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ABSTRACT

In Biosphere Reserves of many countries, nature tourism is seen as a tool for sustainable development which
naturally has its own environmental impacts. The application of strategic management methods such as SWOT can
ensure long term viability of sensitive environments of Biosphere Reserve. The focuses of this study was the
application of SMOT in identification of internal and external strategic factors and develop strategies for Miankaleh
Biosphere Reserve in Iran. Thirty one factors of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats were identified
using IFE and EFE matrices and 20 SO, ST, WO, and WT strategies were developed. These strategies can be used
in present and future management and planning of nature tourism. For better results, all strategies should be
reviewed periodically.
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INTRODUCTION

Biosphere reserves are designated and managedthvétiobjective of promoting and combining biodiversi
conservation with sustainable development basesbomrmunity participation and science [1]. Todaypiany areas
tourism is seen as an answer to economic develdpmenicularly areas of natural beauty [2]. In maountries,
authorities responsible for protected areas haenta strong interest in tourism, seeing it asuacgof income, an
opportunity for a sustainable livelihood for parksed communities, and as an activity that needsfutar
management [3].

According to UNESCO definition, Biosphere Reseraes places that seek to reconcile conservatioriodédical
and cultural diversity and economic and social tiguent through partnerships between people ande{]. It
seems this definition is appropriate for develophwnypes of tourism especially nature tourism andtourism. In
fact in many countries, Biosphere Reserves, likeiotypes of protected areas, are considered as@atie regions
for tourism development.

However, many of these protected areas have besgnadel for species and habitat protection, withtéchor no
consideration for tourism access or accommodafipnHence Biosphere Reserves authorities may ptefeism
activities which are compatible with environmentdncerns, i.e. sustainable nature tourism or gépera
Sustainable Tourism.

In Biosphere Reserves it is important to develofumeatourism in a sustainable way because dedgiteame and
existence of 'nature' concept, nature tourism nese negative impacts on characteristics of sued, are. the
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increasing numbers of tourists bring with themselaerange of sociocultural and environmental isfaeshost
communities [6]. Hence, successful and sustainadlere tourism in such areas requires long termnagithods of
strategic management.

The fact that nature-based tourism can only surwiien the resources on which it depends are pestpotsource
conservation is not a core element in its condtict |

It seems strategic management has been an impassue in environmental management of nature touris
(EMNT) especially in different types of protectecé@s including Biosphere Reserves. Tourism actwitian have
long-term environmental impacts on Biosphere Resgrthus planning and management of such actistiesild
be a strategic and long-term process [8].

It is important when tourism takes place, managérframeworks and strategies are put in place tarenthat it
supports and maintains protected area natural altgral values [9]. Hence some strategies shoul@bbaulated
and this step which is called "strategy formulatiena part of strategic management process. Thegss consists
of three stages: strategy formulation, strategylémgntation, and strategy evaluation [10].

SWOT is a well-known method for identification aftérnal and external strategic factors that leadstiategy
formulation. It is an acronym for Strengths, Weads®es, Opportunities, and Threats. As a simple tgabnwhich
helps to focus activities into areas of strengthd where the greatest opportunities lie, SWOT caruged in
formulating strategies and policies for manageis I[8is a strategic planning tool used to evaluthe strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats involveal pmoject or in a business venture [11]. Since SWfa$ been
widely discussed in similar papers, we shall nabetate much on it.

There are many papers on the application of SWQdunsm and environmental science. Many of thenehssed
SWOT in different fields of tourism in Iran which the country of case study[12-30].

The above papers suggest that the applicationmaikegic planning and management methods is exensitourism
and environmental studies. Hence, it seems SWO®@ a&ll-known method is a suitable choice in EMNT in
sensitive environments such as Biosphere Reseias.focus of this study is the use of SWOT method i
identification of strategic factors and formulatiegvironmental strategies for nature tourism inamdus and
popular Biosphere Reserve in northern Iran.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study area

Iran has many natural attractions for tourists amany parts of the country are identified as natiangrism
destinations, particularly the northern coastlifdsese areas consist of many national parks artdgieal areas that
attract many tourists from all over the country][2Biosphere Reserves are important part of a pteteareas
network of this country and there are 10 of therh].[3Ihree of Iranian Biosphere Reserves are sitliatethe
northern region of the country which among themmMaeh is a well-known Biosphere Reserve [32].

With the area nearly 15000 hectares, Miankaleh Biese Reserve (MBR) is a peninsula in the south cfathe

Caspian Sea and north of Gorgan Bay on a longitdidi8°, 25' to 54°, 05' E and latitude of 36°, #5636°, 55' N

[33]. The total area of Miankaleh peninsula anddgaorBay, which consists of marine and terrestgakgstems, is
designate as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 197#8s&aSites, and Iranian Wildlife Refuge [24]. Itenate

ranges from warm semi—humid to temperate [34] aagbnhabitats include wetlands, inter-tidal mudhaat sandy
shore, shallow marine waters, forested peat laradgpberry shrub forests, Tamarix forests and aljmial areas
[35].

Some popular attractions in and adjacent to tha sweh as rich fauna and flora, landscapes, pleabarate, and
easy access make MBR a popular regional touridindgi®n. It attracts many visitors from adjacembwpnces
including Tehran, Semnan, Mazandaran, and Gold8&in In other studies, it was shown that soil eluderistics
and soil texture condition would not be good ci#tdor proposing of cut and fill slope [37]. Depagnt of the
Environment (DOE) of Mazdandaran province offigiathanage MBR is faced with poaching, overgrazingssn
tourism, and change of land use pattern, etc. [36].

SWOT analysis
A full methodology is described by MoharramnejachhRamai, & Dorbeiki (2013). According to them, the
methodology is as follows:
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Sep one: EMNT in MBR was considered as a system which badhternal and external environment. All plans and
projects outside of the system were consideredk@sral strategic factors, i.e. opportunities (@y ahreats (T).
Internal environment included strengths (S) andkreases (W) which were related to EMNT of MBR.

Sep two: 8 experts of tourism and environmental managemarticipated in a survey in year 2012 and deterdhine
strategic factors using an activity worksheet. Eactivity worksheet was emailed to them and gatheifter two
weeks for analyzing. The questions were:

-What strengths are there for EMNT in MBR?

-Which internal factors prevent good EMNT in MBR?

-Which external factors provide opportunities foiET in MBR?
-What threats are there for EMNT in MBR?

For evaluation of internal and external factorsnarices were used: Internal Factor Evaluation M&tFEM) and
External Factor Evaluation Matrix (EFEM). At theopess, some factors were determined as strengtaknesses,
opportunities, and threats. They were weighted wag that the sum of the weighs was equal to oimeeSt was
difficult to weigh between zero and one, it wasi@a® use another scoring system (e.g. One t@2000). Hence,
the resulted weighs should be normalized.

Afterwards and according to Table 1, "score of enristatus” was allocated to each factor. As dtrabere were a
weight and score for each factor. Weights were ipligtd by the score that led to weighted score. Tdtal
weighted score was between 1 and 5 with an avarggelf the sum of weighted score was above &ngfths (or
opportunities) were over weaknesses (or thredti&)was below 3, then weaknesses (or threats) weee strengths
(or opportunities).

Sep three: Matrix of SWOT analysis was used with internal &xternal factors from IFEM and EFEM. As a result,
four categories of strategies were developed:

= SO: combination of Strengths and Opportunities Wwigccalled Max-Max
= ST: combination of Strengths and Threats whictalled Max-Min

= WO: combination of and Threats which is called N#iax

= WT: combination of Weaknesses and Threats whicalisd Min-Min

Table 1: Score of IFEM and EFEM

Score Description
1 The status of factor (S, W, O, or T) is weak
2 This means the status of factor is below average
3 This indicates for average
4 This denotes above average
5 The status of factor shows very good
Based on Moharramnejad, Rahnamai, & Dorbeiki (2013).

Table 2: IFEM of EMNT in MBR

Normalized Score of current Weighted
Internal factors )

weight status score

S1 Pleasant climate 0.07 4 0.28

S2 High biodiversity and scenic beauty 0.07 4 0.28

S3 | Designated as BR, RS, and WR 0.05 3 0.15

Strengths S4 Nearness to protected areas of Golestan andnidazm provinces 0.02 2 0.04

S5 High cultural diversity 0.05 4 0.2
S6 Infrastructure such as transportation and acemiations 0.06 4 0.24

S7 Primary regulations of nature tourism 0.09 2 0.18

S8 | Existence of Master Plan 0.08 2 0.16

W1 | Ecological sensitivity 0.09 4 _0.36

W2 | Bad and separate management 0.08 2 0.16

W3 | Conflicts between land use patterns 0.05 2 0.1

Weaknesses| W4 | Lack of definite regulations of nature tourism 0.09 3 0.27
W5 | Master Plan has not been started yet 0.08 3 0.24

W6 | Inadequacy of sustainable facilities 0.06 2 0.12

W7 | Inadequacy of marketing and communication 0.06 3 0.18

Total 1 2.96
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RESULTS

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Thre#dettes were identified using IFEM and EFEM, regpely

and tables 2 and 3 show the results. At each tablggrlined numbers present the highest scoredh geoup. All

factors are referred to the state of EMNT in thelgtarea, e.g. infrastructure in the area or higtucal diversity.
According to the methodology, four types of stragsgvere developed using the SWOT matrix whichpsesented
in table 4.

Table 3: EFEM of EMNT in MBR

External factors Norm_allzed Score of Weighted
weight current status score
O1 | Emphasis on nature tourism in Iranian goalspaidies 0.08 4 0.32
02 | Tourism plans in northern coastlines of Iran 0.07 3 0.21
Financial and technical aid from international peogs and organizations sugdh
03 X . 0.04 1 0.04
as Caspian Environment Programme (CEP)
04 | Emphasis of local governments on tourism deveég 0.07 2 0.14
Opportunities | O5 | Designated as a typical tourism area 0.06 2 0.12
06 | Great national demand for nature tourism 0.08 2 0.16
o7 Existence of Environmental Non-Governmental Orgatiins (ENGOs) and 0.02 1 0.02
experts
08 | Nearness to foreign countries 0.05 1 0.05
09 | Sufficient infrastructures in surrounding areas 0.06 2 0.12
T1 | Unsustainable nature tourism 0.08 2 0.16
T2 | Environmental pollution 0.07 1 0.07
T3 | Over exploitation of natural resources 0.06 1 0.06
Threats T4 | Change of land use patterns 0.05 2 0.1
T5 | Low level of income, literacy and environmeraalareness of local people 0.04 2 0.08
T6 | Natural disasters such as rising sea level 0.07 1 0.07
T7 | Low level of environmental awareness and edanaif decision makers 0.07 1 0.07
T8 No NBT tour operators 0.03 1 0.03
Total 1 1.82
Table 4: SWOT strategies of MBR
Opportunities Threats |
Utilization of Iranian tourism goals, policies, aptans to - . ’ .
SO1 implement and strengthen regulations of MBR andnest | ST1 fL:)tr'Ilszl?st;g?n:glga;g\r/ae“:nnﬂeﬁIgﬂrsgtitrtéag:ﬁil;ﬂmwde a basis
ones, if necessary P
Utilization of financial and technical aid from é@rhational S . . .
R B 3 Utilization of regulations of MBR to improve envirmental
S0O2 organizations to implement and strengthen natuteisim | ST2 -
. quality of the area
regulations of MBR
Utilization of Iranian tourism goals, policies, p&a and Establishment of a protected areas network can cwep
SO3 demands to form an nature tourism network ST3 | environmental qqapty of the area and raising enwvinental
awareness of decision makers
Strengths Utilization of Iranian tourism goals, policies, p&a and
] goais, policies, p The establishment of sustainable infrastructureatfire tourism
SO4 | demands to establish new sustainable infrastrucamé | ST4 | . . -
= in degraded lands can organize use patterns wisely
strengthen existing ones
sos | Uilization of local ENGOs and expers to swensthe o | qrechng SOEETE o O E I R
regulation of nature tourism and set new ones P capacity 9
operators
Utilization of Iranian tourism goals, policies, apdns to Implementation of Master Plan can improve environtak
S0O6 ; . goas, b : ST6 | quality; raise environmental awareness of decisiakers; and
ensure implementation of the Master Plan of tha are )
prepare for natural disasters
Wwo1 Utilization of nature tourism goals, policies, apthns to Preparing a conservation plan which prevents factbat have
strengthen environmental management of the area negative and significant impacts on environmentallity of the
S . . - WT1 | area such as development of unsustainable naturgsrig
wo2 rUet Illjzlzttligg soz);rr?z;]tlirne%gﬁliss’rﬁoigctlr?:'a?gg pla t definite environmental pollution and over exploitation; charf land use
9 patterns; and natural disasters
I . - Preparing an integrated management plan which ptevactors
WO3 ;J:(Ij'Zea;'Oenngftgirglanﬂ?gaelﬁfégt?\yg'ﬁfénﬂagingg nigGOs WT2 | that have negative impacts on the management afré@esuch ag
Weaknesses p P 9 incorrect policies and decisions
Utilization of Iranian goals, policies, plans amtdl ENGOs
and experts to emphasize sustainable development of
WO4 | infrastructure in the area; Also nearness to foreiguntries
can provide an opportunity to develop sustainabl%st Preparing an integrated land use management whiehepts
infrastructure up to high standards conflicts between land use patterns
Utilization of Iranian goals, policies, plans amdtdl ENGOs
WOS5 | and experts to develop effective marketing and oéknof
communication

DISCUSSION

According to the results (Table 2), the best stiehgf EMNT of MBR are pleasant climate (S1), arighh
biodiversity and scenic beauty (S2). Since MBR $i#itable climate and rich biodiversity and attraetiandscapes,
these factors have an important role in EMNT ofadhea. On the other hand, there are some protacées in the
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adjacent provinces (Golestan and Mazandaran) ssicBomishan Wetland. This factor (S4) has the Iseste in
the Strengths which means it can slightly help EMNThe area.

Ecological sensitivity (W1) has the most scorehia Weaknesses group which means tourism manageémtre
area should be sustainable and environmentallydsaonflict between land use patterns in MBR (W&3aunother
weakness which has the least score in this group.

In Table 3, emphasis on nature tourism in Iraniaalgand policies is the best opportunity (O1). EMM the area
can use this opportunity to improve its performar@& relates to local ENGOs and experts which haslg¢ast
score in the Opportunities group.

Since there is no sustainable nature tourism in MB#table NBR (T1) has the most score in the Tansagroup.
There is no nature tourism tour operator in MBRdwethis factor can be a threat which has the saste in the
group (T8).

According to Tables 2 and 3, the total score of ItFie is the below 3. This means EMNT in MBR has eaiv
performance in reducing weaknesses and increasigiggshs. Similarly, the total score of EFE is betow 3 which
present weak performance of EMNT in benefit of apyaities and neutralizing threats. Generally thtaltscore of
IFE and EFE show that EMNT in MBR has more difftgulith external factors rather than internal ones.

Twenty environmental strategies in four categowese developed for MBR which are shown in Tabl& ey are
as follows:

Group 1-SO: There are 6 strategies in this group (SO1 to SD&is group of strategies means that EMNT of MBR
uses opportunities (as external factors) by udimgexisting strengths (as internal ones). For mtgain SO2 in
Table 4, EMNT of MBR tries to utilize financial artidchnical aid from international organizationsirtgplement
and strengthen regulations in the area. Some mtierral organizations such as CEP and UNEP prdwidigets for
different projects in the area. EMNT of MBR canidefsome projects to improve regulation of natangism in
the area.

Group 2-ST: In this group there are 6 strategies, i.e. ST$T6. An example of this group is ST6 (Table 4nc8i
the area has a Master Plan, implementation of Bupbrtant plans can improve environmental qualityhe area.
In addition it can raise environmental awarenesgdeafision makers of MBR, and prepare for naturshsters. All
of these items are important factors in successilagement and planning of nature tourism in MB&négally, in
this type of strategies EMNT of MBR uses the sy&estrengths (internal factors) to minimize theetiis (external
ones).

Group 3-WO: This group consists of 5 strategies (WO1 to WO3)e aim of this type of strategies is to gain
external opportunities to reduce the internal weakes. An example of such strategy is WO3 in Tabla this
strategy, EMNT of MBR tries to utilize some goodroptunities such as policies, plans, local ENGQO$ experts to
help the management of the area effectively.

Group 4-WT: WT1, WT2, and WT3 are environmental strategieshes group. All of the strategies of this group
try to minimize the effects of external threatsthg use of internal weaknesses. An example is WWDBIET4). In this
strategy, EMNT of MBR should provide an integratadd use plan. This plan prevents conflicts betwleed use
patterns.

Based on identification of internal and externahtsgic factors, this paper proposes four typesmfronmental
strategies for MBR. Since these strategies ar@aebed from strengths, weaknesses, opportunitiesttapats, each
strategy has a close relationship with others.abit,feach strategy should be considered with therstand their
priorities.

In the case of the MBR, many conflicts exist betweature conservation and capitalization of natteaburces for
nature tourism. These types of problems existegqt but In the future, nature tourism trends edgttainly change
and SWOT factors should be identified again. Initial such process should be done for strategsndidation.
However, nature tourism development should be etimgl to obtain its sustainability.
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CONCLUSION

SWOT analysis is well suited to support decisiorkimz in complex environments such as MBR. Becausiso
simplicity, experts of EMNT can easily use it foradysing the current state of nature tourism. Idithoh, strategies
can be deriving from internal and external factétence, strategic management with emphasis on amagntal
issues seems to be a necessary tool in sustaitwaiiem of national parks [8].For sustainable métion of the land
ecosystems, it is essential to know the naturalaciteristics, extent and location, its quality, guctivity, suitability
and limitations of various land uses [38]. Thisdstyprovides a contribution to EMNT by suggesting applied
approach to help decision makers of nature touriBhe authors suggest that SWOT method is an apptepr
method for planning and management of nature touiis Biosphere Reserves of Iran, because it is awot
sophisticated method and do not need to advancadi&dge.
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