
A luxury consultancy 
catering mainly to 
high-net worth indi-
viduals from the Gulf 
(predominantly Qatar) 
and Middle East re-
gion. Lara was a Fraud 
Prosecutor before, 
therefore, with her le-
gal background she has 
immense attention to 
detail. Lara is usually 
based in London.

A luxury travel compa-
ny that builds curated 
and personalised trav-
el itineraries for high-
net worth individuals. 
Reem has created over 
450 trips across 50 
countries, is based in 
Riyadh and is currently 
focusing on developing 
the new experiential 
travel offering for Sau-
di Arabia.

A Bespoke travel con-
cierge creating one-
of-a-kind experiences 
whether you are a 
solo, with a partner or 
a large family group. 
Dani is also Soneva’s 
brand ambassador and 
has a deep understand-
ing for the Soneva 
SLOW Life philosophy. 
Dani has lived in Dubai 
for 26 years.

LADIES OF LUXURY 

By Kim Thomson

OTIUM Consultancy, 
representing the 
luxury resort oper-

ator Soneva, invited TTN 
to be the media partner 
for its first at-destination 
roundtable with four la-
dies of luxury handpicked 
from the Arab world. Held 
at Soneva Fushi Resort, 
the roundtable focused on 
preconceived ideas about 
Maldives, chief concerns 
of travellers this year, and 
the challenges faced by 
travel businesses.

“These women and their 
businesses are all dealing 
with international prod-
uct and contacts,” Annique 
Labuschagne, Founder, 
Otium Consultancy, said to 
kick off the roundtable. “I 
have been in the industry 
in the Middle East for 11 
years and I think it is fan-
tastic that we have had this 
opportunity to bring them 
together. It is definitely 
something to celebrate 
that they are all women 
who successfully own 
their businesses and are so 
good at what they do.” 

Without further ado, 
let’s dive into the round-
table discussion. 

To begin, can you share 
your client demograph-
ics? Also, what were your 
leading destinations pri-
or to the pandemic?

Reem: My clients are 90 
per cent Saudi, with the 
other 10 per cent from 
Dubai, Jordan and Beirut 
(Lebanon). The age group 
spans from about 25 to 
50. Some 30 per cent of 
my clients chose specifi-
cally Italy and other Eu-
ropean destinations dur-
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ing the summer, but there 
was a rise in South Africa, 
a rise in places like Indo-
nesia, especially Bali, and 
Maldives, which is one 
of those places that is al-
ways good for a weekend 
or a long weekend. I lost 
the 30 per cent basically 
when Italy closed down, 
well with all of Europe.  

Mona: Most of my cli-
ents are from Jordan be-
cause we started there as 
a company, we also have 
clients in Dubai, Bahrain, 
Lebanon and a bit from 
Europe and the USA. The 
age groups are older, they 
are 30 to 50. The destina-
tions were very similar to 
Reem with Maldives and 
Bali in Asia and in Europe, 
Italy, Greece, Portugal and 
Croatia. We actually had a 
lot for Peru as well and in 
the USA, Hawaii was big 
as well as Bora Bora.  

Dani: My clients are 90 
per cent UAE nationals 
and 10 per cent Indian. 
As I do mostly Emirati 
families, the adults are 
from 35 upwards. The 
destinations prior to the 
pandemic were Vietnam 
and Cambodia, and a lot 
of them for the US, spe-

cifically California, where 
they would spend time in 
Los Angeles then go down 
to San Francisco. And in 
addition, for my clients 
African Safaris were also 
popular.  

Lara: My clients are 
older, between 40 and 
75. Where they are from 
has changed over the last 
five years: It used to be 
90 per cent Qatari, this 
has gone down to 50 per 
cent.  Some of the reason 
for this is that I left  Qa-
tar, and out of sight, out 
of mind.  Also,  some  Qa-
tari high net worth fami-
lies started having travel 
agency divisions within 
their offices, which would 
be headed by one of the 
internet-savvy younger 
family members.  So, with 
this drop in Qatari cli-
ents, I had to look at other 
markets. I was fortunate 
enough to have had room-
mates in university that 
were top echelon Sindhi 
(an ethnic community 
from the Indian Subconti-
nent) who helped opened 
doors for me. These con-
tacts are now expatriates 
in Lagos, London, and 
Hong Kong and through 

them I have locals from 
those markets, including 
Nigerians, a few British 
and Americans. In fact, 
my first ever booking was 
for a Sindhi client for 100 
people at Lake Como. 

But since Covid hap-
pened, suddenly all my 
Qatari clients are now 
writing to me as they re-
membered me from their 
honeymoon booking or 
need my expertise in a 
confusing time like this. 

Destinations prior to 
the pandemic included 
chiefly Europe – particu-
larly Spain, Greece and It-
aly – but Maldives always 
was at the top of the list.

When the borders start-
ed to open post Covid 
lockdowns, Maldives was 
one of the first countries 
to welcome back guests, 
did you have immediate 
bookings?

Reem:  With my clients 
being mostly from Saudi, 
our situation was a little 
different as our borders 
didn’t open until mid-
May, so I had to look at 
different source markets. 
So, I contacted my clients 
in Dubai and had them 

start booking. I opened a 
contact in Kuwait through 
an influencer to get a foot 
in the door there to try 
and survive the months 
when Saudi market was 
closed.

Mona:  I did a lot of 
staycations and incoming 
travel.  I had quite a few 
clients coming to Dubai 
from Germany.  

Dani: When the Mal-
dives opened, I had im-
mediate bookings that 
continued until December, 
and one was a booking for 
a private island. In Novem-
ber and December, I had 
incoming from the United 
States and these where 
Americans (Texans) com-
ing to Dubai for Christmas 
and New Year, who had 
found my contact, which 
was great, as I didn’t really 
handle any staycations lo-
cally in Dubai.

Lara: I had a lot of do-
mestic travel in the UK 
– manor homes, villas 
in the countryside. The 
same in the US for domes-
tic and into Porto Rico as 
I had just spent a lot of 
time there. The Maldives 
has continued throughout 
since re-opening and one 

of my bookings was six 
weeks.  

Tell us about some of the 
concerns your clients 
have/had? Do they pre-
fer private jets or com-
mercial airlines?

Reem:  When Saudi 
did open, I was expecting 
to see a surge of people 
wanting to book having 
been locked down for 18 
months, except domesti-
cally, but I was surprised 
that there was only two or 
three families that called. 
I wanted to find out why, 
so I contacted my clients 
and some of the reasons 
were: they hadn’t been 
vaccinated or didn’t want 
to get vaccinated. Oth-
ers who were vaccinated 
were worried about their 
children. It wasn’t about 
having to get the PCR 
test, it was more about 
the children and not be-
ing allowed to leave Saudi 
Arabia. 

I also had a feeling the 
Saudi market was wait-
ing to see what was going 
to open in Europe. They 
knew the Seychelles and 
Maldives were opened, 
but they wanted to know 

what to do with their 
summer plan.   

When the requests 
came in, all the requests 
where for Kenya, Sey-
chelles and the Maldives. 
We have more last-min-
ute bookings than before, 
they call and want to trav-
el next week, and as they 
had been sitting on their 
money for the last 18 
months, they didn’t care 
about the cost really, they 
just wanted to get out. 
With all this, you do need 
to know the rules and re-
strictions – be on the ball. 

Clients with private jets 
are the ones that don’t 
want to travel. All oth-
ers are on the commer-
cial carriers and for the 
Maldives, for example, 
Saudia’s schedule is such 
that the clients can either 
come for two nights or for 
six, so we know for sure 
they will come for six.  

Mona:  I had faced a lot 
of reluctancy. Sometimes 
it’s understanding all the 
different rules, which be-
comes frustrating. You 
may have clients where 
the wife is in one country 
and the husband in an-
other, trying to figure out 
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Despite the world opening up slowly, no one has perfected post-pandemic travel quite like the Maldives has, so it remains on top of our summer travel list. 
Learn more in this roundtable that shares the views of four travel business owners with a Middle East connect and loads of personality 
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Ladies discuss their and their clients' journeys, 
the relevance of travel advisors today and key 
outbound markets at Soneva Fushi in the Maldives
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Travel designers of expe-
riential itineraries. Pom-
alo Travel team design 
bespoke trips for indi-
vidual travellers, groups, 
international organisa-
tions and corporates 
alike. Pomalo are proud 
owners of the most pres-
tigious travel industry 
badges.  Mona is based 
in Dubai with an office in 
Jordan.

Contributor and organiser 
Annique Labuschagne of 
Otium Consultancy, the GCC 
representative for Soneva - 
Business strategist. Brand 
custodian. Passionate story-
teller. For over 15 years, An-
nique has worked with some 
of the world’s leading brands 
in tourism and hospitality 
lifestyle at every level includ-
ing consumer, commercial 
and government sectors.

Roundtable modera-
tor Kim Thomson, 
Publishing Director 
– TTN Middle East, 
Kim has worked 
for TTN for over 28 
years and has had 
the opportunity be-
tween her career and 
personally, to visit 44 
countries and had 
some fantastic op-
portunities.
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where they can meet up. 
The hassle has put a lot of 
people off. This is where a 
lot of my staycation busi-
ness came from. I did have 
a lot of villa requests for 
privacy and seclusion – 
even the staycations re-
quest was for villas. And 
when they did decide to 
go abroad, it was for much 
longer periods. 

Dani: My clients were 
eager to get out, they 
saw people on social me-
dia that had travelled, 
and it encouraged them, 
but they were somewhat 
scared. With the Mal-
dives being the place they 
could come to, they didn’t 
want seaplane transfers, 
so that if they needed to 
leave, they could get back 
quicker so the resorts 
with speed boat transfers 
did better. They did worry 
about getting stuck in the 
Maldives and the word 
was getting around about 
a 14-day quarantine so 
I had to spend a lot of 
my time explaining what 
would happen if you did 
get quarantined. Especial-
ly with Soneva, for exam-
ple, having the laboratory 
at a nearby airport proved 
a little more comfortable.  

So, I guess a lot of the 
time was spent on risk 
management and trying 
to make clients feel a little 
more comfortable. Also, I 
had some clients who did 
book and then cancelled 
as they hadn’t been vac-
cinated. Those who were 
vaccinated, also needed 
to know which vaccines 
were accepted in which 
countries (like Sinopharm 
for example). As for Pri-
vate Jet verses commer-
cial flights, my high-end 
Indian clients take private 
jets, whereas the Emiratis 
prefer to fly commercially.   

Lara: To avoid all this, 
I remove myself from the 
equation and provide 
them as much informa-
tion as I can. They all want 
to know about insurance 
as well so even if they 
are paying more, or even 
the same as before, they 
want a guarantee. The 
main question is what 
happens if I get Covid at 
destination. I now have 
a performa letter for all 
the resort/hotels with a 
different list of questions 
that I would have had be-
fore. What is the resort/
hotel policy and what is 
the government policy as 
these can be different? 
What is the name of the 
hotels that they would 
have to quarantine in? 
What is the policy of test-
ing again in case of a false 
positive? For instance, in 
Greece they test you twice 
but here in the Maldives, 
you can only test once. 
So, this puts the onus on 
the hotel, whereby if the 
information provided is 
wrong, then they have to 
cover the cost of any pos-
sible quarantine. They 
have had a year and a half 
to scroll through social 
media and start getting 

MONA KHALIL ANNIQUE  LABUSCHAGNE KIM THOMSON
Founder, Pomalo Travel Contributor and organiser of Otium Consultancy Publishing Director – TTN Middle East

ideas they have never 
had before. For example, 
I just had my first client 
who had never consid-
ered a safari, saying let’s 
go for it, life is too short, 
anything can happen. In 
terms of private jets vers-
es commercial – it has not 
changed. Those who flew 
private jet continue to 
do so and the same with 
commercial travel.  

All the ladies were in 
agreement that with so 
many countries having 
different rules and cli-
ents coming from differ-
ent countries and various 
apps for proof of vac-
cines, PCR test etc, guid-
ing clients is much more  
difficult.

With a number of Euro-
pean countries opening 
up, are you finding cli-
ents interested in book-
ing these destinations, 
and that this may result 
in a slight decrease to 
tourists in the Maldives? 
Or as rules and regula-
tion fluctuate in Europe 
and Maldives seems to 
have been consistent, 
Maldives will remain 
strong?

Reem:  The Saudi 
market is still limited in 
where they can travel. I 
have seen requests for 
Greece but I have also 
had requests for ‘new’ 
destinations like Mexico. 
Requests for safaris have 
also picked up – especial-
ly from clients looking for 
space, with the large tents, 
large villas that are super 
private.  I have even had 
buyouts of whole camps.  
If anything good has come 
of this pandemic, it is that 
you can now book a safari 
during migration at the 
last minute! Before you 
would have had to book 
way in advance. I have 
also noticed that airlines 
(like Saudia) are opening 
new routes that they have 
never flown before.  

Dani:  The Maldives 
will always be there for a 
quick break. Clients also 
want to open up their ho-
rizons a little bit.  I have 
requests for places such 
as Tanzania – Zanzibar 
for a bit of beach, then on 
to the Serengeti. Europe, 
with Greece, Turkey, Italy 
and the Seychelles are also 
being requested/booked.  
I have also had requests 
for Mexico, where there is 
no quarantine or need for 
vaccination, and Moscow. 

With Fly Dubai opening 
back up routes, you can 
fly direct to places like 
Bodrum and Mykonos, 
but these are usually only 
short visits. I am also find-
ing that clients want infor-
mation on every destina-
tion. They are ready for 
travel, they want options, 
but now they are spoilt for 
choice and so they are not 
sure what they want to do.  

Mona: Let’s not forget 
the weather,  I don’t think 
they are choosing Europe 
over the Maldives only be-
cause Europe is opening, 
it’s because of the weath-
er as well. They are open-
ing at the right time when 
the weather in the Middle 
East is getting hotter. 

Lara: My clients, I 
would say, are 50/50. 
Those who were reluctant 
about Maldives earlier are 
now asking for this desti-
nation.  
I know you are all be-
spoke travel, but are you 
finding that people are 

coming back to travel 
agents more than be-
fore, do they use OTA for 
research and even book?

Reem:  Booking.com 
is my biggest competi-
tor. But I do think people 
have started to realise 
the importance of having 
an adviser because now, 
more than ever, no one 
knows what’s happening.  
Not that I know what’s 
happening, but I do know 
more than he or she does! 
I charge a fee, and I will 
keep charging a fee, be-
cause at the end of the day, 
you will be taking them 
out of trouble if they get 
into one; online sites will 
not. We have the relation-
ship with the hotel, you 
can pick up the phone and 
personally tell them about 
the client’s situation. 

Dani:  I think this situ-
ation has helped us, even 
though business has gone 
quieter. When the Covid 
hit in March, I cancelled 
25 holidays for my cli-

ents. Luckily, they all got 
a full refund (I don’t book 
flights) and it really made 
them realise the impor-
tance of going through 
someone like us, we have 
the knowledge and we 
can support them, hold 
their hands, guide them.  

Mona: For me, before 
Covid, if a client was 
booking just a hotel, they 
would just book it them-
selves online, but since 
Covid until now, even if 
it’s just a hotel, they book 
through me. They really 
are worried now about 
losing money by booking 
themselves.  

In terms of Soneva, prior 
to the pandemic, what 
were Soneva’s feeder 
markets?

Annique:  My market 
is the GCC. However, the 
UK and Continental Eu-
rope, just by nature of the 
product and the brand 
awareness, are some of 
the key feeder markets. 

Soneva  celebrated 25 
years last year (2020). 
The GCC market has al-
ways been a good market 
as it is a short flight away, 
but more recently with 
the pandemic, Maldives 
was one of the only desti-
nations GCC clients could 
access safely and a have 
a change of scene from 
having been couped up. 
From the GCC, the UAE 
had a huge increase from 
both the expat and Emira-
tis.  As some of the other 
GCC markets are still un-
able to travel, from these 
markets, it has just been 
ultra-high net worth fami-
lies and diplomats. Rus-
sia has also been a very 
strong market.  

We saw a drop in the 
likes of South East Asia 
and China. We also have 
different source mar-
kets by property. Soneva 
Fushi predominately was 
strong pre-pandemic with 
Russians, as they prefer 
the beach villas. Then we 

saw a huge shift, as there 
weren’t that many resorts 
available, there was an in-
crease in Soneva Jani for 
the first time for the wa-
ter villas. 

It’s been an interesting 
time because when you 
just position a certain 
way, then restrictions of 
course affect that.

Dani:  I want to touch 
on the weather in Mal-
dives, in particular. It is 
tropical .. if there is a lit-
tle bit of rain, it dries up 
quickly. Generally, Mal-
dives has good weather 
all year around. If it is 
raining on one island, it 
isn’t on another. So, peo-
ple do not have to worry 
about monsoon season.  

Tell us about your per-
sonal journeys that 
shaped you and brought 
you into the world of 
travel. 

Reem: Over the past 10 
or 11 years, the role of the 
woman has completely 
changed. When I first 
went to get a licence I had 
to ask permission from 
my dad in order to open 
a company. Eleven years 
ago, I climbed Kiliman-
jaro for charity, and when 
I came back to Saudi Ara-
bia, I wanted to share 
with the Saudi children 
that there is nothing that 
can stop you. So I asked 
to go around and speak 
at schools, and universi-
ties for girls. Just to speak 
about the experience, not 
how difficult it was, but 
how, if you want some-
thing so badly, you can 
do/get it and I feel this is 
the trajectory of my path - 
paving the way for others.

Dani: Dubai is a place 
you can make things hap-
pen and I am in a relatively 
new industry for me, but 
travel has been a passion 
all my life. I didn’t want to 
copy and paste another 
person’s business mod-
el; I didn’t want to be a 
travel agency. I felt I knew 
what mothers want, what 
women want, what fami-
lies want, what my clients 
want, just from conver-
sations and it can grow 
organically, but you also 
know you are on the right 
path. This is what has led 
me to where I am today. 
For me, it’s not necessarily 
the money but the happi-
ness of being associated 
with the travel industry, 
the opportunity of meeting 
great people that counts. 
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Soneva Fushi served as the base for the Ladies of Luxury roundtable moderated and reported by TTN
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