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The Role of Tourist Housing in the Sustainability of Karbala City
Center (The Arbaeen Pilgrimage as a Model)
Asst. Prof. Maareb Y. H. Amer
Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research / Al-Mustansiriyah
University
Prof. Jamal B. Al-Saadi
Education and Scientific Research / University of Baghdad Center for Urban

and Regional Planning

Karbala is a city with deep-rooted religious and historical significance,
known above all for the shrines of Imam Hussein and Imam Abbas (peace
be upon them). These sacred sites, along with a number of other pilgrimage
destinations and historic landmarks, have made Karbala a major center of
spiritual and cultural importance—not just in Iraq, but across the Arab and

Islamic world.

Given this unique role, strengthening the tourism sector has become
a key concern for the city. This includes restoring heritage sites, making
them more accessible, and improving services like accommodations,
transportation, and infrastructure. In recent years, attention has also turned
toward more sustainable tourism practices—ones that support the local

community while preserving the city’s cultural and spiritual identity.

One such practice, which has become especially important during
religious occasions like the Arbaeen pilgrimage, is the use of private homes
to host visitors. This informal form of lodging isn’t new—it’s common in
many parts of the world—but in Karbala, it carries added meaning. Opening
up one’s home to pilgrims is not only a way to help with the overflow of

visitors, but also a reflection of the city’s values: generosity, faith, and a



strong sense of community. For many residents, it’s not about money—it’s

a spiritual duty and a source of pride.

This study focused on the city center, where demand for housing is
highest due to its closeness to the shrines. Surveys were given to local
government employees and staff at the Imam Hussein shrine to better
understand how people view this kind of tourism and whether they see it

as sustainable in the long run.

The responses were largely positive. Many residents welcomed the
idea of hosting pilgrims, noting the economic benefits—from extra
income to increased business for local shops and markets. Others pointed
out that home stays offer visitors a more personal experience, including
privacy and home-cooked meals, which hotels can’t always provide. At
the same time, respondents also stressed the need for better regulation and
stronger infrastructure to ensure that this practice remains manageable

and beneficial in the future.

Tourist accommodation, Volunteer housing, Arbaeen pilgrimage,

Competitiveness, Sustainability.
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