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The unbalanced development and uneven distribution of water, soil, and population in Iran
have resulted in significant temporal and spatial disparities between water availability and
consumption. Under these circumstances, the imperative of ensuring a sustainable supply
of drinking water, as a fundamental mandate of governance, has compelled policymakers
to adopt various strategies, among which Inter-Basin Water Transfer (IBWT) stands out
as a critical intervention. Despite its potential efficacy in alleviating water scarcity in arid
regions, IBWT is not merely a technical solution; rather, it entails a complex array of social
consequences that can exert profound and often deleterious impacts on both donor and
recipient communities. This qualitative study aims to identify and explicate the social
consequences of IBWT in Iran, with a specific focus on the Central Plateau. Data were
gathered through semi-structured interviews with 21 experts in the fields of water
governance and hydropolitics, and subsequently analyzed using Thematic Analysis.
Participants were selected via purposive sampling, and the data collection process
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. The findings yielded 6 main themes,
17 sub-themes, and 106 codes, highlighting a broad spectrum of adverse social
consequences associated with IBWT projects. The primary themes that emerged from the
analysis are: (1) erosion of social capital and public trust, (2) divergence and threats to
national solidarity, (3) inequality and perceived discrimination, (4) demographic
metamorphoses and settlement vulnerabilities, (5) politicization of water and instrumental
exploitation, and (6) civilizational-biological decay and social health. The study concludes
that while IBWT can serve as an instrument for fulfilling the state's mandate to supply
drinking water, given its significant social ramifications, such policies should be regarded
strictly as a measure of last resort, to be considered only after the exhaustive
implementation of alternative strategies, including demand management, efficiency
enhancement, and consumption pattern reform.
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Introduction

Unbalanced development, demographic burdens exceeding ecological carrying capacity, and
the heterogeneous distribution of water and soil in Iran's Central Plateau have created a
profound rift between water resources and consumption. This situation has brought the country
to the brink of an erosive water crisis where competition over shared resources transcends local
disputes and possesses the potential to evolve into macro-scale social, security, and political
challenges. In response to this crisis and to ensure a sustainable supply of drinking water, the
national policymaking system has relied heavily on Inter-Basin Water Transfer (IBWT)
megaprojects. Nevertheless, the fundamental problem of the present research stems from the
deep divide between the structural-engineering nature of these policies and complex social
realities. The governance apparatus often perceives water transfer as a merely physical solution
to rectify spatial imbalances, whereas in practice, these projects have transformed into catalysts
for socio-political tensions. A review of the global literature corroborates this challenge; for
instance, Purvis and Dinar (2020) demonstrated that projects designed to mitigate acute crises
are themselves susceptible to generating unforeseen negative consequences. Within the
geographical context of Iran, a research gap emerges where the hegemony of technical,
hydrological, and environmental approaches has led to the neglect of the multi-layered, identity-
based, and social dimensions of this phenomenon. Accordingly, the objective of this study is to
conduct a deep and systematic analysis of the social consequences of water transfer projects in
Iran's Central Plateau. By transcending engineering reductionism, this research seeks to provide
a comprehensive portrayal of the hidden social impacts of such policies and to offer practical
policy implications for reforming water governance from the perspective of the social
consequences of IBWT.

Method

This qualitative study was conducted utilizing an inductive approach based on an interpretive
paradigm. The research data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with
21 distinguished experts and specialists in the fields of water governance and hydropolitics.
The primary criteria for selecting these experts included specialized knowledge, practical
experience, and a comprehensive understanding of the socio-political dimensions of water
transfer projects. Participants were selected using a purposive sampling method. For the
systematic analysis of the data, thematic analysis was employed. Two researchers
independently conducted the coding process, systematically extracting codes, organizing
themes (sub-themes), and global themes (main themes) across three consecutive stages. To
ensure the quality and enhance the trustworthiness of the findings, Lincoln and Guba's (1985)
four evaluative criteria were rigorously applied.

Results

The thematic analysis of the interviews resulted in the identification of 106 codes, 17 sub-
themes, and 6 main themes, illustrating an interconnected and complex constellation of social
consequences. These themes include:

1. Erosion of Social Capital and Public Trust: This overarching theme encompasses structural distrust
in the governance system, the erosion of public participation, and the weakening of civil society
institutions.

2. Divergence and Threats to National Solidarity: Acting as a destructive catalyst, water transfer
intensifies regional tensions and extreme parochialism while fostering ethnic and identity-based
divides.

3. Inequality and Perceived Discrimination: The perception of structural discrimination, injustice in
accessing opportunities, and sectoralism in governance lead to a profound sense of marginalization
and being overlooked within the source regions.
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4. Demographic Metamorphoses and Settlement Vulnerabilities: Severe livelihood pressures and
economic insecurity in source areas drive forced migration, the expansion of marginalization and
informal settlements in metropolises, the formation of poverty clusters, and ultimately the physical
disintegration of human settlements.

5. Politicization of Water and Instrumental Exploitation: The emergence of water populism,
characterized by non-expert promises and electoral exploitation by politicians, alongside
confrontational social activism such as protest rallies, signifies a dangerous transition from
institutionalized social participation to negative hydropolitics.

6. Civilizational-Biological Decay and Social Health: At the deepest level, water transfer leads to the
destruction of cultural and historical heritage, the erosion of indigenous knowledge in traditional
water management such as the Qanat system, and the weakening of territorial belonging. The shift
from a long-standing culture of adaptation to water scarcity toward false consumerism in destination
regions, coupled with chronic stress and psychological insecurity in source regions, has jeopardized
the foundations of biodefense and national resilience.

Conclusion

A comprehensive analysis of the findings demonstrates that the social consequences of water
transfer are not merely isolated or temporary effects; rather, they possess a cascading and
cumulative nature. The erosion of social capital and perceived discrimination provide the
primary foundation for national divergence and the politicization of water, and the continuation
of this process ultimately culminates in demographic metamorphoses and civilizational-
biological decay. Consequently, water transfer projects have evolved from purely structural and
engineering interventions into full-fledged socio-political phenomena that are directly tied to
social sustainability and territorial security. This study proposes that the physical transfer of
water must be regarded strictly as a measure of last resort. Prior to any structural intervention,
the exhaustive implementation of alternative strategies is mandatory. These strategies include
rebuilding social capital through dialogic and persuasive approaches, institutionalizing the Free,
Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) of local stakeholders, creating sustainable livelihood
opportunities and fair compensation for donor regions, institutionally decoupling drinking
water from high-consumption industrial and agricultural sectors, controlling water populism
and emphasizing media neutrality, as well as integrating the Water-Energy-Food-Environment
(WEFE) Nexus approach. Furthermore, prioritizing virtual water trade, reforming national
cropping patterns, and reviving indigenous knowledge are essential tools for enhancing
territorial resilience. Ultimately, a fundamental paradigm shift in the water governance structure
and a definitive transition toward participatory, justice-oriented, and spatial planning-based
(Amayesh) approaches constitute an urgent and undeniable necessity for the country's
policymaking system.
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