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The aim of this study is to identify the key factors influencing the effectiveness of the
railway network in enhancing ecological access to tourist areas and to propose
strategies for its improvement. In this regard, the main research question is: How can
the development of the railway network along the Tabriz—Jolfa route enhance
environmental access to the region’s tourist destinations?

This research was conducted using both quantitative and qualitative analytical
methods. The required data were collected through questionnaires and semi-structured
interviews with tourists and local residents, as well as from documentary and library
studies in conjunction with field investigations. The data were then analyzed using
statistical software such as Smart PLS, and the results were extracted accordingly.
The Tabriz—Jolfa tourism corridor was selected as a case study, with a focus on
examining the railway stations and attractions along the route. One of the reasons for
selecting this railway route is its significant potential in industrial, historical, and
cultural tourism, as well as its function as an economic corridor for the exchange of
goods and services with the Republic of Azerbaijan and the Nakhchivan region.

The findings suggest that railway tourism along the Tabriz—Jolfa line can contribute
to increased awareness, monitoring, and preservation of historical, cultural, natural,
and rural heritage. Finally, by evaluating the facilities and constraints of the selected
area, the study proposes that enhancing ecological access to tourism-capable zones
through railway network development is feasible, and offers recommendations for
further development and utilization of the route.
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1. Introduction

This study explores how the development of the Tabriz-Jolfa railway network can improve ecological accessibility
to tourism-rich areas, thus fostering sustainable regional development. The Tabriz-Jolfa corridor, which spans 149
kilometers and connects key tourism hubs in Iran and Azerbaijan, serves as the case study due to its cultural and
geographical importance. This research aims to evaluate the railway’s role in enhancing ecological tourism by
analyzing the environmental, social, economic, and infrastructural aspects. The central research question is: How
can the Tabriz-Jolfa railway enhance ecological accessibility and promote tourism?

2. Literature Review

The development of rail-based tourism, founded on mixed land use, promotes the lowest environmental impact,
pedestrian-friendly design, prevention of unstructured urban sprawl, and an integration of these factors.
Understanding the flow of tourists and the factors influencing their relationship with destinations has profound
effects on infrastructure and transport development. Transportation is considered a key element of the tourism
industry and one of the most influential factors contributing to the success of tourism (Yousefi et al., 2023). The
simultaneous development of railway transportation and spatial expansion of cities and regions plays a role not
only in shaping urban spatial structures but also in influencing the spatial organization of cities (Kheyroddin &
Ghaderi, 2023). At a macro scale, railway networks help regulate the spatial framework of settlements and
employment centers while also having specific implications for the economic and social dynamics of surrounding
areas. Providing fast and affordable access to employment centers, services, and public facilities through railway
networks enhances property values and improves the quality of life in areas surrounding railway stations
(Kheyroddin et al., 2014a). At the regional scale, railway networks are considered key factors in controlling
unplanned and discontinuous urban sprawl. These networks can prevent excessive expansion of activities and land
use changes, which are often driven by tourism attraction in scenic and desirable locations (Kheyroddin, Piroozi,
& Soleimani, 2017). Due to their controlled routes, stations, and defined impact zones, railway networks exert the
least environmental damage on their surroundings. Optimal utilization of railway network capacities in the
development of ecological tourism not only contributes to environmental resource conservation but also fosters
economic prosperity in adjacent regions (Abbaspour Kalmarzi & Kheyroddin, 2021). Thus, investing in railway
infrastructure as a sustainable strategy enables improved accessibility while minimizing negative effects on the
natural environment. The development of ecological tourism can serve as an effective response to preventing
environmental degradation. Ecotourism emphasizes sustainability principles, ensuring minimal harm to the
environment while prioritizing respect for the host community. According to the Social Exchange Theory, host
residents who perceive greater benefits than costs from tourism are more likely to support its development (Lee,
2016).

3. Methodology

A descriptive-analytical approach was employed to assess the Tabriz-Jolfa railway's potential in enhancing
tourism. The study utilized both qualitative and quantitative methods, including surveys, semi-structured
interviews with tourists, locals, stakeholders, and secondary data analysis. Data on accessibility, environmental
impacts, and community involvement were gathered through questionnaires focusing on satisfaction, infrastructure
quality, and perceived benefits. SmartPLS software was used for structural equation modeling to analyze
relationships among variables such as ecological impact, economic growth, and governance. Additionally, field
observations were made to assess the infrastructure and tourist sites along the route, and ethical guidelines ensured
voluntary participation and confidentiality.

4. Results

The Tabriz-Jolfa railway corridor demonstrates significant ecological benefits by reducing reliance on road
transportation, thus decreasing greenhouse gas emissions and mitigating environmental degradation. Rail transport
aids in biodiversity conservation and minimizes ecological footprints in sensitive areas. Proximity to natural
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attractions like Kiamaki Mountain, the Aras River, and Mahara Waterfalls increases the railway’s potential for
promoting eco-tourism.

Economically, the railway enhances access to tourist destinations, stimulates the local economy by creating

jobs, and attracts investment in tourism infrastructure. Iconic attractions like St. Stepanos Church draw both
domestic and international tourists, generating economic activity. However, challenges such as limited train
capacity and inadequate station facilities hinder the full economic potential of the corridor.
Culturally, the railway helps preserve and promote local heritage sites, fostering cultural exchange between tourists
and local communities. The research highlights the importance of involving local communities in tourism planning
to ensure equitable benefits and strengthen social cohesion. Despite these advantages, gaps in infrastructure,
including the lack of tourism-specific services and poor integration with local attractions, limit the railway’s
overall effectiveness in promoting tourism.

The SmartPLS analysis confirmed significant relationships between railway development and improvements
in ecological accessibility, tourism satisfaction, and local economic outcomes. However, moderate correlations in
governance and policy areas suggest the need for more strategic coordination and planning.

5. Conclusion

The Tabriz-Jolfa railway corridor has the potential to significantly enhance ecological accessibility and promote
sustainable tourism development. The shift from road to rail transport helps reduce environmental impacts, such
as greenhouse gas emissions and ecological degradation. The proximity to natural attractions supports the
promotion of eco-friendly tourism. Economically, the railway contributes to regional development by improving
access to tourist destinations, creating employment opportunities, and boosting local businesses. However,
addressing infrastructure limitations, such as inadequate train capacity and lack of tourism-specific services at
stations, is essential for maximizing the railway’s economic potential.

Culturally, the railway plays a key role in preserving and promoting local heritage, while offering a platform
for cultural exchange between tourists and local communities. Engaging local communities in tourism planning
ensures that the benefits are shared equitably and helps maintain social cohesion. Despite these advantages, further
investments in infrastructure and services are needed to enhance the overall tourist experience.

In conclusion, the Tabriz-Jolfa railway corridor exemplifies the potential of transportation networks to
contribute to ecological and tourism development while supporting local communities. By addressing
infrastructure gaps and fostering community engagement, the railway can become a key driver of sustainable
tourism. The study provides valuable insights and a framework that can be applied to other regions aiming to
balance ecological preservation with economic and cultural growth.
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