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Summary. Territories rebuilt from war are almost absent from smart tourism research, which has
developed around mature cities that add digital tools to infrastructure accumulated over decades.
This matters because reconstruction offers a rare chance to design a destination and its digital layer
together from the ground up, yet no instrument exists to assess how ready such a place is. This study
fills that gap with the Smart Tourism Readiness Index (SITRI), a five-dimension composite weighted
through the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) at a confirmed consistency ratio of CR = 0.018. Using
a mixed secondary-data design and four-category source triangulation, the index is applied to Azer-
baijan's Karabakh and East Zangezur regions across the 2020-2026 reconstruction period, scoring
five destinations against documented evidence. The regional mean readiness is 3.63 on a 1-5 scale;
Zangilan (4.17) and Fuzuli (4.03) reach the High band through purpose-built airports and greenfield
settlement design, while heritage-anchored Shusha (3.95) leads on demand. The central finding is a
sequencing signature: the mobility backbone is built first and fastest, while the traveller-facing ser-
vices that turn a reachable place into a usable one are deferred behind physical construction. The
study repositions readiness as a reconstruction-phase variable and offers a diagnostic transferable to
other post-conflict contexts.
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1. Introduction

In the tourism literature, the reconstruction of a destroyed region is seldom treated as more than an after-
math — a repair of what was lost, whose interest fades once the crisis passes. The settlements now emerging
across formerly contested territories invite a different reading. They are not being rebuilt to their earlier form,
but planned from the outset around digital administration, renewable energy, and networked infrastructure, so
that the language of the smart city is applied to what is, in effect, an empty map. Where there is no legacy
system to work around, the analytical question shifts: the issue is no longer how quickly a place recovers, but
what kind of place it is deliberately being designed to become.

Azerbaijan's Karabakh and East Zangezur regions offer an unusually legible instance of this dynamic.
Following the events of 2020, the government launched one of the most capital-intensive reconstruction pro-
grammes of the past decade, directing roughly USD 10.3 billion into the two regions through the 2025 budget
cycle. Three international airports were built at Fuzuli, Zangilan, and Lachin; more than 1,400 kilometres of
road entered construction; and the new settlements — Aghali in Zangilan being the earliest completed example
— were conceived as “smart villages” integrating renewable generation, digital public services, and networked
utilities. Shusha opened to visitors in December 2023 and a wider group of destinations from July 2025, with
over 500,000 predominantly domestic arrivals reported in July 2025 alone. The reconstruction thus constitutes
a large, well-documented natural experiment in building a tourism geography without a legacy.
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The analytical apparatus needed to evaluate these places has not kept pace. Established destination-com-
petitiveness and smart-tourism frameworks were calibrated for cities with continuous histories of use, assum-
ing an installed base of transport, accommodation, and services onto which digital tools are grafted, and they
say little about a destination where the accommaodation, the road, the airport, and the digital permit system all
arrive within the same five-year span. The reconstructed territory therefore falls into a conceptual blind spot,
being neither a mature destination benchmarked in the usual way nor a greenfield project unconnected to prior
settlement.

This study addresses that blind spot. Its guiding proposition is that smart tourism readiness, normally
reserved for mature destinations, is most consequential in reconstruction, because the design choices locked in
now will define the destination for a generation. Three research questions follow: how can readiness be con-
ceptualised and measured where physical and digital infrastructure are built concurrently (RQ1); how does it
vary spatially across reconstructed destinations within a single region (RQ2); and does the pattern reveal a
systematic sequencing of reconstruction that enables or constrains tourism development (RQ3)? The contribu-
tion is at once conceptual, methodological, and empirical, and the analysis finds that the region is being rebuilt
“backbone-first”: physical access advances rapidly, but the digital and demand layers that make a destination
usable for an actual visitor lag behind, leaving the design advantage of reconstruction only partly captured.

2. Conceptual background

Smart tourism transposes smart-city thinking into the visitor economy, describing destinations that weave
together digital infrastructure, real-time data, and connected services to shape the visitor experience. Its most
durable insight is that the “smartness” of a destination lies not in the presence of technology but in its integra-
tion into a coherent experience layer that reduces friction for the traveller — a distinction between mere de-
ployment and genuine integration that carries directly into the reconstruction setting, where the temptation to
equate new hardware with readiness is especially strong.

Destination-competitiveness research has long treated transport and infrastructure as core determinants,
yet tends to conceptualise them as physical, supply-side stock — airport capacity, road density, bed count —
capturing what a destination has installed rather than how a visitor engages it. A more recent strand on digital
readiness corrects this by foregrounding the traveller-facing layer of contactless payment, real-time infor-
mation, and integrated permits. Both traditions, however, presuppose an existing destination, and neither was
designed for a place where physical stock and digital layer are created within the same construction cycle, so
that readiness becomes a matter of design sequencing rather than accumulated endowment — precisely the
condition a reconstruction setting imposes.

Research on post-conflict recovery, meanwhile, has concentrated on security, resettlement, livelihoods,
and physical rehabilitation, and where tourism enters it is usually as dark or memorial tourism rather than as a
planned sector with its own infrastructure logic. The purpose-built-city literature adds a caution that bears
directly here: technological sophistication without organic economic density produces impressive but un-
derused environments, so that readiness measured only through installed hardware risks reproducing the error
of infrastructure without users. Three gaps therefore define the space this study occupies: no measurable in-
strument exists for readiness in a reconstruction setting; existing indices privilege physical stock and never ask
the design-sequencing question; and post-conflict territories remain outside the smart-tourism evidence base.
The SITRI is built to close all three.

3. Materials and methods

3.1. Design and data

The study adopts a mixed secondary-data design combining quantitative index construction with qualita-
tive source triangulation, a choice dictated by the object of study: primary field survey across an active, partly
demined reconstruction zone would be neither safe nor representative at this stage. The reconstruction is, how-
ever, unusually well documented, and evidence was drawn from four categories that corroborate one another:
official state documents (reconstruction budgets, the Great Return State Programme, tourism concepts, smart-
village design); international and independent reporting used to verify official figures; operator records (airport
operations, permit portals, hotel openings); and peer-reviewed literature indexed in Scopus and Web of Sci-
ence. All figures were taken in their most recent form as of early 2026, with the more conservative figure
retained where sources diverged, over a 2020-2026 frame that captures the full reconstruction arc.
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3.2. The smart tourism readiness index

The SITRI scores a destination across five dimensions on a 1-5 ordinal scale anchored to documented
conditions rather than perception. D1, physical—-digital mobility infrastructure, captures air, road, and rail con-
nectivity with its digital enablement — the backbone that makes a destination reachable at all. D2, destination-
facing digital services, measures electronic permits, booking and information systems, and multilingual usa-
bility, the layer that converts reachability into usability. D3, green and sustainable integration, assesses whether
renewable energy and smart utilities are embedded from the outset rather than retrofitted. D4, institutional and
governance readiness, records the presence of a coordinated planning body, an approved tourism concept, and
an investment mechanism. D5, heritage and demand anchoring, gauges the cultural or resettlement base that
generates actual demand — the corrective against readiness without users.

3.3. AHP weighting and computation

Rather than assuming equal contribution, the dimensions were weighted through the Analytic Hierarchy
Process, which derives priorities from structured pairwise comparisons on the Saaty scale. Judgements prioritised
the dimensions that determine whether a reconstructed place can function as a destination at all: mobility infra-
structure (D1) was judged most decisive, since in a recently inaccessible territory reachability governs everything
else, followed by destination-facing services (D2). The priority vector was obtained by the eigenvalue method
(Table 1), and the consistency ratio, at CR = 0.018, lies well below the 0.10 threshold, confirming coherent
judgements. The composite is computed as SITRI = Z (d; x w;), yielding a value on the 1.0-5.0 scale, with bands
set at High > 4.0, Moderate-High 3.0-3.9, Moderate 2.0-2.9, and Emerging < 2.0; an equal-weighted variant was
computed as a robustness check. The five destinations — Shusha, Fuzuli, Zangilan, Lachin, and Aghdam — were
selected purposively as the settlements combining the most advanced physical progress with the clearest tourism
intent, spanning both economic regions, both reconstruction logics (heritage restoration and greenfield construc-
tion), and the full range of access maturity from the longest-open site to the earliest.

Table 1
AHP priority weights for the five SITRI dimensions (CR = 0.018)
Dim. Definition AHP weight Rank
D1 Physical—digital mobility infrastructure 0.366 1
D2 Destination-facing digital services 0.253 2
D4 Institutional and governance readiness 0.153 3
D3 Green and sustainable integration 0.141 4
D5 Heritage and demand anchoring 0.087 5

Note. Jmax = 5.078; CI = 0.020;, RI = 1.12; CR = 0.018 < 0.10. Source: author’s computation.

4. Reconstruction context, 2020-2026

The SITRI values are meaningful only against the material conditions from which they derive. Between
2020 and the 2025 allocation, cumulative reconstruction spending reached approximately USD 10.3 billion, com-
pressing into a few years a scale of destination-building that would ordinarily unfold across decades. The
transport programme delivered the region's defining assets — Fuzuli International Airport (operational since
October 2021, the principal gateway), Zangilan International Airport (October 2022), and a third airport at Lachin
— alongside more than 1,400 kilometres of road, including the Fuzuli—Shusha “Victory Road”. Resettlement
advanced under the Great Return programme toward a planned 140,000 returnees by end-2026, and the tourism
apparatus developed in parallel: concepts were prepared for Kalbajar and Lachin, hotel capacity concentrated in
Shusha, and access was formalised through the yolumuzgarabaga.az and myGov permit portals, extended to for-
eign passport holders from July 2025. Table 2 summarises the indicators against which readiness is scored.

Table 2
Principal reconstruction and tourism indicators, Karabakh and East Zangezur, 2020-2026.
Indicator Value (2020-2026)
Cumulative reconstruction spending ~USD 10.3 bn (+ 2.35 bn for 2025)
International airports built 3 (Fuzuli 2021, Zangilan 2022, Lachin)
Roads under construction > 1,400 km across ~15 projects
Planned resettlement by end-2026 ~ 140,000 persons (both regions)
Reported visitors, July 2025 > 500,000 (predominantly domestic)
Foreign access opened Shusha Dec 2023; wider set July 2025

Note. Compiled by the author from official budget disclosures, State Tourism Agency concepts, and corroborating reporting.
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5. Results

The scores answer a simple question: how far has each place actually travelled toward being a functioning
smart tourism destination? Fuzuli and Zangilan score at the ceiling on mobility (D1 = 5), each hosting a pur-
pose-built airport on a new corridor, and Zangilan additionally leads on green integration (D3 = 5) through the
Aghali smart-village design, where renewable generation and networked utilities were embedded from the first
foundation rather than retrofitted. Shusha derives its strength from the demand side: as the region's cultural
centre, the longest-open destination, and the site of the most developed hotel stock, it tops heritage anchoring
(D5 = 5) and destination-facing services (D2 = 4). Aghdam, the largest reconstruction site by area, remains at
an earlier tourism stage and trails on the digital-service and demand dimensions. Table 3 reports the full scoring
and AHP-weighted composite.

Table 3
SITRI dimension scores (1-5) and AHP-weighted composite index by destination

Destination D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 SITRI Level

Zangilan 5 3 5 4 3 4.17 High

Fuzuli 5 3 4 4 3 4.03 High
Shusha 4 4 3 4 5 3.95 Mod-High
Aghdam 4 2 3 3 2 3.03 Mod-High
Lachin 3 3 3 3 3 3.00 Mod-High

Note. Equal-weighted robustness variant preserves the ranking (Zangilan 4.00; Shusha 4.00; Fuzuli 3.80; Lachin 3.00;
Aghdam 2.80). Regional mean SITRI = 3.63.

The regional mean of 3.63 — Moderate-High — conceals a clear internal gradient (RQ2): the two green-
field airport destinations occupy the High band, the heritage centre sits at the top of Moderate-High, and the
two later-stage sites anchor the lower end. Readiness tracks two things at once, purpose-built mobility infra-
structure and the maturity of the tourism-specific overlay. Where both coincide (Zangilan, Fuzuli) readiness
peaks; where mobility is strong but the overlay thin (Aghdam) the composite falls despite heavy investment,
showing that hardware alone does not translate into readiness; and Shusha inverts the logic, offsetting a modest
mobility score with an unmatched demand anchor and the region's most developed service layer. Reading
down the columns exposes a sequencing signature (RQ3): every destination scores at least as high on mobility
as on any other dimension, and lowest on digital services or demand anchoring. The backbone is installed first
and fastest while the traveller-facing layer and demand lag behind — the same reform asymmetry seen in
mature emerging destinations, here compressed into a single construction cycle.

6. Discussion

Three implications follow. The first concerns the meaning of readiness. The Karabakh case makes visible
a distinction the mature-destination literature can afford to blur: that between a destination which is reachable
and one which is usable. Fuzuli and Zangilan are highly reachable, since an airport and a corridor settle phys-
ical access, but whether they are yet usable — offering a non-resident an integrated digital pathway from
permit to arrival to on-site information — is a separate and less advanced question that the SITRI captures by
keeping D1 and D2 apart.

The second concerns the design window. Since the recurring lesson of purpose-built smart cities is that
infrastructure without users becomes a costly monument, the reconstruction setting appears to offer an escape:
physical and digital layers can be designed together from the outset — smart by design rather than smart by
retrofit. The evidence suggests this promise is real but only partly realised, for the green and utility layer is
integrated by design, most clearly at Aghali, whereas the traveller-facing digital layer is deferred behind phys-
ical construction in the familiar backbone-first sequence. The window is open but not used to its full width,
from which the central policy inference follows: the digital-service and demand-anchoring dimensions should
advance concurrently with the mobility backbone, not after it.

The third concerns transferability, since the value of a single-region index lies less in its specific scores
than in whether the instrument travels. The five SITRI dimensions are not specific to Azerbaijan but describe
conditions common to any territory rebuilding a tourism geography after conflict — reachability, visitor-facing
services, sustainable integration, institutional coordination, and a demand anchor — so that, applied with lo-
cally calibrated scoring, the frame could furnish a common language for the cross-case comparison the litera-
ture currently lacks.
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7. Conclusion

This study asked whether smart tourism readiness can be measured in a setting the concept was never
designed for — a territory rebuilt from destruction, where the destination and its digital layer arrive together
— and the answer is affirmative. The AHP-weighted Smart Tourism Readiness Index yields a coherent spatial
reading of the Karabakh and East Zangezur reconstruction across 2020-2026: two greenfield, airport-anchored
cases in the High band, a heritage centre leading on demand, and two later-stage sites consolidating, for a
regional mean of 3.63 that is advancing distinctly backbone-first.

The study's central proposition — that post-war territories hold a narrow window in which smart tourism
can be engineered by design rather than retrofitted — is thus supported but qualified. In practical terms, permit,
information, and booking systems should be treated as first-phase infrastructure alongside the airport and the
road, and each destination's demand anchor developed deliberately rather than assumed to follow from physical
completion. Two limitations bound these conclusions: the scoring rests on documentary rather than primary
visitor data, carrying a risk of assessment subjectivity, and the single-region scope leaves external validity to
be demonstrated. Future research should therefore validate the SITRI against survey-based visitor data as the
destinations mature, calibrate the AHP weights through an expert panel, and apply the framework compara-
tively across post-conflict geographies, converting a single-region diagnostic into a comparative research pro-
gramme on the tourism geography of reconstruction.
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Pestome. Tepputopun, BOCCTAHABINBAEMBIE ITOCIIE BOGHHBIX KOH(IMKTOB, IPAKTHIECKU HE PE/ICTABIICHBI B MCCIIEOBAHNSIX YMHOTO
TypH3Ma, KOTOpbIe IPENMYIIIECTBEHHO COCPEJOTOYEHEI Ha PAa3BUTHIX TOPOJAX, BHEAPSIONIMX MI(POBBIE TEXHOJIOTHH B HHPPACTPYKTYpY,
(hopMHPOBaBIIYIOCS HA MPOTSDKEHUH AecaTHiIeTui. [laHHas npobiieMa UMeeT CyIECTBEHHOE 3HaYCHHUE, ITOCKOJIBKY IPOIIECC BOCCTAHOB-
JICHUS TIPEAOCTABIIIET PEAKYIO BO3MOXKHOCTH OJTHOBPEMEHHO IPOEKTHPOBATh TYPHUCTCKYIO JECTHHALMIO U e€ IH(POBYIO HHPPACTPYKTYPY
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¢ Hyms. BMecte ¢ TeM MHCTpYMEHT JUISl OIICHKH CTEIIeHN TOTOBHOCTH TAaKWX TEPPUTOPHH 0 HACTOSIIErO BPEMEHH OTCYTCTBYeT. [l
yCTpaHEeHHsI JaHHOTO Ipo0eria B NCCIIeJOBAaHUY NpeyiaraeTest MIHIeke roToBHOCTH K yMHOMY Typu3My (Smart Tourism Readiness Index
— SITRI), npencrasmsromuii coboii cocTaBHOI MOKa3aTeNb U3 MATH U3MEPEHHUI, Beca KOTOPBIX OIPEIENICHBI C ITIOMOLIBI0 METO/Ia aHAIN3a
nepapxwuii (Analytic Hierarchy Process — AHP) npu noareepsxaénHom koabdurmente cornacoantoct CR = 0,018. Ha ocHoBe cme-
MIAHHOTO MCCIIEA0BATENbCKOTO AN3aiiHa C UCHONIB30BaHUEM BTOPUYHBIX JAHHBIX U TPHAHTYJISILIUNA UCTOYHUKOB MO YETHIPEM KaTETOPHAM
uHaekc npuMensiercs k Kapabaxckomy u Boctouno-3aHre3ypckomy perrnonam AsepOaiimkana 3a mepuon Boccranosienus 2020—2026
rozoB. OneHKa IISITH TYPUCTCKUX JIECTHHAINH HpOBeieHa Ha OCHOBE JJOKYMEHTAIBHO NMOATBEP KIEHHBIX TaHHBIX. CpeHUI pernoHab-
HBII [MOKa3aTeNb TOTOBHOCTH cocTaBmi 3,63 mo mikaie ot 1 1o 5. 3anrmwian (4,17) u ®usynu (4,03) ZOCTHIITH BEICOKOTO YPOBHS TOTOB-
HOCTH OJlarosiapst CIeIMaJbHO HOCTPOSHHBIM adpONOpTaM M IMPOSKTHPOBAHMIO HOBBIX HACENEHHBIX ITyHKTOB ¢ HyJIsL, Toraa kak llyma
(3,95), pa3ButHe KOTOPO# onmpaercst Ha KyJIbTypHOE HacIeaue, TUANUPYET I10 IoKa3aTemo crpoca. OCHOBHBIM pe3yJIbTaTOM HCCIIeI0Ba-
HHMS SIBJIACTCS BBIABJICHHE XapaKTEPHOH MOCIEI0BATEILHOCTH STAIlOB Pa3BUTHS: 0a30Bas TPaHCHOPTHAs HHPPACTPYKTypa co3aéres B
TMIEPBYIO Ouepesib U Haubonee OBICTPHIMU TEMIIAMU, TOTIa KaK Pa3BUTHE YCIIyT AN TYPUCTOB, IPEBPAIAIOIINX TPAHCIIOPTHO JOCTYITHYIO
TEPPUTOPUIO B OIHOLEHHYIO AT MOCEIEH s AECTHHALIO, OTKJIABIBACTCS Ha MEPHUOJ MOCTIE 3aBEPIICHHUS (PHU3UIECKOTO CTPOUTENBCTBA.
HccnenoBaHue nepeocMbICINBAaET TOTOBHOCTh KaK IEPEMEHHYI0, 3aBUCSIITYIO OT Tara BOCCTAHOBJICHUS], U IIPeUTaraeT AMarHOCTUUECKHH
HWHCTPYMEHT, IPUMEHUMBIH TakKe B IPYTHX HOCTKOH(INKTHBIX YCIOBHSX.

Knrouesvie cnoga: 2omogHocmo K YMHOMY MypU3My, NOCIEB0EHHOE 80CCIMAHOGNIEHUE, NPOCMPAHCMEEHHAS OYeHKd, MEMoo aHa-
ausa uepapxuil, Kapabax, KOHKypeHmMocnocooHocmy mypucmu4eckou 0ecmunayuy

MUHARIBODON SONRAKI ORAZILORIN AGILLI TURIZMO HAZIRLIGININ MOKAN QiYMOTLONDIRILMOSi
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Xiilasa. Mitharibodon sonra yenidan qurulan orazilor agilli turizm sahasinds aparilan todgigatlarda demok olar ki, nozoro alinmur.
Bu sahadoki todqiqgatlar asason onilliklor orzinds formalagmis infrastruktura ragomsal texnologiyalarin slavs edildiyi inkisaf etmis
soharloar tizorinds comlagmisdir. Bu masalo mithiim shomiyyat kasb edir, ¢iinki yenidonqurma prosesi turizm destinasiyasini vo onun
rogomsal infrastrukturunu sifirdan, vahid yanagma asasinda layihalondirmak iigiin nadir imkan yaradir. Bununla bels, bels srazilorin
hazirliq saviyyssini giymotlondirmok ti¢iin miivafiq alot mévcud deyil. Todqiqatda bu boslugu aradan qaldirmaq mogsadilo Analitik
Iyerarxiya Prosesi (Analytic Hierarchy Process — AHP) vasitosilo cokilondirilmis bes lgiidon ibarot kompozit Agilli Turizmo Hazirliq
Iindeksi (Smart Tourism Readiness Index — SITRI) toklif olunur. Indeks iizra uygunluq nisboti CR = 0,018 soviyyasindo tesdiglonmisdir.
Ikinci doracali molumatlarin istifadesine esaslanan garisiq tedgiqat dizayni vo dord kateqoriyal: monbo trianqulyasiyast totbiq edilmoklo
indeks Azarbaycanin Qarabag va Sarqi Zongozur regionlarinda 2020—-2026-c1 illari shate edan yenidonqurma dovrii tizra hesablanmus,
bes turizm destinasiyasi sonodlogdirilmis siibutlar asasinda qiymatlondirilmisdir. Regional orta hazirliq géstaricisi 1-5 balliq skala {izra
3,63 toskil etmigdir. Xiisusi olaraq insa edilmis hava limanlar1 vo sifirdan layihoalondirilmis yasayis montogolori sayoasinds Zongilan
(4,17) vo Fiizuli (4,03) yiiksok hazirliq kateqoriyasina daxil olmus, madani irss asaslanan Susa (3,95) iso tolobat gostoricisine gora
liderlik etmigdir. Todqiqatin osas naticasi inkisaf marholslorinin xarakterik ardicilligmm miioyyon edilmosidir: nagliyyat infra-
strukturunun asasinti tagkil edon sistemlor ilk ndvbads Vo daha siiratlo qurulur, lakin slgatan orazini turistlor tigiin faktiki istifads oluna
bilon destinasiyaya ¢eviron xXidmatlorin inkisafi fiziki tikinti iglorinden sonraki marhslayas toxira salinir. Todqiqat hazirliq saviyyasini
yenidangqurma marhoalasindon asili doyison kimi yenidon nozordon kegirir vo digar postmiinaqise soraitlorinds do totbiq oluna bilan
diagnostik giymotlondirms aloti toqdim edir.

Acar sozlar: agill turizma hazirlq, mitharibadan sonraki barpa, makan giymatlondirilmasi, Analitik Iyerarxiya Prosesi, Qarabag,
turizm mokaninin ragabat gabiliyyati
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