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Tourism development is increasingly recognized as a major driver of urban
economic dynamism, possessing the capacity to reshape indicators of citizenship
rights and contribute to the financial sustainability of cities. Qeshm Island,
endowed with a distinctive natural landscape, a rich historical background, and
a unique cultural fabric, occupies a strategic position in Iran’s tourism network.
However, the rapid and poorly regulated expansion of tourism in recent years
has generated conflicting challenges and opportunities across the island’s social,
economic, and spatial dimensions. This study adopts a critical reading of Henri
Lefebvre’s and David Harvey’s “Right to the City” framework, combined with
an exploration of the potential of Community-Based Tourism (CBT) within the
broader agenda of sustainable urban economy. The analysis evaluates key
dimensions such as genuine local participation, spatial equity, accessibility of
urban services, and the right to a healthy environment, along with indigenous
investment dynamics, employment durability, and financial resilience as
essential indicators of economic sustainability. Using a descriptive—analytical
methodology and directed qualitative content analysis, the research examines
upstream policy documents, development reports, previous academic studies,
and official statistical data related to Qeshm. Findings reveal a bipolar
continuum: community-oriented tourism pathways can foster sustainable
employment, social cohesion, equitable wealth distribution, and spatial justice,
whereas one-dimensional and non-systematic approaches risk deepening class
divides, intensifying spatial fragmentation, degrading natural resources, and
undermining economic resilience. The study concludes with a set of practical
policy strategies to align tourism development with citizens’ rights and
strengthen Qeshm’s economic foundations.
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Introduction

Over the past decade, Qeshm Island, Iran’s
largest island and a prominent free trade zone,
has experienced a dramatic surge in tourism,
with visitor numbers escalating from 1.2
million in 2019 to over 2.8 million in 2023.
While this rapid development positions
Qeshm as a strategic hub within [ran’s tourism
map and promises significant economic
revitalization, it simultaneously engenders a
complex web of socio-spatial tensions. The
unbridled growth of this industry has outpaced
institutional ~ planning, raising critical
questions about its impact on the fundamental
rights of local citizens, including equitable
access to urban services, environmental
health, and meaningful participation in
decision-making. Furthermore, the economic
model appears to favor external capital and
seasonal employment, creating a precarious
dependency that undermines the resilience
and diversification of the local economy. This
situation sets up a contradictory dynamic
where tourism acts as both a catalyst for urban
growth and a potential threat to social
cohesion and environmental integrity.
Consequently, a critical gap exists in
understanding how tourism can be steered
away from a purely growth-oriented paradigm
toward a community-centered model that
aligns with the principles of the "Right to the
City" and fosters a truly sustainable urban
economy. This research aims to address this
gap by systematically analyzing how tourism
development influences citizenship rights and
economic sustainability in Qeshm, moving
beyond anecdotal evidence to provide a
rigorous, document-based analysis.

Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical
approach with a qualitative documentary
design. Data were exclusively gathered
through library studies and the systematic
review of existing documents, including
official reports from the Qeshm Free Zone
Organization (2019-2023), upstream
development plans (the Qeshm
Comprehensive Plan and the 2016 JICA
report), national statistical data, and relevant
academic literature. The analysis employed

directional content analysis to operationalize
the theoretical framework into measurable
indicators. A rigorous coding process
identified recurring themes related to
citizenship rights and wurban economic
sustainability. To ensure reliability, coding
was repeated by the primary researcher, with
discrepancies resolved through consensus. No
field surveys, questionnaires, or interviews
were conducted.

Results and Discussion

The documentary analysis reveals a dual-
edged impact of tourism development on
citizenship rights and urban economic
sustainability in Qeshm Island. On the
positive side, tourism has contributed to
infrastructure improvements (road networks,
transportation, and communication services),
employment growth (direct jobs rising from
5,200 in 2019 to 8,700 in 2023), and increased
local revenues. However, these benefits are
overshadowed by significant challenges .
Employment instability is critical, with
approximately 62% of tourism-related jobs
being seasonal or part-time. Spatial inequality
is evident, as infrastructure and investment
remain concentrated in northern areas, while
southern villages are marginalized. Limited
local participation is reflected in the mere 18%
share of indigenous investment in major
tourism projects, with most capital flowing
from external investors. Environmental
threats, including degradation of mangrove
forests and coral reefs, further undermine
citizens' right to a healthy environment. The
COVID-19 pandemic exposed the economy's
low resilience, with a 75% tourist decline
leading to 400 business closures and a 28%
unemployment rate in the services sector. This
underscores the vulnerability of a tourism-
dependent mono-economy. In light of the
theoretical framework, the findings indicate
that without adopting a Community-Based
Tourism (CBT) approach-emphasizing local
ownership, equitable benefit distribution, and
active participation-the Right to the City
remains unfulfilled, and urban economic
sustainability is jeopardized.

Conclusion

This documentary analysis confirms that
tourism development in Qeshm Island
presents a twofold reality. While it has
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generated employment, improved
infrastructure, and stimulated local revenues,
these gains remain fragile, unevenly
distributed, and ecologically costly. The
findings reveal persistent challenges: seasonal
and  precarious  employment, spatial
concentration of investments in northern
areas, marginal participation of local
communities (only 18%  indigenous
investment), and environmental degradation
threatening the island's unique natural
heritage. The COVID-19 crisis starkly
exposed the low resilience of the tourism-
dependent economy, with a 75% drop in
visitors, mass business closures, and surging
unemployment .Through the theoretical lens
of the Right to the City (Lefebvre, Harvey)
and Community-Based Tourism (CBT), this
study demonstrates that the current growth-
oriented, investor-driven model fails to fulfill
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