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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: This interdisciplinary study aimed to conduct a thematic analysis of water resource
policymaking in Iran’s First and Second Five-Year Economic, Social, and Cultural Development Plans (1989-2000).

Data and method: using an interpretive paradigm, the research adopts a qualitative approach, employing thematic
analysis based on the Braun and Clarke model. Relevant documents from the First and Second Iran Development Plans
were selected through purposive sampling, utilizing theoretical and purposeful sampling strategies. Selecting and
gathering related contents, thematic analysis processes have been done.

Findings: The study identified 27 sub-themes, 10 main themes, and 2 central themes. The central theme for the First
Plan was “Centralized and Exploitation-Oriented Governance.” Its main themes included “self-sufficient agricultural
mechanisms”, “supportive and corrective policies”, “optimization and preservation of water resources”, “sustainable
development policymaking”, and “regionalism”. The content of the Second Development did not eradicate the
shortcomings of the First Plan but rather continued its characteristics. The central theme for the Second Plan was
“Growth-Oriented Agriculture.” While the Second Plan showed enhanced attention to water resource development and
environmental protection compared to the First Plan, this transformation occurred within a centralized governance

framework, lacking participation from real and legal parties'stakeholders.

Conclusion: The results indicate that both the First and Second Development Plans were centered on “state-centered
economic development” and lacked civil society involvement in water governance.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The issue of water is today one of the major concerns for sustaining life on Earth, and this
concern is especially pronounced in arid and semi-arid regions. Such an issue has become a subject
of macro-level policymaking in most countries of the world today. Researchers argue that the roots
of many water crises lie not in the physical scarcity of water or in technical knowledge, but in weak
management and a "crisis of governance"— a condition arising from unilateral, state-driven
policymaking. In Iranian society, water management has been addressed within development plans,
and research on water resource management has been conducted for decades. Nevertheless, a
review of the literature shows that few studies have analyzed water policymaking in the first and
second development plans in post-1979 revolutionary Iran, and an interdisciplinary understanding
of the social trajectory of this policymaking after the Islamic Revolution remains a research gap —
one whose resolution can help trace the roots of existing shortcomings and support decisions suited
to the ecological capacity of each region. On this basis, the present study, adopting an
interdisciplinary approach, sought to analyze water policies in the first and second development
plans (1989-2000) and to answer the question: how did the trajectory of water resources
policymaking unfold across these two plans, and what changes occurred in the orientation of water
management? Such a study is necessary for understanding the policy orientations of the water sector
in past decades and for diagnosing their shortcomings.

Methods and Data

This interdisciplinary study aimed to analyze the thematic content of water resources
policymaking in the first and second Five-Year Economic, Social, and Cultural Development Plans
of the Islamic Republic of Iran. The study was conducted within an interpretive paradigm using a
qualitative approach, and data were analyzed using thematic analysis based on the framework of
Braun and Clarke (2022) — an inductive method that identifies themes within a qualitative dataset
through systematic coding. The units of analysis were documents related to water policymaking and
governance, including the first and second five-year development plans of Iran and related texts,
selected through purposive and theoretical sampling. Data analysis proceeded through three stages
of coding — open, axial, and selective: in open coding, initial concepts were extracted from the
documents and aggregated into basic themes; in axial coding, basic themes were categorized into
organizing themes; and in selective coding, an overarching (core) theme emerged for the analysis of
each plan through the linkage of organizing themes. To validate the findings, the criteria of Guba
and Lincoln (1980) were applied, and the extracted codes and themes were reviewed by four experts
in the field to assess their consistency with the source documents. Nonetheless, this method carries
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certain limitations, including limited generalizability and the potential influence of the researcher's
subjective context on the interpretive process.

Findings

Text The three-stage coding process revealed, for the first development plan, 12 basic themes, 5
organizing themes, and the overarching theme of "centralized, efficiency-oriented governance" — a
pattern in which the state, driven by the demands of post-war reconstruction, directed water
policymaking in a centralized, top-down manner. The organizing themes of this plan included
"strengthening trust and participation of real and legal stakeholders" (where stakeholder
participation remained confined to "self-help" schemes), "quantitative water efficiency" (a supply-
driven approach centered on large dam construction), "environmental sustainability" (largely
disregarded at the level of overarching goals), "supporting and empowering agriculture" (state
supportive intervention that led to the concentration of the country's water resources in the
agricultural sector), and "organization and centralization of agricultural management" (a
centralized, unified cultivation model).

In the second development plan, the extraction of 15 basic themes and 5 organizing themes
revealed the overarching theme of "growth-oriented agriculture," showing that this plan, relying on
modern technologies, subsidies, and guaranteed pricing, pursued economic growth, self-sufficiency
in strategic crops, and the development of non-oil exports. The organizing themes of this plan

nmn

included "the self-sufficient agriculture mechanism," "supportive and remedial policies" (including
agricultural crop insurance), "optimization and conservation of water resources" (reform of
consumption patterns), "sustainable development policymaking" (the establishment, for the first
time, of an Office of Environment and Sustainable Development), and '"regionalism in
policymaking" (based on land-use/spatial planning) — although economic growth remained the

dominant priority, and environmental policies retained a protective, non-integrated character.

Overall, the findings showed that water policymaking in both plans, despite a gradual shift from
purely centralized governance toward relatively greater attention to environmental sustainability
and regionalism, remained largely within a state-centered, efficiency-oriented governance
framework, and fell short of genuine stakeholder participation and a comprehensive, cross-sectoral
approach to water resources management.

Conclusion and Discussion

The present study aimed to conduct a thematic analysis of water resources policymaking in Iran's
first and second development plans (1989-2000). The findings showed that both plans were focused
on state-centered economic development and lacked genuine participation by civil institutions in
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water governance. The overarching theme of the first plan, "centralized, efficiency-oriented
governance," assigned an exclusive role to the state and confined stakeholder participation to mere
"self-help," formulated under organizing themes such as the development of trust and participation,
quantitative water efficiency, and centralization of agricultural management. The second plan,
despite the shortcomings of the first, continued along the same path with a "growth-oriented
agriculture" approach, emphasizing increased efficiency through modern technologies, expansion of
cultivated area through tools such as subsidies and guaranteed pricing, and the strengthening of
non-oil exports.

Based on the study's results, it is recommended that policymakers create genuine opportunities
for stakeholder participation — particularly water users' cooperatives and civil institutions — in the
formulation and implementation of development plans, and that they incorporate the sustainability
of water resources as a binding requirement in policy; this requires the establishment of independent
oversight bodies and transparent monitoring mechanisms.
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