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In 1991 the Kyrgyz Republic secured its political autonomy from the USSR and set out on the road to cultural and economic independence.  Tourism was high on the development agenda, not least because of the country’s abundance of natural assets, its experience with health and recreational tourism during the Soviet period and its lack of viable alternatives.  During the post-colonial period, tourist activity has been based mainly on the country’s mountains and lakes.  More recently attempts to develop a heritage tourism product have mirrored the resurgence of ethnic Kyrgyz nationalism and Turkic culture throughout Central Asia.

The paper identifies ethnic diversity and nationalist revivalism as potential constraints to the development of heritage tourism in Kyrgyzstan.  Moreover, the issue of dissonant interest groups in the protection of the heritage of Kyrgyzstan is addressed.  Much of the international interest in Kyrgyz heritage has been directed at the epos of the nomads of the Steppes and it is their protection, rather than that of tangible heritage sites, that has attracted sponsorship from UNESCO and other bodies.  Additionally, the tangible heritage sites that have been proposed by the Kyrgyz government for World Heritage status are of domestic and regional, rather than international interest.  Implications for the strategic development of Kyrgyzstan’s heritage tourism product are discussed, with specific reference to world heritage.
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Introduction

   Prior to 1991, Kyrgyzstan, in particular the Ysyk-Köl region, was one of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics’ (USSR) most important recreational resorts.  Since the demise of the Soviet Union the principal focus of tourism development in other Central Asian republics has been architectural and archaeological sites, marketed within the framework of the Silk Road (Taksanov, 2003).  By contrast, Kyrgyzstan has preferred to concentrate tourism planning and marketing primarily on its natural resources.  The combination of remote locations and mountainous topography has led to destination marketing in Kyrgyzstan being focused on adventure, nature and ecotourism.  Nonetheless, the country has a wealth of heritage sites, many of which were explored to some extent during the Soviet era, and several of which have been nominated for World Heritage status.  

   Since independence, a resurgence of Turkic cultural and ethnic consciousness has placed important emphasis on the development of a heritage tourism product.  However, Kyrgyzstan’s historical and socio-political status and ethnic pluralism complicates the strategic development of a heritage tourism product.  The population of Kyrgyzstan, as with all Central Asian countries, is made up of a diverse mix of ethnic and religious groups.  Ethnic Kyrgyz represent less than 53% of the population and are themselves comprised of around forty tribes.  The ethnic Kyrgyz are a Turkic people who are thought to have originated in the Yenesei region of Siberia and whose language belongs to the Ural-Altaic family.  Other major ethnic groups in Kyrgyzstan are Russians (18%), Uzbeks (12.9%), Ukrainians (2.5%) and Germans (2.4%), although large numbers of Slavs and Germans migrated back to the Volga region in the wake of independence (CIA, 2002).  In light of the ethnic diversity of Kyrgyzstan’s population, there is a need to balance the reassertion of ethnic Kyrgyz identity with the desire to develop a fully inclusive civil state.  In addition, the culture of the ethnic Kyrgyz majority has been most heavily influenced by their nomadic and tribal past and in particular the epic poems.  It is therefore the intangible elements of their heritage with which the Kyrgyz identify most closely.  Nonetheless, some tangible heritage sites within Kyrgyzstan’s territory have been considered for inclusion on the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) list of World Heritage sites.  However, the attraction of these sites is currently limited mainly to a domestic and regional visitor market.  The paper aims to explore issues of ethnicity and nationalist revivalism that have potentially significant implications for the strategic development of a heritage tourism product within Kyrgyzstan.  In addition, the latent conflict of interest between protecting heritage sites of importance to the national and regional population and attracting overseas visitors to Kyrgyzstan will be explored.  

Ethnicity, Nationalism and Tourism in a Post-colonial Context

   Kellas (1998) suggests that ethnic groups are differentiated from nations on the basis that they are smaller, more clearly based on common ancestry and historically more pervasive.  Thus, whilst nations are inclusive, ethnic groups are exclusive.  Stalin considered a nation to be created on the basis of a common language, culture, territory, economic life and psychological make-up (Franklin, 1973).  In reality, few nations satisfy all of the above criteria.  The Central Asian republics, created in the wake of the break-up of the Soviet Union, are multicultural nations, which are home to a variety of ethnic groupings.  Since these nations obtained independence in 1991, it is the ethnic groups which have sought to reassert their culture, ideology and ethnicity (see Kamidov, 2002; Megoran, 2000a), whilst the nations have largely practiced cognitive nationalism, based on a common understanding and acceptance of a shared group identity (Carney & Moran, 2000).  

   Ten years before the break up of the Soviet Union, Smith (1981) noted the general occurrence of an ‘ethnic revival’ (and ensuing ethnic conflict) across the globe.  It is by and large inevitable that there should be a resurgence of nationalism and ethnicity within newly independent nations and/or ethnic groups.  Indeed the legacy of colonialism is a very important determinant of nationalism in the developing world (Kellas, 1998).  In Central Asia itself, Bichel (1997:3) claims that newly constructed national identities are expressed with a heavy emphasis upon ethnicity and ‘have at least as much to do with self-expression and self-assertion as they do with historical evidence, precedent or cultural revival’.  Horowitz (1985) contests that one of the common undertakings of ethnic groups after a period of colonisation is to restore the cultural image of the ethnic group, with the aim of fostering inter-group cohesion group and increasing the group's external status.  Within the context of tourism, it has been suggested that heritage tourism, in particular, can be used as a resource in such endeavours through the marketing and promotion of cultural heritage and an ethnic image to a wider audience (Pitchford, 1995).  However, in multiethnic nations, such activities arguably become more sensitive.  Whilst Adams (1998) details the Indonesian governments attempts to use cultural tourism as a tool for nation building, she notes that, in some instances, encounters between groups have led to ethnic antagonism.  By contrast, Mitchell (2001) and Pretes (2003) argue that a nation’s past and the heritage sites representing that past are important factors in constructing a common national identity among a diverse ethnic population.

   Trans-national ethnic and religious forces can also be viewed as contributing to nationalism and playing a role in reducing ethnic tension within nations by fostering the idea of a common heritage.  Indeed, Gellner (1994) discusses the role of Islam in uniting ethnic groups and differentiating them from outsiders within the context of the demise of the Soviet Union.  He further asserts that the mechanisms underlying Muslim fundamentalism reflect those underpinning nationalism.  Lewis (1999), on the other hand, draws attention to the difficulties of establishing ethnic identity on the basis of religion in a region such as Central Asia, where much of the population come from mixed ethnic and religious backgrounds.  Moreover, Elebaeva (2003) warns that, since ethnic nationalism in Central Asia is closely linked with religious extremism, it has the capability to undermine stability and security in the region.  But it is not only a common religious heritage that connects the various ethnic groupings of Central Asia.  Since 1991, a pan-Turkic ethnic movement, focussing on common language and culture, has sought to reunite Turkic peoples, with the aim of counteracting extreme nationalism, fundamentalist Islam, and secular westernisation (Badretdin, 2000).  Indeed, from a heritage tourism perspective, the tangible and intangible heritage of Central Asia has arguably stronger links to Turkism and Islam, than to individual ethnic groups.

Methodology

   A combination of desk research and interview-based fieldwork was employed for the research.  Newspaper articles, press releases and conference proceedings were the main source of information on post-colonial nationalism and ethnicity in Kyrgyzstan and the Central Asian region.  A large element of the paper could therefore be completed using the documentary method, identifying and analysing information that had already been compiled (Jennings, 2001).  This desk research included a content analysis of the cultural and heritage tourism marketing literature for Kyrgyzstan.  Content analysis is traditionally associated with the breakdown of texts and indeed is often referred to as textual analysis, discourse analysis or rhetoric analysis (Jennings, 2001).  However, in tourism research, content analysis has typically been extended to other media.

Tourism research should involve the examination of texts, not only written texts but also maps, landscapes, paintings, films, townscapes, TV programmes, brochures and so on (Urry, 1994: 237-238).

   Since the heritage tourism sector is very poorly developed in Kyrgyzstan, literature covering this field was extremely basic.  The decision was therefore taken to conduct fieldwork in the form of semi-structured interviews using a purposive sample of individuals working with the tourism and heritage sectors in Kyrgyzstan.  Although a non-systematic sampling method, purposive sampling is acceptable where the views of particular individuals are sought and where external validity is not required (De Vaus, 1996).  Interviews were conducted, through an interpreter, with employees of relevant Kyrgyz government departments and non-governmental organisations, tourism academics and directors of a number of heritage sites throughout Kyrgyzstan.  In this way a body of expert opinion and experience was collected on heritage tourism, government strategy and the protection of heritage sites in Kyrgyzstan.  The paper commences with a historical perspective on nationalism and heritage in Soviet Central Asia and, in particular, Kyrgyzstan.  It goes on to discuss nationalist revivalism and the resurgence of ethnic heritage within the region as well as the socio-economic situation in Kyrgyzstan, with particular reference to the fledgling tourism industry.  The implications of the combination of factors at work in Kyrgyzstan are then explored from the point of view of developing a heritage tourism product, and with particular reference to the role of World Heritage.

Kyrgyz Nationalism and Cultural Heritage in under the Russians and Soviets

   Prior to the subjugation of Central Asia by tsarist Russia the territory of Kyrgyzstan was occupied by nomadic peoples.  Whilst there was a clear sense of nationhood and the population was linked ethnically, economically and linguistically, socio-political and administrative structures were centred on family and clan associations (Anderson, 1999; Asankanov, 1995).  According to Kyrgyz oral history, they were forced from their ancestral lands on more than one occasion, arriving at their present territory via the Yenesei and Altai regions.  The most important legacy the Kyrgyz people possessed were the epic poems telling the history of the struggles of their ancestors.  It is significant that the best known of these, the Manas Epos, is often referred to as a ‘monument’ or ‘memorial’ (inter alia Abetekov, 1995; Asankanov & Bekmukhamedova, 1999).  However, these epics can be better described as a living heritage in that their influence is discernible in the people’s customs, rites and daily activities and, since independence, they have played an important role in encouraging self-expression and raising the level of social consciousness (Asankanov, 1995; Galieva, 1995).

   Attitudes and sympathies towards nationalism and national identity in Kyrgyzstan fluctuated throughout the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries in accordance with the balance of power in Saint Petersburg and later Moscow.  Whilst tsarist Russia operated a policy of russification throughout the empire in an attempt to strengthen internal cohesion, the Bolsheviks wished to unite the nations of the Russian Empire by granting statehood and self-determination (see Boobbyer, 1998; Duncan, 1990).  In the early days of the USSR, the Communist Party heavily promoted a policy of korenizatsia which encouraged the use of native languages and ways of life.  Indeed it was during the 1920s that the Kyrgyz were encouraged to create a written alphabet.  However, in the 1930s under Stalin there was notably less emphasis on native cultures, moreover the migration of large Slavic and Germanic populations throughout the Soviet Union in the course of industrialisation precipitated a return to Russian national values (Duncan, 1990).  

   The period of Stalinist rule saw the gradual introduction of the Russian language into Kyrgyz schools and later throughout the political institutions.  Heavy-handed measures were used to intimidate and remove the non-Russian elite on charges of ‘bourgeois nationalism’.  Between 1920 and 1940 the Union of Militant Atheists demolished scores of religious buildings and cemeteries, destroying literature and persecuting believers.  It was not only the influence of Islam on daily life which was curtailed; Kyrgyz culture also came under pressure

On the pretext of combating pan-Islamism and pan-Turkism, steps were taken to root out cultural traditions and ideas from the consciousness and memory of several generations (Bakieva, 1999:64).

   The death of Stalin saw a resurgence of nationalism and the renewal of efforts on the part of the non-Russian elite towards safeguarding aspects of Kyrgyz culture and in particular the epic poems.  Such activities, whilst not encouraged by Moscow, were largely tolerated.  At the same time, Soviet scholars were increasingly active in excavating and documenting heritage sites throughout the territory of Kyrgyzstan.  By the time Kyrgyzstan gained its independence in 1991, a considerable number of important artefacts, clumsily unearthed from sites all over the country, had been removed to Moscow and Saint Petersburg.  The formerly nomadic population, meanwhile, had been settled and urbanised; Russian had become the language of academic and political discourse.  Islamic practices had been abandoned in public, if not completely in private, particularly in the North of the country.

Economic and Socio-cultural Situation in Post-colonial Kyrgyzstan

   After the founding of the new Kyrgyz nation on 31st August 1991, the country quickly emerged as the most democratic and liberal of the Central Asian states, a fact that has helped it to attract essential international aid.  Nonetheless, several important factors continue to affect economic, social and cultural regeneration.  The country’s remote location, its lack of natural resources (particularly energy) and poor infrastructure are serious barriers to economic development.  Meanwhile, political problems within the region continue to give cause for anxiety.  Ethnic disputes in southern Kyrgyzstan, perceived political instability in Central Asia and the recent, high profile military activity in Afghanistan have all contributed to a drop in external investment and have had negative consequences for tourism demand.

   Whilst President Akaev has actively attempted to create an open and civil society for all residents of the new republic, in practice democracy has suffered a number of setbacks.  Omarov (1999) attributes widespread abuse of power within the Kyrgyz government to the fact that individuals place loyalty to their ethnic group above loyalty to the state.  The ethnic divide is further aggravated by the demographic spread between different groups.  In some areas of southern Kyrgyzstan Uzbeks outnumber ethnic Kyrgyz, whilst the Russian population is concentrated in the north.  Additionally, Islam is strongest in the south of the country, the northern Kyrgyz having been considerably more exposed to Soviet influence during the USSR period.  Thus, recent attempts to reconnect the ethnic Kyrgyz with the heritage of their nomadic ancestors have the potential to alienate other resident ethnic groups.  Although historical disputes between ethnic groupings have been rare since independence, violence among ethnic Uzbeks, Tajiks, and Kyrgyz has recently re-emerged, particularly in the south of Kyrgyzstan (see Khamidov, 2002; Saipjanov, 2003).

Post-colonial Resurgence of National Identity in Multi-ethnic Kyrgyzstan

   In the Central Asian republics, the imposed supranational culture and the suppression of ethnic nationalism during the colonial era appear to have unleashed a resurgence of cultural identities linked to pre-communist ethnic heritage.  This building of a national self-consciousness is perceived to be a direct response to avoiding being re-conquered.  Fairbanks (2001:52) notes how, ‘leaders such as Askar Akaev of Kyrgyzstan have defied long odds to save their countries from dissolution or re-absorption into a new Russian empire’.  

   In Kyrgyzstan the creation of economic and political relationships within the international community has been accompanied by concerted attempts at reuniting the ethnic Kyrgyz with their pre-colonial heritage and identity.  At the same time, the government has tried to create a civil and open society for all residents, regardless of ethnicity.  However, some of the measures taken to promote Kyrgyz nationalism in the post-colonial era have not only been controversial, but have ultimately proved counterproductive for both economic and cultural regeneration.  

   One of the earliest assertions of national identity was the State Language Law of September 1989, which made Kyrgyz the state language of the republic and proposed a rapid switching to the use of the Kyrgyz language in education and administration.  However, the consequences of this law were unsatisfactory on two counts.  Firstly, the perceived growth in nationalism and the practical difficulties presented by the new legislation led to the exodus of a sizeable Slavic and German contingent, many of whom were professionals whose skills were essential to the new republic.  In 1989 there were approximately 100,000 Germans living in Kyrgyzstan but by 1997 only 20,000 remained (Anderson, 1999).  Secondly, the intention that Kyrgyz should be the working language for all administrative and educational establishments by 1994 was unrealistic, not least because many ethnic Kyrgyz still feel most comfortable using Russian in the workplace.  Thus, in 1996 a change was implemented to the constitution to the effect that Russian could be reinstated as an official state language.  Those who support the use of Russian as an official state language have put forward a number of reasons.  First, there is the economic value, especially with regard to industrial partnerships with Russia and other CIS countries and the cost of translating documents.  Second, there are demographic considerations, particularly with regard to slowing down the migration of Russian speakers.  Third, speaking Russian conveys important educational benefits, not least the ability to study in other CIS countries (Anon, 2001).  Meanwhile, supporters of the Kyrgyz language link its uncertain future with the disappearance of other visible vestiges of culture from daily life (Bashiri, 1999a).

   An important manifestation of the resurgence of national identity is the continuing use of the legendary Kyrgyz warrior-hero Manas as a cornerstone of state ideology.  The eponymous hero of the Manas epos has been identified as an iconic figure, upon which Kyrgyz cultural identity is based and the epic itself has frequently been described as the encyclopaedia of the Kyrgyz nation (inter alia Asankanov, 1995; Musayev, 1994).  Galieva (1995) notes that the society depicted in the Manas epos shows many of the characteristics a fledgling, modern democracy might aspire to.  Indeed, President Akaev has repeatedly stressed the need for the Kyrgyz nation to look to the seven precepts of Manas in building an ideology for the new state. As has been highlighted by Asankanov (1995), the further role of the Manas epos is in consolidating the Kyrgyz tribes into an ethnic community, and in encouraging self-expression and raising the level of social consciousness.  It is therefore unsurprising that the epic should be selected as an important means of reuniting the population with their pre-Russian heritage.

   Megoran (2000b) argues that this focus on Manas suggests an underlying desire for Kyrgyzstan to remain primarily the home of the ethnic Kyrgyz.  However, other authors have emphasised the importance of the Manas epos to all Turkic peoples and it was this perceived pan-Turkism that primarily led to its suppression by the Soviets.  

Auezov argues Manas belongs to all Turkic peoples irrespective of their socio-economic, political or geographical affiliations – as an epic, Manas does not recognize any temporal or spatial boundaries (Bashiri, 1999b).

Nevertheless, whilst the importance of epic poems on a wider level within the region may be argued to further the inclusion of many of the Turkic ethnic minorities resident in Kyrgyzstan after independence, Slavic and Germanic expatriates will scarcely identify with the principles and precepts they promote.

   The updating of Islamic codes has also contributed to the renaissance of pre-Soviet cultural activities and traditions in Kyrgyzstan.  Bakieva (1999) argues that Central Asians are now looking to Islam as a form of social inclusion and a source of socio-cultural memory.

Islam has … for many centuries been intimately interwoven into the life of the region’s peoples, and its system of cultural codes is deeply embedded in their minds and their social praxis (Bakieva, 1999:69).

   The promotion of ethnic identity at both national and regional level and the nurturing of a modern Kyrgyz culture have helped to highlight the potential role of cultural and heritage tourism in the search for viable economic activities. The complex historical, ethno-political and economic factors discussed above have, however, effected regeneration on a more general level, and have also led to a lack of direction and coordination in the development of a heritage product.

Vestiges of Tangible and Intangible Heritage 

   As a potential tourist destination, Kyrgyzstan’s competitive advantage over the other Central Asian republics lies primarily in its natural resources.  Large areas of the country are virtually inaccessible and this has helped to conserve a wealth of rare wildlife and alpine plants.  Furthermore, the republic was a prime health and nature tourism destination in the USSR.  It is therefore not surprising that adventure, nature and ecotourism have been the main focus of international tourism marketing campaigns.  However, two factors have stimulated the marketing of heritage for tourism.  Firstly the World Tourism Organisation (WTO) Silk Road Project, launched in 1994, focussed its efforts for tourism development in Central Asia on the architectural heritage and cultural assets of the Silk Road.  Whilst this campaign has been greatly hindered by strict regulations and a lack of cooperation regarding visas, the Silk Road campaign has been important in promoting awareness of Kyrgyzstan outside Central Asia and the former USSR.  Secondly, a series of consultancy reports, commissioned and funded by various international organisations as part of the economic regeneration process, highlighted the potential of cultural and heritage products in marketing and promoting tourism to Kyrgyzstan.  Whilst these reports identified preserved and emerging culture (in particular handicrafts) as a strength of the tourism product in Kyrgyzstan, they also emphasised the lack of ‘significant monuments’ in the more accessible north of the country (see BDO Consulting, 1996; Eckford, 1997; Touche Ross & Co / International School of Mountaineering, 1995).  The consultancy reports demonstrate a lack of enthusiasm for Kyrgyzstan’s tangible heritage, which has been reflected in the dearth of international interest or indeed funding for the protection of sites.  This lack of enthusiam reveals disparities in the interests of the international community and those of the domestic and regional populations with regard to the heritage product.  Kyrgyzstan in fact has a wealth of historical sites through which can be traced the various cultures, religions and communities which have occupied the territory throughout its history.  Some of the most important relics of the spread of Islam to Central Asia are located on the territory of Kyrgyzstan.  These include Safet Bulan, which is an early medieval settlement from where Islam grew and spread throughout the region; it was also an important religious centre in pre-Soviet times.  The mausoleum of Shah Fazl at Safet Bulan is now in a dilapidated condition and there have been calls for it to be included in the UNESCO list of world heritage sites (Begimkulov, 1999).  

   Other, more ancient sites are connected to some of the religions and spiritual practices that have passed through the territory, such as Christianity, Zoroastrianism, Buddhism and Shamanism.  The restored caravanserai on the Silk Road at Tash Rabat is said to have been built by Buddhist monks in the tenth century.  The ancient city of Balsaghun, of which only the Burana minaret remains, was one of the three capitals from which the Karakhanids ruled Central Asia in the eleventh century and converted its peoples to Islam.  

   Unfortunately Soviet led excavations and restorations of some heritage sites were clumsy and the pick of the spoils were sequestered in Moscow and Saint Petersburg.  Those artefacts which remain in Bishkek are not currently displayed due to the financial constraints.  Since Soviet withdrawal and the collapse of the economy, maintenance of heritage sites has been sketchy due to lack of coordination and funding.  Whilst the economy remains in a state of development, the preservation of these sites and their interpretation for tourism purposes is low on the Government’s list of priorities (UNDP, 1999).  

Incongruence in the Development of a Heritage Tourism Product

   More fundamental determinants, however, may explain the delay in developing a heritage tourism product.  Efforts to promote the culture and heritage of the country have tended to reflect the propensity of the Kyrgyz to associate more strongly with their intangible heritage than with historic sites or artefacts.  Many of the ancient sites of historic interest within the territory of present-day Kyrgyzstan are relics of peoples with whom the modern Kyrgyz have no ethnic links and who occupied the region prior to the arrival of the Kyrgyz.  As regards Soviet heritage, most vestiges of the colonial era were rapidly removed after independence.  The nomadic lifestyle practiced by the Kyrgyz before collectivisation avoided the construction of permanent buildings.  Two exceptions were the mausoleums that were constructed for important personages and the mosques and medressahs that sprang up under Kokhand influence toward the end of the eighteenth century.  Many of these religious buildings were destroyed during the Soviet era.  Thus, it has been argued that the elements of heritage with which the Kyrgyz most closely identify are the rights and cultural traditions associated with their nomadic past that have been passed down to them through the epic poems, in particular the encyclopaedic Manas epos (inter alia Galieva, 1995).  

   Nonetheless, there is a collection of tangible heritage sites throughout the country that are considered to have religious significance on a regional, if not international level.  Furthermore, certain sites associated with the oral tradition, and in particular Manas, are visited as sites of pilgrimage by Kyrgyz and other Central Asian peoples.  The failure to develop these sites as heritage attractions can be attributed to several factors.  Firstly, there is an acute lack of funding for tourism development and resources are channelled primarily towards developing a product for the wealthier outbound markets of Western Europe, America and Japan.  Sites associated with Manas and Islam are not considered to be of interest to international visitors from outside Central Asia (Akmatova, 2001).  Moreover, the demand for domestic tourism within Central Asia is very small, due to the lack of disposable income.  Further obstacles include the remoteness of many of the sites and the inadequate internal infrastructure which precludes any clustering or packaging of sites for overseas visitors.

   A content analysis of the English language tourism marketing literature reveals those aspects of Kyrgyz heritage which are considered to hold interest for the wider international market.  These mainly include sites along the Silk Road restored by the Soviets in the 1970s and 1980s, such as the caravanserai at Tash Rabat, and the minarets at Burana and Uzgen.  Of these sites, only Burana benefits from any kind of interpretation, which is entirely in the Russian language.  The same applies to museums and galleries, which are largely omitted from the main tourist brochures
.  The Soviet built National Historical Museum in the capital, Bishkek, demonstrates the separation of Kyrgyz and Soviet heritage whilst displaying an absence of historical artefacts.  The history of twentieth century Russia occupies the first floor of the museum, whilst the second and third floors are filled with twentieth century Kyrgyz household objects and musical instruments, many of which are still in regular use in rural areas.  The only evidence of important archaeological findings is a catalogue of objects found on Kyrgyz territory with an introduction by the director of the Hermitage that can be purchased from the museum shop.  

   Also prominently promoted in the tourist literature are handicrafts such as the traditional felt carpets (shirdak) and items belonging to the nomadic lifestyle.  In practice, most international visitors travel as part of a tour group, which determines the elements of the heritage product they will come into contact with.  Significantly, the travel brochures place considerably more emphasis on the opportunity to experience the nomadic lifestyle and traditions (through homestays in yurta) than on visiting heritage sites. 

   Incongruities are apparent in the desire to preserve that heritage which is meaningful to the Kyrgyz people and the wider Turkic community whilst creating a heritage tourism product that will help attract the wealthier outbound markets.  Recent attempts to secure World Heritage status have been focused on sites of religious and spiritual significance to the Kyrgyz people, rather than those popular with international tourists, a fact which highlights the importance of sites related to the living heritage.  In 1995 Solomon’s Mount (Suleiman-Too), a large, domed rock on the outskirts of Osh was placed on the list of nominations for UNESCO world heritage status (see Amambaeva, 2001).  The site is thought to have been a place of worship since Neolithic times and comprises features of archaeological interest over a wide time period, including Bronze Age petroglyphs, medieval baths, a cemetery and the ruins of a mausoleum built by Babur, a sixteenth century Uzbek khan.  The Muslim prophet Solomon was buried here in the sixteenth century giving the hill its name and establishing it as an important place of pilgrimage, which it remains.  World Heritage status has also been sought for the Manas Ordo in the Talas region.  Like Solomon’s Mount, this site is a collection of natural and historical features, including a sacred mountain (the Manas-Supa), an ancient Hun burial ground and a medieval mausoleum.  The area is said to be the place where Manas lived and died and has enormous spiritual significance for the ethnic Kyrgyz as a site of pilgrimage.  Other sites which, in the past, have been evaluated and considered for World Heritage Status by UNESCO include the Burana minaret and the petroglyphs at Saymaltash on the northern shore of Lake Issyk-Köl.  However, none of these sites has, as yet, been accorded World Heritage status, a mark of distinction which, in all probability, would add to their touristic appeal and extend their renown beyond Central Asia.

   It is also significant that funding which has been successfully secured from international sponsors such as the Soros Foundation and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has tended to be earmarked for the development of traditional and contemporary culture, rather than for the preservation of artefacts.  Recent projects funded by the UNDP in Kyrgyzstan have included the publication of a catalogue of contemporary painters and the establishment of a Centre for the Development of Traditional and Contemporary Culture.  The Soros Foundation has provided funding for the staging of musical events such as the ‘Silk Road Melodies’ festival held throughout Kyrgyzstan in October 2001 to promote traditional music that was characterised as rudimentary and neglected during the colonial era (Humphrey, 1999).  

   UNESCO has principally been active in supporting the preservation of the epic poems.  In 1995 UNESCO assisted in financing an ostentatious celebration of the Manas epos which is estimated to have cost the Kyrgyz government more than US $8 million (Mayhew et. al., 2000).  In 1997 the UNDP allotted US $150,000 for a related project entitled ‘Support for Manaschis and Akyns’ to fund the training of the bards who traditionally recite the epics.  UNESCO also continues to partially fund two organisations for the promotion of the epos set up at the time of the Manas celebrations, although these have been reduced in size and importance due to lack of government funding
.  A recent achievement has been the transferral of all sixty-five variants of the Manas epos to CD-Rom, which was funded by UNESCO as part of its program for the preservation of intangible heritage.  However, whilst efforts to sustain the tradition of oral histories are well placed, the inability to pay membership subscriptions to the United Nations has placed the future of these efforts in doubt (Okeeva, 2000).  UNESCO sponsored efforts to publicise the historic value of epics such as Manas to the wider community have experienced little success with the International Year of Manas in 1995 passing largely unnoticed outside of the former CIS countries.  Nonetheless, the efforts being made to revive these cultures and traditions seem likely to prolong, if not ensure their survival.  

Conclusions

   There is evidence that the desire to increase the contribution of tourism to the troubled Kyrgyz economy's growth is affecting the direction of heritage tourism development strategies currently aimed almost exclusively at attracting international visitors.  The heritage product being promoted by the State Agency for Tourism and Sports, the WTO and individual tour operators is mainly based on the relics of former civilisations. These civilisations have been accorded their importance due to their connections with the Silk Road and their restoration by Soviet archaeologists during the colonial period.  Such sites are arguably more likely to benefit from government funding for the protection and interpretation of heritage due to their potential to generate revenue from international tourism.  Meanwhile, the living, cultural traditions of Islam, pan-Turkism and to a lesser extent nomadism are experiencing a renaissance in the wake of Kyrgyz independence.  The potential exists to utilise cultural heritage, common to several of the ethnic groups in Kyrgyzstan, as a tool for reducing ethnic tension, particularly in southern areas of the country.  However, the exclusion of sites of spiritual and religious interest associated with the common Islamic and Turkic cultural heritage of the Central Asian ethnic groups, both tangible and intangible, from the heritage tourism marketing literature and national tourism development strategies is significant.  It is particularly noteworthy since this type of heritage has been included in Kyrgyzstan’s submissions to the World Heritage list and applications for international funding for heritage protection.  In addition to the potential to use such sites as a tool for nation building and fostering cohesion within and between ethnic groups, the increased attention which comes with World Heritage status could lead to an increase in visitation and revenue from international visitors and ultimately assist in removing many of the economic and socio-cultural barriers to heritage tourism development discussed in this paper.
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� One brochure tells how the open air sculpture museum in Bishkek has been decimated since independence by scrap metal thieves.


� The State Directorate for the Promotion of the Manas Epos and the Manas Heritage Organisation are the two NGOs referred to here.  
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