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Extended Abstract

Iran has reached critical level of water crisis, although long been facing water scarcity.
Currently, the belief gained ground that the challenges of today and tomorrow are more
related to poor governance than water shortage and the main strategy to cope with water
crisis lies in water governance reform. The new research agenda of water governance
underlines on interdisciplinary examination of theories drawn from public economics,
institutional economics, political economy and public administration. The aim of this
study is to analysis the past and present sustainability of water governance in Zayandeh-
Rood basin. By combining quantitative and qualitative approaches, data were collected
through documentary and survey research by structured interviews with 171 farmers and
68 experts. The results showed that the current water governance is not favorable with
equity, effectiveness and efficiency, transparency, accountability, responsiveness,
coherency, participation and rule of law principles. Further, this study tried to explain the
fundamental principles of sustainability in traditional water governance which can
facilitate the transition to effective and fit-for-purpose water governance.
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Introduction

Iran has been facing water scarcity for a long time, which is recently intensified by population
growth, and climate change and variability. The severity of water scarcity and complexity of
different aspects of this problem lead to a belief that it is more than a hydrological gap, and
the most important causes are inefficient institutions, poor governance, no motivation and
inappropriate water allocation. The main features of bad governance are lack of systemic
vision, sectorial water management, lack of appropriate information and linear, large-scale,
centralized engineering ‘command-and-control” approach. Therefore, it is essential to design
the principles for transition to more effective governance in local, national and international
scales. Although, there is a range of models and approaches within the context of appraisal of
water governance regimes, but there are no simple panaceas or blueprints and each region
requires a fit-for-purpose governance according to its social, cultural and historical
circumstances. On the other hand, the framework of transition to effective water governance
is not well-defined and requires defining a framework, including the theories of different
sciences. The new research agenda of water governance underlines on interdisciplinary
examination of theories drawn from public economics, institutional economics, political
economy and public administration.

Purpose

The aim of this study is to understand the principles supporting sustainability of the water
governance by comparison of the traditional and current water governance regimes of
Zayande-Rood basin. In the other words, what should be the new agenda of water policy
makers in the transition to effective governance?.

Methodology

The study region is Zayande-Rood basin which is located on Gav Khooni watershed.
According to the complex nature of water governance regimes, we used both quantitative and
qualitative research methods, which complement each other. The Ostrom’s sustainability
principles of social ecological systems were used for evaluation of the traditional water
governance regime before Iran’s water nationalization by qualitative content analysis of
related documents such as Tomar of Sheikh-Bahai. In the second part, the process of present
water governance was assessed by the index that is composed of following constructs: equity,
effectiveness and efficiency, transparency, accountability, responsiveness, coherency,
participation and rule of law principles. Data were collected by documentary and survey
research through an interview along with completion of structured questionnaires with 171
farmers and 68 experts.

Results

Before the water nationalization law (1968) and construction of Zayande-Rod Dam (1970),
distribution of water from upstream to downstream between different districts followed the
Tomar of Sheikh-Bahai. Based on the Tomar, the share of each village, farm, garden and
urban neighborhood was specified from river by considering the population, soil type, slope
and distance of land from the river, agricultural land area, the possibility of reusing irrigation



return flow, access to Esfahan bazaar and crop pattern. In addition, the traditional water
governance of Zayande-Rood River was based on collaboration and participation of
stakeholders in election of the executive director of river network (Mirab), the priority of
experts and community trustees in acquiring managerial responsibility and mutual
monitoring of actors. In the case of failure to perform stakeholder’s duties, the punishment
on an offender was based upon the restriction on the use of provided goods and services.
Furthermore, in all circumstances, the expected benefits of beneficiaries were in return of
their responsibility and there was a close relationship between individual and collective
benefits in all their cooperation in providing water management costs. The existence of cost-
effective and appropriate methods of conflict resolution was another reason for sustainability
of the traditional water governance regime which was based on participation of experts,
trustees and skilled people. Moreover, rule was set by water-rights holders and governor had
been delegated the duty of water dividing and executive management of river to the agent of
stakeholders. Structure of the water governance included the combination of top-down and
bottom-up management styles and in the governance network, share and role of each
stakeholder and user in each level had been defined accurately. In the last half century along
with change of the water governance regime to command-and-control and supply oriented
approach, mis-and over-allocation of water to industrialization and development of cities and
agricultural land development has caused a structural change in previous water distribution
system and high human intervention in the ecosystem equilibrium of the river. Water
conflict and dispute in Zayande-Rood basin were intensified after approval of the Provincial
Water Resources Management Act in 2004. Finally, the current situation of water governance
in the basin with regards to equity, effectiveness, efficiency, transparency, accountability,
responsiveness, coherence, participation and rule of law criteria is in inappropriate condition.

Discussion

The traditional governance was more sustainable and adaptive than the present regime.
Although, the mentioned examples of sustainability are not usable in the current situation,
but investigation of the social learning condition within the context of described principles
can improve the outcome of social ecological system.

Conclusion

This study emphasized on interdisciplinary nature of water governance and provided a
framework for sustainability appraisal of the water governance regime. This methodology can
help policy-makers for re-evaluation of current situation of water governance and transition
to effective governance by understanding and applying the suggested principles that lead to
sustainability.

Innovation

It should be noted that the Ostrom's common-pool resource theory is more applicable in
small social ecological systems and in a large one still facing theoretical challenges.
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