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Holy journeys: Saudi Arabia boost religious tourism

The kingdom is investing in modern transport and hospitality infrastructure so as to 

provide a better experience to millions of pilgrims. 

Even though Muslims pray towards Mecca five times a 

day, the desire to visit the Holy Cities never diminishes. 

Muslims are obligated to visit the Holy Cities and 

perform Haj at least once in their lives if they have the 

financial means to do so. And more than 2 million 

Muslims made the journey to Mecca at the end of the 

current Haj season, which ended in the summer.

The kingdom of Saudi Arabia welcomed 2.37 million Haj 

pilgrims, with around 1.76 million coming from outside 

the kingdom’s borders, slightly higher than last year’s 

figures, according to the Saudi General Authority for 

Statistics1.

Combined with 19 million pilgrims visiting during the 

rest of the year to perform Umrah (which can be 

performed at any time of the year), Saudi Arabia is the 

Muslim world’s largest tourism destination.

The kingdom takes the honour of hosting Muslims 

sincerely and is investing heavily to ensure the pilgrims 

have a pleasant, spiritual and convenient stay.

And as the population of Muslims grow around the 

world, the kingdom is looking at ways to expand its 

infrastructure, including its transportation and logistics 

network, hotel capacity and amenities to enhance the 

pilgrims’ experience.

In October, the kingdom opened the region’s fastest 

high-speed rail connecting the Holy Cities of Mecca and 

Madina with Jeddah.

The Haramain High Speed Rail2 project is one of the 

most important transport projects in the expansion 

programme of Saudi railway network. The 450-kilometre 

(km) electric-rail track, which has a speed of 300 km/h, 

connects passengers to the Mecca and Madina, King 

Abdullah Economic City, Jeddah and the Jeddah 

Airport. The trains have been equipped with latest 

signalling and communications system. 

The project consists of a high speed electrified 

passenger line, primarily designed to provide a fast, 

comfortable, reliable and safe mode of transport, 

between the Holy Cities, while utilising state-of-the-art 

technologies, according to the company.

30 MILLION PILGRIMS BY 2030

The government has even more ambitious plans, as it 

looks to welcome 30 million pilgrims to the country as 

outlined in its Saudi Vision 2030 programme.

Last year, the sovereign wealth fund Public Investment 

Fund (PIF)3 announced it will undertake a massive 

expansion at both the Grand Holy Mosque (Holy Kaaba) 

in Mecca and the Prophet’s (PBUH) mosque in Madina.

Led by the Rou’a Al Haram Company, a development 

company especially created for the purpose by PIF, the 

Holy Mosque’s expansion will cover an area of 854,000 

square meters (sqm), delivering 115 buildings of various 

architectural designs that will enable the site to receive 

310,000 visitors per day. 

In addition, the first phase will see the development of 

around 9,000 residential units, 360,000 sqm of 

commercial space and prayer areas designated for more 

than 400,000 worshippers. The project will be carried 

out just 1,430 metres away from the Holy Kaaba, PIF4 

said.

The first phase of the project is expected to be 

completed in 2024, creating around 160,000 job 

opportunities by 2030, with an estimated annual 

contribution of SAR 8 billion to Saudi’s gross domestic 

product.

The Prophet’s Mosque in Madina5 will also undergo a 

massive expansion to accommodate as many as 23 

million visitors each year by 2030, according to the PIF.

Rou’a Al Madinah, a development company established 

for the purpose by PIF, will deliver projects designed to 

increase capacity for pilgrims and visitors to the 

Prophet’s Mosque, and at the same time enrich the 

spiritual and cultural experiences across the city of 

Madina.

The expansion across 1.3 million sqm, no more than 
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1,000 metres away from the east wing of the Prophet’s Mosque, will feature 5,000 new housing units and 80,000 

hotel rooms, increasing hotel capacity to receive 240,000 guests per day, in addition to raising the number of prayer 

areas to accommodate 200,000 worshippers per day.

“The company’s activities will include the development of hotel, commercial and residential projects, as well as the 

development of cultural centres and museums to enrich Al Madina’s religious, cultural and historical offerings,” PIF 

said. “The company will broaden opportunities for investment and private sector participation through the 

development of strategic partnerships.”

PROMOTING RELIGIOUS TOURISM 

The development will create 200,000 job opportunities with the first phase to be launched in 2023.

The two projects underscore Saudi Arabia’s commitment to boost religious tourism and accommodate growing 

interest in Haj and Umrah pilgrimage.

“We have recently begun a third expansion to the Two Holy Mosques, as well as modernising and increasing the 

capacities of our airports,” the Saudi Vision 2030 document states. “We have launched the Mecca Metro project to 

complement the railroad and train projects that will serve visitors to the Holy Mosques.”

FOOTNOTES

[1] https://www.stats.gov.sa/sites/default/files/hajj_1439_en.pdf 

[2] http://www.hhr-retail.com 

[3] https://www.pif.gov.sa/en/Pages/News10.aspx 

[4] https://www.pif.gov.sa/en/Pages/News10.aspx 

[5] https://www.pif.gov.sa/en/Pages/News9.aspx  
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