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ABSTRACT

Horse tourism, as one of the most prominent types of sports-cultural tourism, has an
inextricable link with the biological and physical resources of the earth. However, the
lack of coherent spatial planning has led to the vulnerability of these destinations to
environmental and physical hazards. The present study aims to explain the spatial-
physical resilience model of horse tourism destinations based on sustainable land use
indicators in Khuzestan Province. The present study is applied in terms of purpose and
descriptive-analytical in nature. The data collection tool is a researcher-made
questionnaire including land use indicators (ecological, socio-economic sustainability
and land use compatibility) and resilience components (diversity, flexibility and
permeability). The statistical population includes urban planning experts, tourism experts
and owners of equestrian clubs in Khuzestan Province, local tourists and familiar
experts. Data analysis was performed using structural equation modeling (SEM) and
partial least squares (Smart-PLS) approach. The results of the structural model analysis
show that sustainable land use planning (independent variable) with a path coefficient of
0.877 plays a decisive role in strengthening the spatial-physical resilience of horse
tourism destinations (dependent variable), among which land use adaptation (mediating
variable) has been identified as the main channel for transmitting this effect. The
findings of the estimated model indicate that improving physical flexibility and
protecting natural corridors have the greatest contribution to empowering horse tourism
infrastructure in Khuzestan province against environmental challenges. Overall, the
optimal fit of the model confirms that by aligning physical development patterns and
regional ecological capacities, a sustainable and resilient pattern in the management of
tourism spaces can be achieved.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Today, the tourism industry has moved towards sustainability with a fundamental paradigm shift.
Contemporary tourists are no longer just looking for simple entertainment, but are also seeking experiences that
are aligned with environmental and social values. In the meantime, horse tourism has emerged as a specialized
and growing market that establishes a deep connection between nature, culture and human identity and has high
potential for the economic development of local communities. Achieving sustainability in this area requires the
establishment of spatial order and the use of land-use planning principles. Without a guiding framework, the
unbalanced distribution of infrastructure can jeopardize the authenticity of the land. Land-use planning, by
systematically locating activities and identifying susceptible areas, prevents the overlap of uses and transforms
horse tourism from a scattered activity into an organized and low-risk tradition. Given the increasing climatic
and human pressures, the concept of resilience has been proposed as a new paradigm in space management.
Planning in this sector should be strategic and participatory so that the physical and social dimensions of the
destination become resilient to potential shocks. In fact, spatial resilience means the ability of infrastructure to
absorb stresses and return to equilibrium after environmental crises. At an operational level, physical resilience
goes beyond the strength of structures to mean the capacity to adapt and rebuild functions. This feature will
ensure the continuity of service provision in critical situations and maintain a positive image among tourists.
Sustainable planning, focusing on socio-ecological systems, is an efficient solution for areas whose spatial
organization has undergone changes and requires optimal resource management. Khuzestan Province, with a
rich history in breeding purebred Arabian horses, is considered one of the main poles of this industry; but it
faces challenges such as infrastructure deterioration and inappropriate location in the area of natural hazards.
Phenomena such as floods and micro-dusts threaten the physical resilience of the province's tourism
destinations, and have doubled the need to review the way activities are established based on upstream
documents. Finally, the intersection of land sustainability and risk management makes it necessary to develop a
local assessment model for Khuzestan. Ignoring resilience in spatial dimensions leads to a break in the tourism
value chain and a waste of capital. The main goal is to provide a roadmap that, by analyzing the impact of
planning indicators on resilience, prevents the province's potential from becoming worn-out spaces and ensures
the long-term sustainability of this industry.

Study Area

The study area is Khuzestan Province, which is located in southwestern Iran with an area of over 64,000 square
kilometers and borders Iraq to the west and the Persian Gulf to the south. According to the 2016 census, this
province has a population of over 4.7 million people in 16 counties and 29 cities.

Material and Methods

This is an applied and descriptive-analytical study that aims to model the impact of land use planning indicators
on the spatial resilience of horse tourism destinations in Khuzestan. Data were collected through a researcher-
made questionnaire from 200 experts, club owners, and expert tourists (by stratified sampling method), and its
reliability and validity were confirmed by indicators such as Cronbach's alpha and AVE. Finally, data analysis
was carried out at two descriptive and inferential levels using SPSS and Smart-PLS software and the structural
equation modeling (SEM) method.

Result and Discussion

In the first step, the external model of the research was tested to ensure the accuracy of the measurement tool.
Based on the results in Tables 2 and 3, all nine constructs, including “sustainable land management” and
“spatial-physical resilience,” are in a very favorable state from a reliability perspective; so that the Cronbach’s
alpha and composite reliability (CR) values are all estimated to be above the standard limit of 0.7 (range 0.81 to
0.91). Also, the verification of convergent validity with an AVE index above 0.5 and the confirmation of
divergent validity using the Fornell-Larker method show that the selected indicators measure the latent
variables with high accuracy. Although close overlap between some dimensions was observed in the HTMT
method, the strength of the factor loadings (mostly above 0.6) and the elimination of weak items have provided
a solid foundation for structural analyses.

After confirming the external model, the relationships between the variables were analyzed in the form of an
internal model. The findings from the PLS-SEM test and Figures 3 and 4 indicate the significance of all
research paths at the 99% confidence level. The independent variable “sustainable land management” with a
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strong path coefficient of 0.877 and a t-statistic of 58.235 has a direct and vital effect on “land use
compatibility” (mediating variable). On the resilience front, the components of “flexibility and permeability”
and “physical diversity” were identified as the main arms strengthening the spatial-physical resilience of horse
tourism destinations in Khuzestan province with coefficients of 0.398 and 0.397, respectively, which
emphasize the pivotal role of space management in reducing the vulnerability of the region.

Finally, the examination of the fit indices in Table 6 and the one-sample t-test in Table 7 confirmed the high
compliance of the conceptual model with field realities. The normal distribution of the data (with skewness and
kurtosis between -1 and +1) and the closeness of the d_ULS index in the saturated and estimated models
indicate a high explanatory and predictive power of the model. The final results showed that social and physical
sustainability, with the highest explanatory contribution (0.413), is the main driver in the planning structure of
the region. This comprehensive model proved that the resilience of horse tourism destinations in Khuzestan
Province is the product of intelligent interaction between physical infrastructure, protection of natural corridors
and adaptation to the topographic features of the region within the framework of planning.

Conclusion

The results of the structural model analysis show that sustainable land use planning (independent variable) with
a path coefficient of 0.877 plays a decisive role in strengthening the spatial-physical resilience of horse tourism
destinations (dependent variable), among which land use adaptation (mediating variable) has been identified as
the main channel for transmitting this effect. The findings of the estimated model indicate that improving
physical flexibility and protecting natural corridors have the greatest contribution to empowering horse tourism
infrastructure in Khuzestan province against environmental challenges. Overall, the optimal fit of the model
confirms that by aligning physical development patterns and regional ecological capacities, a sustainable and
resilient pattern in the management of tourism spaces can be achieved.

Key words: Horse tourism, sustainable land use planning, spatial-physical resilience, structural equation
modeling, Khuzestan Province.
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