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Summary. Balakan District, located in northwestern Azerbaijan, is characterized by diverse nat-
ural and geographical conditions that provide considerable potential for the development of ski tour-
ism. Its mountainous terrain, favorable climatic conditions, and location along the border with Geor-
gia create opportunities for developing winter tourism and associated recreational activities. This
study aims to assess the suitability of the natural and geographical conditions of Balakan District for

Keywords: natural and ski tourism, evaluate the potential for developing relevant tourism infrastructure, and identify exist-
geographical conditions, ing constraints and risks. Particular attention is given to identifying suitable mountainous areas for
sports tourism, ski tourism, the establishment of a ski resort. The study analyzes statistical indicators of tourism development in
tourism infrastructure, Balakan and applies ArcGIS-based spatial analysis to identify areas potentially suitable for ski tour-
sustainable tourism ism development. The identified areas may provide a practical basis for tourism planning, infrastruc-

ture development, and strategic decision-making. The findings demonstrate that Balakan possesses
considerable potential for developing a competitive ski tourism destination and diversifying the tour-
ism sector of northwestern Azerbaijan.
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Introduction

Tourism is one of the most significant sectors of economic activity worldwide, characterized by its broad
scope and rapid growth. Although tourist arrivals constitute an important indicator of the sector’s development,
the significance of tourism extends beyond quantitative measures. Tourism generates impacts at local, regional,
national, and global levels and, at the same time, reflects contemporary lifestyles, cultural preferences, and
broader characteristics of (post)modern society (Pender & Sharpley, 2005, pp. 6-13).

Sports tourism is one of the major forms of tourism and has attracted increasing academic attention over
the past fifteen years. As an independent and socially oriented field, sports tourism represents a lifestyle shared
by a considerable segment of society and provides opportunities for both the physical and personal develop-
ment of tourists (Gozalova et al., 2014). It integrates a range of economic, social, environmental, and health-
related dimensions. In recent years, its development has become particularly evident in outdoor and adventure
tourism, skiing, and other winter sports.

Among the various forms of tourism, winter tourism is particularly important because it not only pro-
motes recreational activities during the winter season but also contributes to the modernization of tourism
infrastructure in mountainous and remote regions. Ski tourism, as a major component of winter tourism, can
increase tourist flows, stimulate regional economic activity, and create employment opportunities. Moreo-
ver, ski resorts can support tourism and recreational activities during warmer months, thereby facilitating
the transition toward year-round tourism. Consequently, ski tourism has increasingly become an important
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catalyst for economic and social development (Sharpley, 2002). Realizing this potential requires an attrac-
tive regional investment environment and a scientifically grounded assessment of tourism and recreational
attractiveness (Imrani et al., 2025).

During the 2023-2024 winter season, more than 366 million skier visits were recorded worldwide. The
United States, France, Switzerland, Canada, Italy, and Austria are among the countries with the most highly
developed ski tourism industries (International Report on Snow & Mountain Tourism, 2025). In Azerbaijan,
the principal ski tourism destinations include Shahdag in Gusar, Tufandag in Gabala, and Aghbulag in
Shahbuz.

The infrastructure and service sectors developed around ski resorts contribute directly to the economies
of mountainous regions and can significantly improve the socio-economic well-being of local communities
(Nepal & Chipeniuk, 2005). In this context, the development of ski tourism in Balakan would not only create
new sources of economic revenue but also contribute to the diversification of Azerbaijan’s tourism product
and strengthen its competitiveness in the international tourism market.

Located on the southern slopes of the Greater Caucasus Mountains, Balakan District is distinguished by
its unigue natural conditions, ethnocultural diversity, and considerable tourism potential (Imrani et al., 2024).
Despite its mountainous landscapes, extensive forest resources, and villages characterized by distinctive local
traditions, the district’s winter tourism potential remains largely underutilized. Therefore, this study focuses
on assessing the ski tourism potential of Balakan, examining the existing infrastructure, and identifying priority
directions for tourism development and its potential economic impacts. The development of ski tourism in
Balakan could attract both domestic and international visitors while stimulating local economic development
through job creation, expansion of the service sector, and improvement of tourism-related infrastructure.

Literature review

Alternative forms of tourism reflect the diversification of global tourist interests and provide travelers with
more authentic and sustainable experiences. In particular, alternative forms of sports tourism have gained in-
creasing popularity in recent years, as they combine engagement with the natural environment, physical activ-
ity, and opportunities to support the development of local communities. lbraimi et al. (2025) define sports
tourism as a travel experience based on sporting activities in which tourists participate either actively or as
spectators. The authors further report that sports tourism accounts for approximately 10% of tourism expendi-
ture and emphasize the complementary relationship between sport and tourism, identifying sports tourism as
one of the rapidly developing segments of the tourism industry.

Mountain tourism has also experienced substantial growth in recent years and is generally associated with
tourism activities that utilize the natural characteristics and recreational opportunities of mountainous environ-
ments. It is particularly important in terms of stimulating regional economic development and generating em-
ployment. Wang et al. (2022), examining ski tourism in Chongli, China, demonstrated its positive contribution
to regional economic development and poverty reduction. Their findings emphasize that appropriate policy
frameworks, efficient use of local resources, and sustainable planning are essential for the successful develop-
ment of mountain sports tourism. From a geographical perspective, Higham (2003) highlights the importance
of altitudinal zonation, landscape attractiveness, and seasonal accessibility in determining the tourism appeal
of mountain regions.

However, the long-term sustainability of ski tourism depends not only on the stability of natural snow
cover but also on the capacity of destinations to adapt to climate change. Scott et al. (2006) demonstrate that
increasing temperature variability and declining snow availability can substantially shorten ski seasons in
many destinations, creating a need for adaptation measures such as snowmaking technologies and the diversi-
fication of ski resorts toward year-round tourism activities.

Among Azerbaijani researchers, Bayramli (2024) and Imrani et al. (2024) emphasize the considerable
tourism potential of the northwestern districts of Azerbaijan, including Balakan, Zagatala, Gakh, Shaki, Oghuz,
and Gabala, and highlight the importance of utilizing these resources to enhance the socio-economic well-
being of the region. Mammadova (2022) similarly identifies substantial opportunities for the development of
various forms of mountain tourism in the Shaki-Zagatala tourism region, one of Azerbaijan’s border regions,
and argues that ski tourism could generate significant economic benefits for the regional economy.

Overall, the existing literature and theoretical approaches indicate that ski tourism can contribute to local
economic development when supported by integrated planning, environmental sensitivity, and stakeholder
participation. However, the limited empirical research specifically addressing the ski tourism potential of Ba-
lakan District reveals an important research gap. The present study seeks to address this gap by providing an
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empirical assessment of Balakan’s potential for ski tourism development, thereby contributing to both the
academic literature and evidence-based regional tourism planning.

Methodology

The study employed statistical analysis to assess the potential for ski tourism development in Balakan
District. The analysis was based on tourism statistics covering a 19-year period, including data on the number
of visitors accommodated in hotels and hotel-type establishments in Balakan District and Azerbaijan as a
whole. The statistical data were organized into comparative tables and used to construct a scatter plot for the
Shaki-Zagatala Economic Region, enabling the temporal dynamics of tourism activity in Balakan to be exam-
ined within the broader regional context.

Natural and geographical conditions of Balakan district

Balakan District is located in northwestern Azerbaijan, on the southern slopes of the Greater Caucasus
Mountains and within the Ganikh-Ayrichay Valley. It borders the Russian Federation (Republic of Dagestan)
to the north, Georgia to the west and southwest, and Zagatala District to the east. The district covers an area of
923 km?. Of its total land area, 709 ha are classified as state reserve lands, 8.4 thousand ha as municipal lands,
and 25 thousand ha as privately owned lands (State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan, 2024).
The topography varies considerably, from predominantly mountainous terrain in the north and northwest to
lowland areas in the south, with elevations ranging from approximately 200 to 3,500 m above sea level. This
pronounced altitudinal variation has a substantial influence on local climatic conditions, vegetation patterns,
and tourism potential (Budagov, 2003).

The mountainous areas of Balakan are predominantly forested, while the highest peaks may retain snow
cover until August, creating favorable natural conditions for mountain tourism and, in particular, ski tourism
development. Mount Guton, the highest peak in the district, reaches an elevation of 3,648 m and is character-
ized by prolonged snow cover during the winter season. Areas located at elevations of approximately 1,200—
2,000 m, with moderate slopes of 15-30°, are considered potentially suitable for the development of ski slopes
(Budagov, 2003). Climatic conditions also vary considerably with altitude: the lowland and foothill zones are
characterized by a moderately warm and semi-humid to humid subtropical climate, whereas the high-mountain
areas experience colder and more humid conditions (Mammadov et al., 2012).

Mountain tourism potential of Balakan district

Mountain areas rank second only to coastal destinations among the geographical environments used for
tourism worldwide, accounting for approximately 15-20% of global tourism areas (Richins & Hull, 2016).
Within this context, winter mountain tourism, particularly ski tourism, has become one of the most widespread
and economically significant forms of sports tourism.

Azerbaijan’s diverse natural landscapes provide considerable opportunities for the development of this
tourism segment, and Balakan District represents one of the country’s promising mountain tourism destina-
tions. An analysis of tourism statistics for the 2006—-2024 period (Table 1) indicates that Balakan has experi-
enced notable dynamics in tourism activity within the Shaki-Zagatala Economic Region. This potential is sup-
ported by the district’s rich cultural and historical heritage, diverse natural landscapes, and favorable mountain
environment.

As shown in Table 1, tourism activity in both Azerbaijan as a whole and Balakan District has generally
followed an upward but uneven trend since 2006. In Balakan, the number of visitors accommodated in hotels
increased markedly after 2011, although substantial year-to-year fluctuations were observed. The decline rec-
orded in 2020-2021 coincided with the COVID-19 pandemic, after which tourist numbers began to recover.
Based on these statistical data, the tourism dynamics of Balakan District and the Shaki-Zagatala Economic
Region are illustrated in Figure 1.

As illustrated in Figure 1, the Shaki-Zagatala Economic Region experienced a substantial increase in the
number of persons accommodated in hotels after 2014. This growth coincided with the development of the
Tufandag Winter-Summer Tourism Complex in Gabala, which contributed to strengthening the region’s tour-
ism infrastructure and attractiveness. Similarly, the establishment of a mountain sports complex in Balakan
could contribute to increasing tourist flows and strengthening tourism activity at the district, regional, and
national levels.

Balakan District possesses considerable potential for mountain tourism, particularly for the development
of ski tourism during the winter season, which could contribute to increasing tourism revenues. The northern
and northeastern parts of the district, particularly the foothill areas of the Guton and Tinov-Rosso peaks along

202


https://doi.org/10.33677/GGIANASCONF20230300009

K.Z.Zeynalova et al. | ANAS Transactions, Earth Sciences, Special Issue / 2026, 200-205; DOI: 10.33677/GIANASCONF20260300028

the watershed of the Greater Caucasus Range, offer favorable opportunities for ski tourism development.
Moreover, integrating these mountainous areas with the natural landscapes of the Balakan, Mazim, Katekh,
and Ganikh rivers could support tourism diversification by combining winter ski tourism with hydrotourism
and other nature-based recreational activities during the summer season.

Table 1

Number of Persons Accommodated in Hotels and Similar Establishments, persons

il Azerbaijan Balakan District
2006 291,617 160
2007 305,483 366
2008 431,574 573
2009 424,237 352
2010 438,479 582
2011 510,162 2,829
2012 624,924 5,083
2013 666,348 5,398
2014 672,345 3,805
2015 838,145 2,363
2016 1,122,068 1,264
2017 1,414,708 1,517
2018 1,749,475 1,672
2019 1,919,765 2,598
2020 668,813 755
2021 1,172,123 781
2022 1,697,358 3,498
2023 1,945,059 3,296
2024 2,380,247 3,495

Source: https://www.stat.gov.az/source/tourism/
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Fig. 1. Number of persons accommodated in hotels in the Shaki-Zagatala Economic Region and Balakan District, 2006-2024
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Conclusion

The findings indicate that Balakan District has considerable potential for the development of ski tourism.
The statistical analysis demonstrates an overall increase in tourism activity, suggesting favorable conditions
for further diversification of the district’s tourism sector through mountain and winter tourism. In this context,
the development of ski tourism could enhance the attractiveness of Balakan as a tourism destination and con-
tribute to increasing tourism-related revenues. However, several constraints may hinder this development, in-
cluding insufficient tourism infrastructure, narrow and difficult-to-access roads, seasonal accessibility prob-
lems in mountain villages, and limited investment opportunities.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that Balakan possesses favorable natural and socio-economic condi-
tions for ski tourism development. Nevertheless, the effective utilization of this potential requires sustaina-
ble and strategic planning, investment attraction, infrastructure improvement, and active participation of
local communities.

Recommendations

To realize the ski tourism potential of Balakan District, strategic planning of ski routes and associated
tourism infrastructure should be undertaken in accordance with internationally recognized sustainable tourism
practices. Particular attention should be given to maximizing the economic and social benefits of tourism de-
velopment for local communities.

Priority areas should include the development of tourism infrastructure, improvement of the investment
environment for winter tourism, and efficient utilization of human resources. These measures would contribute
to establishing a competitive and sustainable ski tourism destination in the district.

In areas identified as having potential for ski tourism development, priority should be given to road re-
construction and improvement, snow removal and safety measures, the establishment of small-scale eco-
friendly accommodation facilities, and ski equipment rental services. These measures are essential for improv-
ing accessibility, visitor safety, and the overall quality of tourism services in Balakan District.
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OLIEHKA IEPCIEKTHUB PA3BUTHS T'OPHOJIBIXKHOI'O TYPU3MA B BAJJAKEHCKOM PAMOHE.

3eiinagosa K.3.'*, Opymxos ILIIL23, T'upastaun I'.A.Y, Faguman H.A¢
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’Kapabaxckuii yHueepcumem, Azepbatiodxcan
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3Vuusepcumem Xasap, Azepbatioscan
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Pe3tome. banakeHCKUl paiioH, pacmoiOKEHHBIH Ha ceBepo-3amane AsepOalikaHa, XapaKTepU3yeTcs pasHOOOpa3HBIMH IPHU-
poaHO-TeorpadMIECKIMHU YCIOBHAMHE, CO3AAIONIIMI 3HAUYNTEIBHBIN TOTEHINAN A Pa3BUTUS TOPHONBDKHOTO TypHu3Ma. I opHBIit pe-
e paiioHa, GIaronpUsTHBIE KINMAaTHIECKHE yCIOBHS U IPUTPaHMYHOE Mo0xeHne ¢ ['py3ueit GopMupyoT BO3MOXKHOCTH JUIS pa3-
BUTHS 3MMHETO TypH3Ma U CBSI3aHHBIX C HIM PEKPEallMOHHBIX BUJIOB JeATeIbHOCTH. Lleb nccneqoBaHus 3aKIF0UaeTcs B OLEHKE MPH-
TOJHOCTH TIPUPOIHO-Teorpaduiecknux ycioBuii banakeHckoro paifoHa Uil pa3BUTHs TOPHOIBDKHOTO TypH3Ma, ONIPEICIICHUH OTCH-
[yaja CO3JaHMsl COOTBETCTBYIOIIEH TYPUCTCKON MH(PACTPYKTYpHI, a TAKKE BBISBICHHU CYIIECTBYIOIIMX OTPAaHWYEHHI M PHUCKOB.
Oco0oe BHUMaHHE YIENISIeTCs ONPeeIeHUIO TOPHBIX TePPUTOPHH, MOIXOISIINX AL CO3aHus TOPHOJIBDKHOTO KypopTa. B ncenemo-
BaHUM aHAJU3UPYIOTCS CTaTHCTUUECKHE [TOKA3aTeNI pa3BUTHS Typu3Ma B baakeHCKOM paifoHe U IpUMEHseTCs IPOCTPAHCTBEHHbIH
aHanu3 Ha ocHoBe ArcGIS ais BeIABICHUS TEpPUTOPUI, HOTCHIUAIBHO MPUTOAHBIX AJSI Pa3BUTHS TOPHOJIBDKHOTO TypusMa. BhisaB-
JICHHbBIE TEPPUTOPUH MOTYT CIY>KHTh IPAKTHIECKOI OCHOBOH ISl INTAHUPOBAHMUS TyPHCTCKON IESITENBHOCTH, Pa3BUTHS HHPPACTPYK-
TYpHI U IPUHATHS CTpaTernyeckux pemenuii. [lomydeHHbIe pe3ynbTaThl CBUIETEIBCTBYIOT O TOM, 4TO banakeHckuii paifon obiagaer
3HAYUTENLHBIM OTEHIUATIOM Ul (JOPMHUPOBAHUS KOHKYPEHTOCIOCOOHOH TOPHONBDKHON TYPUCTCKOH JECTHHAINH U AUBEPCU(HKA-
IIIX TyPHCTCKOTO CEKTOpa CEeBEPO-3aaHOTO peTHoHa AzepOaiipkana.

Knroueswie cnosa: npupoono-zeocpaduueckiie ycaiosus, CHOPMUGHbIL MYPU3M, 2OPHONBINCHBIL MYPUIM, MYPUCMUYECKAS UHPDa-
CMpPYKmypa, yCmouyugslil mypusm

BALAKON RAYONUNDA DAG-XiZOK TURIZMIiNiN INKiSAF IMKANLARININ QiYMOTLONDIRILMOSI
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Xiilasa. Azorbaycanin simal-gorbinds yerlogson Balakon rayonu Xizok turizminin inkisafi ti¢iin ohamiyyotli potensial yaradan
miixtolif tobii-cografi soraitlo saciyyslonir. Rayonun dagliq relyefi, olverigli iglim soraiti vo Giirciistanla sorhoddo yerlogsmasi qis
turizminin vo onunla olagoli rekreasiya foaliyyatlorinin inkisafi Gigiin imkanlar yaradir. Todqigatin moagsadi Balakon rayonunun tobii-
cografi soraitinin Xizok turizmi tgiin olverisliliyini qiymotlondirmok, miivafiq turizm infrastrukturunun inkisaf potensialini
miiayyonlogdirmok, eloca do méveud mohdudiyyatlari vo risklori askar etmokdir. Xizok kurortunun yaradilmast iigiin olverisli daghq
arazilorin miiayyonlogdirilmasins xiisusi digqst yetirilir. Todgigatda Balakon rayonunda turizmin inkisafina dair statistik gostaricilor
tohlil edilir vo xizok turizminin inkisafi ti¢iin potensial olverisli orazilorin miioyyanlosdirilmasi mogsadilo ArcGIS programi asasinda
mokan tohlili aparilir. Miioyyon edilmis orazilor turizmin planlagdirilmasi, infrastrukturun inkisafi vo strateji qorarlarin gobul edilmasi
ticiin praktiki osas rolunu oynaya bilor. ©ldo edilon noticalor Balaken rayonunun rogabotgabiliyystli Xizok turizmi destinasiyasinin
formalagdirilmast vo Azorbaycanin simal-gorb bdlgesindo turizm sektorunun saxolondirilmosi {igiin ohomiyyatli potensiala malik
oldugunu gostarir.

Acar sézlar: tobii-cografi sorait, idman turizmi, dag-Xizok turizmi, turizm infrastrukturu, dayaniql turizm
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