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Abstract:
This study examines the role of tourism routes in regional diplomacy, highlighting their

function as instruments of cultural exchange, economic cooperation, and soft power projection. By
analyzing experiences from Europe, Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America, the research
demonstrates that tourism routes can strengthen regional identities, facilitate diplomatic dialogue, and
promote multilateral cooperation. The paper emphasizes the importance of institutional support,
sustainable management, and inclusive governance for maximizing the diplomatic potential of
tourism initiatives. Challenges such as political instability, unequal benefits, and environmental
pressures are discussed, alongside strategies to enhance the effectiveness of tourism diplomacy in an
interconnected global context.
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ТУРИСТИЧЕСКИЕМАРШРУТЫ И РЕГИОНАЛЬНАЯ ДИПЛОМАТИЯ: ОПЫТ И
ПЕРСПЕКТИВЫ

Аннотация:
В настоящем исследовании рассматривается роль туристических маршрутов в

региональной дипломатии, подчеркивая их функцию как инструментов культурного обмена,
экономического сотрудничества и проекции мягкой силы. Анализируя опыт Европы, Азии,
Африки, Ближнего Востока и Латинской Америки, исследование показывает, что
туристические маршруты могут укреплять региональную идентичность, способствовать
дипломатическому диалогу и стимулировать многостороннее сотрудничество. В статье
акцентируется внимание на важности институциональной поддержки, устойчивого
управления и инклюзивного подхода для максимизации дипломатического потенциала
туристических инициатив. Обсуждаются проблемы политической нестабильности,
неравномерного распределения выгод и экологического давления, а также стратегии
повышения эффективности туристической дипломатии в глобальном контексте.
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Tourism routes have increasingly become not only instruments of economic development but
also strategic tools of regional diplomacy in the contemporary international system. As globalization
deepens interdependence among states and regions, tourism has evolved beyond leisure and
hospitality into a multidimensional platform for cultural exchange, political dialogue, and soft power
projection. In this context, tourism routes—understood as geographically and culturally connected
travel corridors—play a crucial role in shaping regional identities and fostering diplomatic
cooperation among neighboring countries1. The concept of tourism as a diplomatic instrument is

1 UNWTO, Tourism and the Sustainable Development Goals, Madrid, 2018.
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closely linked to the theory of soft power, which emphasizes attraction, cultural appeal, and mutual
understanding rather than coercion. International organizations such as the United Nations World
Tourism Organization (UNWTO) consistently highlight that cross-border tourism routes contribute to
trust-building, people-to-people diplomacy, and long-term regional stability.2 Historical trade
corridors, including the Silk Road, the Amber Road, and the Mediterranean maritime routes,
demonstrate that mobility and exchange have always been central to diplomatic interaction among
civilizations. In the modern era, these routes are being reimagined as integrated tourism products that
align economic interests with diplomatic objectives.

Regional tourism routes serve as platforms for institutional cooperation, harmonization of
visa regimes, joint marketing strategies, and coordinated infrastructure development. For example,
the Silk Road Tourism Programme initiated by UNWTO brings together more than 30 countries
across Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, aiming to promote shared heritage while strengthening
political and economic ties. Empirical evidence suggests that regions engaged in joint tourism
initiatives experience increased diplomatic engagement, higher levels of foreign direct investment,
and improved perceptions among international audiences. From a geopolitical perspective, tourism
routes can reduce asymmetries between center and periphery by integrating less-developed regions
into transnational networks. This is particularly relevant for landlocked and transit countries, where
tourism diplomacy complements traditional foreign policy instruments3. Moreover, regional tourism
cooperation often functions as a confidence-building mechanism in post-conflict or politically
sensitive areas, as seen in the Balkans, the South Caucasus, and parts of Central Asia. By
emphasizing shared heritage and collective narratives, tourism routes help transform contested spaces
into zones of cooperation. At the same time, the development of tourism routes faces structural
challenges, including political instability, unequal distribution of benefits, environmental pressures,
and governance fragmentation. Academic studies indicate that without coordinated diplomatic
frameworks, tourism routes risk becoming symbolic projects with limited sustainable impact4.
Therefore, UNWTO, Tourism and the Sustainable Development Goals, Madrid, 2018.active
participation of both state and non-state actors.

The practical implementation of tourism routes as instruments of regional diplomacy can be
observed through a variety of international experiences, where coordinated tourism policies have
reinforced diplomatic dialogue and regional integration. One of the most illustrative examples is the
European Union, where cross-border cultural and tourism routes have been institutionalized as part of
a broader integration strategy. The Council of Europe’s Cultural Routes Programme, launched in
1987, demonstrates how shared heritage can be transformed into a diplomatic and socio-economic
resource by linking multiple countries under a common historical narrative5. These routes, including
the Camino de Santiago and the Viking Routes, function not only as tourism products but also as
frameworks for intercultural dialogue, policy coordination, and regional identity-building. Empirical
studies conducted within the EU context show that tourism routes contribute to reducing political and
administrative barriers among neighboring states by encouraging harmonization of standards, joint

2 UNWTO, Tourism and Diplomacy: Leveraging Tourism for Global Peace, Madrid, 2022.

3 Hall, C. M., Tourism and Geopolitics, London: Routledge, 2017

4 Sharpley, R., Tourism Development and the Environment, London: Earthscan, 2009.

5 Council of Europe, Cultural Routes of the Council of Europe Programme, Strasbourg, 2019.
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governance mechanisms, and multilateral funding structure6. Through such mechanisms, tourism
diplomacy becomes embedded in institutional cooperation rather than remaining a symbolic gesture.
This experience indicates that regional tourism routes are most effective when supported by
supranational or intergovernmental structures capable of mediating interests and ensuring continuity
beyond political cycles.

In Asia, tourism routes have increasingly been linked to broader geopolitical and economic
strategies. China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) incorporates tourism corridors as a complementary
dimension to infrastructure and trade connectivity. According to official policy documents, tourism
cooperation under the BRI is intended to promote people-to-people bonds and cultural exchange
alongside economic development. Research suggests that tourism routes along the ancient Silk Road
have facilitated new diplomatic platforms between Central Asian states, China, and South Asia,
particularly through visa facilitation agreements, joint branding, and shared heritage preservation
projects. While critics argue that such initiatives may reinforce asymmetrical power relations,
evidence also indicates that participating countries have leveraged tourism diplomacy to diversify
partnerships and enhance international visibility.

The Middle East provides another relevant case where tourism routes intersect with regional
diplomacy in complex political environments. Religious and heritage-based routes, such as
pilgrimage corridors connecting Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Israel/Palestine, illustrate how tourism can
function simultaneously as a unifying and contentious force. International mediation efforts often
support tourism cooperation in these contexts as a confidence-building measure, recognizing that
sustained people-to-people interaction can complement formal diplomatic negotiations.7 Although
political instability limits the full potential of such routes, localized initiatives demonstrate that
tourism diplomacy can operate even under constrained conditions when supported by international
organizations and civil society actors.

In Africa, regional tourism routes have been promoted as tools for economic integration and
post-colonial identity formation. The Southern African Development Community (SADC) has
emphasized transboundary conservation areas and tourism corridors as mechanisms for joint resource
management and regional cooperation. Studies indicate that these initiatives have contributed to
improved diplomatic coordination in environmental governance and border management, while also
generating shared economic benefits for participating states.8 The African experience underscores the
importance of aligning tourism diplomacy with sustainable development objectives to ensure long-
term legitimacy and political support.

Latin America offers additional insights into the diplomatic function of tourism routes,
particularly in the context of regional organizations such as MERCOSUR and the Andean
Community. Cultural routes centered on indigenous heritage and colonial history have been used to
strengthen regional narratives and promote inclusive developmen9. Academic analyses highlight that
these routes often serve as informal diplomatic channels, enabling subnational actors—such as
regional governments and local communities—to engage in cross-border cooperation independently
of national-level tensions. This multilayered nature of tourism diplomacy expands the traditional
understanding of diplomacy by incorporating non-state actors into regional governance.

6 Richards, G., Cultural Tourism: Global and Local Perspectives, New York: Routledge, 2018.

7 UNDP, Tourism as a Tool for Peacebuilding, New York, 2020.

8 Spenceley, A., Responsible Tourism: Critical Issues for Conservation and Development, London: Earthscan, 2008.

9 ECD, Tourism and Regional Development in Latin America, Paris, 2016.
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Across these diverse regional experiences, a common pattern emerges: tourism routes are
most diplomatically effective when they are embedded within broader policy frameworks that
integrate economic, cultural, and political objectives. Quantitative data from UNWTO reports
indicate that countries participating in regional tourism initiatives experience higher levels of intra-
regional travel flows and increased diplomatic engagement through bilateral and multilateral
agreement10. Furthermore, perception studies suggest that international tourists exposed to multi-
country routes develop more nuanced and positive views of the regions they visit, reinforcing the soft
power effects of tourism diplomacy.

However, the effectiveness of tourism routes as diplomatic instruments is contingent upon
governance capacity and political will. Fragmented institutional arrangements, lack of funding, and
competing national interests can undermine regional initiatives. Scholarly literature emphasizes that
without inclusive governance models and equitable benefit-sharing mechanisms, tourism routes risk
exacerbating regional inequalities and generating political friction. Therefore, diplomatic
coordination must be complemented by transparent management structures and participatory
planning processes. In sum, international experience demonstrates that tourism routes function as
dynamic platforms for regional diplomacy when they combine shared heritage narratives with
institutionalized cooperation. They facilitate dialogue, reduce political distance, and contribute to
regional stability by fostering mutual dependence and trust. At the same time, their success depends
on sustained diplomatic commitment, multilateral governance, and alignment with long-term
development strategies. These lessons provide a critical foundation for assessing future prospects of
tourism diplomacy in an increasingly interconnected yet fragmented global system.

One of the key findings of this research is that tourism routes are most effective as tools of
regional diplomacy when they are embedded within coherent institutional and policy frameworks.
Coordinated governance, harmonized regulations, and joint strategic planning enable participating
countries to transform tourism initiatives into sustainable mechanisms of long-term cooperation. In
the absence of such coordination, tourism routes risk remaining fragmented and symbolic, with
limited diplomatic impact. Therefore, the integration of tourism policy into broader regional
development and foreign policy strategies is essential for maximizing its diplomatic value. Tourism
routes also play a significant role in the projection of soft power. Through people-to-people contacts
and cultural exchange, they shape perceptions, reduce social and political distance, and promote
mutual understanding among different nations. This informal dimension of diplomacy complements
traditional state-centered diplomatic practices by engaging local communities, regional authorities,
and private stakeholders. As a result, tourism routes expand the scope of diplomacy and contribute to
more inclusive and multi-layered forms of regional interaction.

At the same time, the research highlights that the diplomatic potential of tourism routes is
constrained by a number of structural challenges. Political instability, unequal distribution of
economic benefits, environmental pressures, and weak institutional capacity can undermine trust and
cooperation among participating actors. Without inclusive governance models and sustainable
development principles, tourism routes may exacerbate regional inequalities rather than foster
integration. Addressing these challenges requires long-term political commitment, transparent
management, and active participation of both public and non-state actors.

In conclusion, tourism routes represent a valuable strategic resource for regional diplomacy in
an increasingly interconnected world. When properly designed and supported, they contribute to
dialogue, cooperation, and regional stability by linking economic interests with cultural and
diplomatic objectives. Recognizing tourism not merely as an economic sector but as a diplomatic

10 UNWTO, International Tourism Highlights, Madrid, 2023.
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asset will be crucial for policymakers seeking innovative approaches to regional cooperation and
peaceful development in the future.
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