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Abstract: Over the last years, tourism has undergone significant development worldwide, especially
in developing countries. Tourism is a multi-faced activity with positive and negative impacts on the
destinations, linking the economic, social, and environmental components of sustainable development.
The attitude of the host community is an important factor for future tourism planning, management,
and development of a tourism destination. As such, the paper analyzes the attitudes and perceptions
of the local residents from the Kurdistan Regional Government, located in the northern part of the
Republic of Iraq. To achieve the purpose of the research, a survey based on a questionnaire was
conducted in Sulaimani and Halabja Governorates. A number of 320 questionnaires were applied
in 2016. The collected data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and principal component
analysis. The results indicate that tourism is seen as a development sector during the last years.
Its positive impacts are better perceived than the negative ones, mainly because it offers more
recreational opportunities due to the development of new recreational parks. Tourism increases
pollution, this being the most negative aspect mentioned by the respondents, but regardless, they are
proud of the progress overthe last years and they support future actions for tourism development.

Keywords: sustainable tourism; tourism impacts; residents” attitude; destination management;
cluster analysis

1. Introduction

There is no doubt that over the last years, the tourism industry underwent significant development
worldwide with important consequences at top levels of decision-making due to the importance of
the attitudes and perceptions of the local communities for sustainable tourism planning strategies.
Understanding the impact of tourism on the local communities is becoming a major topic for
researchers, while being the key element in building sustainable and long-term tourism strategies [1-6].
Consulting and involving the local community whenever tourism strategies are built, increases
their success rate and assures positive effects in important areas: economic, social, cultural,
and environmental [7]. So, locals’ support has became an important issue for researchers [8-12].

Recently, the local community has become one of the most important stakeholders of the tourism
industry [13-17]. Its active participation and involvement is essential for a successful tourism
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product [18]. It was pointed out well that tourism is a “double-edged sword” because it involves both
positive and negative aspects for the host communities [19].

Eshliki and Kaboudi [13] stated that the degree of host community participation in tourism is
strongly related to the perceived tourism effects, and Hanafiah et al. [20] concluded that participation
is connected to personal benefits obtained from tourism. This approach is actually the essence of the
social exchange theory applied in tourism, which explains the community attitude and involvement
based on the benefits obtained, whether they are economic, socio-cultural or environmental [21].
If costs are greater than the benefits obtained, residents will oppose tourism activity, but if they can
benefit from this activity without substantial cost, they are likely to support it [22]. This theory was
tested among many communities around the world where tourism activities exist, using the three main
pillars of sustainability: economic, socio-cultural, and environmental [3,19,23-26]. After conducting
a complex literature review on the social exchange theory and its applicability in tourism, some
scholars recommend it as the “prevalent theory” [27].

Host communities generally perceive tourism activities positively within their region, especially
because of the economic benefits, including job opportunities, which is, by far, the most
important [18,20,25,28-31]. Socio-cultural aspects are generally perceived positively too, mainly
because of public facilities created by local authorities [16,32]. The environmental component of the
social exchange theory is often perceived by the host community in negative terms, because of some
the costs brought on by tourism development like pollution, crowding, destruction of natural habitats,
noise, etc. [17,25,33-35].

Understanding local community knowledge about rural tourism development, its beliefs,
and awareness of its benefits on their welfare helps policymakers developing and implementing long
term sustainable strategies. This paper aimed to investigate rural community perceptions regarding the
tourism development during the last years in the Kurdistan Regional Government Region. The research
was conducted in the context of the increasing need of the population for recreational activities and
the recent development of new tourist sights in the region. It was considered opportune since it offers
valuable information for future tourism, and not only in terms of general infrastructure and security),
but also in development plans of the region.

This paper consists of six sections. After the introduction, the Section 2 presents the literature
review regarding tourism development impacts and local communities” perceptions. The third section
“Materials and Methods” describes the research area and the methods used for the data analysis.
Furthermore, the fourth section is dedicated to the results of the study and comprises two sub-sections
“Perceptions on Tourism Impact Development” and “Analysis of the Link between Respondents’
Demographic Profile and Tourism Support”. The fifth section is dedicated to the discussion of the
results, while the last section of the article presents the main conclusions, limitations, and future
research directions.

2. Literature Review

Although studies were conducted in many countries, it is useful to focus on those regions that
are geographically similar to Kurdistan, where little research has been made about this topic, as most
studies refer to different regions of Iran. A common issue of the research conducted in Eastern
countries is the fact that communities support tourism activities and the main reasons consist not
only of the economic benefits (e.g., job creation, support for local economy, etc.) but social ones too,
like interaction with tourists and public services improvement. The negative impacts of tourism
development, particularity the moral issues, have high impact on the youngsters” behavior [36].

Demographic variables, especially gender, age, and education are important factors that influence
residents’ perception. In some cases, an important predictor of host community perception is the length
of residency within the community [16,37]. Furthermore, a less supportive attitude towards tourism
because of the government political and fiscal system was noticed in the Ugrup region, Turkey [38].
A study conducted in Kemer (Turkey) using cluster analysis obtained five clusters, among which
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“community public service focused” was the largest and most female dominant. Another important
finding consisted in the fact that the older population is favorable to tourism development, but not
interested in environmental issues [39].

A favorable attitude towards tourism is related to the degree of dependence on tourism [36,40],
a fact observed in Masooleh, Iran [41] and also in Kashan, Iran, where tourism is appreciated for job
opportunities and recreational facilities [32]. In Shiraz, Iran, the economic and environmental tourism
impacts were positively evaluated even if aspects like noise, pollution, crime rate, and destruction
of natural habitat were negatively evaluated [42]. Unlike other cases, the Egyptian residents do not
consider that tourism development is responsible for traffic jams, noise, and pollution [43], but for
worsening the living standard because of inflation, affecting local identity, and overcrowding tourism
destinations. Tourism’s impact is not always perceived positively, and a research of Eshliki and
Kaboudi [13] among the Iranian community of Ramsar is proof: residents were very disturbed by
the negative effects of tourism on the environment and also on the sociocultural life, causing a lower
involvement in tourism activity.

In the region of Kermanshah, Iran, a particularity was encountered: unlike most of the
communities which value tourism for its economic benefits, the community from Kermanshah
perceived the sociocultural impacts favorably, followed by the environmental ones, and last the
economic impacts, even if they recognize that tourism is a job creator [15]. The socio-cultural factor
is the most positively evaluated because the community is very open to tourists, which they like to
interact with and show their cultural heritage. Environmental impacts are also positively evaluated
because the community hopes that tourism will contribute to restoring the cultural heritage, even if
crowding, traffic problems, and noise are negatively perceived. Similar findings were noticed in
Bisotun, Iran where the community evaluated the social factors most favorably, among which the
interaction with tourists was considered to be very important [44]. The residents of Hawraman, Iran,
with a higher level of community attachment and involvement, perceived tourism and its impact in
a positive way, considering that it had a positive influence over the quality of life [45]. Residents from
Mashhad Iran, a region known for religious tourism, perceived that tourism has a negative impact on
the environment [46].

Interesting findings were obtained by Alhasanat and Hyasat [36] among the Jordanian population
from Petra, where the level of education influenced the perception on tourism, in a way that less
educated people evaluated the tourism activity positively, while more educated people, negatively,
unlike the findings obtained by Abdollahzadeh and Sharifzadeh [4] in a study from Zyarat,
Iran, where less educated people were unaware of tourism benefits and evaluated it negatively,
while medium-educated people in a positive way. Closely related to education is the concept of
“environmental literacy” part of the environmental education, which was analyzed in relation with
willingness to pay for environmental attributes in the context of small islands tourism [47].

3. Materials and Methods

The study was conducted in the tourist rural area of the Governorates Sulaimani and Halabja,
from Kurdistan Regional Government, in the northern part of the Republic of Iraq, during March-May
2016, in order to identify the attitudes and the perceptions of the rural residents toward tourism
development in the area. For the Sulaimani Governorate, six tourist places were selected: Dukan,
Tabin, Chami rezan, Zewe, Penjwen, and Sharbazher, while for the Halabja Governorate, for tourist
places were selected: Ahmed Awa, Tawella, Biara, and Zallm. The selection of the tourist places was
based on their attraction for the tourist and the projects that took place in the area during the past
years. In the last years, an increase of tourism activity was noticed especially due to the region’s high
potential for religious tourism, cultural tourism, eco-tourism, and business tourism.

The Kurdistan Regional Government area is home to some of the most important sites in the
world (e.g., cave shelters, sites from the Neolithic era, which witnessed the domestication of plants
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and animals, cities and settlements of great empires of antiquity, canals and rock reliefs, castles and
bridges, mosques and bazaars) [48].

The quantitative survey based on a questionnaire was used in order to examine the locals” attitude
and perception about tourism development. The field work was carried out between March-May 2016,
based on a non-probability convenience sample of 320 rural residents. The survey was conducted in
Kurdish based on face-to-face interviews, by four rained interviewers and supervised by two of the
authors. A pilot study was conducted on a sample of 14 respondents in order to evaluate the feasibility
of the research instrument. Based on the results of the pilot study some of the questions were removed
(e.g., the one related to the monthly household income, occupation), while for others the evaluation
scale was reduced from 7 points to 5 points. The final questionnaire comprised four main sections,
from which three of them were analyzed and presented in the current paper. The fourth section which
was not used for the purpose of the current paper, as it investigated the tourism entrepreneurship
intention among rural residents. In the first section of the analyzed sections, 19 items were used
in order to gather responses from local residents regarding their perception about the impact of
tourism development; the second section comprised 3 items in order to determine their support for
tourism development; the third section of the survey instrument was used to design the consumers’
socio-demographic profile.

A descriptive statistical analysis was used to identify the profile of the local residents and to
determine the means and standard deviation of each of the items used to describe the residents’
perception and their support for tourism development. Exploratory factor analysis was employed
to assess the factor structure of the variables that describe the residents’ perception about tourism
development. The 19 variables were factor-analyzed using principal component analysis (PCA) with
the Varimax rotation method to establish the underlying constructs. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO)
measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s test of Sphericity were examined to determine the fitness
of the data. Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was computed for each factor to estimate the
internal consistency of each scale. Following the factor analysis, a summated scale for each of the
factors was generated by summing items loaded on each construct and deriving their average score.
Subsequently, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to test validity [49] via AMOS 23.0.

A cluster analysis was conducted in order to isolate different groups within the sample and
examine their common features. A hierarchical cluster analysis using the Ward’s algorithm identified
2 homogenous clusters in the overall sample. Furthermore K-means cluster, a non-hierarchical
clustering technique was used. Cross-tabulation analysis using Person’s x? statistics was performed
with the demographic data, in order to determine the profile of the respondents from each group and if
there are any significant differences among them. Subsequently, an independent -test was employed
to compare the different groups by analyzing the significant difference between their means.

4. Results

4.1. Perceptions on Tourism’s Impact on Development

Principal factor analysis (PCA) was conducted to assess the dimensionality of the 19 items used
to evaluate the perception of rural residents towards tourism development. A 5-point Likert-type
scale was used based on the following scale: 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = neutral; 4 = agree;
and 5 = strongly agree to evaluate each variable. The Barlett’s test of sphericity was significant
(Chi-square = 2261.201, p < 0.000). The Kaiser-Meyer—Olkin (KMO) overall measure of sampling was
0.71 higher than 0.6, indicating that data were suitable for the principal component analysis [50,51].
The PCA with Varimax rotation of the 19 variables resulted in a five-component solution that explains
60.24% of the total variance. Only the factors with Eigenvalues greater than 1.0 were accepted.
In this study all the items that showed factor loading higher than 0.45 were retained for future
analysis. Hair et al. [48] indicated that 0.45 factor loading score is sufficient for samples higher
than 150 respondents (p. 128). The overall reliability of the 19 variables was 0.86, higher than 0.6
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indicating that data are suitable for the analysis. The closer the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is to
1.00 the greater the internal consistency of the items in the scale [49,52]. The CFA results suggest
good fit as follows: x2 = 260.358, d.f. = 142 (x%/d.f. = 1.834), p < 0.001, NFI = 0.918, TLI = 0.927,
CFI = 0.912, and RMSEA = 0.090 [49]. The composite reliability (CR) of the constructs was above
0.7, with an average variance extract (AVE) higher than 0.5, except for the fifth factor which did
not meet the validity and reliability criteria [49]. Subsequently, the fifth factor was removed from
further analysis.

Five perception variables (i.e., more vandalism, increase of crimes, increase of the cost of living,
increase of litter, and change in the traditional culture) concerning the negative impacts of tourism
development were loaded in the first component, and for counted 28.03% of the total variance (Table 1).

The first factor, labeled “negative impacts” had a mean of 3.38 (SD = 1.044) lower than the others
found in similar research [21]. The residents tended to be more affected by the increase in the cost of
living standards (mean = 3.66, SD = 1.362) and less affected by the change in their culture (mean = 3.24,
SD = 1.383), reinforcing the findings of Eraqi [43] (Table 2).

The second factor, labeled “social impacts”, was loaded with five variables (i.e., development
opportunity for the community, improve quality of life, increases standard of living, preserve the
cultural identity, development of parks and recreation facilities) explained 12.05% of the total variance
and had a mean of 3.96 (SD = 0.682).

Table 1. Results of principal factor analysis (PCA) on perceptions of tourism impact development.

Eigenvalue  Variance % Factor Item Ll‘:):;t;)rfg Communalities
More vandalism 0.816 0.718
Increases the amount of crimes in the area 0.809 0.717
5.33 28.03 Nega;i\;eoi.g;pacts Increase of cost of living standards 0.796 0.701
Large quantities of waste products 0.511 0.554
Change in the traditional culture 0.501 0.493
Development opportunity for my community 0.759 0.626
Increases the quality of life the community 0.643 0.433
229 12.05 So‘iai i()rzgaCt Preserve the cultural identity 0.615 0.530
Standard of living will increase 0.538 0.507
Development of parks a‘md recreational 0.484 0.662
areas (quality)
Provides job opportunities 0.739 0.711
st 601 Cult:r_aloirg;pact Incentives for tt:;z?:iz;);uiﬁi conservation of 0.707 0.641
Increase the pollution in the area (more litter) 0.787 0.752
T e
Increase the traffic problems in the area 0.543 0.541
Causes congestion 0471 0.448
Education Provides education 0.822 0.779
1.233 649 o =0.51 Encourages a variety of cultural activities 0.576 0.526

Total variance 60.24 %

The third factor, labeled “cultural impacts”, comprised of three variables, explained 6.91% of
the variance and had a mean of 4.03 (SD = 0.840). This factor involved attributes that focus on the
protection and conservation of natural resources (mean = 3.94, SD = 1.114) and restoration of historical
buildings (mean = 3.99, SD = 1.073). The fourth factor, called “physical”, had four items: increase
in pollution, new recreational opportunities, increase in traffic problems that lead to congestion in
the area. This factor explained 6.75% of the variance and has a mean of 3.98 (SD = 0.857). The rural
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residents perceived tourism as a factor that influences traffic jams (mean = 3.77, SD = 1.436) and the
pollution in their area (mean = 4.07, SD = 1.084) similar with the results of Aref et al. [42].

The fifth factor, named “education”, comprised of two attributes, explained 6.49% of the variance
and had a mean of 3.96 (SD = 0.826) with a reliability coefficient of 0.51. Residents agree that tourism
development has a direct and positive effect on the quality and numbers of cultural events from the
rural area, mainly because of the development of festivals (mean = 4.08, SD = 0.869). Even if education
is an important aspect in tourism development it was decided to remove this factor from the future
analysis of the data, due to the low internal consistency of the scale.

Table 2. Perception on tourism development impact.

Item Mean SD
Negative impacts 3.38 1.044
More vandalism 3.24 1.378
Increases the amount of crimes in the area 3.30 1.354
Increase of cost of living standards 3.66 1.362
Large quantities of waste products 3.50 1.443
Change in the traditional culture 3.24 1.383
Social impacts 3.96 0.682
Development opportunity for my community 4.17 0.974
Increases the quality of life the community 3.93 0.871
Preserve the cultural identity 3.61 1.292
Standard of living will increase 3.90 1.069
Development of parks and recreational areas (quality) 4.24 0.870
Cultural impacts 4.03 0.840
Provides job opportunities 417 1.106
Incentives for the protection and conservation of natural resources 3.94 1.114
Provides incentives for restoration of historical buildings 3.99 1.073
Physical 3.98 0.857
Increase the pollution in the area (more litter) 4.06 1.084
Increases the number of recreational opportunities for local homeowners 4.28 0.978
Increase the traffic problems in the area 3.77 1.436
Causes congestion 3.81 1.283
Education 3.93 0.826
Provides education 3.78 1.128
Encourages a variety of cultural activities 4.08 0.869

The residents perceived tourism as a development opportunity for their community (mean = 3.93,
SD = 0.871), mainly because the development of new parks and recreational areas (mean = 4.24,
SD = 0.870) provides new job opportunities for the host community, and in the end increases the living
standard of the residents (mean = 3.90, SD = 1.069) (Table 2).

The residents from rural Kurdistan Regional Government strongly agree that tourism
development has a positive impact on the social (mean = 3.96, SD = 0.682) and cultural components
(mean = 4.03, SD = 0.840).

4.2. Analysis of the Link between Respondents” Demographic Profile and Tourism Support

Furthermore, four out of five factors (i.e., negative, social, cultural impacts, and physical) loaded
after running the PCA were cluster analyzed (a Ward's hierarchical ascendant classification followed
by a k-means clustering for stabilization purpose). It allowed the identification of two clusters.
Multivariate statistics indicated that significant differences exist between the two clusters (p < 0.001)
(Table 3). The factors with the higher influence on the clustering of the residents were the “negative
impacts” and “physical” (Table 3). The clusters were named according to the members’ perceptions
about the tourism development impact.
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Cross-tabulation and Person’s x? statistics was used to identify the profile of rural residents in
terms of their gender, age, education level, and desire to invest in tourism and support for future
tourism development.

The results indicated that the majority of the respondents were male and open to the idea of
starting a business in tourism (Table 4). Cluster 1 (n = 190) was the largest one and represented 59.38%
of the total population. This cluster was predominantly characterized by residents that believed that
the development of tourism had a negative impact on physical facilities, but had a positive impact
on the cultural aspects of the rural community. The cluster was consequently named “supporters of
tourism development”. Cluster 2 (n = 130) represents 40.62% of the total population. The second cluster
characterized residents who were interested in the social and cultural effects of tourism development,
but the difference from the first cluster was significant and thus, it was named “disinterested for
tourism development” (Table 3).

Table 3. Clustering variables profiles.

Cluster 1 Cluster 2

Signifi
Factors (n=190,59.38%) (1 = 130, 40.62%) F Value ignificance
Negative impacts 4.05 2.41 474.408 0.000 *
Social impacts 4.26 3.53 117.088 0.000 *
Cultural impacts 4.29 3.50 119.048 0.000 *
Physical 4.47 3.27 284.476 0.000 *
Note: * p < 0.05.
Table 4. Demographic profile and tourism support.
Characteristics Cluster I (n = 190) Cluster II (n = 130)
Female 65 (34.2%) 57 (43.8%)
Gender Male 125 (65.8%) 73 (56.2%)
x2=15.153,df = 1, p = 0.000
Y ( ) 37.08 28.47
Age ears {mean (9.794) 2 (10.288) 2
£(318) = 7.566, p = 0.000
Tlliterate 46 (24.2%) 21 (16.6%)
Primary 29 (15.3%) 0 (0%)
Secondary 15 (7.9%) 6 (4.6%)
Education level High school 37 (19.5%) 18 (13.8%)
Institution 45 (23.7%) 25 (19.2%)
University degree 18 (9.5%) 60 (46.2%)
x? = 68.227, df = 5, p = 0.000
Desice to . Yes 152 (80%) 78 (60%)
esire to nvest in No 38 (20%) 52 (40%)
ourism x2=15273,df =1, p = 0.000
Importance of tourism for the community 3.43P (1.060) 2 322 (1.183) 2

1318) = 1.606, p = 0.109

Support for tourism
development I believe that tourism industry should be
actively encouraged in my community

£(221.24) = 3.549, p = 0.000

444°¢(0.772)2 4.05°¢ (1.051) 2

I support tourism and would like to see it
become an important part of my community

#(187.664) = 6.004, p = 0.000

4.43°(0.708) 3.72°(1.228) 2

vocu

Note: 2 Standard deviation, ® “not at all important” to “extremely important”, ¢ “totally disagree” to “totally agree”.

The findings indicated that the “supporters of tourism development” cluster represents the
majority of the population. This cluster includes the largest number of males compared with the other
cluster (65.8%) and older residents, with higher desire to invest in tourism business development,
exhibiting statistically significant differences from the second cluster.
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Subsequently, an independent f-test was carried out to examine the influence of cluster
membership on the support for future tourism development and the perceived importance of tourism
for the future development of the community.

Referring to Table 4, the results show that residents from the first cluster differ significantly in
their support for tourism development (mean = 3.43 for perceived importance of tourism, mean = 4.44
for encouraging tourism activity and mean = 4.43 for tourism development support). A reason for this
situation can be the fact that tourism can represent a viable alternative to use the extra resources from
the agricultural activity (local products) and to attract young people to work in the rural area [53].

5. Discussion

Tourism was perceived as a development opportunity for the host community because of the main
benefits (e.g., new parks and recreational areas, job opportunities, living standard of the residents).
These results confirm the findings of previous studies showing that tourism development leads to
environment protection (natural and cultural) and an increase in job opportunities [32,35,41]. These are
important aspects for sustainable tourism development in rural areas. The development of tourism
activity in rural areas generates extra income for the local budget that could be invested for future
tourism development plans and conservation of the tourism attractions, ensuring the sustainability of
the area.

The residents from rural Kurdistan Regional Government perceived tourism development being
a key element with positive impact on the social and cultural components. The findings of this
research are similar to those of other studies such as Andriotis and Kuvan and Akan [54,55]. The fact
that tourism is perceived as having cultural benefits is a common finding in this geographical area,
where host communities are very proud of their cultural heritage, being part of one of the oldest
civilizations. Other studies from Iran indicate its” huge importance [15,44].

There are different findings regarding the link between the attitude and support for tourism
development and the age of the respondents. In the current research, older residents perceived traffic
jams, pollution more negatively in their attitudes toward tourism development compared with the
youngest one, similar with the findings of Cavus and Tanrisevdi [56]. They realize and agree that
tourism development leads to new entertainment options for the local community, with direct impact
on the environment.

The first cluster entitled “supporters of tourism development” seems to be more aware of the
impacts of tourism on sustainable development. The residents from this cluster are more preoccupied
by the negative impacts of tourism development on the natural environment and on the culture of the
area. The residents from Iran also perceived negatively the tourism impact over the environment [46].
They realized that the development of tourism activity will lead to an increase in the number of
visitors with a direct impact on living cost, number of crimes, and quantity of litter in the area,
on the one hand. On the other hand, they see tourism as a job creator and an opportunity for the
development of the local community. At the same time, their attitude toward the cultural benefits of
tourism development is more significant than the one of the cluster named “disinterested for tourism
development”, thus reinforcing the results of Deng et al. [57].

The “disinterested for tourism development” (the second cluster) cluster represents 40.62% of the
respondents and has the highest number of females (43.8%) compared with the first cluster. At the same
time the respondents from this cluster are more educated and younger, with a lower desire to invest in
the tourism business. Surprisingly, even if the respondents comprised in this cluster are more educated,
their perception about the social and cultural impacts of tourism development is lower than the one
of the respondents from the first cluster. Their support for tourism development is lower compared
to the other group. This can be explained by the fact that traditionally, males are the ones involved
in tourism activity (business men, workers) in the research area. Another explanation for the lower
desire to invest in tourism business can be the age of the respondents. The entrepreneurial intentions
are more often present among the middle age group, compared with others age groups [58,59].
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The analysis of the characteristics of the two identified groups revealed that there are significant
differences between the first and second cluster. The first cluster is more interested in tourism
development and its impact on the natural, cultural and social aspects, while the second cluster seems
not to care too much about tourism development and its impacts on the local community. This is
surprising, since the second cluster is more educated (46.2% of the members of this cluster have
a university degree) and the members are younger. An explanation for this situation can be that
young and educated rural residents do not see their future in the rural area, and they are looking for
opportunities in the neighboring cities.

6. Conclusions

Based on its very old and rich heritage, with roots that go back until 5000-6000 BC, the Kurdish
potential to attract tourism is significant. The tumultuous past that the Kurdistan region had to face
left traces and enriched the culture, the architecture, and the gastronomy, all of them being relevant
factors for encouraging tourists to visit it. Nevertheless, the heritage has been better kept in rural areas,
and better preserved against external influences, where tourists have the possibility to experience the
feeling of travelling back in time.

Tourism is perceived as being an important development opportunity for the rural community
from the Kurdistan Regional Government and it uses different tools to promote it worldwide, mostly
by the General Board of Tourism of the Kurdistan Regional Government even if their efforts are,
however, incipient and undersized compared to the potential of the region.

One should not neglect the fact that the Kurdistan region is regularly associated with the feeling
of insecurity for foreigners, mostly by Western mass-media which is not able to make the regional,
social, and geographical differences in the region. Certainly, that drastically limits the intention of
Western tourists to go visit the area, no matter how charming the opportunity to see, feel and taste
Kurdish attractions may sound for them. Being located in a conflict zone, the Kurdish region is affected
by the general perception and fear about terrorism. Therefore, the local authorities must assume
a constant mission of communication in order to contribute to tourism development. So, besides
administrative issues like building tourism infrastructure and investments in tourism facilities in
the area to encourage tourism development [60], an important aspect resides in the capability of
marketing the destination. This implies taking into consideration the perceived risk which influences
the international decisions to travel to Kurdistan, the foreigners” attitude towards the destination,
and their income [61]. Efficient destination marketing should imply participating in international
tourism fairs and a constant communication about the safety of the region.

In the Kurdistan Regional Development, the link of the urban population with the rural roots
is present everywhere, being a usual occurrence to meet local producers selling agricultural, food,
and handmade products on the streets and /or on bazars. Also, it is quite common for urban inhabitants
to often go for barbeques and sightseeing on the outskirts of the cities. As a consequence, domestic
demand for rural tourism services in the region is more related to the need for quietness and rediscovery
of the old culture and history—a feeling deeply present in the social life of Kurdish people.

The findings of the paper prove that tourism in the rural area of Kurdistan Regional Government
is regarded rather positively by the inhabitants, being expected to have beneficial outcomes both on
tourism suppliers in the region and on the region, as an entity. As such, it exhibits the potential to
become an important source of sustainable development if tourism suppliers from rural areas keep
creating their offers based on the abovementioned expectations of the target population.

The local residents are aware of the impacts that tourism can have on their community and
they highly appreciate the positive ones: improvement of the quality of the recreation opportunities,
development of the community by increasing the living standard and the quality of life.

Results indicate that tourism impacts are perceived positively as employment opportunities and
well-being increase. The older residents of the rural area are willing to support the development of
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sustainable tourism because of the positive effects on the community and environment, even if they
are more concerned about the negative tourism impacts (crime, pollution, traffic jams, etc.).

Similar to previous studies, it is needed to highlight the fact that even if tourism is considered
to be an alternative occupation for women in the rural area, the women are less attracted to start-up
a business, compared with the men [52].

The development of tourism in the rural areas of the Kurdistan Regional Government implies
strategic plans that take into consideration the heritage, the cultural characteristics, and competitive
advantages of the area in order for it to be sustainable and attract both national and foreign visitors.
Tourist facilities (lodgings, restaurants, entertainment) should be adapted to the visitors’ needs in order
to gain competitive advantages. In the same time, special training programs should be developed to
qualify the working force in tourism services and assure high standard quality services, which could
improve the perception about the quality of the rural tourism services. The research underline
important aspects related to the perception of the residents through tourism development in the area.
The sustainable tourism development in a destination is highly influence by the interaction between
tourists and residents. The quality of interaction between residents and tourist influence residents’
perceptions regarding tourism development and acceptance and tolerance for tourists by residents [62].

This research examined the variables and factors that explained the local rural residents’
attitudes and perceptions toward tourism development in the Kurdistan Regional Government.
The results of the research provide helpful and important information about their support for tourism
development and their future intention to get into the tourism business. This information can be
used by policy-makers and tourism strategies to formulate and develop plans for sustainable rural
tourism development.

Future research should be extended to either rural areas of the Kurdistan Regional Development
in order to determinate the support and attitude of the local community toward tourism development,
on the one hand, and to identify the satisfaction level of the tourists, on the other hand. In order to
develop proper and sustainable strategies, it is important to analyze the demand for rural tourism,
as well. This can provide vital information about the socio-demographic characteristics of the tourists,
their preferences, and trip budget, which can be later used to develop proper tourism services
and products.
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