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A B S T R A C T

This paper addresses the role of ecotourism in promoting biodiversity conservation in Golestan National Park
(GNP), located in northeastern Iran. Three communities living close to GNP were selected as a case study. A
questionnaire survey to local residents revealed that most respondents (80%) have economic benefits from the
national park. However, there is also a significant proportion of individuals (35%), mainly farmers, who ex-
perience economic losses from living near GNP. Around 58% of the respondents reveal to have benefits from
tourism. The results show an inverse relation between having benefits from tourism and bearing losses as
consequence of living near the national park. This reveals that the role of tourism in the conservation of GNP is
undermined by the fact that residents with high losses from the park get little benefits from tourism.

1. Introduction

Population growth together with unsustainable development is
causing a boom in natural resource extraction and major impacts on
nature worldwide (UNEP, 2015). This trend can also be observed in
Iran, where lack of sustainable development in rural areas generates
significant migration to urban centers. Notwithstanding, tourism is
developing in Iran and is raising new opportunities for local commu-
nities in rural areas, drawing attention to the conservation of protected
areas (PAs).

In recent years, local people's support for PAs management is
playing an important role in nature conservation worldwide
(Naughton-Treves, Holland, & Brandon, 2005; Udaya Sekhar, 2003).
Conservationists recognize that PAs can be an important tool for sus-
taining local people's livelihood and that the support of local people for
conservation is essential for protecting natural resources and en-
dangered species (Ninan & Sathyapalan, 2005). Several studies have
concluded that local residents tend to favor conservation in the pre-
sence of benefits and oppose it when it generates significant costs such
as wildlife depredation of crops and livestock (Jimura, 2011; Maikhuri,
Nautiyal, Rao, & Saxena, 2001; Mbaiwa & Stronza, 2011).

Tourism is a strong tool, which gives communities economic and
social benefits and encourages them to support conservation (Stem,
Lassoie, Lee, Deshler, & Schelhas, 2010). Some studies suggest that a

sustainable way to promote locals' attitude toward PAs and decrease the
negative effects on people who are affected by PAs is to share the
economic benefits generated by tourism (Mackenzie, 2012; Stem et al.,
2010; Udaya Sekhar, 2003). Tourism is viewed as an environmentally
friendly way to regenerate rural communities and economies (Kim,
Uysal, & Sirgy, 2013; Snyman, 2012). Benefits generated by tourism
should be distributed to cover the costs of coexisting with wildlife, such
as the protection of livestock and other human resources (Hemson,
Maclennan, Mills, Johnson, & Macdonald, 2009). However, the dis-
tribution of benefits from tourism among those directly affected by the
coexistence with the wildlife are yet understudied.

This study aims to analyze the role of ecotourism in promoting
biodiversity conservation and the share of tourism benefits among
people affected by human-wildlife conflict in Golestan National Park
(GNP), one of the most important natural reserves in Iran. For this
purpose, a case study was undertaken, consisting of three Turkmen
communities who live in small villages close to GNP. These remote
Turkmen communities are considered to be one of poorest communities
in the country (Rashidvash, 2013). In these villages, there is a clear
conflict between human activity and nature conservation. This man-
ifests in land conversion in GNP, ungulate poaching and killing of
predators as a consequence of livestock depredation and crop damage
(Ghoddousi et al., 2017; Khorozyan, Soofi, Ghoddousi, & Waltert,
2015). On the other side, diverse natural landscapes of the national
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park and the rich Turkmen culture makes these villages attractive for
tourists.

In this context, the paper aims to determine to what extent the
development of tourism in GNP affects the support for conservation.
The contribution of the paper is twofold. On the one hand, since
tourism is a recent phenomenon in the national park, there is lack of
studies on its impacts. Hence, the study fills this gap by providing
knowledge on tourism development in a remote rural area of Iran. On
the other hand, the lessons of this case study on how tourism can mi-
tigate conflicts between local communities and nature conservation can
serve as a reference for other rural areas in the world.

2. Communities and nature conservation

Although nature conservation may benefit not only the local com-
munities but also the whole humanity, the costs are usually imposed to
the local communities who depend on the natural resources for dif-
ferent goods and services (Ninan, 2012). Communities located at the
boundaries PAs usually bear the costs of conservation (Mackenzie,
2012; Ninan & Sathyapalan, 2005). These costs include, economic
losses generated by protected animals such as attacks to livestock and
crop damages (Naughton-Treves et al., 2005) and exclusion from re-
source exploitation (Kijazi & Kant, 2010).

Nevertheless, there are some ways in which local people may profit
from nature conservation such as ecosystem services, tourism
(Naughton-Treves et al., 2005), conservation and development pro-
grams (Goldstein, 2003). Maximizing benefits and minimizing costs is a
basic rational in human behavior. If local communities increase their
benefits from a PA, they will support its existence and conservation.
Hence, policies that make conservation economically beneficial to the
local communities and decrease the negative consequences to local li-
velihood are fundamental to sustainable conservation practices
(Clements, Suon, Wilkie, & Milner-Gulland, 2014; Lussetyowati, 2015).

There are studies which emphasize that it is almost impossible to
protect natural resources without the commitment of local population
(Maikhuri et al., 2001; Sirivongs & Tsuchiya, 2012). Also, there are
many examples showing that if local residents are directly involved in
PA selection, establishment and management, the local conservation
system will more likely be successful (Hamú, Auchincloss, & Goldstein,
2004; Thapa Karki, 2013). Additionally, people may show higher re-
spect for PAs if they are directly involved in reasonable approaches of
conservation (Walpole & Goodwin, 2002). Therefore, at any stage, local
participation should be encouraged for more effective management
(Sirivongs & Tsuchiya, 2012). Also, participation of local communities
is based on their local experiences and knowledge, which may result in
a stronger conservation management and governance (Maass, 2008;
Mackenzie, 2012).

Regarding Iran, Kolahi, Sakai, Moriya, and Makhdoum (2012) ex-
amines the situation of PAs and conclude that Iran's PAs system require
supporting policies and planning instruments. Kolahi, Moriya, Sakai,
Khosrojerdi, and Etemad (2014) refers that biodiversity conservation in
Iran has been threatened due to aspects such as ineffective management
and lack of public participation. However, public awareness on con-
servation is growing in Iranian society. Through an online ques-
tionnaire administrated on Iran's e-society, the authors show that there
is a high willingness to participate in conservation and environmental
projects. The high support for conservation was also found by Kolahi,
Sakai, Moriya, Yoshikawa, and Esmaili (2014) in local communities
near the Khojir National Park (KNP), Iran. The study suggests that
participatory conservation should be implemented in the management
of the park.

3. Tourism as a sustainability tool

Research on the support for conservation through benefits from
tourism is still scarce (Lee, 2013; Udaya Sekhar, 2003). It has been

found that tourism can be an environmentally friendly way to restore
rural economies (Ghaderi & Henderson, 2012; Rastogi, Hickey, Anand,
Badola, & Hussain, 2015). Some studies recommend that a sustainable
way to promote local attitudes toward PAs is to share the economic
benefits, which can be achieved through tourism (Lee, 2013). A fair
sharing of tourism income among the local residents is a key factor to
reduce conflicts and negative attitudes toward PAs. Also, it will en-
courage locals to protect nature as they receive economic benefits from
the PAs (Fun, Chiun, Songan, & Nair, 2014; Maikhuri et al., 2001).

In the last decades, tourism has been introduced as a tool for re-
gional economic development in many parts of the world (Kim et al.,
2013). There are positive and negative cultural impacts of tourism on
local communities recognized in several studies (Andriotis, 2005;
Vedeld, Jumane, Wapalila, & Songorwa, 2012). There are also impacts
on social welfare (Fun et al., 2014; Lussetyowati, 2015) and on the
natural environment (Brightsmith, Stronza, & Holle, 2008; Hemson
et al., 2009). Moreover, on the economic dimension, tourism may re-
duce poverty and unemployment and increase per capita income
(Snyman, 2012). Integrating all these aspects, Ashok, Tewari, Behera,
and Majumdar (2017) based on a case study in Sikkim, India, proposes
a framework for assessing sustainability in ecotourism.

Studies on the environmental impacts of tourism focus on tourism
development initiatives (Ionela, Constantin, & Dogaru, 2015; Kim et al.,
2013). Regarding positive impacts, some researchers consider that
tourism helps generating a greater understanding of the need to pre-
serve the environment by capturing its natural beauty for tourism
purposes and increasing the environmental infrastructure and educa-
tion of the host country (Hillery, Nancarrow, Griffin, & Syme, 2001;
Reynolds & Braithwaite, 2001). Also, tourism is known as a compara-
tively clean industry, creating less pollution compared to other sectors
(Stylidis, Biran, Sit, & Szivas, 2014). Tourism as a “clean” industry as-
sists the development process of the community and its neighboring
communities (Sirivongs & Tsuchiya, 2012). However, unorganized
tourism can lead to the destruction of natural resources, vegetation and
depletion of wildlife (Rastogi et al., 2015). Moreover, some studies
suggest that economic benefits may not be sufficient to encourage local
communities to support conservation (e.g., Stem et al., 2010). Also,
some of them do not find a connection between economic benefits
achieved through tourism and a positive approach toward conservation
(Mbaiwa & Stronza, 2011; Walpole & Goodwin, 2002).

A few studies found that the attitude of local communities toward
conservation is mainly dependent on the levels of human-wildlife
conflict (Hemson et al., 2009; Mbaiwa & Stronza, 2011; Snyman, 2012).
Boer and Baquete (1998) found that promoting conservation and eco-
tourism, as a practical land use in rural areas is a feasible effort to
decrease human-wildlife conflicts and reduce the negative impacts of
living near wildlife. Tourism can bring benefits to different groups of a
community and hence contribute to reduce human-wildlife conflict
(Sebele, 2010). Benefits generated by tourism should be distributed to
cover the costs of coexisting with wildlife, such as livestock protection
improvement and other human activities (Hemson et al., 2009). A fair
distribution of tourism income between the local residents is a key
factor to decrease conflicts and negative attitudes toward PAs
(Maikhuri et al., 2001). Community groups who benefit from tourism
usually show positive attitudes toward conservation and tourism de-
velopment in PAs (Udaya Sekhar, 2003). According to Stem et al.
(2010) residents will not express positive attitude toward conservation
without receiving direct benefits.

4. Methodology

4.1. Study area

Our study area is Golestan National Park (GNP), located in north-
eastern Iran (Fig. 1). GNP was the first area to be designated as a na-
tional park in Iran and is situated between the sub-humid Hyrcanian
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forests and semi-arid Irano-Turanian steppes (Djamali et al., 2009). This
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve comprises of 874 km2, with an elevation
range of 450 to 2411 m above sea level. GNP represents three biomes,
namely temperate forests, semi-deserts and highlands. A large variety of
habitats such as open woodlands, scrublands, mountains, steep rocky
cliffs, and steppes can be found in this national park.

GNP presents a large variety of flora and fauna (Ghoddousi et al.,
2016). Its flora contains 1365 species, some of which endemic to na-
tional park. Fauna consist of 69 mammals, 150 birds, 2 amphibians and
24 reptile species. This spectrum of biodiversity contains large animals
such as leopard (Pantherapardus), wolf (Canis lupus), brown bear (Ur-
susarctos), red deer (Cervuselaphus), wild boar (Susscrofa), goitered ga-
zelle (Gazellasubgutturosa) and bezoar goat (Capra aegagrus).

GNP was chosen as the study area due to its long history of en-
vironmental protection, existence of local and international tourism,
and ongoing conservation and development projects. The villages
around GNP are inhabited by various ethnic groups: Kurdish, Persian,
Turk and Turkmen. Their main activities are agriculture, livestock
farming, small businesses, silk production and tourism. Three Turkmen
villages were selected as a case study: Tangerah, Ghoshcheshmeh and
Tutlitamak.

4.2. Research methods and techniques

This research is based on the case study method, which is appro-
priate when the research questions have exploratory and descriptive
nature (Yin, 2009). In GNP, tourism is a recent and expanding phe-
nomenon and hence there is lack of studies on its social, economic and
environmental impacts, and particularly on nature conservation. In
order to obtain information on tourism and conservation issues in GNP,
we used both qualitative and quantitative techniques (Hemson et al.,
2009). In particular, a questionnaire survey was used together with
non-systematic direct observation.

The qualitative approach included participant's direct observations,
from January 2012 to November 2015, during regular visits to GNP and
also exploratory interviews with accommodation providers and people
who have income from tourism (Rastogi et al., 2015). During these

visits the researchers recorded the information in “field notes” in an
open registration system (Flick, 2005). The information collected in
these visits were particularly useful for the researchers to understand
the impacts of tourism in the study villages and to interpret the results
of the questionnaire.

The quantitative approach was conducted during
October–November 2015, through a questionnaire survey. The goal was
to obtain information from around 10% of the 425 households of the
three selected villages through a quota sampling approach. We tried to
collect information from a wide variety of respondents to avoid sam-
pling bias. The aim of the questionnaire was to get an overview of the
local people's attitude toward tourism in GNP and their support for
conservation. The respondents were interviewed in public spaces inside
the villages. To conform to the social norms of the communities, we
ensured that a female interviewed female participants.

The questionnaire included a set of socio-demographic questions on
age, gender, education and profession. This was followed by a group of
questions related to respondents' benefits from GNP and losses from
living near the park. The last group included questions related to
tourism in the villages, focusing on aspects such as benefits from
tourism, negative effects on the community, tourist's respect for the
local culture, the willingness to have more tourism, and actions re-
quired to have more tourists. Some of the questions were formulated as
close ended with a nominal scale (agree, disagree, don't know). This
simple scale was considered appropriate given the low literacy level of
the local population. Two questions were open-ended: “What are the
reasons for tourists to visit your village?” and “What do you need in
your village to attract more tourists?”. The questionnaire was im-
plemented in the local languages: Persian and Turkmen.

Our study was approved by the Golestan provincial office of the
Department of Environment and Golestan National Park management.
Interviewees were informed about the aim of the study and were as-
certained that their data would be handled with care and would not be
disclosed to a third-party. We interviewed 40 people from the three
study villages: 22 in Tangerah (TR), 7 in Ghoshcheshmeh (GC) and 11
in Tutlitamak (TT). Due to the social restriction to ask females to an-
swer the questionnaire, the number of female participants was

Fig. 1. Location of Golestan National Park (GNP) in Iran
(inset map); study villages at the boundary of GNP; and the
buffer areas: Zav Protected Area, Loveh Protected Area and
Ghorkhod Protected Area.
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considerably lower than that of males (4 in TR, 1 in GC, 2 in TT). We
should add the fact that in most of the Turkmen households, economic
activities are male-dominated. Moreover, in Turkmen societies women
usually only speak in the presence of a family member men
(Rashidvash, 2013).

This paper relies largely on the information gathered in the ques-
tionnaire survey. The data collected through this technique were sys-
tematized, organized and registered through the SPSS 21.0 software.
Descriptive statistics and contingency tables were computed to under-
stand respondent's socio-economical characteristics and responses
about tourism and GNP conservation. In order to test the relationship
between respondent's benefits from tourism and their losses as the
consequence of living near GNP, the Pearson's chi-square test was un-
dertaken. This is a non-parametric test used to investigate the in-
dependence of two categorical variables. In the hypothesis testing the p-
value was computed and a significance level of 5% was considered.

5. Results

Our case study focuses on three Turkmen villages located at a short
distance from GNP, which have some sources of income from tourism.
Overall, they comprise a total of 425 households. Tangerah is the big-
gest village in the area, with 292 households. It is located on a major
road connecting north of Iran to northeast and attracts many tourists
every year. In this village there are conflicts between local residents and
GNP over livestock depredation, crop damage by wildlife and illegal
hunting (Ghoddousi et al., 2017; Khorozyan et al., 2015). Ghosh-
cheshmeh is a small village with 74 households, which has a difficult
accessibility via dirt road to Tangerah. However, the beautiful land-
scapes of this village attract some tourists each year. The third village is
Tutlitamak, which is also a small village, with 59 households, located in
the northwest of GNP. Some international and Iranian tourists have
visited this village since 2010 because of the establishment of an eco-
lodge inside the village. This eco-lodge (Turkmen Eco-lodge) has goals
of sustainable tourism in the area, supports conservation and local
participation. The main results from the questionnaire surveys in our
case study villages and the statistical analyses conducted on the data
are presented below.

5.1. Socioeconomic characteristics

Table 1 shows the distribution of respondent's gender, age, em-
ployment status and educational qualification in the studied villages.

The large majority of the sample is composed by men (82.5%), this
was due to the social limitations on asking female residents to answer
the questionnaire. Regarding age, we can conclude that the respondents
are relatively young, as only 25% are over 40 years old.

In our study villages, agriculture, public services and private ser-
vices are the main employment sectors, each with a share of 22.5%.
Agriculture includes crops and livestock farming, public services stands
for formal governmental jobs, and private services include employment
in private services such as tour guides and construction work. Business

owners represent 17.5% of the respondents and they are mainly people
who own small shops or sell handicraft. Finally, 15% referred having no
job, this represents housewives and unemployed people. The most
frequent educational qualification among the respondents is secondary
or high school degree (45%), followed by primary education (35%).
Only 17.5% of respondents hold a university degree.

5.2. Benefits and losses from GNP

In the survey, most respondents (80%) stated that they have eco-
nomic benefits from the national park and the vast majority (97.5%)
agreed that their community benefits from GNP (Table 2). Around 35%
of the respondents stated to have economic losses by living near GNP.
By analyzing the qualitative information from the respondents, these
losses are mostly due to wildlife such as depredation of livestock by
leopards and wolves, or because of damages to their agricultural lands
and products by wild boars and porcupines.

To the question “What type of benefit do you receive from GNP?”,
75% of the respondents answered the collection of wild fruits and other
timber and non-timber forest products such as wild berries, medicinal
herbs, and firewood. Tourism (25%) and livestock herding (12.5%)
were also among the other benefits stated by the respondents.

In order to explore the association between the answer to the
question “Do you have losses as a consequence of living near GNP?” and
the employment sector, a contingency table was constructed (Table 3).

The results show that in the sample the proportion of individuals
who have losses is higher in the agriculture sector (67%) when com-
pared to the other sectors (26%).

5.3. Resident's perceptions about tourism

Most respondents (82.5%) disagree that tourism has negative effects
on the community and agree that tourists respect their culture
(Table 4). The majority disagree that tourists leave garbage in their
villages (60%), however nearly 38% have the opposite opinion and
showed disappointment with tourist behavior on this issue. Regarding
the willingness to receive more tourists, the results show that the vast
majority of the locals would like to have more tourists in their villages
(85%).

Most participants stated that tourists visit their villages because of
nature-based activities (62.5%), this includes hiking, mountain
climbing and spending holidays in surrounding landscapes (Table 5).
The second reason was GNP (57.5%). The rich Turkmen culture was
also mentioned (25%): “Many tourists love to know about our culture
and food” said a local shopkeeper in Tangerah. Moreover, Turkmens areTable 1

Socioeconomic characteristics of the respondents.

Variable Distribution of answers

Gender Male: 82.5%; Female: 17.5%
Age 18–25: 40%; 26–40: 35%; 41–60: 20%; Over 60: 5%
Employment Agriculture: 22.5%; Public services: 22.5%; Business

owners: 17.5%; Private Services: 22.5%; No job:
15%

Educational qualifications Traditional education: 2.5%; Primary education:
35%
Secondary or high school: 45%; University degree:
17.5%

Table 2
Benefits and losses from living near to Golestan National Park − % of Answers.

Agree Disagree Don't known

Do you have benefits from GNP? 80 20 0
Does your community benefit from GNP? 97.5 2.5 0
Do you have losses as consequence of living

near GNP?
35 65 0

Table 3
Participant's responses to the question “Do you have losses as a consequence of living near
GNP?” according to their employment sector.

Do you have losses as a consequence of living near GNP?

Disagree Agree Total

Employment Agriculture 3 (33%) 6 (67%) 9
Other 23 (74%) 8 (26%) 31
Total 26 14 40
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known for making beautiful carpets and rugs. Among the respondents,
15% referred that tourists visit their villages to see and buy these
handicrafts.

Regarding what is needed to attract more tourists to the villages, the
most frequent answer (42.5%) was basic facilities such as restaurants,
sports facilities and tourism centers (Table 6). A significant proportion
of respondents (35%) mentioned the poor road accessibility. Most of
these respondents were from the Ghoshcheshmeh village, which is only
accessible via a dangerous unpaved road. The need for more and better
accommodation for tourists was stated by 22.5% of the respondents.
Others complained about water issues (20%) such as lack of water in
some days of the year, as it is provided by seasonal springs. A propor-
tion of 17.5% mentioned other aspects, such as advertising and in-
vesting in tourism, promoting handicraft production, waste manage-
ment, and tour guide formation. Finally, 10% of respondents suggested
establishment of health centers.

Around 58% of the respondents reveal to have benefits from tourism
(Table 7). Moreover, the vast majority (90%) expressed that their
community have benefits from tourism. Our qualitative information
shows that these benefits are mainly through renting accommodation,
local tour guides, small shops and handicraft selling.

By looking at the employment sectors, the sample results show that
individuals working in agriculture show a lower proportion of re-
sponses stating benefits from tourism, 11%, compared to other sectors,
71% (Table 8).

5.4. Benefits from tourism in relation to losses from GNP

In this section we test whether there is a relation between the an-
swers of respondents to the following questions: “Do you have benefits
from tourism?” and “Do you have losses as a consequence of living near
GNP?”. For this purpose a contingency table was constructed (Table 9).

The results show that the large majority (86%) of those to have
benefits from tourism do not have losses as a consequence of living near
GNP. Thus, among those who benefit from tourism, there is not much

conflict with the conservation of the national park. This contrasts with
the results for those who do not have benefits from tourism. Among
them, 70% have losses from leaving near GNP, which indicates a clear
threat to the conservation of the park.

Applying the chi-square test of independence, a value of 13.811 was
obtained for the Pearson chi-square statistics, which corresponds to a p-
value close to 0.000 (Table 10). Thus, there is a significant relation
between having benefits from tourism and having losses as a con-
sequence of living near GNP. The null hypothesis of independence be-
tween variables is rejected and it can be concluded that there is a
(negative) relationship between benefits from tourism and losses as a
consequence of living near GNP. This indicates that the role of tourism
in the conservation of GNP is undermined by the fact that residents with
the highest losses from the park get little benefits from tourism.

6. Discussion

6.1. Resident's benefits and losses from Golestan National Park

The three Turkmen communities surveyed in this study live in small
villages with close proximity to the forest zone of Golestan National
Park. The majority of the respondents had benefits from Golestan
National Park (80%), being the collection of timber and non-timber
forest products the most common one. Only 25% of them expressed to
have benefits from GNP through tourism. On the other hand, 35% of the
respondents had economic losses by living near the national park
mainly because of human-wildlife conflicts (Khorozyan et al., 2015) or
fines by the Department of Environment due to illegal grazing. Such

Table 4
Respondent's perceptions about tourism impacts − % of Answers.

Agree Disagree Don't known

Does tourism have negative effects on your
community?

15.0 82.5 2.5

Do tourists respect your culture? 82.5 2.5 15
Do tourists leave garbage in your village? 37.5 60.0 2.5
Do you like to have more tourists in your

village?
85.0 10.0 5.0

Table 5
Reasons why tourists visit their villages.

Reason Number of respondents Percentage

Nature-based activities 25 62.5
GNP 23 57.5
Local culture 10 25.0
Handicraft 6 15.0

Table 6
Respondents' opinions on what is needed to attract more tourists to their villages.

What is needed to attract more tourists? Number of respondents Percentage

Basic facilities 17 42.5
Road 14 35.0
Better accommodation 9 22.5
Water 8 20.0
Others 7 17.5
Health center 4 10.0

Table 7
Benefits from tourism − % of Answers.

Agree Disagree Don't known

Do you have benefits from tourism? 57.5 42.5 0
Does your community benefit from tourism? 90.0 7.5 2.5

Table 8
Participant's responses to the question “Do you have benefits from tourism?” according to
their employment sector (agriculture vs. other sectors).

Do you have benefits from Tourism?

Disagree Agree Total

Employment Agriculture 8 (89%) 1 (11%) 9
Other 9 (29%) 22 (71%) 31
Total 17 23 40

Table 9
Relationship between benefits from tourism and losses as consequence of living near GNP.

Do you have losses as a consequence living
near GNP?

Disagree Agree Total

Do you have benefits
from Tourism?

Disagree 5 (30%) 12 (70%) 17
Agree 20 (86%) 3 (14%) 23
Total 25 15 40

Table 10
Results of the chi-square test.

Values

Pearson chi-square 13.811
Degrees of freedom (df) 1
p-Value < 0.000
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high percentage of people having losses from the national park shows a
high level of conflict between locals and conservation authorities. This
conflict is also evident from the high rate of ungulate poaching, killing
of predators, and land conversion inside and around the national park
(Ghoddousi et al., 2017; Khorozyan et al., 2015). Mackenzie (2012)
obtained similar results in a case study, with> 70% of respondents
having conflicts with Kibale National Park in Uganda. The types of
conflicts in Mackenzie's study have similarities with the conflicts in our
case study such as crop raiding and livestock depredation. Mackenzie
(2012) suggests that benefits from the national park should be sig-
nificantly higher than losses in order to increase positive attitudes to-
ward conservation, compensate losses and improve local's perception
about national parks. When compared to other sectors, farmers had
more losses due to neighboring GNP as their livestock are killed or their
farms destroyed by the wild animals. Therefore, conservationists should
focus on this group of the community to reach viable solutions for the
current conflicts between local communities and the national park.

6.2. Resident's perceptions about tourism

Most of our respondents claim that tourists are attracted to their
villages because of the natural attractions and Golestan National Park.
The results show that the majority of the local residents are aware of the
national park's potentials to attract more tourism to the region and are
willing to host more tourists.

More than 80% of the residents considered that tourists respect their
culture and do not have negative effects on their communities. The few
complaints expressed were regarding the social behavior of some
tourists, namely making noise at night, littering and wearing in-
appropriate clothing. Overall, the survey results show that tourism has
a considerable presence in household's economy and is a source of
benefits for the villages. However, most of these benefits to the locals in
the study villages derive from renting accommodation and selling
goods. By analyzing the status of farmers in the sample we can observe
that they receive less benefits from tourism, compared to other pro-
fessions. Only a small fraction of farmers claims to receive economic
benefit from tourism at the moment. On the other hand, the majority of
residents who own a business or work in the services sector make some
benefits from tourism in the three communities.

An ecotourism project is operating in the Tutlitamak village as an
eco-lodge since 2009. This eco-lodge receives domestic and interna-
tional tourists every year. It has sustainable tourism goals, supports
conservation and local participation. However, most of the surveyed
Tutlitamak residents showed a low awareness of the importance of
Golestan National Park in terms of creating income by attracting
tourists to their community. Ecotourism projects are established to
bring benefits to local communities and create business opportunities,
but in many cases ecotourism make the outsiders benefit more than the
majority of resident communities (Wishitemi, Momanyi, Ombati, &
Okello, 2015).

In addition, according to a local inhabitant, conflicts between the
park and locals have not decreased in the last years in Tutlitamak. Stem,
Lassoie, Lee, and Deshler (2003) believe that ecotourism may fail in
having an effective influence on conservation if the awareness of the
local community is not drawn in that direction. One of the policies of
the eco-lodge in Tutlitamak is that tourists and locals should not in-
teract. Thus, tourists start their visit from the eco-lodge directly to the
national park and back without passing through the village. As Tutli-
tamak is a small, remote and conservative village, this policy was im-
plemented to preserve the social values of the community. However,
this policy is eliminating the indirect benefits of tourism to many re-
sidents of the village, such as exchange of ideas and local involvement.
A local participant in this study said: “There is a fear of tourists among
the locals”. Stem et al. (2010) argue that indirect tourism benefits such
as exchange of ideas showed significant associations with pro-en-
vironmental responses among the locals. It can strengthen positive

attitudes toward conservation among local residents.

6.3. Benefits from tourism in relation to losses from GNP

In the study villages, farmers bear most losses from the national
park and receive least benefits from tourism. Thus, tourism by itself is
not able to solve the conflict between farmers and the park. A similar
result was also found by Hemson et al. (2009) who studied the Mak-
gadikgadi community in Botswana, which presents a high range of
conflicts with a protected area. In the case of the Makgadikgadi com-
munity, the role of tourism in nature conservation was very limited. In
fact, the study shows that only 13% of the community received benefits
from tourism, which is far below what was found in our case study.

In order for tourism to be a solution for the conflict between farmers
and GPN, the benefits of tourism must reach this social group. Hence,
tourism development should be planned and managed having this goal
in mind. This will ensure a sustainable development of tourism and the
protection of the national park.

7. Conclusion

The survey results on three local communities living near Golestan
National Park (GNP) show that different employment sectors stated
contrasting views about losses and benefits from living near the na-
tional park. In particular, people in the agriculture sector showed the
highest losses from GNP, due to conflict with wildlife. This conflict is a
major threat for the conservation of the park.

The perceptions of locals toward tourists in their community were
generally positive, showing willingness to welcome more tourists. The
majority of respondents claim that tourists do not have negative cul-
tural and environmental effects on their community. Moreover, the
study results show that tourism is a source of income for most in-
dividuals and communities in the three study villages. Thus, as tourism
largely depends on GNP it plays a clear role toward its conservation.
Our results also reveal that there is an inverse relation between having
benefits from tourism and bearing losses as consequence of living near
the national park. In particular, locals who do not have benefits from
tourism have the most losses as a consequence of living near GNP. This
aspect limits the role of tourism in the conservation of the park and
requires a policy that allows those who experience losses, mainly the
farmers, to earn benefits from tourism.

The study results suggest that an equitable distribution of tourism
benefits in the study villages has the potential to reduce the conflicts
between humans and wildlife. To strengthen-up attitudes and partici-
pation toward conservation, the engagement of farmers is necessary.
Ecotourism could be an appropriate form of tourism for these com-
munities. Ecotourism can offer economic benefits to the communities
and also encourage locals to conserve nature and wildlife (Hunt,
Durham, Driscoll, & Honey, 2014; Santarém & Paiva, 2015). This is
particularly relevant as tourism growth can cause social and environ-
mental problems in small villages such as Tutlitamak and Chosh-
cheshmeh. Tourism development in these remote communities requires
understanding the local culture and the environment. Otherwise, ne-
gative impacts such as loss of identity and cultural traditions may occur
(Vedeld et al., 2012).

Most of protected areas in Iran are still developing their manage-
ment plans in terms of sustainable tourism (Reihanian, Mahmood,
Kahrom, & Hin, 2012). Management plans are necessary in GNP to
facilitate community participation in tourism (Kijazi & Kant, 2010;
Walpole & Goodwin, 2002). In particular, it is required that farmers get
more benefits from tourism in order to decrease the range of conflicts
between locals and wildlife and improve their attitude toward con-
servation. One option to engage farmers in tourism activities is eco-
agritourism, a combination of ecotourism and agritourism (Tuzon et al.,
2014). Other forms of Community-based tourism (CBT), engaging the
communities in the development, control and management of the
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tourism projects are also recommended (Ruiz-Ballesteros, 2011;
Tolkach & King, 2015). CBT has the potential to promote local cultural
and natural values, better distribute benefits among local communities,
and resolve existing conflicts of local communities with the national
park.

One limitation of our study is the sample size, which limits the
generalization of the results. A natural avenue for further research is to
assess the economic, cultural and environmental effects of different
tourism developments in GNP. In particular, whether these develop-
ments can foster the sustainable development of the local communities
and promote nature conservation.
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