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The instability of wetland conservation initiatives and the conflict of interest between local
communities and the environment represent a major challenge in the country's natural
resource governance, limiting the effectiveness of policies based on command-and-control
and strictly protectionist approaches. Addressing this critical issue through a Social-
Ecological Systems (SES) approach, this study aimed to elucidate the mechanisms
underlying the transition to wetland-compatible livelihoods and to provide an operational
model for aligning economic interests with conservation goals in the Urmia Lake basin.
This study is qualitative in nature and was conducted using Inductive Qualitative Content
Analysis. The participants in the study comprised 21 academic experts, executive officials,
and local community representatives selected through purposive and snowball sampling
techniques until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through in-depth,
semi-structured interviews, and credibility and trustworthiness were confirmed through
triangulation and member checking. Data analysis using MAXQDA 24 software revealed
that the governance model for wetland livelihoods is underpinned by 5 main drivers and
22 key indicators. Findings indicated that the category of "Strengthening Institutional and
Structural Capacities" carried the highest priority in the model, followed by "Social Capital
and Legitimation," "Policy Coherence and Stakeholder Network," "Sustainable Financing
Mechanisms and Green Economy," and "Education and Awareness." Overall, the findings
indicate that the long-term sustainability of wetlands hinges on the "livelihood resilience"
of local inhabitants; that is, when the livelihoods of residents possess sufficient capacity
to withstand economic-ecological shocks and adapt to new conditions, their dependence
on direct exploitation of limited wetland resources diminishes, and conservation incentives
become internalized within their economic logic. This finding has significant implications
for the governance system, suggesting that, beyond physical enclosures, effective policies
must focus on reforming institutional structures, facilitating economic activity, and
rebuilding social capital to escape the "livelihood trap."
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Introduction

The instability of wetland conservation initiatives and the conflict of interest between local
communities and the environment represent a major challenge in Iran's natural resource
governance, limiting the effectiveness of policies based on command-and-control and strictly
protectionist approaches. This problem has manifested itself in its most critical form in the
Urmia Lake basin, where competition for water, unsustainable agricultural development, and
recurring droughts have pushed the unique ecosystem of this lake to the brink of collapse.
Despite extensive research on technical and hydrological dimensions, the lack of an indigenous,
context-sensitive model capable of operationalizing the link between institutional reforms,
sustainable economic incentives, and participatory learning processes has acted as a theoretical
and practical barrier to sustainable restoration. Addressing this gap, the present study aimed to
elucidate the mechanisms underlying the transition to wetland-compatible livelihoods and to
provide an operational model for aligning economic interests with conservation goals in the
Urmia Lake basin, employing a Social-Ecological Systems (SES) approach.

Method

This study is qualitative in nature and was conducted using inductive qualitative content
analysis. The participants comprised twenty-one academic experts, executive officials, and
local community representatives selected through purposive and snowball sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Inclusion criteria were: having at least five years of lived
experience or relevant managerial background in the region; direct or indirect participation in
wetland conservation projects; having a history of participation in local meetings or working
groups related to conservation or livelihood development projects; and being recommended by
other participants or local facilitators as an individual with rich experience and the ability to
articulate it. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews, and credibility
and trustworthiness were confirmed through triangulation and member checking. Data analysis
was performed using MAXQDA 24 software following the four-step procedure of Graneheim
and Lundman (immersion, meaning unit determination, abstraction and categorization, and
theme development). To determine the weight and priority of categories, a combination of
"frequency" and "qualitative significance" (including depth of meaning, participant emphasis,
and explanatory power) was used. Inter-coder reliability was calculated using Cohen's Kappa
coefficient, yielding a value of 0.85, which, according to Landis and Koch's (1977) criteria,
falls within the range of "almost perfect agreement."

Results

Data analysis revealed that the governance model for wetland livelihoods in Urmia Lake is
underpinned by five main drivers (axial codes) and twenty-two key indicators (open codes). In
order of priority, based on frequency and qualitative significance, these five categories are:
"Strengthening Institutional and Structural Capacities" (emphasizing bureaucracy reduction,
legal support, and formulation of a comprehensive action plan); "Social Capital and
Legitimation of Interventions" (with indicators such as holding socio-cultural events,
identifying active members, and participatory modelling); "Policy Coherence and Stakeholder
Network" (emphasizing business chain organization, association building, and branding);
"Sustainable Financing Mechanisms and Green Economy" (focusing on the development of
cooperatives and local micro-funds); and "Education and Awareness" (with the highly frequent
indicator "implementation of educational programs for local communities"). In-depth analysis
of the interviews indicates that the category "Strengthening Institutional and Structural
Capacities" plays an infrastructural and prerequisite role for the other dimensions; until laws
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and administrative processes become flexible and agile, other interventions will face
serious obstacles. Although the social capital category has a high frequency, in the absence of
an appropriate institutional context it cannot, by itself, lead to sustainable change. The policy
coherence category acts as a "connecting link" between institutions and local communities. The
financial category serves as an "economic driver" that gains meaning after the institutional and
social foundations are laid. The education category, positioned at the end of the priority order,
is not unimportant; rather, it indicates that education is effective only when it is embedded in a
context of efficient institutions, social capital, and economic incentives.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that the long-term sustainability of wetlands hinges on
the "livelihood resilience" of local inhabitants; that is, when residents' livelithoods possess
sufficient capacity to withstand economic-ecological shocks and adapt to new conditions, their
dependence on direct exploitation of limited wetland resources diminishes, and conservation
incentives become internalized within their economic logic. On this basis, the extracted
qualitative model is introduced as a "grounded theory of livelihood transition in wetland
contexts," offering five interconnected layers (institutional, social, networking, financial, and
educational) within an integrated explanatory framework. This theory demonstrates that a
successful transition from a multi-dimensional lock-in (institutional, economic, and socio-
cognitive) requires simultaneous and coordinated intervention in all these layers. The main
implication for policymakers is that, beyond physical enclosures, effective policies must focus
on reforming institutional structures, facilitating economic activity, and rebuilding social
capital. Four practical proposals — establishing a "green licensing system and a single window
organization," shifting from "production-centricity" to "value chain completion through
wetland branding," changing the financial path from "cash subsidies" to "local revolving funds,"
and "institutionalizing participatory governance through a network of facilitators" — are directly
derived from the findings and can serve as operational levers for escaping the livelihood trap.
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