One hundred steps

The Amman Centennial celebrations culminate in a 3km-long parade through
Downtownin October. But for Khaled Burgan and the Great Amman Municipality,
it merely represents the beginning of the work to help put the City on the tourist
map

Words: Eddie Taylor

As the late summer sun slants into the Ras al-Ain office of Khaled Burgan, special
advisor on Tourism and Investment Advisor to the Mayor of Amman, he scribbles
last-minute thoughts and queries onto a small notepad, knowing full well that the
first Amman parade is a matter of a few short weeks away — and the months of
planning are finally about to come to fruition. “You've just reminded me of
something,” he smiles, as he fields questions on the nature on the centerpiece of
Amman'’s centennial celebrations, marking 100 years since the formation of the
very first Amman Municipal Council in 1909. The Downtown parade on October 9™
is set to feature 100 separate components, ten of which are imposing floats that
herald the history and culture of Amman, and will snake past 200,000 spectators
on the near-3km course from the Roman Theatre to the Municipality building
where Mr. Burgan now sits. There is clearly a lot to check and double check.
Although not quite the culmination of a year of activities, which began with the
unveiling of a sprightly new logo for the City and has since incorporated
photography exhibitions, concerts, film screenings and a hugely successful
Amman Summer Festival, the Parade is the clear focal point, and marks not just a
first for Jordan but for any City in the region. For Mr. Burgan, the man charged
with executing this pioneering project, it’s a time of high excitement, and the
anticipation is self-evident as he talks through what has already been a
momentous year for the Capital.

It might be news to many people that Amman is actually 100 years old. Has
this centenary been planned for some time?

Khaled Burgan: It has, yes. We started talking about it and properly planning for it
last year. But it is important to point out the difference between the City and the
Municipality — Amman is, of course, much older than 100 years ; its history spans
over ten thousand years ! This is the anniversary of the first ever Amman
Municipality, and awareness about that, and what that means, has been steadily
improving through the year.

Transjordan wasn't founded until 1922 and the Kingdom not until 1946. What,
then, were the circumstances of that first municipality in 1909?



KB: What we know is that there weren’t more than 2,000 people living in Amman
in 1909, the majority was from the Circassian families who came to the City in
1878 and settled where there was water and greenery — and old photos of Amman
show there was a creek in the valley. Obviously, the village was sufficiently large
to need organization, and the first town council was formed. We know the first
three mayors of the Municipality were Circassian. Although | don’t think many of
those early pioneers would have known that the City would have grown to over
2.5 million in the next hundred years.

What is the main purpose of this celebration, then? What is the message?

KB: This is all part of a package of activities to try and create a greater sense of
pride and ownership to the City; amongst Ammanis towards their City and
Jordanians towards their Capital. Also, promote the sense that, wherever we
come from and in whichever part of the City we reside, we are all Ammanis. It's
also a great opportunity for every Ammani to learn about their City. Importantly,
it’s not just a one-off; we aim to reproduce this Parade year on year on year.

As a City, Amman has perhaps suffered in comparison to other cities in the
region such as Damascus and Beirut because it's so new — and because all of
Jordan's main attractions lie elsewhere. It needs this, doesn't it?

KB: Ves, and through a new tourist department in the Municipality we have been
working hard to create Amman as a tourist destination in its own right. For
overseas tourists, it's essential they don’t simply head south the minute they
reach the airport. For local people, we have rebranded the City this year and
created many cultural and musical events, all public initiatives that must happen
if we are to create a unity and sense of loyalty for the people and the City. Amman
is a City that has a lot to offer, from archeological sites to unique topography,
exceptional weather. It is a place where more is happening in the art and culture
arenas. People coming to Amman are finding the City a new experience. But
that's not just for this year, it's essential we keep building on it so Amman
becomes a City everyone can be proud of and enjoy living in.

The Amman Summer festival was bigger than ever, featuring local singer
Bashar al-Sarhan and a number of folklore acts and children's
entertainment. How has the response to that?

KB: It was a huge success. It is actually the fourth year we've held it, and the
second at King Hussein Park, and the numbers are growing every year — with the
move to a single site really helping to create a special atmosphere.ASF provides
Ammanis and visitors to the City free quality entertainment geared towards
families, especially children. We had so many people stop us and tell us how
happy they were with the events, with the organization, the atmosphere and the



music, and they were very appreciative that we laid this kind of event on for
them.

Moving onto the Centennial Parade, which is obviously the main focus of the

activities, what can Ammanis expect to see?
KB: It will be a very impressive, colorful, educational and, above all, really fun
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