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A picture shows people visiting the famed silk road city of Samarkand.
—AFP photos

People walking in front of the statue of Islam Karimov, who ruled the country from
before independence in 1991 until his death in 2016, while visiting the famed silk
road city of Samarkand.

Identical twins Zukhra and Fatima Rakhmatova, 30, members of a newly-
formed Tourist Police, posing in the famed silk road city of Samarkand.

Fatima Rakhmatova, 30, a member of a newly-formed Tourist Police,
riding on a seagway in the famed silk road city of Samarkand.

Coiffed, cheerful and multilingual, identical twins
Fatima and Zukhra Rakhmatova do not immedi-
ately resemble agents of ex-Soviet

Uzbekistan’s long-feared security apparatus. But the
photogenic 30-year-old pair are frontline members of
a newly formed, user-friendly Tourist Police deployed
in the famed Silk Road city of Samarkand and other
hotspots as a visitor boom sweeps the Central Asian
country. The force, established in January, is viewed as
part of a broader opening initiated by Uzbekistan’s
authoritarian government following a long period of
self-enforced isolation. 

More than 2.5 million tourists visited Uzbekistan
last year, a 24 percent increase on the previous year,
according to the UzDaily news site. “In the past I
worked as a teacher and then as a wedding stylist. I
even won a national prize as a stylist,” recalls Zukhra
Rakhmatova, one half of a sister act proficient in
English, Russian, Farsi, Turkish and Japanese. “But
our grandfather served in the force and our uncle
too,” Rakhmatova told AFP. “It was always our
dream to serve.”

Change and continuity 
Samarkand-a former power center positioned at

the epicenter of millennia-old trade routes linking
China and Europe-hosts symbols of authoritarian
continuity as well as tentative reform.  A short walk
from the ceramic and marble dazzle of the three
madrasahs towering over the city’s old square is the
statue of Islam Karimov, who ruled the country from
before independence in 1991 until his death in 2016.
Laid to rest in a grand mausoleum in Samarkand’s his-
toric center, Karimov is criticized by rights groups as
the architect of one of the world’s most repressive and
closed-off police states. 

Far from being disavowed, his monument is now

yet another photo opportunity for visitors and wed-
ding parties in the city, where he was born in 1938 and
remains widely revered.  “Everyone makes mistakes
but Islam Karimov is a hero. He worked day and night
to protect the Uzbek people,” said a 22-year-old
bridesmaid posing for pictures by the monument.  The
young woman, who did not give her name but said she
had travelled to Samarkand from the capital Tashkent,
refused to say what “mistakes” she thought Karimov
had made. 

Power struggle 
Whether out of political pragmatism or genuine

deference to a man he served for 13 years as prime
minister, Karimov’s successor, 60-year-old Shavkat
Mirziyoyev has also continued to honor his mentor in
public. In the aftermath of the former leader’s death,
new strongman Mirziyoyev  likened him to a “father”,
even as he toned down some of the totalitarian
excesses that defined Karimov’s 27-year rule. 

Foreign tourism, which grew by around a quarter
during Mirziyoyev’s first year in office emerged as a
key battleground in a power struggle that pitted the
new reform-touting president against regime hardlin-
ers. In February for instance, Mirziyoyev ordered the
introduction of a 30-day visa-free regime for citizens
of seven countries-Israel, Indonesia, South Korea,
Malaysia, Singapore, Turkey and Japan-and relaxation
of registration rules for citizens of 39 others. In cities
like Samarkand, the changes were cheered by a popu-
lation that endured long stretches of economic stag-
nation under Karimov.

“(We need to) open up of course!” said Malika
Shakhimardonova, a chef at a mutton-grilling tea-
house in the shadows of the Bibi-Khanym Mosque,
completed on the orders of medieval conqueror
Tamerlane in the 15th century. “Let the tourists arrive

to us like brothers and sisters!” said
Shakhimardonova, whose kitchen is expanding.

‘Take photos and share them!’ 
Many saw significance in the fact that Mirziyoyev’s

relaxation of visa restrictions came days after Rustam
Inoyatov, 73, who led the notorious national security
service for over two decades, was dismissed. Inoyatov
was widely reported to have blocked a previous effort
by Mirziyoyev to revamp tourism and to have insisted
on retaining long-standing security measures, includ-
ing a blanket ban on photography in the capital’s
metro.  Such bans, which occasionally saw visitors
detained by police, were “rudiments of the Soviet
Union” now consigned to the past, said the country’s
new 44-year-old tourism chief Aziz Abdukhakimov.

“We want tourists to take as many photos as pos-
sible. Put them on Instagram! It is the best advert for
the country,” he told AFP.   The Rakhmatova sisters,
who scoot around Samarkand on two-wheeled,
motorized “Segways” and are trained to administer
first aid, certainly seem far removed from the grimmer
elements of a former communist police state. But
Fatima jokes their dual presence on the tourism beat
might sometimes give visitors a different impression.
“Some tourists will see one of us close to one attrac-
tion then move on to another and find the other sister
standing there,” she explained.  “They smile but
sometimes give us a strange look. Probably because
we are identical they think the police are following
them around,” she laughed. — AFP

Identical twins Fatima and Zukhra Rakhmatova, 30, members of a newly-
formed Tourist Police, speaking with men in the famed silk road city of
Samarkand.

Tourism boom to test
Uzbekistan’s thaw

With its rock-hewn ancient city of Petra, lunar-
like landscape of Wadi Rum and a medical
tourism drive, Jordan is luring back foreign
visitors scared off by regional upheaval and

jihadist attacks. Abundant natural wonders and ancient
treasures have long attracted tourists to the kingdom,
traditionally seen as a haven of peace in a war-ravaged
region. But after the Arab Spring uprisings convulsed the
Middle East in 2011 and the Islamic State group (IS) later
rampaged across neighboring Syria and Iraq, visitor
numbers slumped.

Jordan welcomed seven million tourists in 2010, but
arrivals plunged to around three million in each of the
following two years, according to tourism board head
Abed Al Razzaq Arabiyat. Efforts to reverse the slide suf-
fered a major setback in 2016 with a string of attacks in
the kingdom, a member of the US-led alliance against IS.
A Canadian tourist was among 10 people killed in a
shooting rampage claimed by the jihadists in Karak,
home to one of the region’s biggest Crusader castles. But
the spillover from the Syrian conflict has since abated
and in 2017 tourist arrivals rebounded to more than four
million, officials say.

“Jordan has proved to be a safe haven in a region
which is witnessing turmoil,” Tourism Minister Lina
Mazhar Annab told AFP in an interview. “Jordan is a very
safe country. We are proving to be safer than a lot of
European countries. It is a matter of perception.” The
country’s goal is to bring annual tourist arrivals back up
to 7 million by 2020, she said, guiding a group of visitors
through the steep paths of the ancient Nabataean city of
Petra with its rose-pink cliffs. The UNESCO World
Heritage Site, which featured in the Hollywood film
“Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade”, was once a major

crossroads for caravans transporting Arabian incense,
Indian spices and Chinese silks. 

‘Huge cultural wealth’ 
Today Jordan’s historical jewels are a major draw. “I

came here because it’s a country with huge cultural
wealth,” said French tourist Emmanuel Reneaume, visiting
the Amman Citadel perched at the top of a hill in the cap-
ital. “Just behind us there are ruins, a Roman temple, a
Byzantine church and an Umayyad mosque. It’s exciting,”
he said. Jordan boasts 21,000 archaeological and histori-
cal sites that span millennia, according to the tourism
board. They include the Roman ruins of Jerash, the Dead
Sea and Wadi Al-Kharrar, or Bethany Beyond the Jordan,
where some biblical historians believe Jesus was bap-
tized. Such sites are helping to attract a growing number
of tourists from Asian countries including Malaysia,
Indonesia, China and India, according to the authorities.
“People are coming back from all over the world,” said
the tourism minister. “This year, so far, it’s looking great.
The first quarter has been amazing. We also have seen
growth of 15 percent in the number of visitors as well as
tourism receipts.”

Lacking in natural resources, the country of nearly 10
million depends on tourism for around 12 percent of

gross domestic product (GDP). In an attempt to diversify,
the kingdom has sought to become a regional hub of
medical tourism. “Between 250,000 and 300,000 foreign
patients are admitted in Jordan each year, bringing in up
to $1.5 billion,” said the president of the country’s Private
Hospitals Association, Fawzi Al-Hammouri. In March the
government adopted a measure facilitating the entry of

patients from Iraq, Yemen, Syria, Libya, Sudan, Chad and
Ethiopia, allowing them to obtain a visa within 48 hours.

Samer Mostafa, a 50-year-old Iraqi who underwent
open-heart surgery in a private hospital in the capital,
said he was attracted by Jordan’s “stable security situa-
tion, the cleanliness of its hospitals and the absence of
power cuts in such facilities”. Medical tourism now
directly employs 35,000 people in Jordan, according to
Hammouri.  The majority of patients come from Saudi
Arabia, Iraq, Libya, Sudan, Yemen, Syria and the
Palestinian territories.

Jordan is also a stop for Muslim pilgrims visiting holy
sites in the region. And now the kingdom hopes to woo
more European visitors thanks to an agreement struck in
February with low-cost airline Ryanair for 14 new routes
between Europe and Jordan. All of which gives tourism
agency owner Salama Khatar reason for optimism.
“Business is good. Since August we are starting to return
to the situation of 2010,” Khatar said. — AFP

Jordan woos back nervous tourists

Tourists visit the Amman Citadel.

Tourists walk past the Temple of Hercules,
a Roman temple that was built in 162-66
AD, as they visit the Amman Citadel.

A general view show the Roman Theatre 
in downtown Amman. — AFP photos


