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Article Info Abstract

In Iran, numerous initiatives have been undertaken to operationalize the concept of
sustainable and participatory development within local communities. Documenting and
analyzing the social lessons learned from these experiences is vital for improving
implementation mechanisms and informing the design of future programs by both
responsible institutions and the academic community. Among these initiatives, the National
Action Programme for “the Sustainable Management of Land and Water Resources in the
Hablerud Watershed” (SMLWR) stands out as one of the most significant local and rural
development projects. Implemented in two phases (Phase |: 1998-2003; Phase Il: 2012—
2016) through collaboration with national and international organizations, the project aimed
to enhance and sustain rural livelihoods through the participatory and optimal management
of natural resources. The main objective of this article is to examine the achievements and
challenges of the project’s implementation. To this end, the study employs a qualitative
meta-synthesis method, reviewing and analyzing 30 reports and studies conducted on the
project using a census-based approach. Findings indicate that organizational fragmentation,
weak alignment between the project and local social values and capacities, and the
hierarchical structure of rural communities were among the key challenges faced during
implementation. Conversely, the promotion of local participation—particularly through
capacity-building, skills training, and empowerment of village councils and indigenous
institutions—was a noteworthy achievement. The Hablerud experience suggests that future
success in similar projects depends on fostering inter-organizational coordination,
establishing procedural coherence, systematically integrating non-governmental and private
sector capacities, enhancing local community participation, and mobilizing indigenous
knowledge and stakeholder capabilities.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sustainable and participatory development has
been one of the key paradigms in global
development discourse, particularly since the late
20th century. Iran, as a developing country with
vast rural communities, has implemented
multiple projects to enhance the sustainable
management of natural resources while ensuring
community participation. The National Action
Programme for the Sustainable Management of
Land and Water Resources (SMLWR) in the
Hablerud Basin (Iran) represents a significant
case study of such efforts. This project was
launched to improve rural livelihoods while
maintaining an environmentally conscious and
participatory approach. Implemented through the
collaboration of national and international
organizations, the project aimed at empowering
local institutions and fostering stakeholder
engagement. However, despite its successes, the
project faced challenges. This study aims to
critically  reassess the achievements and
challenges of the SMLWR project through a
qualitative meta-synthesis, analyzing existing
documents and reports to provide insights into the
effectiveness and limitations of community
development initiatives in Iran.

Methodology

The research employs a qualitative meta-
synthesis approach, which involves the
systematic review and integration of findings
from multiple studies, reports, and documents
related to the SMLWR project. A total of 28
academic papers, government reports, and project
assessments were analyzed. The data collection
process focused on identifying the major
outcomes and shortcomings of the project while
evaluating the degree of participation by local
communities and organizations. The analysis
followed a thematic coding approach, extracting
key themes such as governance, participation,
sustainability, and socio-economic impact.

Results and discussion
The study reveals that the project had several
notable achievements:

— Strengthening participatory governance: The
project successfully mobilized local councils and
institutions, fostering a more inclusive decision-
making process.

— Improving water and land management: The
introduction of sustainable agricultural practices

helped improve land productivity and mitigate
water shortages.

— Enhancing  local livelihoods:  Economic
empowerment programs, including eco-tourism
and agricultural cooperatives, contributed to
income diversification.

— Community skill-building and education:
Training programs provided rural populations
with technical skills in resource management
and entrepreneurship.

However, several challenges hindered the
project’s effectiveness:

— Institutional and organizational inconsistencies:
Lack of coordination among governmental
agencies and poor integration with local
governing bodies led to inefficiencies.

— Cultural and social adaptation issues: The
project’s approach did not fully align with local
traditions and hierarchies, leading to resistance
from some community members.

— Financial and administrative  constraints:
Inconsistent  funding and  bureaucratic
inefficiencies delayed several key initiatives.

— Environmental trade-offs: While promoting
conservation, certain interventions inadvertently
disrupted local ecosystems.

Conclusion

The study concludes that while the SMLWR
project achieved considerable success in fostering
participatory rural development, its effectiveness
was hampered by governance challenges and
socio-economic  constraints. Future projects
should emphasize  stronger institutional
coordination, enhanced financial planning,
localized decision-making processes, and greater
reliance on indigenous knowledge.
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