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In this picture Canadian ‘social media influencer’ Rosie Gabrielle (left), 32, attends the
Pakistan Tourism Summit next to Atif Khan (right), Pakistani provincial minister for
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa for tourism, culture, sports and Youth, in Islamabad. 

A Pakistani man takes a selfie with Canadian “social media influencer” Rosie Gabrielle
(center), 32, as she arrives to attend the Pakistan Tourism Summit in Islamabad.

This handout picture released by Canadian tourist Rosie Gabrielle shows
her posing on her motorbike during a trip in the southwestern
Balochistan province in Pakistan.— AFP photos

They are young, Western, and full of praise for
Pakistan: Travel influencers have moved in on the
“land of the pure”, but critics warn their rose-

tinted filters are irresponsible and sell an inaccurate
picture of the conservative, militancy-scarred country.
As security improves, cricketer-turned-prime-minister
Imran Khan is keen to promote the nation’s tourism
potential, with the government claiming it has eased
visa restrictions for many foreign visitors. The push
has resulted in an influx of foreign travel bloggers
extolling the virtues of its mountains and beaches, as
well as its rich heritage and history, from ancient Indus
civilizations to Buddhist shrines and Islamic monu-
ments.

“Pakistan, it was the trip of a lifetime,” food and
travel YouTuber Mark Wiens told his four million sub-

scribers. Polish blogger Eva zu Beck informed her fol-
lowers it could “become the number one tourist desti-
nation in the world”, while Canadian social media
influencer Rosie Gabrielle said she wanted her stories
to “tell the truth” about the country. But there are con-
cerns influencer content does not reflect the major
challenges, from infrastructure to extremism, that
Pakistan is facing as it embraces modern tourism.

Zu Beck, whose clip was even shared by officials,
c i tes  government  commerce in i t iat ive Emerging
Pakistan, as well as Pakistan International Airlines as
partners she’s  worked with, whi le Wiens credits
tourism expo Pakistan Travel Mart for “making the
amazing trip happen”. Gabrielle says her 3,500 kilo-
meter motorcycle trip across the nation was facilitated
by a Pakistani association in Oman.

Alternative vision of Pakistan 
Once seen as an essential stop on the hippie trail, visi-

tor numbers have slumped since the 1970s when the coun-
try first underwent sweeping Islamisation then descended
into a bloody battle with militancy.  Deadly attacks still
occur but security concerns are easing, so authorities and
businesses are keen to shake the perception it is a hostile
and dangerous place. They are enthusiastic that so-called
social media “influencer” advertising, which generally pro-
vides glossy snapshots rather than in-depth investigation,
can present an alternative vision of Pakistan to a new gen-
eration of young and adventurous travellers. 

“People believe them,” says Pakistan Travel Mart CEO
Ali Hamdani, who helped set up Wiens trip, adding that
bloggers’ impressions are regarded as “authentic”.  Yet
Pakistanis and seasoned foreign travellers warn such posts
on social media do not paint a full and honest picture of
Pakistan. Tourism infrastructure is severely underdevel-
oped, there are opaque government restrictions on places
foreigners can visit, and travellers are often harassed-
whether by men bothering women in a patriarchal society;
or suspicious intelligence officials detaining curious sight-
seers or insisting on security escorts.

“All this ‘Everything is wonderful in Pakistan’ is just
irresponsible,” reveals June, an indignant 51-year-old
Briton who declined to give her last name, she had been
harassed by a police officer during a visit to the north-
western Swat valley. Influencers are shielded from many
issues that ordinary visitors face, adds Zara Zaman, an
attendee at a recent tourism summit in Islamabad. “All of
these travellers are also travelling with crews and are pro-
tected by more powerful people,” she argues. 

Hamdani, for example, acted as a driver for both Wiens
and another influencer, Trevor James, during their visits,
smoothing out any issues. Zu Beck and Gabrielle, were
able to visit the southwestern province of Balochistan-
famed for its spectacular scenery, but also for violent
insurgencies, which means few foreigners are able to visit
without the blessing of intelligence agencies.

‘Post-colonial hangover’ 
What influencers publish “doesn’t represent the real

experience,” warns Alexandra Reynolds, an American
blogger on her fifth trip to Pakistan, adding that there is a
risk that less experienced travellers will be misled by such
content and potentially end up in trouble. “In a time when
Pakistan’s international reputation is so fragile, it is not
something that should be risked,” the 27-year-old
explains, revealing that she too experienced harassment

from security forces during a previous trip. Another tourist
Sebastiaan, 30, says he was detained for 14 hours and
questioned by suspicious government agents in the south-
ern city of Mithi last September.

There is also frustration from Pakistanis that Western
bloggers have been feted by authorities, while locals with
better cultural understanding-especially of sensitive issues
such as gender or blasphemy-are sidelined. “It kinds of
makes me angry to have white people represent us. We
are not completely done with our post-colonial hangover,”
says Zaman.  At the tourism summit a group of the
Western bloggers were widely photographed meeting
Imran Khan, with no local travel influencers in sight,
prompting a backlash on social media.  Despite concerns,
the bloggers remain enthusiastic. Zu Beck, 27, has gained a
huge following in Pakistan, where a local phone company
has sponsored some of her videos. She insists: “My job is
not to love Pakistan. My job is to make content. But I love
Pakistan.”— AFP

Influencer invasion as Pakistan launches tourism push

Canadian tourist Rosie Gabrielle poses for photographs
as she arrives in the coastal region of Gwadar during
her motorcycle trip.

Canadian ‘social media influ-
encer’ Rosie Gabrielle, 32, looks
on as she attends the Pakistan
Tourism Summit in Islamabad.

As spring flower fields around the Netherlands
burst into bloom, painting the countryside with
dazzling swathes of red, white, and blue, a

modern day tulip bubble may be forming: tourists.
More than a million foreign sightseers are expected to
visit this country of 17 million people on Easter week-
end, a record, the Dutch Tourism Bureau said on
Thursday. Director Jos Vranken said he expects them
to spend 300 million euros-a boon for the national
economy. Many are attracted to the country’s muse-
ums and other cultural offerings, but in April, the
flower fields and Keukenhof flower show in Lisse top
many “must see” lists.

While flower lovers and the photographs they share

on social media are free advertising for the country’s
tourism, cut flower and bulb industries, it isn’t all a bed
of roses. “That has a downside,” Vranken said. “Farmers
are having increasing damage to their fields from
tourists taking photos.” Foreign and Dutch tourists alike
have learned to use “Flower Radar” websites to identify
where fields are in bloom, especially in the main bulb-
growing center known as the “Bollenstreek” along the
coast between Haarlem and Leiden.

Do not tiptoe through the tulips
Signs and barricades-now printed in Chinese and

English-saying “Enjoy the Flowers, Respect Our Pride”
have gone up at the edge of many fields. They illustrate

the concept that taking photos at the edge of a field is
okay, but actually walking among the flowers to take
pictures ruins them. Meanwhile, farmers in less-pro-
moted areas of the country sense an opportunity. In
Creil, northwest of Amsterdam, one enterprising group
has set up a “Tulip Experience” complete with desig-
nated selfie area, hundreds of tulip varieties on display,
helicopter tours, food and drinks, and bouncy castles
for kids. — Reuters

Dutch tulip forecast: Brilliant, 
with a chance of tourists


