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ABSTRACT

The global Islamic tourism market is undergoing rapid expansion, driven by a growing Muslim demographic
and an increasing demand for faith-aligned travel experiences. Within this landscape, Uzbekistan has initiated a
monumental "Silk Road Revival" under the open-door economic reforms of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev,
seeking to position the nation as a premier hub for Islamic heritage and Ziyarah (pilgrimage) tourism.
Concurrently, Malaysia maintains its position as the global leader in the halal ecosystem, anchored by the
stringent regulatory framework of the Department of Islamic Development Malaysia (JAKIM). This conceptual
paper aims to analyze the strategic synergies between these two nations through the lens of "Halal Diplomacy,"
specifically focusing on the intersection of JAKIM’s Foreign Halal Certification Bodies (FHCB) framework and
Uzbekistan’s socio-economic modernization. Employing a qualitative methodology based on document analysis,
systematic literature review, and policy analysis, this study assesses the multidimensional impacts of this
bilateral synergy on human and social wellbeing, government policy reform, economic sustainability, and cross-
cultural interaction. Grounded in Soft Power Theory and Social Exchange Theory, the analysis further proposes
the Islamic Tourism Diplomacy Model (ITDM), a three-tier framework spanning macro-level geopolitical
alignment, meso-level institutional harmonization, and micro-level socio-cultural exchange. The core findings
suggest that integrating Malaysia’s standardized halal governance with Uzbekistan’s rich Islamic cultural assets
creates a formidable regional integration framework. This synergy not only addresses the current inconsistencies
in global halal standards but also facilitates crucial human capacity building through a proposed Quadruple Helix
collaboration involving government, industry, academia, and community stakeholders. Ultimately, this paper
contributes to the burgeoning literature on halal diplomacy and tourism geostrategy, presenting a model of
South-South cooperation that leverages soft power and mutual socio-economic exchange to foster sustainable
Islamic tourism between Southeast Asia and Central Asia.

Keywords: Halal Diplomacy, Silk Road Revival, Islamic Tourism, JAKIM FHCB, Socio-Cultural
Sustainability.

INTRODUCTION

Background of the Study

The globalization of the Muslim travel market has positioned Islamic tourism as a remarkably resilient and
lucrative segment within the broader global economy, with the overarching halal economy estimated to reach
unprecedented valuations of over USD 3.2 trillion (Arab News, 2020). Parallel to this economic boom is the rise
of Central Asia particularly the doubly-landlocked Republic of Uzbekistan as an epicenter for Islamic heritage.
For centuries, cities such as Samarkand, Bukhara, and Khiva served as the intellectual and cultural arteries of
the Great Silk Road, birthing profound Islamic scholars like Imam al-Bukhari, Abu Ali ibn Sina (Avicenna), and
Al-Khwarizmi (Advantour, n.d.). Following the election of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev in 2016, Uzbekistan
abandoned decades of isolationist policies in favor of an aggressive open-door strategy, privatizing state
enterprises, liberalizing visa regimes and revitalizing its Silk Road heritage to attract global tourists (Caspian
Policy Center, 2022).
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Conversely, Malaysia sits at the pinnacle of the global halal ecosystem. Consistently ranking first in the Global
Islamic Economy Indicator, Malaysia has pioneered comprehensive halal governance through the Department
of Islamic Development Malaysia (JAKIM) (One Asia Lawyers, n.d.). By enforcing robust standards such as
MS 1500:2009/2019 and establishing the Foreign Halal Certification Bodies (FHCB) framework, Malaysia has
transitioned halal compliance from a domestic religious obligation into a highly formalized instrument of
international trade and diplomacy (Embassy of Malaysia in Santiago, n.d.; FranceAgriMer, n.d.).

Problem Statement

Despite the vast economic promise of the Islamic tourism sector, the industry is plagued by significant regulatory
fragmentation. Globally, there are over 400 disjointed halal certificates issued by various bodies, leading to
severe inconsistencies in halal standards and consumer mistrust (Arab News, 2023). This vulnerability was
starkly exposed during Malaysia’s 2020 fake halal meat scandal, where a criminal cartel exploited supply chain
loopholes to smuggle non-halal meat using forged halal logos and certifications, dealing a blow to institutional
credibility (Astro Awani, 2020; Muhadi, 2020).

In Central Asia, while the appetite for Muslim-friendly tourism is soaring, infrastructure challenges and a lack
of standardized, internationally recognized halal compliance mechanisms remain substantial barriers to market
entry. To overcome these hurdles, there is a critical need to integrate policy-driven halal diplomacy with socio-
economic development. Without structured knowledge transfer and human capacity building, the essence of
halal values risks being commodified, threatening both the spiritual integrity of Muslim travelers and the socio-
cultural sustainability of emerging destinations like Uzbekistan (Khan & Callanan, 2017).

Research Objectives & Questions

This paper seeks to examine the bilateral relationship between Malaysia’s halal governance model and
Uzbekistan’s Silk Road tourism revival strategy, with the primary objective of analyzing the operational
intersection between JAKIM’s FHCB framework and Uzbekistan’s open-door economic policy. The core
questions guiding this synthesis are: (1) How can Halal Diplomacy function as a bridge between Malaysia’s
regulatory expertise and Uzbekistan’s tourism aspirations? and (2) What is the assessable impact of this bilateral
synergy on human wellbeing, government policy, economic sustainability, and cross-cultural social integration?

Significance of the Study

This study provides a vital contribution to the nascent literature on halal diplomacy and tourism geostrategy. By
analyzing the synergy between Southeast Asian regulatory frameworks and Central Asian heritage tourism, the
research constructs a functional model for South-South cooperation. It offers actionable policy guidance for
destination management organizations (DMQOs) and state actors seeking to utilize religious and cultural
diplomacy to foster economic diversification and sustainable bilateral relations.

LITERATURE REVIEW & CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The Concept of Halal Diplomacy & Silk Road Tourism

In international relations, "Halal Diplomacy"” has emerged as a nuanced soft-power instrument utilized by
Muslim-majority nations to foster economic integration and cultural solidarity. It transcends traditional statecraft
by using faith-based standardization, mutual recognition agreements (MRAs), and Islamic socio-economic
values to facilitate global trade. Malaysia’s proactive expansion of its halal ecosystem evidenced by bilateral
trade milestones with countries like Indonesia and Saudi Arabia demonstrates how halal diplomacy can
systematically reduce bureaucratic trade barriers while amplifying geopolitical influence (The Star, 2026; Arab
News, 2023).

In tandem, the "Silk Road Revival" narrative acts as a potent catalyst for Ziyarah (pilgrimage) and heritage
tourism in Central Asia. The historical resonance of the Silk Road is deeply entwined with the golden age of
Islamic civilization. Under President Mirziyoyev, Uzbekistan has actively leveraged this narrative to rebrand
itself from a post-Soviet state into the "Foundation of the Third Renaissance," utilizing its ancient cities and the
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restorative legacies of Islamic polymaths to attract Muslim travelers seeking spiritual and intellectual enrichment
(Legacy.uz, n.d.). Thus, Silk Road tourism is not merely about sightseeing; it is an immersive engagement with
Islamic socio-cultural authenticity.

Policy Synergies

The strategic alignment of Malaysian and Uzbek policies offers a complementary framework for tourism
development.

e JAKIM’s FHCB Framework: Malaysia’s halal governance is underpinned by the Trade Descriptions
(Certification and Marking of Halal) Order 2011, which legally empowers JAKIM as the sole authority
for halal oversight (Embassy of Malaysia in Santiago, n.d.). To manage the complexities of globalization,
JAKIM established the FHCB framework, currently recognizing 85 foreign certification bodies across
47 countries (HalalFocus, n.d.). This framework exports standardization, enforces rigorous auditing, and
mandates knowledge transfer, ensuring that international supply chains adhere strictly to Malaysia’s MS
1500 guidelines. By acting as a guarantor of credibility, JAKIM provides a blueprint that Uzbekistan can
adopt to elevate its domestic hospitality and F&B sectors to global standards.

e President Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s Economic Reforms: Since 2016, Uzbekistan has pursued aggressive
market openness. Key reforms include sweeping privatization programs, the modernization of transport
infrastructure, and the implementation of a “diplomacy of results” that ties foreign policy directly to
tourist inflows and export volumes (The Investor, n.d.; Caspian Policy Center, 2022). Through visa
liberalization and state-sponsored cultural mega-projects such as the Center of Islamic Civilization in
Tashkent the government has laid the physical and political groundwork necessary to absorb high
volumes of international Muslim tourists.

The synergy is clear: Uzbekistan possesses the historical magnetism and political will, while Malaysia holds the
technocratic frameworks and certification credibility required to commercialize those assets safely.

Theoretical Framework
To theoretically ground this policy analysis, the study applies two primary analytical lenses:

e Soft Power Theory (Nye): Coined by Joseph Nye, soft power is the ability of a state to co-opt and attract
rather than coerce. Halal diplomacy functions as an extension of soft power. Malaysia projects its
influence globally through its recognized halal standards and institutional integrity, attracting foreign
nations to seek its endorsement. Conversely, Uzbekistan projects soft power through its immense cultural
and religious heritage. Together, they exert an attractive force that strengthens Islamic solidarity and
draws global tourism.

e Social Exchange Theory (SET): SET posits that social behavior is the result of an exchange process
aimed at maximizing benefits and minimizing costs. In the context of cross-cultural exchange and host-
guest interactions in tourism, SET explains how mutually beneficial policies facilitate integration. For
instance, the transfer of Malaysian halal expertise to Uzbek hospitality workers mitigates the perceived
risks (costs) of Muslim travelers while boosting local economic empowerment and job creation (benefits)
(Ghaderi, Hall, Scott, & Béal, 2020). This reciprocal relationship fosters sustainable socio-political
interaction, reducing xenophobia and enhancing cultural congruence between diverse Muslim
populations.

Core Analysis: The Four Pillars Of Impact
Impact on Human Capital and Institutional Capacity Building

The operationalization of halal diplomacy relies fundamentally on the development of human capital. As the
halal ecosystem expands from domestic compliance to international trade, there is an urgent need for institutional
capacity building, particularly in emerging markets like Uzbekistan. Universities and educational institutions
play a pivotal role in this transition by facilitating the transfer of halal-management expertise and Muslim-
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friendly hospitality training. Academic and student exchange programs between Malaysia and Uzbekistan can
serve as incubators for specialized talent, bridging the knowledge gap in Islamic tourism management (Ahmad
et al., 2025).

From the perspective of local community empowerment, the integration of halal tourism into the broader value
chain creates vast employment opportunities for youth and Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). In
Uzbekistan, empowering local vendors and hospitality staff with structured halal training not only elevates
service quality but also fosters internal growth and self-efficacy (Abdullah, Carr, & Lee, 2023). However, studies
indicate that SMEs often face substantial barriers in halal implementation, particularly regarding the cost of
compliance and lack of technical knowledge (Ardiantono, Ardyansyah, Sugihartanto, Al Mustofa, & Lisdiantini,
2024). By benchmarking against Malaysia’s rigorous halal standards, Central Asia can systematically upskill
local halal-certification specialists, ensuring that auditors and halal executives are highly competent in Shariah
principles and modern supply chain logistics (Department of Islamic Development Malaysia, n.d.). This
structured upskilling mitigates workforce prejudices and enhances job pursuit intentions within Muslim-friendly
hotels by professionalizing the sector (Bogan, Dedeoglu, Batman, & Yildirgan, 2020).

Impact on Government Policy and Regulatory Frameworks

Halal standard harmonization stands as a critical outcome of bilateral halal diplomacy. Malaysia’s JAKIM,
through its Foreign Halal Certification Bodies (FHCB) framework, essentially acts as a regulatory catalyst that
drives the formation of local halal policies in partner nations. In Uzbekistan, adopting a regulatory framework
that aligns with the Malaysian Standard (MS 1500:2019) ensures that the entire supply chain from slaughtering
to transportation complies with international Shariah requirements (One Asia Lawyers, n.d.). This alignment
prevents the fragmentation seen in other markets where multiple private certifiers operate without centralized
governmental oversight, which often leads to consumer mistrust and vulnerability to halal fraud (Ferjani,
Duvallet, & Bertelle, 2026).

Furthermore, policy impacts extend into visa diplomacy and travel facilitation. President Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s
open-door policy, characterized by visa-free regimes for numerous countries including Malaysia, and the
establishment of direct flight routes between Kuala Lumpur and Tashkent, acts as a structural enabler for high-
volume tourist mobility (Caspian Policy Center, 2022). This physical connectivity must be matched by inter-
agency government cooperation. Effective halal tourism requires synchronized efforts between entities such as
Malaysia’s Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture (MOTAC), JAKIM, and Uzbekistan’s Ministry of Ecology,
Environmental Protection and Climate Change. Such synergistic governance ensures that tourism development
integrates religious compliance with environmental sustainability and cultural preservation, effectively
institutionalizing halal standards across state apparatuses.

Impact on Economic Sustainability and Regional Trade

The strategic synergy in Islamic tourism presents a transformative pathway for Uzbekistan’s economic
diversification. Historically reliant on traditional commodity sectors—famously dubbed the "four golds™
consisting of gold, cotton (“white gold"), oil ("Uzbek gold™), and natural gas ("blue gold™) Uzbekistan is
aggressively pivoting towards sustainable services to safeguard its macroeconomic future (Bloominglobal, n.d.;
The Investor, n.d.). By capturing a share of the trillion-dollar global halal market, Uzbekistan can significantly
reduce its dependence on volatile commodity exports while contributing substantially to its Gross Domestic
Product (GDP).

This economic pivot creates unprecedented cross-border investment opportunities. Malaysian corporations,
possessing advanced capabilities in halal hospitality, travel technology, and F&B franchises, are well-positioned
to invest in Uzbekistan’s modernizing infrastructure. The economic impact of this bilateral engagement is
amplified by halal economic spillover effects. Halal tourism does not operate in a silo; its success necessitates
the integration of the halal food industry, Shariah-compliant logistics (halal supply chains), and Islamic finance
(Fernando, Eing, & Wahyuni-TD, 2024). For instance, the availability of Islamic banking facilities and halal
financing directly influences the venture performance of SMEs operating within the tourism ecosystem
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(Mujiatun, Trianto, Cahyono, & Rahmayati, 2025). Consequently, the influx of Muslim tourists stimulates
holistic regional trade, linking Central Asia and Southeast Asia in a mutually beneficial economic network.

Impact on Cross-Cultural Social Interactions and Cultural Exchange

Beyond economics and policy, the paradigm shift in Islamic tourism profoundly impacts socio-cultural
dynamics. The Silk Road Revival leverages Islamic heritage appreciation as its core attraction. Malaysian
tourists visiting Uzbekistan engage directly with the monumental contributions of Central Asian scholars—such
as the Hadith compilations of Imam al-Bukhari and Imam al-Tirmidhi, and the medical treatises of Abu Ali ibn
Sina (Avicenna) (Advantour, n.d.; Legacy.uz, n.d.). This experiential engagement transforms tourism from a
mere leisure activity into a spiritually enriching journey that reinforces a shared global Islamic identity.

Simultaneously, this interaction facilitates people-to-people diplomacy. Through Social Exchange Theory
(SET), tourism acts as a conduit for bridging cultural-perception gaps between Southeast Asian and Central
Asian populations. While both regions are Muslim-majority, they differ significantly in cultural practices,
historical trajectories, and even Islamic jurisprudence traditions (e.g., the Shafi’i mazhab in Malaysia versus the
Hanafi mazhab in Uzbekistan). Meaningful host-guest interactions foster socio-cultural harmony, breaking down
intra-religious stereotypes and building mutual cultural respect (Ghaderi, Hall, Scott, & Béal, 2020). Developing
a tourism model that meticulously meets the religious needs of Muslim travelers while preserving and celebrating
the authentic local traditions of the Uzbek people ensures that cultural heritage is not commodified, but rather
sustained and respected (Sari et al., 2025).

DISCUSSION & POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Quadruple Helix Collaboration Model

To sustain the strategic synergies between Malaysia and Uzbekistan, policymakers must adopt a Quadruple Helix
Collaboration Model. This framework mandates the active, synchronized participation of four key stakeholders:

1. Government (Policy): Entities like JAKIM and Uzbek tourism ministries must harmonize legal frameworks,
maintain the FHCB recognitions, and offer incentives for halal compliance.

2. Industry (Private Sector): Airlines, hotel chains, logistics providers, and travel tech firms must execute
these policies by delivering authentic, high-quality halal services and investing in cross-border infrastructure.

3. Academia (Universities): Higher education institutions are essential for empirical research, developing
specialized halal management curricula, and tracking changing tourist behaviors to inform industry practices.

4. Community (Public): Local communities and SMEs must be integrated into the tourism value chain to
ensure equitable economic distribution and to preserve grassroots cultural authenticity, preventing the
alienation of local populations from tourism dividends.

Institutionalizing Halal Standards in Silk Road Destinations

A primary recommendation is the establishment of a Regional Central Asian Halal Training Hub, spearheaded
through Malaysia-Uzbekistan university cooperation. Because JAKIM’s FHCB protocol demands that halal
checkers and slaughtermen are practicing Muslims who are highly competent and formally trained (Department
of Islamic Development Malaysia, n.d.), an institutionalized training center is critical. This hub would serve as
a center of excellence, offering standardized certification courses in Shariah auditing, halal logistics, and
Muslim-friendly hospitality management. By localizing Malaysian expertise within the Central Asian context,
Uzbekistan can independently sustain its halal ecosystem while serving as a benchmark for neighboring
countries like Kazakhstan and Tajikistan.
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Mitigation of Challenges

Despite the promising synergies, several operational challenges must be proactively mitigated to ensure seamless
integration:

e Overcoming Language Barriers: The linguistic divide between Russian/Uzbek speakers and
English/Malay speakers poses a significant barrier in hospitality service delivery and technical audits.
DMOs and educational hubs must invest heavily in language proficiency programs and multilingual
digital tools (e.g., Al translation apps for halal navigation) to facilitate clear communication.

e Navigating Bureaucracy: Cross-border trade and certification often suffer from bureaucratic
bottlenecks. Both nations should establish a dedicated bilateral task force to streamline FHCB auditing
processes, expedite customs clearances for halal-certified goods, and digitize applications (similar to
Malaysia’s MYeHALAL platform) to enhance transparency and efficiency.

e Differing Perceptions of Halal Standards: Variations in Islamic jurisprudence (Mazhab) can lead to
differing interpretations of halal standards at the operational level. To prevent theological friction,
policies must adopt an inclusive approach that respects local Hanafi traditions in Uzbekistan while
fulfilling the stringent Shafi’i-based requirements of Malaysian tourists. Clear, transparent ingredient
disclosure and mutual dialogues among religious scholars will be vital in reaching a consensus that
satisfies both regulatory bodies and consumer consciences (Takeshita, 2019).

CONCLUSION

Summary of Main Findings

This conceptual study has elucidated that the paradigm shift in the global halal economy necessitates a transition
from localized dietary compliance to formalized, bilateral geopolitical strategy. By examining the synergy
between Malaysia’s robust halal governance spearheaded by JAKIM’s Foreign Halal Certification Bodies
(FHCB) framework and Uzbekistan’s Silk Road Revival under President Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s open-door
policy, this paper highlights the profound potential of "Halal Diplomacy” as a mechanism for regional
integration.

The synthesis of existing literature and policy documents reveals a multi-dimensional relationship between halal
diplomacy, government policy, economic sustainability, and cultural interaction. From a policy perspective,
integrating Malaysia’s stringent MS 1500:2019 standards provides Uzbekistan with the institutional credibility
required to attract a cautious, high-spending Muslim tourist demographic. Economically, this harmonization
transcends tourism, creating a multiplier effect that stimulates foreign direct investment (FDI), cross-border
hospitality ventures, and the development of integrated halal supply chains. Socially and culturally, structured
Islamic tourism fosters people-to-people diplomacy, facilitating authentic engagement with Central Asian
Islamic heritage while simultaneously mitigating the risks of cultural erosion and xenophobia. Ultimately, the
success of this bilateral synergy depends on overcoming operational bottlenecks such as bureaucratic inertia,
linguistic barriers, and divergent Mazhab (jurisprudential) interpretations through consistent knowledge transfer,
localized capacity building, and transparent regulatory oversight.

Theoretical & Practical Contributions

Theoretically, this study bridges a significant gap in the literature by intersecting Soft Power Theory and Social
Exchange Theory (SET) within a faith-based geostrategic context. To encapsulate these dynamics, this paper
proposes the Islamic Tourism Diplomacy Model (ITDM). The ITDM postulates that effective halal tourism
development between nations operates sequentially across three tiers:

1. Macro-Level (Geopolitical Alignment): State-driven visa liberalization, mutual recognition agreements
(MRAs), and the promotion of shared religious heritage as soft power.
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2. Meso-Level (Institutional Harmonization): The structural transfer of certification standards (e.g.,
JAKIM’s FHCB) to standardize hospitality operations, mitigate perceived halal risks, and build local SME
capacities.

3. Micro-Level (Socio-Cultural Exchange): The host-guest interaction where tourist satisfaction is
maximized through authentic religious compliance (halal food, prayer facilities) and host communities are
empowered through economic upliftment, leading to sustainable destination loyalty.

Practically, the ITDM offers a strategic blueprint for Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs),
policymakers, and tourism operators. It demonstrates that halal certification should not be viewed merely as a
bureaucratic hurdle, but rather as a highly effective instrument of economic diplomacy. For policymakers in
emerging Islamic destinations like Uzbekistan, the model underscores the necessity of partnering with
established halal hubs (like Malaysia) to shortcut the development of trust and quality assurance in the global
market.

Limitations and Future Research

While this conceptual paper provides a comprehensive framework for understanding halal diplomacy, it is not
without limitations. First, the findings are drawn primarily from secondary document analysis, policy reviews,
and existing theoretical syntheses, lacking primary empirical data to quantify the proposed impacts. Second, the
socio-political complexities of Central Asia and the nuanced cultural differences between Southeast Asian and
Central Asian populations may present operational challenges that theoretical models cannot fully capture.

To address these limitations, future research must empirically validate the proposed Islamic Tourism Diplomacy
Model (ITDM). It is highly recommended that scholars conduct mixed-methods field research utilizing data
from actual tourists, hospitality business operators, and policymakers in both Malaysia and Uzbekistan.
Quantitative studies employing structural equation modeling (SEM) could measure the direct impact of
destination halal certification on the travel intentions and perceived risk of Southeast Asian tourists visiting
Central Asia. Concurrently, qualitative ethnographic studies focusing on the host communities in cities like
Samarkand and Bukhara would provide critical insights into the social carrying capacity and local attitudes
toward the influx of international Muslim travelers. Finally, longitudinal studies assessing the economic spillover
of halal diplomacy into adjacent sectors—such as Islamic finance and halal logistics—would further solidify the
strategic value of South-South cooperation in the global Islamic economy.
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