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Hands keeping Abpakhsh’s mat weaving

tradition alive

C Iranica Desk )

The rhythmic movement of nar-
row palm-leaf strips passing
through the fingers of local arti-
sans in Abpakhsh remains a vivid
image of everyday life in the city,
which carries the title of “Iran’s
National City of Mat Weaving.”
Mat weaving is an art form that,
while deeply rooted in the tra-
ditions and culture of southern
Iran, is now striving to adapt it-
self to market demands, changing
tastes, and the country’s econom-
ic conditions.

In Abpakhsh, located in Dashtes-
tan, Bushehr Province, mat weav-
ing is no longer merely a house-
hold activity or a family heritage
passed down through genera-
tions. In recent years, the craft
has become a source of employ-
ment, particularly in rural and
date-growing areas, with many
families relying on it as part of
their income. However, artisans
in the field say that the greatest
challenges facing them today are
not a lack of interest in the craft,
but economic pressures, limited
support, and market difficulties.
Abbas Peykhasteh, a handicraft
expert and owner of a mat weav-
ing workshop in Abpakhsh, told
ISNA that current financial sup-
port packages are not aligned
with today’s economic realities.
He said that available loans do
not match inflation rates and
cannot meet the needs of artisans
seeking to expand workshops or
purchase equipment.

According to Peykhasteh, in addi-
tion to limited financial resourc-
es, administrative procedures
and bureaucratic obstacles re-
main among the major barriers
facing craftsmen.

One of the most significant chang-
es in recent years has been the

shift in customers’ perception of
mat-woven products. Items that
were once mainly considered dec-
orative have increasingly found
practical uses in everyday life.
“People are gradually moving
away from purely luxury goods
and becoming more interested in
traditional and natural products,”
Peykhasteh said.

He explained that while in the
past many mat-woven items
were purchased mainly for dis-
play, today functional products
made through palm-leaf weaving
are increasingly seen on dining
tables and in family living spaces.

This change in consumer prefer-
ences has encouraged producers
to develop new designs. Com-
bining palm-leaf weaving with
leather, fabric, and macramé, as
well as producing items such as
woven lampshades with metal
frames, are among the efforts
made to meet modern market
needs.

Although domestic markets have
shown greater interest in natural
and handmade products in re-
cent years, artisans continue to
face several challenges in selling
their goods.

Peykhasteh identifies eliminating
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middlemen, teaching proper
packaging methods, and reduc-
ing high transportation costs as
key obstacles to market develop-
ment. In his view, stronger par-
ticipation of producers in target
markets could allow artisans to
benefit from a larger share of the
products’ added value.

Artisans believe that Iranian
handicrafts still hold a recog-
nized position in global markets,
although producers in Southeast
Asian countries such as Vietnam
and Thailand have gained stron-
ger competitiveness in some ar-
eas due to more advanced indus-

trial equipment.

Contrary to concerns that handi-
crafts may be losing their role in
local economies, those working
in the sector say palm-leaf mat
weaving remains one of southern
Iran’s important employment op-
portunities.

Peykhasteh said that over the past
decade, the craft has created sig-
nificant job opportunities in vil-
lages and towns across the region,
and the registration of Abpakhsh
as the national city of mat weav-
ing has contributed to its growth.
He believes that starting a small
business in this field requires
less initial capital compared with
many other occupations. With a
relatively modest investment, a
small operation can be launched
and can enter the income-gener-
ating cycle relatively quickly.
One of the concerns surround-
ing handicrafts is the transfer of
knowledge and skills to future
generations. However, the ex-
perience of Abpakhsh’s artisans
presents a different picture.
Peykhasteh believes the chain of
knowledge transfer remains ac-
tive. He said that in recent years,
mat weaving training has entered
schools, and many teenagers and
young people have become famil-
iar with the craft alongside their
families. Some participate in pro-
duction, while others contribute
through product design or the
supply of raw materials.

This shows that although chang-
es in lifestyle have affected many
traditional occupations, mat
weaving in Abpakhsh has still
managed to keep part of the
younger generation connected to
the craft.

Climate change and water short-
ages have been repeatedly dis-
cussed in recent years due to
their possible effects on south-

ern Iran’s palm groves. However,
palm-leaf weaving artisans in
Abpakhsh say the issue has so far
had no significant impact on the
quality of their raw materials.
Peykhasteh said that palm trees,
due to their ability to adapt to hot
climates and water scarcity, have
continued to maintain suitable
quality, and no noticeable change
has been observed in the leaves
used for mat weaving.

These remarks suggest that, at
least from the perspective of lo-
cal artisans, economic and mar-
ket challenges have had a greater
impact on the future of the craft
than environmental issues.
Amid all economic and market
concerns, artisans emphasize
one shared feature of palm-leaf
woven products: their direct con-
nection with nature.

“Mat weaving is an environmen-
tally friendly craft. It comes en-
tirely from nature and returns
to nature without harming the
environment,” Peykhasteh said.
Perhaps this very quality has
helped the ancient craft of palm-
leaf mat weaving maintain its
place in homes and daily life at a
time when interest in natural and
sustainable products is growing.
Meanwhile, Seyyedeh Khadijeh
Hosseini, head of the Cultural
Heritage, Tourism and Handi-
crafts Department of Dashtestan,
told ISNA that financial assis-
tance has been provided to active
members of the sector.

Hosseini also said that five mat
weaving workshops are currently
operating in Abpakhsh, serving
as part of the region’s production
and training capacity for this craft.
In Abpakhsh and the villages of
Dashtestan, palm-leaf mat weav-
ing is not merely a cultural heri-
tage — it is also part of the local
economy and regional identity.
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Gisoum village in Talesh has emerged
as one of Iran’s proposed candidates for
the United Nations World Tourism Or-
ganization’s (UN Tourism) “Best Tour-
ism Villages” list. According to Hasan
Mirzaei, a rural planner and Deputy
for Management and Resources Devel-
opment of Gilan Province, the village’s
nomination is not simply the result of its
distinctive natural landscapes or excep-
tional ecological attractions.

Mirzaei noted that what distinguish-
es Gisoum from a conventional tourist
destination is the gradual development
of a Community-Based Tourism model,
in which local residents play a central

role in managing and shaping tourism
activities, according to chtn.ir.

Within the framework of sustainable de-
velopment, community-based tourism
has emerged as a response to the chal-

lenges created by rapid and unbalanced
development models in many parts of
the world. Although such approaches
have sometimes generated short-term
economic gains, they have also contrib-
uted to environmental damage, cultural
decline, and the limited participation of
local communities in tourism benefits.
In contrast, community-based tourism
emphasizes that the preservation of
natural and cultural heritage becomes
sustainable when local people consider
themselves its owners, protectors, and
primary beneficiaries.

In recent years, Gisoum has demon-
strated growing signs of adopting this
approach. The local community, educat-
ed youth, environmental experts, and
tourism stakeholders have gradually
built a foundation for social participa-
tion through non-governmental orga-
nizations and volunteer initiatives. This
collaboration has contributed to direct-

ing tourism development in the region
toward greater responsibility and sus-
tainability.

In this process, civil society organi-
zations serve not only as operational
bodies but also as links between local
knowledge and modern tourism man-
agement practices. Through community
education, supporting the conservation
of the Hyrcanian forests, organizing
tourism activities, encouraging re-
sponsible eco-tourism initiatives, and
increasing public awareness of the re-
gion’s natural and cultural values, these
organizations have played an important
role in strengthening tourism gover-
nance.

The active involvement of these insti-
tutions has helped transform Gisoum
from a natural attraction into an exam-
ple of participatory management in ru-
ral tourism. In this model, the economic
opportunities created by tourism are
not viewed as separate from environ-
mental protection and cultural preser-
vation; rather, they develop alongside
them through cooperation and shared
responsibility.

According to international tourism eval-
uation frameworks, including those used
by UN Tourism, villages that successfully
combine participatory governance, envi-
ronmental conservation, community in-
volvement, and cultural continuity have
a greater chance of gaining international
recognition. Therefore, Gisoum’s path to-
ward global visibility is based not only
on its natural beauty but also on the so-
cial capital created through cooperation

among residents, civil organizations, and
public institutions.

Non-governmental organizations in this
process have a role beyond acting as so-
cial intermediaries. By strengthening
residents’ sense of responsibility and
connection to their surroundings, they
help ensure that tourism does not be-
come solely profit-oriented, but instead
develops within a sustainable and ethi-
cal framework.

If Gisoum is now being considered for
one of the world’s most prestigious
tourism lists, this achievement can be
viewed as the result of the interaction of
three key assets: the unique natural en-
vironment of the Hyrcanian region, the
deep-rooted cultural identity of Talesh,
and the social capital developed through
community participation.

This experience can provide an inspiring
example for many villages across Iran.
In a country with thousands of villages

rich in natural and cultural resources,
turning these potentials into global op-
portunities requires more than physical
investment. It also depends on strength-
ening public participation, building trust
between communities and management
institutions, and supporting local orga-
nizations.

Today, Gisoum is more than a location
on Iran’s tourism map; it represents the
idea that the future of sustainable tour-
ism is created through the relationship
between people and their environment.
Wherever this relationship is supported
by awareness, responsibility, and partic-
ipation, the possibility of global recogni-
tion becomes stronger.

From this perspective, Gisoum could
represent a new chapter in Iran’s tour-
ism story — one in which rural com-
munities become centers of innovation
in sustainable and community-based
tourism.




