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Identifying rural tourism capacities as a relative advantage in Mahmoudabad County plays a crucial
role in implementing a sustainable rural tourism economy and promoting local development. This
study aimed to zone the potential and opportunities of rural tourism in Mahmoudabad County,
Mazandaran Province. The statistical population included all 88 villages in the county. Data were
collected through a researcher-made questionnaire completed by village heads (Dehyars). The
questionnaire’s face and content validity were confirmed by experts, and reliability was assessed
using Cronbach’s alpha. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 26 and ArcGIS version
10.3.1. Findings revealed that among various types of rural tourism in Mahmoudabad, coastal tourism
and hydrotourism ranked highest, while geotourism ranked lowest. Ensuring environmental
sustainability in tourism requires the integration of economic, social, and environmental strategies.
Practical recommendations for rural tourism development include: environmental taxes for business
owners or tourists, establishing agritourism sites, reviving local knowledge for environmental
preservation, promoting green tourism culture, and enhancing the value chain of agricultural tourism
products through initiatives such as organic festivals.
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1. Introduction

Iran, with its rich natural, historical, and cultural attractions, has long been an appealing destination for
international tourists and provides a suitable platform for the development of tourism infrastructure.
Given the diversity of tourist destinations, including the northern coasts, strategic planning can enable
the country to play a significant role in the economic development of both urban and rural areas. In
particular, the northern coastal regions of Iran, with their pristine nature and abundant tourism potential,
hold special economic, socio-cultural, and environmental-spatial significance. In line with the 20-year
development vision, Iran aims to attract 20 million international tourists by 2025 through a $30 billion
investment, targeting a 2 percent share of global tourism revenue, which requires efficient policies for
tourist attraction. Mazandaran Province is recognized as a key tourism hub, with Mahmoudabad County
specifically receiving substantial tourist traffic annually. Tourism, as a cross-sectoral industry, can
boost the region’s economy. Alongside agriculture and animal husbandry, the promotion and
development of agritourism and ecotourism—given the high potential of these areas—can diversify
livelihoods, support rural development, and create employment opportunities for youth. However, this
sector has not been strategically planned; instead of attracting temporary tourists, there has been a trend
toward permanent settlement by tourists as primary residents, transforming the area into private villas
and gardens for urban dwellers. This trend threatens local architecture and traditional village structures
while undermining the core nature of rural tourism. Therefore, national and regional planning and
policy-making are essential to formulate and implement the necessary strategies for sustainable rural
tourism development. Therefore, the development of tourism in Mahmoudabad should adopt a balanced
approach grounded in environmental and cultural sustainability, ensuring that while it stimulates
economic growth, it also prevents the degradation of natural resources and the alteration of traditional
village structures. Drawing on both domestic and international experiences, this study aims to provide
practical strategies for the sustainable development of rural tourism in the region.

2. Methodology

This study is applied in nature and, from a methodological perspective, descriptive-analytical,
conducted using a mixed approach combining library research and fieldwork. The data collection tool
for the fieldwork phase was a researcher-designed questionnaire administered across Mahmoudabad
County. The statistical population consisted of all village heads (Dehyars) of the 88 villages in the
county. The potential and types of rural tourism activities were evaluated using a five-point Likert scale
(ranging from “none or very low = 1” to “very high = 5”). For spatial analysis and zoning of rural
districts based on tourism development indicators, ArcGIS version 10.3.1 was used. The validity of the
questionnaire was confirmed through expert review and research team feedback after necessary
adjustments. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, with all main components (economic,
social, and environmental strategies) exceeding 0.7. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version
26.

3. Results

The assessment of the tourism potential and attractions of villages by rural district indicates that in
Harazpi Shomali Rural District, coastal and water-based tourism are the top priorities for attracting
tourists. In Harazpi Gharbi Rural District, nature-based tourism ranks first, while in the Ahlmarstaq
Shomali and Jonubi Rural Districts, agricultural and forest tourism are the leading priorities. In Dabuyi
Shomali Rural District, religious, cultural, and historical tourism are the primary attractions.
Geotourism ranks lowest in tourism potential across all rural districts. Overall, as shown in Figures 1 to
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4, in Mahmoudabad County, coastal and water tourism are ranked highest, whereas geotourism is
consistently ranked lowest in terms of tourism potential.

4. Discussion

In the development of sustainable rural tourism, it is essential to consider all sustainability criteria, even
when some of them conflict. Rural tourism provides an opportunity to increase farmers’ income beyond
agricultural production. From an environmental perspective, preventing ecological damage can be
challenging. Therefore, when designing rural tourism development strategies, it is crucial to identify
factors that maximize benefits for residents and determine the appropriate duration of tourism activities.
According to the findings and from the perspective of the study community, environmental strategies
were ranked lowest in priority. While economic, social, and environmental dimensions must
complement each other to ensure tourism sustainability, the environmental aspect appeared less
emphasized by village heads in the region. For example, environmental taxes for business owners or
tourists were considered low priority. However, to improve ecological security, part of each business
unit’s revenue should be allocated to environmental protection, enabling institutional and infrastructural
investment to reduce environmental pressures. This includes measures such as wastewater treatment or
establishing agrotourism sites, which play an important role in raising tourists’ awareness of
environmental conservation. It appears that the establishment of rural tourism, particularly agrotourism
and ecotourism, can achieve the anticipated outcomes for sustainable development and address rural
underdevelopment. Such outcomes include diversifying agricultural and economic activities through
livestock and crop development, creating competitive advantages for certain producers, increasing
income and value-added for local agricultural products (including production, processing, packaging,
and direct marketing), reducing migration, increasing youth employment, supporting other sectors of
the rural economy, diversifying household livelihoods, environmental conservation, sustainable living,
cultural development, and the revival of local knowledge. The region’s favorable climate and strategic
location along transportation routes connecting Tehran and Mashhad provide significant potential for
tourism development. Integrating other forms of tourism, as highlighted in this study, can enhance the
effectiveness of marine and coastal tourism and accelerate local development.

5. Conclusion

Emphasis on ecotourism alongside sports and recreational tours can significantly contribute to the
province’s tourism growth. Therefore, rural development agencies and the Cultural Heritage,
Handicrafts, and Tourism Organization should focus on identifying tourist attractions and establishing
model tourism areas. This requires targeted planning for sustainable tourism development and reducing
underdevelopment in rural areas. Special attention to the economic, social, and environmental
conditions of coastal regions and marine tourism development is essential. Based on the findings, the
following recommendations can be proposed: raising awareness among communities and tourists about
the environmental consequences of their actions; promoting rural entrepreneurship and agrotourism by
integrating tourism with livestock, crop, and orchard systems; establishing regional tourism innovation
chains and creative products, such as local handicrafts, to stimulate rural economic development,
employment, growth, and quality of life; fostering environmental awareness through education for
locals and tourists; and optimizing the supply of tourism products, developing value chains, and
providing goods and products for tourists from local and rural sources.
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