ISSN:3030-3613 \L—é\JI TADQIQOTLAR jahon ilmiy — metodik jurnali

TADQIQOTLAR

THE ROLE OF SUSTAINABLE TOURISM IN THE
RESTORATION OF THE ARAL SEA REGION

Solijonov Sunnatilla
National Research University "TIIAME"
sunnatilasolijonov@gmail.com

Abstract

This paper discusses the role of sustainable tourism in the recovery and
development of the Aral Sea region. The study examines the environmental and socio-
economic consequences of the Aral Sea crisis and analyzes how tourism may
contribute to local economic activity, environmental awareness, and regional
cooperation. Special attention is given to eco-tourism, educational tourism, and
community-based tourism initiatives. The paper also considers the role of students and
young specialists in promoting sustainability and regional development in Central
Asia. Although tourism cannot solve the environmental problems of the region, it may
become an important supporting factor for long-term recovery and international
attention.
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Introduction

When people discuss environmental issues in Central Asia, the Aral Sea is
usually one of the first examples mentioned. For my generation, the crisis is more than
just a historical incident from textbooks. Even today, its environmental and social
consequences continue to impact local communities in Uzbekistan and neighboring
countries.

The main reasons for the Aral Sea's shrinking surface area are already well
known. During the Soviet era, large amounts of water from the Amu Darya and Syr
Darya rivers were diverted for irrigation, particularly for cotton cultivation [1]. Over
time, this resulted in the sea losing much of its water volume and altering the economies
of the surrounding regions.

Many discussions focus primarily on environmental damage. However, the crisis
has also changed employment patterns, migration patterns, and daily life in former
fishing communities. Therefore, the region's recovery must include not only
environmental measures but also new economic opportunities for local residents [2, 3].

The topic of sustainable tourism has recently become part of these discussions.
While tourism alone cannot restore the sea, it can help support small businesses,
generate additional income, and attract greater international attention to the region.
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Environmental and social problems in the region

The drying up of the Aral Sea has changed both the natural landscape and the
daily lives of local communities. Fishing villages lost their main source of income,
agricultural lands suffered from salinization, and dust storms carrying salt and
chemicals created serious health risks [1, 4].

According to international environmental organizations, the surface area of the
Aral Sea has shrunk dramatically since the 1960s [1]. The environmental crisis has also
contributed to rising unemployment and migration from the affected regions [4, 5].
Table 1. Approximate changes in the Aral Sea

Period | approximate water level/ condition Main consequences

1960s | stable internal sea Active fishing in
industry

1980s | fast decline rapid decline Economic difficulties

2000s | Strong reduction salinity increase in
migration

Today | Fragmented Water Bodies Restoring the Body's | . for restoration efforts

Environment

The current situation demonstrates that environmental issues are closely linked
to social and economic development. Therefore, modern approaches to regional
restoration must combine environmental protection with sustainable economic activity.

Tourism potential of the Aral Sea region

Although the Aral Sea region is commonly associated with environmental
degradation, in recent years it has also attracted increasing interest from researchers,
journalists, photographers, students, and ecotourists. One of the most visited sites is
Muynak, a former fishing town known for its "ship graveyard" and the visible effects
of the shrinking sea.

Tourism development in the region remains limited compared to the main tourist
destinations of Central Asia, but interest is gradually increasing due to increased
environmental awareness and educational tourism [3].

Tourism in the Aral Sea region is primarily developing in several interconnected
areas. Educational tourism includes university field schools and ecological expeditions
[6]. Ecotourism focuses on the unique desert landscapes and the region's ecological
transformation. Cultural tourism is linked to local traditions and Karakalpak heritage,
while so-called dark tourism attracts visitors interested in abandoned ports and the
former seashore.

According to regional development discussions and reports from international
organizations, tourism in the Aral Sea region can contribute to increased incomes for
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local residents, the development of small businesses, and increased international
awareness of environmental issues in Central Asia [3, 4].

At the same time, tourism growth remains largely dependent on transport
accessibility, environmental conditions and public investment.

Why Sustainable Tourism is Important

Tourism in the Aral Sea region differs from traditional mass tourism. Visitors
typically come to resorts not for entertainment, but to understand the region's
ecological history, observe landscape changes, and learn about local communities.
This creates opportunities for several forms of sustainable tourism:

. ecotourism;

« educational tourism ;

« cultural tourism ;

« scientific And scientifically tourism .
One of the important advantages of sustainable tourism is that it can generate income
without requiring large-scale industrial development. Local residents may receive
benefit :

o guest Houses ;

. transport services ;

« local guiding ;

« handicraft production ;

« traditional food nutrition .

For example, the growth of small-scale tourism around Muynak and the former
coastal areas has already attracted researchers, journalists, students, and foreign visitors
interested in environmental issues.

At the same time, tourism is raising international awareness of the Aral Sea
crisis. Many visitors share photographs, documentaries, and research materials after
visiting the region. As a result, the Aral Sea has become an international role model in
discussions about climate adaptation and water resource management [2, 4].

Risks and limitations

Despite its potential benefits, tourism alone cannot solve the region's problems.
There are several limitations that must be considered.

Firstly, infrastructure in many parts of the region remains underdeveloped.
Transportation, housing, and environmental services still require investment.

Secondly, tourism in ecologically sensitive areas must be carefully managed. If
visitor numbers increase without proper management, this could lead to additional
environmental pressure.

Third, local communities must play a central role in tourism planning.
Sustainable tourism cannot be successful if economic benefits accrue only to external
companies or organizations.
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Because of these factors, collaboration between governments, universities,
NGOs and local residents is essential [3, 5].

The role of youth and students

Students and young professionals can contribute to the future development of
the Aral Sea region in several ways. Universities are increasingly organizing field
schools, environmental projects, and research programs related to water resource
management and sustainability [2, 6].

Educational initiatives such as the Aral Sea Summer School also demonstrate
how students and young researchers can directly engage in regional discussions on
sustainable development and local learning [6].

Figure 1. Participants of previous field events of the Aral Sea Summer School.
Source: DKU CRS [6].

In my view, as a student of tourism and management, tourism in the Aral Sea
region should not be viewed solely as a commercial activity. In areas affected by
environmental issues, tourism should also contribute to local development, raise
environmental awareness, and support communities living in challenging conditions.
In regions like the Aral Sea region, tourism should create long-term social value, not
short-term commercial profit.

Furthermore, young people can contribute to expanding international
cooperation in Central Asia. Environmental issues such as water scarcity and climate
change affect the entire region, meaning solutions also require regional dialogue and
shared responsibility.

Conclusion

The Aral Sea crisis remains one of the most pressing environmental issues in
Central Asia. While sustainable tourism cannot fully restore the region, it can
contribute to economic recovery, increased environmental awareness, and community
development.

The future of the Aral Sea region will depend on balancing environmental
protection and economic development more effectively than in the past. In this process,
tourism can become one of several practical tools for supporting local communities
and increasing international attention to the region.
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For students and young professionals, the Aral Sea also offers an important
lesson on the consequences of unsustainable resource management and the importance
of regional cooperation. The region's experience demonstrates that environmental
sustainability must be an integral part of future development strategies in Central Asia.
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