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Abstract: Samarkand is one of the most visited tourism destinations in Central Asia, and 

has been a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage site since 2001. However, rapid growth in 

tourism has led to pressing problems with maintaining its cultural authenticity and 

environmental integrity. The study will analyse sustainable management mechanisms, including 

governance structure, stakeholder collaboration, visitor impact management, and policy 

implementation towards Samarkand’s tourism sector. The mixed methods consisted of semi-

structured interviews with 15 local stakeholders (government officials, heritage managers, tour 

operators, and community representatives), and a quantitative survey of 200 international 

tourists. Samarkand has made progress towards a legal framework for its heritage protection, 

but there are major gaps that need to be filled in terms of community participation, revenue 

reinvestment, and monitoring its carrying capacity. The establishment of the Samarkand 

Heritage Trust and the implementation of a visitor management plan are key success factors. 

However, without a unified coordination mechanism and inadequate conservation funding, its 

long-term sustainability remains undermined. The study develops a holistic sustainable 

management approach through adaptive co-management, smart tourism technologies, and 

participatory decision-making. This study has further enriched our knowledge of World Heritage 

site management in post-Soviet contexts and presents a set of applicable guidelines for both 

policymakers and destination managers. 

Keywords: Samarkand, World Cultural Heritage, sustainable tourism management, 

community participation, visitor management 

 Annotatsiya: Samarkand Markaziy Osiyodagi eng ko‘p tashrif buyuriladigan turizm 

manzillaridan biri bo‘lib, 2001-yildan buyon UNESCO Butunjahon madaniy merosi ro‘yxatiga 

kiritilgan. Biroq, turizmning jadal rivojlanishi uning madaniy autentikligi va ekologik yaxlitligini 

saqlash bilan bog‘liq jiddiy muammolarni yuzaga keltirdi. Ushbu tadqiqot Samarqand turizm 

sektorida boshqaruv tuzilmasi, manfaatdor tomonlar hamkorligi, tashrif buyuruvchilar ta’sirini 

boshqarish hamda siyosatni amalga oshirish kabi barqaror boshqaruv mexanizmlarini tahlil 

qiladi. Tadqiqotda aralash metodologiya qo‘llanilib, 15 nafar mahalliy manfaatdor tomonlar 

(davlat amaldorlari, meros obyektlari boshqaruvchilari, tur operatorlari va mahalliy 

hamjamiyat vakillari) bilan yarim tuzilgan intervyular hamda 200 nafar xalqaro turist o‘rtasida 

miqdoriy so‘rovnoma o‘tkazildi. Natijalar shuni ko‘rsatdiki, Samarqand madaniy merosni 

himoya qilish bo‘yicha huquqiy bazani shakllantirishda ma’lum yutuqlarga erishgan bo‘lsa-da, 

hamjamiyat ishtiroki, daromadlarni qayta investitsiya qilish va tashrif buyuruvchilar sig‘imini 

monitoring qilish sohalarida sezilarli kamchiliklar mavjud. Samarqand Heritage Trust tashkil 

etilishi va tashrif buyuruvchilarni boshqarish rejasining joriy etilishi muhim muvaffaqiyat 
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omillari sifatida qayd etildi. Biroq, yagona muvofiqlashtirish mexanizmining yo‘qligi hamda 

madaniy merosni saqlash uchun moliyalashtirishning yetarli emasligi uning uzoq muddatli 

barqarorligiga salbiy ta’sir ko‘rsatmoqda. Tadqiqot adaptiv qo‘shma boshqaruv, aqlli turizm 

texnologiyalari va ishtirokchi qaror qabul qilish asosida yaxlit barqaror boshqaruv modelini 

taklif etadi. Mazkur tadqiqot post-sovet hududlaridagi Butunjahon merosi obyektlarini 

boshqarish bo‘yicha ilmiy bilimlarni boyitadi hamda siyosatchilar va turizm destinatsiyasi 

menejerlari uchun amaliy tavsiyalarni taqdim etadi. 

Kalit so‘zlar: Samarqand, Butunjahon madaniy merosi, barqaror turizm boshqaruvi, 

hamjamiyat ishtiroki, tashrif buyuruvchilarni boshqarish 

Аннотация: Samarkand является одним из самых посещаемых туристических 

направлений Центральной Азии и с 2001 года включён в Список Всемирного культурного 

наследия UNESCO. Однако стремительный рост туризма привёл к возникновению 

серьёзных проблем, связанных с сохранением культурной аутентичности и экологической 

целостности города. Данное исследование направлено на анализ механизмов устойчивого 

управления, включая структуру управления, сотрудничество заинтересованных сторон, 

управление воздействием туристических потоков и реализацию политики в 

туристическом секторе Самарканда. В исследовании использован смешанный 

методологический подход, включающий полуструктурированные интервью с 15 

местными заинтересованными сторонами (государственными служащими, 

менеджерами объектов культурного наследия, туроператорами и представителями 

местных сообществ), а также количественный опрос 200 иностранных туристов. 

Результаты показывают, что Самарканд добился определённого прогресса в 

формировании правовой базы для охраны культурного наследия, однако сохраняются 

значительные пробелы в области участия местных сообществ, реинвестирования 

доходов и мониторинга предельной туристической нагрузки. Создание Samarkand 

Heritage Trust и внедрение плана управления туристическими потоками 

рассматриваются как ключевые факторы успеха. 

Тем не менее отсутствие единого координационного механизма и недостаточное 

финансирование мероприятий по сохранению наследия продолжают подрывать 

долгосрочную устойчивость развития. Исследование предлагает комплексный подход к 

устойчивому управлению, основанный на адаптивном совместном управлении, 

технологиях умного туризма и механизмах участия заинтересованных сторон в процессе 

принятия решений. Данная работа расширяет научные знания об управлении объектами 

Всемирного наследия в постсоветском контексте и предлагает практические 

рекомендации для разработчиков государственной политики и менеджеров 

туристических дестинаций. 

Ключевые слова: Самарканд, Всемирное культурное наследие, устойчивое 

управление туризмом, участие сообщества, управление туристическими потоками 

 

1. Introduction 

The Silk Road city of Samarkand, located in present-day Uzbekistan, is a living museum 

of Islamic architecture and a symbol of cultural exchange between East and West. Its ancient 

monuments—Registan Square, Bibi-Khanym Mosque, Shah-i-Zinda necropolis, and Ulugh Beg 

Observatory—were inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage site in 2001 under the name 

“Samarkand–Crossroads of Cultures”. Over the past decade, Uzbekistan has aggressively 

promoted tourism as a pillar of economic diversification. The COVID-19 pandemic temporarily 
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halted arrivals, but post-pandemic recovery has seen a surge in visitation, raising urgent 

questions about the long-term sustainability of heritage tourism management.  

Despite the existence of national laws on cultural heritage protection (e.g., Law of the 

Republic of Uzbekistan “On Protection and Use of Cultural Heritage Objects,” 2001) and a 

series of master plans for Samarkand, the implementation of sustainable management 

mechanisms remains inconsistent. Common challenges faced by heritage tourism destinations in 

developing and post-Soviet countries include pressure on infrastructure, insufficient conservation 

funding, weak stakeholder coordination, and limited participation of local communities in 

tourism governance (Patterson & Tureav, 2020; Matiku et al., 2021). In the context of post-

Soviet governance systems, tourism development has often remained characterized by 

centralized institutional structures inherited from the Soviet period, which may constrain 

participatory decision-making and community-based management approaches (Slocum & 

Klitsounova, 2020).    

This research seeks to answer the following main question: What are the existing and 

needed management mechanisms for ensuring the sustainable development of Samarkand as a 

World Cultural Heritage tourism destination? Specifically, the study aims to: (1) analyze the 

current institutional and legal framework for heritage tourism management in Samarkand; (2) 

assess stakeholder perceptions of sustainability challenges; (3) evaluate the effectiveness of 

visitor management practices; and (4) propose a context-specific sustainable management 

framework. The significance of this study lies in its contribution to filling a gap in the academic 

literature on heritage tourism management in Central Asia. While much research exists on 

European or East Asian heritage sites, the post-Soviet context presents unique institutional, 

cultural, and economic dynamics. The findings will inform not only Samarkand’s policymakers 

but also other World Heritage sites in transition economies. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Sustainable Management of World Heritage Tourism 

Sustainable tourism is tourism that meets the needs of present tourists and host regions 

while protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future according to the World Tourism 

Organization (UNWTO, 1993). For World Heritage sites, sustainability includes three pillars: 

environmental protection, socio-cultural authenticity, and economic viability. Management 

mechanisms should be able to balance conservation with visitor access, revenue generation with 

community well-being, and short-term gains with long-term heritage integrity. Multiple studies 

have investigated integrated management models in terms of heritage destinations. Timothy and 

Boyd (2015) point out that effective heritage tourism management should be achieved by a 

multi-stakeholder approach involving government agencies, the private sector, NGOs, local 

communities, and tourists. And Pedersen (2002) similarly notes the significance of carrying 

capacity assessment, visitor flow management, and interpretive planning. More recently, the idea 

of “adaptive co-management” has become more prevalent, indicating a requirement for flexible, 

participatory governance capable of adjusting to changes in conditions (Plummer & Fennell, 

2009). 

2.2 Heritage Management in Post-Soviet Contexts 

Countries of the former Soviet Union inherited centralized, state-dominated heritage 

management systems. After independence, many transitioned to more market-oriented tourism 

models, but institutional capacity remained weak (Light, 2001). Heritage tourism development 

has often come into conflict with economic modernization and conservation priorities in post-

Soviet countries. Commercialization of tourism, the intensification of urban growth, and 
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development of infrastructure have imposed pressure on the historic cityscape and buffer zones 

surrounding heritage destinations (UNESCO, 2019; Slocum & Klitsounova, 2020). 

2.3 Community Participation and Stakeholder Collaboration 

Community involvement is widely regarded as an important aspect of sustainable 

heritage management (Aas et al., 2005). There is evidence from several studies that the benefits 

of tourism in heritage cities are often unevenly distributed, with some residents deriving 

economic benefits while others may suffer rising living costs, commercialization, or socio-

cultural pressures (Aas et al., 2005; Su & Wall, 2014). This research builds on such observations 

by systematically evaluating stakeholder engagement mechanisms. 

2.4 Visitor Management and Carrying Capacity 

Visitor management tools such as timed entry, route planning, pricing differentiation, and 

capacity limits are essential to mitigate overcrowding and site degradation (Mason, 2005). 

UNESCO monitoring reports on Samarkand have highlighted concerns regarding visitor 

pressure, conservation challenges, and urban development impacts on the integrity of heritage 

areas (UNESCO World Heritage Centre, 2018). This study employed a sequential explanatory 

mixed-methods design, combining qualitative and quantitative approaches to capture both depth 

and breadth of the phenomenon. 

3. Methodology 

In using a sequential explanatory mixed methods design, qualitative and quantitative 

methods were combined to provide depth and breadth of the phenomenon.   

3.1 Qualitative Phase   

Fifteen semi-structured interviews were carried out between April and August 2025 with 

purposively sampled stakeholders of the project: 3 officials from the Uzbekistan Ministry of 

Culture and Tourism; 2 managers of the Samarkand Heritage Trust (a semi-autonomous body); 4 

employees of major heritage sites (Registan, Bibi-Khanym, Shah-i-Zinda, Ulugh Beg); 3 tour 

operators specializing in cultural tours; 3 local community participants (one in the mahalla 

[neighborhood] committee, two in local artisan associations).   

3.2 Quantitative Phase   

A structured questionnaire was conducted with 200 international tourists visiting 

Samarkand in February-March 2026. The questionnaire contained features including: 

Demographics (age, nationality, travel party); Visit characteristics (length of stay, sites visited, 

motivation); Perceptions of crowding (5-point Likert scale); Satisfaction with site management 

(signage, cleanliness, ticket prices, staff helpfulness); Willingness to pay for conservation 

(contingent valuation item). The sampling method consisted of systematic random sampling of 

the sample at five main sites (every 10th visitor was selected). We have 186 usable responses 

(response rate of 93%). Descriptive statistics and correlation tests were used for data analysis in 

SPSS 27. 

4. Analysis and Results 

4.1 Qualitative Findings. 

4.1.1 Governance and Institutional Framework. Interviews uncovered an intricate layered 

governance. Policies are designed by the national Ministry of Culture and Tourism and 

implemented by departments on regional and city level. But these bodies have weak coordination 

between them. As one such official put it: “The Ministry decides the major restoration projects 

but local managers are not always consulted. Often a project has an opening without site-specific 

assessment of impacts” (Interview #5). The Samarkand Heritage Trust was set up in 2019 as a 

public-private partnership, and was hailed by three tour operators for its effectiveness around 
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ticket management and promotion, but slammed by two community representatives for 

transparency in the apportioned income.  

4.1.2 Participation of the public. Most interviewees described community involvement as 

“symbolic.” Official planning papers have public hearings, but the participation rate is 

comparatively low to start with, and feedback rarely finds its way into the planning process. One 

leader of mahalla said, “We had been invited to a meeting on the new visitor center, but our 

issues as it pertained to parking and noise were ignored. The center was built anyway” 

(Interview #13). A single maker association had ongoing discussions with site managers about 

fair trade certification for souvenirs. 

 4.1.3 Visitor Management Practices. All site managers admitted that overcrowding is a 

challenge during peak season (April–October). Current strategies implemented include: 3 

Differentiated pricing (higher for foreigners, lower for locals). 4 Extension of summer opening 

hours. 5 Occasional crowd control barriers at narrow corridors. But no formal carrying capacity 

study has been done.  

4.1.4 Funding and Conservation. “We need maintenance of tile mosaics at all times, and 

especially after winter frosts,” reported a conservation specialist. But emergency repairs are the 

only things covered by the budget. There is a backlog of untreated conservation work” 

(Interview #8). Tour operators were ready to raise their conservation fees as long as money is 

used transparently.  

4.2 Quantitative Findings.  

4.2.1 Profile of the Tourists. The sample was 56% female, 44% male; mean age 38 years 

(SD=12). Nationalities also ranged, with 32% European, 28% Asian, 20% North American, 12% 

Middle Eastern and 8% other. The average time spent staying in Samarkand was 2.5 days. Most 

tourists went to 3–4 heritage sites.  

4.2.2 Perception of Crowding and Satisfaction. On a scale, between (1 –very low, 5 –very 

high), tourists rated crowding perception at Registan (3.8, SD = 0.9), Shah-i-Zinda (4.1, SD = 

0.8) and Bibi-Khanym (2.9, SD = 1.1). Satisfaction with site management averaged 3.4 (SD = 

1.0). The items with the lowest ratings were “cleanliness of toilets” (2.1) and “information in 

multiple languages” (2.8). Satisfaction was negatively associated with perceived crowding (r = 

−0.42, p < 0.01).  

4.2.3 Willingness to Pay for Conservation. When asked “Would you be willing to pay a 

further $5 entry fee for conservation purposes?” 62 percent of tourists reported “Yes.” The mean 

amount of extra they were willing to pay was $4.30 (SD=2.10). This points at opportunity for a 

conservation surcharge that would be targeted, as long as they are ring-fenced and reported. 4.2.4 

Comparison of the Site Management. ANOVA analysis showed significant differences in 

satisfaction ratings between the four major sites (F = 4.82, p = 0.003). Post-hoc tests indicated 

that Ulugh Beg Observatory was more satisfactory (mean = 4.1), whereas Registan (mean = 3.1) 

and Shah-i-Zinda (mean = 3.0) were lower due to more crowding and less effective interpretation 

panels. 

5. Discussion 

These results offer a diverse portrait of sustainable management practices in Samarkand. 

On the one hand, we have political will and some institutional innovation (e.g., Heritage Trust). 

However, there are still significant gaps in community engagement, scientific carrying capacity 

planning, and conservation financing.  
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A negative correlation between crowding and satisfaction emphasizes why we need 

visitor management measures, like timed ticketing and reservation systems. Digital tools could 

help spread visitor flows throughout the day and across sites.  

Stakeholder interviews revealed a push for more transparent revenue sharing. The fact 

that 62% of tourists support an additional conservation fee implies a viable funding mechanism, 

but only if accompanied by accountability. This echoes what has been found by the "willingness 

to pay" literature (Lindberg & Johnson, 1997), who find that trust in institutions is a major 

determinant of such contributions.  

The absence of a unified coordination platform turned out to be a systemic failure. While 

the Samarkand Heritage Trust handles ticketing, the city government coordinates infrastructure, 

the Ministry controls conservation budgets, and tours are managed by private operators. In the 

absence of a formal coordinating body, duplication and conflicts occur. An alternative might be 

to implement a destination management organization (DMO) to unite all actors under a common 

vision. 

6. Conclusion and Recommendations 

The sustainable management of Samarkand, as a World Cultural Heritage tourism 

destination, was studied in this study. The critical finding is that while fundamental mechanisms 

do exist, they are not an adequate response to mass tourism pressures. In addition, fragmented 

governance, limited community engagement, a lack of carrying capacity management, and 

insufficient conservation funding were cited as challenges. From the above work, the following 

recommendations can be made:   

Formalize a Destination Management Organisation (DMO) for Samarkand, 

comprising all concerned groups from local communities, to lead planning and management 

planning, and to track the sustainability indicators.  

Conduct a formal carrying capacity investigation for all prominent heritage sites and 

develop visitor management tools like online reservation services and live crowd management. 

 Introduce a transparent conservation surcharge (such as $5 per foreign visitor) and 

publicly disclose revenues and expenditure in order to motivate tourists and to assist in funding.  

Focus on enhancing community engagement via regular dialog forums, local artisans 

training workshops, and economic redistribution of tourism revenues with the local 

community/community fund.  

Make use of smart tourism technologies including augmented reality apps, multi-

language audio guides, and virtual queues to ensure the visitor experience is seamless and 

physical pressure on vulnerable locations is minimized.  

Embed sustainability criteria in the tourism planning by binding an environmental 

and social impact appraisal (ESIA) on new developments in the buffer zone. 

 These options are not exhaustive, but represent a sensible roadmap, corresponding to 

UNESCO’s World Heritage Sustainable Tourism Toolkit (2015). Long-term impacts on these 

measures as well as site conservation and community welfare shall be monitored in future 

research.
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