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Abstract

This article examines the global integration of Uzbekistan's football during the years of independence through the prisms
of sports diplomacy and institutional transformation. The study analyzes the formation of the national governing body after
1991, its membership in FIFA and the AFC, and its strategic global standing by 2025 using a legal-documentary approach.
Football is interpreted as a "soft power" tool that enhances Uzbekistan's international political prestige.

The research highlights the legal foundations of the federation's establishment in 1992, the reforms initiated by the 2009
government decree, and its rebranding as the Uzbekistan Football Association (UFA) on January 25, 2018. Furthermore,
the creation of CAFA in 2015 and the historic qualification for the FIFA World Cup in 2025 are analyzed from a cause-
and-effect perspective. The success of sports diplomacy is attributed to state support, economic investments, and the
alignment of national legislation with international standards. The article concludes with practical recommendations for
the development of the national sports brand.
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1. Introduction departure from the Soviet sports system and the creation
of national governance mechanisms. The popularity of
football and its role in social integration made it not only

a sphere of sport but also an effective instrument of “soft

In the modern system of international relations, sport,
and football in particular, is increasingly becoming an
important diplomatic instrument for promoting states’
foreign policy image and advancing national interests.
From this perspective, the development of the Between 1992 and 2025, strengthening the legal
foundations of the national federation and its
membership in FIFA and the Asian Football

power” policy.

Uzbekistan Football Association and its emergence on
the international stage during the years of independence

holds particular scientific significance as a process
closely linked to the sovereign development strategy of
the Republic of Uzbekistan. The declaration of state
independence on August 31, 1991, necessitated a
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Confederation (AFC) contributed to Uzbekistan being
recognized as an active subject within the global sports
system. The establishment of the Central Asian Football
Association (CAFA) in 2015 and the location of its
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headquarters in Tashkent further reinforced the country’s
leadership role in regional sports diplomacy. Institutional
transformations, alignment of the governance system
with international standards, and the improvement of the
normative-legal framework enhance the practical
relevance of this research.

Furthermore, the historic results of the Uzbekistan
national football team in the FIFA World Cup
qualification stages serve as a clear indicator of the
effectiveness of sports diplomacy. This study is relevant
as it scientifically examines the role of football in
strengthening state sovereignty, enhancing international
prestige, and transforming the sports industry into a
strategic driver of national development.

2. Methodology

The issues of Uzbekistan’s sports diplomacy and the
global integration of its football federation have been
studied by both domestic and foreign researchers using
various conceptual approaches. In particular, the study
co-authored by N.S.Abdikadirova and D.S.Nurillaeva
[6] analyzes the legal, social, and recreational functions
of football, highlighting its role as a social institution
within society. R.A.Akromov and R.I.Nurimov [7]
explore football theory and methodology in a historical-
legal context, demonstrating the stages of the formation
of the national governance model. R.A.Qosimov and
M.S.Akhmatov [13] examine sports policy during the
period of independence using football as a case study,
substantiating the intrinsic link between state policy and
sports administration.

Institutional transformation issues are treated as a distinct
area of scientific inquiry. M.A.Kutlimuratov [10]
provides a step-by-step analysis of the development
history of the Uzbekistan Football Association, while
A.A.Tolaganov [10] systematically studies the
federation’s international integration between 1992 and
2025. Z.Khushvaqtov [18] examines the federation’s
legal and regulatory foundations in the context of the
independence period. Additionally, B.S.Nazirov’s [11,
12] scholarly articles and monographs offer a
comprehensive analysis of the history of mass sports
games and football achievements during the years of
independence, highlighting sport’s significance as a form
of social and cultural capital.

Foreign sources provide an important methodological
basis for assessing Uzbekistan football’s position within
the global sports system. The FIFA Statutes (2024
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edition) and Asian Football Confederation regulations
establish international standards for national federations’
activities [21]. Documents from the Central Asian
Football Association (CAFA) shed light on mechanisms
of regional integration. Analytical works such as Shelat’s
Dawn of the White Wolves [20] link the rise of the
Uzbekistan national team to sports diplomacy and social
identity processes, while The Emergence of the Sport of
Football: A Case Study of Uzbekistan [24] evaluates the
institutional formation of football in the context of the
global sports system.

Overall, while the existing literature extensively covers
the historical, legal, and social aspects of Uzbekistan
football, there remains a need for a comprehensive,
systematic, and causally structured study of the
federation’s global integration and its evolution as an
instrument of sports diplomacy between 1992 and 2025.
This article aims to fill this scholarly gap.

This study employs a comprehensive methodology based
on the integration of historical, systemic, and
comparative-legal approaches. The formation and
transformation of the Uzbekistan Football Association
between 1992 and 2025 were analyzed through
normative-legal documents, statutes, and institutional
reforms. In particular, the alignment between national
legislation and internal regulations with FIFA Statutes
(2024  edition), Asian Football Confederation
regulations, and Central Asian Football Association
documents was examined using a comparative-legal
analysis. Official decisions, programmatic documents,
and statistical data were systematically selected and
analyzed through content analysis methods.

Conceptually, the study draws on theories of institutional
transformation and sports diplomacy, employing
analytical-synthetic and structural-functional methods to
identify cause-and-effect relationships. The dynamic
interactions between the national team’s international
performance, regional initiatives, and governance
reforms were examined. This approach allows the
processes of the football federation’s global integration
to be interpreted not only as historical developments but
also as practical mechanisms within the state’s “soft
power” strategy, providing a scientifically grounded
understanding of their significance.

3. Results and Discussion

The research findings indicate that following the
independence of the Republic of Uzbekistan, the process
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of restructuring the national sports system was closely
linked with institutional and legal transformations. After
the declaration of state independence on August 31,
1991, it became necessary to establish a new national
governing body based on the former Uzbekistan SSR
Football Federation, which had been founded in 1946.
The reorganization of the Uzbekistan Football
Federation in 1992 and its registration as a non-
governmental, non-profit organization represented a
crucial step in forming a sovereign model of national
sports governance. The Law “On Physical Culture and
Sport,” adopted on January 14, 1992, provided the legal
foundation for the federation’s activities and reinforced
mechanisms for state support of sports entities. This
process not only enabled independent management of the
sports sector but also served to institutionally strengthen
state sovereignty [6].

The practical results were evident immediately: on June
17, 1992, the national team played its first international
match against Tajikistan in Dushanbe, ending in a 2:2
draw, marking Uzbekistan’s debut on the international
stage [7]. That same year, the Supreme League (later the
Super League) was established, ensuring independent
management of domestic competitions [7]. Abdulhoshim
Mutalov’s leadership of the federation from 1992 to 1995
highlights the integrated nature of political and sports
systems [11]. The discussion confirms that in the early
years of independence, high-level political support was
crucial for preserving existing infrastructure, shaping a
national identity, and laying the organizational and legal
groundwork necessary for subsequent integration into
FIFA and the Asian Football Confederation frameworks
[6, 10, 20, 21].

The year 1993 marked a critical stage for Uzbekistan
football in terms of international integration: the
Uzbekistan Football Association began cooperation with
the Asian Football Confederation (AFC) and gained
associate membership. In 1994, full membership was
achieved, with the federation being formally admitted to
both FIFA and the AFC [20, 21]. This milestone
represented a crucial step in the international legal
integration of national football, as compliance with FIFA
statutes and AFC regulations was harmonized with
national legislation [4, 20, 21]. In the same year, the
national team won the gold medal in football at the Asian
Games held in Hiroshima, Japan, achieving seven
victories in seven matches with a 23:7 goal difference,
demonstrating the team’s strength [8, 9]. This success
ensured international recognition for Uzbekistan in the
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early years of independence, stimulated domestic
investment, and aligned economic measures with the
government’s strategic vision of promoting sport as a
source of national pride, enabling the financing of
stadiums and football academies [6, 11, 12].

From 1995 to 2005, the federation was led by Minister of
Internal Affairs Zokir Almatov, a period characterized by
the steady development of domestic competitions and the
consolidation of a professional league system [11, 12]. In
1996, the national team participated for the first time in
the AFC Asian Cup (losing 0:2 to China), competed
again in 2000, and reached the quarter-finals in 2004,
enhancing the team’s international experience [9, 16].
Legally, the adoption of Cabinet of Ministers Resolution
No. 304 on December 3, 2009, formalized a model
statute for regional football associations, set out
measures for developing youth sports schools based on
professional clubs, allocated financial support (8 billion
UZS in 2010), and outlined infrastructure modernization
[3, 18]. This decision strengthened the federation’s
regional branches and reinforced state-political support,
leading to significant improvements in youth
development systems and raising the national team’s
preparedness for international competitions [6, 11].

From 2005 to 2017, under the leadership of Senator
Mirabror Usmonov, the federation developed a
professional management system [12, 14]. During this
period, the national team achieved its highest result by
finishing fourth in the 2011 AFC Asian Cup [9, 10]. This
success was closely linked to the achievements of youth
football programs (U-23 and U-20 teams), while the
widespread popularity of football among the general
population contributed to political stability [6, 11]. In
2013, the FIFA “Fair Play” award confirmed adherence
to ethical and regulatory standards [20]. Moreover,
economic investments during the 2010s and stadium
reconstruction projects supported the national team’s rise
in international rankings [11, 12].

In June 2014, the Central Asian Football Federation
(CAFA) was officially approved by the Asian Football
Confederation (AFC) [22]. The new sub-federation was
established with the promise of representation in the AFC
Executive Committee. Its creation was initiated by the
Iranian Football Federation, a member of West Asian
football federations, and was formalized by a political
decision of AFC President Salman Bin Ibrahim Al
Khalifa [22]. The sub-federation included the Central
Asian countries formerly part of the dissolved Central
and South Asian Football Federation — Kyrgyzstan,
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Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan [22]. The
remaining members — Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka — formed the
South Asian Football Federation as its successor [22].

In 2015, Mirabror Usmonov, the then-president of the
Uzbekistan Football Federation and the National
Olympic Committee of Uzbekistan, was elected as the
president of the Central Asian Football Association
(CAFA) [22]. At the same time, CAFA’s headquarters
and main office were located in Uzbekistan’s capital,
Tashkent [22]. In January 2015, the federation’s name
was officially changed to the Central Asian Football
Association [22]. In April 2019, the organization’s
central office was relocated to Dushanbe, the capital of
Tajikistan [22]. This process strengthened Uzbekistan’s
leading role in regional football diplomacy and sports
governance, while legally and politically ensuring the
federation’s international and regional integration [6, 11,
22].

During 2017-2018, structural reforms were implemented
under the leadership of Umid Ahmadjonov and
subsequently Ochilboy Ramatov. As a result, at the
extraordinary reporting and election conference held on
25 January 2018, the federation’s name was officially
changed to the Uzbekistan Football Association (UFA)
[4, 16]. This change aimed to fully align the federation
with FIFA and AFC regulations, as well as to improve
internal governance [4, 20, 21]. The reforms enhanced
management transparency, strengthened financial
independence, and enabled the federation to develop in
accordance with international standards [4, 11].

After 2018, a series of changes occurred in the leadership
of the association. Ochilboy Ramatov was initially
elected as president, and later, on 15 July 2019,
Lieutenant General Abdusalom Azizov assumed the
position of association president [16]. At the same time,
the current executive head, serving as first vice-
president, Ravshan Ermatov, has been in office since
June 2019 [16]. These structural changes and the
continuity of leadership have contributed to the
Uzbekistan Football Association’s effective international
performance and the strengthening of its professional
management mechanisms [16].

Between 2019 and 2025, the institutional consolidation
of the football management system in Uzbekistan led to
a qualitative improvement in international results [16].
Under Azizov’s leadership and with the operational
management of Ermatov, who has professional
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refereeing modernizing football
infrastructure and systematically developing youth
football became strategic priorities [16]. Practical
evidence of this is reflected in the national team’s
second-place finish at the 2023 CAFA Nations Cup and
its championship victory in the same tournament by
2025, reinforcing Uzbekistan’s leadership in Central
Asian sports both legally and diplomatically [16, 22].
Notably, the 0:0 draw against the UAE in June 2025
secured a historic qualification for the 2026 FIFA World
Cup, representing the pinnacle of thirty years of
integration efforts [15, 16]. Successes over rivals such as
Iran, Qatar, and Kyrgyzstan in the third stage of
qualification, as well as the victory over Iran in the

experience,

penalty shootout in November, demonstrated that the
national team had become globally competitive [15, 16].

Beneath these sporting achievements lie strong
institutional reforms: on 22 February 2025, the
confirmation of Bahodir Qurbonov as president of the
association underscored the state’s view of football as a
national prestige and strategic development instrument
[16]. At the same time, the separation of the futsal
federation as an independent structure on 25 December
2024 enhanced specialization and enabled more efficient
allocation of resources [16]. The discussion reveals that
these successes are not merely sporting victories but also
diplomatic achievements that enhance Uzbekistan’s
“soft power” on the global stage [12, 16]. The 2026 FIFA
World Cup qualification elevated the country’s
international image while simultaneously defining the
strategic role of the sports industry within the national
economy [12, 16]. In this way, the integration processes
that began in 1992 culminated by 2025 with Uzbek
football becoming an integral and respected part of the
global football architecture [6, 12, 16, 22].

Throughout the international integration of Uzbek
football, political factors played a leading role [6, 11, 12].
The involvement of high-ranking state officials in the
association’s governance not only ensured internal
national cohesion but also contributed to the country’s
prestige in international sports diplomacy [6, 11].
Economic development dynamics—after the
transformative difficulties of the early independence
years, the stable growth of the 2000s, and the
comprehensive reforms after 2017—enabled the
construction of modern stadiums, the expansion of
specialized academies, and the systematic financing of
professional leagues [11, 12].

Culturally, football has manifested as a socially unifying
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force in a multiethnic society, serving as a strategic
instrument for nurturing patriotism among the younger
generation and enhancing national pride [12, 15].
Historical heritage—including sports infrastructure
inherited from the former Soviet Union—together with
regional cooperation in Central Asia (CAFA, 2015) and
effective links with the global football governance
system (FIFA, AFC), accelerated the pace of integration
[12, 22]. The rapid membership process of 1992—-1994
laid the foundation for stable participation in subsequent
decades, while the institutional reforms of 2018 provided
the groundwork for the historic achievement of
qualifying for the World Cup in 2025 [4, 16, 22].

From a legal-administrative perspective, the statutes of
the Uzbekistan Football Association (UFA) designate the
association congress as the supreme body, ensuring
transparency in strategic management, while the
executive committee coordinates operational activities
[4]. The 2009 model statute and the revised statutes
approved by FIFA and AFC in 2021 incorporated
international standards into national practice, including
anti-doping policies, codes of ethics, and recognition of
the Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS) jurisdiction [3,
4, 20, 21]. The government decree No. 634 of October
2025, establishing the National Football Center, marked
a new stage in the scientific development of training and
coaching processes [5]. This body of legal instruments
remains the key mechanism balancing national
legislation with international sports regulations [3, 4, 5,
20, 21].

4. Conclusion and Recommendations

Between 1992 and 2025, the institutional development
and international integration of Uzbek football
manifested not only as a transformation within the sports
sphere but also as a strategic stage in strengthening the
country’s sovereignty and shaping national identity. The
research led to the following conclusions:

1. The transition of football governance from the
former Soviet model to an independent national system
(1992) and full membership in FIFA and the AFC in 1994
ensured Uzbekistan’s recognition as a subject of
international sports law. Continuous support from the
state leadership and the institutional reforms of 2018
(establishment of the UFA) aligned the governance
system with global standards.

2. Systematic investments beginning in the 2000s
facilitated the modernization of infrastructure (stadiums,
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academies), which, in turn, enhanced football’s unifying
“soft power” role in society.

3. The qualification for the 2026 FIFA World Cup
on 5 June 2025 represents the logical culmination of
long-term diplomatic and sports strategies and serves as
legal and sporting proof of Uzbekistan’s leadership in the
Central Asian region.

Based on the research findings, the following practical
recommendations are proposed:

O Strengthen professional management within the
leadership structure and further enhance decision-
making autonomy in compliance with international
regulations.

O Integrate football as a mandatory component of
school and higher education curricula to establish a
continuous development pipeline for youth and women’s
football.

O Expand the use of modern analytical and digital
technologies (e.g., online monitoring systems, ethics
code compliance) in football governance to ensure
transparency and accountability.

O Implement joint academies and coach exchange
programs within the framework of CAFA to consolidate
Uzbekistan’s role as a regional “sports hub.”

O Attract private sector investments in football by
improving tax incentives and integrating football into
sports tourism initiatives.

These measures will provide a foundation for
Uzbekistan’s football to develop as a sustainable brand
not only in Asia but also globally, while ensuring that the
experience gained during the post-independence period
serves as a durable platform for future generations.
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