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Abstract:



The development of small businesses in rural areas as a key strategy for sustaining the population and improving the quality of life of villagers has always been a concern for many developed and developing countries. Some rural areas provide their villagers with favorable conditions for the development of businesses in order to enjoy the potential in the field of tourism. Sustainable development in these areas can be achieved with systematic attention and planning. In the present work, the spatial analysis of the distribution of small businesses in the eastern parts of Gilan Province was studied with an emphasis on tourism in mountainous regions. The study population consisted of all villages in the east part of Gilan Province, and the sample included all businesses officially supported by the Omid Entrepreneurship Fund. The research method was a descriptive analytic in which GIS software and the G statistic were used for the analysis of spatial correlation, clustering, hot and cold spots analysis and buffer zones. Finally, the results of the study showed that the spatial distribution of businesses in different economic sectors (agriculture, industry, services and tourism) were different between 2011 and 2016 in the way the cluster pattern was formed in agricultural and service activities. A cluster pattern cannot be considered in the tourism and industrial activities, but there is a random (point) pattern; in this regard, the results indicate the importance of the factor of distance between the village and the city center in the distribution of tourism businesses. In addition, the highest levels of support for businesses were in the agricultural and services sectors, while the lowest support was in industry and tourism. Finally, the results showed that the distribution of businesses in all activities was much higher in the plains and valleys as compared to the mountainous and hill areas.
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1. Introduction


Over the past twenty years, tourism has expanded and been recognized as the largest industry in the world [1]. Certainly, in both developed and developing countries, tourism is often a type of service to stimulate regional economic activities [2]. Rural tourism is linked to many other tourism patterns, but its distinguishing characteristic is its setting [3]. Rural tourism typically involves recreational activities in rural areas that arose due to urbanization and industrialization in the 19th century [4]. In recent years, its development and prosperity as one of the most important strategies for rural development has attracted the attention of scholars, especially rural experts, and is considered a strategy for local and regional development [5].



Tourism development in recent times has shown that tourism is an innovative tool for the revival of rural areas in developing countries [6]. In other words, the growth and development of tourism can lead to increased employment, especially business development for the local people. Considering the economic and social conditions and the potential of each region, the development of tourism can create the basis for employment and entrepreneurship and provide areas of growth and development for that region [7]. Rural tourism also enables privately run, small businesses to emerge as an economic development engine. It can be one of the main strategies for solving rural problems, diversifying the economy and making optimal use of the resources of the country’s villages [8].



A systematic and clustered distribution and development strategy is one of the more successful strategies for organizing small and medium-sized businesses, which has emerged a major role in regional development in different countries and has helped the local population at the micro level over the past three decades [9]. In fact, the systematic and clustered development of businesses, especially in the tourism sector as a socio-economic system, has been based on the two foundations of the empowerment and sustainability of stakeholders and local people [10,11]. Huybers and Bennet [12] have studied a systematic and clustered development approach and distribution of the tourism industry and suggested a framework for tourism development. Rosenfield [13] explored the strategy for systematic and centralized businesses in rural communities where the economic development of community combined with the collaborative network contributed to improving the lives of local people.



Thus, research suggests that a systematic, regular and clustered distribution of businesses, especially those in the tourism sector could lead to greater economic efficiencies within the rural communities. Such as strategy can result in people starting new businesses either within or outside of their primary sector. For example, a farmer can open a “U pick” business marketed at tourists. Such strategies enable small businesses to spread revenues over a seasonal business and create new revenue streams that can improve household economic livelihoods.



Unfortunately, knowledge of the opportunities to branch out into other economic service sectors is usually sparse. Most businesses are not aware of how to engage in such a venture. Understanding how to attract local’s participation in diversification strategies is typically the role of the government. Creating sustainable employment and businesses for the people is one strategy of investment that typically yields profitable outcomes. Governments can invest in clusters of businesses that support specific sectors—such as tourism. Planning, training, financial aid, and investment in infrastructure are all ways the government can help to foster business diversification and business clusters in rural communities.



The mountainous areas of eastern Gilan annually attract tourists from a variety of regions both within Iran as well as outside of Iran. Tourists are drawn to the area due to its natural beauty, including forested mountains, natural waterfalls and very suitable climatic conditions. Most of the time, however, there is a large amount of migration into the area of tourism workers, which tends to displace the rural population. The present study attempted to examine the spatial distribution of micro and small businesses in these regions, in order to understand the economic diversification of the region. The findings from the study can be used to aid the government in planning for business diversification and ultimately economic viability and prosperity for the native rural villagers. The main question of the present research is as follows:



Is the spatial distribution of small businesses in mountainous villages structured and systematic to improve the life of the villagers, especially the tourism sector?



Study Area


The study area consists of the total rural areas of the eastern cities of Gilan Province, which includes the five cities of Rudsar, Lahijan, Amlash, Langrood and Siahkal, the coordinates of each of which are as follows. Rudsar is located on the southern coast of the Caspian Sea with geographical coordinates of 50°6’–50°36’ east longitude and 36°38’–37°12’ north latitude at a height of 22 m in the province of Gilan [14]. The city of Langrud is located in the eastern part of the province of Gilan; the city is bounded by the Caspian Sea to the north, by the city of Siahkal to the south, by the city of Lahijan to the west and by the cities of Rudsar and Amlash to the east [15]. The city of Siahkal is located in the east of Gilan Province; it was isolated in 1997 from the city of Lahijan and became an independent city. This city is bounded by Lahijan in the north and northeast, by Rudbar to the northwest, by Langroud and Amlash to the east and by Rudsar to the southeast [16]. The city of Amlash is a new city, which is located in the east of Gilan Province; it is bounded by the city of Rudsar to the north and east, by Siahkal to the south and by Langrud to the northwest [17]. The city of Lahijan is bounded by the Caspian Sea to the north, by Langrood to the east, by Deilaman to the south, by Siahkal to the southwest and by Astaneh Ashrafiyeh to the west (Figure 1).


Figure 1. Map of the study area.
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Economic and tourism situation in the study area:



The area under study is largely dependent on agriculture, livestock, and forestry for the supply of raw materials because of its thriving agriculture and massive forests. The province’s major industries include food, spinning, weaving, wood and paper. Due to the abundance of forests in this area, the wood and paper industry is one of the most important industries of the province and even the country. Handicrafts such as making baskets, mattresses, and the production of wooden items are other sources of money and income. The study area has a great potential for tourism development. The diversity of geographic conditions attracts and retains tourists. In terms of topography, the factor of elevation divides the study area into shores, plains, foothills and mountains. The climate in the coasts, plains, foothills and mountains, the flow of rivers across the province from west to east and south to north of the region, and the beaches throughout the province all allow for the possibility of exploitation for tourists. Additionally, forest and pasture vegetation and the distribution of rural, nomadic and urban settlements, as well as other ecotourism and cultural tourism attractions, comprise the capacities for tourism that have made the context for development at the local, national and even international level [18].





2. Literature Review


Rural tourism is a shift from rural general economics to a new specialized economy. This is not a linear process, but includes experiments, learning processes, new capabilities, new policies, modifications and updates [19]. In Iran, the theme of rural tourism has been considered as one of the branches of the tourism sector since the early 1990s, but despite the growing trend of rural tourism research and the emphasis of scholars on this subject, this issue still does not have a proper legal status in the country’s development planning process and has not been considered as an appropriate strategy in the framework of an economic approach to help develop rural areas [20]. Though 20 million tourists have been predicted for the whole country in the 2025 vision document [21] and despite the privileged rank of Iran in enjoying tourist attractions, Iran’s share of world tourist income has been less than one percent [22]. On the other hand, small businesses around the world are recognized as key players in economic development, job creation, innovation, income generation and public health, as well as the national and international welfare of the economy [23,24,25], as the undeniable importance of these businesses in many international organizations around the world and in national organizations within countries has provided various types of support for the development of these businesses [26]. Meanwhile, small and medium-sized businesses are dominant in number compared to other businesses and are a distinct key, especially in the future of the tourism industry [27]. For example, in Finland, 90 percent of the tourism businesses have been classified as micro and small businesses [28], so experience shows that the implementation of sustainability plans has encountered problems, especially problems for small businesses, which were dominated by sectors such as tourism [29]. The variability of business conditions and its geographic complexity often indicate the sources of risk that require long-term management to reduce or eliminate their effects on the business process [30]. Given that businesses are increasingly exposed to dissolution, it is almost impossible to anticipate their nature, time and development, so a preventive mechanism equipped with a decision support framework is needed to protect them against the consequences of disastrous events [31].



In the rural tourism sector, small businesses take the form of family businesses and community-based tourism, all of which may have significant benefits in empowering rural residents in developing countries; in the meantime, studies such as [32,33] have emphasized strengthening the main source of funding for tourism-related micro and small businesses, which are usually created with financial and personal resources of business owners instead of official budgets such as bank loans. Therefore, it is very important to examine barriers to the development of tourism-related businesses and to improve the business environment in this area for the further development of tourism [34].



Small Businesses


Creating and developing small businesses is one of the strategies that has been taken into consideration by the governments of different countries in recent years. In this strategy, the employer, who is an entrepreneur in many cases, launches a business in his/her own environment using the available facilities, and creates jobs for himself/herself and sometimes others [35]. From the economic point of view, small businesses are a tool for economic and social growth and can be effective at reducing unemployment by creating new employment opportunities [36].



These types of businesses are defined as businesses that mainly belong to the private sector; the number of employees is limited and the sale of its products is low. The concept of small in this definition is variable and depends on the type of activity or the country under consideration. The Georgia Institute of Technology has achieved fifty definitions in its review of 75 countries [37]. This number varies from less than eight in the United States [38] to up to 500 workers in China [39]. In Germany, businesses with less than 10 employees are considered to be small, and in Iran, businesses with nine or fewer employees are considered micro and small businesses. Of course, in the definition of small businesses, in addition to the number of employees, there are other indicators such as annual sales (turnover), the value of assets and net profit (balance sheet) and especially the volume of investment that are very important [40]. In fact, in addition to building employment in the development process, these types of businesses can build capacity and allow entry into global markets [41]. Some of these businesses are in rural areas and become the most important element of rural economics by creating jobs and reducing unemployment and increasing income and productivity [42]. In the definition of rural businesses, three criteria and parameters can be considered: first, providing villagers with services; second, being located in a rural area; third, supplying and selling rural products and services, including foodstuffs and other natural products, handicrafts, recreational activities or environmental goods [43]. An important part of these businesses is rural non-agricultural enterprises, which create income sources for villagers by creating new sources of income outside the farm [44].



Research subject sustainability perspectives:



Small and medium-sized businesses are the main actors in global industry. For the first time in 1990, Michael Porter [45], with the publication of cluster theory, acknowledged the success of small and medium-sized businesses through their organization, distribution and management and introduced the lack of distribution of powerful clusters in these countries as the main reason for the weaknesses of competitiveness. In the meantime, tourism as a complex economic activity has had numerous links with a wide range of sectors and economic activities, thus having multiple positive impacts and strong potential as a catalyst for economic development [46]. In fact, tourism can play an important role in moving towards high growth, creating employment and generating positive tension that directly and indirectly affect other economic activities [47].



At the local level, tourism brings opportunities for employment and income, regional stimulation and the development of local economies, which often provide a unique chance for many small and remote locations that experience limited development options. Thus, according to Ólafsdóttir and Runnström [48], decision-makers directly need planning tools to guide tourism development with regards to environmental, cultural and economic sustainability. Tourism is managed for sustainability when a long-term recovery in the local and infrastructural economy is provided.



According to Andriotis [49], this industry has been probably the only growing industry for marginal geographical areas and remote rural areas, and according to Irvine and Anderson [50], it has potential to fight the economic crisis and prevent population decline in remote areas. Meanwhile, although the spatial distribution aspects of tourism are often neglected in tourism development policy [51], their importance in sustainable tourism development is now recognized by governments and tourism development planners. In this regard, GIS has a very high potential to achieve better insight into the structure and function of the tourism system in a particular region, to plan for the development of tourism in a sustainable direction, or to control and monitor the effects of previous programs [52,53].



The spatial development of each region and attention to its past are related to the factors and events that have created the conditions of the environment over time [54]. This spatial distribution can reveal underlying patterns of various topics, and the clusters are being studied using the spatial distribution, which provides information about geographic roots and patterns of these topics [55]. These patterns can be better understood because the ordering and arrangement of point-wise combinations are of basic issues in the spatial analysis of phenomena from the locations of the points from their spatial construction process [56]. By using this spatial analysis, it is possible to establish a logical relationship between human population dispersion and environmental resources [57].



Research on entrepreneurship and business has been relatively understudied in tourism [58,59]. Generally, in the studies of entrepreneurship, typically lifestyles of entrepreneurs are referenced. However, there are some studies worth mentioning in this regard. In one study, a researcher identified the factors affecting the formation of small and medium-sized enterprises with a focus on rural tourism (case study: City of Tehran). The research methods were quantitative, using a questionnaire; the results showed that the highest motivation for tourists was from the rural areas of Kan and visiting natural attractions and places of pilgrimage, except the shrine of Davoud. Activities of tourism agencies such as entertainment centers, restaurants, residential services, shopping malls, tourist guides, selling livestock and agricultural products, transportation of tourists, selling crafts and local food supply in rural areas did not grow and develop significantly. From the viewpoint of the residents, some of the region’s advantages in creating and developing a tourism business were the short distance from the City of Tehran and natural and pilgrimage attractions [60].



A researcher in another study examined the role of tourism in rural women’s entrepreneurship development (Gourab Pas village of Fouman City). This study used a quantitative method. The results showed that only 11% of people earned money from the sale of handicrafts and renting rural homes to tourists. Therefore, it can be concluded that despite the potential natural and human contexts within this village, tourism has still not been able to play a significant role in employment, actualizing potential capabilities, improving the socio-economic status of the local people and promoting the entrepreneurship of women in this village [61].



Other research examined event tourism in the Russian regions. One study observed an opportunity for growth in small businesses. The research methodology was descriptive-analytic with a general evaluation method. Finally, the results showed that although event tourism is a challenging sector, it was an important strategy for the Russian economy, and the results also revealed what barriers should be broken down and what potential should be used to reach the desired Russian goal: the development of small and medium-sized businesses [62].



In a study entitled “The factors affecting the distribution of economic activities in the city of Isfahan”, Farahmand et al. [63] determined the location of economic activities as one of the most important elements of the urban environment in the city. In this regard, the results showed that the existence of banks had an effect on the distribution of economic activities; in addition, the presence of specialists and environmental diversity have been stated as other important factors in the distribution of economic activity.



In a study on the spatial distribution of tourism development indicators using the TOPSIS model, Zangi Abadi et al. [64] conducted an evaluation and prioritization according to the indicators of tourism development (the extent of enjoyment of natural, historical, cultural, human-made attractions, hotels, etc.) at the four levels of well-equipped, equipped, medium and low-equipped. The results show two levels, in which Isfahan was located at the well-equipped level with a priority coefficient of 0.87%, but other cities were at a low level.



Fong et al. [65] examined the spatial distribution of Chinese ethnic businesses in the suburbs, based on Toronto business data between 1995 and 1996, in which the determinants of the spatial distribution of ethnic businesses were studied based on the dimensions of human ecology, economic sociology and the organizational ecological viewpoint. The results showed that the distribution of suburban ethnic business is not related to most of the factors raised from the human ecological point of view; in contrast, the results indicate the coordination of these ethnic businesses with economic sociology and organizational ecology in understanding the spatial distribution of these businesses.



In a study on the spatial distribution of facilities and logistics in Andalusia, Sarrión-Gavilán [52] analyzed the flows of tourism using GIS and their effects by focusing on the provision of residence and local population size. The results showed that there was a permanent imbalance between coastal and inland areas in such a way that there was a high degree of concentration of the population in coastal areas. Furthermore, with the emphasis on its permanent inhabitants, tourism activities have caused pressure on some urban regions in mountainous areas with high quality landscape and environment. Though a kind of traditional tourism has dominated some parts of the West, the proper territory is concurrent with tourism distribution and low pressure on the environment and a very high quality in tourist destinations of coastal areas and sometimes in some rural areas.



Therefore, studying and investigating the research on this subject satisfies three gaps: (1) extends the literature to consider the distribution of large-scale businesses without the division of the small, medium or large businesses; (2) focuses on the distribution of businesses regardless of the type of economic activity (agriculture, industry, service); (3) focuses on the distribution of businesses by putting emphasis on metropolitan and regional scales; (4) focuses on the distribution of economic activities, with an emphasis on the industrial sector and the tourism sector. Therefore, the goal of the present study was to explore micro and small businesses in a small rural village in Iran, paying close attention to the share of different economic sectors in the rural areas in order to strengthen the economy. Particularly, the tourism sector will be examined in relation to other sectors, to determine if adjusting the volume of businesses and increasing diversity can aid in improving economic livelihoods for villagers.





3. Materials and Methods


This is an applied study by the objective and descriptive-analytical method. The present study is an assessment of spatial distribution of small businesses in mountainous villages in east Gilan. It studies whether the distribution has been structured and organized, or has failed to follow a specific pattern. The demographics of each of the cities and the number of mountainous villages are presented separately in Table 1.



Table 1. Demographic data of the study area separated by city.







	
Province

	
City

	
Number of Mountainous Villages

	
Number of Households

	
Population






	
Gilan

	
Amlash

	
61

	
2960

	
9020




	
Gilan

	
Langrud

	
104

	
4341

	
13,540




	
Gilan

	
Lahijan

	
63

	
4529

	
14,317




	
Gilan

	
Siahkal

	
133

	
5437

	
16,836




	
Gilan

	
Rudsar

	
185

	
5955

	
18,394




	
Total

	
546

	
23,222

	
72,107










Small businesses in the sector of agriculture, service, industry and tourism were assessed. (It should be noted that economic activities can be divided into three categories of agriculture, industry and services; in other words, activities related to the tourism sector are considered as a subset of service activities.) In this regard, service activities have been thoroughly investigated in order to carefully assess the level of financial support, and those activities related to the tourism sector have been examined separately. Other activities of the service sector, which have no connection with tourism, were evaluated separately.



In addition, relative comparison of the mountainous areas with other areas in terms of business with emphasis on tourism businesses, comparison of the spatial distribution of tourism businesses with other types of businesses in terms of time and finance and the recognition of the dominant type of economic activities in areas with a different natural situation have been investigated.



It is worth mentioning that, to collect the required data, we used the data from the Omid Entrepreneurship Fund, which is a government sponsor for small rural businesses and has all of the business data (since, over the past few years, the Omid Entrepreneurship Fund, which presented various services with different names and purposes, and from the years 2006–2011, the information package on the financial support for businesses was only provided by a centralized system and was not on a city and village basis, there was general and unseparated information, but given that since 2011, the information was broken down based on each city and village in relation to all small businesses and their financial information in a separate system, according to the purpose of the research and its scale, which was at the village level, the data for 2011–2016 were analyzed separately). Finally, in order to analyze the spatial data and the importance of the distance factors in the distribution of tourism businesses, ArcGis, G statistics, spatial correlation analyses, clustering, and hot and cold spots analysis are used. The Multiple Ring Buffer tool (which is one of the adjacency measurement tools based on complications in GIS, in which buffer zones can be created around three geometric objects of point, line, and polygon, and which can determine which object is inside or outside of the complication or can be used to indicate the importance of the distance between the complications) was also used.



Today, the Geographical Information System (GIS) is widely used as a valuable tool for management, analysis and presentation of various and great volumes of data, as well as different local planning activities; accordingly, it is necessary to use it for tourism planning and management [66]. In this regard, Dye and Shaw [67] emphasized that since tourism includes a wide variety of elements including facilities, activities, services and travel experiences, GIS software can be used effectively as a useful application in planning and management. It can also be used as a valuable tool for exploring specific issues related to tourism development, such as location, regional conditions, trends and changes, routing through locations and patterns related to resources.



Hot Spot Analysis


Hot spot analysis calculates the Getis–Ord Gi statistic for all the complications in the data. The calculated Z score indicates which part of the data is clustered into small and large values. In other words, if we have a set of weighted complications, this tool identifies the clusters of complications with high values (hot spots) and clusters with low values (cold spots) [68]. For a complication to be regarded as a hot spot and statistically meaningful, both it and its neighbor must be of great value. The local sum of the complication and its neighbors is compared relatively to the total sum of complications. When the local sum is greatly larger and more unexpected than the local sum and the difference is so large that it cannot be considered an accident in the result, the Z score will be obtained (Figure 2).


Figure 2. Input and output hot spot tools [68].
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Cluster analysis is one of the most useful tools for displaying the statistical distribution of phenomena in space, with the assumption that we have several weighted geographic complications; this tool shows where the high or low quantities of these phenomena are distributed as clusters in space and, also, which complications are very different from the complications surrounding them (Figure 3).


Figure 3. Schematic diagram of the input and output of cluster and non-cluster analysis [68].
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4. Results and Discussion


The survey of the spatial distribution of businesses in different economic sectors (agriculture, industry, services and tourism) during 2011–2016:



Considering that economic activities are investigated in three groups: industrial, agricultural, and service, in the present study, those businesses that are related to the tourism sector have been considered as one separate sector and compared to other sectors. Accordingly, in the present study, economic activities in the four groups are examined.



As the results show (Figure 4), in relation to businesses related to the tourism sector, in the years between 2011 and 2016, 88 businesses were set up; most of them were in 2011 with 21 businesses, and the least of them were in 2014 with six businesses. The process of setting up businesses in the tourism sector has not been increasing during the aforementioned years; on the contrary, there has been a decreasing trend over these years, and as the results show, hot and cold spots have not been able to form in the businesses associated with the tourism sector; we cannot consider a model for these types of businesses in the region, because the points are scattered and completely heterogeneous, representing insignificance in relation to a particular pattern in the distribution of activities.


Figure 4. Spatial distribution of the four economic activities.
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Because the process of distributing businesses is completely pointwise, it cannot be seen that several businesses related to the tourism sector are formed in each village at the same time. This kind of distribution solely involves the owner of the business or their family in this sector, not the majority of the village population, therefore, there can be no good economic advantage with this limited range of scope because the lack of tourism services and welfare facilities in these villages could result in inability to attract more tourists or, if they enter, they will have a very short stay in these areas.



In relation to industry-related businesses, the results show that the total number of businesses in the years 2011–2016 was very limited (28 businesses), among which, the highest and lowest numbers were in 2011 and 2012 (two businesses), respectively. Of course, in the rest of the years, it has not been increasing, but decreasing; and similarly, the results show that the phenomenon of hot or cold spots has not formed for this activity, indicating the lack of a specific and coordinated distribution pattern associated with this kind of business.



In relation to the service sector businesses, the results showed that many businesses in the rural areas are part of the agricultural sector. However, the most important point is that during the period from 2011–2016, the spatial distribution of business related to this sector has not been associated with a regular and increasing trend. On the contrary, the trend has been decreasing in some years. For example, in 2011 and 2016, with the largest (79) and smallest (27) number of businesses startup rates, the trend has not been steady. In this regard, a hot spot was formed that is indicative of a cluster pattern with high values, meaning that in this area, aggregation and compaction of businesses can be seen with a confidence level of 90% and 95%. On the contrary, a cold spot is formed, which shows that fewer businesses are concentrated there, so that it did not have the intensity of the hot spot cluster pattern.



Finally, in relation to agricultural-related businesses, the results showed that most of the businesses created during the period from 2011–2017 were agricultural, although these businesses went through a declining trend in 2012, 2014 and 2015 and an increasing trend in 2016. However, it should be noted that due to the plurality of this type of business in some areas, hot spots and cold spots were formed in some areas in relation to these types of businesses. In relation to hot spots, it indicates a cluster pattern distribution, showing a kind of aggregation and polarization in these areas, which can be observed in some areas with a confidence level of 90% and even some points with a cluster pattern of 99%. In contrast, in some places, there has been the emergence of cold spots; in fact, these ranges indicate that less cluster businesses are formed, and there has never been a pattern in other areas.



Study of the status of financial support for the four activities (agriculture, industry, services and tourism) during 2011–2016:



As mentioned earlier, economic activities can be divided into the three categories of agriculture, industry and services; in other words, activities related to the tourism sector are considered as a subset of service sector activities. However, in this regard, service activities have been thoroughly investigated to closely monitor the level of financial support, and those activities that are related to the tourism sector have been examined separately, while other activities of the service sector that are, in fact, not related to tourism were separately evaluated. In this regard, all points in Figure 5 represent the sum of points with financial support from businesses over the period from 2011–2016.


Figure 5. Spatial distribution of all micro and small businesses in industry, service, agriculture and tourism sectors.
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In the following, as the research findings show (Table 2), micro and small businesses in the industrial and tourism sectors have the lowest financial support, respectively, and the agricultural and service sectors have respectively the highest financial support. It is worth noting that industrial activities, due to the environmental conditions of the region, which have a very high natural potential, such as massive forests, are not due to wide environmental pollution of this region. However, a very important point is related to businesses associated with the tourism sector; in fact, the amount of financial support provided was very small compared to the agricultural sector, in other words, it has undergone a sinusoidal process from 2011–2016, and it cannot be said that each year, the amount of sponsorship of businesses related to the tourism sector is higher than the previous years.



Table 2. Total financial support from micro and small businesses in most of the four activities from 2011–2016.







	
Business Type

	
2011 Million Toman

	
2012

	
2013

	
2014

	
2015

	
2016

	
2017






	
Industrial

	
69

	
30

	
43

	
150

	
177

	
142

	
611




	
Agricultural

	
923

	
731

	
877

	
640

	
946

	
1495

	
5612




	
Service

	
769

	
520

	
422

	
461

	
709

	
568

	
3449




	
Tourism

	
202

	
125

	
117

	
151

	
298

	
220

	
1113




	
Total

	
1963

	
1406

	
1459

	
1402

	
2130

	
2425

	
10,758










Additionally, the amount of financial support for any tourism business represents a very small amount of support; although this amount was sometimes useful for launching these types of businesses, it was not enough to expand them. In addition, the amount of financial support provided indicates the lack of programs for incremental and financial support during the period, because it has not been able to increase the support process over time and thus shows the orientation and periodical attention in this section during the years mentioned.



Measuring the spatial distribution pattern of small businesses related to tourism in mountainous and non-mountainous regions:



In this regard, the elevation layer of the area was first used to identify mountainous and non-mountainous areas as shown in Figure 6. In relation to tourism-related businesses in mountainous and hill areas only, the results showed that in the interval between 2011 and 2016, a total of 23 businesses were formed. This distribution was spatially and totally scattered at the level of the studied regions and did not have an increasing trend during these years, but had a decreasing trend in such a way that in 2011, seven businesses were formed in relation to this sector.


Figure 6. Comparison of the distribution of tourism-related businesses in mountainous and non-mountainous regions.
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However, during the years 2012–2016, the trend was drastically decreasing, and in the year 2016, it decreased to four businesses. Furthermore, for businesses related to the tourism sector in the plains and valleys, the results showed that from 2011–2016 58 businesses were created, which, compared with the mountainous areas, had a large number of tourism-related businesses. In all the aforementioned years except in 2014, businesses in plains and valleys have been formed at a rate almost twice as high and, in some years, more than twice as high when compared to mountainous and hill areas. In any case, these areas had a decreasing trend over time in such a way that 12 businesses were created in 2011 and eight businesses in 2016.



It should be noted that the tourism businesses in both mountainous and non-mountainous regions are mainly in the form of service businesses and restaurants, and there has been a little emphasis on the use of environmental abilities and products such as the supply of local handicrafts, the sale of local products, the existence of local offices to guide tourists and so on. In fact, it can be said that in most of the villages, tourism-related businesses cannot be found, and only in some villages, they can be found in a point-wise form. For example, in one village, we can rarely find tourism-related businesses that have performed specialized work and activities in this field. Based on these data, tourism is not one of the important and necessary activities for earning money and rural development for the villagers of these areas (Figure 6).



Furthermore, regarding the amount of financial support for tourism-related businesses in the two mountainous and hill areas as compared with valley and plain areas, the results show that the amount of financial support provided in the plains and valleys is almost twice as high as mountainous regions. In total, during the mentioned period, 1113 million tomans of financial support were provided for the total of these businesses, in which the share of plain-valley areas was higher than mountainous regions. It seems that the factor of distance has been effective, because due to the remoteness of mountainous areas from the urban areas and the difficulty of access, less businesses have been formed. The importance of the factor of distance will be discussed in (Table 3).



Table 3. Assessing the status of financial support for tourism-related businesses in mountainous and non-mountainous regions.







	
Tourism-Related Businesses

	
2011 Million Toman

	
2012

	
2013

	
2014

	
2015

	
2016

	
Total






	
Plains and valleys

	
112

	
140

	
80

	
75

	
203

	
145

	
755




	
Hills and mountains

	
70

	
20

	
27

	
76

	
115

	
50

	
358




	
Total

	
182

	
160

	
107

	
151

	
318

	
195

	
1113










Analysis of spatial distribution of tourism businesses in rural areas in terms of remoteness and proximity to urban areas:



As noted earlier, given that the distribution of tourism-related businesses failed to form a distributional pattern, it was attempted to understand whether the remoteness or proximity to urban areas has affected the distribution of tourism businesses in rural areas. To better understand this, the factor of distance was exploited using the Multiple Ring Buffer, and two issues were considered. First, the distance was determined as close to reality as possible in order to express the remoteness or proximity to urban areas for implementation of buffers. The distance of 4 km from the city was considered the initial distance of the nearest villages from the cities, because higher proximity to urban areas is expressed as the suburbs. Second, to enable all the tourism businesses in the region to be placed within the division, the buffer continued up to a distance of 28 km from the city center to accommodate all tourism businesses in the rural areas (Figure 7).


Figure 7. Spatial distribution of tourism businesses in terms of remoteness and proximity to urban areas.
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As shown in Figure 7, rural businesses are distributed around the urban areas. Then, we examined whether, in Figure 7, there is a correlation between the distribution of tourism business in rural areas, and remoteness and proximity to urban areas. After converting the mentioned map from polygon to raster, the descriptive data table was used, which shows the number of villages with tourism business in each group of buffers divided by distance (km) (Table 4).



Table 4. Distribution of businesses in terms of the factor of distance from the city in rural areas.







	
Distances (km)

	
Number of Tourism-Related Businesses Distributed in the Village






	
4

	
49




	
8

	
15




	
12

	
10




	
16

	
3




	
20

	
2




	
24

	
0




	
28

	
1










In the following figure, as the correlation results show, the distribution of tourism businesses has reduced in villages located at 4 km distance from the urban areas. 49 tourism businesses have been formed, which is the largest amount, however, the larger distance between villages and the city center has led to a reduced number of tourism businesses in those villages (Figure 8).


Figure 8. The correlation between distance from urban areas and distribution of tourism business in rural areas.
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Analysis of the spatial distribution of all micro and small businesses based on the natural situation:



The natural situation of the study area includes four districts: plain and valley-forest located in the plain and valley-mountainous and hills and forests located in the mountains and the hills. According to the classification of the Iranian Statistics Center, the distribution of the businesses from 2011–2016 in these natural situations was investigated to determine the share of each region in setting up businesses. The study evaluates the tendency and willingness of people to set up a business in the four regions. The results showed that the plains and valleys alone have accounted for 54.67% of businesses, while the forest areas in the plain and valley accounted for 10.02% of businesses; in total, plains and valleys in the forest and non-forest areas accounted for 64.69% of businesses. In contrast, there were 22.82% for mountainous and hill areas and 12.47% for forest areas located in mountains and hills; in total, the mountainous and hill areas in the forest and non-forest areas accounted for 35.29% of the businesses. As the results show, the distribution of businesses is quite different in the natural zones mentioned, and the forest areas in both zones have the least amount of business. Factors such as local people's emphasis on livestock farming due to the presence of large pastures and grasslands and, the prevention of forest land use change for the establishment of businesses by government agencies have sometimes led to difficulties in creating businesses related to different sectors, in this case, tourism, in these areas (Table 5).



Table 5. Assessment of the spatial distribution of all businesses in terms of the natural situation of the region.







	
Natural Situation

	
Number of Businesses by %






	
Plains and valleys

	
54.67




	
Forest in the plain and valley

	
10.02




	
Mountainous and hill

	
22.82




	
Forest in the mountains and hills

	
12.47










We also investigated how the distribution of four types of economic activities (agriculture, services, industry and tourism) has been addressed within each of the natural situations. In this regard, the results showed that in the plains and valleys, agricultural activity with 46.41% was the dominant business in this region, and in contrast, the industrial sector with 4.07% had the least amount of activities, with only 10.59% in relation to tourism. In the forest areas located in the plain and valley, the results showed that 55.55% of the businesses were of the agricultural group, and only 10% of the activities were related to the tourism sector. In the hill and mountainous areas, the results showed that 69.26%, 1.95% and 5.36% of businesses were related to the agriculture group, industrial sector and tourism-related activities, respectively. Finally, in the forest areas in the mountains and hills, the results showed that 75%, 0.85% and 4.11% of the activities were in the agricultural, industrial and tourism-related sectors, respectively (Figure 9).


Figure 9. Distribution of economic activities in the four natural conditions of the study area.
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5. Conclusions


In relation to the spatial distribution of businesses in various economic sectors (agriculture, industry, services and tourism), the results showed that most of the businesses launched from 2011 to 2016 faced an imbalance in various economic sectors because the process of business development must be increased over time. However, it had a sinusoidal and sometimes descending trend, and this distribution is not proportional to the population of the regions.



In the tourism sector, this distribution was quite scattered and pointwise, and so it could not operate centrally and in a clustered manner. As it was not effective in creating a tourist hub, this has led to a declining trend in the tourism sector. In other words, due to the lack of expansion of tourism businesses, this sector has not been able to form any aggregate and clustered pattern. Thus, as mentioned above, it has not been effective in improving the lives of the villagers and has not been able to bring most of the local people into these businesses.



It should also be noted that given that the government can play a facilitating role during the startup of a business, in addition, the role of the government can aid in providing basic facilities and educating local people on the benefits of engaging in a tourism business. Thus, with added education and training as well as funding for businesses, more indigenous people should start tourism businesses, thereby resulting in a growing tourism trade in their small communities.



In conjunction with growth in tourism businesses, rural communities can capitalize on their existing assets, such as agriculture and small services. Coordinated tourism planning efforts which use existing products to create tourism businesses, such as farm tourism, u-picks, educational or interpretive farms, experiential farms are all critical to keeping the balance of existing businesses in line with new product development. Therefore, it should finally be pointed out that the share of each economic activity will be determined through the spatial distribution methods in the study area from the point of view of the authorities. In this regard, tourism can be considered a very important source of income in the life cycle of villagers by balancing the distribution of businesses, especially through public sector support and by providing advice and awareness to local people.



In this way, one-dimensional emphasis on the agricultural sector will definitely lead to long-term environmental degradation as a result of excessive use. Thus, educating locals to the benefits of combining their farms with hosting visitors, revenue for the individuals can be increased and diversified. In the case of the provision of necessary infrastructure and conditions, the ability of the local people and the region to attract tourists will be increased, and the business space can hopefully replace the unemployment in the region.



Regarding the importance of the factor of distance (proximity to urban areas), the results showed that the proximity of villages to cities was very important for the establishment of tourism businesses, because most of the businesses in this area were formed in villages near urban areas. This finding is consistent with tourism planning and development literature, which shows that access is a critical factor for tourism competitiveness [69].



It seems that the lack of attention to remote areas, the lack of provision of facilities, and the lack of advisory services and information about environmental potential in these businesses has prevented these types of businesses from forming in remote villages, or has led to random and wholly dispersed occurrences of these businesses. Therefore, familiarizing people with distant places and providing incentives to enter the tourism business is essential. Providing support for these businesses is critical and having the government indicate a rural area that they will invest in for tourism growth should all result in a more diversified economy and greater economic stability for villagers.



Over time, with a focus on the set of tourism businesses in each village, tourism benefits can be achieved, especially in the field of rural development. In this way, it has not only benefited all the villagers, but has also provided a service and welfare field for the incoming tourists due to a variety of facilities and services. It also makes them familiar and satisfied with the region, creates incentive to return, and promotes the tourism facilities for other tourists.
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