
Jordan, climbing access threat. Di Taylor and I discovered the clim bing potential o f Wadi Rum 
in 1984 and soon extended our explorations across the country, finding m ore clim bing areas, 
treks, canyons, and caves. I w rote in Sum m it 26,2002 about the problem s faced by the Bedouin 
w ith regard to tou rism  developm ent in Rum. This year, w ith the creation o f new N ature 
Reserves th roughou t the country  and the likely tightening o f regulations in Petra, we realized 
that Jordan may be about to lose many o f its traditional m ountain  freedoms. As a consequence 
we devoted a week of o u r tim e in Jordan this spring to discuss the issue w ith those concerned, 
arm ed w ith feedback from  climbers, trekkers and national parks in the U.K., USA, and France, 
and based on the following extracts from  the UIAA environm ental objectives and guidelines 
adopted at their general assembly, 4 O ctober 1997, in Slovenia:

“The UIAA believes that m ountaineers can best m eet their environm ental responsibili
ties, as well as helping to safeguard m ountain  land and local com m unities, through a process 
o f in tegration  …  [by] Persuading decision makers tha t m ountains and m oun ta in  people are 
im portan t and responsible m oun ta ineering  is an activity deserving o f the highest levels o f 
support … [and] Supporting the establishm ent of protected areas, such as national parks and 
reserves, to safeguard the finest m ountain wildlife and scenery, so long as these are effectively m an
aged, well integrated with local com m unity needs and sensitive to mountaineering requirements.” 

Since Di, Al Baker, Mick Shaw, and I first climbed in Jordan in 1984, we and other m oun
tain activists have discovered tha t Jordan is full o f unexpected adventure tourism  potential, 
including climbing, canyoning, trekking, m ountain  biking, paragliding, and (to a m uch sm all
er extent) caving. Simultaneously, the RSCN (Royal Society for Conservation of Nature) have, 
w ithout consultation w ith activists, been creating their reserves and strictly regulating access 
that was, before the existence o f the reserves, open to all. Ninety percent o f each reserve is closed 
to the public “to protect the environm ent,” the rest is controlled by the need to make advance 
bookings, use designated trails exclusively, and to have and pay for a com pulsory  guide. 
Additionally, num bers are severely reduced due to lim ited accom m odation  in cam psites and 
hotels in the reserves; no overnighting is allowed o ther than  in RSCN camps; en trance can 
only be at the specified en trance poin ts, w here a fee is charged. C lim bing and o ther such 
activities are banned, w ith no reasons given. Long distance trails are frow ned upon  and dis
couraged from  passing th rough  the reserves, which are som e o f the m ost beautiful parts 
o f Jordan.



W hilst the Petra A uthority has taken the same stance w ith regard to clim bing and other 
“adventure” activities, which are seen to be hazardous (due to lack o f understanding on m an
agem ent’s part), it has been less rigid in its approach to trekking and overnighting on the trails 
through the Archaeological Park. However, with the desire to further develop the comm ercial 
potential o f the Park encouraged by consultants and funding from  USAID, it now  seems that 
bureaucrats with little or no understanding o f m ountain  tourism  are taking over. There was no 
consultation with m ountain  activists until the Petra N ational Trust contacted us for ou r views 
on designated trails and we subsequently presented our case for keeping the Petra Park open to 
trekkers and climbers. Sadly, we have been overruled on the climbing aspect, even where climbs 
already exist on the fringe o f the Park; also, judging from  the m eetings we had with PNT since, 
it may no t be long before Petra trekkers also lose their “right to roam .”

Luckily the situation in Wadi Rum is, as yet, alm ost unchanged. Despite recent well-inten
tioned efforts by RSCN to protect the area from excessive environm ental im pact by closing large 
portions o f it, the indigenous Bedouin were resistant to change— they had already grasped the 
opportun ity  to im prove their econom y back in 1984, and swiftly m et the dem and for services 
in trekking and climbing. Their traditional hunting  routes had gained a reputation  as am ong 
the w orld’s best m ountain  adventures, and new and superb climbs and treks had been found, 
placing the area at the forefront o f desert climbing and tourism . As a consequence, by the tim e 
others with comm ercial interests were attracted to Rum’s financial honey-pot, clim bing devel
opm ent, trekking, and adventure tourism  were boom ing, and the opportun ity  for outside con
trol had lessened, though the threat still remains.

It seems inevitable tha t Rum m ust have suffered environm entally  due to the massive 
growth o f tourism . However, when we were there this spring, even though there were scores o f 
trekking groups enjoying multi-day walks in rem ote desert valleys and num erous climbers from 
around Europe enjoying the hot rock, all helped by Bedouin guides with transport, the trekkers 
were so dispersed and well organized that we only m et two groups, and there were few if any 
signs o f their presence. The m ain environm ental im pact seems to come from  4W D trips 
provided to day-trippers from nearby Aqaba and Petra, and is therefore lim ited to the “tourist



circuit” in the RSCN’s “intensive-use zone.”
Consequently, the com plaint that Rum is now “sinking” under 4W D tracks hardly seems 

justified. After one windy night this spring m any of the tracks had already started to disappear 
under drifting  sand. Even so, there are those who would like to control or curtail these activi
ties by stipulating that access to all areas o f Rum except the “intensive-use zone” can only be on 
foot or w ith horse or camel, and not by vehicle; this would no t only make m any climbs v irtu 
ally unreachable, but would also make m ulti-day treks im possible as the necessary cam ps are 
serviced by 4W D; m ost im portantly , it w ould also put num erous trad itional Bedouin cam ps 
ou t o f reach to their occupants. However, thanks to strong resistance from the Bedouin, Rum 
rem ains open and is prospering.

The no rth  o f Jordan is curren tly  open as well, though  there are plans to develop the 
Ajloun region for tourism . We have spoken to the Tourism Ministry, who inform ed us that they 
have no plans for designated trails, or closure o f clim bing and caving areas. W hilst few caves 
have been discovered there as yet, a num ber o f quality single-pitch lim estone cliffs are being 
developed for sport climbing, and trekking is becom ing established in num erous Derbyshire- 
style lim estone dales and forested hills. Just to the south , however, som e o f the awesome 
canyons above the Dead Sea, which offer spectacular canyoning, are already closed, or virtually 
closed, being in RSCN reserves. New reserves are opening and m ore are planned in the north; 
one already comes close to a climbing area— let us hope they do not encroach further.

W ith all this in m ind, we gathered inform ation on conservation and access from  Roger 
Payne, the U IAA, and others in the world o f climbing and conservation. This spring, w ith the 
suppo rt o f M ark Khano o f G uiding Star Tours, we presented it at m eetings w ith the RSCN, 
PNT, M inistry o f Tourism, USAID, and Jordan Tourism D evelopm ent (SIYAHA). We did not 
get the opportunity  to see the Aqaba Authority (ASEZA), but as Rum is currently suffering from 
m inim al interference, it is probably best left to the local people to run their affairs unless they 
ask for support from the clim bing and trekking com m unity.

It rapidly became apparent that whilst some o f the RSCN felt strongly that conservation 
was not just the prim e, bu t sole prio rity  o f RSCN and were adam antly against all freedom  o f 
access w ith in  the reserves, there were o thers w ho were considerably m ore open in their 
approach to our stance that conservation and access can be compatible. So m uch so, in fact, that 
they m ade a goodwill gesture and invited us to trek with them  in their proposed new reserve of 
Jebel Mas’uda, south of, and adjacent to, the Petra Park.

The two days we spent in the M as’uda Reserve w ith Tarek abul Hawa, Laith al M oghrabi, 
and a local Bedouin, M oham m ed Sa’idiyin, were w orthw hile from  everyone’s po in t o f view. 
W hilst in the reserve, we no t only continued our discussions in m ore conducive surroundings 
than our boardroom  m eetings, but also repeated one o f ou r own trekking discoveries through 
the Tibn Canyon, and descended an am azing series o f Bedouin “ladders” and bridges dow n a 
vertical 100-meter cliff into a canyon with enough stunning rock scenery to make any clim ber’s 
fingers itch. Thanks to M oham m ed, we also saw num erous signs o f wildlife, including a vari
ety o f birds, w olf spoor, hyena droppings, a venom ous Painted Saw-scaled Viper, and a dead 
Blanford’s Fox; ibex, he said, also inhabit this m ountain  wilderness.

Most of these species are endangered, and their long-term  survival in Jordan would prob
ably be in doubt were it not for RSCN and the creation o f the new reserves, so we understand 
and respect the reasons for them . However, conservation and access have been proven to be 
com patible around the world, so let us hope it can be so in Jordan.



[Editor’s note: Tony H oward and Di Taylor are the authors o f Treks and Climbs in Wadi 
Rum  and Jordan: Walks, Treks, Caves, Climbs & Canyons, and operates the tourism  consultancy 
n.o.m .a.d.s., www.nomadstravel.co.uk.]
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