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Abstract

Today, the speed of technological innovations has caused the formation of social changes and the emergence of leisure
time as one of the basic needs of humans. This has led to the development of the tourism industry, tourism and finally
the effort to determine tourism destinations on local, national and international scales. Considering the diversity and
natural and cultural richness as well as the existence of important potentials and climate diversity in the country
of Iran, the need to determine the appropriate strategy for ecotourism of this ancient land and use the economic,
social and cultural capacities of this industry in the new order of the global economy, despite It has made oil and
gas revenues very vital. Therefore, in this study, using a descriptive-analytical method and using the SOWT analysis
approach, the most appropriate strategy for Iran’s ecotourism was identified and formulated according to the opinions
of 16 experienced experts in this industry in Iran. The results of this study showed that the most appropriate strategy
for Iran’s eco-tourism is a competitive-aggressive strategy, during which important strategies such as: using climatic
diversity and natural attractions to attract eco-tourists; Using Iran’s strategic location to attract tourists; use of young
and trained workforce; The use of the opportunities created by the Arab spring and finally the use of new technologies
should be implemented in order to serve Iran’s economic development as a completely clean industry.
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1 Introduction

Considering Iran’s strong dependence on oil revenues and the need to revise it, considering the exhaustibility of
this resource and its extreme price fluctuations in the past few years, the need to change the country’s macro-planning
to use and apply alternative resources to Emancipation from the single-product economy is felt more than ever in the
country. In this regard, considering that the tourism industry has become one of the top industries in the world and
the country’s potential in this field, tourism and especially ecotourism activities can be mentioned as one of the best
options to replace the income from oil [16].

Natural attractions and different geographical climates have brought precious resources to humans in the field of
economy, which definitely requires the provision of various conditions that depend on the stability of the tourism
sector. One of the different forms of tourism is ecotourism or walking in nature [22]. Ecotourism is a responsible trip
to natural areas that leads to the preservation of the environment and improves the quality of life of local people.
Ecotourism, which is also called ecological tourism, is a form of tourism that focuses on ecological and unique social
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attractions. Ecotourism will include programs that leave the least negative effects on the environment that are seen in
conventional tourism. At the same time, it will improve the culture of the local people. Therefore, in ecotourism, not
only important environmental and cultural factors are evaluated, but advanced and complete programs for recovery
cycles from nature, energy efficiency, protection of water resources and creation of economic opportunities for local
communities are also seriously considered. attention [1].

The vast land of Iran is evident as the land of four climates and four seasons. It has a very strong and wide
potential in the ecotourism sector and it is the answer to ecotourists in every season of the year, which can be a
suitable alternative to provide part of the foreign currency needed by the country. What doubles the value of Iran’s
ecotourism as a vast and diverse land is the acceptance of the people of this land to the eye-catching nature of Iran.
Currently, various ecotourism programs are being implemented at the domestic and foreign levels through various
tourist and tourism centers and companies, and being in the lap of nature is a significant part of the leisure time
of the people of Iran and the world. The experts of the World Travel and Tourism Council estimated the direct
contribution of the tourism industry in Iran’s gross national product according to the surveys conducted in 2011 at
about 10,462,000 dollars, which is equal to 2.3% of the country’s gross national product. According to these experts,
this amount of share will increase by 3.4% growth every year until 2021 by 15.890.000 dollars, taking into account the
stability of prices [I5]. Therefore, Iran’s successful presence in the global tourism market is possible and accessible
due to the set of natural, historical and cultural potentials of the country. But it should be kept in mind that moving
towards the sustainable development of tourism and using the benefits of ecotourism, due to its special importance and
the potential positive and negative economic, social, cultural, political and environmental effects it can have, is not
possible without careful planning. And it will not be unattainable [23]. But since any planning and efficient use also
requires knowing and then determining the strategy and finally the appropriate solutions, therefore in this research
we will try to find out the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats facing ecotourism within the framework of
the SWAT analytical model. To examine Iran in order to identify the appropriate strategy of Iran’s ecotourism and
present the strategic strategies of this area. The question raised here is which strategy can represent Iran’s ecotourism
in the best possible way, for which this study tries to provide an appropriate answer.

2 Theoretical foundations
2.1 Eco-tourism/nature tourism and characteristics of nature tourism

Ecotourism is the abbreviation of Ecological Tourism, which is known as environmental tourism or nature tourism
in Persian literature. In one of the existing definitions, ecotourism is a type of tourism for the purpose of visiting
wildlife and getting a close understanding of the untouched areas of nature and all the geographical and human
elements in it [21].

Eco-tourism (nature tourism) is travel to natural areas or cultural and historical value and environmental protection
and community sustainability at its best. Therefore, it is a type of tourism in which tourists travel to visit uninhabited
and untouched natural areas of the world and watch plants, birds, fish and other animals. The name “eco-tourist” or
“eco-tourist” has been given to such tourists who visit the environment and nature. Many countries get a huge part
of their income from foreign tourists. There are large groups whose hobby is to travel to far places and search and
sit in ambush to see rare animal species and birds and take pictures of them. Many others go to the depths of the
sea and dive. The main activity of nature-based tourism is, according to the definition, a responsible trip to natural
areas that preserves the environment and improves the quality of life of the local people. Basically, eco-tourism causes
minimal damage to the nature and culture of the region [13].

Estimates of the Ecotourism Society (TES) show that nature lovers are in certain age groups depending on the
motivation of their trip: a group of nature lovers are looking for adventure, visiting pristine lands and sports tourism,
which is less than 40 years old. And most of them are in the age group of 19 to 35 years. However, the group that
engages in eco-tourism with the aim of enjoying nature and meeting wildlife, etc., is in the age range of 35 to 54
(of course, it should be noted that this study considers international eco-tourists and National and local naturalists
generally cover a wider age range. Basically, ecotourists do not have a special gender composition and often their
gender ratio is 50:50 (but it is expected that due to some restrictions that exist for female nature lovers in Iran, this
list will change to some extent in favor of men). TES surveys also show that more than 80% of international nature
walkers have higher education. This number is close to 100% for nature walkers interested in touching nature and
visiting its attractions. But since the adventurous nature walkers are generally young, they are often students or even
high school students. Estimates also show that the largest group of nature walkers (about 60%) prefer group trips.
15% are interested in family trips and 13% often travel alone. The average travel time of about 50% of nature walkers
is between 8 and 14 days. Most hunting tours on an international scale are longer than 20 days and adventure tours
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are closer to 30 days. Surveys conducted on ecotourism show that nature lovers spend more money than other groups
of travelers [I§].

2.2 Benefits, reasons and objectives of eco-tourism development

By examining the existing theoretical literature, several benefits and reasons for eco-tourism have been presented,
among the main reasons for it, we can point to things such as: response to the desire of modern humans to be close
to nature, protection of local culture, protection of the natural environment did Among its benefits are things like:
protection of historical, cultural and ecological resources of the country, optimal use of water resources, energy and other
infrastructures, obtaining sources of income to preserve cultural heritage and existing natural resources, attracting
income And especially foreign investment, preserving the natural environment and recognizing the importance of local
ecosystems, etc.

A variety of goals have been considered for the development of eco-tourism, including: responsibility for preserving
biodiversity, spreading the culture of nature tourism in the region and expanding it in line with sustainable devel-
opment, providing a basis for educating visitors on the level of environmental awareness, strengthening job creation.
Through activating micro-organizations and providing related services, generating income and obtaining economic
benefits for the environmental organization and related institutions, participation in providing the welfare of local
communities, the possibility of cultural exchange between nature tourists and local communities [13].

2.3 Essential elements of ecotourism

Basically, ecotourism needs to protect natural and cultural resources for its prosperity. Governments cooperate with
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to implement and protect natural areas. While local communities protect
their range and area to attract and develop ecotourism, organizations, NGOs, companies, and private individuals are
often tasked with maintaining and implementing ecotourism. They create private areas. Ecotourism has the potential
to reduce environmental, cultural and economic threats through monitoring, local actions, employment, cultural
exchange, environmental education, justification of the protected area and celebration of visitors [7]. Ecotourism
needs serious and comprehensive planning as well as management along with understanding this potential.
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Figure 1: Necessary elements for ecotourism in a society [7]

The international community, especially developed countries and countries that are leaders in tourism in general
and in ecotourism in particular, follow the development and promotion of the tourism industry and its consequences
with special sensitivity, considering the essential elements of ecotourism. So far, many international and national
associations and institutions have been formed and every year extensive programs in the fields of education and human
resource development, advertising, marketing, promotion, standardization such as environmental labels and codes of
conduct, empowering different sectors, especially the host and local communities and non-governmental organizations
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will be implemented. Following the statement of the international meeting of ecotourism in 2002 in Canada, which
was called the world year of ecotourism, every year meetings and conferences are held at different national, regional
and global levels regarding the subject of ecotourism, which evaluate the performance and success rate of the course.
Previously, they recommended and promoted successful experiences to other countries and discussed new standard
guidelines and solutions [IJ.

2.4 National and regional governments and their role in the development of ecotourism

Governments play a very important role in the development of ecotourism. But their role has complications and
should be defined by experts. Some countries have special ecotourism strategies. The first national ecotourism program
in the world was prepared by the Australian government in 1994, which is the most important example of national
ecotourism programs. The Brazilian government also published guidelines for the national ecotourism policy, which
contained practical indicators for that country. Due to the great emphasis on the development of suitable infrastructure
for tourism and the necessary capacity for the development of tourism in natural areas with high commitment to rural
people, these programs have become classic examples of ecotourism planning. The commitment to developing a
national ecotourism program in Australia and Brazil is very high. Because the tourism economy of these countries
largely depends on the good conditions of their natural ecosystems [26].

Basically, the successful components of ecotourism projects are highly dependent on the development of sustainable
infrastructure. These include currency exchange facilities, transportation systems, peace and security of the region,
and suitable telecommunication-communication systems. Different departments of the government and different min-
istries should be united for the development of such infrastructures and their cooperation is very important for the
development of ecotourism like other sectors of international trade.

2.5 Ecotourism and policy making

In many countries of the world, the ecotourism industry is going through the stage of determining, interpreting,
evaluating and justifying the relevant laws and regulations. Those involved in this industry are aware of the need
to establish coordination and cooperation between the political and economic-social dimensions of this industry for
its growth and development. Fennel confirms the reports of the Center for Tourism Policy Studies and states that
government policies and laws are one of the most important and effective factors in supporting the development of
tourism. Basically, government policy-making causes balance and harmony to be established between development
and protection, supply and demand, interests and costs of people and the environment. As a leader and pioneer,
the government should acquire management skills and specialized and general knowledge in the field of providing
the required budget and create a suitable environment for the easy and effective activity of the private sector in the
development of the tourism industry [10].

ecotourism is often considered as a potential strategy to support the conservation of natural ecosystems while
also promoting local sustainable development. From the above definition in the form of introducing ecotourism, it is
evident that natural areas and local populations are united with each other in a systematic relationship, therefore, the
ecosystem can be used as a means to protect natural areas through production and income as well as bio-education.
The environment and the participation of local communities should be considered in both areas of decision-making
and benefit sharing. Therefore, eco-tourism is an important means through which conservation and development can
be promoted in a sustainable way [5].

It is said that eco-tourism has three very important aspects, which are: tourism, community and conservation.
Therefore, these three aspects should be considered together in all decisions and policies so that none of them have a
negative aspect. Therefore, the ideal situation would be to benefit from all three aspects, while not being deprived of
any of them. Therefore, including management, policies of protected areas and involving a wide range of organizations,
including non-governmental organizations, environmental protection non-governmental organizations and development
aid organizations. In this regard, they add This fourth aspect merely plays a facilitating role among the three main
aspects and as a result; They maintain a systematic relationship to ensure stability.

2.6 Ecotourism and successful global experiences

Considering their natural and cultural talents, different countries have tried to manage the sustainability of eco-
tourism by compiling goals, strategies and executive policies. Among the developed countries, they emphasize com-
pliance with national and international standards (such as: environmental labels, ethical codes, range capacity, etc.),
diversification of tourism packages and increasing the quality of services, and strict rules. They also apply. Developing
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countries that have managed to organize their national document or ecotourism macro program, often focus on one or
more of their main natural and cultural attractions, such as: Nepal for mountaineering and mountaineering, Mongolia
for traditional and nomadic life, Kenya , Tanzania and Madagascar on wildlife and in the laws and regulations of all
these countries, the protection of the environment with the participation of local communities and the protection of
indigenous culture have been given more attention than other parts [1J.

Ecotourism is a multi-disciplinary phenomenon that is considered a part of the tourism industry and inevitably
plays a role in sustainability and sustainable development. In order to get familiar with the goals and policies adopted
in the field of development and promotion of ecotourism culture in different countries, it seems necessary to use the
experiences of others. Mandatory environmental duties, applying labels and using ethical codes (Code of Conducts)
and strict regulations are part of the development and management strategy of ecotourism in developed countries.
This process has found the necessary rhythm and order in developing countries, but the efforts of some of them are
worthy of attention. Fundamental planning, legislation, development of education and promotion of successful or
continuous practices are necessary to ensure that the demand for ecotourism or any other recreational activity does
not destroy and threaten resources and ecotourism [I].

2.7 Ecotourism and effective factors in attracting the cooperation of local communities

Local communities have a very important contribution in the proper development of ecotourism in their region
and their participation is necessary in doing the work. The economic, social and cultural effects of tourism are
many. Researchers believe that if ecotourism projects are carried out with the informed consent of the people of the
region and people participate in the development of tourism and participate as an effective element in planning, many
negative effects can be prevented. If governments, private sector and non-governmental organizations intend to make
ecotourism an efficient part of sustainable development, they should involve local communities in the development
process. The existing initial guidelines have provided solutions for the participation of communities. It is necessary
to try to understand and evaluate the society in the initial stages and before starting any kind of partnership or
development [26]. Points to be observed in attracting the cooperation of the local community, among which the
following can be mentioned:

A- Understanding the role of the local community: Communities should play a role in controlling their own growth
and development, in many cases they need specialized help, reforms and training to make appropriate decisions. They
must have enough time, capital and access to experienced people. Don’t let communities feel weak and powerless in
providing development models.

B-Giving powers to local communities: The concept of community participation is beyond just generating income
for communities. Although creating employment is important, it does not replace assuming the responsibilities and
powers of the project. Local communities must be truly involved in the decision-making process, and this is not limited
to a simple consultation, and communities must ensure that they can succeed in developing and using their resources
wisely.

P- Establishing a connection between the profits and protection: it is necessary that the connection between the
profit from ecotourism and the protection goals should be a direct and independent connection. Employment income
and other benefits should all be in the direction of protection.

T- Encouraging communities to participate in ecotourism projects: the amount of projects should identify local
leaders, local organizations, important community priorities, opinions, expectations and concerns in the community.
To collect this information, the people of the community can be used and the results of the research should be
published. Discuss and exchange opinions about them, and at the same time, other sources of information such as
government statistics from the trade market or regional development programs are also brought up.

D- Proper distribution of benefits: It should be ensured that the proper distribution of benefits from the project
between society and individuals is ensured.

C- Recognition of local leaders: The opinions of local leaders should be recognized and taken into account in the
planning and implementation of projects. These leaders, whether male or female, should represent different sections
of the society. Sufficient information about the social structure of the region is required in every project [26].

3 Research background

Due to the importance of tourism and ecotourism in the whole world, several studies have been conducted regarding
various issues related to tourism and ecotourism at the national, regional and local levels. Among the domestic studies
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available in this regard is the study of Karoubi [I3], which was conducted with the aim of investigating nature
tourism and the need to support it in Iran, during which he introduced nature tourism as an inseparable part of
sustainable development and then By enumerating the current characteristics of Iran such as absolute and relative
poverty, the number of unemployed, the age groups of jobseekers and their proportion in the country’s population,
some false assumptions that have deprived the country of significant incomes, abundant employment and the very
valuable benefits of tourism, especially nature tourism. criticizes Rakhshani Nesab and Zarrabi [20] also investigated
the challenges and opportunities facing Iran’s ecotourism in a study. The results of this survey show that climatic
diversity, maritime and coastal location as well as Iran’s geomorphological location including opportunities and lack of
infrastructure facilities in eco-tourist areas, lack of understanding, identification and introduction of potential, problems
related to issuing visas and centralization of the program Reeses are among the challenges of developing eco-tourism
in Iran. Aminian et al [2] in an article with the aim of investigating the opportunities and challenges of sustainable
development of ecotourism in Iran, in line with the goal of introducing ecotourism and the role of ecotourism activities
in the sustainable development of the environment and natural resources, and reached this conclusion. They believe
that eco-tourism should be developed with a systemic approach and have both dynamics and reliability. Solutions
are also provided in this study. In another research by Arjamandi et al [3], in a research with the aim of developing
an ecotourism development strategy in the Alamut region of Iran using the SWOT method, they concluded that the
strategies of holding meetings and conferences to express the value of the region at the regional and national level
Public culture through education to prevent the destruction of the environment of the region and the establishment
of hotels and comfort places for ecotourists in the region are the main priority.

From the foreign studies, the research of Wenjun [25] in a study aimed at investigating environmental management
indicators for eco-tourism in natural reserves of China (a case study of Tiangmaha natural reserves) states that the
development of sustainable eco-tourism in China depends on management Successful environmental depends. There-
fore, for the management of eco-tourism, he introduces a set of warning indicators, especially to show environmental
changes in tourist places. Tosun [24], in a study, emphasizes the challenges of developing sustainable tourism in third
world countries. It has examined the country of Turkey and concluded that these countries need the support and
cooperation of international institutions and organizations to achieve sustainable development of tourism. Of course,
it should be noted that the use of analytical techniques such as SWOT in relation to how to manage, plan and develop
ecotourism is a relatively new method that has been used in different parts of the world. This technique has been used
for analysis in the Victoria site in Australia, in the Madid National Park in Bolivia, and in the American National
Park in 2000-2007 [17].

4 Brief introduction of the geographical territory and ecotourism capacities of the region
under investigation

4.1 The geographical location of Iran

The land of Iran is a large part of the Iranian Plateau, which is located in Southwest Asia between latitude 25 to
40 degrees north and longitude 44 to 63 degrees east. Therefore, in terms of the general geographical divisions of the
earth, the southern half of Iran is located in the near-orbital region and its northern half is located in the northern
temperate region [4]. From the north, Iran is limited by the countries of the Republics of Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan,
Armenia and the Caspian Sea, from the south to the Persian Gulf and the Sea of Oman, from the east to the countries
of Pakistan, Afghanistan, and from the west to the countries of Iraq and Turkey.

What is defined today as the country of Iran in the concept of political geography and on geographical maps is a
part of a mountainous and higher land called the Iranian Plateau. The borders of the Iranian Plateau are in the south,
the Persian Gulf and the Oman Sea, in the west the Mid-Radian Plain and the western slopes of the Zagros Mountains,
in the north the Caspian Sea and the Turkmen Plains, and in the east the Indus River Plain and the Pamir Mountains.
This mountain plateau, which is located in the southwest of Asia, offers distinct geographical characteristics due to the
direction and height of its mountains, which has left significant effects not only in the natural landscape, but also in
its livelihood and biological landscape [I9]. Considering the vastness of Iran’s geographical body on the one hand and
the complexity of its structural configuration on the other hand, the geographical environment of Iran has different
types of natural and biological landscapes. In this figure, there are generally three main types of natural environment
forms. These three main types are the mountain type, the coastal type, and the central plateau type of Iran with
closed internal areas that mainly form deserts and deserts [19].

Due to its geographic location and its vastness, the land of Iran has been placed in the center of many different sects
[14]. The country of Iran is made up of three main zones of natural landforms, namely mountainous and highlands,
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Figure 2: Geographical area of Iran

the central plateau including closed internal basins (deserts and deserts), coastal areas in the north and south of the
country, as well as an important regional and scattered zone of vegetation and forests. has been found

4.2 Iran’s ecotourism situation at a glance

A wide collection of human attractions and scattered natural resources, including geographical landscapes, works
and natural reserves, etc., constitute Iran’s nature tourism assets. The natural geographical survey of Iran as well as
the economic feasibility of ecotourism attractions that can be invested in Iran show that “ecotourism” in Iran is a
unique and potential economic resource. Iran’s ecotourism position is primarily due to its topographical conditions
near the high-pressure area of the subtropical region. The countries that are located in this high-pressure area have a
dry and semi-arid climate and the biological landscape caused by this climatic phenomenon. Geological factors, which
include a series of folds, have caused Iran to become one of the highest plateaus in the world [12].

Two high and wide mountain ranges, Alborz and Zagros, in the heart of a dry and desert region, have created
a series of mountain and forest landscapes with moderate climatic conditions along with permanent glaciers. This
geographical diversity has provided the environment for many different plant and animal species in Iran. So much so
that Iran is one of the five countries benefiting from complete biodiversity (having four seasons and the main plant
and animal species) in the world [I8]. The existence of the world’s largest lake in the country, the existence of 50
lakes in the country, among which 18 lakes are among the lakes of the international Ramsar Convention. Lake Urmia,
which is known as one of the 59 biological reserves of the planet, is part of Iran’s potential natural resources. Dense
forests in the north of the country, vast deserts, deserts, as well as a diverse range of customs and ways of life and
livelihood in accordance with climatic conditions, including nomadism, are among the other assets of nature tourism
in Iran. Therefore, nature tourism in Iran, as one of the five countries with the most climate diversity in the world
and one of the most important reserves of biodiversity on the planet, has a relative advantage over other branches of
tourism. Table [I] shows examples of Iran’s ecotourism attractions.
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Table 1: Examples of ecotourism attractions in Iran
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Katle Khor, Delijan

Poles and important attractions | Subfields Main fields
The peaks of Sahand, Sablan, Dama- | Rock climbing, ice climbing, caving, Climbing and caving
vand, Taftan, Alam Kouh, Alvand, | kitesurfing, research, planned station

Biston, Shirkuh and Ali Sadr caves, | walks

Sarein hot springs, Sarab, Esi Su, Ma-
halat, Qochan hot spring, Zanjan hot
spring, Sk...

Water therapy, mud therapy, summer re-
sorts

nature therapy

Desert National Park, desert cara-
vanserais (Bahram Palace, Ain Al-
Rashid, etc.), Lut desert and the imag-
inary city of Lut, desert areas of Yazd,
Kerman, Balochistan provinces, etc.

Caravan tours, skiing and boating on the
sand, research and research - camel riding

desert tour

North and south coasts, lakes, impor-
tant rivers such as Karvan and its trib-
utaries, Zayandeh River, Sepid River,
Simreh and...

Swimming, sailing, skiing and sand boat-
ing, research, crossing raging rivers with
inflatable boats.

Beach and water sports

16 ski slopes and snow-covered heights
of Zagros, Alborz

Sailing, water skiing, diving, fishing, snow
festivals, skiing, sledding, snow climbing

winter sports

Koch nomads (Bakhtiari, Qashqai, Il-
son, Ler, Sangsari, etc.) historical vil-
lages

Koch tourism, customs tourism, village
tour, research and camel riding

Anthropology

ram, deer, deer, leopard, bear, wolf,
boar, sheep, goat, fox, rabbit, deer,
pheasant, partridge, dragon, tiho,
hubre and...

Hunters and birds, fishing, research

hunting and fishing

Different heights and ranges

Visiting wildlife, visiting natural sights
and monuments, education and research
in nature, recreation and change of mood,
planned station walks

Mountain climbing

protected areas

Visiting wildlife, having fun and spending
free time, watching animals and birds us-
ing open vehicles

Natural parks and wildlife

5 Research method

(Source: researcher’s findings)

This research is considered to be descriptive-analytical in terms of applied nature and in terms of study method.

The method of collecting data and research information is two methods of library studies and a questionnaire, during
which the necessary information related to Iran’s ecotourism was collected. The statistical population of this research
is all experts with experience in cultural heritage, handicrafts and tourism departments and organizations, and active
experts in the field of tourism and tourism industry, as well as university professors related to the field of hotel
management and tourism, and finally 16 of them as a statistical sample. They were purposefully selected and asked
to express their opinions on the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of Iran’s ecotourism in the form of
a prepared questionnaire based on a Likert scale. The reliability of the questionnaires was confirmed by calculating
Cronbach’s alpha.

SWOT technique was used to analyze the collected data. Basically, the SWAT matrix is a tool for recognizing the
internal weaknesses and strengths and recognizing the threats and opportunities in its external environment in order
to measure the situation and formulate strategies and strategies to guide and control that system. This method is a
direct result of Harvard Business School [16]. From the point of view of this model, a suitable strategy maximizes
strengths and opportunities and minimizes weaknesses and threats. For this purpose, the strengths and weaknesses,
opportunities and threats in four general states WT, ST, WO, SO are linked as below and strategy options are selected
from among them. Based on this, the framework of the SWOT analytical matrix can be summarized in Figure

Now, according to the introduced approach, we can show the model of the research concept in the form of Figure
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during which, at the end, quantitative strategic planning and suitable strategies for Iran’s ecotourism are determined.
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Figure 4: Research conceptual model

6 Findings
6.1 External factor evaluation matrix and internal factor evaluation matrix and its steps

Basically, strategic planners can evaluate economic, social, cultural, ecological, environmental, political, etc. factors
by using the external factors evaluation matrix, and at the same time, by using the internal evaluation matrix, they
can identify, evaluate, and Provide solutions for them.

After collecting data and ensuring their reliability by calculating Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91, it is time to perform
analyzes and determine the rank and weight of each component of internal and external factors. In order to prepare
and make a table of external and internal factors and how they affect Iran’s ecotourism functions and analyze it, the
following five steps have been carried out:

1. In the first column, we compile the most important external (opportunities and threats) and internal (strengths
and weaknesses) factors affecting the system.
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. In the second column, how much more weight is given to each of the external and internal factors based on their

possible effect on the situation, its effect on the current and future situation of that system will be greater. We
give a weight from 1 (most important) to zero (least important) to the current strategy of the system. In fact,
the greater the weight, the greater its effect on the current and future situation of that system.

. In the third column, we give each of the external and internal factors a grade from 4 (very good) to 1 (weak)

based on the importance and current situation of the system. This ranking evaluates the position of each agent
by the system.

. In the fourth column, we multiply each of the external and internal factors and the weight of each factor by their

rating to obtain its weighted score.

. Finally, we have added the weighted points in the fourth column separately and calculated the weighted points

of each of the external and internal factors. The total weighted score shows how a system responds to existing
and potential factors and forces in its internal or external environment [8]. Basically, in the evaluation matrix,
the sum of the final points of the system never reaches more than 4 and never less than 1. The average of this
sum is 2.5. If it is higher than that, its importance is more and if it is less than that, it has less importance and
influence.

In the matrix of the internal factors of Iran’s ecotourism (Table , the final score of these factors is equal to 3.73.
This shows that the ecotourism industry in Iran has had an acceptable performance in terms of internal factors. But
the final score of the matrix of external factors is also 2.60, which means that compared to internal factors, Iran’s
ecotourism has had a weaker performance in the field of using opportunities and adjusting threats.

Table 2: Internal factors matrix (IFEM) of Iran’s ecotourism

Internal strategic factors Weight | ranking | weighted | rank
score
Strengths:
S1: tangible and intangible natural, cultural and historical heritage and being 0.05 4 0.20 8
on the Silk Road
S2: Diversity of natural views and different climatic conditions and beaches 0.07 4 0.28 1
S3: The beauty of the Caspian Sea, the Persian Gulf and the Sea of Oman 0.05 3 0.15 16
S4: Being in the strategic region of Asia-Middle East in terms of political geog- 0.04 4 0.16 12
raphy and proximity to European and northern countries
:S5: The tradition of hospitality and the hospitality culture of the Iranian people 0.05 3 0.15 15
S6: Young and trained workforce in different levels of tourism 0.04 3 0.12 17
S7: Existence of unique and rare deserts for different ecotourism programs 0.06 4 0.24 2
S8: Existence of cultural and ethnic diversity 0.04 4 0.16 13
S9: Existence of capacity for the development of rural ecotourism 0.05 4 0.20 7
S10: Existence of potential investors 0.06 4 0.24 3
weak points:
W1: Lack of statistical base and proper information about tourism 0.04 3 0.12 18
W2: Restrictive laws and administrative bureaucracy 0.05 4 0.20 9
W3: Antiquity and general weakness of air and rail transportation systems 0.06 4 0.24 4
W4: State ownership and management of tourism facilities 0.06 4 0.24 6
W5: Limitations of the global banking network and connection to global banking 0.05 4 0.20 10
W6: Absence of de-escalation policy with the international community 0.04 3 0.12 19
W7: Weakness in tourism infrastructure 0.06 4 0.24 5
W8: Weakness in marketing and advertising 0.05 4 0.20 11
W9: Weakness in education and creating skills in the field of eco-tourism 0.04 3 0.12 20
‘W10: Lack of public awareness and participation of local people in the develop- 0.05 3 0.15 14
ment of eco-tourism
total 1 - 3.73 -

6.2 Strategic factors analysis summary

In this model, by using the analysis tables of internal and external factors and their combination, the most

important strategic factors in Iran’s ecotourism have been presented. In fact, by analyzing strategic factors, planners
who make strategic decisions can narrow down strengths, weaknesses, threats, and opportunities to a smaller number
of factors. This work has been done by re-examining the weights of each of the factors in the analysis tables of internal
and external factors. In fact, the heaviest factors in these two tables in terms of weight should be transferred to the
analysis table of strategic factors. This importance regarding the strategic factors affecting ecotourism is summarized
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Table 3: External factors matrix (EFEM)

External strategic factors Weight | ranking | weighted | rank
score
Opportunities:
O1: Maximum exploitation of events and revolutions in the region of North 0.05 2 0.10 12
Africa and the Middle East, known as the Arab Spring, in attracting tourism.
0O2: Privatization in major sectors of tourism, especially ecotourism 0.07 3 0.21 5
03: Making maximum use of international exhibitions and providing ecotourism 0.09 3 0.27 1
tourism packages
O4: Updating and rationalizing the laws governing the country’s tourism indus- 0.06 3 0.18 6
try
Ob5: Use of mechanization and new IT information technology 0.06 2 0.12 11
06: Growing global demand for ecotourism 0.09 3 0.27 2
O7: Development of technologies and the possibility of providing online services 0.07 2 0.14 10
0O8: Holding international events about Iran’s ecotourism attractions 0.09 3 0.27 3
threats:
T1: Foreign threats and the possibility of more international sanctions, especially 0.08 3 0.24 4
from the United States
T2: Psychological feeling of insecurity in Iran, especially from western tourists 0.06 3 0.18 7
T3: The development of tourism, especially the development of coastal tourism 0.08 2 0.16 9
in neighboring countries such as Turkey and the United Arab Emirates
T4: The existing tension with Western countries, such as the capture of the 0.06 3 0.18 8
British embassy in Tehran and the burning of the Saudi consulate in Mashhad
T5: It is mandatory for female tourists to maintain and respect their needs 0.05 2 0.10 14
T6: The growth of ecotourism in Latin American countries and the Far East 0.04 2 0.08 15
T7: Natural disasters and climate changes such as droughts and floods and... 0.05 2 0.10 13
total 1 - 2.60 -

in Table[] According to the results of this table, it is clear that for almost all the mentioned components; The need for
short-term planning is strongly felt. After this, medium-term planning and then long-term planning are respectively
the most actions that should be implemented for the listed strategic factors.

Table 4: Analysis of strategic factors (SFAS)

strategic factors Weight | ranking | weighted planning

score

Short | medium | long

S1: Diversity of natural views and different climatic condi- 0.09 4 0.36 * *
tions and beaches
S2: Existence of unique and rare deserts for different eco- 0.07 3 0.21 * *
tourism programs
S3: Presence of potential investors 0.09 4 0.36 * *
S4: The tradition of hospitality and the hospitality culture 0.06 2 0.12 * *
of the Iranian people
W1: Age and general weakness of air, rail, ground trans- 0.08 4 0.32 * *
portation systems
W2: Weakness in tourism infrastructure 0.07 3 0.21 * * *
W3: State ownership and management of tourism facilities 0.04 3 0.12 * *
O1: Making maximum use of international exhibitions and 0.08 4 0.32 * *
providing ecotourism tourism packages
0O2: Holding international events about Iran’s ecotourism 0.08 4 0.32 * *
attractions
03: Growing global demand for ecotourism 0.08 4 0.32 * *
0O4: Development of technologies and the possibility of pro- 0.06 3 0.18 * * *
viding online services
T1: Foreign threats and the possibility of more interna- 0.05 3 0.15 * *
tional sanctions, especially from the United States
T2: The development of tourism, especially the develop- 0.07 3 0.21 * *
ment of coastal tourism in neighboring countries such as
Turkey and the United Arab Emirates
T3: Psychological feeling of insecurity in Iran, especially 0.08 4 0.32 * * *
from the western tourists
Total 1 3.52
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6.3 Matrix of SWOT strategies and executive priorities

Internal and external matrix is used for simultaneous analysis of internal and external factors. If in the matrix
of four houses, the matrix scores of both internal and external factors are less than 2.5, the organization will have a
defensive position in house 3. If the scores of both score matrices are higher than 2.5, the organization will be placed
in house 2 and in an aggressive position. If the score of the matrix of internal factors is more than 2.5 and the score
of the matrix of external factors is less than 2.5, the organization is in a competitive position, and finally, if the scores
are the opposite of this, the organization is in a conservative position [6].

Final score of Internal Factors Evaluation (IFE)

1 .5 3.22 4
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Figure 5: Four-house matrix for evaluating internal and external factors

Therefore, since the final score of both internal and external factors calculated is greater than 2.5, therefore, the
position of Iran’s ecotourism is in region 2, and its appropriate strategy will be to follow the offensive strategy (SO).
Basically, the goal of implementing an offensive strategy is to use strengths to take advantage of opportunities.

6.4 Developing strategies

Now, with the interference of each of the factors on each other, we will develop different competitive/offensive
strategies (SO), contingency or diversity (ST), revision or adaptation (WO) and finally defensive strategies (WT),
which are as follows:

1. Competitive/offensive strategy (SO) (using strengths to take advantage of opportunities):

1-1 Using climate diversity and natural attractions to attract ecotourists. This strategy can include actions
such as: designing and providing various ecotourism packages according to climatic conditions and differ-
ent natural attractions; Focusing on coastal ecotourism in the Caspian, Persian Gulf and Oman coasts;
Development of ecotourism and native residences in natural areas; To use the capacities of rural tourism.

1-2 Using the strategic position of Iran to attract tourists. This strategy can include measures such as: devel-
opment of tourism and transportation infrastructure to facilitate the travel of tourists; Introducing Iran’s
ecotourism attractions in international exhibitions; cooperation with the countries of the region for the
development of joint tourism; To use the capacities of diplomacy to facilitate the travel of tourists.

1-3 Using young and trained workforce. This strategy includes measures such as: improving the level of
education and skills of activists in the ecotourism industry; Encouraging and supporting private sector
investment in ecotourism; It is to use the capacities of universities and scientific centers for the development
of education and research in the field of ecotourism

1-4 Using the opportunities created by the Arab Spring. This strategy includes measures such as: introducing
Iran as a safe and attractive destination for tourists and focusing on attracting tourists from regional
countries.

1-5 Using new technologies. This strategy includes measures such as: - developing and using online systems for
reservation and providing tourism services; Using social networks for advertising and marketing; The use
of new technologies to preserve and monitor the environment.

2. WO revision or adaptation strategy (turning weaknesses into opportunities):

2-1 Creating a database and a comprehensive tourism information system. This strategy includes actions such
as: collecting and analyzing data related to tourists and the tourism industry; Use of data for planning and
targeted development of ecotourism; Improving transparency and information, such as preparing a tourism
atlas in Iran’s tourism industry.



Designing a model for developing an ecotourism strategy in Iran using SWOT method 85

2-2 Amending laws and regulations governing tourism. This strategy includes measures such as: facilitating
licensing and encouraging investment in the ecotourism sector; Creation of protective laws for the activists
of this industry; Reduction of administrative bureaucracy.

2-3 Upgrading transportation systems. This strategy includes measures such as: modernization of the air and
rail fleet; development of transportation infrastructure in tourist areas; Facilitating public transportation
for tourists

2-4 Attracting foreign investment. This strategy includes measures such as: creating investment incentives to
attract foreign investors; Partnership with foreign companies in the field of ecotourism development; The
use of international financial resources.

2-5 Eliminating banking restrictions. This strategy includes measures such as: developing relations with in-
ternational banks; The use of alternative methods for currency transfer facilitates payment for foreign
tourists.

2-6 De-escalation in relations with the international community. This strategy includes measures such as:
interacting with western countries and resolving misunderstandings; Introducing the peaceful and safe face
of Iran to tourists and promoting tourism diplomacy and ecotourism.

3. contingency strategy or ST diversity (using strengths to deal with threats):

3-1 Creating and improving the sense of security for tourists. This strategy includes things such as: increasing
the presence of police and security forces in tourist areas; providing the necessary training to tourism
industry activists in the field of security; It is to improve tourists’ trust in Iran’s security.

3-2 Introduction of Iran’s historical and natural attractions. This strategy includes things like: focusing on
attracting natural and historical tourists; Introducing Iran as a safe and attractive destination for nature
tourists is introducing new Iran nature tourism packages.

3-3 Creating suitable fields such as: reducing taxes or entry fees, travel discounts, etc.
4. WT defensive strategy (reducing weaknesses to deal with threats):

4-1 Planning to deal with sanctions. This strategy can include: finding new markets to attract tourists; Using
new management and systematic methods in the field of eco-tourism

4-2 Environmental protection and restoration, implementation of strict laws. This strategy can include measures
such as: increasing public awareness in the field of environmental protection, dealing with violators in the
field of eco-tourism and causing damage to the nature and natural geography of the country, investing in
the preservation and development of the country’s eco-tourism attractions.

7 Conclusion and suggestions:

According to the findings of this research, the country of Iran is known as a country of four seasons due to its
favorable weather throughout the year, which has diverse natural and environmental attractions, which, in addition
to this beautiful nature, is one of the special geo-attractions. It has a tourist and eco-tourism which, along with its
rich and traditional culture and history, has created a collection of the best tourism and eco-tourism attractions in a
wide area of Iran, which shows the high ability of this country to become a country is an example of eco-tourism in
the region.

The investigation and analysis of this study show that the country of Iran, having very valuable natural and geo-
graphical attractions, can be one of the important axes of eco-tourism in the region. Considering the existing situation
and identifying the strengths and opportunities of eco-tourism development in the region and on the other hand, the
weaknesses and threats that exist in the eco-tourism development process of this region. Effective approaches to this
process according to the SWOT model indicate that due to important weaknesses such as age and general weakness of
transportation systems (air, rail, sea, land), weakness in tourist and tourism infrastructures and government ownership
and management of tourism and eco-tourism facilities, the situation of eco-tourism in Iran is not very suitable and is
always faced with several threats such as external threats and the possibility of more international sanctions, especially
from the United States, the development of tourism and eco-tourism, especially the development of coastal tourism
In neighbouring countries such as Turkey and the United Arab Emirates, and finally, there is a psychological feeling
of insecurity in Iran, especially on the part of Western tourists, for which, according to the survey, there are several
plans, especially in the short and medium term.



86 Heidari, Nouria, Mohabbatof

The final results of this study showed that Iran’s eco-tourism strategy is a competitive-aggressive strategy, during
which important measures should be taken to use the strengths to use the opportunities in this field. Therefore, the
main strategies such as: using climatic diversity and natural attractions to attract ecotourists; Using Iran’s strategic
location to attract tourists; using of young and trained workforce; Taking advantage of the opportunities created
by the Arab Spring; and the use of new technologies should be considered. Of course, each of the main strategies
has sub-components, which together will portray the best strategy for Iran’s eco-tourism. Therefore, choosing an
aggressive strategy means the rapid and extensive development of ecotourism in Iran, which can serve Iran’s economic
development as a completely clean industry, and for the successful implementation of this strategy, detailed planning
and coordination between different institutions are required. , and attracting the participation of the private sector
and local communities and finally paying attention to the preservation and monitoring of the environment in all stages
of the development of ecotourism in Iran is necessary.

Now, according to the appropriate strategy determined, in order to make optimal use of ecotourism and its
economic, social and cultural benefits, suggestions are presented at different levels as follows:

A- Political levels: e Compilation and approval of the comprehensive ecotourism law: This law should clearly
and comprehensively define the framework of ecotourism development in Iran. The duties and powers of
various government agencies and the private sector must be precisely defined in this law.

e Establishment of the Supreme Council of Ecotourism: this council, with the presence of representatives
of government agencies, the private sector, local communities and academic experts, can formulate and
approve ecotourism policies.

e Allocating sufficient funds for the development of ecotourism: the government must provide the necessary
funds for the development of ecotourism infrastructure, education and research, and marketing in this area
through the annual budget and other financial sources.

e Creating investment incentives: The government should encourage the private sector to invest in ecotourism
by providing tax exemptions, banking facilities and other incentives.

B- Application levels:

e Conducting training courses: Training courses should be held to improve the knowledge and skills of eco-
tourism industry activists in various fields such as tour guiding, ecotourism, and environmental protection.

e Development of ecotourism infrastructure: it is necessary to build ecotourism residences, environmentally
friendly residences, and other infrastructures needed for ecotourists in different regions of the country.

e Marketing and advertising: In order to introduce Iran’s ecotourism attractions to domestic and foreign
tourists, extensive marketing and advertising programs should be carried out.

P-Executive levels:

e Creation and equipping of ecotourism model areas: In different regions of the country, a number of eco-
tourism model areas should be created and equipped in full compliance with the principles and criteria of
ecotourism.

e Supporting local communities: local communities should be involved in the planning and development of
ecotourism and benefit from its benefits.

e Environmental preservation and monitoring: In order to preserve and monitor the environment in eco-
tourism areas, detailed and comprehensive programs must be developed and implemented.

e Supervision of ecotourism activities: appropriate mechanisms must be established to supervise ecotourism
activities and to properly implement rules and regulations.

T- Study and research levels:

1. Basic studies: which can include the following studies:

1-1 Examining the capacities of Iran’s ecotourism, such as: identifying and zoning potential areas for the
development of ecotourism in Iran; Investigating the natural, cultural and historical attractions of each
region; Evaluation of existing and required infrastructure for the development of ecotourism in each
specific region of Iran.
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1-2 Examining the current situation of ecotourism in Iran, such as: Examining the number of ecotourist
tourists entering Iran; Investigating the status of accommodations and tourism services provided to
ecotourists; Examining the challenges and problems facing the development of ecotourism in Iran.

1-3 Comparative studies, which can include things such as: examining the experiences of other countries
in the field of ecotourism development;

Identify successful models of ecotourism development and localize them for Iran.
2. Applied studies: which can include the following studies:

2-1 Presenting sustainable ecotourism development models, such as: developing ecotourism development
models considering the economic, social, cultural and environmental conditions of Iran; Providing prac-
tical solutions for the participation of local communities in the development of ecotourism; Providing
practical solutions to preserve and monitor the environment in ecotourism areas.

2-2 Providing solutions to improve the quality of tourism services, such as: training tour guides and eco-
tourism industry activists; Improving the standards of accommodations and tourism services; Providing
tourism services according to the needs and tastes of ecotourists.

2-3 Providing marketing and advertising solutions, such as: identifying target markets to attract eco-
tourists; Using new marketing and advertising methods to introduce Iran’s ecotourism attractions;
Active presence in international tourism exhibitions.

3. Propulsion studies, which can include the following studies:

3-1 Examining the economic, social and cultural effects of ecotourism, such as: Examining the employment
effects of ecotourism; Examining the effects of ecotourism on the well-being of local communities;
Investigating the effects of ecotourism on preserving and revitalizing local culture and customs.

3-2 Examining the effects of ecotourism on the environment, such as: Examining the positive and nega-
tive effects of ecotourism on biodiversity; Investigating the effects of ecotourism on water and energy
consumption; Providing solutions to reduce the negative effects of ecotourism on the environment.

4. Future research, which can include studies such as:

4-1 Examining the future trends of the ecotourism industry, such as: identifying future opportunities and
threats of the ecotourism industry; Providing solutions to adapt to the future trends of the ecotourism
industry.

4-2 Compilation of the future scenarios of Iran’s ecotourism, such as: compilation of different scenarios for
the future of Iran’s ecotourism according to various factors; Choosing the desired scenario and providing
solutions for its realization.
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