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Abstract:

Religious tourism in Iraq faces a fundamental challenge,
namely the weak utilization of its diverse resources in achieving
balanced local and regional development, despite the country
possessing distinguished spiritual and cultural assets. The
research problem stems from the limited integrated planning for
the cities hosting holy shrines, particularly Kadhimiya, compared
to the significant visitor attraction achieved by Karbala and
Najaf. The study’s significance lies in highlighting religious
tourism as a strategic tool to support the green economy and
enhance infrastructure and public services. The research aims to
analyze the geographical distribution of visitors, measure the
relationship between local development and religious tourism
activities and services, and test the hypothesis that religious
tourism can be an effective driver of local development if
integrated into a balanced regional planning framework .The
theoretical framework of the study relies on literature and
previous studies addressing the relationship between tourism and
economic and social development. The field research is based on
three official statistical tables (Ministry of Culture, Tourism, and
Antiquities 2023, Shrine Statistics 2022, Kadhimiya Shrine Data
2023). The scientific analysis of the tables revealed that religious
tourism represents a significant economic resource for Iraq.
However, the spatial distribution of visitors is imbalanced, with
Karbala and Najaf attracting the largest share compared to
Kadhimiya and Samarra, alongside a heavy reliance on Iranian
visitors, which limits the diversification of revenue sources. The
results of the third table indicated that the expansion of the
Kadhimiya Shrine is a significant achievement in supporting its
capacity, but it remains limited in meeting growing demand .The
study concluded with several key findings:

Religious tourism is a driving sector for local development when
incorporated into integrated regional policies.
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There is a need to diversify the sources of visitors instead of
relying on a single nationality to ensure sustainability.

The necessity of developing services and infrastructure in
Kadhimiya to align with its religious and historical significance.
Integrating expansion projects into comprehensive local
development plans that serve both residents and visitors
simultaneously.

The study recommends adopting a comprehensive national
vision for religious tourism planning that connects holy cities
through a network of balanced services and development,
thereby enhancing the role of tourism in achieving sustainable
development in Iraq.
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