  
  Tourism Initiatives 

February 2010                                                                                                                                  29 

E.     IRAQ TOURISM TRAINING & EDUCATION – CURRICULUM EXCHANGE 
 

     
 
BACKGROUND: This project originated while assisting the Baghdad PRT explore 
possible assistance to the Institute of Hotels and Tourism in Baghdad. We agreed to focus 
on 1) improving training curriculum; and, 2) evaluate renovation of their building. In the 
course of regional curriculum review we discovered USAID Jordan recently 
completed a comprehensive hospitality-training program. Subsequently we’ve been 
trying for several months to agree on a MoU for Jordan to provide us with 10 full copies of 
their curriculum and training package.  
 
KEY PLAYERS: Dr Joseph Ruddy (USAID Jordan); Armand Lanier (USAID at Baghdad 
PRT); Sterling Tilley (Najaf PRT); Prof Dr Muhsin A. Abdulamir Aldhalimi  
Vice chancellor of scientific affairs - University of Kufa (head of tourism department at Kufa 
University) 
 
ISSUES: USAID Jordan needs to get permission from their local partners to provide the 
curriculum. On the Iraq side, instead of the curriculum going only to a GoI entity like the 
Institute of Hotels, we are pushing for USAID to be the recipient so we can use it with 
multiple institutions.  
 
PRT ACTION:  USAID Washington needs to play a greater role in motivating USAID 
Iraq and USAID Jordan to further this critical project. Baghdad PRT’s Armand Lanier 
is the lead contact. We should look for business-oriented local partners like the SBDC and 
the Chamber of Commerce. Also … keep in touch with Sterling Tilley at the Najaf PRT as 
Kufa University has just opened a tourism department. 
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F.    CULTURAL TRIANGLE REGIONAL COLLABORATION:  
 

 
 
 
BACKGROUND: Ongoing discussions with Najaf and Karbala PRTs to develop regional 
itineraries, branding and marketing programs. Babil needs to take advantage of the 
Najaf International Airport linkage to source markets, and begin promoting to the 
5m+ annual Shi’a pilgrimage market. Najaf will be named the Shi’a cultural capital of the 
world in 2012 which will rival Mecca as the most-visited Islamic site. DOD transport 
specialists envision a Holy Shrine Express train that will connect Baghdad to Karbala to 
Najaf to Diwaniyah to Basrah.  
 
KEY PLAYERS: Eric Kramp / Sterling Tilley / Daryl Veal (Najaf PRT); Albert Wanous 
(Karbala PRT);  
 
ISSUES: The Iranian pilgrimage market is controlled by a parastatal monopoly that funnels 
visitor expenditure to Iranian-backed companies thus limiting the economic stimulus to the 
local economy. Pilgrims visit Najaf and Karbala religious sites, but do not travel to Babil. 
 
PRT ACTION: Meet and communicate on a regular basis with Najaf and Karbala PRTs. 
Further explore the possibility of a ‘Governors Roundtable’ with the 3 governors 
forming a regional tourism strategy [possibly a ‘NO MONOPOLY’ declaration]. Explore 
marketing options at the Najaf International Airport. Create a driving itinerary with Babylon 
as the stopover between Najaf and Karbala.  
 

Important Shi’a shrines in Najaf & Karbala 
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G.      WORLD MONUMENT FUND BABYLON RUINS SITE MANAGEMENT: 
  

 
 
BACKGROUND: The State Department awarded the World Monument Fund $700,000 to 
conduct a site management plan of the Babylon Ruins. The project manager, Jeff Allen, 
visits Babil quarterly for a week of research and meetings. Mr Allen has asked the PRT for 
funding assistance on the following projects: museum renovation; courtyard and entrance 
gate upgrade; security gates; and working bathrooms. The PRT has added upgrades to 
the Greek Amphitheater. The SBAT would also like funding assistance for extensive 
renovations to Babylon’s administrative buildings. 
 
KEY PLAYERS: Jeff Allen (WMF); Diane Siebrandt (DOS-Embassy); Dr Maryum (SBAH 
Director); Babil Governor Salaman. 
 
ISSUES: The federal SBAH has no funds for programs, site improvements or security. 
Until recently, SBAH director Dr Maryum had adopted a ‘do nothing’ plan of action. She 
frequently reminds the media of the US military damage to the site. In the vacuum, the 
Governor has stepped in to provide security and is now on a mission to clean the site, add 
signage, renovate the museum, and bring artifacts in Baghdad back to Babylon. On a 
recent holiday the governor’s promotions brought 20,000 visitors to the site. 
Without working bathrooms or site security, such visitation can cause tremendous 
damage. The governor has no legal authority on antiquities sites, although no one can 
really stop him since he controls the security. The governor would also like to begin 
renovations to Saddam’s Palace but we are told UNESCO is against diverting any money 
from the archeological preservation. 
 

PRT ACTION: Continued support of Mr Allen’s site 
management plan. Better relationship with DoS archeology 
players. CERP or ICERP funding for proposed projects. 
Specific tourism attention to developing a self-guided tour map 
and interpretive signs. Tour guide training. Special events. 
Vendors: food/beverage; souvenirs/handicrafts. Worldwide 
media coverage. Securing Saddam’s Babylon Palace with 
windows, cleaning and painting with attention to improving 
hazardous areas.  

Current unusable bathroom 
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VI. 2010 BABIL PRT TOURISM ACTION PLAN 
I.   IMMEDIATE ATTENTION TO ONGOING TOURISM PROJECTS 

    
 PROJECT DESCRIPTION MILESTONES DUE 
World Monument 
Fund Babylon 
Archeology 
CERP Projects 

Implementation of projects requested 
by the WMF, including: Museum and 
bathroom renovation; security gates; 
Ishtar entrance and courtyard 
rehabilitation; Greek Amphitheatre 
improvement. Goal: Projects 
successfully completed, improved 
working relations with the State Board 
of Antiquities and Heritage Babylon & 
Nat’l office. 

 CERP approval & 
administration 

 Project designs  
 Bidding & vetting 
 Implementation 
 Progress review / 

address contingencies 
 Project completion 

 Feb 
 
 Mar 
 Apr 
 May 
 Jun 
 
 Jul 

    
Babylon Youth 
Tourism 
Leadership 3RD 
Quarterly 
Workshop  

4-day workshop for 45 English-
proficient students focusing on 
Babylon ruins tour-guide training and 
student involvement in site-
improvement master planning. Goal: 
Meaningful curriculum, successful 
implementation, setting the stage for 
NGO institutionalization. 

 Program curriculum  
 Counselor training 
 Workshop 

implementation 
 Babylon site-

improvement projects 
 3rd Workshop planning 
 3rd Quarterly Workshop  

 Feb 
 Feb 
 Mar 
 
 Ongoing 
 
 Apr-May 
 Jun 

    
State Board of 
Antiquities & 
Tourism 
(Babylon Office) 
Office Equipment 
CERP Purchase 

Productivity improvement project to 
rehabilitate the tourism office including 
work stations, PCs, meeting and 
reception furniture. Goal: A 
professionally-equipped and 
productive national tourism office.  

 CERP approval & 
administration 

 Project design / Bidding 
& vetting 

 Implementation  
 Training 

 Feb 
 
 Mar 
 
 Apr 
 Ongoing 

    
Tourism & 
Hospitality 
Training 
Curriculum 
Exchange 
between USAID 
Jordan and 
USAID Iraq 

Official exchange of newly-developed 
hospitality training curriculum and 
training-center plans from USAID 
Jordan to USAID Iraq for Iraq 
application. A MoU is already under 
review. Goal: Arabic hospitality training 
curriculum deployed in Babil and Najaf 
training centers.  
 

 Curriculum-Exchange 
MoU developed 

 MoU signed / Materials 
exchanged 

 Curriculum-Review 
Symposium 

 Training curriculum 
finalized 

 Training centers 
established  

 Feb 
 Mar 
 May 

 
 Jul 

 
 Sep 
 
 Jan11 

    
Babylon Tourism 
Website 
Development 

Continuing content improvement / 
promotion of www.babylonguide.org 
(tourist oriented) and 
www.visitbabylon.com (investment 
oriented). Goal: Content-rich / 
interactive websites with high search 
engine ranking. 

 Addition of 5 attractions 
/ 5 businesses  

 Google search: sites on 
1st page 

 Google search: top half 

 Monthly 
 
 May 
 
 
 Aug 
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II.   INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF ESTABLISHED TOURISM WORKING 

GROUPS 
    
 GROUP / 
PROJECT 

DESCRIPTION MILESTONES DUE 

Babylon Tourism 
Action Group - 
Babil Strategic 
Tourism Plan  

PRT-supported tourism development 
group conducting weekly 
assessments of the province’s 
tourism assets as the first phase of 
the Babil Strategic Tourism Plan. 
Goal: Consolidation of product and 
market assessments into a strategic 
plan institutionalizing a provincial 
tourism office. $25K QRF (Sep09) 
funded office equipment & 
administrative director salary. 

 Attend  / support weekly 
assessment workshops 

 Train BTAG 
administrative director 

 14 weekly heritage-
tourism seminars 
completed / 
assessment report 
finalized 

 Strategic plan 
development meetings 
commence  

 Site improvement 
presentation to national 
State Board of 
Antiquities 

 Strategic plan 
presented to 
governorate & PC 

 Funding & 
institutionalization of the 
Babylon Tourism Office 

 Office development & 
training 

 Ongoing 
 

 Ongoing 
 
 Mar 

 
 
 Mar  

 
 May 
 
 Jul 
 
 
 Jan’11 
 
 
 Jan’11 -  

on 

    
Babylon Tourism 
Action Group 
- Tourism 
Investment 
Promotion  
  

PRT-supported tourism business 
development group successfully 
executed the Babylon Tourism 
Business Opportunities Conference & 
Business Exhibition in Dec’09 ($25k 
QRF (Aug)). Goal: Integration from 
stand-alone committee into the 
Babylon Chamber of Commerce for 
greater network connectivity to the 
local business & gov’t community.   

 Complete assessment 
of Dec’09 conference; 
short listing of major 
investor opportunities 

 Integration meetings 
with Chamber  

 Board election & 
institutionalization 

 Invest. marketing 
materials completed 

 Annual Tourism 
Investment Conference 

 Mar 
 
 
 
 Mar 
 
 Jun 
 
 Aug 
 
 Dec 

    
Babylon Youth 
Tourism 
Leadership 
Group 
 - Babylon Young 
Tourism 
Professionals 
NGO 

PRT support of the Youth Save 
Organization focus on job creation 
and skill development in the tourism 
industry. Goal: Creation of the youth-
led Babylon Young Tourism 
Professionals NGO.  

 Students begin 
development of  bylaws 
& constitution  

 Students plan Jun mtg 
 NGO congress, 

documents ratified  
 Certified NGO status 
 4th workshop 

 Mar  
 

 
 Mar 
 Jun 

 
 Jul 
 Sep 
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III.   REGIONAL & NATIONAL TOURISM PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT 

    
 PROJECT DESCRIPTION MILESTONES DUE 
Regional 
Tourism 
Cooperation – 
Creating the Iraq 
Cultural Triangle 

Continuing development of regional 
tour itineraries and product 
development with the Najaf and 
Karbala PRTs taking advantage of 
the region’s 5+ million annual Shi’a 
pilgrims and the increasingly 
productive Najaf International Airport. 
Goal: Agreement by governors to 
pursue regional tourism cooperation. 
Address Iranian parastatal tourism 
monopoly of Iranian Shi’a pilgrims. 
Attract regional investment, develop 
regional tours and improve service 
delivery. 

 Governors’ Tourism 
Roundtable  

 Official Regional 
Tourism Cooperation 
Declaration  

 Babil tourism 
representation in Najaf 

 Regional Tourism 
Symposium 

 Regional Tourism 
Strategic Plan 

 Regional participation at 
the Annual Tourism 
Investment Conference  

 Apr 
 
 Jun 

 
 
 
 Jun 
 
 Jul 
 
 Nov 
 
 Dec 

    
PRT Tourism 
Training 

Najaf, Karbala & Basra PRTs have 
expressed interest in developing a 
comprehensive tourism program 
similar to the Babil PRT. Goal: 
Development and training for a PRT 
tourism program.  

 Monthly PRT training 
sessions  

 Iraq PRT Tourism 
Handbook 

 Apr – 
ongoing 

 Aug 

    
National Tourism 
Integration 

Continuing work with Captain Fred 
Saunders (CJ9) and Armand Lanier 
(USAID Baghdad PRT) to build 
relationships with national tourism 
and antiquities leaders. Participation / 
presentation in national tourism 
conferences.  National hospitality 
training programs. Goal:  Improve 
national tourism programs assisting 
provincial tourism development and 
promotion. Improve national 
antiquities development of provincial 
heritage sites. 

 Tourism collaboration 
strategy (Babil/Bag 
PRTs  & CJ9) 

 Meetings and 
relationship building 
with national ministers 

 Future of Iraq Tourism 
Symposium at the 
Babylon Resort 

 Iraq Tourism Strategic 
Plan 

 Expansion of hospitality 
training centers 

 Mar 
 

 
 Apr 
 
 
 Jul 

 
 

 Dec 
 
 Jan’10 
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VII. BABYLON TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IDEAS13 
           [creating ‘critical mass’ with a $20 million budget] 

                                                 
13 This is strictly a tourism development perspective which will be modified upon review of the 
upcoming WMF Babylon archeological site-management plan. However, Babylon is the province’s 
most important economic asset and thus cannot forever remain undeveloped for public visitation. 
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VIII. Conclusion: Top 10 Lessons Learned 
 
Following are my personal observations on governance capacity building in Iraq.  
 

I. TABLE TALK: Your job is to get people around a table at regular intervals to 
build relationships and address specific problems. Horizontal collaboration 
across organizational lines is a new concept. Realize that past grudges, 
differing socio-economic status or contrary political affiliation may be more 
common than friendships. Compromise is also foreign; be prepared for 
members to walk out. Try to bind the group around a common cause that will 
be fulfilled by a quick-win project. Make sure everyone has an assignment. 
 

II. ROBERTS RULES TO HERDING CATS: Iraqi discussions often times explode 
into heated and time-consuming tangents. Iraqis have big ideas yet limited 
experience in execution. Initially, assume the role as chairman and direct the 
discussion. Train your interpreter to intercede graciously but forcibly. Roberts of 
Rules of Order training for the group pays wonderful dividends. Lay out your 
agenda, stick to the talking points. Use a whiteboard or flipchart to map the 
agenda, decisions and next actions. Give the group an opportunity to vote on 
action items. Set an end time to close the meeting but encourage the group to 
continue discussions at lunch or after you leave. Write the meeting minutes 
soon after and distribute widely. 

 
III. GET CONNECTED: The Babil Governorate Provincial Reconstruction 

Development Committee (PRDC) in theory was designated to approve of all 
our PRT projects. Due to the sporadic meeting schedule, incomplete 
attendance, and unclear structure, most meetings were “info-complaint” 
sessions with little work accomplished. A better structure would be to task each 
PRDC member with chairing one committee, and vice chairing one committee. 
The committees should be aligned with the PRT staff expertise. These 
committees would meet in the off week between PRDC bi-weekly meetings to 
develop an action plan and work on specific projects. The committee chair and 
vice chair would be tasked with communicating project proposals and updates 
to the PRDC. I was lucky that Dr Osama [PRDC chairman] and Mr Ali Jaleel 
[PC heritage advisor] stepped forward as tourism heroes, although there was 
considerable grumbling that many of my projects went forward without PRDC 
approval.  
 

IV. THE QRF IS YOUR BEST FRIEND: I challenged each group to short list 
several tourism projects that could be addressed in 3 months and cost less 
than $25,000. I chose which one would contribute to the strategic plan, have 
the best community impact, provide for group collaboration and interaction with 
government leaders, and have the best chance for funding.  

 
V. INCLUDE LUNCH: The Iraqis are extremely hospitable people, and expect 

hospitality when invited for meetings. Always have drinks and snacks. Invite 
participants to lunch at the DFAC. Use lunch to shorten meeting time – 1000 
scheduled, begin at 1030, wrap up by 1200. When in town, patronize local 
hotel restaurants. PRT’s should have a lunch entertainment fund, but don’t, 
so expect to pay out of pocket. 
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VI. PRT LETTERS OF SUPPORT: When pursuing community projects provide 
your Iraqi counterpart with a letter of support from your team leader; the top 
half in English, the bottom half in Arabic. This proves very useful in getting 
funding and government support. 

 
VII. LES: It’s best to have a dedicated Locally-Engaged-Staff assigned to your 

projects. It is very important that they have good standing in the community. 
Although many are not comfortable with written English, task the LES to write 
daily summaries.  

 
VIII. ILATS: Intelligence wins wars. A contract with a local company to provide 

research was invaluable in assessing tourism accommodations, attractions and 
transportation to lessen the dangers encountered beyond the wire. 

 
IX. REWARD COLLABORATION: Iraqi groups will give a Seal as a measure of 

recognition and thanks. Babil needs to develop a PRT Seal for similar 
purposes. 

 
X. DON’T LET THE PERFECT GET IN THE WAY OF THE GOOD: I heard this 

phrase in training at FSI and it became my mantra every morning. Working in 
Iraq is two steps forward, one step back. Projects, and the people working on 
those projects, won’t be perfect. Progress is the key, not perfection. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mr Hadi Rasheed, tourism LES extraordinaire 
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Appendix I: Literature Review & Application  
 
Following are the tourism recommendations from the foundational report, USAID / Izdahar: 
The Tourism Industry in Iraq [2007], including a summary of the Babil applications. 
 
SHORT TERM:  
 
Continuing emergency funding for protection of sites and recovering stolen 
artifacts. Very necessary. All sites other than Babylon have no protection. The Borsippa 
Ziggurat site is wide open, extremely fragile, contains cuneiform artifacts, and is in need of 
immediate attention. The SBAH is unfunded so the governorate provides perimeter 
security at Babylon. Stolen artifacts may be recovered by developing a local museum with 
an amnesty / recognition program for returns. 
 
Institute sufficient legal protection and enforcement policies for natural and cultural 
sites. Will be ineffective without funds, personnel and training for enforcement. Can the 
village, clan or local NGO be trained, financed and authorized to protect and maintain a 
neighboring site? By generating economic returns, tourism can turn local stakeholders into 
avid site protectionists. 
 
Utilize the Internet to provide information on existing tourism & restoration 
activities. Three Babil tourism websites have been developed: www.babylonguide.org 
[tourist guide] and www.visitbabylon.com / www.babylonfair.com [investment conference].  
BTAG is encouraged to develop a website specifically for their organization members.  

 
MEDIUM:   
 
Encourage USAID to serve as key resource for investors interested in current 
tourism-related projects. While USAID does fantastic tourism-related projects worldwide, 
and in particular nearby Jordan, tourism is absent from their Iraq agenda. In fact, tourism 
is shockingly absent from the US reconstruction agenda. With no oil money, Jordan has 
developed a world-class visitor industry based upon its fantastic archeology. With limited 
historical attractions, the UAE has developed one of the world’s most unique destinations 
by reinvesting a substantial amount of its oil revenues. With both historical attractions and 
vast oil revenue potential, Iraq could become the Middle East’s top tourism destination.  
 
Investor uncertainty must be addressed before investment promotion. This includes: land 
tenure, business regulations, employment practices and wages, labor pool, zoning, 
infrastructure and taxation. Tourism development zones and investment incentive 
packages should be considered.    

 
Conduct detailed tourism inventories. An inventory assessment of the province’s 
tourism product provides the foundation for the strategic plan. However, public exposure 
can be perilous for advisors in many instances. Our strategy was threefold: 1) personally 
assess major and close sites; 2) use ILATs for general assessments; and, 3) focus BTAG 
on conducting in-depth assessments including experts and government officials. 
 
Upgrade hospitality services and skills of current tourism industry workers. Very 
important. The service level is atrocious, and is the main complaint the Iranians use for not 
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patronizing Iraqi-owned businesses. The key is formalizing the hospitality curriculum 
MoU14 with USAID Jordan and then give serious consideration to its Iraq application.  
 
Invest in and make infrastructure improvements to increase capacity. The new Najaf 
International Airport provides the region with a fantastic link to regional ME countries.   
 
Cultivate the meetings market and religious tourism to Najaf and Karbala. Capitalize 
on the Babylon Resort’s conference facilities and secure / attractive location. The resort 
could become the ‘Camp David’ for Iraq where high-level meetings are held. Non-
archeological areas along the river and around the man-made lakes should be considered 
for a golf course. Regarding religious tourism, Babil needs to develop a 2-day itinerary 
including its religious and historical sites. 
 

Showcase Babylon as a world heritage 
destination and "anchor" destination to increase 
visitation. As mentioned, Babylon at present is like 
an abandoned amusement park. The first 
consideration is securing sensitive areas, particularly 
the open ruins near the Lion. Second is providing 
services: mainly, bathrooms and rest areas. Third is 
interpretation including guides, maps, signage and 
eventually a museum. Fourth is soul. Babylon’s stark 
walls need energy and activity. Fifth? See Section VII 
– Babylon Tourism Development Ideas. 

 
 

LONG TERM:  
 
Reestablish the regulatory and policy making authority of the Ministry of Tourism. 
Right now the Ministry of Tourism is a window ministry with no real responsibility. The 
State Board of Antiquities and Tourism is under the Ministry of Culture along with the State 
Board of Antiquities and Heritage. The SBAT should stay, and focus with SBAH on the 
visitation development of antiquities. A separate Ministry of Tourism should focus on 
national tourism development and promotion. 
 
Enhance staffing and expertise at the State Board of Antiquities and Heritage 
(SBAH) and cultural, historic and archaeological sites. Very necessary. Iraq’s true 
underground resource is a vast reserve of archeological wealth. 
 
Develop a Nature Preserve or UNESCO Geopark system to help conserve and 
preserve areas. Each riverside town should develop park and conservations areas.  
 
Expand tourism product through appropriate development and enhancement. Top 
priority, as discussed throughout the report, and being addressed by BTAG. The PRT 
needs to be the intermediary for parties to arrive at a development plan consensus 
between the local community, SBAT and SBAH for each site, then provide funding 
mechanisms to carry forward development, operations, maintenance and 
marketing. Again the top priorities are the Babylon Resort, the archeological sites of 
Babylon / Borsippa / Ezekiel’s Tomb and developing religious sites to be included in a 
Najaf to Karbala itinerary.  
 
                                                 
14 See Appendix VIII.  
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Appendix II: Region Tourism Map 
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Appendix III: Is Iraq the next holiday hotspot?15 
 
After more than six years of conflict Iraq seems an unlikely place for a holiday. But could 
its status as the birthplace of civilization see tourists flocking? 
 
For most travelers it will, undoubtedly, be years before Iraq becomes a destination of 
choice. But as the country stabilizes its advocates believe its potential is beginning to 
emerge. 
 

 
  
IRAQ TOURISM FACTS 
The 1970s were Iraq's golden age for tourism 
Popular with Japanese, French and Germany visitors before Iran-Iraq war in 1980 
In 2008, Iraq had 963,657 tourists, mostly religious visitors 
Tourists from Europe grew by 98% during first nine months of 2009 
There are 784 hotels in Iraq 
 
At one time Iraq was a regular stop for British travelers. Early flights to imperial India 
refueled in the port city of Basra. But the fact that all the country's major cities have been 
ravaged by years of warfare now make it a more difficult sell. 
 
Even so, for the first time in a decade, the head of Iraq's tourism board is in London to 
attend the World Travel Market to promote the country as a holiday destination. 
 
"Tourism will help regenerate Iraq," says the tourist board chairman, Hammoud al-
Yaqoubi. "We want to prove that Iraq still exists and maybe we can change people's minds 
about it." 
 

                                                 
15 Source: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/8352234.stm  
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But Foreign Office advice is not to travel to most of Iraq at all. But for the intrepid there is a 
wealth of cultural monuments. 
 
Known as the birthplace of civilization, Iraq has thousands of historic sites of note. 
Landmarks include the ancient cities of Ur and Babylon. According to some historians, the 
Garden of Eden is 50 miles (80km) north of Basra. 
 
Inside Iraq, there are those who believe, despite the obvious challenges, that tourism has 
the potential to transform the country. It will help to rebuild confidence and create 
economic opportunities. 
 
There is one British holiday company already offering package trips to Iraq. Hinterland 
Travel, based in Yorkshire, is run by Geoff Hann who has been visiting the country for 30 
years. 
 
He has not been able to offer trips since October 2003 because of the escalation in 
violence, but after restarting tours in March he has led four successful expeditions there. 
There are at least another five planned for 2010. 
 
"The mood in Iraq was upbeat, vibrant and improving daily," he says of last month's tour. 
 
"The security situation ensured that we could see almost all of the important sites, but for 
the foreseeable future all visitors should pack some patience and flexibility." 
 
Starting from £1,600 per person for a nine-day tour you can take in some of the major 
cultural and natural heritage sites. 
 
Iraqi treasures 
 
And, Iraq has some of the finest in the world including some of the most sacred places in 
Islam. 
 
Baghdad has a host of historical riches and in Samarra the golden-dome of al-Askari 
shrine is a must-see. The region of Basra is, some would say, the most beautiful part of 
Iraq. 
 
Al-Askari shrine is one of the holiest buildings of Shia Islam.  
 
Years of war and decades of neglect during Saddam Hussein's regime have taken their 
toll. The Baghdad Museum was looted after the 2003 invasion and US troops were 
accused of harming artefacts when they built a base at the site of Babylon. 
 
But restoration is starting and tourist accommodation is getting better. 
 
"There are enormous things that can be done in Iraq, cruise ships into Basra for example 
with short tours from there," says Mr Hann. 
 
"There's an Assyrian site, a Saddam palace site, but they require refurbishment, huge 
sums of money and a great deal of thought about how to do it for the best of the country." 
 
For many travelers, he goes on, there is even an appeal in Saddam-era relics, such as his 
gaudy palaces, or the numerous vast sculptures of the former dictator. 
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"There's the added spice of the Saddam era, the wars, the political changes, the whole 
ambience of the thing really attracts people," says Mr Hann. 
 
Security risks: There might be plenty to see, but for many tourism experts staying safe will 
be one of the biggest challenges for visitors. 
 
"We provide a certain amount of security, but it's limited," says Mr Hann. 
 
"At the end of the day how much security can you give somebody anyway and do people 
wish to go on a holiday where they're surrounded by armed guards? Not really, it's not a 
holiday if you do that." 
 
Foreign Office travel advice says; "The security situation remains highly dangerous with a 
continuing high threat of terrorism throughout the country." Other risks include "violence 
and kidnapping targeting foreign nationals". 
 
British soldier on patrol in Basra 
Security will be the biggest factor for tourists 
 
And, according to the Association of British Travel Agents (Abta) none of their members 
will go against that advice by offering trips to the country. Tourists there will also be unable 
to get travel insurance. 
 
"It's not just being caught up in a bombing, you wouldn't be covered if you fell ill or 
had food poisoning or your bag stolen," says Sean Tipton from Abta. 
 
"Travelling to a country without insurance where there is the risk of a number of things 
going wrong is very foolish indeed." 
 
Hardened travellers 
 
A history of turmoil has not stopped other countries affected by war, such as 
Vietnam, Cambodia and Croatia, becoming popular tourist spots. But it can take 
years after the last hostilities end to become part of the mainstream tourist trail. 
 
"People who go to Iraq are adventurers. They will come back to their country of origin and 
they will tell the truth about what is going on there and this will encourage people to 
come," says Mr Yaqoubi. 
 
But for many, tourists are not going to be rushing there any time soon. 
 
"It wouldn't be attracting large numbers of package holiday-makers like Croatia has done. 
It would be a different market," says Mr Tipton. 
 
"Certainly from our perspective until the situation improves there shouldn't really be any 
tourists going to Iraq at all."  
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Appendix IV: Najaf International Airport 

IRAQ: Tourism takes flight 
in southern shrine city 
LA Times Blog16, 12Jul08  
 
The government may be in Baghdad and the oil reserves 
in Basra, but the smaller city of Najaf, halfway between 
Iraq’s two centers of power, has a treasure that could be 
the envy of them both. 

 
"Our oil here is tourism," said Abed Hussein Abtan, the deputy provincial governor in 
Najaf. 
 
Next to Mecca, the birthplace of the prophet Muhammad, Najaf and its neighbor Karbala 
hold Islam’s holiest monuments. If they could, Shiite Muslims from around the Middle East 
would flock to the city to pray at the shrine of Imam Ali, the cousin and companion of 
Muhammad, and the first caliph of the Shiite branch of Islam. 
 
Decades of repression and war had reduced the pilgrimage to a trickle. But next week, 
Najaf is taking a giant step toward tapping into its tourism resource when it joins the short 
list of Iraqi cities with airports capable of handling large commercial jets. After an $80-
million renovation of an abandoned military airfield, Najaf Airport will open to commercial 
traffic July 20, Abtan said. 
 
At first, there will be three or four flights a day. Najaf officials foresee rapid growth and are 
planning to pump $170 million more into the project. Within six months, they foresee 50 
flights a day.  
 
"In theory, the airport should be able to receive 3 million travelers a year in two 
years," Abtan said. 
 
Their hope is that the convenience of air travel will stimulate a quick return of the religious 
pilgrims who once flocked in at the rate of 30,000 a day from Shiite areas. 
 
The main attraction is the shrine of Imam Ali. It contains a gilded monument that is said to 
cover the burial sites of Adam and Noah in addition to Ali. Pilgrims filing by the three crypts 
recite one prayer to each. 
 
The shrine is part of a standard itinerary that takes in a number of other sites in the two 
cities and often also includes a visit to the Salam Valley cemetery where Shiites from 
around the Middle East bury their relatives. Karbala, about 35 miles away, has the shrine 
of Ali’s son Hussein, whose murder was one of the causes of the split of Islam into Shiite 
and Sunni.  
 

                                                 
16 Source: http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/babylonbeyond/2008/07/iraq-tourism-ta.html  
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The airport is a key extension of a commercial resurgence that has taken off in Najaf since 
the 2003 overthrow of Saddam Hussein, who had severely cut down the traffic of Shiites 
from Iran and other countries. 
 
The battles fought between the U.S. military and followers of influential Shiite cleric 
Muqtada Sadr briefly put a stop to that development in 2004, but it has taken off again with 
improved security.  
 
"Opening the airport is considered as a dream for the people of Najaf, as it will open the 
doors for economic affairs to be refreshed and for the tourism projects," said Nouri 
Juhaishi, owner of the Dur Najaf Hotel. 
Hotel owners are hoping that air travel will diminish the bargaining power of the Iranian Haj 
Ministry, which oversees pilgrimage visas and has taken advantage of the hotel glut to 
drive down prices for Iranians. Currently, about 2,000 Iranians arrive daily, Abtan said. He 
is expecting that to more than double once the airport opens. 
 
The airport will be capable of handling the Boeing 727 and 737, and the Airbus 300. In 
Iraq, only Baghdad, Basra, Irbil and Sulaimaniya have large carrier airports. 
 
Several international carriers are expressing interest in scheduling flights. Abtan said the 
city is being picky. 
 
"We were careful about dealing with unknown companies," he said. "We needed to deal 
with companies that have good reputations, so we don’t accept used and not good 
airplanes." 
 
The July 20 opening ceremony will go on with the main terminal only about a third 
complete. Work will continue another two or three months. The construction was done by 
local companies working under a foreign consultant, Abtan said.  
 
The project began with only a runway of insufficient width for large aircraft, project 
manager Karim Abdali said. A consortium of Iraqi companies rebuilt the runway and is 
constructing the new terminal. 
 
A British firm won the security contract with an agreement that within three years, it would 
be staffed entirely by Iraqis. Aqiq Kuwaiti Co. won a $50-million contract to operate the 
airport, also with the understanding that in three years it will staff the management team 
with Iraqis. 
 
Haider Mayali of the Najaf building board said the city has taken the lead among Iraqi’s 18 
governorates in issuing licenses under a new law adopted last year to encourage foreign 
investment. 
 
"The airport will be our door to the world," Mayali said. 
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Appendix V: Iranian Tourism 

Iraqi fear of 
Iran on the rise, 
despite new 
airport link17 
 
 
Shia residents gather outside 
the Imam Ali shrine 

 
Najaf's holy status is tied to the shrine of Imam Ali. Last year 1.5 million Iranian pilgrims 
visited the Iraqi city 
 
The first flight from Iran in three decades landed in Iraq's holy city of Najaf today, 
resurrecting a direct link between the world's two major Shia communities. 
 
Passengers from Tehran arrived at a brand-new airport, a symbol of Iraq's rebirth and a 
gateway for 3 million Iranian Shia pilgrims planning to visit Najaf this year, hoping to 
overcome tensions going back to the Iran-Iraq War. 
 
But old enmity dies hard. Iran is viewed with increasing suspicion by Iraqis and may now 
be as unpopular as America after years of sponsoring insurgent groups. 
 
Politicians, clerics and ordinary residents in Najaf — traditionally a pro-Tehran city — 
expressed to The Times an almost visceral fear of Iranian influence. As violence ebbs, 
such fears are replacing divisions over American influence as a core political issue and 
signal the rise of Arab nationalism in Iraq. 
 
Sheikh Hayder Al-Amiry, a prominent Shia cleric, said: "Iran has supported violent groups 
here and with every bomb that has gone off the hatred for Iran increased." The cleric 
foresaw a clash between an Iranian desire to export its system of Shia religious rule and 
the Iraqi reality of volatile coalition government. "Their system will not work here. Any 
attempt by Iran to create a political union would be seen with much worry," he said. 
 
The worry was echoed by Liqaa Al-Yasin, a member of parliament for Najaf, who said: "It 
is unacceptable that neighbouring countries influence our politics. There have to be clear 
limits." Dr Al-Yasin, a first cousin of firebrand Shia cleric Moqtadr Al-Sadr, regularly 
organises anti-Iranian demonstrations near her home. In Iraq's Sunni-dominated cities that 
would be no surprise, but Najaf is the heart of the Iraqi Shia community. 
 
In recent years the city regained its pre-Saddam position as a religious capital, a cross 
between Jerusalem and the Vatican for all Shia Muslims. Last year, the city attracted 1.5 
million Iranian pilgrims, a figure that is expected to double with the opening of direct air 

                                                 
17 Source: http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/iraq/article5501829.ece  
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links. Aircraft will connect Najaf to five cities in Iran twice a day, the first such link since the 
Iranian Revolution in 1979. 
 
Today's inaugural flight carried senior executives from Mahan Air, a private Iranian airline, 
as well as Khan Lari, the Iranian deputy minister of transport. He said: "A total of six 
Iranian airlines will operate flights between Iran and Najaf." 
 
Najaf's status is tied to the shrine of Imam Ali, revered by the Shia as the rightful 
successor to the prophet. Every day, pilgrims swarm around his shrine in the city centre, 
as nearby shopkeepers complain about cheating Iranian customers and locals say that 
they are elbowed aside by Iranian visitors. 
 
"Iran is trying to split Iraq and rule the south of our country where there is a lot of 
oil," said a local accountant called Sadiq, a Shia. A public servant named Ali Al-Silawi, 
another Shia, said: "Iran has an interest in chaos here. If Iraqi democracy is successful 
then it could be exported to Iran and topple the rulers, so they are trying to defend 
themselves." 
 
Yet apart from insurgent groups, Iranian influence in Iraq is hard to pin down. Some Iraqi 
political leaders lived in exile in Iran before the fall of Saddam and developed close links 
with Tehran. But for the most part Iran relies on low-key proxies. It operates a network of 
charities to generate goodwill and contacts. The Imam Khomeini Association in Najaf pays 
monthly stipends to 25,000 orphans and $1,000 wedding subsidies when they get married. 
A spokesman said that the charity has no direct political role, and few in Najaf disagree. 
 
So why the growing hostility among Shia residents towards Iran, the world's only major 
Shia-ruled power? A western diplomat in Baghdad drew a comparison with McCathyist 
paranoia in 1950s America and said: "It's the re-emergence of Arab nationalism in Iraq." 
 
After the fall of Saddam, sectarian identities dominated as violence increased and Iraqis 
sought the safety of kin groups. But with violence subsiding, at least for now, a competing 
Arab identity is becoming stronger and the Persians from Iran are seen as rivals once 
again. 
 
This is especially evident in party politics. In the past few years, Najaf was dominated by 
SCIRI, a powerful Shia party and an alleged ally of Tehran. After popular pressure the 
party has now begun to publicly distance itself from Iran. Abdul Hussain al-Musawi, the 
chairman of the Najaf Provincial Council and a political independent close to SCIRI, said: 
"We reject outside influence. Iran did a lot to support the insurgents and so we've become 
a battleground for the fight between Iran and America. We don't want that." 
 
Independent candidates are expected to do well in next month's provincial elections, and 
hence SCIRI has scrapped its own party list and merged with a slate of independents in 
Najaf. Hadi al-Salame, a leading independent member of the city council, said that 
campaigning on an anti-Iranian platform has become the norm. "In Iran they have rule by 
clerics while we don't have that. We don't want their system here," he said. 
 
Fear of Iran goes hand in hand with nascent pride in oil wealth, newfound stability and 
religious status. Leaders of all parties in Najaf see the city as the capital of southern 
Mesopotamia, not an Iranian satellite. With evident satisfaction, they claim that only Mecca 
and Medina receive more pilgrims every year.  
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APPENDIX VI: Worldwide Distribution of Shi’a Muslims18 

                                                 
18 Source: http://pewforum.org/docs/?DocID=455  
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Appendix VII: Outline for the Youth Tourism NGO Formation  
 
I.    DEFINITIONS: 

 
Babylon YTP Vision 
To be the leading voice for Young Tourism Professionals in the Babil Province travel, tourism and 
hospitality industry. 
  
Babylon YTP Mission 
To provide opportunities for Young Tourism Professionals to become involved in the advancement of 
tourism in Babil Province leading to the advancement of skills in leadership, hospitality, tourism 
management and foreign languages. 
 
The Babylon YTP Organization realizes that …  

 Human resource development is key to sustainable tourism growth in the 21st century.  
 Fresh ideas and enthusiastic participation from a new generation of tourism and hospitality leaders is 

essential to the tourism growth in the province.  
 
II.    IDEAS FOR THE BYTP HILLAH CHAPTER 
 

o Will eventually be the lead organizer for chapters throughout the province 
o Will immediately begin work on establishing a formal BYTP organization 

 
III. DEVELOPING THE BYTP ORGANIZATION 
 

1. Create a 9-member board of directors 
 

2. The Board of Directors elect an Executive Committee 
a. The executive committee is responsible for the organization’s administration and strategic 

planning. The positions are:   
i. Chairman: Public leader of the organization. Set’s the organization agenda. 
ii. Vice Chairman: Chairman in training; duties directed by chairman 
iii. Secretary: administrative leader of the organization 
iv. Treasurer: financial leader of the organization 

 
3. Board of Directors Working Committees 

a. Each board member will become a committee chairman responsible for developing and 
executing that committee’s action plan; the committee chairman will recruit members and assign 
committee duties to these members. The recommended committees are as follows: 

i. Organization:  
1. Bylaws and organizational documents 

a. Official NGO submission within 1 year 
ii. Membership 

1. Develop strategies for attracting members 
2. Create membership rules and responsibilities 

iii. Communications 
1. Develop strategies to communicate among the board, chapters, members, 

and community 
iv. Budgeting & Fundraising 

1. Develop an annual budget for the BYTP 
2. Develop accounting guidelines 
3. Identify sponsors and develop fundraising activities 

v. Event Management 
1. Plan for the next workshop 
2. Become involved in the Babylon Tourism & Business Opportunities 

Conference 
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Appendix VIII: USAID Hospitality Curriculum Exchange MoU 

MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN THE HOSPITALITY AND TOURISM 
TRAINING ENTITIES OF THE HASHEMITE KINGDOM OF JORDAN AND THE 

REPUBLIC OF IRAQ TO SHARE TRAINING STRATEGIES, CURRICULUM AND 
EXPERTISE 

In order to strengthen the cordial relations that exist between the nations, the hospitality 
and tourism training entities of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan and the Republic of Iraq, 
facilitated by the United States Agency for International Development, hereby agree to this 
Memorandum of Understanding. 

PARTIES 

The Parties to this Memorandum of Understanding are as follows: 

Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan:  Vocational Training Corporation [VTC] 
  
Republic of Iraq:     Baghdad Tourism Institute [BTI] 
 
US Agency for International Development: Jordan Mission 
      Iraq Mission 

PURPOSE 

This Memorandum of Understanding established between the Parties is intended to 
encourage the sharing of hospitality and tourism training strategies, curriculum and 
expertise in order to advance the development of a collaborative, world-class, regional 
tourism product that benefits both nations and the people who visit both nations.  

AGREEMENT 

Specifically, the Parties agree to undertake the following initiatives pursuant to the signing 
of this Memorandum of Understanding: 

 To let the USAID offices in Jordan and Iraq initially act as a facilitating partner to 
establish the relationships, common ground and information exchange between the 
Parties; 
 

 For VTC to provide 10 copies of the hospitality and tourism training program 
curriculum, assessment structure, and teaching methodologies for their BTI 
counterparts to review; 
 

 To share email and phone contact lists of administration and academic personnel 
interested in furthering institutional relations; and 
 

 To pursue future site visits and exchanges of administration and academic 
personnel to further develop partnership relationships between the VTC and BTI. 
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This Memorandum of Understanding is not intended to create any legal binding action 
between the Parties, but is an expression of collaborative goodwill. 

Signed in _______________________________, this ____ of ________________ of 
2009, by and between: 

  

_____________________________   ______________________________ 
Vocational Training Corporation   Baghdad Tourism Institute 

 

______________________________  ______________________________ 
USAID Jordan Mission    USAID Iraq Mission 
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Fondest regards to my fantastic colleagues at the Babil PRT who proved that you can 
work hard and play hard just about any place in the world. Below is a collage from the 
Babylon Hash House Harriers. 
 

 
 


