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Abstract

One of the most critical challenges facing the Iranian governance system in
general, and successive governments in particular since the 1979 Islamic
Revolution, has been the management of water resources and the formulation of
policies appropriate to the country’s water conditions. Despite its importance, water
governance in Iran has consistently encountered numerous structural and
institutional challenges. This study examines the macro-policymaking framework
and the institutional structure of water resources management in lIran in the post-
revolutionary period. The central research question is: What are the main
weaknesses and challenges within Iran’s water management policy structure, and
how do they affect governance and resource allocation at the basin level? The study
employs a qualitative research approach based on document analysis, review of
policy texts, and examination of existing scholarly literature. The primary objective
is to assess the effectiveness of macro-level policies and institutional arrangements
governing water resources management. The study is guided by the hypothesis that
inefficiencies, structural shortcomings, and the persistence of unsustainable water
consumption patterns are rooted in Iran’s macro-policy framework and institutional
configuration. The findings indicate that a significant portion of the inefficiency in
Iran’s water management system arises from an overemphasis on supply-Side
solutions, weak and fragmented decision-making processes, and persistent
organizational and institutional challenges. These factors collectively undermine
effective water governance and contribute to the deepening of the country’s water
crisis.
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Extended abstract

Purpose

The aim of this study is to critically examine Iran's water governance system after
the Islamic Revolution, with a particular focus on national water policies,
institutional structures, and policymaking mechanisms. Given the severity of the
water crisis in lran—driven by arid climatic conditions, mismanagement, and
institutional weaknesses—the research seeks to identify the structural, policy, and
organizational factors that have contributed to inefficiency, unsustainable water
use, and environmental degradation. The central objective is to assess the extent to
which Iran's water management framework aligns with sound principles of
institutional policymaking and to highlight pathways for improving sustainability,
efficiency, and equity in water resource governance.

Design/Methodology/Approach

This research adopts a qualitative, applied, and descriptive approach.
Methodologically, it is grounded in qualitative social science research aimed at
generating practical insights for policy reform. Data collection relied on multiple
sources, including semi-structured interviews with five university professors and
three environmental science students in Mashhad, alongside document analysis,
secondary data review, and library and field research. The study employs a
multidimensional analytical framework consisting of three main steps: (1) analysis
of national water policies and their consistency with development plans, (2)
identification of policy and management weaknesses across strategic documents
and practices, and (3) examination of institutional and organizational structures to
uncover coordination failures and decision-making bottlenecks. This integrated
approach enables a comprehensive assessment of Iran's macro-level water
governance system.

Findings

The findings reveal that Iran's post-revolutionary water governance has been
shaped by ideological, political, and socio-economic transformations that have
often prioritized short-term objectives over long-term sustainability. Development
plans have consistently emphasized agricultural self-sufficiency and infrastructure
expansion, particularly dam construction, without adequate consideration of water
scarcity, climate change, or ecological balance. Policy incoherence, fragmented
institutional responsibilities, weak coordination among organizations, and
centralized decision-making structures have undermined effective water
management. The exclusion of local stakeholders and private actors has further
limited participatory and adaptive governance. As a result, water policies have
relied heavily on supply-based solutions and trial-and-error approaches, lacking
robust feedback mechanisms for evaluation and learning. These systemic
weaknesses have intensified water stress, reduced governance effectiveness, and
contributed to environmental degradation.

Limitations/Research Implications

The study faces several limitations. The qualitative nature of the research and the
limited number of interviewees constrain the generalizability of the findings.
Additionally, the focus on macro-level policies may overlook micro-level dynamics
and regional variations in water governance. Despite these limitations, the research
provides a solid foundation for future studies. Further research could employ
quantitative methods, comparative regional analyses, or longitudinal designs to
assess policy impacts over time and explore the effectiveness of proposed reforms.
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Practical Implications

From a practical perspective, the study offers valuable insights for policymakers
and water management institutions in Iran. The findings underscore the need to
reform development plans, improve institutional coordination, and shift from short-
term, supply-oriented strategies toward integrated, demand-based, and climate-
informed water management approaches. Strengthening feedback mechanisms,
enhancing stakeholder participation, and reducing reliance on ideologically driven
slogans can improve decision-making quality and policy effectiveness.

Social Implications

Improved water governance has significant social implications, including enhanced
food security, reduced social and regional conflicts over water resources, and
greater environmental justice. More participatory and transparent governance
structures can increase public trust and social cohesion, while sustainable water
management can mitigate long-term social and economic vulnerabilities linked to
water scarcity.

Originality/Value

The originality of this study lies in its comprehensive institutional and policy-
oriented analysis of Iran's water governance after the Islamic Revolution. By
integrating policy analysis, institutional assessment, and expert perspectives within
a multidimensional framework, the research provides a nuanced understanding of
the structural roots of Iran's water crisis. The study adds value by offering
evidence-based insights that can inform both academic debates and practical policy
reforms aimed at sustainable water resource management.

Keywords: Water governance, Water policy, Institutional analysis, Iran, Water
crisis, Sustainable resource management.
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