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Abstract

This review examines how the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) reshape tourism and heritage along the
Silk Roads through enhanced transport connectivity, policy coordination, and route-wide branding, and
how these forces translate into visitor-economy outcomes across diverse destinations. It synthesizes
institutional analyses and recent literature showing that improved accessibility and facilitation can raise
arrivals and receipts while extending itineraries to serial UNESCO Silk Roads properties, intensifying
both opportunities and stewardship demands. New inscriptions such as the Zarafshan-Karakum
Corridor expand the transnational heritage canvas and require coordinated visitor management to
uphold Outstanding Universal Value amid rising exposure. Economic perspectives underscore that
corridor investments and people-to-people initiatives can generate local multipliers for MSMEs and
creative industries, conditional on governance quality, transparency, and safeguards. Case signals from
the China-Laos Railway and Luang Prabang’s World Heritage context illustrate rapid demand growth
and spillovers, alongside capacity and authenticity pressures typical of fragile cultural sites. The review
identifies risks—environmental externalities, commodification, uneven benefits—and aligns mitigation
with UNESCO-ICOMOS guidance on sustainable tourism, impact assessment, and community
participation. It concludes with a governance agenda linking corridor economics to heritage
stewardship: rigorous environmental and social standards, diversified markets, data-driven visitor
management, and cross-border coordination to ensure inclusive, conservation-compatible growth along
the Silk Roads.
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Introduction

The historic Silk Roads comprise a network of routes linking East and West, now recognized
through UNESCO serial World Heritage inscriptions and a broader cultural landscape
approach that emphasizes shared heritage across borders. Since 2013, the BRI has sought to
strengthen infrastructure, trade, and people-to-people ties across many of these same
geographies, creating new synergies and pressures for tourism, conservation, and local
development. UN Tourism’s Silk Road Programme and allied forums have pursued
cooperative promotion, investment, and facilitation to deliver a “seamless” visitor experience
while upholding heritage values, positioning the route as a transnational destination system.

Methodology

A scoping review was conducted across intergovernmental reports (UNESCO, UN Tourism,
World Bank, OECD), peer-reviewed articles on BRI-tourism impacts, and recent heritage
listings and policy documents from 2013-2025, emphasizing multi-country evidence and
representative case studies along Silk Roads nodes. Inclusion prioritized empirical and policy
analyses on tourism demand, connectivity, visa facilitation, World Heritage stewardship, and
environmental and social safeguards relevant to BRI and Silk Roads corridors. Grey
literature from forums and professional bodies (e.g., ICOMOS charters, BRI white paper)
was used to capture evolving governance instruments that condition tourism-heritage
outcomes.
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Connectivity and demand

Quasi-natural experiment evidence using BRI as treatment
finds regional cooperation under BRI significantly raises
international tourism, with channels including transport
connectivity, trade openness, and people-to-people links,
and heterogeneous effects by location and development
level. Corridor investments reduce travel frictions and
integrate secondary destinations into multi-stop itineraries,
reinforcing serial World Heritage routes and cross-border
circuits envisioned by UN Tourism’s Silk Road Programme.
The China-Laos Railway illustrates accessibility-driven
growth, with 3.1 million passengers in 2023 and capacity
additions to meet rising demand that benefits Luang
Prabang’s heritage visitor economy.

Heritage inscription and branding

UNESCO’s Silk Roads framework elevates transnational
storytelling and conservation, with the 2023 inscription of
the Zarafshan-Karakum Corridor spanning Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan enlarging the branded canvas
for cultural routing and site clustering. Earlier the
Chang’an-Tianshan network showcased serial inscription as
an instrument for integrated route management across
China, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan, reinforcing corridor-
wide interpretation and marketing. These inscriptions can
amplify tourism but also necessitate coordinated visitor
management, community engagement, and interpretation
strategies to sustain Outstanding Universal Value across
multiple jurisdictions.

Economics of the visitor economy

Tourism is a labor-intensive sector with strong linkages, and
OECD tracking shows tourism’s recovery supports wider
economic activity and value added, underscoring the
importance of policy that captures indirect and induced
effects at destinations along BRI routes. World Bank
modeling suggests BRI transport corridors can improve
trade, investment, and living conditions if paired with
governance reforms—conditions equally relevant for
translating passenger flows into diversified, resilient visitor
economies. Empirical reviews link BRI engagement with
higher tourist arrivals and receipts, highlighting scope for
local MSME integration, skill development, and heritage-
compatible creative industries to deepen multipliers.

Facilitation, visas, and cooperation

UN Tourism forums and task forces have promoted a
“seamless Silk Road” through common branding and
discussions of visa facilitation to reduce travel frictions
across participating states. Bilateral and regional visa
waivers linked to broader BRI cooperation have emerged in
parts of Eurasia, complementing corridor infrastructure with
policy measures that can enlarge source markets and enable
multi-country itineraries. Such facilitation must be balanced
with capacity planning at fragile heritage sites to avoid
unmanaged surges in visitation.

Safeguards, sustainability, and risk

UNESCO’s Sustainable Tourism Programme and ICOMOS
charters provide principles for aligning visitor growth with
conservation  outcomes,  emphasizing  stakeholder
cooperation, impacts monitoring, and adaptive management
at World Heritage properties. World Bank analyses caution
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that BRI corridors can raise environmental pressures
without robust safeguards, making environmental and social
standards,  cumulative  impact  assessment, and
climate-sensitive planning central to corridor-adjacent
heritage destinations. Scholars further flag risks of uneven
benefits, debt stress, and environmental externalities,
underscoring the need for equitable benefit-sharing,
diversified market strategies, and rigorous Heritage Impact
Assessments.

Conclusion

The BRI’s infrastructure and policy coordination have
strengthened Silk Roads tourism by enhancing accessibility
and transnational branding, while UNESCO’s serial
inscriptions have elevated heritage visibility and demands
on cross-border stewardship systems. Maximizing inclusive
economic benefits without compromising authenticity
requires embedding ICOMOS-aligned visitor management,
strong safeguards, and destination governance that
integrates corridor economics with World Heritage
conservation and community livelihoods.
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