Tourism continues to grow in troubled times: minister
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ISLAMABAD (October 09 2009): Tourism industry, which remained in shackles by prolonged militancy and other security-related issues, however, earned US $278.741 million (Rs 16905.40 million) during 2006-07 and US $264.140 million (Rs 16485.631 million) in 2007-08 for the national kitty, said Tourism Minister, Maulana Atta-ur-Rehman on Thursday.

If steered out of crisis and managed effectively, tourism industry alone had the potential to take on all economic woes of the country, he said. "No country of the world is so blessed as Pakistan in terms of tourism...we are a four-season tourism destination," the minister said. He opined Pakistan tourism could generate employment opportunities, reduce poverty and contribute a substantial share to national exchequer.

He called for putting in maximum resources in country's tourism sector to extract its full benefits. Tourism is a major supporter of some of the world's leading economies and it involves billions of dollars. But, Pakistan's share in this multi-billion trade is not up to its potential.

"Let's not sit idle and wait for improving our tourism after law and order improves. Take Sri Lanka as a precedent, where tourism remained alive in the wake of Tamil insurgency that spanned over about three decades," Maulana Atta said.

The minister accorded importance to boosting country's face in the comity of nations as tourist-friendly and peaceful destination. In this connection, Atta-ur-Rehman had undertaken several tours abroad to allay fears of the West about Pakistan, its people and its sites.

Those tours also served to learn from the experience and expertise of certain countries that registered remarkable success in tourism industry. Pakistan is blessed with unique topography, high mountains, plateau, plains, deserts and the luring sunny beaches are all found here.

The mighty ranges of the Karakuram, Himalaya and Hindukush make a rendezvous here. These ranges have 700 peaks above 6,000 metres with as many as 160 peaks rising above 7,000 metres. These include five peaks out of the total fourteen peaks on earth, rising above 8,000 metres. More that 50 percent of its area is mountainous, particularly its Northern and North-Western regions, which possess the most fascinating mountains on earth.

There is hardly any country elsewhere in the world that offers four-season tourism opportunities except Pakistan. In Pakistan the summer, winter, spring and autumn all carry unique, but natural amusements. This South Asian country is blessed with tremendous topography. High mountains, plateau, plains, deserts and the luring sunny beaches are all found here.

The government is taking keen interest in tapping country's immense potential in its spectacular tourism sector. "What we have explored in our tourism industry is just a tip of an iceberg and lot more still awaits to be discovered," Maulana Atta said.

Besides, Pakistan is the cradle of some of the world's ancient civilisations including Gandhara, and Indus, Swat, Charsadda, Peshawar, Takhtbhai, Taxila, Chakwal, Moenjodaro speak volumes of country's archaeological heritage. Vast deserts of Tharparkar and Cholistan are second to none. Stretched over vast swathes in Sindh, Punjab and Balochistan, these deserts carry fascinating flora and fauna, besides different languages, diverse cultures, music and dances. Serene valleys, gushing rivers, high altitude fresh water lakes are some of the phenomena quite rare in other parts of the globe.
