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Abstract. This study explores the historical and cultural landscape potential of Lake Alakol, a
unique natural and recreational site in Eastern Kazakhstan. Known for its healing mineral waters
and scenic beauty, Alakol has become a center of rapid growth in domestic tourism. However, its
rich cultural heritage, including connections to the Great Silk Road, nomadic traditions, folklore,
and sacred practices, remains underrepresented in tourism strategies.

Using a mixed-method approach that combines literature analysis, statistical data, field
research, and interviews with local residents and visitors, this paper identifies both opportunities
and constraints in developing cultural and sustainable tourism around the lake. The findings show
that while tourism infrastructure has significantly expanded, the integration of cultural and
historical content into tourism products is still minimal.

Comparisons with similar destinations such as Issyk-Kul (Kyrgyzstan), Lake Baikal (Russia),
and Lake Balaton (Hungary) demonstrate that Alakol has strong potential to attract not only
domestic but also international tourists. Recommendations include the development of cultural
routes, multilingual accessibility, community-led initiatives, and environmentally sustainable
practices. By combining economic growth with cultural identity, Lake Alakol can become not only a
leading health resort, but also a cultural landmark of Central Asia.

Keywords: Lake Alakol, cultural landscape, historical tourism, East Kazakhstan, sustainable
tourism, historical potential, regional development.

Introduction

In recent years, cultural and ecological tourism has become one of the fastest growing sectors
of global tourism, emphasizing the importance of regions with both natural uniqueness and
historical depth. Lake Alakol, located in Eastern Kazakhstan, is a valuable natural and cultural
landscape that has long attracted attention due to its ecological, geographical and spiritual
significance [1, 2]. The lake is known for its mineral-rich waters with healing properties, unique
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biological diversity and picturesque surroundings. However, in addition to its ecological features,
Alakol also bears traces of ancient trade routes, nomadic traditions and sacred local beliefs, which
together form a multifaceted cultural identity [3].

The importance of studying the historical and cultural landscape of Alakol lies in its potential
integration into broader tourism development strategies in Kazakhstan. The lake was included in
the national tourism development program as one of the key places for health tourism and cultural
heritage. However, despite continued investments in infrastructure and a growing number of
visitors, the intangible cultural elements and historical heritage of the area are still underrepresented
in current development plans.

The purpose of this article is to assess the cultural and historical potential of the Alakol
region through an interdisciplinary lens combining the geography of tourism, ethnography and
heritage management. It will provide statistics on the growth of tourism, provide an overview of the
cultural and spiritual heritage associated with the lake, and propose strategies for sustainable and
culturally respectful development. By understanding and preserving this heritage, policy makers
and stakeholders can provide long-term benefits to local communities and create meaningful
experiences for visitors.

Literature review

In recent decades, scientists' interest in Kazakhstan's cultural landscapes has increased,
reflecting a broader trend in global tourism research emphasizing the importance of integrating
natural and cultural heritage (UNESCO, 2013). Scientists such as Nurlanova and Sadvokasova
(2019) explored the potential of the historical routes of the Great Silk Road of Kazakhstan,
identifying Lake Alakol as part of the eastern corridor. Their work indicates the need for a deeper
study of regional heritage sites and their inclusion in tourism planning [3].

Mukhamedzhanova and Zhanburshin (2020) pay special attention to the role of lakes in the
tourism economy of East Kazakhstan. They emphasize the healing waters of Alakol and its
popularity among local tourists, but note that cultural narrative and interpretation of heritage remain
underdeveloped [4]. This gap is confirmed by Alimbekova (2021), who explores how local
traditions and beliefs, such as the spiritual value attributed to the lake, are important for creating a
distinctive regional tourism brand [5].

Research conducted by international researchers such as Timothy and Boyd (2003) provides a
useful framework for assessing cultural heritage sites, in particular the importance of local
participation and heritage conservation in tourism development. These ideas are relevant for
Alakol, where the preservation of elements of nomadic culture can be integrated into ecotourism
and wellness experiences.

In recent government reports, such as the National Tourism Development Program of
Kazakhstan for 2020-2025, Alakol is recognized as a priority area [6]. However, most official
documents focus on infrastructure and economic returns, while cultural sustainability is mentioned
in limited numbers. Thus, the scientific literature indicates a growing awareness of the region's
tourism potential, but calls for more holistic approaches combining physical development with
cultural preservation.

Methodology
The study employed a mixed-method design that integrates both qualitative and quantitative
approaches.
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Data on tourist flows, accommodation, and revenues for 2015-2023 were collected from the
Bureau of National Statistics and the Regional Tourism Department of East Kazakhstan. These data
provided a quantitative basis for identifying growth trends.

Academic publications, government programs, and international reports (UNESCO,
UNWTO) were analyzed to place the case of Alakol in a broader theoretical and comparative
framework.

During summer seasons of 2022-2023, site visits were conducted to major resorts and cultural
sites around Lake Alakol. Observations focused on infrastructure quality, cultural representation,
and environmental challenges.

Semi-structured interviews were held with 30 local entrepreneurs (guesthouse owners, guides,
artisans) and 15 representatives of local authorities. In addition, short surveys were distributed
among 50 domestic and 20 international tourists visiting the lake. These instruments captured
perceptions of cultural heritage, service quality, and development prospects.

The integration of these methods ensured both empirical reliability and cultural depth.
Triangulation of data allowed cross-verification between statistical indicators, field insights, and
local community perspectives.

Results and discussion

The analysis of Alakol shows that the region combines natural beauty with a deep cultural
identity. Field visits, interviews with local residents, and surveys of tourists confirm that, while
wellness and recreation dominate, there is significant untapped potential for cultural and spiritual
tourism.

Tourism trends. Between 2015 and 2023, the number of visitors increased from 200,000 to
1.2 million. Most are domestic tourists (95-98%), with international visitors still a small share.
Infrastructure has improved: the number of accommodation facilities more than doubled, and
private investment grew from 40% to 75%. Tourism revenues increased sixfold, reaching 8.1 billion
tenge [3].

Examples of cultural tourism products and routes. Despite historical ties to the Silk Road,
there are still very few cultural tours or heritage centers. However, the potential is rich. Several
archaeological and sacred sites — such as the ruins of the Ablaykit monastery (17th century),
caravanserai remains along the Silk Road corridor, and local mausoleums — could be integrated
into cultural itineraries. Traditional events like Nauryz celebrations, folklore festivals in Urdzhar
district, and “Songs of Alakol” music gatherings provide opportunities for cultural programming.
Craft workshops (felt-making, jewelry, wood carving) could be offered as part of community-based
tourism. A possible route is the “Alakol-Semey Cultural Corridor,” combining lake recreation with
visits to Semey’s literary and historical heritage, including the Abai and Dostoevsky museums.

International comparison. Similar destinations offer useful lessons:

— Issyk-Kul (Kyrgyzstan) successfully combines beach tourism with nomadic cultural
festivals.

— Lake Baikal (Russia) integrates ecological tours with indigenous Buryat traditions.

— Lake Balaton (Hungary) links wellness with music and cultural events, making it attractive
to European tourists.

— For Alakol, adopting such practices would increase its competitiveness in the Central
Asian tourism market and attract foreign visitors.
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Strategies for international tourist attraction. Although Alakol has significant potential,
several barriers hinder international arrivals: limited air connectivity, lack of English-language
services, weak online visibility, and insufficient integration into regional routes. To address these, a
set of strategies can be proposed:

— Transport connectivity: introduce regular charter flights from Almaty and Astana to
Urdzhar Airport during peak season, coupled with shuttle transfers to the lake;

— Digital marketing: promote Alakol on international platforms (Tripadvisor, Booking,
Expedia) and through social media campaigns targeting niche groups (eco-tourists, wellness
travelers, Silk Road enthusiasts);

— Multilingual accessibility: expand tourist information, signage, and guided tours in
English, Chinese, and Turkish;

— Regional integration: include Alakol in broader Silk Road tourism networks supported by
UNWTO and SCO, ensuring its promotion alongside well-known destinations;

— International fairs and partnerships: present Alakol at global tourism fairs such as ITB
Berlin or MITT Moscow and establish collaborations with tour operators in Central Asia and
Europe.

Challenges. Seasonal overcrowding, unregulated construction, and waste management remain
pressing issues. In addition, most signage and information materials are only in Kazakh and
Russian, limiting accessibility for international tourists.

Community engagement. Interviews with local entrepreneurs and residents show high interest
in tourism development, but also a lack of training and financial support. Micro-grants, training
programs, and partnerships could enable communities to run guesthouses, cultural tours, and eco-
projects, ensuring both income generation and heritage preservation. To summarize, Lake Alakol
provides a double opportunity: to strengthen Kazakhstan's position in the field of nature and
wellness tourism and to demonstrate the deep historical and cultural roots of the eastern regions of
the country. However, this requires more inclusive and culturally sensitive planning strategies.

Table 1 — Tourism development trends in the Alakol region (2015-2023)

Year | Total Domestic | International | Average | Accommodation | Tourism
visitors (%) (%) number units revenue
of days of (billion)
stay
(days)
2015 | 200 000 | 98% 2% 3.2 74 1.2
2017 | 450 000 | 97% 3% 3.5 98 2.9
2019 | 700 000 | 96% 4% 4.1 125 4.8
2021 | 980 000 | 95% 5% 4.6 145 6.2
2023 | 1200 95% 5% 5.0 172 8.1
000
Source: Bureau of National Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan
(https://stat.gov.kz) [3]

The figures show a steady and significant growth in tourist flows to the Alakol district:
between 2015 and 2023, the number of visitors increased more than fivefold. The majority of
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tourists are residents of Kazakhstan, which indicates the importance of the region as a popular place
for recreation and health improvement within the country. At the same time, international tourism
remains underdeveloped, which indicates a promising direction for further strategic progress.

The average length of stay of tourists increased from 3.2 to 5.0 days, which indicates both an
increase in the level of satisfaction with the holiday and the development of infrastructure. During
this period, the number of accommodation facilities more than doubled, and significant investments
were made in the sector of private hotels and sanatoriums.

Revenue from tourism increased more than sixfold - from 1.2 to 8.1 billion tenge, which had a
direct positive impact on the local economy. However, the consistently high share of domestic
tourism (95-98%) indicates the need to activate international marketing initiatives and expand the
range of services in foreign languages.

Table 2 — Infrastructure and employment in the Alakol tourist region (2015-2023)

Indicator 2015 2017 2019 2021 2023

Number of tourist 74 98 125 145 172
Facilities

Number of 1.150 2.000 2.800 3.900 4.500
Employees in
Tourism

Share of private 40 53 61 69 75
sector investment
(%)

Share of 60 47 39 31 25
Government
investment (%)

Number of travel 8.000 16.500 23.000 33.000 41.000
packages sold

Number of 4.500 9.800 14.500 22.000 30.000
Wellness tourists

Source: Regional Tourism Department of East Kazakhstan, 2024 [3]

The number of tourist sites in the Alakolsky district increased by more than 130% between
2015 and 2023. This reflects active efforts to expand the tourism infrastructure, especially in the
field of health and resort services. The number of jobs in the tourism sector has almost quadrupled,
which indicates the growing importance of the region as an employment center.

The share of private sector investment increased from 40% to 75%, indicating growing
confidence of entrepreneurs and local businesses in the development of the tourism industry. At the
same time, the volume of public investment decreased proportionally, which corresponds to the
strategic direction of forming a market model for tourism development in Kazakhstan. The number
of sold tourist packages increased fivefold, indicating an increased interest in complex tourism
products, especially among representatives of the local middle class. Also, the increase in the
number of health tourists from 4.5 thousand to 30 thousand indicates an increased recognition of the
medical and environmental benefits of the Alakol region. Thus, the observed trends confirm the
transition of the Alakol tourism model from spontaneous visits to local places to more organized
and service-oriented tourism, which implies increased requirements for the level of comfort and
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cultural content of recreation.

Based on the conducted research and analysis, the following recommendations are proposed
to promote the sustainable development of tourism in the Alakol region with an emphasis on the
preservation and popularization of its historical and cultural landscape:

1. To develop tourist programs dedicated to cultural heritage. Organize guided tours, folklore
performances and exhibitions talking about the history of the region's nomads, connections on the
Great Silk Road and spiritual traditions [7,8,9]. The establishment of museums or interpretation
centers near the lake would increase the awareness of visitors about the local culture and their
appreciation.

2. Promote public tourism. Encourage local residents to participate in tourism through
training and the provision of micro grants for the development of guest houses, crafts and cultural
workshops [10, 11]. This will strengthen the local economy and preserve intangible heritage such
as oral storytelling, rituals and cuisine.

3. It will increase multilingual accessibility. Provide signage, brochures and digital content in
Kazakh, Russian, English and other international languages [12]. This will help attract foreign
visitors and increase the level of inclusivity in the tourism sector.

4. Implement environmentally sustainable practices. Implement rules for waste management,
protection of natural areas and prevention of over-development. Eco-friendly tourism infrastructure
(for example, solar energy, water-saving technologies) should be a priority in new construction
projects.

5. Develop off-season tourism strategies. In order to reduce seasonal stress and ensure year-
round employment, health and cultural tourism outside the summer months should be encouraged.
These can include winter ecological tours, cultural festivals, and wellness retreats.

6. Strengthen marketing and branding. To create a single regional tourism brand based on the
healing waters and cultural value of Alakol. Targeted marketing campaigns, including social media,
international travel fairs, and collaboration with influencers, can increase awareness.

7. Improve infrastructure and communications. Continue to develop transport links (such as
improved roads, air links to Urzhar Airport), Wi-Fi accessibility, and public facilities such as
visitor centers, rest stops, and medical services.

Conclusion

Lake Alakol is a unique destination that combines wellness resources with historical and
cultural richness. Tourism has grown rapidly, but the cultural dimension is still underutilized. The
lake’s connection to the Silk Road, its role in Kazakh oral tradition, and its sacred significance offer
opportunities for creating distinctive cultural tourism products.

International comparisons demonstrate that Alakol could follow models of destinations like
Issyk-Kul, Baikal, or Balaton, where cultural and ecological features are integrated into tourism
strategies. To realize this potential, it is essential to strengthen cultural programming, expand
multilingual accessibility, support local communities, and adopt sustainable practices.

By moving beyond a narrow economic approach and embracing a holistic model of tourism
development, Alakol can become not only a leading health resort but also an internationally
recognized cultural landmark of Central Asia.

This research was funded by the Committee of Science of the Ministry of Science and
Higher Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Grant No. BR24992981)
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AJIAKOJI KOJIIHIH TAPUXH-MO/IEHH JIAH/IIIIA®THI TYPUCTIK OJIEYETI

Anoamna. bByn zepmmey I[llvievic Kazaxcmanoa OpHANACKaH epeKuie mabdueu HicoHe
PeKpeayusIvblK HblCaH — ANaKen KeniHiy mapuxu-maoeHu JaHouagdmelx aneyemin Kapacmoipaowl.
Hlunanvl munepanowvl cynapsbl MeH KOpKem mabdu2amviMer MaHblMal AnaKen coyabl HCblI0apsl IUKI
MYPUSMHIK KAPKbIHObL 6CY OPMANbleblHA auHanobl. Anaitioa oHul O0aili MaOenu mypacvl — ¥ibl
Kibexk stconvimen batnanvicmap, Keuwineii 0acmypiep, QoavKiop dcane cakpaiovl madxcipudenep —
AUMAKMbIK MypUCHiK cmpame2usiiapoa Jeemkinikmi deyeelioe KopiHic mannai omuip.

9QoebuemmepOi, CMAMUCMUKAILIK 0epekmepoi, 0alanvlK 3epmmeyiepoi HcoHe dHcepeiiikmi
MYpPbIHOap MeH mypucmepee xcypeiziieen cyxoammapobl KAMMUMbIH apaiac a0icmemeniK
macindi Kor0ana omeipsin, Oy 3epmmey ANAKOL MARbIHOALbL MIOCHU HCIHE MYPAKMbL MYPU3MOi
0amvlmyoazvl  MYMKIHOIKmep MeH  wekmeynepldi aHvlKmauosl. Homuoicenep  mypucmix
UHPDPAKYDLLILIMHBIY — e02ViD KeHelieeHiHe KApaMACmaH, Ma0eHU JHCIHe MApuxu MazmMyHoObl
Mypucmik eHimoepee en2izyoiy uiekmeyii ekeHiH Kopcemeoi.

blcmuvikkon  (Kvipevizcman), baiikan (Peceu) owcone baramon (Benepus) cuskmol
0eCmMUHAYUAIAPMER  CAbICIMbIPMATbl Manoay Anakendiy mek OmanovlK emec, COHbIMeH Oipee
wemenoix mypucmepoi mapmy aneyemin aukbiHOAUuobl. ¥CbIHbICMAPObIY KAMApblHOA MdOeHU
bazbimmapowvl oamvimy, Kenminoi KOAHCeMIiMOIIKMi apmmauipy, arcepeinikmi
KayblMOAcmuvlKmapobly 0Acmamaniapvl KOoja0ay MHCIHe IKOJOSUSILIK MYpaKmvl maxicipubenepoi
eHeizy oap. DKOHOMUKANbIK 6CIiMOi MaOeHU Oipezeliliknen yiiecmipe omuipbin, Anaken scemexuli
CayvblKmulpy Kypopmul 2aHa emec, convimen xamap Opmanvik A3usHblY MaOeHU HbICaHbl Oona
anaowi.

Kinm ce30ep: Anaxen keni, maoenu nanowiagpm, mapuxu mypusm, Lleievic Kazaxcman,
MYpPaKmol mypusm, mapuxu aneyem, oHIipaiK 0amy.
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TYPUCTCKHH ITOTEHI[HAJI HCTOPHKO-KY/JIbTYPHOT' O JIAHJJIIIA®TA O3EPA
AJIAKOJIb

Annomauyun.  /lannoe  uccinedosamue — paccmampugaem UCTNOPUKO-KYIbIYPHbLIL
JIGHOWApMHDBIL NOMEHYUAT 03epa ANaKe, YHUKAbHO20 NPUPOOHO20 U PEKPeayuoHH020 00beKma,
pacnonoxcennozo 6 Bocmounom Kasaxcmamne. Hzeecmnoe ceoumu yeneOHbIMU MUHEPATbHLIMU
800aMU U JHCUBONUCHOU NPUPOOOU, 03epo Anaken 6 nocieoHue 200bl OeMOHCMPUpyem
cmpemumenvHulil pocm enympenne2o mypusma. Oonako ezo bozamoe KynbmypHoe Hacieoue —
gknouas ceasu ¢ Benuxum [llénkoevim nymém, KouesbiMu Mpaouyuamu, QorvKiopom u
CAKpANbHLIMU NPAKMUKAMU — OCMAEMCA HeOOCMAMOYHO NPeOCMABIeHHbIM 8 PeSUOHATbHBIX
MYPUCTIUYECKUX CIMPATNESUSX.
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Ilpumenss cmewlanuvili MemooOa02ULEeCKUll no0Xo0, BKIIOYAIOWUL AHATU3 TUMEPaAmypbl,
cmamucmuyeckux OAaHHbIX, NoJlegble UCCIe008aHUS U UHMEPEbIO C MECMHbIMU HCUMETAMU U
Mypucmamu, OaHHOe UCCIe008aHUe BbIAGAEN KAK 603MONCHOCMU, MAK U 02PAHUYEHUS 8 PA36UMUU
KYIbMYPHO20 U YCMOUYUBO20 MYpU3Ma 60kpye osepa. Pesynomamul nokaszvieaiom, umo, HecmMomps
Ha 3HAYUMeNbHOe pacuiupenue Mmypucmuieckolu UHQGpacmpykmypol, uHmezpayus KyJabmypHo2o U
UCTNOPUYECKO20 COOEPHCAHUS 8 MYPUCMUYECKUE NPOOYKIMbL OCIAEMCsl 02PAHUYEHHOU.

Cpasnumenvhwvili anaiuz ¢ maxumu oecmunayusamu, kaxk ozepo Hccoik-Kynw (Kupeuzcmarn),
bavixan (Poccus) u banamown (Benepus), noouépxusaem nomenyuan Anaxkons npueiexkamsv He
MOJIbKO OMe4eCmBeHHbIX, HO U UHOCMPAHHLIX mypucmos. B uucne pexomenoayuti — pazeumue
KYJIbMYPHLIX MApuipymos, nosgvluleHue MHO205A3bIYHOU OO0CHYNHOCMU, HO00epI’CKA UHUYUAMUS
MECMHBIX cO00Ulecms u HeopeHue IKonocudecku ycmoudugolx npakmux. Couemas 3KOHOMUYECKULL
pocm ¢ KVIbMYPHOU camobvimuocmslo, Anaken cnocoben cmamb He MOAbKO 8e0YUWUM
0300pOBUMENLHBIM KYPOPMOM, HO U KVIbMYPHOU 0ocmonpumeyamenbHocmoio Llenmpanvhotl A3uu.

Knwuesvie cnoea: ozepo Anaxonv, Kynomypuuliil J1aHOWADM, UCMOPUYECKUT MYPU3M,
Bocmounwvii - Kaszaxcman, ycmotiuugvlii mypusm, UCMOPUYecKull NOmMeHyuan, pe2uoHaIbHoe
passumue.
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