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Abstract

The crisis of water imbalance in contemporary Iran, particularly during the
period of the Islamic Republic (1979-2025), has become one of the most
complex challenges of governance, generating wide-ranging environmental,
economic, social, and security consequences. Despite the unprecedented
escalation of the water imbalance crisis and the adoption of numerous laws,
programs, and documents in the water sector (which are themselves part of
the policy-making process), the effective implementation of these
documents and the realization of sustainable reforms in practice have failed.
The water sector in Iran faces significant expert conflicts. These
disagreements are not simply due to scientific perceptions, but each expert
stream also has its own political backing. Therefore, the analysis of water
policies cannot be complete without considering this link between
knowledge, interests, and political fortune. Adopting a qualitative approach
and drawing on documentary analysis and policy analysis, this study employs
the Multiple Streams Framework and John Kingdon’s Policy Window model
to address the central question of why, during the period of the Islamic
Republic, the necessary “policy window” for a paradigmatic shift in water
policy-making has not been effectively opened, despite the heightened
salience of the water crisis and the availability of expert solutions. The
findings indicate that, in the Islamic Republic period, the “problem stream,”
marked by the intensification of water resource imbalance, land subsidence,
the drying of ecosystems, and the emergence of social conflicts, has
escalated to the level of a national security crisis. Within the “policy stream,”
although solutions such as demand management and the balancing of
groundwater resources have been proposed since the 1980s, the supply-
oriented paradigm of dam construction and water transfer has continued to
dominate in practice. By contrast, the “political stream,” due to institutional
fragmentation, conflicts of interest, the influence of powerful stakeholders,
weak oversight, and financial constraints, has been unable to effectively
couple these two streams. As a result, the policy windows that have opened
have either remained unused or have led to short-term and ineffective
policies, which in turn have further deepened the crisis of water imbalance.
This article shows that the aforementioned failure is largely due to structural
weaknesses in the “policy-making process” (institutional fragmentation,
influence of interest coalitions, policy conflict, and formulation-
implementation gap), rather than a lack of law or technical knowledge.
Keywords: Water Policy-Making, Water Imbalance, Policy Window, Islamic
Republic of Iran.
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