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Current challenges facing ecotourism development in Iran

Abstract
Iran is a rich country in terms of natural, historical, and cultural resources appropriate for ecotourism development. 
Despite its many valuable attractions and growth potential, Iranian ecotourism has faced various problems that have 
slowed or even prevented its expansion. Thus, in order to plan to address these challenges, we need to identify them. 
This study highlights the challenges of Iranian ecotourism and identifies areas where further research is required by 
reviewing some of the previous studies on Iran’s ecotourism. Based on a literature review and thematic analysis, six 
different categories of challenges are presented: governance and planning, political, socio-economic, cultural; legal 
aspects; infrastructure; community awareness and knowledge; and environmental challenges. The study results indicated 
that the most significant challenges facing the Iranian ecotourism industry are governance, management, and planning 
issues. The research findings enhance our understanding of the current challenges of ecotourism in Iran that need to be 
rigorously investigated in the future and before any development planning projects. This study provides valuable insights 
for researchers, managers, and tourism officials on the development of Iranian ecotourism, which can be considered for 
future studies and planning.
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Introduction
Over the past few years, due to environmental and ecological potentials, a great 

deal of attention has been paid to ecotourism, considered to be one of the most 
favourable types (Kamyabi & Rajaee Rizi, 2018) and the fastest-growing segment 
of tourism (Carvache-Franco, Segarra-Oña, & Carrascosa-López, 2019). While 
there are no reliable statistics on the number of nature tourists and the growth rate of 
ecotourism, it has grown faster than mainstream tourism (Moghimehfar, Halpenny, & 
Ziaee, 2014). Ecotourism is a potentially efficient tool for mass tourism adopted by 
policy-makers and planners (Mosammam, Sarrafi, Nia, & Heidari, 2016). It supports 
nature’s protection and improves local communities’ socio-economic conditions 
(Ahmadi, Khodadadi, & Shahabi, 2018; Shemshad & Malek Mohammadi, 2012) 
and contributes to increasing their education level (Mansoori, Behzad, & Jaybhaye, 
2014). Ecotourism is directly linked to natural factors such as topography, hydrology 
networks, meteorological and the biological characteristics of the destinations linked 
to natural, intact, and protected areas (Mohajer & Avagyan, 2014). It can be taken 
as an alternative approach to protecting natural resources and biological diversity, 
promoting the sustainable use of resources, developing ecological experience, and 
making tourists aware of the environment (Mosammam et al., 2016). Ecotourism 
creates new employment opportunities based on local resources for people living 
in remote areas with poor economic conditions and high underemployment rates. 
It requires less investment (Shemshad & Malek Mohammadi, 2012) and could 
positively impact on urban and rural transformations with sustainable management 
and development (Ghorbani, Raufirad, Rafiaani, & Azadi, 2015). 

For developing countries with distinctive natural and cultural environments and 
opportunities, the potential to benefit from ecotourism is available (Asadpourian, 
Rahimian, & Gholamrezai, 2020). One of these countries is Iran, rich in cultural, 
natural, and historical attractions (Asadi, 2012; Ghorbani et al., 2015; Goharipour 
& Hajiluie, 2016). Ecotourism is also identified in Asadi’s (2012) study as the most 
important competitive advantage of the Iranian tourism industry. On the other hand, 
according to Goharipour & Hajiluie (2016), ecotourism’s development brings many 
benefits to Iran, such as economic growth, the preservation of cultural values, the 
conservation of natural resources, community participation, and employment. In 
addition, feasibility studies on Iran’s ecological attractions highlight ecotourism as 
its unique economic resource (Hadizadeh Zargar, 2016). Numerous studies were 
carried out on the potential of ecotourism in different regions of Iran and on various 
aspects of its development (e.g., Ahmadi et al., 2018; Ganjali et al., 2014; Mobaraki 
et al., 2014; Rakhshan Nasab & Zarabi, 2010; Zarabi & Safarabadi, 2014). On the 
contrary, some of the existing literature shows that ecotourism in this country has 
many challenges and obstacles. Given the global importance of ecotourism (Nee & 
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Beckmann, 2011), the potential of Iran’s nature for ecotourism (Ghorbani et al., 2015; 
Mansoori et al., 2014), the positive role of ecotourism in the development of Iranian 
rural areas (Khalili, Moridsadat, & Soltaninejad, 2020) and in the conservation of 
biodiversity in Iran (Ghoddousi, Pintassilgo, Mendes, Ghoddousi, & Sequeira, 2018; 
Kolahi, Sakai, Moriya, Yoshikawa, & Esmaili, 2014), it is necessary to consider the 
challenges facing the development of ecotourism. Therefore, by reviewing Iranian 
ecotourism literature, this study highlights the main challenges of Iranian ecotourism, 
provides an overview of the different challenges confronting ecotourism development, 
presents the categorization of these challenges, identifies gaps that require further 
research in the future, and discusses existing challenges. It is hoped that the findings 
provide a better understanding of ecotourism’s current challenges and problems in 
Iran for relevant organizations and researchers. 

Literature Review

General Challenges of Ecotourism
Ecotourism has contributed to eradicating poverty and conservation of natural 

resources in many parts of the world (Das & Chatterjee, 2015) by generating 
income for conservation, developing local businesses, and creating employment 
opportunities (Teressa, 2015). This type of tourism helps us understand, appreciate, 
and preserve the environment and the local culture (Tripathi & Jain, 2017). Despite 
all the opportunities that ecotourism creates, some challenges prevent its proper 
and sustainable development in every destination. Mgonja, Sirima, & Mkumbo 
(2015) state that the lack of access to capital prevents local people’s participation 
in ecotourism activities. According to González Fonseca (2012), one of Mexico’s 
challenges in the field of ecotourism is the absence of an appropriate design of public 
policies capable of generating economic prosperity and social welfare. Otago (2014) 
identifies challenges such as limited awareness and concern of local communities 
for the conservation of environmental attractions and the degradation of natural 
resources in Ethiopia. 

Bego & Malltezi (2011) examine the challenges of ecotourism in Albania 
and conclude that the main challenges are uncontrolled grazing, illegal hunting, 
and poaching. The main challenges of ecotourism in Nigeria include inadequate 
facilities and financing, poor infrastructure, and seasonal inaccessibility, according 
to Ijeomah & Okoli (2016). In addition, Cetinkaya (2004) mentions the challenges 
of ecotourism development in Turkey, such as the lack of an operating plan, the 
absence of a responsible organization, and the lack of adequate services and qualified 
staff. Fernando & Shariff (2017) highlight the key challenges of ecotourism in Sri 
Lanka: a lack of financial and human resources, poor management, a lack of a clear 
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vision, and a lack of basic tourism infrastructure. According to Okech (2011), a 
lack of appropriate management plans and guidelines, insufficient staff, and a lack 
of partnership programs and security issues are the challenges facing ecotourism 
development in Kenya. Furthermore, a lack of national strategies and regulatory 
frameworks and inappropriate use of ecosystems by the inhabitants pose challenges 
for Ethiopia’s ecotourism (Teressa, 2015). 

Iranian Ecotourism Potential
Iran’s tourist opportunities, natural attractiveness, unspoiled landscapes, and 

favourable climate reinforce the potential for the development of ecotourism 
(Pourasghari & Amar, 2018). It is a predominantly arid country, more than half 
of which is covered by rangelands, less than 10% by forests, and about 20% by 
arid deserts and salt marshes (Dabiri, Fazel, Moghaddasi, & Mehrasa Mehrdadi, 
2016). Iran’s climate diversity, biodiversity, beautiful and diverse natural landscapes 
have contributed to its ecotourism wealth (Hosseinalizadeh, Jabbari, & Haghlesan, 
2018). In addition to many natural characteristics (see Mohajer & Avagyan, 2014), 
the country’s protected areas have increased steadily to 185, 150 with national 
designations and 35 with international designations (UNEP-WCMC, 2020). 

The Iranian ecotourism industry is relatively new. It has excellent growth 
potential, as there are many natural attractions in different parts of the country 
(Riasi & Pourmiri, 2015). Many individuals are interested in visiting Iran’s natural 
landscapes (Soroushnia, 2020). However, Iran accounts for less than 1% of the 5.2% 
of the Middle East’s global ecotourism market (FinancialTribune, 2017). In addition, 
leading organizations have not presented an official categorization of ecotourism 
activities. Very few researchers, however, have worked on this. According to a general 
classification developed by Karami (2008), Iranian ecotourism activities include 
winter sports, nature excursions, hunting, fishing, water sports, desert excursions, 
eco-therapy, climbing, and caving. Having considered the previous category, Salehi 
& Fayaz (2013) introduced other possible types of activities in Iran such as hiking, 
trekking, cycling in nature, stargazing, bird watching, visiting geomorphological 
attractions, visiting wildlife and national parks, jungle excursions, village tours, 
surviving in the wilderness and experiencing nomadic life.

In the country’s 20-year vision document (2005-2025), the position of ecotourism 
is unclear (Ghadiri & Sabzi, 2011). It is not mentioned to any extent in any of the 
country’s upstream documents and is not supported by the government, planners, 
and policy-makers (Veicy, 2018). On the other hand, one of the strategic objectives 
of Iran’s National Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plan (2016-2030) is to reduce 
the pressure on biodiversity and promote the sustainable use of natural resources 
through the revision and improvement of environmental regulations, especially by 
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developing national legalisation on biosafety and ecotourism (Dabiri et al., 2016). 
In addition, Asadi (2011) indicated in his study that ecotourism is one of Iran’s most 
promising forms of tourism. Despite Iran’s great potential and the growing demand 
for ecotourism worldwide, Iran does not have a large share of the world ecotourism 
market (Yekani Motlagh, Hajjarian, Hossein Zadeh, & Alijanpour, 2020). 

Methodology
This study aims to provide an overview and in-depth understanding of the 

current challenges of ecotourism development in Iran based on a literature review. 
Concerning the study’s scope, we focused on studies conducted on ecotourism in 
Iran to contribute to this field’s theoretical knowledge. Using keywords such as 
“ecotourism” and “Iran”, we searched in online search engines such as Google 
scholar and Sid.ir (Scientific journals database of Iran) and obtained 59 papers. After 
reading the abstracts to determine whether the articles were relevant to our question, 
27 papers were appropriate for our study (from 2007 to 2020). We reviewed these 
empirical studies’ findings and extracted the relevant data, which were the challenges 
stated by researchers facing ecotourism development in Iran. Then we organized the 
challenges into six thematic categories and discussed each category with different 
secondary data (related academic papers, reports, and websites such as government 
news agencies). 

Findings and Discussion
Iran tried to get itself on the tourists’ travel list after the lifting of sanctions in 2015. 

As a result, ecotourism travels have been increasing, attracting domestic and foreign 
backpackers to the country’s pristine and relatively untouched natural areas (IRNA, 
2018; TehranTimes, 2017). According to the Iranian Department of Environment, 
Iran’s small share of the global ecotourism market does not reflect its potential in 
the sector (FinancialTribune, 2017). Regardless of all of ecotourism’s attractions and 
potential, Iran faces many challenges in developing this type of tourism. Table 1 
shows the previous studies addressing these challenges. 
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Table 1
Papers Used for Content Analysis

Author(s) and Year 
published Title of the paper Category of thematic

Abdolahi, 2007 Ecotourism compatible with environmental 
protection and sustainability of natural resources

Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context

Ahmadi, 
Khodadadi, & 
Shahabi, 2018

Planning for ecotourism in the protected area of 
Manesht and Ghelarang, Ilam Province, Iran

Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context/ Infrastructural 
challenges

Akbari, Khodadad, 
Musazadeh, & 
Rudgar Safari, 2017

Evaluating the ecological capability of Tehran 
province in the development of ecotourism using 
geographic information system

Legal aspects

Amiri, Zoghi, 
Sadat, & Karimi, 
2015

Assessing ecotourism potential in protected areas 
to contribute to sustainable rural development (Case 
study: Arasbaran protected area- Mishehpareh)

Legal aspects

Asadi, 2012 Strategies for Iran Ecotourism Political, socio-economic, 
and cultural context / 
Infrastructural challenges 
/ Community awareness 
and knowledge toward 
ecotourism / Environmental 
challenges

Bazm Ara, 
Tavakoli, & Kaveh, 
2017

Assessing Appropriate Areas for Ecotourism 
Development of Protected Areas. Case Study: 
Khaeez Protected Area

Governance and planning 
challenges / Community 
awareness and knowledge 
toward ecotourism

Mohajer & Vahagan 
Varazdat, 2017

Prospects and Problems of Ecotourism in Iran Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context

Farajzadeh Asl & 
Karim Panah, 2009

Possibility Study of Ecotourism Development 
Zones in Kurdistan Province Using Geographic 
Information System (GIS)

Political, socio-economic, 
and cultural context

Ganjali, Shayesteh, 
Ghasemi, & 
Mohammadi, 2014

Environmental and strategic assessment of 
ecotourism potential in Anzali Wetland using SWOT 
analysis

Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context / Legal aspects / 
Environmental challenges

Ghadiri Masoum, 
Nasiri, Hosseini, & 
Rafii, 2012

Ecotourism Planning Using Remote Sensing and 
GIS: A Case Study for Marvdasht, Iran

Political, socio-economic, 
and cultural context

Ghorbani nia, 
Mirsanjari, & 
Liaghati, 2018

Evaluating ecotourism potential development in 
Dena county using multi-criteria evaluation of 
specific hybrid indices

Governance and planning 
challenges

Ghorbani, Raufirad, 
Rafiaani, & Azadi, 
2015

Ecotourism sustainable development strategies 
using SWOT and QSPM model: A case study of Kaji 
Namakzar Wetland, South Khorasan Province, Iran

Infrastructural challenges
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Habibi Kutanaie & 
Zande Moghadam, 
2013

Analysis and leveling of ecotourism potentials and 
its impact on permanent development using TOPSIS 
multivariate model (a case study: Mazandaran 
province)

Governance and planning 
challenges

Hosseinalizadeh, 
Jabbari, & 
Haghlesan, 2018

Assessment of Ecotourism from the Perspective 
of the Sustainable Development Based on SWOT 
Model (Case: Azerbaijan Region of Iran

Environmental challenges / 
Infrastructural challenges

Kiakojori & Isa 
Karkroodi, 2015

Feasibility study of the rural ecotourism in the 
Javaherdeh village of Ramsar using SWOT

Political, socio-economic, 
and cultural context

Kolahi, Sakai, 
Moriya, & 
Aminpour, 2013

Ecotourism Potential for Financing Parks and 
Protected Areas: A Perspective From Iran’s Parks

Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context

Kolahi, Moriya, 
Sakai, Khosrojerdi, 
& Etemad, 2014

Introduction of Participatory Conservation in Iran: 
Case Study of the Rural Communities’ Perspectives 
in Khojir National Park

Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context 

Mobaraki, 
Abdollahzadeh, & 
Kamelifar, 2014

Site suitability evaluation for ecotourism using GIS 
and AHP: A case study of Isfahan Townships, Iran

Infrastructural challenges

Modiri, 
Salimimanesh, 
Abbasi, & Bagheri 
Seyyed Shokri, 2011

Analysis and Evaluation of Ecotourism Development 
Potential and Strategies in Rijab Region 
(Kermanshah Province)

Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context / Legal aspects

Moharramnejad & 
Aghakhani, 2009

Evaluation of threats and opportunities of 
ecotourism industry strategic factors (Case study: 
protected area of Jajroud)

Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context

Najafi Kani, Motiei 
Langarodi, & 
Najafi, 2012

Feasibility study of ecotourism development in rural 
areas using SWOT analytical model Case study: 
Amol city

Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context / Legal aspects

Omidi Najafabadi, 
Haghbin, & 
Farajolah Hosseini, 
2016

Factors affecting ecotourism development: a case 
study of Lavasan-e Kuchak rural district

Infrastructural challenges

Rakhshan Nasab & 
Zarabi, 2010

Challenges and opportunities of ecotourism 
development in Iran

Infrastructural challenges

Ramezani Gourabi 
& Rajabi, 2015

Environmental vulnerability assessment of Tourism 
in Anzali Coastal using SWOT. 

Infrastructural challenges

Shomalizade, 
Dashti, & Hemadi, 
2015

Analysis and evaluation of potential and strategies 
for ecotourism development in lake of Dez dam 
using Freeman’s method

Governance and planning 
challenges / Political, socio-
economic, and cultural 
context

Soltani, Baygloo 
Shaykh, & 
ChamanMah, 2009

Conservation of international ecotourism attractions 
(case study: Gavkhuni swamp in Iran)

Legal aspects / Community 
awareness and knowledge 
toward ecotourism / 
Environmental challenges

Zarabi & 
Safarabadi, 2014

Assessment of sustainable ecotourism development 
in Kermanshah city

Governance and planning 
challenges / Legal aspects 
/ Community awareness 
and knowledge toward 
ecotourism
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Governance and Planning Challenges 
Iranian researchers most commonly discuss governance and tourism planning as the 

most important tourism development issue in Iran (Ghaderi, Abooali, & Henderson, 
2018; Torabi, Rezvani, & Badri, 2019). Desirable governance and management 
are the key factors in tourism development (Alipour, Vaziri, & Ligay, 2011; 
Churugsa, McIntosh, & Simmons, 2007; Siakwah, Musavengane, & Leonard, 2019). 
Simultaneous attention to three categories of natural resources, local communities, and 
tourists ensure ecotourism’s successful development (Yekani Motlagh et al., 2020). 
Current tourism development strategies in Iran have proven to be ineffective, and its 
position in the international tourism market is not comparable to its high potential. 
Therefore, there is a need for a long-term approach to tourism development obstacles 
(Golghamat Raad, 2019) with appropriate ecotourism development management in 
order to conserve and maintain the area’s biological richness and economic well-
being (Ghadiri Masoum et al., 2012). 

An inappropriate use of natural resources (Bazm Ara et al., 2017), a lack of 
management and plans for environmental conservation (Abdolahi, 2007; Kolahi et 
al., 2014), the poor performance of the National Ecotourism Committee (Abdolahi, 
2007), a lack of environmental pollution taxes (Ahmadi et al., 2018), an absence 
of priority given to ecotourism development projects (Bazm Ara et al., 2017), the 
ambiguity of approaches to ecotourism development (Modiri et al., 2011), a lack 
of consolidated management for accurate targeting and monitoring of ecotourism 
development and its sustainable maintenance (Esmaeil Mohajer & Vahagan Varazdat, 
2017), a lack of ecotourism promotion strategies (Shomalizade et al., 2015) and 
the presentation of natural attractions without taking into account the principles of 
responsible tourism (Zarabi & Safarabadi, 2014), are some of the challenges related 
to governance and planning of ecotourism development in Iran. 

The need for appropriate institutions, decision-making rules, and established 
practices are effective governance components (Bramwell & Lane, 2011). Tourism 
policies and plans need to address the opportunities, conditions, and constraints of 
national or local planning (Jenkins, 2015), facilitating cooperative behaviour that 
is a prerequisite for sustainable development (Nunkoo, 2017). Although tourism 
planning began in Iran in 1980 and despite the progressive policies adopted to 
encourage tourism development (Ghanian, Ghoochani, & Crotts, 2014), the following 
challenges in the field of tourism planning and governance in Iran can be mentioned, 
such as the absence of strategic planning with intersectoral coordination (Abdolahi, 
2007) and organizational management practices (Ganjali et al., 2014), the unbalanced 
development of tourism activities (Ghorbani nia et al., 2018), the lack of forward-
looking development policies based on the environmental capacities of each region 
(Habibi Kutanaie & Zande Moghadam, 2013), the existence of a traditional (top-
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down) approach to biodiversity protection (Kolahi et al., 2013), the lack of effective 
land-use planning, the lack of regional carrying capacity studies (Makhdoum, 2008), 
the lack of comprehensive biodiversity protection management plans (Moharramnejad 
& Aghakhani, 2009) and the lack of appropriate planning adapted to the ecological 
conditions of the regions (Najafi Kani et al., 2012). 

Political, socio-economic, and cultural context 
As Jenkins (2015) states, for tourism policymaking in developing countries, internal 

issues are important to establish a process to facilitate policy formulation, planning, and 
monitoring of the tourism sector. Such internal challenges to ecotourism development in 
Iran include economic recessions (Asadi, 2012), inexperienced workforces (Shomalizade 
et al., 2015), insufficient management experts and ecotourism professionals (Ahmadi et 
al., 2018; Kiakojori & Isa Karkroodi, 2015), a lack of coordination between ecotourism 
related organizations and local agencies (Abdolahi, 2007; Shomalizade et al., 2015), a 
lack of local people’s agreement on the benefits of ecotourism development (Farajzadeh 
Asl & Karim Panah, 2009; Kolahi et al., 2013; Esmaeil Mohajer & Vahagan Varazdat, 
2017) and a lack of community participation in the planning, development, and 
conservation of natural resources (Abdolahi, 2007). However, in partnership with local 
communities and conservation projects, the development of ecotourism can restore 
local livelihoods (Ghadiri Masoum et al., 2012). 

Political systems shape the preconditions for participation in the tourism development 
process (Causevic & Lynch, 2013). Still, the lack of two-way interactions between local 
people and government officials (Kolahi et al., 2014) as well as between public and private 
organizations have led to the absence of private sector supports (Ganjali et al., 2014) and 
insufficient government budgets for environmental conservation in Iran (Moharramnejad 
& Aghakhani, 2009). Tensions, unrest, and insecurity in the Middle East (Asadi, 2012), the 
unstable international political condition (Modiri et al., 2011), increased and intensified 
competition in global markets and the existence of competent competitors (Najafi Kani et 
al., 2012) are other challenges that have affected Iranian tourism. 

Legal aspects
The country’s legislators do not adequately address tourism, especially ecotourism, 

to protect natural attractions because of the weak governance we face in developing 
tourism in Iran. While the government’s role in development has shifted to addressing 
issues such as economic and socio-cultural impacts, political responsibilities, power 
relations, and environmental awareness (Yang, Wall, & Smith, 2008), the role of the 
government is still not well understood in the development of tourism in Iran. Countries 
or regions successful in ecotourism have stipulated strict laws and regulations or have 
special institutions to oversee the implementation of these laws and regulations (Wang, 
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2010). Tourism development requires appropriate regulations because not all tourism is 
environmentally friendly or socially acceptable (Tisdell, 2011). 

In Iran, a wide range of policies, laws, and regulations directly or indirectly lead to 
the loss or work against biodiversity conservation (Kolahi et al., 2012), particularly 
in ecotourism, as there is a poor connection between environmental laws and tourism 
(Modiri et al., 2011). Too frequent exploitation of natural resources in an economical 
way (Zarabi & Safarabadi, 2014) and excessive recreational use (Makhdoum, 2008) 
are the most prevalent challenges in Iran’s ecotourism zones, along with illegal 
fishing, mining exploitation, sewage disposal (Soltani et al., 2009) and illegal hunting 
(Ganjali et al., 2014). Some of the major legal challenges are related to the lack of 
explicit rules and mechanisms in protected areas (Ganjali et al., 2014), the lack of 
regulatory provisions to limit the damage caused by ecotourists (Amiri et al., 2015), 
and the lack of monitoring in ecotourism areas (Makhdoum, 2008). Other challenges 
affecting the development of ecotourism in Iran are the lack of institutionalized 
capacity (Akbari et al., 2017), laws and regulations for the development of ecotourism 
by related organizations to reduce the risk of natural landscape loss (Akbari et al., 
2017; Najafi Kani et al., 2012). The main debate in environmental ethics is about how 
to value nature (Thompson, 2001). However, there is no environmental ethics code to 
be respected by the different beneficiaries in Iran (Makhdoum, 2008).

Infrastructural Challenges
Infrastructure is a significant factor in developing destinations (Adeola & Evans, 2020; 

Khadaroo & Seetanah, 2008, 2014) and in overall tourist impression and destination 
image (Imikan & Ekpo, 2012). The lack of infrastructure is one of the main limitations 
hindering tourism development in this country, despite its diverse cultural and natural 
attractions (Ahmadi et al., 2018; Hashemi & Ghaffary, 2017; Nematpour & Faraji, 2019; 
Tahbaz, 2016; Zamani-Farahani, 2016). Infrastructure problems are another obstacle to 
the development and implementation of ecotourism activities in Iran, reflected in the 
lack of reception and accommodation centers, the inadequacy of the transport system to 
facilitate access to ecotourism activities, the poor access to modern technology in areas 
likely to develop ecotourism (Asadi, 2012), the lack of tourist facilities in regions capable 
of developing ecotourism activities (Mobaraki et al., 2014) and the lack of appropriate 
environmental as well as physical infrastructure (Ghorbani et al., 2015). It is necessary 
to pay attention to the infrastructure dimension for tourism development to promote 
destinations’ competitive advantage (Imikan & Ekpo, 2012).

Community Awareness and Knowledge Toward Ecotourism 
The weaknesses in the sustainable development of ecotourism in Iran and the main 

problem regarding the preservation of its attractions are the low level of environmental 
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education of the host communities (Hosseinalizadeh et al., 2018), a lack of education 
for attitude change, and awareness of tourists on ecotourism issues (OmidiNajafabadi 
et al., 2016), insufficient information on natural phenomena (Soltani et al., 2009) 
and irresponsibility towards environmental and natural conservation (Asadi, 2012; 
Ramezani Gourabi & Rajabi, 2015). The lack of awareness of ecotourism development 
opportunities among residents is linked to the decrease in local initiatives and 
benefits (Nault & Stapleton, 2011). Another challenge is the absence of indigenous 
community empowerment (Bazm Ara et al., 2017). However, ecotourism in Iran 
requires indigenous communities in the decision-making process in agreement with 
managers. Kolahi et al. (2014) point out that one of the main concerns requiring 
more attention is ineffective management in participatory conservation and the 
insufficient link between man and nature. On the other hand, weak marketing efforts 
(Asadi, 2012), a lack of adequate presentation of ecotourism attractions (Zarabi & 
Safarabadi, 2014), and a lack of public understanding of the absolute value of the 
country’s natural resources (Rakhshan Nasab & Zarabi, 2010) are additional factors 
affecting ecotourism development in Iran. 

Environmental Challenges 
Environmental impact challenges have received very little attention and research 

among tourism researchers. In contrast, environmental crises are the main threats to 
Iran’s natural resources (Atlantic Council, 2018). Such hidden challenges affecting 
the development of ecotourism in Iran have many long-term effects on the country’s 
natural and cultural attractions, such as environmental pollution (Ganjali et al., 
2014), ecological changes (Hosseinalizadeh et al., 2018), climate change, consequent 
droughts, natural disasters (Asadi, 2012), water pollution (Soltani et al., 2009) and 
in particular environmental degradation (Laylin, 2018; Makhdoum, 2008). While 
tourism growth is likely to continue, the natural resources that make destinations 
attractive to tourists do not expand but risk being lost and taking a long period to 
replenish (Hübler, 2019). Sustainable and practical solutions (Tahbaz, 2016) and the 
implementation of long-term tourism planning (Nematpour, Khodadadi, Rezaei, & 
Makian, 2020) are required to address the challenges caused by the destruction of 
biodiversity in Iran.

Conclusion and Implications
Iran has a comparatively advantageous position in ecotourism compared to other 

tourism branches because of its territorial varieties, historical and cultural attractions, 
and biological diversity (Ahmadi et al., 2018). However, the development of ecotourism 
currently faces major challenges. Unbridled tourism development can pose a severe 
threat to these areas, leading to irreversible environmental changes in the absence of 



JOURNAL of TOURISMOLOGY

134

a systematic and knowledge-based management system (Ziaee & Mirzaee, 2005). 
Despite measures taken in the past, including the approval of ecotourism regulations 
by the Iranian Parliament, the creation of the National Ecotourism Committee in 2005, 
the establishment of the Iranian Ecotourism Scientific Association in 2016, and the 
government’s efforts to develop ecotourism through supportive programs, especially 
in the post-Corona era (Irangov, 2020), some challenges persist. Challenges related to 
the management and planning of tourism in Iran have led to the emergence of other 
challenges, such as legal, infrastructural, environmental, political, socio-economic, 
cultural, and community awareness problems. However, many of the challenges 
mentioned in the findings section may overlap. Studying and evaluating existing 
challenges will provide planners and policy-makers with an overview of Iran’s 
current ecotourism situation to improve the design and implementation of programs 
and identify what could be done better in the future (OECD, 2012). 

A regional vision for ecotourism development planning must identify and 
promote a range of unique tourist experiences that can be environmentally, socially, 
and economically sustainable while meeting visitor and local community’s needs 
(Azimi & Hajipour, 2008). So, the principles of ecotourism, such as minimizing the 
negative environmental impact, building environmental awareness, creating positive 
experiences, providing financial support for conservation, empowering local people, 
and raising awareness about the political, environmental, and social situations of 
the host community, should be followed by those who implement and participate 
in ecotourism activities (Ghorbani et al., 2015). To make sustainable use of natural 
resources and attractions for the planning of ecotourism in Iran, it is essential to 
study and evaluate the main challenges in ecotourism regions that will affect future 
development. As the natural environment is a fundamental basis for ecotourism 
activities, tourism authorities must adopt corrective strategies to minimize these 
negative effects. By looking retrospectively at the past challenges of Iranian 
ecotourism and its performance, businesses, academics, and government agencies 
can plan their strategic future (O’ Regan, 2018). For future research, it is suggested 
to study the challenges of ecotourism development in Iran, using methods such as 
scenario planning to determine strategies for its future planning and development. 
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