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Abstract

This article aims to provide a policy framework for sustaining the Zagros
Forests, using a grounded theory methodology. The research
demonstrates that forest decline is a multifaceted phenomenon, and
addressing it requires an understanding of the various dimensions of
forest management and their dynamic interrelationships. The collapse of
traditional institutions, along with the inadequacy of bureaucratic and
formal governance structures for forest resources, constitutes a primary
causal factor in the degradation of the Zagros Forests. Contextual factors
include a heavy dependence on forest resources for livelihoods due to
poverty and underdevelopment, alongside numerous socio-economic
pressures that exceed the ecosystems' carrying capacity, creating a
complex meta-forestry problem. The study proposes four policy
recommendations: reformulating the policymaking process toward good
governance; establishing participatory conservation programs;
implementing a systemic, problem-oriented mechanism involving key
stakeholders; and institutionalizing a National Fund for financing the
conservation of Zagros ecosystems. Collectively, these measures
provide essential policy guidance for achieving socio-ecological
sustainability in one of Iran's most critical forest regions.
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Extended Abstract

Purpose

The Zagros forests have experienced rapid and widespread decline due
to the combined pressures of human activity, ecological degradation, and
institutional shortcomings. Persistent livelihood dependence among
forest communities, long-standing socio-economic underdevelopment,
and the erosion of traditional management systems have collectively
exceeded the ecosystem's carrying capacity, transforming forest decline
into a national public concern with extensive socio-ecological
consequences. Despite increasing policy attention, a coherent and
effective strategy for reversing this trend remains lacking. This study
aims to analyze the causal structure underlying the degradation of the
Zagros socio-ecological system and to propose a policy framework for
restoring sustainable and resilient forest governance.

Design/Methodology/Approach

A Grounded Theory approach, following Strauss and Corbin, was
applied to uncover the causal dynamics of forest decline. Data were
collected through (1) systematic analysis of ten national forest-related
policy documents and (2) semi-structured interviews with forest-
dependent households and local community members in Lorestan
Province. Data underwent open, axial, and selective coding to construct
a paradigm model capturing causal conditions, core phenomena,
contextual and intervening factors, interactions, and consequences. The
emergent model was then compared with historical forest governance
performance in the Zagros to formulate feasible policy scenarios for
sustainable management.

Findings

The degradation of the Zagros forests is a multifaceted and deeply
structural phenomenon. The central causal factor is the collapse of
traditional institutions for managing renewable resources, coupled with
the inability of modern bureaucratic systems to fulfill regulatory and
governance roles effectively. Driven by poverty, underdevelopment, and
intense livelihood dependence on forest resources, forest decline has
transcended the forestry sector, becoming a broader socio-ecological
governance issue. Structural, legal, policy, and enforcement deficiencies
at both national and provincial levels have further intensified
degradation. Past policies not only failed to alleviate pressures but, in
some instances, contributed to accelerated deforestation. The recently
proposed community forestry initiative, presented as a uniform solution,
contains conceptual ambiguities and diverges significantly from the
institutional prerequisites of genuine participatory governance. Of three
scenarios developed, the “feasible preferred scenario,” combining cross-
sectoral cooperation, good governance principles, meaningful
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community participation, and sustainable financing, emerges as the most
actionable under current conditions.

Practical implications

The findings suggest that technical interventions alone are insufficient to
restore the Zagros ecosystem. Effective governance reform requires
institutional restructuring, cross-sectoral coordination, empowered local
governance structures, and sustained financial mechanisms. Community
forestry initiatives may play a constructive role only in areas with
manageable socio-economic pressures and where essential institutional
and legal preconditions are met. A problem-oriented, governance-
centered approach provides a roadmap for integrating local participation
with national policy objectives.

Social implications

This research highlights the critical link between forest governance and
societal well-being. Addressing socio-economic vulnerabilities and
empowering forest-dependent communities can enhance livelihoods,
strengthen social legitimacy, and foster long-term stewardship of forest
landscapes. Participation that is both meaningful and supported by
institutional frameworks is essential to avoid “participation traps” that
exacerbate ecological and social pressures.

Originality/Value

This study contributes to forest governance literature by integrating
structural analysis, Grounded Theory, and scenario-based policy
development in a socio-ecological context. It emphasizes the importance
of combining governance reform with community participation and
sustainable financing to achieve durable ecological and societal
outcomes. The proposed policy framework offers actionable insights for
policymakers, forestry authorities, and community leaders seeking to
restore degraded landscapes while balancing ecological, social, and
economic objectives.
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1. Contributing money or labor

2. Consultation

3. Free Prior & Informed Consent (FPIC)
4. Co-management

5. Community management
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