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Water scarcity poses a critical challenge to sustainable development in Iran
and neighboring countries. Dam construction policies, as major water
ACCEPT: management tools, have had significant environmental, social, and economic
10 FEB 2026 impacts, requiring careful analysis. This study comparatively examines dam
policies in Iran and Turkey and assesses their implications for sustainable
development. Using a comparative policy approach, Iran’s national

KEYWORDS: development plans (1978-2028) were analyzed through discourse analysis,
while Turkey’s water management policies (1970-2023) were examined using

Water policies, thematic analysis to identify dominant policy narratives and governance trends.
Dam construction, Results indicate that until Iran’s Third Development Plan, the prevailing
Sustainable discourse was utilitarian and growth-oriented, focusing on agriculture and

economic expansion. From the Fourth Plan onward, environmental protection,
stakeholder participation, and sustainable water management gained
prominence, culminating in the Seventh Plan with market-oriented governance.
In Turkey, a sustainable dam discourse emerged to promote water-based

development, Iran,
Turkey

economic development, regional equity, and address underdevelopment in the
southeast, yet environmental regulations faced challenges and large-scale water
projects remained instruments of geopolitical and economic influence. The
study concludes that effective dam policies require balancing economic, social,
and environmental objectives alongside broad stakeholder engagement.
Strengthening legal and regulatory frameworks is recommended to align water
management practices with sustainable development principles. This research
is the first comprehensive comparative analysis of dam policies in Iran and
Turkey, highlighting the role of interest-driven governance in shaping water
policy.
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Introduction

Water scarcity has emerged as one of the most complex and critical global challenges, threatening not
only economic development and human well-being but also geopolitical stability. According to the United
Nations, by the mid-twenty-first century approximately seven billion people in forty-eight countries,
primarily located in Southwest Asia, will face severe water shortages. This crisis is further intensified by
climate change, global warming, and rapid population growth, significantly increasing the risk of
transboundary water conflicts.The Middle East, characterized by limited water resources and rapidly
growing populations, is particularly vulnerable to water scarcity. In this region, water shortages have
increasingly influenced political relations and contributed to regional tensions, including disputes involving
Iran and its neighboring countries. As a result, water scarcity has become not only an environmental and
economic issue but also a key factor shaping regional security and political dynamics.

Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative and comparative policy analysis approach. It examines national
development plans, official policy documents, historical records, and existing academic literature related to
water governance and dam construction in Iran and Turkey. The analysis focuses on identifying dominant
policy discourses, governance frameworks, and strategic priorities across different historical periods. By
comparing Iran’s development plans with Turkey’s water management policies—particularly large-scale
dam projects such as the Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP)—the study evaluates shifts in policy
orientation and governance paradigms over time.

Research Findings

In Iran, water governance has historically faced significant structural and managerial challenges.
National development plans have played a central role in attempting to balance economic growth with the
sustainable management of water resources. Comparative analyses of the Sixth (2017-2021) and Seventh
(2024-2028) Development Plans reveal a noticeable shift away from earlier quantitative, infrastructure-
heavy approaches toward more integrated and sustainability-oriented water management strategies. These
plans increasingly emphasize water diplomacy, conservation, and sustainable consumption, reflecting a
growing recognition of water as a finite and strategic resource.However, research findings also indicate
persistent weaknesses in policy formulation, including delayed problem identification, fragmented
decision-making processes, and insufficient evaluation of implemented interventions. In several cases,
these shortcomings have contributed to the aggravation of water scarcity rather than its mitigation.Dams
remain a central instrument in water resource management in both Iran and Turkey, providing essential
services such as irrigation, flood control, municipal and industrial water supply, and hydroelectric power
generation. According to the International Commission on Large Dams (ICOLD), large dams are defined
as structures exceeding fifteen meters in height. Globally, between 30 and 40 percent of irrigated land
depends on large dams, which account for approximately 40 percent of total agricultural production
worldwide. The historical trajectory of dam construction in Iran reflects broader transformations in national
water governance. The inauguration of the Golpayegan Dam in 1957, as the country’s first modern earth-
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fill reservoir, marked a critical turning point. Following the 1979 Revolution, Iran significantly expanded
its dam-building capacity, reaching 647 operational dams and 119 dams under construction over a six-
decade period. Analysis of development programs from the pre-revolutionary era through the end of the
Iran—Irag War (1978-1988) reveals a utilitarian and growth-oriented discourse that prioritized agricultural
expansion, employment generation, hydroelectric power production, and food self-sufficiency.The First
and Second Development Plans emphasized agriculture-led economic growth, with dam projects focused
primarily on irrigation, employment creation, and water supply. In contrast, the Third and Fourth
Development Plans (1999-2009) reflected a participatory and conservation-oriented discourse, highlighting
drought management, comprehensive water governance, stakeholder rights, reduction of water losses,
prioritization of drinking water, and sustainable resource utilization. The Fifth and Sixth Development Plans
further consolidated an environmental discourse by emphasizing water recycling, sustainable agriculture,
protection of natural resources, and the standardization of water management practices. Turkey’s experience
with dam construction illustrates a parallel evolution toward sustainability-oriented governance. Turkish
water policy increasingly emphasizes environmental governance, institutional capacity-building, and public
education in water management. This approach, often conceptualized as “environmental embeddedness,”
acknowledges the constraining role of natural resources in shaping economic activity. Governmental
support for agriculture through formal and informal training programs has strengthened the sustainable
management of surface and groundwater resources. Additionally, water in Turkey retains deep cultural,
social, and traditional significance, shaping community behavior and practices even under conditions of
drought and declining water availability. Despite their substantial socio-economic benefits, dam projects in
both Iran and Turkey have imposed significant environmental, cultural, and social costs. These include
forced displacement, loss of traditional livelihoods, degradation of cultural heritage sites, ecological
disruption, landscape alteration, and profound changes in rural settlement patterns. Such transformations
have affected population distribution, housing structures, social cohesion, and cultural practices, sometimes
undermining community resilience and long-term sustainability. The comparative analysis highlights
persistent governance challenges in both countries, including fragmented institutional arrangements,
delayed policy responses, and inadequate mechanisms for evaluating environmental and social impacts. At
the same time, Turkey’s experience—particularly within the framework of the Southeastern Anatolia
Project (GAP)—demonstrates the complex interaction between domestic development objectives,
international pressures, and transboundary water obligations. This interaction underscores the close nexus
between water, politics, and security in the region.

Conclusion

The study concludes that while both Iran and Turkey have increasingly incorporated sustainability and
environmental considerations into dam-related policies, significant challenges remain in achieving a
balanced integration of economic development, environmental protection, and social well-being.
Understanding the historical evolution of dam construction, policy discourses, and environmental
governance frameworks in both countries provides valuable insights for improving water governance,
strengthening transboundary cooperation, and promoting sustainable resource management in the Middle

East.
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