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December 19, 2025 Migratory bird ecosystems in northern lran—particularly the damgahs (artificial wetlands) of
Accepted: Fereydunkenar—constitute a complex arena where local ecological knowledge, agrarian—fishing
May 19, 2026 livelihoods, and formal environmental conservation policies intersect and collide. Adopting an
anthropological perspective, this article examines a persistent environmental conflict embedded in the
everyday practices of local communities and challenges simplistic binaries between “local knowledge”
and “state regulation.”
On the one hand, farmers and residents of villages surrounding the damgahs rely on accumulated local
knowledge and lived experience to actively create and maintain suitable habitats for migratory birds.
Through seasonal water management, the transformation of rice paddies into shallow wetlands, and the
regulation of land use during non-agricultural periods, they facilitate the attraction, settlement, and feeding
of migratory species. These practices play a significant role in sustaining migratory routes and
compensating for the loss of natural wetlands caused by urban expansion and land-use change.
On the other hand, during the peak migration season, the same local actors engage in large-scale hunting
through the widespread installation of standing fishing nets, leading to the mass capture of migratory birds.
This practice stands in clear contradiction to the logic of biodiversity conservation and international
wildlife protection norms. The article argues that this contradiction should not be understood merely as a
Keywords: clash between indigenous knowledge and official conservation policy, but rather as an internal paradox
within local knowledge itself—one that is continuously reshaped by livelihood pressures, informal
ITOCQI knOWIGdge’ economies, and market demand.
livelihoods and Drawing on qualitative data obtained through participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and
conservation, conflict, extensive field notes, the study demonstrates that local environmental practices simultaneously produce
e and extract nature. Local knowledge thus emerges as a hybrid and strategic form of knowledge that both
political ecology, ; - (eode TibS ST an ! )

. . enables habitat creation and facilitates intensive exploitation. At the same time, environmental governance

migratory birds. by state institutions exhibits a dual and often contradictory character: while authorities intervene through
market closures, fines, and symbolic enforcement actions, they frequently tolerate or overlook hunting
infrastructures within the ecosystems themselves.
The article concludes that the conflict surrounding the damgahs of Fereydunkenar cannot be adequately
understood without situating it at the intersection of livelihood insecurity, power relations, and
environmental governance. Sustainable conservation strategies, it argues, require moving beyond
moralized narratives of “illegal hunting” toward a deeper engagement with the political ecology of local
livelihoods and the contradictory nature of conservation practices on the ground.
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1. Introduction
Wetland ecosystems and migratory bird

corridors are not merely ecological spaces,
but politically contested arenas where global
conservation imperatives intersect with local
livelihood realities. The Damgah system of
Fereydunkenar, located along the southern
coast of the Caspian Sea in northern Iran,
represents one of the most complex socio-
environmental conflicts in the country. While
these man-made wetlands play a crucial role
in providing habitat for migratory birds—
including endangered species—they have
simultaneously become sites of intensive and
often illegal bird trapping. This conflict
cannot be reduced to ecological degradation
alone; rather, it reflects a deeper governance
and meaning-making impasse involving
indigenous knowledge, political economy,
and state-led conservation policies. This
study seeks to move beyond the simplistic
dichotomy of “illegal hunters versus
conservation authorities” and instead
examines how competing values, power
relations, and knowledge systems shape
conservation conflicts in the Damgahs of
Fereydunkenar.

2. Research Methodology
This research adopts a qualitative,

ethnographic  approach  grounded in
environmental anthropology and political
ecology. Fieldwork was conducted through
prolonged participant observation within
Damgah sites, complemented by in-depth
semi-structured interviews with local
Damgah owners, hunters, intermediaries, and
environmental officers. Data were collected
over multiple migratory seasons to capture
temporal variations in practices and

narratives. Interviewees were selected using
purposive and snowball sampling to ensure
access to key local actors embedded in the
Damgah system. Fieldnotes, interview
transcripts, and relevant policy documents
were analyzed using thematic analysis,
allowing for the identification of recurring
patterns related to livelihood strategies,
knowledge production, governance practices,
and symbolic interpretations of conservation.
This methodological design enabled the
extraction of data from within the lived
experience of conflict rather than relying
solely on external regulatory perspectives.

3. Research Findings

The findings reveal four interrelated thematic
dimensions shaping the conservation
conflict. First, local actors conceptualize
themselves as producers and custodians of
the wetland rather than exploiters, framing
bird trapping as a legitimate extension of land
management and seasonal livelihood
practices. Second, indigenous knowledge in
the Damgah system operates as a hybrid and
strategic form of expertise that combines
traditional ecological understanding with
modern trapping technologies, transforming
conservation-oriented practices into tools of
intensive extraction under market pressure.
Third, the conflict is underpinned by
ontological  divergence:  while  state
institutions frame birds as national or global
biological heritage, local communities
perceive them as divinely sanctioned
resources and products of locally maintained
ecosystems. Finally, governance in the region
is characterized by symbolic enforcement
and strategic tolerance, resulting in what can
be described as “remote conservation”—
where laws exist formally but are
inconsistently applied due to political,
economic, and security concerns. This has
led to chronic mistrust, weakened
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institutional  legitimacy, and continued
ecological degradation.

4. Conclusion

The study concludes that conservation failure
in the Damgahs of Fereydunkenar is not
primarily the result of weak enforcement or
lack of environmental awareness, but rather
stems  from unresolved structural
contradictions between livelihood security,
conservation ethics, and power asymmetries
in environmental governance. Without
addressing  distributive and  procedural
justice, recognizing the hybrid nature of local
knowledge, and engaging with the
ontological plurality that shapes human—
nature relations, conservation policies are
likely to remain performative and conflict-
generating. The findings underscore the
necessity of reconfiguring conservation
strategies toward inclusive, context-sensitive
governance models  that integrate
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anthropological insight into environmental
policymaking. Such an approach is essential
to transforming persistent conflict into
negotiated coexistence between humans and
migratory wildlife.
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