
Introduction

Tourism is a major pillar of India's economy, 

contributing nearly 9% to national GDP and 

supporting millions of jobs in hospitality, 

transport, and allied industries (Ministry of 

Tourism, 2020; IBEF, 2022). Its signicance 

extends beyond economics—it promotes cultural 

exchanges, strengthens diplomatic ties, and 

fosters socio-economic development across 

diverse regions (Blanke & Chiesa, 2019). 

However, tourism is exceptionally sensitive to 

external disruptions, particularly those arising 

from geopolitical hotspots.

The Middle East stands out as a region of 

paramount importance to India. More than nine 

million Indians live and work in the Gulf, making 

it the largest expatriate community in the region 

(Ali, 2020; World Bank, 2022). The Middle East is 

also a vital transit hub for air travel between India 

and Europe, Africa, and the Americas, supported 

by the dominance of carriers such as Emirates, 

Qatar Airways, Etihad (Singh, 2018; Khan, 2021). 

These connections drive robust ows of business 

travel, remittances, pilgrimage, and VFR 

(Visi t ing Friends and Relat ives)  trafc 

(Balakrishnan, 2018).

Yet, the region's persistent instability—from the 

Gulf Wars to the Arab Spring, the Syrian and 

Yemeni crises, and the Israel-Gaza conicts—has 

subjected Indian tourism to periodic shocks 

(Anwar, 2019; Henderson, 2015; Malik, 2021). 

Each conict triggers complex “ripple effects,” 

altering travel sentiment, changing air routes, 

and impacting tourism economics both in India 

and the Middle East.

This paper aims to offer a comprehensive analysis 

of these ripple effects, focusing on both the acute 

and chronic impacts of Middle East conicts on 

Indian tourism. Through empirical data, 
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literature synthesis, and illustrative case studies, 

the study examines sectoral vulnerabilities, 

adaptive responses, and strategic directions for 

building resilience.

Literature Review

Tourism and Conict: Theoretical Under-

pinnings

The relationship between tourism and political 

stability has been explored extensively in 

academic literature. Destinations perceived as 

peaceful attract greater numbers of tourists, 

while areas associated with conict or terrorism 

see immediate and often steep declines in arrivals 

(Pizam & Smith, 2000; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998; 

Hall, 2010). The deterrent effect of violence is not 

limited to directly affected countries; it can 

extend to neighboring regions and transit points 

(Neumayer, 2004; Saha & Yap, 2014).

The Middle East: A Global Tourism Disruptor

The Middle East's instability has been shown to 

shape global travel ows (Anwar, 2019). The 

Arab Spring, for example, caused Egypt's 

international arrivals to drop by 37% in 2011 

alone, with similar impacts in Tunisia, Syria, and 

Yemen (WTTC, 2012; UNWTO, 2019). The 

Second Gulf War resulted in a 60% drop in 

arrivals to Iraq and Kuwait, while the Syrian 

conict has rendered the country almost entirely 

inaccessible for tourism (Ashley, 2018; Malik, 

2021).

India's Tourism Flows and Sensitivity

India's outbound tourism is highly responsive to 

regional conicts, especially in the Middle East 

and among countries served by Gulf carriers 

(Agarwal & Yadav, 2017; Chakraborty, 2019). 

Indian travelers are particularly sensitive to 

travel advisories and negative media coverage, 

often shifting to alternate destinations or 

postponing trips during crises (Bouchon & 

Rawat, 2016; Jain & Singh, 2019). Inbound 

tourism to India, while more diversied, is also 

affected by regional instability, particularly when 

global events or terrorism incidents are linked to 

South Asia (Basu, 2017; Sharma & Bhattacharya, 

2021).

The Role of Air Connectivity

Aviation is a crucial vector for the ripple effects of 

conict. The dominance of Middle Eastern 

carriers for India's long-haul ights means that 

disruptions—airspace closures, rerouted ights, 

and operational restrictions—have signicant 

impacts on both travel times and costs (IATA, 

2019; Maheshwari, 2020). Rerouting during crises 

can undermine airline protability and disrupt 

established travel patterns (Singh, 2018; Khan, 

2021).

Crisis Management, Risk Perception, and 

Resilience

Tourism's ability to recover from shocks depends 

on government policy, industry exibility, and 

traveler condence (Faulkner, 2001; Ateljevic & 

Page, 2016). Crisis communication, strong 

domestic tourism, and portfolio diversication 

are highlighted as key resilience strategies (Croes 

& Rivera, 2017; Glaesser, 2016). The amplication 

of risk by media coverage and the longevity of 

negative perceptions are also signicant factors in 

tourism recovery (Basu, 2017; Fuchs & Reichel, 

2017).

Research Methodology

Data Sources

This research adopts a mixed-methods approach, 

integrating quantitative and qualitative data:

Ÿ Ministry of Tourism, Government of India: 

Annual reports and tourism statistics (2015 – 

2023)

Ÿ United Nations World Tourism Organization 
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(UNWTO):  Internat ional  arr ival  and 

departure data (2015–2022)

Ÿ International Air Transport Association 

(IATA): Reports on airspace and aviation 

disruptions (2019, 2023)

Ÿ World Bank: Remittance and economic 

indicators (2020, 2022)

Ÿ Oxford Economics: Regional tourism impact 

reports (2023)

Ÿ Peer-reviewed journals, books, and industry 

reports for contextual analysis

Analytical Approach

The study identies key conict years (e.g., 2003, 

2011–2012, 2014–2017, 2019, 2021–2023) and maps 

corresponding shifts in Indian tourism statistics, 

aviation operations, and economic ows. 

Comparative analysis is employed to highlight 

changes relative to baseline trends. Qualitative 

synthesis from academic literature, government 

policy, and case studies supplements the 

quantitative ndings.

Overview of Middle East Conicts and 

Their Effects

The Second Gulf War (2003)

The US-led invasion of Iraq resulted in mass 

instability, airspace closures, and the near-total 

collapse of regional tourism ows (Anwar, 2019; 

Ashley, 2018). Indian outbound visits to Iraq and 

Kuwait fell by over 60%, and Gulf carriers 

suspended most ights to the conict zone 

(Ministry of Tourism, 2004; IATA, 2019).

The Arab Spring (2010–2012)

A wave of uprisings swept through Egypt, Libya, 

Syria, Bahrain, and Yemen, toppling regimes and 

sparking violence (Chhabra, 2018; Henderson, 

2015). Egypt's tourist arrivals fell by over a third 

in a single year, and air space closures disrupted 

aviation networks across the region (WTTC, 2012; 

IATA, 2019).

Syrian Civil War and Yemen Crisis (2011 – Present)

The Syrian conict, ongoing since 2011, has 

rendered the country inaccessible to tourists and 

forced airlines to reroute or cancel ights (Malik, 

2021). The Yemen crisis complicated travel to the 

Arabian Peninsula, with ripple effects in Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE (Kaushik, 2016).

Israel-Gaza Conicts and Qatar Blockade

Periodic escalations between Israel and Gaza 

have closed airspace and heightened traveler risk 

perceptions (Reuters, 2023). The 2017 blockade of 

Qatar by Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, and 

Egypt forced Qatar Airways to reroute ights, 

disrupting connections for Indian travelers 

(IATA, 2019; Singh, 2018).

The COVID-19 Pandemic (2020–2022)

Although a global event,  the pandemic 

compounded the effects of ongoing Middle East 

instability, further reducing tourism ows and 

ight operations (Ghosh, 2021; Gössling et al., 

2021).

Indian Tourism: Trends and Baseline 

Data

Inbound Tourism

From 2.65 million international arrivals in 2000, 

India's inbound tourism grew to over 10.93 

million in 2019, before plummeting during the 

pandemic (Ministry of Tourism, 2020, 2022). The 

Middle East consistently accounts for 8–12% of 

arrivals, led by the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Oman, 

and Qatar (Government of India, 2022). These 

visitors bolster business, medical, and educa-

tional tourism, particularly in metropolitan cities 

(Bhalla & Sharma, 2020; Kaur & Chahal, 2018).
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Outbound Tourism

Outbound travel from India has surged to over 26 

million departures annually, with the Middle 

East as a top destination for business, VFR, and 

religious travel (UNWTO, 2021; Jain & Singh, 

2019). Key ows include nearly 3 million to the 

UAE, 1 million to Saudi Arabia, and over 500,000 

each to Oman and Qatar in 2019 (UNWTO, 2021). 

The dominance of Gulf carriers for India– Europe 

/ Africa connections adds vulnerability to 

supply-side shocks (IATA, 2019; Singh, 2018).

Diaspora and Remittances

The Indian diaspora in the Gulf, numbering over 

nine million, is a major driver of VFR travel and 

remittances—over $83 billion in 2020 (World 

Bank, 2022; Ali, 2020). These ows are directly 

impacted by regional conict, as seen in reduced 

travel during periods of violence or instability 

(Balakrishnan, 2018).

Impacts on Outbound Indian Tourism

Decline in Travel During Conict Periods

Empirical data reveal signicant dips in outbound 

travel during conict years:

Ÿ 2003 Gulf War: Outbound travel to Iraq and 

Kuwait dropped by more than 60% (Ministry 

of Tourism, 2004; Biswas & Mishra, 2018).

Ÿ Arab Spring (2011–2012): Travel to Egypt, 

Syria, and Bahrain fell by 45–70% (UNWTO, 

2019; Chhabra, 2018).

Ÿ Syrian Civil War/Yemen Crisis: Indian 

leisure travel to Syria and Yemen became 

almost non-existent post-2011 (Kaushik, 2016; 

Malik, 2021).

Ÿ Qatar Blockade (2017): Indian travelers using 

Doha as a transit hub were forced to reroute, 

leading to a 20% increase in travel times and 

higher fares (IATA, 2019; Singh, 2018).

Ÿ COVID-19 and recent Israel-Gaza escalations: 

Outbound travel to conict zones is still 

depressed, with overall recovery lagging for 

Middle East destinations (Ghosh, 2021).

Diversion of Travel Routes

Gulf airspace closures push Indian travelers 

toward Southeast Asian carriers or direct ights, 

lengthening journey times by 2–4 hours and 

raising costs by 15–20% (IATA, 2019; Khan, 2021). 

For instance, the 2017 Qatar crisis led to increased 

bookings on Turkish Airlines and Air India 

(Singh, 2018; Reuters, 2023).

Shift in Destination Preferences

During times of Middle East instability, Indian 

outbound tourists increasingly choose Southeast 

Asia, Maldives, or East Africa (Bouchon & Rawat, 

2016; Reddy & Wilkes, 2017). Notably, Thailand 

and Malaysia saw increased Indian arrivals 

during the Arab Spring (Chhabra, 2018).

Pilgrimage and Diaspora Travel

Hajj and Umrah are major annual ows; the 

Yemen conict Saudi airspace concerns led to an 

8–12% drop in Indian Hajj quota utilization 

between 2015–2018 (MEAI, 2019; Janson, 2018). 

VFR and labor migration ows are also directly 

affected by security and economic factors (Ali, 

2020; Mohapatra, 2017).

Impacts on Inbound Tourism to India

Decline in Arrivals

During major conict years, arrivals from Middle 

East  countries  to  India  fe l l  by 30–50% 

(Government of  India,  2022;  Sharma & 

Bhattacharya, 2021). The Arab Spring and Syrian 

war particularly impacted Egypt, Bahrain, and 

Syria as source markets (Chhabra, 2018; Malik, 

2021).

Medical and Educational Tourism

India's reputation as a medical tourism hub 
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attracts thousands of Middle Eastern patients 

annually (Bhalla & Sharma, 2020). Conict and 

currency volatility led to a 25% drop in such 

arrivals during the Arab Spring and later crises 

(Kaur & Chahal, 2018).

Transit Tourism

Airspace closures occasionally reroute inter-

national ights through Indian airports. The 2017 

Qatar blockade caused a spike in transit volumes 

at Mumbai and Delhi, although this was 

temporary (Khan, 2021; Prasad, 2019).

Perceptions of Safety

Media coverage and travel advisories amplify 

risk perceptions, deterring Middle Eastern 

tourists from traveling, even when India is not 

directly affected (Basu, 2017; Fuchs & Reichel, 

2017; Saha & Yap, 2014).

Economic Implications

Foreign Exchange Earnings

A 10–15% decline in Middle Eastern arrivals 

during conict years translates into hundreds of 

millions in lost foreign currency for India 

(Ministry of Tourism, 2022; Mukherjee, 2022). 

Urban hospitality, medical tourism, and retail 

sectors bear the brunt of these losses (Sharma & 

Bhattacharya, 2021).

The Aviation Sector

L o n g e r  r e r o u t e d   i g h t s  i n c r e a s e  f u e l 

consumption and costs for Indian and Middle 

Eastern airlines (IATA, 2019; Maheshwari, 2020). 

The 2019 Gulf crisis alone led to millions in extra 

costs and lost revenue due to canceled ights and 

reduced seat occupancy (Khan, 2021; Singh, 

2018).

Travel Agencies and Tour Operators

Agencies specializing in Middle East travel 

reported a 25–40% decline in bookings during 

conict periods, prompting a shift to Southeast 

Asia and Europe-focused packages (Bouchon & 

Rawat, 2016; Narayan, 2021).

Remittances and Broader Economic Flows

Severe and protracted conicts disrupt remittance 

ows, impacting VFR travel and the broader 

economy (World Bank, 2022; Balakrishnan, 2018).

Policy and Industry Responses

Government Advisories

The Indian government issues travel advisories 

during Middle East conicts, leading to 

cancellations and rerouting of both outbound and 

inbound ows (MEAI, 2019; Neumayer, 2004; 

ICRIER, 2020).

Diversication and Domestic Tourism

India's tourism authorities have promoted new 

source markets and domestic tourism campaigns 

like "Dekho Apna Desh" and "Incredible India" to 

offset declining foreign arrivals (Ministry of 

Tourism, 2023; IBEF, 2022).

Aviation Policy and Bilateral Agreements

India has negotiated temporary overight and 

landing rights with alternative countries to 

maintain connectivity, often at increased cost 

(IATA, 2019; Reuters, 2023).

Pilgrimage and Diaspora Support

Special charter ights and diplomatic efforts 

support Hajj and Umrah pilgrims and facilitate 

the return of stranded workers (MEAI, 2019; 

Cohen, 2016; Janson, 2018).

Crisis Communication and Flexible Policies

Enhanced crisis communication, exible booking, 

and cancellation policies have been implemented 

to build traveler condence (Glaesser, 2016; 

Faulkner, 2001).
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Case Studies

2019 Gulf Crisis

The Qatar blockade forced Indian travelers using 

Doha as a hub to reroute, raising fares by 20% and 

adding up to four hours to some journeys (IATA, 

2019; Singh, 2018). Qatar Airways' share of India-

Europe trafc temporarily declined, and 

alternate carriers like Turkish Airlines beneted 

(Reuters, 2023).

Hajj Pilgrimage During the Yemen Conict

Between 2015 and 2018, Yemen's airspace crisis 

and Saudi intervention led to an 8–12% decline in 

Indian Hajj quota utilization. The Indian 

government coordinated with Saudi authorities 

for safe travel corridors and crisis support (MEAI, 

2019; Janson, 2018; Kumar & Singh, 2017).

The Arab Spring and Indian Medical Tourism

During the Arab Spring, Indian hospitals saw a 

25% reduction in Middle Eastern patients as 

families postponed trips for elective procedures 

(Bhalla & Sharma, 2020; Kaur & Chahal, 2018).

Discussion

The ripple effects of Middle East conicts on 

Indian tourism are complex and far-reaching. 

Direct impacts include sharp drops in outbound 

and inbound ows, while indirect consequences 

can be seen in aviation, remittances, and related 

industries (Pizam & Smith, 2000; Mukherjee, 

2022). The sector's dependency on Middle 

Eastern hubs for air connectivity remains a 

structural vulnerability (Singh, 2018; IATA, 

2019).

Despite these challenges, the Indian tourism 

industry has demonstrated remarkable resilience 

through policy adaptation, diversication, and 

crisis communication (Ateljevic & Page, 2016; 

Croes & Rivera, 2017). The rapid promotion of 

domestic tourism and exible travel policies have 

provided much-needed buffers, while diplomatic 

engagement has maintained vital air links and 

supported Indian travelers abroad (Ministry of 

Tourism, 2023; MEAI, 2019).

However,  long-term risks remain.  Risk 

perceptions, amplied by media and advisories, 

can linger well beyond the end of actual conicts, 

delaying recovery and investment (Fuchs & 

Reichel, 2017; Basu, 2017). The sector must also 

prepare for new forms of disruption—ranging 

from cyber threats to climate change—that may 

intersect with geopolitical risks.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Middle East conicts generate signicant and 

persistent ripple effects on Indian tourism, 

affecting travel patterns, economic returns, and 

industry adaptation. While government and 

industry responses—including diversication, 

crisis communication, and policy reforms—have 

mitigated some impacts, the sector remains 

vulnerable to external shocks. To enhance 

resilience, India should:

Recommendations

1. Enhance crisis management and real-time 

risk monitoring (Faulkner, 2001; Glaesser, 

2016).

2. Diversify source markets and support 

domestic tourism (Ministry of Tourism, 2023; 

India Brand Equity Foundation, 2022).

3. Strengthen diplomatic and aviation ties for 

contingency planning (IATA, 2019; Oxford 

Economics, 2023).

4. Promote traveler awareness, insurance, and 

exible bookings (Sharpley, 2018; Croes & 

Rivera, 2017).

5. Encourage continuous research and data-

driven policy (World Bank, 2020; UNWTO, 

2023).
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