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The water crisis in Iran is less a climatic phenomenon and more a consequence of
structural, institutional, and legal inefficiencies. The primary objective of this research
is to conduct a critical analysis of the "Fair Water Distribution Law" (1983) through
the lens of modern governance indicators, examining the role of legal centralization
in aquifer imbalance and the emergence of "regulatory capture." Using a qualitative,
descriptive-analytical approach, this study aligns the 1983 Law with the OECD’s 12
Principles on Water Governance and the UNDP framework across institutional, socio-
economic, and technical dimensions. Findings reveal that by transforming water from
a shared social asset into a "state commodity," the 1983 Law led to the exclusion of
local communities and the erosion of indigenous knowledge. Furthermore, the
institutional disconnect between allocation and distribution agencies, coupled with
regulatory capture by influential interest groups, has severely hindered Integrated
Water Resources Management (IWRM). The conflict between the 1983 Law and the
2010 "Law for Determining the Status of Unauthorized Wells" is identified as a
critical factor neutralizing aquifer-balancing policies. The results assert that the
current top-down management model has lost its efficacy in the face of complex
socio-ecological crises. To overcome this deadlock, Iran’s water governance must
transition toward a polycentric and multi-level model. This transition requires
structural reforms, including: drafting a "Comprehensive Water Law" based on the
Public Trust Doctrine, institutionalizing basin-based management, legally prioritizing
ecological water rights, and restoring legitimacy through genuine stakeholder
participation in high-level decision-making.
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Introduction

The water resource crisis in Iran, manifested by a drastic decline in groundwater levels,
catastrophic land subsidence, and systemic degradation of water quality, is more than a climatic
phenomenon; it reflects profound structural and legal inefficiencies. Population growth and
rising demands for food security have exerted unprecedented pressure on strategic reserves,
transforming the negative water balance of aquifers into a civilizational threat. The primary
objective of this research is to conduct a critical analysis of the "Fair Water Distribution Law"
(1983)—the backbone of Iran’s water legal system—through the lens of modern governance
indicators. This study examines how legal centralization and the erosion of customary property
rights have led to aquifer imbalance and "regulatory capture." A central aim is to analyze the
conflicts between this law and subsequent legislation, particularly the "Law for Determining
the Status of Unauthorized Wells" (2010), while providing a strategic roadmap for transitioning
from state-centric, command-and-control management toward a polycentric, participatory, and
adaptive governance model to ensure procedural justice and intergenerational sustainability.

Method

This qualitative research employs a descriptive-analytical and critical approach. The
methodological logic involves aligning the key provisions of the 1983 Law with two
international frameworks: the OECD’s "12 Principles on Water Governance" (focusing on
efficiency, role clarity, and transparency) and the UNDP’s "Water Governance Framework"
(emphasizing procedural justice and stakeholder participation). Key articles of the law were
extracted to analyze their legal philosophy. Subsequently, legal challenges were categorized
into three axes: institutional-structural, socio-political/economic, and informational-technical
barriers. Finally, using a comparative method, Iran’s status was evaluated against successful
global models in France (basin-based management), South Africa (ecological prioritization),
and Spain (stakeholder participation). By utilizing content analysis of legal documents and
parliamentary records, the research identifies the critical gaps between the 1983 legislative
intent and the socio-ecological realities of the 2020s.were carried out using Python software.

Results

The findings indicate that the 1983 Law shifted the management paradigm from "private
ownership" to "public commons" (Anfal). However, in practice, it transformed water into a
"state commodity" under exclusive bureaucratic management. Under Articles 1 and 18,
customary rights were replaced by temporary "reasonable use permits" supervised by the
Ministry of Energy. While initiated under the banner of distributive justice, this approach
reduced management to absolute administrative control, excluding local participation and
eroding indigenous knowledge. Institutionally, a severe disconnect exists between allocation
agencies (Ministry of Energy) and distribution agencies (Ministry of Agriculture), hindering
Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) at the hydrological scale. Furthermore,
"regulatory capture" has allowed influential interest groups to steer decisions toward short-term
socio-economic interests at the expense of ecological sustainability. A lack of data transparency
and deterrent penalties have brought groundwater abstraction control to a deadlock. The conflict
between the 1983 Law and the 2010 Law for Unauthorized Wells is a critical finding,
demonstrating how the legalization of illegal extractions has neutralized balancing policies.
Moreover, the contradiction between users' "vested rights" and the state's authority to adjust
permits has resulted in conflicting judicial rulings. At the implementation level, the law lacks
mechanisms for conflict resolution between upstream and downstream users, while the state’s
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decision-making monopoly has created a profound trust deficit between the government
and local farmers.

Conclusion

The research concludes that the centralized, top-down model has lost its efficacy in the face
of complex socio-ecological crises. The 1983 Law is no longer compatible with Iran's water-
scarce landscape. To overcome the current deadlock, Iran’s water governance must transition
from state-centrism toward "polycentric and multi-level governance." This research proposes a
roadmap for structural reform in four key areas: First, drafting a "Comprehensive Water Law"
based on the Public Trust Doctrine, where the state acts as a trustee rather than an owner.
Second, institutionalizing basin-based management to align decision-making with hydrological
boundaries rather than political ones, ensuring cross-sectoral coordination. Third, legal
prioritization of "ecological water rights" as a non-negotiable entity to ensure environmental
flows. Fourth, restoring legitimacy by integrating customary knowledge and genuine
stakeholder participation. Transitioning to a rights-based approach that integrates socio-
economic incentives with ecological constraints is the only way to ensure intergenerational
justice. The state must decentralize power and recognize "local water councils" to bridge the
trust gap. Without this fundamental shift in the legal paradigm, the enforcement of water
permits will remain a technical impossibility. The survival of Iran's water heritage depends on
a participatory model where the state, private sector, and local communities share responsibility
and accountability for conservation.
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