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Abstract 

This article examines the history and development of the tourism industry in Uzbekistan since 

the country gained independence in 1991. It analyzes key factors that have contributed to 

tourism growth, including government initiatives, infrastructure development, and marketing 

efforts. The article draws upon academic literature, government reports, and tourism statistics. 

Findings indicate that international tourist arrivals to Uzbekistan have increased significantly 

since the 1990s, with the greatest growth occurring in the last decade. The government has 

played an active role in promoting tourism through visa liberalization, tourism-friendly 

policies, and investment in transportation and hotel infrastructure. Private sector development 

and marketing campaigns have also been crucial.  
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Introduction 

Since gaining independence in 1991, Uzbekistan has sought to develop its tourism sector to 

diversify the economy and generate foreign exchange earnings [1]. Tourism is seen as a key 

pillar of economic growth and job creation. This article analyzes the arrival and development 

of tourism in Uzbekistan over the past three decades. 

Located in the heart of Central Asia, Uzbekistan boasts a rich cultural heritage as a former hub 

on the ancient Silk Road [2]. Major draws include Islamic architecture, archeological sites, 

natural landscapes, and a vibrant artisan culture [3]. However, at independence, Uzbekistan 

lacked a developed tourism industry and inherited Soviet-era infrastructure poorly suited for 

international visitors [1]. 

This article examines: 1) the growth of international tourist arrivals since 1991; 2) government 

policies and initiatives to promote tourism development; 3) the role of the private sector and 

foreign investment; 4) marketing and promotion efforts; 5) remaining challenges and 

opportunities. It contributes to research on tourism development in post-Soviet states and 

emerging markets. 
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METHODS AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

This article employs a qualitative research approach, drawing upon secondary sources 

including academic literature, government reports, news articles, and tourism industry 

publications. Key tourism statistics were obtained from the Uzbekistan State Committee for 

Tourism Development and World Bank databases. 

To analyze tourism development in Uzbekistan, this article uses Butler's (1980) Tourism Area 

Life Cycle (TALC) model which identifies six stages in the evolution of a tourist destination: 

exploration, involvement, development, consolidation, stagnation, and decline or rejuvenation 

[4]. It also considers political, economic, socio-cultural, and technological factors influencing 

tourism growth [5][6]. 

Research on tourism in Uzbekistan has been limited, with most scholarship focusing on 

resource assessments, development plans, and guides for practitioners [7][8][9]. Kantarci 

(2007) and Kantarci, Uysal, & Magnini (2014) overview tourism development across Central 

Asia and the Silk Road region [10][11]. Kapiki & Tarikulov (2014) analyze Uzbekistan's 

tourism policy since independence [1]. This article extends previous work by providing an 

updated assessment of Uzbekistan's tourism development trajectory. 

 

RESULTS 

Expenditures data was reported at 1.062 USD bn in 2020. This records a decrease from the 

previous number of 2.753 USD bn for 2019. UZ: International Tourism: Expenditures data is 

updated yearly, averaging 1.902 USD bn from Dec 2014 to 2020, with 7 observations. The data 

reached an all-time high of 2.753 USD bn in 2019 and a record low of 1.062 USD bn in 2020. 

UZ: International Tourism: Expenditures data remains active status in CEIC and is reported by 

World Bank. 

 

 
Figure 1. International Tourist Arrivals to Uzbekistan (1914-2020) 

 

Source: CEIC [12] 

The government has proactively developed tourism since the 1990s via policy reforms, 

infrastructure investment, and state-run tour operators [1]. In the 2000s, tourism was elevated 

as a strategic sector for socio-economic development and legislation was updated, however the 
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industry remained constrained by visa restrictions, limited transportation links, and Soviet-era 

infrastructure [10]. 

Reforms accelerated under President Mirziyoyev including liberalized visa policies, reduced 

capital controls, and tax breaks for tourism businesses. In 2017, the Uzbekistan State 

Committee for Tourism Development was created and over $5.3 billion state investments 

announced for tourism infrastructure and marketing through 2022. 

Private tour operators, hotels, and restaurants have proliferated since the 1990s, however their 

development was hindered by state domination of the industry, cumbersome regulations, and 

limited access to credit [1]. 

Recent reforms have supported private sector growth and foreign investment. In 2019, over 

1,200 private tour operators were registered, up from less than 500 in 2015 [12]. International 

hotel brands including Hyatt, Hilton, and Radisson have entered the market [2]. However, most 

operators remain small in scale and the state maintains a prominent role via Uzbekistan 

Airways and state-run hotels [3][9]. 

Marketing has been a key component of Uzbekistan's tourism strategy. In the 1990s-2000s, 

Uzbekistan focused on attracting tourists from the CIS and on Silk Road routes with 

Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan [10]. Marketing emphasized cultural heritage, pilgrimage, and 

eco-tourism [7][8]. 

Under Mirziyoyev, Uzbekistan has diversified markets and modernized branding to reach 

higher-spending tourists. Promotion centers on the "Uzbekistan – The Noble Bukhara" brand 

and targets European, Chinese, South Korean and Japanese tourists [15]. Digital marketing has 

expanded with new destination websites, e-visas, and partnerships with online travel agencies 

[13]. 

Uzbekistan has also invested in global publicity. In 2018, Uzbekistan received over 150 foreign 

journalists and bloggers and ran ads on CNN and Euronews [14]. Tashkent hosted the UNWTO 

8th Silk Road Task Force Meeting in 2019, raising Uzbekistan's profile as a Silk Road 

destination [15]. 

While tourism has grown significantly, Uzbekistan still faces challenges: 

✓ Regional Imbalances: Tourism is concentrated in Tashkent, Samarkand, Bukhara and 

Khiva. Many areas lack accommodations and developed attractions [2][13]. 

✓ Service Quality: A shortage of qualified tourism workers affects service standards, as 

does the need for more multilingual guides and international cuisine [15]. 

✓ Connectivity: Limited direct flights to tourism centers and underdeveloped domestic 

transportation links impact accessibility [13]. 

✓ Business Environment: Despite reforms, regulations remain burdensome and access to 

financing limited [15]. Further improving the business climate is essential to increase 

investment. 

✓ Environmental Pressures: Increased tourism poses sustainability risks to cultural 

heritage sites and natural areas that require careful planning and protection measures [2][13]. 

However, significant opportunities exist. Uzbekistan's ancient Silk Road cities, diverse 

landscapes, and strategic location position it to benefit from rising interest in experiential and 

cultural tourism as well as overland Silk Road routes. The government's commitment to reform 

and investment in infrastructure provide a foundation for growth. 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Following independence, Uzbekistan has transitioned from the "exploration" to "development" 

stage of Butler's TALC model [4]. Government-led investment and marketing have driven a 

surge in arrivals and put Uzbekistan "on the map" globally. However, to reach "consolidation" 

and avoid "stagnation", Uzbekistan must address structural challenges and regional 

imbalances. Private sector growth and foreign investment need to be further stimulated via a 

supportive business environment. 

Uzbekistan should continue to diversify markets and develop niche tourism segments aligned 

with its cultural and natural resources such as heritage, adventure, and eco-tourism [2][16]. As 

tourism grows, a focus on sustainability and local economic development will be critical so 

benefits are shared and pressures on cultural and natural assets are minimized [8][13]. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic has battered the tourism industry globally, Uzbekistan is well-

positioned to benefit from shifting tourist preferences toward less crowded, nature-based, and 

culturally-authentic experiences. With a focused strategy, Uzbekistan has the potential to 

emerge as a leading tourism destination. 
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