American Journal of Education and Evaluation Studies, Vol.2, No.4 (Apr, 2025),

E-ISSN: 2997-9439 g i, C

American Journal of Education and Evaluation Studies )
https://semantjournals.org/index.php/ AJEES B

: Check f dat
[WResearch Article | eck for updates

Liberalization of Uzbekistan’s Aviation Sector: Economic, Social,
and Infrastructure Impacts

Alisher Suyunov
The Head of Ground Handling, Air Samarkand airline, Uzbekistan

Abstract: This study explores the impacts of aviation liberalization in Uzbekistan, focusing on
the economic, social, and infrastructural outcomes. Since the deregulation of the aviation market,
Uzbekistan's aviation sector has experienced significant transformations, such as a surge in
passenger traffic, the emergence of private carriers, and substantial investments in infrastructure
development. The paper evaluates these changes by analyzing quantitative data from the Ministry
of Transport, government reports, and industry publications, as well as qualitative insights from
aviation experts and stakeholders. The findings reveal that liberalization has fostered economic
growth, enhanced regional connectivity, and increased competition within the aviation market.
However, challenges persist, including infrastructure bottlenecks, regulatory hurdles, and
competition with established international airlines. This paper contributes to understanding the
broader implications of aviation liberalization on Central Asia, particularly Uzbekistan's evolving
role in the global air transport network.
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1. Introduction

Uzbekistan's aviation sector is undergoing a transformative phase, with significant liberalization
efforts by the government to encourage competition, modernization, and investment. Prior to
liberalization, Uzbekistan Airways held a monopoly over the country’s air traffic. However, in
recent years, the government has introduced reforms aimed at opening the skies to private and
foreign carriers, enhancing connectivity, and stimulating economic growth. These changes have
been accompanied by substantial infrastructure development, including the expansion of Tashkent
International Airport.

This paper explores the economic, social, and infrastructure impacts of these liberalization
measures. It also investigates how private carriers such as Centrum Air and Air Samarkand have
reshaped the market and what role these developments play in Uzbekistan's broader economic
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strategy. The primary objective of this study is to assess the effects of liberalization on passenger
growth, economic contribution, job creation, and regional connectivity.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Theoretical Framework of Aviation Liberalization

Aviation liberalization generally refers to the removal of state-imposed restrictions on air
transport markets, promoting greater competition, enhanced consumer choice, and more efficient
services (Morrison & Winston, 1995). As noted by Button (2004), such liberalization typically
leads to increased air traffic and reduced fares, providing substantial benefits to both passengers
and the economy. In emerging economies, liberalization serves as a catalyst for growth, enhancing
connectivity and fostering economic development (Graham & Dennis, 2010). For Uzbekistan, the
liberalization of its aviation sector is expected to bolster international trade, stimulate tourism, and
facilitate regional integration, positioning Tashkent as a key transit hub within Central Asia.
According to Forsyth (2011), liberalized markets often experience the entry of new carriers, thus
increasing market capacity and improving service standards. The introduction of additional
carriers generally intensifies competition, which can result in lower fares and the expansion of air
routes (Oum, Zhang, & Fu, 2012). Specifically, for Uzbekistan, the liberalization of its aviation
market could create a more competitive domestic airline sector, attracting foreign investments and
fostering international cooperation. This would, in turn, stimulate tourism by making air travel
more accessible and affordable. Furthermore, enhanced air connectivity would facilitate easier
access to international markets, thereby strengthening Uzbekistan’s economic ties with the
broader global economy (Schneider & Worgotter, 2016). However, transitioning to a market-
oriented aviation system is not without challenges. As Vowles (2006) highlights, significant
adjustments are needed in regulatory frameworks, infrastructure development, and workforce
readiness to accommodate increased demand and competition. Thus, the success of aviation
liberalization hinges not only on the removal of market restrictions but also on the country’s
capacity to upgrade its aviation infrastructure and ensure the preparedness of its workforce to
manage the anticipated growth in both capacity and competition.

2.2 Central Asian Aviation Market

In Central Asia, Uzbekistan’s aviation sector has historically been one of the most heavily
regulated in the post-Soviet space. According to Sobolev (2024), the aviation industries in
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan were traditionally dominated by state-owned enterprises,
which limited competition and resulted in inefficiencies in the market. These state-controlled
frameworks often led to high fares, restricted route options, and suboptimal service quality. The
monopolistic control of the air transport sector prevented the emergence of alternative carriers,
limiting the potential for growth and the improvement of services. Such regulatory environments
were common throughout many former Soviet republics, where the aviation industry remained
under tight governmental oversight (Rosenow & O'Hara, 2018).

However, recent reforms across the region have begun to reshape these dynamics. Tursunov
(2022) highlights that one of the most significant changes has been the introduction of low-cost
carriers (LCCs) and the gradual dismantling of monopolistic practices. In Uzbekistan, this shift
has encouraged the growth of more competitive market conditions, resulting in lower fares and
more frequent flights. The removal of state monopolies has created opportunities for private
carriers to enter the market, which, according to Zholdasbekov (2019), has led to improved
service offerings and a broader range of routes, both domestically and internationally. This
liberalization has spurred increased passenger traffic and allowed for better connectivity, with
Tashkent emerging as a key transit hub for Central Asia, providing critical links to international
destinations (Shamsiddinov & VVoevodin, 2021).
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Despite these positive developments, the region's aviation market still faces significant challenges.
Infrastructure constraints, such as outdated airports and insufficient ground handling capabilities,
continue to hinder further growth (Kasyanov, 2023). Additionally, the lack of regulatory
harmonization between Central Asian countries poses challenges to cross-border aviation
operations, making it difficult to establish a seamless regional aviation network. Sobolev (2024)
notes that while the liberalization process has made notable progress, achieving greater market
integration across Central Asia will require further policy coordination and infrastructural
investments. Continued reforms, investment in infrastructure, and enhanced cooperation between
regional governments are necessary to ensure that the aviation sector can fully realize its potential
and contribute to the broader economic growth of the region.

3. Methodology

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, integrating both quantitative and qualitative
analyses to provide a comprehensive understanding of the impacts of aviation liberalization in
Uzbekistan. The quantitative analysis focuses on passenger growth trends and the economic
contribution of the aviation sector, while the qualitative component draws insights from
interviews with key stakeholders, industry reports, and government documents. By combining
both types of data, this methodology aims to offer a more holistic view of how aviation
liberalization is reshaping the sector and contributing to Uzbekistan’s broader economic
development.

3.1 Data Sources

> Passenger Data: The primary source of passenger data is the Ministry of Transport of
Uzbekistan, which provides official statistics on the number of passengers traveling
domestically and internationally. This includes detailed records of passenger flows for the
years 2022, 2023 and 2024, along with growth projections for 2025. These projections are
especially relevant as they reflect the anticipated effects of liberalization policies on air travel
demand (Uzbekistan Ministry of Transport, 2023). The data will help track trends in passenger
growth and assess the impact of newly introduced routes and low-cost carrier (LCC) services.

» Economic Impact: To assess the economic contribution of aviation to Uzbekistan’s economy,
data from government reports and economic analyses will be utilized. A key metric is the
projected 4.5% contribution of air transport to the country’s GDP by 2025 (Sobie, 2024). This
projection includes both direct and indirect economic impacts, such as employment in the
aviation sector, the stimulation of tourism, and the facilitation of international trade.
Understanding this economic contribution is vital for assessing the broader benefits of aviation
liberalization, particularly in terms of its role in economic diversification.

> Private Airlines: Data on market share, fleet size, and route networks of private carriers, such
as Centrum Air and Air Samarkand, will be used to analyze the competitive landscape of
Uzbekistan’s aviation market. Information about these carriers is sourced from airline annual
reports, government publications, and industry surveys. This data is essential for
understanding the role of private carriers in expanding air transport services and how they
contribute to market competition and consumer choice (Central Asia Aviation Review, 2023).
The data will be particularly useful in assessing the effects of market liberalization on private
sector growth.

» Infrastructure Investments: The government’s ongoing investments in aviation infrastructure
are another key data source. The Tashkent International Airport expansion project is a central
element of these investments, with plans to increase passenger capacity and improve facilities
to accommodate the expected growth in air traffic. This data is drawn from official
government documents and reports on infrastructure development, including the Tashkent
International Airport Development Plan (Tashkent International Airport Development, 2024).
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Additionally, broader government strategies for upgrading regional airports and improving air
traffic management will be considered to assess how these infrastructure investments support
the liberalization process and facilitate greater connectivity.

3.2 Data Analysis

The data will be analyzed using both quantitative and qualitative techniques. For the quantitative
analysis, statistical methods such as time series analysis will be employed to track changes in
passenger traffic over time, identifying trends and forecasting future growth based on historical
data. Correlation analysis will be used to assess the relationship between liberalization measures,
such as the introduction of low-cost carriers, and economic outcomes, such as GDP growth,
employment in the aviation sector, and increased tourism (Graham & Dennis, 2010). This
statistical approach will provide insights into the economic significance of liberalization and its
direct impact on Uzbekistan's aviation market.

On the qualitative side, stakeholder interviews will be conducted with key figures in Uzbekistan’s
aviation sector, including representatives from the Ministry of Transport, airline executives, and
experts from international aviation organizations. These interviews will provide insights into the
challenges and opportunities faced by stakeholders in the liberalization process, as well as the
social and infrastructural impacts of these changes. Additionally, qualitative analysis of
government reports and industry surveys will help contextualize the quantitative findings,
providing a deeper understanding of the broader effects of aviation liberalization, such as its role
in regional development and its impact on the local workforce (Shamsiddinov & Voevodin, 2021).
This combination of data analysis techniques will allow for a comprehensive assessment of the
overall impacts of aviation liberalization in Uzbekistan.

4. Data Analysis and Results
4.1 Passenger Growth

Uzbekistan’s aviation sector has experienced remarkable growth in recent years, driven by both
domestic and international factors. In 2023, the number of passengers traveling through the
country's airports reached 5.4 million, a figure that reflects a steady upward trend in air travel
demand. This growth is expected to continue, with passenger numbers projected to increase by
12% in 2024, reaching 6 million passengers (Aviation Uzbekistan, 2024). By 2025, the figure is
expected to surpass 7 million passengers, representing a robust expansion in the sector. This
growth trajectory is primarily driven by the liberalization of the aviation market, with
Uzbekistan’s international connectivity expanding significantly.

One key factor contributing to this growth is the increased competition within the aviation market,
with private carriers like Centrum Air and Air Samarkand entering the sector. These airlines have
expanded their route networks, offering more destinations and increasing their market share.
According to the Airports Council International (ACI Europe), Samarkand Airport ranked 2nd
among European airports serving between 1 to 10 million passengers annually, demonstrating an
impressive 186% increase in passenger traffic compared to 2019 (Airports Council International
Europe, 2024). This remarkable growth has been driven by Air Marakanda, the airport’s operator,
which currently collaborates with 17 airlines and facilitates flights on 18 routes, including 16
international and 2 domestic destinations (Air Marakanda, 2024). Notably, Air Samarkand has
played a crucial role in this expansion, transporting over 142,000 passengers in 2024 across six
international and one domestic route, further boosting the airport’s passenger flow and
connectivity (Air Samarkand, 2024). These advancements underscore the broader economic and
infrastructural benefits of Uzbekistan’s aviation reforms, enhancing connectivity, boosting
tourism, and positioning the country as a growing hub in Central Asia.
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Centrum Air has introduced flights to key international hubs such as Frankfurt, Bangkok, and
Istanbul, substantially boosting its visibility and customer base since its launch in 2023
(Aeroroutes, 2024). The introduction of low-cost carriers (LCCs) and competitive pricing
strategies have also played an essential role in encouraging passenger growth. The combination of
new routes, competitive pricing, and improved service quality has attracted more passengers both
domestically and internationally.

Moreover, Uzbekistan Airways, the national carrier, has continued to expand its network,
focusing on increasing frequency on existing routes and introducing new services to underserved
regions. This expansion has contributed to the overall increase in passenger traffic and is expected
to play a central role in meeting the demand for air travel in the coming years (Uzbekistan
Ministry of Transport, 2023). The projected growth in passenger numbers will likely continue to
benefit from these ongoing efforts to improve route accessibility and customer choice.

4.2 Economic Contribution

The aviation sector in Uzbekistan is becoming an increasingly important contributor to the
national economy. By 2025, the sector’s contribution to the country’s GDP is expected to reach
4.5%, up from 3.5% in 2023 (Sobie, 2024). This increase is reflective of the sector’s growing
importance in facilitating trade, tourism, and foreign investment. As air connectivity improves,
Uzbekistan is positioned to benefit from increased international trade, particularly with
neighboring countries and major global markets. The expansion of air transport routes enables
easier access to trade hubs, helping businesses expand their market reach and engage more
actively in global commerce.

In addition to its direct contribution to GDP, the aviation sector plays a key role in stimulating
other industries. The increased flow of international tourists, supported by both the national carrier
and private airlines, is contributing to the growth of sectors like tourism, hospitality, retail, and
services. The arrival of more international flights has boosted demand for hotels, restaurants, and
leisure activities, as well as retail goods. This, in turn, drives local employment and generates tax
revenue for the government. As noted by Graham & Dennis (2010), liberalization often creates a
multiplier effect, where the benefits of expanded air connectivity ripple across the broader
economy, benefiting multiple sectors.

Increased foreign investment is also a major factor contributing to the aviation sector’s growth.
Both foreign airlines and investors have shown greater interest in Uzbekistan’s aviation market,
attracted by its liberalized policies and its growing passenger traffic. This influx of foreign capital
has allowed for the expansion of airport infrastructure, the modernization of aircraft fleets, and the
introduction of advanced technologies to improve air traffic management and safety (World Bank,
2023). As a result, the aviation sector is expected to remain a key pillar of Uzbekistan’s economic
development strategy in the coming years.

4.3 Job Creation

As the aviation sector grows, it is also generating substantial employment opportunities across a
variety of sectors. Sobolev (2024) highlights the significant demand for skilled personnel in
aviation, particularly in areas such as piloting, cabin crew services, and ground handling. With the
expansion of both Uzbekistan Airways and private airlines like Air Samarkand, there has been a
notable increase in the recruitment of aviation professionals, including pilots, flight attendants,
and ground support staff.

Private carriers, in particular, are contributing to job creation as they expand their fleets and
routes. For example, Air Samarkand’s growth, with its increasing number of flights and
expanding operations, has led to a greater need for both on-aircraft and ground-based staff. This
trend reflects a broader shift in the aviation sector, where the liberalization of the market has
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allowed for a greater variety of employment opportunities. Furthermore, the demand for skilled
workers is not limited to the airlines themselves but also extends to other sectors related to
aviation, such as airport management, air traffic control, maintenance, and logistics.

The expansion of airport infrastructure, supported by government investments in modernizing
airports, also plays a critical role in job creation. The ongoing development of Tashkent
International Airport, along with regional airports, has generated employment in construction,
maintenance, security, and customer service roles (Tashkent International Airport Development,
2024). As these airports expand to accommodate growing passenger traffic, new positions are
created, further supporting the broader employment ecosystem in Uzbekistan.

In sum, the growth of the aviation sector is a significant driver of job creation, contributing to the
reduction of unemployment and improving the overall employment outlook in Uzbekistan. By
2025, the aviation industry is expected to support tens of thousands of jobs, not only within the
airlines but also in associated industries, including tourism, hospitality, retail, and logistics. This
employment growth further highlights the broad-reaching economic benefits of aviation
liberalization in Uzbekistan.

5. Discussion
5.1 Comparative Analysis

The liberalization of Uzbekistan's aviation market shares several similarities with aviation
deregulation efforts in other emerging markets, such as India. In India, the liberalization of the
aviation sector in the early 2000s spurred rapid growth, particularly with the entry of low-cost
carriers (LCCs) and increased competition in both domestic and international routes. Similarly,
Uzbekistan's market has seen a notable rise in passenger numbers following the introduction of
private carriers like Centrum Air and Air Samarkand. According to Sobolev (2024), the entry of
these carriers has not only increased competition but also lowered fares, making air travel more
accessible to a larger population. However, both India and Uzbekistan have faced challenges in
infrastructure development, particularly in the context of rapid growth in air traffic.

In India, the growth of passenger traffic was accompanied by significant infrastructure constraints,
particularly at major airports such as Delhi and Mumbai, which struggled to accommodate the
increased number of flights. A similar issue is emerging in Uzbekistan, where the infrastructure of
airports, particularly in smaller cities like Samarkand and Bukhara, is not yet fully equipped to
handle the growing number of passengers. The need for investment in airport infrastructure and
air traffic management systems has been highlighted as a key priority for both countries. As noted
by Graham & Dennis (2010), market liberalization leads to rapid increases in air traffic, but
without complementary infrastructure investment, these benefits can be undermined. Therefore,
Uzbekistan must address these challenges proactively to sustain growth in the aviation sector.

5.2 Infrastructure Challenges

One of the main obstacles facing the growth of Uzbekistan’s aviation sector is the inability of the
country’s infrastructure to keep pace with rising passenger demand. Although the expansion of
Tashkent International Airport is a critical step in addressing this issue, much more needs to be
done to ensure the overall aviation ecosystem is capable of supporting future growth. Tashkent
International Airport, Uzbekistan’s primary gateway, is undergoing significant modernization,
with new terminals and runways being constructed to handle larger volumes of passengers and
aircraft (Tashkent International Airport Development, 2024). However, regional airports, such as
those in Samarkand, Bukhara, and Fergana, are still lagging behind in terms of modernization and
capacity.

These regional airports will need substantial upgrades in terms of both physical infrastructure
(e.g., terminal expansion, runway improvements) and technological capabilities (e.g., advanced air
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traffic management systems). The government has already committed to addressing these issues,
but continued investment in these areas is crucial to avoid bottlenecks that could impede the
growth of the aviation sector. According to Sobolev (2024), failure to upgrade regional airports
may lead to capacity constraints, particularly as the volume of international and domestic flights
increases. In addition, improving the efficiency of air traffic control systems will be vital to ensure
that aircraft are handled safely and efficiently, reducing delays and maximizing capacity
utilization.

Furthermore, the expansion of airport facilities must be accompanied by improvements in the
surrounding transport infrastructure, such as roads and public transportation, to ensure that
passengers can easily access airports. Without a holistic approach to infrastructure development,
the benefits of aviation liberalization may be stifled.

5.3 Competitive Landscape

The growth of Uzbekistan’s aviation market, while impressive, has also highlighted the level of
competition that domestic carriers face on international routes. Despite the progress made by
private carriers like Centrum Air and Air Samarkand, which have been able to expand their route
networks and offer competitive pricing, they still face stiff competition from established
international airlines, particularly those from the Gulf region such as Emirates, Turkish Airlines,
and Qatar Airways. These carriers dominate key international routes, especially to Europe, the
Middle East, and beyond, leveraging their strong global networks, superior service offerings, and
established brand reputations (Graham & Dennis, 2010).

For Uzbekistan’s domestic carriers to remain competitive, the government must ensure that they
are provided with a level playing field. This includes offering favorable regulatory frameworks
that facilitate market entry and the expansion of operations for local airlines. According to
Sobolev (2024), liberalization policies should be accompanied by measures that support the
growth of domestic carriers, such as providing incentives for fleet expansion, reducing operational
costs, and encouraging investment in innovative technologies. Additionally, partnerships with
international carriers could be encouraged, enabling Uzbek airlines to access a broader range of
global routes while enhancing service standards.

To compete effectively on international routes, Uzbek airlines must also focus on improving
service quality and enhancing customer experiences. This may involve upgrading their fleets to
newer, more fuel-efficient aircraft, enhancing cabin comfort, and expanding in-flight services.
Additionally, local carriers could explore niche markets or underserved routes where they can
offer specialized services at competitive prices. By adopting a customer-centric approach and
focusing on efficiency and reliability, Uzbek airlines can carve out a unique position in the global
aviation market.

In conclusion, the competitive landscape for Uzbekistan’s aviation sector requires careful
balancing between promoting growth and ensuring that domestic carriers can compete with
established international airlines. Policies aimed at improving service standards, supporting
infrastructure development, and fostering competition will be critical to the sector’s long-term
success.

6. Conclusion

The liberalization of the aviation industry in Uzbekistan has set the stage for significant growth in
the country's aviation sector. The government's progressive policies aimed at expanding market
access have led to increased competition and new route openings. This transformation is expected
to yield substantial benefits, including enhanced air connectivity, reduced travel costs, and a more
robust tourism sector. Uzbekistan’s aviation liberalization has already started generating positive
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economic effects, particularly by attracting foreign investment and fostering employment
opportunities within the industry.

Internally, the development of Air Samarkand reflects the potential of Uzbekistan’s aviation
market. The company has successfully navigated these liberalization changes, contributing to the
broader goal of enhancing the country’s aviation services. The collaboration with ground handling
companies such as Air Marakanda is an example of the growing partnerships within the aviation
sector, which are a direct result of the country's move toward a more open and competitive
market.

Moreover, the transformation of Uzbekistan’s aviation landscape, exemplified by Air
Samarkand’s expansion into new routes and the increasing participation of international partners,
demonstrates how the aviation industry is becoming a driver of economic growth. The
liberalization process has empowered airlines like Air Samarkand to improve their service
offerings and expand operations in previously underserved regions, which is expected to continue
boosting the country's international connectivity.

Ultimately, the future of aviation in Uzbekistan hinges on sustained efforts to improve regulatory
frameworks, infrastructure, and customer service while addressing challenges such as the
competition from international carriers and the need for technological advancements in the
aviation industry. With strategic planning and continued investment, Uzbekistan is well-
positioned to become a key player in Central Asia’s aviation sector.
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