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Abstract

Over recent decades, the Zayandeh-Rood catchment has faced
significant challenges due to declining water resources, climate
change, unbalanced development, and inter-provincial conflicts. This
study examines a century of water governance in the basin, focusing
on its historical evolution and impacts. Using an analytical-
documentary approach, it addresses two key questions: What has
been the historical approach to water management in the Zayandeh-
Rood basin? and What have been the consequences of this approach?
Findings reveal that water governance has lacked coherence and
integration, fluctuating between centralized and fragmented models
since the Safavid era. Major obstacles include sectoral governance,
political centralization, limited stakeholder participation, lack of
transparency, and overlapping institutional structures. The study
advocates transitioning from traditional management to a multi-level,
participatory, and  accountable  governance  framework.
Recommended strategies involve strengthening inter-provincial
institutions,  developing  transparent information  systems,
empowering local communities, and establishing basin-level
regulatory mechanisms.
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Extended Abstract

Purpose

This study examines the historical and contemporary challenges of water
governance in the Zayandeh Rood Basin, one of Iran's most significant
watersheds, and explores potential solutions to promote sustainable and
equitable water management. The research aims to understand how
governance structures, institutional frameworks, and stakeholder
participation have influenced water resource allocation, environmental
sustainability, and social equity in the basin. Key objectives include
analyzing historical water governance actions over the past century and
assessing their environmental, social, and institutional consequences.

Design/Methodology/Approach

The study adopts a qualitative documentary-analytical approach,
drawing on official reports, scientific publications, and information from
governmental and international institutions on water management in the
Zayandeh Rood Basin. Qualitative data were analyzed using content
analysis of historical documents, water-related laws, and institutional
frameworks over the past 110 years. The research applies a theoretical
framework combining realist, normative, and pragmatic perspectives on
water governance, focusing on four elements: actors, rules, resources,
and context. This framework enables the analysis of institutional
dynamics, stakeholder power relations, and governance outcomes.

Findings

The findings indicate that over the last century, government control over
water governance has progressively increased, while stakeholder
participation—particularly of farmers—has declined. Key developments
include: Abandonment of the 1928 Civil Water Law and the 1968 Water
Law's nationalization of water, emphasizing state ownership over
stakeholder rights.

«+ Post-revolution policies on water distribution, including well
drilling permits and cultivation in prohibited areas, which
undermined long-term sustainability and justice.

+ Recent technical approaches to water management have
monopolized control within the government, excluding local
stakeholders, which intensified conflicts among farmers, urban
residents, industrial users, environmental activists, and legislators.
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«¢+ Provincialization of water management led to inter-provincial
tensions, inefficiencies, and distrust in  governance.
Environmental consequences include decreased groundwater
levels, land subsidence, and ecological harm to the Gavkhoni
wetland, while social impacts include conflicts and disregard for
sustainable water use by farmers.

Limitations/Research Implications

The study relies on documentary and qualitative analysis, limiting the
ability to measure on-the-ground stakeholder behaviors quantitatively.
Access to comprehensive historical records and local-level data may be
incomplete. Future research could complement documentary findings
with field surveys, interviews, and hydrological modeling to validate
governance reforms and stakeholder engagement mechanisms.

Practical Implications

The research provides several actionable recommendations to enhance
water governance in the Zayandeh Rood Basin. First, it emphasizes the
transition to a multi-level governance system that actively involves
stakeholders at all levels, ensuring that local, provincial, and national
voices contribute to decision-making. Second, the study advocates for
the establishment of inter-sectoral regulatory mechanisms to improve
coordination among various governmental institutions, aligning policies
and actions across national, provincial, and local authorities. Third, it
proposes the creation of a Zayandeh Rood Water Governance Basin
Committee, comprising representatives from both governmental and
non-governmental organizations, to facilitate collaborative planning,
oversight, and conflict resolution. Fourth, the research highlights the
importance of cultural strategies aimed at reshaping water consumption
patterns and fostering a sense of collective responsibility among users,
promoting sustainable use of water resources. Fifth, it calls for a
comprehensive review and harmonization of existing laws and
regulations, with the goal of eliminating overlapping institutions and
improving the efficiency of water governance structures. Finally, the
study underscores the need to ensure equitable distribution of water
resources by systematizing water ownership rights and reviewing
allocation patterns, thereby balancing competing demands and
promoting  fairness across the basin.  Collectively, these
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recommendations offer a pathway toward more integrated, participatory,
and sustainable water governance in the Zayandeh Rood Basin.

Social Implications

Improved governance can enhance social trust, reduce conflicts, and
promote sustainable water use, strengthening stakeholder collaboration
across provinces. Greater participation of local actors, particularly
farmers, can foster long-term environmental stewardship and
community resilience, contributing to social stability and equitable
resource access.

Originality/Value

This research provides a century-long historical analysis of water
governance in lIran's central plateau, integrating institutional, legal, and
social perspectives. It highlights the consequences of centralized and
sectoral governance while proposing multi-level, participatory, and
justice-oriented solutions. The study is valuable for policymakers, water
managers, and researchers seeking to design sustainable governance
frameworks in complex socio-environmental systems.
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