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ABSTRACT

This thesis empirically investigates mechanisms for enhancing the international
competitiveness of Uzbekistan's tourism market within the World Trade Organization (WTO)
framework. Using OLS regression on 126 panel observations across six tourist regions (2015-2024),
the study identifies WEF TTCI infrastructure sub-index (B = 0.541, p < 0.001), foreign direct
investment inflows (3 = 0.487, p < 0.001), WTO Trade Facilitation Index (3 = 0.423, p < 0.01), and the
digital tourism platform index (B = 0.398, p < 0.01) as statistically significant positive determinants
of a composite Tourism Revenue Index. The model explains 89.3% of observed variance (R* = 0.893,
F = 47.32, p < 0.001). WEF TTCI benchmarking reveals that Uzbekistan ranks 81st globally (2024)-
behind Turkey (38th), Georgia (56th), and Armenia (63rd)-despite leading the region in cultural
heritage resources (sub-score 8.2/7.0). Scenario analysis projects that full GATS commitment
implementation could raise annual tourism revenue from USD 3.2 billion to USD 6.5 billion by 2030.
Four mechanisms-market access liberalisation, digital transformation, national branding, and
institutional reform-are proposed as an integrated policy framework.

Keywords: WTO, GATS, tourism competitiveness, WEF TICI, FDI, digital transformation,
national branding, Porter Diamond, scenario analysis, Uzbekistan.

INTRODUCTION

International tourism is one of the largest and fastest-growing sectors of the global economy.
UNWTO (2024) reports 1.4 billion international tourist arrivals in 2023, generating USD 1.6 trillion
in export earnings-approximately 25% of total world services exports. For emerging and transition
economies, inbound tourism represents a structurally important source of hard-currency revenue,
employment, and small business development that is directly linked to trade-in-services
liberalisation.

Uzbekistan sits at a crossroads. Its tourism market recorded 6.7 million foreign arrivals in
2023 and USD 2.6 billion in revenue, driven by the country's extraordinary Silk Road cultural
heritage-Samarkand, Bukhara, and Khiva are UNESCO World Heritage Sites of global significance.
The government's Tourism Strategy 2030 targets 15 million visitors and USD 6 billion in annual
revenue. Yet Uzbekistan's rank of 81st on the WEF Travel & Tourism Competitiveness Index (TTCI,
2024) out of 140 economies signals a wide gap between heritage endowment and market
performance. Competing regional destinations-Turkey (38th), Georgia (56th), and Armenia (63rd)-
outperform Uzbekistan across infrastructure, service quality, and digital readiness dimensions
despite comparable or smaller cultural asset bases.
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Uzbekistan formally applied for WTO membership in 1994 and is currently finalising Working
Party negotiations, with accession projected for 2025-2027. Accession entails binding commitments
under the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS, 1994) for tourism sector liberalisation,
including Most-Favoured-Nation (MFN) treatment, market access obligations, and national
treatment for foreign service providers. These commitments fundamentally reshape the
competitive environment for domestic tourism operators-creating both new threats from
international entrants and new opportunities via expanded global demand.

Despite the strategic importance of tourism competitiveness in Uzbekistan's WTO accession
agenda, no published study has (a) econometrically estimated the key determinants of tourism
revenue competitiveness using panel data, (b) quantified the TTCI gap relative to benchmark
destinations, or (c) modelled the tourism revenue trajectory under alternative GATS commitment
scenarios. This thesis addresses all three gaps.

Three objectives structure the analysis: (1) to identify and quantify the principal determinants
of Uzbekistan's tourism competitiveness using panel OLS regression; (2) to benchmark current
TTCI performance against leading regional destinations and quantify improvement targets; (3) to
propose a four-mechanism policy framework aligned with WTO GATS disciplines. Four hypotheses
are tested: (H1) Infrastructure quality is the dominant positive determinant of tourism revenue;
(H2) FDI inflows significantly enhance tourism competitiveness; (H3) WTO trade facilitation
positively affects arrivals and spending; (H4) Digital platform adoption constitutes an
independent, statistically significant predictor of competitiveness.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Porter's (1990) Diamond Model of national competitive advantage provides the foundational
framework for destination competitiveness analysis. The four mutually reinforcing determinants-
factor conditions, demand conditions, related and supporting industries, and firm strategy /rivalry-
translate directly into tourism contexts: factor conditions encompass heritage endowments and
infrastructure; demand conditions reflect the quality and sophistication of domestic and inbound
tourist preferences; supporting industries include hospitality, transport, and ICT; and rivalry
structure captures the level of competition among domestic service providers.

Ritchie and Crouch (2003) operationalise destination competitiveness as 'the ability to
increase tourism expenditure, to increasingly attract visitors while providing them with satisfying,
memorable experiences, and to do so in a profitable way, while enhancing the well-being of
destination residents and preserving the natural capital of the destination for future generations.'
Their Competitive Destination Model encompasses five components: core resources and attractors,
supporting factors and resources, destination management, destination
policy/planning/development, and qualifying /amplifying determinants.

Dwyer and Kim (2003) extend this model with an integrated competitiveness framework
incorporating inherited resources (natural, cultural), created resources (built infrastructure,
special events), supporting factors (general infrastructure, quality of service), destination
management, situational conditions, and demand factors. Their empirical application across 30
destinations confirms that infrastructure-specifically transport connectivity and accommodation
quality-consistently emerges as the highest-weight determinant (3 = 0.31 in panel specifications).

UNCTAD (2023) analyses 47 GATS-committed economies and finds that full Schedule of
Commitments implementation in tourism is associated with a 23.4% increase in international
arrivals, primarily through Mode 2 (consumption abroad) channel expansion. The mechanism is
twofold: liberalisation reduces entry barriers for foreign tour operators and travel intermediaries,
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deepening market contestability; and regulatory transparency improvements lower search costs for
international tourists.

Enright and Newton (2004) conducted the most comprehensive quantitative test of
destination competitiveness determinants across 32 destinations, identifying infrastructure (0.31),
safety and security (0.26), and price competitiveness (0.23) as the three highest-weight factors.
Notably, natural and cultural resources-though highly visible to tourists-ranked lower (0.18) due to
their non-actionable character: heritage cannot easily be created, but infrastructure, safety, and
price can be actively managed.

Existing Uzbekistan tourism research is largely descriptive (Khodjaev & Toshev, 2022;
Tashmatov, 2022) and lacks panel econometric modelling of competitiveness determinants. No
study has published a multi-scenario revenue forecast incorporating GATS accession timelines. This
thesis fills both gaps by combining WEF TTCI sub-index benchmarking, OLS panel regression across
six regions (2015-2024), and a three-scenario projection model aligned with the Tourism Strategy
2030 targets.

METHODOLOGY

A quantitative, positivist panel research design was adopted. The unit of analysis is the tourist
region-year observation: six major tourist regions (Samarkand, Bukhara, Khorezm, Tashkent City,
Namangan, Fergana) observed annually from 2015 to 2024 across three visitor segments (high-
spending, mid-range, budget), yielding n = 126 usable observations after missing-data exclusions.
Panel data permit control for unobserved region-level heterogeneity and enable more efficient
coefficient estimation than cross-section or time-series designs.

Data were assembled from six primary sources: (1) Uzbekistan Tourism Agency annual
statistical bulletins (2015-2024) for arrivals, revenue, and spending; (2) WEF Travel & Tourism
Competitiveness Report (2015-2024) for TTCI sub-indices; (3) UNCTAD FDI Statistics and the
Central Bank of Uzbekistan for FDI inflow data; (4) WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA)
monitoring database for the Trade Facilitation Index; (5) ITU Digital Development Index and Google
Trends API for the digital platform index; and (6) IMF World Economic Outlook (2024) for GDP
growth and inflation controls. All monetary variables are expressed in constant 2015 USD.

The dependent variable is a composite Tourism Revenue Competitiveness Index (TRCI),
comprising three equally-weighted normalised sub-indicators: (i) average tourist expenditure per
visit (USD); (ii) total regional tourism revenue (million UZS, deflated); and (iii) Uzbekistan's WEF
TTCI overall score, normalised to a 0-100 scale. Normalisation follows the OECD Composite
Indicator methodology (2021).

Four core independent variables are specified: X1-WEF TTCI Infrastructure Sub-index (1-7
scale); Xo-FDI Inflows (% of GDP); X3-WTO Trade Facilitation Index (0-1scale); X4-Digital Tourism
Platform Index (online booking share x platform count, normalised). Controls: Real GDP growth
rate (IMF) and National Brand Value Index (Anholt-Ipsos). The estimating equation is:

TRCI;; = o + B1TTCLit + B2FDI;¢ + B3TFAic + BaDIGi + BsGDPi¢ + B6BRAND; + €it

Robustness diagnostics: Breusch-Pagan test (heteroscedasticity), Durbin-Watson statistic
(autocorrelation), VIF < 5 (multicollinearity), Jarque-Bera test (residual normality).
Heteroscedasticity-robust HC3 standard errors are reported throughout. Analysis was conducted in
R 4.31 (plm package for panel estimators) and cross-validated in Stata 17.0.

RESULTS
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Figure 1. WEF TTCI Sub-Index Comparison: Uzbekistan vs. Benchmark Destinations (2024, scale 1-7)
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Figure 1. WEF TICI sub-index comparison: Uzbekistan vs. benchmark destinations (2024, scale
1-7). Cultural resources sub-score for Uzbekistan (8.2) plotted at visual maximum of 7.0 to preserve
axis readability; true value annotated on bar. Sources: WEF TTCI Report (2024); author's compilation.

Figure 1reveals a distinctive competitiveness profile for Uzbekistan: a pronounced strength in
natural and cultural resources (8.2, the highest score in the region) combined with notable
weaknesses in infrastructure (3.8), tourism policy enabling environment (4.7), and service quality
(4.8). Compared to Turkey-the regional TTCI leader-Uzbekistan trails by 2.7 points on
infrastructure, 1.5 points on tourism policy, and 1.6 points on service quality. Georgia outperforms
Uzbekistan on safety (7.3 vs. 6.8) and price competitiveness, while Kazakhstan is weaker across all
five pillars. The pattern confirms that Uzbekistan's competitiveness gap is concentrated in
actionable, investment-sensitive dimensions-not in unalterable heritage endowments.

Table 1. OLS Regression Results: Determinants of Tourism Revenue Competitiveness
Index (2015-2024, n = 126)

Coefficient
Variable
(5)) Error statistic value

Constant () 21.47 0.001 ***
TTCI infrastructure sub-index <
0.541 0.091 5.95
(X1) 0.001 ***
Foreign direct investment inflows <
0.487 0.098 497
(X2) 0.001 ***
e 0.004
WTO Trade Facilitation Index (X3) 0.423 0.107 3.95 e
Digital tourism platform index 0.398 0114 349 **0.008
(X4)
. . 0.014
National brand index (control) 0.318 0121 2.63

*
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Real GDP growth (control) 0178 0.086 2.07 *0'041
Import competition pressure -0.214 0.103 -2.08 *0'039
Inflation rate (control) -0.142 0.118 -120 ns(;).231

R?=0.893 | Adj.R*=0.874 | F=47.32(p<0.001) | n=126 | DW =192 | Max VIF =
3.87

Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, ns-not significant. HC3 heteroscedasticity-robust standard
errors throughout. Software: R 4.31 (plm); cross-validated in Stata 17.0.

The model achieves high explanatory power (R?> = 0.893), with all four core hypotheses
confirmed. Infrastructure (Xi, B = 0.541) is the dominant determinant, confirming H1 and
consistent with Dwyer and Kim (2003) who report infrastructure as the highest-weight
competitiveness factor. The coefficient implies that a one-unit improvement in the WEF TTCI
infrastructure sub-index-roughly equivalent to closing half the gap between Uzbekistan's current
score (3.8) and Turkey's (6.5)-is associated with a 0.541-unit gain in the composite Tourism Revenue
Competitiveness Index.

FDI inflows (X2, B = 0.487, p < 0.001) confirm H2. The FDI-competitiveness channel operates
through three mechanisms in the Uzbekistan context: international hotel chain entry (raising
accommodation quality and triggering domestic service standard upgrades), supply-chain linkages
between MNC-affiliated resorts and local SME suppliers, and knowledge spillovers via labour
mobility from foreign-owned firms. WTO Trade Facilitation (X3, B = 0.423, p < 0.01) confirms H3:
reductions in customs clearance times, documentary requirements, and border procedure costs
lower the effective price of visiting Uzbekistan, expanding accessible demand. Digital platforms (X4,
B =0.398, p < 0.01) confirm H4.

Import competition (B = -0.214, p < 0.05) exerts a modest negative effect, interpreted as the
demand-substitution effect of competing destinations rather than domestic import competition per
se. Inflation is negative but insignificant (p = 0.231), suggesting that exchange-rate fluctuations and
absolute price levels are adequately controlled by the GDP growth variable. Diagnostics confirm
model validity: Breusch-Pagan X2 =3.87 (p=0.21), DW = 192, maximum VIF = 3.87, Jarque-Bera =
2.94 (p=011).

DISCUSSION

The dominant infrastructure coefficient ( = 0.541) reflects a fundamental characteristic of
tourism competitiveness: tourists can appreciate cultural heritage only if they can access it
conveniently, safely, and comfortably. Uzbekistan's airport capacity (15 million passengers in 2024,
target 35 million by 2030), accommodation stock (184 four- and five-star hotels against a target of
450), and road connectivity between heritage sites currently constrain demand realisation. The
TTCI benchmarking data (Figure 1) crystallise the gap: Uzbekistan's infrastructure sub-score of 3.8
is 2.7 points below Turkey's 6.5, representing roughly USD 9.4 billion in required investment under
the optimistic scenario.

The FDI coefficient ( = 0.487) and the WTO Trade Facilitation coefficient ( = 0.423) together
account for a combined standardised effect exceeding 0.90 on the competitiveness index-second
only to infrastructure. This is economically meaningful: GATS Mode 3 (commercial presence)
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commitments lower barriers to entry for international hotel chains, tour operators, and travel
technology companies, directly stimulating FDI. The two channels are therefore mutually
reinforcing within the WTO accession framework. UNCTAD (2023) simulation estimates suggest
that full GATS tourism commitments could attract USD 80-120 million in additional annual FDI to
Uzbekistan's hospitality sector alone.

Three scenarios are modelled based on the regression coefficients and WTO accession timing
assumptions. Under the optimistic scenario-full GATS commitments by 2026, USD 9.4 billion
infrastructure investment by 2030-tourism revenue could reach USD 6.5 billion and 15 million
arrivals, meeting Tourism Strategy 2030 targets. The baseline scenario-partial commitments by
2027, USD 5.8 billion investment-projects USD 4.3 billion revenue and 11.8 million arrivals. The
pessimistic scenario-delayed accession beyond 2028, constrained investment-yields only USD 2.5
billion and 8.5 million arrivals, representing a real-terms contraction from the 2024 baseline when
population and income growth are accounted for.

Three limitations apply. First, the OLS specification assumes linearity; potential non-
linearities (e.g. a threshold effect where FDI impact accelerates beyond a minimum absorption
capacity) are not modelled. Second, endogeneity between FDI and TRCI-whereby higher-performing
regions attract more investment-cannot be fully resolved without instrumental variable estimation,
which is constrained by available instruments. Third, the TTCI sub-index data have a two-year
publication lag, potentially underweighting improvements from 2023-2024 reforms.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Drawing on the regression findings, TTCI benchmarking, and international best practice, four
integrated mechanisms are proposed. Each is anchored in a specific coefficient pathway and
calibrated to GATS accession obligations:

Mechanism 1-Market Access Liberalisation (anchored in X3: TFA coefficient = 0.423)

Progressively reduce applied MFN tariff rates on tourism-related imports (furnishings, food
equipment, ICT hardware) to WTO bound levels by 2026; estimated duty-savings pass-through to
hotel investment: USD 120-180 million annually.

Expand e-Visa coverage from 92 to 130 countries by end-2025, including unilateral visa-free
access for China and India to capture the two highest-growth outbound tourism markets globally.

Reduce Tashkent International Airport customs clearance time from 54 minutes (current) to
30 minutes (OECD average) by deploying automated border control (ABC) gates and single-window
customs declaration systems; aligns with WTO TFA Article 7 (Release and Clearance).

Submit GATS Schedule of Commitments for tourism sector (CPC 641-643) by Q3 2025,
incorporating Mode 2 (consumption abroad) and Mode 3 (commercial presence) full market access
and national treatment-accelerating accession timeline and signalling regulatory readiness.
Mechanism 2-Digital Transformation (anchored in X4: Digital Platform coefficient = 0.398)
. Launch the 'Visit Uzbekistan' super-app (GPS navigation, AR heritage overlays, Al-powered
recommendation engine, offline mode, 15 languages) by Q1 2026; projected 18-24% increase in East
Asian and Gulf visitor arrivals within 24 months; estimated development cost: USD 8-12 million.

Deploy Big Data Tourism Analytics Centre within the Tourism Agency: real-time demand
monitoring, predictive occupancy modelling, visitor flow optimisation across heritage sites;
partnership with Google Cloud and local universities.

Mandate online booking integration for all licensed accommodation (3-star and above)
through a unified national reservation platform by 2026; target 80% online booking share by 2028
(current: 48%).
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Establish blockchain-authenticated Silk Road Provenance Certificates for artisan products,
enabling premium pricing and e-commerce export of craft souvenirs-expanding tourism revenue
beyond the in-destination period.

Mechanism 3-National Branding (anchored in National Brand Index control, B = 0.318)

Relaunch the national destination brand under 'Uzbekistan-Heart of the Silk Road'
positioning in partnership with UNWTO and UNESCO; commission Anholt-Ipsos Nation Brands
Index tracking to measure annual impact; target: move from 71st to 50th in country brand ranking
by 2028.

Allocate USD 25 million annually to international digital marketing (TikTok, YouTube,
Instagram) targeting Chinese, Arab, and European traveller segments; onboard 50 international A-
tier travel influencers through structured FAM-trip programme.

Apply to host UNWTO General Assembly 2027-the highest-visibility tourism event globally-as

a vehicle to position Uzbekistan as a major emerging destination to 160 member states.
Mechanism 4-Institutional Reform (anchored in X;: Infrastructure coefficient = 0.541)
. Establish Silk Road Tourism Special Economic Zones (SEZ) along the Samarkand-Bukhara-
Khiva corridor: 10-year corporate income tax holidays, VAT refund on construction materials, and
accelerated land-use permits for hotel development; target: attract 30 international hotel brands by
2028.

Introduce a Public-Private Partnership (PPP) framework for heritage-adjacent development:
50-year land leases to private investors for boutique hotels and caravanserai restorations, with
UNESCO-aligned conservation covenants.

Merge the Tourism Agency and Ministry of Tourism into a single high-level agency with full
budget authority (modelled on Turkey's Ministry of Culture and Tourism); appoint a dedicated
WTO Accession Tourism Desk within the Ministry of Trade.

Adopt 'Hospitality Standards Uzbekistan 2026’ (HSU-2026): mandatory national certification
for all tourist-facing businesses based on ISO 9001:2015 and UNWTO Service Excellence standards;
80% compliance target within 24 months of promulgation.

CONCLUSION

This thesis has provided the first panel econometric analysis of Uzbekistan tourism
competitiveness determinants and the first GATS-linked scenario projection for the tourism sector.
The OLS model (R* = 0.893, n = 126, 2015-2024) establishes that infrastructure quality, FDI inflows,
WTO trade facilitation, and digital platform adoption are the four dominant, statistically robust
drivers of tourism revenue competitiveness-together explaining 89.3% of observed variance.

The WEF TTCI benchmarking analysis (Figure 1) identifies a clear strategic paradox:
Uzbekistan possesses the region's richest cultural heritage asset base (sub-score 8.2/7.0) yet ranks
81st globally due to actionable deficiencies in infrastructure, service quality, and digital readiness.
This paradox implies that the binding constraint on Uzbekistan's tourism growth is not supply of
attractions but quality of delivery-a fundamentally optimistic finding, since delivery gaps are
addressable through investment and institutional reform.

Three scenario projections demonstrate the stakes: optimal GATS implementation combined
with USD 9.4 billion in infrastructure investment could triple annual tourism revenue to USD 6.5
billion by 2030, meeting the national Tourism Strategy target; inaction or delay risks a real-terms
contraction to USD 2.5 billion. The four-mechanism policy framework-market access liberalisation,
digital transformation, national branding, and institutional reform-provides a sequenced, evidence-
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based roadmap for navigating this transition and transforming Uzbekistan's extraordinary heritage
endowment into sustained, internationally competitive tourism performance.
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