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Abstract 

Soltaniehha, Mahdokht (2011) Yazd Urban Water Governance, towards water privatization 

in Yazd, Iran 

Urban and Regional Planning, advanced level, master thesis for master exam in Human  

Geography, 30 ECTS credits.  

Supervisor: Prof. Gunnel Forsberg  

Language: English 

Reliable clean water supply and treated sewage are fundamental for human health and 

wellbeing. Water scarcity becomes a discussing concern due to the unfair distribution of 

resources and different amount of precipitation in some parts of the earth. Although 

water-related issues are highly influenced by climate changes, there are always various 

mismanagements of human kind in local scale which totally affects the natural water 

cycle. Therefore, an urban water system and how this system copes with the natural and 

built environment are going to be studied in this research. Reviewing the urban 

management and decision making process in Iran, privatization and its prerequisites is 

the main backbone of this thesis. The central region of Iran, Yazd, has been selected as 

the case study. This water-stressed area is located on desert margins which water plays a 

key role in every new and existing development. Along with studying vulnerability of 

urban water system in this area, the potential risks and crisis would be pointed out. 

Finally, the analysis and discussion to the current of water sector‘s situation based on 

previous experiences have been presented.  

Key words: Urban Water governance, Privatization, Neoliberalization, Institutional 

systems, Yazd. 
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1. Introduction  

What is the most efficient water governance approach? Has the government produced 

―good water governance‖ without private involvement so far? Does private involvement 

in water utilities help to more accountability and accessibility, and thus protect the 

public better than systems without private partnership?  

These are some questions which might arise while privatizing of the water utilities in 

every country. Since 2000, Iranian government also has had the tendency to cooperate 

with the private sector for not only financing of the projects, but also administration as 

well. Although the private partnership in water utilities is almost a new concern in Iran, 

but there are many previous similar experiences in the other developing countries which 

have various lessons to be learnt. 

According to Katko et al. (2009), over 90% of water supply systems in the world are run 

by public actors including even donor-based systems which the private sector is only 

involved in service contracts. Integrating private sectors in new reform policies 

introduces some management and operational contracts in water supply system. 

However, Douglas North, Oliver E. Williamson and Elinor Ostrom, to name only a few, 

have warned against the application of privatization without a thorough examination of 

the institutional setting in each case (Suleiman, 2010). Thus this article, at its primary 

stages, focuses on privatization in an institutional context in the case study area, the City 

of Yazd. 

Privatization is a process of reducing the size of government and increasing the 

efficiency of its activities to use the society‘s liquidity resources in a productive 

economy. Before privatization, there are some prerequisites that the government has to 

considered, such as set the legal preparation, the different types and methods of 

privatization, supportive actions to develop the private sector and create a safe 

environment to encourage them to participate and so on. 

Although there are so many benefits for privatization mentioned by neo-liberalists, but 

there are some limitations as well. Private sector monopolies (organizations and 

companies which are in monopoly situations) always might cause disturbance in an 

optimum resource allocation in the society and might use their power in favor of 

individual or group interests. Additionally, the role of competition should be considered 

in a privatization process. To create a competitive atmosphere is the most significant 

advantage and the best indicators of an economic system and every obstacle for 

competition could disturb the market‘s function and existing economic mechanisms. 

According to Suleiman (2010) water governance requires to be considered in an 

institutional framework that addresses how the institutions collaborate together, and 

provide incentive structures for actors at different institutional layers. The study 

differentiates various institutions, as formal and informal roles, and organizations, as 

actors for change. It tries to develop an institutional framework to enhance 

consideration of a good assessment of water supply governance. The governance 

process is an interaction between involvers from the society that produce certain 

political, economic and social outcomes. Good governance is defined as "the legitimacy 
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given to institutions in a social setting by the wider public and the coherence of formal 

and informal institutions to produce socially effective outcomes for the collective 

public." The specific practical part of the study is to redefine the problems and its root 

causes in the case study area.  

I should mention that in macroeconomics, it does not matter who‘s the owners of this 

companies and organs, or how does the management process work or what kind of 

objectives they have. But the important matter is to release the economy from a 

command economy ruled by the government and affect the price mechanism under free 

market system.  

Moreover, I would like to add water privatization is totally different from other 

privatizing forms in non-natural based organizations (such as telecommunication 

privatization which has already happened). Considering the fact that water is a human 

right affects the decisions on privatizing the water-sources‘ ownership or maintenance. 

However in some cases, long-term investment might end up with monopolistic access to 

water resources and in some other cases it might cause an increase in prices. Despite all 

these problems, water utilities privatization has had better results in other developing 

countries during the last decade. Nevertheless, this paper focuses on institutional 

setting‘s effects on privatization and versa, and the assessing issue mentioned above 

could be the topic of future research. 

 

1.1.  Problem statement 

Since the cities are the main actors of economical roles in the national economy, thus 

their concerns and problems should be at the first priorities to be concerned. Although 

the precise and thoughtful planning will lead to an economic growth, political stability 

and increasing of public partnership in the city‘s affairs, yet, a failure in city‘s problem 

solving could lead to economic downturn, political and social discontent, poverty, 

unemployment and environmental degradation. 

One of the most central challenges in the case of urban growth is to supply the potable 

water and to provide the effectual wastewater systems. Access to the secure reliable 

water services not only provides health, food supply and sanitation for every human 

community, but also it clearly influences on education achievement levels, labor 

productivity and subsequently economic growth. 

Many regions are unfavorably facing water and waste water management challenges. 

Environmental degradation and climate change have already affected natural and built 

environment all over the world. Every year, flood flows, water scarcity, droughts, and 

tsunami damage some cities and human settlements in local scale. Additionally, there 

are more damages caused by human beings such as infrastructure failure or polluted 

water resources in some areas. Therefore a closer synergy between urban infrastructure 

planners & urban planners is needed. 

Despite the fact that two third of the earth surface includes water (The World Fact 

Book, CIA), only about one percent of world‘s total water resources is available as fresh 

water. The rest is too salty to refine, frozen, lost as run off or inaccessible.  
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There are some typical solutions to solve urban water problems in developing countries: 

 Community-based approaches and local participation, better understanding of 

their needs, and lifestyles 

 Shifting from ‗water-supply‘ to ‗water-demand‘ management 

 Protecting water resources and aquatic ecosystems 

 Externalization or contracting out of some public services such as water supply 

or solid waste disposal from local governments; (Marvin and Laurie, 1999; 

Castro, 2006 and Katko et al., 2009) 

Although the preparation and implementation of the city development plans have been 

set and applied since the 1960s, but neither the experts nor the authorities are not 

contented by the results of these systems so far. During this period, the urbanization rate 

and urban systems, in Iran, have changed in many aspects, which the physical planning 

have had little impact on these changes. 

To find the reason of these failures, several researches have been conducted during the 

past decades, which most of them agree upon the following reasons. First of all, lack of 

comprehensive view to the city and urban life and consequently, separation of different 

dimensions of the urban aspects cause to assign the authority of these aspects to 

different organizations, which are independently run and in some cases, have 

inconsistency with each other. Second, the lack of a unified independent (from the 

central government) administrative and management system in local scale leads to the 

scattered institutions with limited authorities, which are under the main control of the 

central government. Finally, the gap between the urban management‘s theoretical 

principals and methods, and the real needs of the society is the other reason of the 

current situation of Iranian urban governance. (Kazemian, 1996; Saeednia, 2004 and 

Piran, 2002 and 2006) 

After five decades of sectorial urban management in Iran, some institutions like water 

sector encountered the accumulated debts and subsequently, it led to fewer efficacies 

and less effectiveness of the institutions. The central government decided to contract out 

some of these institutions, not only to attract the investment to these sectors, but also to 

reduce the size of government and its responsibilities.  

Since 2000 –after approval of the Third Economic, Social, and Cultural Development 

Plan of Islamic Republic of Iran–, Iranian government tends to collaborate with private 

sector and institutions to privatize of public services in order to increase more 

accountability and efficiency, and enhance the productivity in private and cooperative 

sectors. However this approach has been applied in so many different specialized 

organizations and companies so far, privatization in water utilities is quite new topic in 

this field in Iran as well as many other developing countries. Meanwhile, local 

governments of different areas in the country are highly affected by this central 

government decision even though the result would be different in each area based on 

different socio-economic and geographical variations. One of these affected areas is the 

City of Yazd. 

To design the research plan, I assume that although privatization might causes various 

problems and difficulties such as increasing the prices; however it has had better results 

in previous experiences. Argentina‘s 1990‘s experience shows an improvement in 
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distributing water services which covered more country‘s municipalities and attracted 

the doubled investments. The number of children dying of water-related diseases in the 

area decreased. Absolutely, Argentina is not an isolated sample; there are some similar 

examples in Chile, US and Germany as well (WHO/UNISEF, 2006). 

Every country needs preparations while privatizing its governmental assets, especially 

Iran, which has had the central governmental control so far. Although, the neoliberalism 

waves are rapidly going to be demonstrated in the general laws and legislations, but 

there is still a need to capacity building before and through privatization. 

As I mentioned before, the City of Yazd and its particular water concerns have been 

chosen to be studied in more detail. The city is located in the area of desert climate, 

Central Plateau of Iran. Regardless of the joint margins of the mountains, the typical 

weather condition in this area is hot and arid which causes very cold winters, and hot 

and dry summers (Kasmai, 2003). Drought affects the social life and economic aspects 

of region every year especially during summers. The region has had water-related 

difficulties since the earliest era. By the way people could manage to use it through 

most sustainable techniques known at the time. 

Modern technologies and increasing population growth persuaded the city to stop using 

aqueducts and apply new modern mechanized methods. In fact, the new alternative 

approach was to pump the groundwater up for the households and farming uses. An 

excessive exploitation of the groundwater led the earth subside in some new 

developments. In addition, underground water level was sharply declining and it would 

exacerbate the problem of land subside. 

According to these disasters, overusing of groundwater was stopped and instead, the 

water conveyance from Esfahan to Yazd took place. Although there are less water-

scarcity problems in Esfahan, this region has to supply so many surrounding rural 

farms‘ and industrial zones water resources and thus it is not a water-rich area. This 

water-shortage in Esfahan has negative effects on the quality of water in Yazd. In 2008, 

once a construction machine hit the oil pipeline in Esfahan and it caused oil pipe‘s 

leaking into the water. To avoid using this polluted water in Yazd, water transition was 

discontinued (Yazd Regional Water Corps., 2008). However this is not a safe way of 

supplying water but it still works and the water transition second line project is under 

process.  

This study mainly stresses on potential outcomes of privatization in the specific region 

of Yazd by a critical analysis of the water governance alternatives. To achieve this aim, 

the paper discusses the current political and decision-making situation of the region and 

problem statement of this specific area. Moreover, the study debates whether a single 

government and private collaboration form is applicable for all regions with different 

conditions. The paper also compromises a theoretical and critical analysis and 

assessment which results in an adaptive approach to water governance in the case study 

area.  
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1.2.  Aim 

The aim of this study is, (a) to analyze the urban water and wastewater management 

system in the City of Yazd, (b) to find the vulnerabilities and risk potentials in this 

system and finally, (c) to provide some alternative sustainable and adaptive approaches 

to this system‘s management. 

To achieve this aim, the City of Yazd in the central plateau of Iran has been chosen as 

the case study. Urban water demand and supply, water-related services from the 

catchment step to discharging wastewater, management and decision making process, 

and also the probable management disasters that might be occurred in these processes 

are significant issues in this thesis.  

 

1.3.  Research questions 

According to the aim of the study, research questions are addressed in following: 

1. What is the current situation of urban water and wastewater management in the 

City of Yazd? 

2. Which risks and failures are threatening this water system? (present and near 

future) 

3. How different decisions about management can affect urban water system in 

Yazd? 

4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of privatization? And how is that 

possible in Yazd? 

 

1.4.  Research Strategy 

In order to find the most vulnerable parts of the Yazd urban water system, and to figure 

a consistent form of debates on it, a series of analysis was conducted, as following: 

First, a definition section has been produced to clarify what terminology is being used 

and in which direction. Then, a review of the related literature on different kinds of 

decision making and management theories is provided. These theories include 

Institution Economics, Rationality and Power and Neo liberalism approach. 

Further, the methodology and approaches‘ part is the next chapter in this research. Case 

study, literature review, observations and interviews are classified in this chapter. 

Moreover, ethics issues about this project have been counted in continue.  

Chapter four, which data findings and analysis are discussed in it, mainly includes the 

main body of this study. All gathered data and information and processes on them, 

interviews and extracting information of them, analysis and discussion on the case 

study‘s information, evaluate the current system with the theories and a comparison on 

them, are the major points of this chapter. 

Lastly, a conclusion will be given on the previous analysis and discussion to highlight 

the most significant results to conclude the research. The conclusion includes some 
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significant points that research was approaching to them from very initiate stages of the 

project to the end. 
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2. Review of the literature 

Theoretical framework of this study is based on the strategic and structural urban 

management and planning approach that considers the city as a unified whole. 

According to this approach, the city is a highly complex and dynamic socio-economic 

system, which management and planning for its development could be effective and 

efficient just in a context of strategic decision and choices. Hence, in all decisions 

whether long-term or short-term, it is essential to consider this systematic unity of the 

city and the strategic approaches. 

In this theoretical framework, the following hypotheses are made: 

 Organizational and functional elements of the existing system of urban 

management in Iran have different essences and in some cases encounter 

conflicting.  

 Divisions of tasks and relations between the different elements of system do not 

meet the needs of the system. 

 Political-administrative centralization and the lack of the unified local 

government are the major concerns of urban management in Iran. 

 To outline a theoretical framework, it is essential to know what terminology has been 

employed. In the following, I have mentioned to some of the most-used concepts in the 

related theories and afterward, three significant theories of this study have been 

presented. 

 

2.1.  Central concepts and definitions 

Governance- In this research, governance has a wider application rather than 

government. In fact, ―governance in a newly defined perspective is a concept involving 

mutually interdependent actors from the society in deliberative policymaking process 

(Cars et al., 2002)‖. The term of governance extends the circle of traditional actors in 

policymaking to include not only the government officials but also civil society and 

private sectors. As a concept, governance also widens beyond the actors and articulates 

informal and formal organizations and institutions such as laws and regulations, as well 

as values and norms that mediate behavior (Williamson, 2000). 

In principle, the governance approach to policymaking integrates public, private and 

civil actors. Adamiak (2008) believes that a ‗governance process‘ includes the 

interaction between actors and stakeholders from the spheres of a society within specific 

sets of formal and informal institutions in a social setting that produces certain political, 

economic and social outcomes. This is what is likely to increase the governance 

capacity of a society to collectively manage its public affairs. According to Suleiman‘s 

study (2010), ―good governance‖ in the administrative level is an efficient, open, 

accountable and audited public services authority within a legal framework and 

independent judicial system.  
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Pierre and Peters believe that ―what attracts scientists to the term of ‗governance‘ is its 

ability to cover the whole range of institutions and relationships involved in the process 

of governing‖ (Pierre and Peters, 2000). They also differentiate the term governance 

with government: ‗While government centers on the institutions and actions of the state, 

the term governance allows non-state actors such as businesses and civil society to be 

brought into an analysis of societal steering‘. 

Neoliberalism- The term neoliberalism literally means ‗new liberalization‘ and it is 

often expressed as the revival or rebirth of ‗classical liberalism‘ (which is described by 

Cerny as the renaissance of free market economic theory) first proposed by Adam Smith 

in his book an enquiry into the Wealth of Nations. However these two terms are not 

synonymous. In contrast to neoliberalism there is no role for the state. David Harvey 

defines the role of the state in neoliberalism as existing "to create and preserve an 

institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets and 

free trade‖ (Harvey 2005). 

By using the term of Neoliberalism, I refer to the political and economic reforms of 

Thatcher government since 1980s. Their philosophy mostly emphasized on reduced 

state intervention, promote entrepreneurialism and free markets by by privatizing 

nationally-owned enterprises.  

By the other means, Brenner et al. characterize neoliberalization by a historically 

specific, unevenly developed, hybrid, patterned tendency of market-disciplinary 

regulatory restructuring (Brenner et al., 2010). They also argue that, neoliberalization is 

generally associated with certain paradigmatic regulatory experiments—for instance, 

privatization, deregulation, trade liberalization, financialization, structural adjustment, 

welfare reform, and monetarist shock therapy. 

Institutional economics- Institutions consist of formal rules, informal constraints 

(norms of behaviors, conventions, and self-imposed codes of conduct) and the 

enforcement characteristics of both (North, 1994). 

North (1994) defines that ―if institutions are the rules of the game, organizations 

engaged in purposive activity‖. Given its objective function –profit maximizing, 

winning elections, regulating businesses, educating students– the organization which a 

firm, a political party, a regulatory agency, a school or college will engage acquiring 

skills and knowledge that will enhance its survival possibilities in the context of 

ubiquitous scarcity and hence competition (North, 1994). 

SOE- State-owned enterprises or government-owned corporation is a legal entity that is 

created and owned (wholly or partially) by the government regarding to partaking 

commercial activities on the government's behalf.  

 

 

2.2.  Theoretical background 

In fact, water privatization (or private-sector involvement generally in infrastructure) 

was vigorously promoted after neoliberal arguments gained increasing prominence in 
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the Anglophone world from the mid-1970s (Bakker, 2003). In 1989 the Thatcher 

Government introduced privatization in the water sector in the UK. The policy of 

privatization was called "a crucial ingredient of Thatcherism" since the government had 

accelerated to sale state utilities (Seldon and Callings, 2000). 

Since the water systems historically were run by private networks and the 

nationalization process occurred almost after World War II, Thatcher government, by 

some means, re-introduced water privatization to Britain in 1989. Bakker‘s in his book, 

An Uncooperative Commodity: privatizing water in England and Wales, clarifies the 

route of British water management from a patchwork of private networks through 

municipalization (up to 1945) and through to full nationalization in 1974. During this 

far-from-smooth transition from the private to the state sphere, water was redefined as 

an entitlement to be enjoyed by all citizens, not a commodity to be traded. Ten British 

and Welsh regional water authorities fairly intervened into water supply systems and put 

cross-subsidies on it. However, by the 1980s, the regional water supply authorities faced 

both a fiscal and an environmental crisis. In the postwar years an increasingly cash-

strapped British state starved the water sector of money both directly (through 

restricting government loans and grants) and indirectly (by holding down the water rates 

charged to citizens). The environmental crisis were increased rates of water loss (for 

instance through leaks in pipes) and declining water quality.  

The national state, in the form of its water authorities, became increasingly unable to 

deliver the water as a public good at a fair price and of requisite quality. In this 

situation, the Thatcher administrations were left with two options: either sharply public 

borrowing to finance the necessary investment in water infrastructure; or make water 

supply more efficient by (re)introducing markets. After an initial attempt to do the latter 

(the 1983 Water Act), 1989 saw the sale of virtually all public water supply assets to 

private firms. The hypothesis was that the market could deliver water in sufficient 

volume and quality while reinvesting in the supply and sewage infrastructure, yet 

without exorbitant rises in water charges for firms and consumers. The idea was that the 

central state, aside from divesting financial and legal responsibility for water supply, 

would also abandon heavy command-and-control regulation in favor of a `light touch'. 

(Castree, 2005) 

One of the most influential reports that have ever written about privatization in 1983 is 

Littlechild‘s Report which was commissioned by the Thatcher government. The aim of 

this report is to design an economic regulatory model to prevent a newly privatized 

monopoly for British Telecommunications (BT) from acting as a monopoly supplier of 

essential services. Although this report was intended to act as a guide for the regulation 

of only one company (BT), it was adopted by UK government for the privatization of all 

subsequent utilities in the UK. A similar form of regulation has been approved even in 

the other countries including the US (Butler 1994). 

Privatization and externalization, by themselves, were not the unique production of a 

thought school that emerges in a particular period of time. Indeed, the process of 

privatization and reducing the size of government has formed based on the 

neoliberalization waves raised from Britain. A shift from modernist, state-controlled 

planning, which was very costly, inflexible, inefficient, and suppressing all new 

initiatives to a post-modern and post-structural alternatives, neo-liberal 
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planning/collaborative governance has been derived in parallel in every aspects of the 

urban life. 

The process of privatization needs to meet the prerequisites and the capacity building 

before and through the privatization. One of the main changes that should be considered 

before privatization is to examine the institutional setting and the institutional elements.  

Historically, the implementation stages of water reform policies that rely on 

commercialization and privatization have often failed and been challenged by 

significant opposition and public protests, hostility, violence and social conflict (Castro, 

2006, 2008). It seemed reform policies and privatization programs so far, neither 

examined institutional factors nor paid attention to the combination of a public 

perspective into planning and decision-making processes (Suleiman, 2010). 

Bakker properly distinguishes between privatization and commercialization which both 

are required to turn public assets into privately tradable commodities. As she argues, 

privatization is a necessity but not sufficient condition for markets to work, while 

commercialization is the sufficient condition in the case of water supply and treatment. 

Moreover she describes a threefold process of water valuation, the creation of price 

signals and the introduction of competition:  

 ―Techniques that will measure the true value of water in terms both of the 

benefits it brings and of the full costs of water production. 

 Creating effective means to communicate the true cost of water to consumers. 

 Competition involved the creation of mechanisms to prevent the new private 

water companies acting as regional monopolies‖ (Bakker, 2003). 

Defining the privatization as an integral part of the reforms and globalization strategy, 

Errunza and Mazumdar (2000) believe that the realization that the domestic capital 

markets, and their integration with the global markets, can boost economic growth have 

resulted in liberalization policies targeted specifically at increasing the supply/demand 

of securities and the development of prudent rules, regulations, disclosure, legal and 

accounting practices necessary for a well-functioning capital market.  

―Indeed, in many non-U.S. markets, some of the largest and most liquid firms are 

privatized firms that have dramatically influenced the market capitalization, 

trading volumes, and local investor participation in these economies. These firms 

constitute a significant portion of country funds that are held by small foreign 

investors and given their investability, are preferred foreign assets (that trade on 

local markets or as depository receipts in global markets) in ‘institutional 

portfolios’. Thus, publicly traded privatized firms have played an important role 

in integrating global capital markets and provided an opportunity to investors to 

obtain the benefits of international diversification without having to trade 

abroad‖ (see Errunza and Mazumdar, 2000, page 3).  

The stated objectives of most privatization programs include revenue collection, 

promotion of efficiency gains, reduction of government interference, development of 

capital markets and widening of share ownership, introduction of competition and 

exposure to market discipline (see Errunza and Mazumdar, 2000; Price-Waterhouse 

1989; page 10 and Megginson, Nash and Van Randenborgh, 1994). The success of 
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privatizations in achieving these objectives has been examined in many empirical 

studies. For example, while earlier studies such as those by Kay and Thompson (1986) 

and Wortzel (1989) suggested that privatizations did not promote economic efficiency, 

recent empirical analyses of Megginson, Nash and Van Randenborgh (1994) and Galal, 

Jones, Tandon and Vogelsang (1992) appear to disprove this. Indeed, in a 

comprehensive survey, Megginson and Netter (1999) present conclusive evidence that 

privately-owned firms outperform SOEs, privatizations significantly improve the 

operating and financial performance of divested firms and governments have raised 

significant revenues through the sale of SOEs (Errunza and Mazumdar, 2000). 

In addition to theories of neo-liberalism and neo-institutionalization, I have also applied 

the Flyvbjerg‘s theory from his famous book ‗Rationality and Power‘ to discuss and 

analysis the efficiency of these economic theories together. 

 

2.2.1. Theories on Neoliberalization 

Debates on the concept of neoliberalization have been figured to characterize the 

resurgence of market-based institutional shift and policy realignment across the world 

political economy since the late 1980s (see, for example; Brenner, et al, 2010, Fourcade 

and Babb, 2002).  

David Harvey‘s article is one of the few attempts made in recent ‗critical literature‘ to 

provide a broad definition of the concept neoliberalism. "Neoliberalism is in the first 

instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being 

can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within 

an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets 

and free trade"(Harvey 2005). 

On the most general level, neoliberalization prioritizes market-based or market-oriented, 

responses to regulatory problems. It strives to intensify commodification in all realms of 

social life; and it often mobilizes financial instruments to open up new arenas for 

capitalist profit-making (Brenner & Theodore, 2010).  

Neoliberalization is better understood as not a singular entity, essence, totality or unified 

phenomenon but as a syndrome of processes and activities. Neoliberalism does not exist 

in a single, ―pure‖ form, but it is always expressed through historically and 

geographically specific strategies of institutional transformation and ideological re-

articulation (Brenner & Theodore, 2005). 

It is also not a fixed end-state or condition; rather, it represents a process of market-

driven social and spatial transformation (Ibid). From this point of view, a key task for 

any analyst of neoliberalization is to specify the ‗pattern of related activities within the 

global political economy‘ reproduce this syndrome across otherwise diverse sites, 

places, territories, and scales. As a particular form of regulatory reorganization, 

neoliberalization involves the recalibration of institutionalized, collectively binding 

modes of governance and, more generally, state-economy relations, to impose, extend 
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or consolidate marketized, commodified forms of social life (Brenner & Theodore, 

2010). 

Harvey recognizes three main processes for neoliberalism which, these are listed as 

follows: trade liberalization, financial liberalization and labor liberalization. This thesis 

will only focus on trade liberalization and finical liberalization as it is impossible 

critically assesses all three in any reasonable depth within the word limit (but see: 

Harvey, 2005). 

The ideological and doctrinal roots of neoliberalization can be traced to the classical 

liberal project of constructing ‗self-regulating‘ markets since early twentieth century 

British imperialism. However, it does not represent a ‗return‘ to an earlier framework of 

capitalist development, or a contemporary reinvention of classical liberal institutional 

forms, regulatory arrangements or political compromises (Brenner & Theodore, 2010 

and Silver & Arrighi, 2003). Neoliberalization has emerged under qualitatively different 

geopolitical and geo-economic conditions, in reaction to historically specific regulatory 

failures and political struggles, and across entrenched institutional landscapes (Brenner 

& Theodore 2010). 

Moreover, Thorsen and Lie believe that economic liberalism is, basically, the belief that 

states ought to abstain from intervening in the economy, and instead leave as much as 

possible up to individuals participating in free and self-regulating markets (Thorsen and 

Lie, 2006). Therefore, Economic liberalism and neoliberalism should be considered 

separate from liberalism in general. Liberalism, according to the Oxford English 

Dictionary (1989), has been defined rather broadly as a political ideology which is 

―favourable to constitutional changes and legal or administrative reforms tending in the 

direction of freedom or democracy‖. The same dictionary describes neoliberalism also, 

as ―a modified or revived form of traditional liberalism, [especially] one based on belief 

in free market capitalism and the rights of the individual‖ (Oxford English Dictionary 

1989a). 

The liberalization of international trade is supposed to be promoted throughout the 

neoliberalization. This involves the removal of tariffs, subsidies and other machines of 

protectionism to promote international trade around the world. 

Brenner et al. (2010) distinguish three major dimensions of neoliberalization; regulatory 

experimentation, inter-jurisdictional policy transfer and the formation of transnational 

rule-regimes. These classifications generate an analytical perspective from which to 

explore several scenarios for counter-neoliberalizing forms of regulatory restructuring 

within contemporary and future configurations of capitalism.  

The degree of application of neoliberal policies has differed by form of state and 

moments of geographical conflict. Diminishing certain state regulations, liberalizing 

trade relations and housing capital restrictions along with technological advances make 

production more flexible, reinforced multinational capital’s ability to manufacture 

offshore, exploiting cheaper and more compliant labor and imposing policy on 

developing states (Harvey, 2005). This already happened within nations as diverse as 

the United States, the United Kingdom, Sweden, Mexico, and China (Ibid). 
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Harvey (2005) widely debates on instrumental versus structuralism, which has not been 

fully resolved by globalization‘s new focus on global governance rather than on national 

states. He strictly puts his argument to lie on this proposition that states clearly matter in 

the construction, export, and implementation of neoliberal policy. 

Inspired by Harvey, Brenner, Peck and Theodore discussions of Neoliberalism, I argue 

further on this concept in Iran and especially Neoliberalization processes and its 

required contexts in chapter four. 

 

2.2.2. Institutional economics 

Institutions have different levels of domination areas, from the world system to 

localized interpersonal relationships. ―Institutions consist of formal rules, informal 

constraints (norms of behavior, conventions, and self-imposed codes of conduct) and 

the enforcement characteristics of both.‖ (North, 1994b) They are transmitted by 

various types of carriers, including symbolic systems, relational systems, routines, and 

artifacts. Therefore, there is no single and universally agreed definition of an 

‗institution‘ in the institutional school of thought asserts that ―Institutions are social 

structures that have attained a high degree of resilience‖. They also consist of cultural-

cognitive, normative, and regulative elements that, together with associated activities 

and resources, provide stability and meaning to social life (Scott, 1995). In other words, 

institutions can be conceived of as coordinating and or governance mechanisms with the 

capacity to constrain and or enable actions at multiple levels (Grandori, 1997). 

Moreover, Granovetter (1985) believes that managerial thoughts and actions are not 

only outcomes of managerial rationality, but are both enabled and constrained by the 

contextual attribute of the institutional environments in which they are crafted and 

executed. These contextual attributes could be in form of social forms, beliefs, 

practices, routines, networks, regulations, and other institutional characteristics and 

influences. The interesting point raised by these definitions, is the operation of 

institutions at multiple levels of jurisdiction and their interactions.  

Varying from high involvement (coordinated markets) to passive involvement (liberal 

economies), Amaeshi and Amao argues: ―It is assumed that where the State is passive, 

the market system is strong and therefore has higher potentials of yielding prosperous 

outcomes. However, there have been calls for the comeback of the State in economic 

coordination. The argument being that the State should not continue to play a passive 

role but should be active in setting the rules of the game. With the growth in strength of 

multi-national corporations (MNCs) and the tendency towards misuse of such powers 

and resources, the thinking nowadays is that market governance through self-

governance of MNCs may not be completely adequate to address negative externalities 

arising from over dependence on the market system (Crouch, 2006). The State, it is 

argued plays a major role in internalization of social costs (in form of externalities) 

arising from market transactions‖ (Amaeshi and Amao, 2008). 

To enhance the understanding of governance process, Suleiman (2010) defines the main 

organizations which are somehow involved in decision-making process (Figure 1). 
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One of these participant organizations is political bodies such as political parties, 

electoral systems and legislators (parliament and congress) who define the political 

rules. The roles of this group are significant because they have to mediate between 

citizens and government and they also affect the work of legislators. Judicial bodies 

include courts and government bodies include both national level of institutions and 

local such as city council or municipal council. Government sets the stage for policy 

implementation through bureaucratic and administrative apparatuses. 

 
Figure 1 Institutional framework and interaction in a societal system (Suleiman, 2010) 

Economic organizations are also involved in this governing system. Some of its 

examples are banks, insurance companies, trade unions and cooperatives. Social 

organizations such as religious organizations (Mosques or Hoseinieh), social 

associations, nongovernmental organizations and community based organizations. 

Finally, educational organizations such as schools, universities and vocational training 

centers which in the figure above has been knitted together by their common public 

character. 

The figure shows the interactions between different parts of the institutionalized system. 

The rules made by political and governmental organizations shape incentive structure 

and impact decisions made by social and economic actors, as well as the rules made by 

them to access or produce goods and services. Polity, economy and society are 

inextricably interlinked. Economic organizations or actors may also exercise influence 

regarding the alteration of formal institutions made by government and political 

organizations (Suleiman, 2010). 

Revolutionary change occurs as a result of gridlock arising from a lack of mediating 

institutions that enable conflicting parties to reach compromises that capture some of the 

gains from potential trades. The key to the existence of such mediating political (and 

economic) institutions is not only formal rules and organizations but also informal 
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constraints that can foster dialogue between conflicting parties. The inability to achieve 

compromise solutions may also reflect limited degrees of freedom of the entrepreneurs 

to bargain and still maintain the loyalty of their constituent groups. Thus the real choice 

set of the conflicting parties may have no intersection, so that even though there are 

potentially large gains from resolving disagreements, the combination of the limited 

bargaining freedom of the entrepreneurs and a lack of facilitating institutions makes it 

impossible to do so. However revolutionary change is never as revolutionary as its 

rhetoric would have us believe. It is not just that the power of ideological rhetoric fades 

as the mental models of the constituents confront their utopian ideals with the harsh 

realities of post-revolutionary existence. Formal rules may change overnight, but 

informal constraints do not. Inconsistency between the formal rules and the informal 

constraints (which may be the result of deep-seated cultural inheritance because they 

have traditionally resolved basic exchange problems) results in tensions which typically 

get resolved by some restructuring of the overall constraints--in both directions--to 

produce a new equilibrium that is far less revolutionary than the rhetoric (North, 1994). 

It is also widely acknowledged that the privatization programs in a number of countries, 

including Mexico and the U.K., have only achieved some of their stated objectives. 

Such limited success may be attributed to three factors. First, these programs had to 

accommodate internal trade-offs, e.g. revenue maximization versus wider local 

participation. Second, these programs were forced to compromise some of their goals 

due to political/social considerations. Finally, the limited success of privatizations may 

also be due to a lack of an integrated analysis of the most basic financial issues at stake. 

These include the magnitude of government subsidies provided to the SOE; the design 

of privatizations in terms of the preferred clientele (corporate, individual, domestic or 

foreign), the residual government ownership, the taxation and competitive industry 

environment following a sell-off; and the sequence in which SOEs should be brought to 

the market. 

 

2.2.3. Rationality and Power 

Inspired by Nietzsche and Foucault, both of whom criticize the rationality as an 

objective or singularistic state of affairs, Flyvbjerg positions the Aalborg story as a part 

of an intellectual tradition drawing on the Greek historian Thucydides and the Italian 

advisor Machiavelli, both of whom emphasize the tactical and enacted deployment of 

power. The key characteristic of this tradition, as he highlights, is the presentation of 

what actually happens in politics. 

However Rationality and Power is a fascinating insight into how decisions are really 

taken in democratic politics, Flyvbjerg adopts a Realrationalität (real rationality) 

perspective in parallel and alongside with a Realpolitik (vs. formal politics). In 

developing his narratology of the Aalborg development project, Flyvbjerg introduces a 

series of implemented (i.e., situated, negotiated, and readjusted) notions of rationality 

and power relations. Narrates of politicking around physical planning of the Danish city 

of Aalborg, Flyvbjerg argues for the necessity of examining rationality and power in 

more situated, processual, and relativistic terms. 
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The city of Aalborg, Denmark, needed to build a new downtown bus terminal after the 

two oil crises of the 1970s. After a while, the plan was transformed to something much 

more than a bus terminal by the city‘s Technical Department. Quite reasonably, they 

planned to encourage pedestrian ways, bicycle, and moped traffic, as well as the buses. 

Additionally, the city planning experts hoped to renew the city center by encouraging 

housing and discouraging industry, preserve the green and open spaces, and shift some 

commercial activities outside the center. 

The final plan was an integration of social, environmental plans and physical designs 

with dozens of small changes of the automobile access, pedestrian and bicycle paths, 

bus routes and links and so on, which the bus terminal was a tiny part of it. However, 

his analyses and discussions were no surprise to anyone who had studied policy-

making, but this project was a grand scheme for Flyvbjerg to introduce social and 

environmental concerns into city politics and planning with adding a few nuances. 

Relying on aphorisms from Nietzsche, Flyvbjerg shows how democracy works in 

practice and how power creates its own rationality, uses this rationality to rationalize its 

decisions. In Aalborg project, he describes both internal manipulations, in which 

particular project partners are able to exert their preferred policy solutions over other 

more rational solutions; and external intervention, which limited the extent to which the 

plans could be put into practice. The more power an agent has, the less it bothers with 

giving reasons. 

Following Machiavelli and Ludwig von Rochau, Flyvbjerg distinguishes between 

formal politics and Realpolitik; ―evidence from the Aalborg study indicates the need for 

the study of politics, administration, planning and modernity, to distinguish between 

formal rationality and Realrationalität, real rationality. The freedom to interpret and use 

―rationality‖ and ―rationalization‖ for the purposes of power is a crucial element in 

enabling power to define reality and, hence, an essential feature of the rationality of 

power‖ (Flyvbjerg, 1998; p. 228). 

Power frequently uses rationalizations, even if it is difficult to identify within a relevant 

time-span. Flyvbjerg claims that modernity relies on rationality as the means for making 

democracy work, and since rationality is a weak form of power, democracy based on 

rationality will be weak too. This problem cannot be solved by constitution; in Aalborg 

we saw how both politicians and the police ignored the constitutional principles. 

Instead, Flyvbjerg prescribes a focus on participation, transparency and civic reciprocity 

(Bengtsson, 1999). 

Methodologically inspired by Foucault and Wittgenstein, although Flyvbjerg does not 

define the terms (rationality, rationalization and power) he used in the Rationality and 

Power, but he refers to the Habermas‘ principle of the force of the better argument, 

which he contrasts to ―Realrationalität‖ and rationalization. Correspondingly, 

democracy (not defined either) would seem to be something like political decision-

making procedures based on rational argument, something close to Habermas‘ 

discursive democracy, where citizens are presumed to discuss till they agree (Ibid). 

‗Power relations are constantly being produced and reproduced.‘ Even the most stable 

power relations, those with historical roots going back several centuries, are not 

immutable in form or content. Power relations are constantly changing. They demand 
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constant maintenance, cultivation, reproduction. In the Aalborg case, we saw how the 

business community was much more conscious of this – and substantially more skilled 

and preserving – than were politicians, administrators, and planners. Through decades 

and centuries of careful maintenance, cultivation, and reproduction of power relations, 

business created a semi-institutionalized position for itself with more aptitude to 

influence governmental rationality than was found with democratically elected bodies of 

government (Flyvbjerg, 1998; p. 231). 

Regardless of the socio-economic theories, I have applied Flyvbjerg‘s theory to analyze 

the problem of decision making process on water sector in Yazd, the most water-

vulnerable area in Iran. While the central government takes no more responsibilities 

about the water sector, the governmental water companies encountered the economic 

decline and have many debts to pay, and the great decisions are going to be made, the 

necessity of attention to rationality and power would be more considered. 

Although the water sector in Iran have to pay attention to the privatization and its 

capacity to overcome the current problems, but there is less potential for privatization in 

this sector and it seems that market is not well-prepared for a competitive environment 

and privatization. Generally, private sector is attracted to the fields that profitability is 

guaranteed in them. They also prefer to work in the independent companies, which have 

the less managerial interactions with the other organizations and the institutions 

(specially, governmental organizations), so that not being influenced by their 

preferences, opinions or policies. 

Still, the water companies are not profitable and there is no competitiveness in this 

sector because of the natural monopoly and the risks and vulnerabilities that might be 

aroused. Additionally, water companies have a lot of stakeholders and various parties, 

which makes its responsibilities very difficult. In this situation, it seems the policy-

makers are reasonably acting in the rational way to solve the water problem; however 

the real rationality is missed. 

Interested in the complex interplay between raw political power and technical 

rationality, Flyvbjerg shows that how even the best of policy intentions are massaged, 

manipulated and altered by those who have the power.  

Commodification of the water or privatization of its installations have general 

differentiates with the other governmental utilities such as telecommunications, 

automotive industry and etc. Since the water is one of the basic vital needs of human 

being, the government is responsible to provide affordable clean fresh water. In the case 

of new major decisions, it requires more rationality than the other fields. The main 

capacity building, citizens‘ involvement and to corporate with the experts and 

academics (as Flyvbjerg calls ‗democracy in practice), are highly required before any 

decision about privatizing the water sector in any forms. 

Being produced and reproduced, power relations are constantly changing. They demand 

constant maintenance, cultivation, reproduction. In sum: ‗democracy is not something a 

society ―gets‖; democracy must be fought for each and every day in concrete instances, 

even long after democracy is first constituted in a society‘. 
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3. Materials and methods 

This thesis has been provided to award a master degree in Urban and Regional planning. 

Besides, a conference paper has been explored from the analysis and discussion part to 

participate in the first International Conference on Water and Wastewater, with focus on 

privatization and benchmarking, 26 April, 2011, Tehran, Iran (http://www.icww.info/). 

Most of the discussions and analysis are influenced directly or indirectly by the 

comments of this conference. This group discussions and the previous observation in 

addition to the theoretical background and studying primary resources form the 

backbone of this thesis as the methodologies. 

The former data was mostly produced through interviews with persons representing 

Yazd municipality, Yazd water and wastewater companies, ministry of energy, local 

authorities and residents. 

 

3.1.  Case study method 

The main methodology applied in my thesis, is a case study to demonstrate the 

theoretical review in practice. This is based on a detailed examination of a single 

example, which is a city in this research. 

(Lamnek, 2005): "The case study is a research approach, situated between concrete data 

taking techniques and methodologic paradigms." Applying a case study method always 

has had challenges on generalization or providing more theoretical knowledge rather 

than empirical one. As Flyvbjerg (2006) categorized, there are five major 

misunderstanding about case study including:  

 “Misunderstanding 1: General, theoretical (context-independent) knowledge is 

more valuable than concrete, practical (context-dependent) knowledge. 

 Misunderstanding 2: One cannot generalize on the basis of an individual case; 

therefore, the case study cannot contribute to scientific development. 

 Misunderstanding 3: The case study is most useful for generating hypotheses; 

that is, in the first stage of a total research process, whereas other methods are 

more suitable for hypotheses testing and theory building. 

 Misunderstanding 4: The case study contains a bias toward verification, that is, a 

tendency to confirm the researcher‘s preconceived notions. 

 Misunderstanding 5: It is often difficult to summarize and develop general 

propositions and theories on the basis of specific case studies‖. 

Nevertheless, the case study lends themselves to both generating and testing hypotheses 

and could generalize on the basis of a single case (of course in social science).alongside 

to case study, I also used questionnaire surveys. In this case, I totally agree to Flyvbjerg 

that believes, ―This type of research [Questionnaire surveys] is also essential for the 

development of social science, for example, in understanding the degree to which 

certain phenomena are present in a given group or how they vary across cases. The 

advantage of large samples is breadth, whereas their problem is one of depth. For the 

http://www.icww.info/


URBAN RESILIENT WATER SYSTEMS-FOCUS ON YAZD- Mahdokht Soltaniehha 
Stockholm University, Department of Human Geography, January 2011- Supervision by: Pro. Gunnel Forsberg 

22 

 

case study, the situation is the reverse. Both approaches are necessary for a sound 

development of social science‖ (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

In every research, to select the qualitative and quantitative methods is one of the most 

challenging themes. It really depends on the type of objective, research limitations and 

time constraints. However, ―a good social science is problem driven and not 

methodology driven in the sense that it employs those methods that for a given 

problematic, best help answer the research questions at hand‖ (Flyvbjerg, 2006). More 

often than not, a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods will do the task 

best.  

 

3.2.  Methods and approaches 

The research is based on both primary and secondary data, produced through literature 

review and field works. The field work took place in Yazd, Iran during four weeks in 

January, and six weeks from March to April (2011). In that period, interviews with 

persons in municipality and other organizations and persons in charge, asking residents 

to fill out the prepared questionnaire (Appendix.2), and written documents have been 

used to form the prior structure. 

Since the aim of this study is to explore of the urban water system and its vulnerabilities 

and provide the adaptive approaches in management, the data and information are 

mainly qualitative. Because the significance of qualitative research consists in setting 

stress on describing, understanding and good analysis to the problem as a phenomena 

and give a wider and multi-dimensional perspective on the subject.  

 

3.2.1. Qualitative techniques 

Qualitative methods denotes the methods that accept words and text as legitimate forms 

of data, including discourse analysis, ethnography, interviewing, and numerous methods 

of visual analysis (Aitken et al., 2006). I mostly applied qualitative methods in this 

thesis which includes two official interviews, thirty questionnaires, observations and a 

wide range of secondary data relevant to the topic. 

 Case study 

The City of Yazd has been chosen as a case study for this research and all the theories 

and collected data will be analyzed for the City of Yazd. Therefore, case study is one of 

the qualitative methods in this project and my case study in this research will be 

discussed more in detail in chapter five. 

 Observations and interviews 

 These qualitative techniques in earlier stages helped to identify the problem and collect 

the right required data in next stages. Compared to questionnaire, interviews are 

particularly useful for getting the story behind a participant‘s experiences. The 
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interviewer can pursue in-depth information around the topic. Interviews may be useful 

as follow-up to certain respondents to questionnaires and etc (McNamara, 1999). 

 Document studies and reviewing secondary resources 

These methods also formed the theoretical background and primary materials for final 

analysis. Additionally, in-depth interviews with experts and professionals could shape 

some of the analytical theories in this research. 

Moreover, studying the human environment and experiences within a special conceptual 

framework is the major concern for either social structure or individuals (Hay, 2005). 

He added qualitative research tends to be inductive, meaning that theory informs data. 

 

3.2.2. Quantitative techniques  

Although the required methods for this research are mostly qualitative in essence, but 

some useful data about water prices, citizens‘ agreement on privatization and potential 

impacts of privatization has been collected and are going to be analyzed by quantitative 

techniques. In the social science, quantitative method refers to the empirical 

investigation of quantitative properties and phenomena and their relationships. 

Required data for quantitative analysis has been produced by questionnaires which are 

filled out by citizens. This information gives the opportunity to have a statistical 

analysis which could enrich the research in final specified adaptive approaches.  

In order to collect the primary data, a questionnaire including ten questions is provided 

and filled up by 30 people in the case study area. The complete text of questionnaire 

exists in the appendix B. 

 

3.3.  Research possibilities and restrictions 

Ethical principles are the integral parts of every research and my thesis is not an 

exception. I tried to honestly redeploy the data and information which I collected 

through the field trip to Yazd and also during the conference. However, there are still 

some more inevitable ethical principles in this research. I also strongly avoid to bias or 

self-deception in every individual parts of the research. 

Most of the key point of data is collected via questionnaire during the field trip. It might 

be some ethics in this part, for instance: 

 questionnaire participants do not answer honestly; 

 open-ended questions are in some way difficult to be analyzed; although, in 

these kind of open format questions, participant is free to answer however he 

chooses but the variety of responses is wider and analysis would be more 

complicated; 

 wrong interpretation by the author during the data extraction of questionnaire 

 designing some misleading questions in questionnaire  
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Moreover, the time limitation is one of the main research restricts, which can totally 

affect the quality of a research. Although, I highly attempt to avoid misconduct in the 

research but there are always a small inevitable rate of misconduct is occurred. 
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4. An overview of urban and water governance in Iran 

Characteristics and features of governance are different from one country to another one 

and each society has its own definition of governance and absolutely its own ways to 

deal with urban concerns regarding its unique economic, social and political structures. 

As I mentioned before, the main methodology used in this thesis is the ‗case study‘ 

approach. The City of Yazd in Iran has been picked up as the case study. The region is 

facing a drinking water problem and it also is highly influenced by central government 

decisions. 

To better understanding of the situation, I provide a short description of Iran as the 

larger context of the case study. Specifying an introduction to the country location and 

its climate and geographical situation, I highlight a brief narrative to the most important 

issues about Iranian governmental structure and decision-making processes.  

Generally, I assume that reviewing the historical experiences of a society could give a 

clue of their social responses in contemporary time. Therefore, I tried to clarify 

society‘s tendencies to the different types of decision making procedures during the past 

and discover the social roots of such tendencies through the political history of the 

country. 

 

4.1.  Location and geographical information 

Iran is located in southwest Asia and includes of Iranian Plateau. The country has been 

bordered by Gulf of Oman and Persian Gulf in the south and also Caspian Sea to the 

north. Geographically, Iran has been considered as one of the world‘s most mountainous 

countries (about 54 percent of the country land consists of mountains), its landscape 

dominated by rugged mountain ranges that separates various basins or plateaux from 

one to another. 

The main mountain chain is Zagros Mountains which includes a complex chain of 

mountains and ridges in the westernmost part of Iran. It divides the region into the 

fertile plains of Mesopamia and the Persian Gulf lowlands and dry inland plateau to the 

east. The ridges are extended roughly from northwest to southeast almost 1.500 

kilometers in length (Kasmai, 2003). 

The Elborz Mountains (also written as Alborz Mountains) represent another important 

Iranian mountain range that curve along the southern shore of the Caspian Sea in the 

north of Iran. From east to west, the range measures about 970 kilometers long (Ibid, 

2003). In fact, both mountain chains form the intense climatic barriers to the Central 

Iranian Plateau. This is because the mountain ranges are too high for rain clouds to 

reach these regions. 

Therefore it caused that the country has a variety of climate areas and land forms. The 

northern part of Iran is covered by dense rain forests and receives a good deal of snow 

and rain and is blanketed by fertile coastal plain. In stark contrast, the central and 

eastern part of the country consists mostly of desert basins such as the Kavir desert 
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(Great Salt Desert), Iran's largest desert, in the north-central portion, and the Dasht-e 

Lut, in the east, which is occupied by so many salt lakes.  

 

Figure 2 Topography of Iran, available on 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/99/Iran_topo_en.jpg 

 

4.2. Governmental structure 

The political structure of Islamic Republic of Iran is the result of the Islamic Revolution 

in 1979 and ideals of such revolution formed a new and unique republic system. 

Although the current politics of Iran take place in a context of theocracy, according to 

the constitution adopted in 1979 and its 1989 amendment, the country has a republic 

framework, which the president is the highest state authority after the supreme leader. 

Iran is officially divided into thirty one provinces, each governed by a governor who is 

directly appointed by the central government. The main part of government body 

including the president and his cabinet will be replaced every four years. Regardless of 

the supreme leader‘s role, Iran political system can be realized by Iranian Government 

which functions via three branches: 

A. Legislative power- two governmental bodies form this power; Iranian parliament 

and the Guardian Council. All the legislations shall be first approved by the 

parliament and then be ratified by the Guardian Council. All members of the 

parliament are selected by public election every four year.  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/99/Iran_topo_en.jpg
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B. Judiciary power- this branch is an independent part of Iranian governmental 

body which public has no possibility to vote for it. The head of this organ is 

directly approved by the supreme leader for every five years. 

C. Executive power- the second highest authority after supreme leader in Iran is 

president who is the head of executive power. He also is the coordinator of the 

two other branches in Iran government. 

There are still some other political entities along within Iranian political structure. These 

side-organizations are collaborated and functioned under the supervision of the supreme 

leader. One of these organs is the City and Village Council. In this research, I mostly 

considered to the Governmental body and City and Village Councils which are directly 

included in decision making for privatization. 

City and Village Councils form the decision making and administrating organs of the 

state together with the parliament of the Islamic Republic of Iran. The members of these 

councils are elected all across Iran by public vote for four years term. They are in 

charge of electing mayors, supervising the activities of municipalities, cooperating with 

the executive authorities and state organizations, supervising the management of 

financial sources by city hall and municipalities and finally a bridge between 

government and people to realize the needs and requirements of people.  

Practically, the political system in Iran is currently very centralized that means public 

decisions –either national or local decisions– are mainly made by a single political 

center, capital or province center. Iran‘s contemporary history indicates that before the 

Iranian Constitutional Revolution (1906), people were not capable to be involved in 

their socio-political future and the political structure was highly centralized. 

Since the country has a strong hierarchical bureaucratic system, there is a severe 

supervision on the cities‘ affairs by the central government from national to very local 

scale. This supervision has been manifested in the appointment of provincial governors, 

the governors of counties and the governors of districts in a hierarchical arrangement. 

Although, the municipalities and city councils are highly influenced by this system but 

there are more linear governmental organizations in each city and province which 

interfere in cities‘ affairs. 

Every ministry has its own representation organizations in each province and city. For 

instance, the Urban Development and Housing Organizations in each province totally 

belong to the Ministry of Transportation and Housing. These organizations mostly have 

the authority to adopt or modify a development plan in local and regional scale and they 

also have the responsibility to provide inhabitants affordable housing. Therefore, they 

work in parallel to the municipalities and sometimes, they face many inconsistencies in 

their activities. 

Similarly, the Ministry of Energy has its own provincial organizations such as the Water 

and Wastewaters Companies and the Electricity Companies in both urban and regional 

level. Additionally, there are many other parallel organizations in each city which 

intervene in the urban affairs and have overlaps with municipalities duties overall. 

Modern democratic theorists believe that Governance consists of three general 

functions: Representation, Responsiveness and Accountability. Firstly, by 
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Representation they mean that every government should be the representative and agent 

of the people who lives in its territory. Secondly, the government has to be responsive to 

the land‘s issues and benefits and to satisfy its inhabitants‘ needs and concerns. Thirdly, 

it should be questioned and be accountable to the citizens. It also should give details 

about its actions and be capable to defend the rationality of them (Ryu, 2009 and Piran, 

2006). However, this is not even close to happening because the power always escapes 

from accountability even in the most democratic societies. 

…. 

Flyvbjerg, in his final propositions to the Aalborg study, concludes that ―Efforts at 

implementing democracy are a constant, never-ending task existing in conflict with the 

traditions of class, tribe, and privilege. The interrelationship between such traditions and 

modernist initiatives gives rise to new traditions. In this sense, modernity and 

democracy must be seen as part of power, not the end points of power‖. (Flyvbjerg, 

1998)   

In such a complex administrative system in Iran, which the governmental and non-

governmental organizations have always interactions in their duties, the level of 

responsiveness and accountability will be decreased. Vice versa, the more well-

definition of the ―local government‖ could lead to the more specification of its scopes of 

duties, probably to the more increasing citizen‘s expectations and subsequently, to the 

more responsiveness and accountability. 

 

4.3. The history of decision making processes (Social roots) 

Studying the history of Iran, from Achaemenid period, reminds that Iranians have one of 

the longest urbanization experiences around the world and hence, the provision of urban 

services, like water supply, has a fundamental place from very ancient time.  

In the era of the first Aryans or Medes, urbanization was not still at the central point of 

attention and a coherent governance system did not exist in a codified form. However, it 

seems that this era is the only period in the whole Iran‘s history, which governors were 

directly selected by people and the downstream components of society. On the other 

hand, there was a bottom-up decision making process in governmental issues. 

The first development of a systematic administrative and financial structure in Iran has 

been attributed to Darius I (Achaemenid period). In this era, the authority of every state 

was not completely independent, but they have some limited authorities in local scale. 

In most of the cases, the central power made the important decisions and set important 

policies out for the states. 

After the Alexander‘s conquest and subsequently, formation of Seleucids, some new 

towns or ―Polis‖ had been built which were autonomous at first and were run by the city 

council. But then again, this autonomous way of administration was not capable to 

persist according to the political experiences and climatic conditions of Iran. Therefore, 

the Seleucids founded a new type of central government inspired by the integration of 

administrative systems of Achaemeids and Greeks. 
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Because of the long wars and unfavorable political environment, Sassanid established a 

strong central government and thus, the cities were under direct control of governors 

appointed by the king. 

In the early years after the arrival of Islam in Iran, socio-economic situation of the 

country was experiencing turmoil and decline. Mainly, incompetency of the new rulers 

to the principles of statecraft caused this turbulent situation. Moreover, a large amount 

of taxes was sent to the capital of Islam, out of the country. 

After six centuries of Islam, while cities were recovering, another foreign invasion (the 

Mongols) brought a new urbanization decline and stagnation in Iran. 

In the Safavid period, a reform process was prospering the urbanization and during this 

time, an advisory organization called ―the Council‖ was founded in a deeply 

authoritative and centralized political context. However, the major power was still in the 

King‘s hands. 

After the Safavid, the central power mostly lost its power and a breakdown of the 

traditional governance system arose among the transformed international relationships 

in Qajar period. 

Time period Decision making process 

Medes 

(until 7
th
 Century BC) 

An unorganized urban governance system with bottom-up 

processes. 

Achaemenid 

(648-330 BC) 

A systematic administrative structure: a central government with 

the main power and the steering local governors. 

Seleucids/Hellenic 

(334-331 BC) 

A mixture of hierarchy administrative system and local 

governments with complete autonomy. 

Sassanid 

(224-651) 

A very powerful central government. 

Islamic conquest 

(637) 

An anarchy and chaotic system with the central government 

outside of the country. 

Mongols conquest 

(1220) 

A disorganized centralized government. 

Safavid 

(1502-1736) 

A centralized government and local governments with limited 

responsibilities (birth of council). 

Qajar 

(1796-1925) 

A less powerful central government and establishment of 

constitution. 

Table 1 the summery of historical background on decision making process in Iran. 

Since the Iranian Constitutional Revolution was formed in Iran (1906), governmental 

transforming and establishment of new administrative system were seriously discussed 

in the country. Iranian educated and intellectuals, affected by European culture and 

modern urban systems and similarly people desired a modification in the political and 

administrative system. The new system in general was adopted from French 

administrative system which was in a very centralized form in that period of time. 

Therefore immediately after the ratification of the constitution (in 1906), three other 

essential laws, which all were adopted from France and Belgium regulations, were 
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approved by the parliament of National Assembly: the Law of State Association, the 

Municipality Law and the Law of Province Association (Governor‘s Guidelines). 

For the first time, the modern municipality regulation was approved consisting of 108 

articles. The new law recognized the municipality and the City Council as two main 

organizations responsible for cities affairs. Noteworthy point is that the mayoral election 

was put in charge of the City Council in this legislation. Later it turned out, although 

establishment of the City Council was adopted by municipality regulations, but this was 

never happened in reality because of the government‘s tendency to centralize the power 

and to keep citizens away from political intelligence. 

In these three new laws, local government was highly empowered. The Municipality 

Law (1906) is officially the first legal permission to found the municipalities in Iran. 

According to this law, municipalities had legal personality and had some independent 

authorities and control on the urban affairs. Although this amount of authority and 

power were not counted as a serious threat to the central government‘s power, all the 

municipal associations were annulled only four years after laws passed and the central 

government asked the parliament a revision to these legislations. Afterwards the 

supervision of the city administrations and continuing their duties were transferred to 

the Interior Ministry.  

After the constitutional revolution, alongside the limitation of monarchy and the 

establishment of parliament, only civil rights was discussed and there were less 

emphasizes about the duties and responsibilities of the citizens. Novelty of the topic and 

being called ―peasant‖ for centuries caused people refuse to accept their citizenship‘s 

duties. 

Hence, civil rights were being discussed regardless of its responsibilities and obligations 

and regardless of public teaching. The associations, which had been formed during the 

campaign for constitution, were considered as the symbol of local government and 

people involvement in their fate. The laws of State and Province Associations, which 

were developed in more details in comparison to the constitution, were added to the 

constitution for empowering the citizens‘ place in decision making processes. 

Non-participatory characteristic of the Iranians and predominance of excessive 

selfishness are the most significant evidences of their neglect to the civil duties. The 

society of Iran always wanders between the dialectic of despotism and repression on the 

one hand and decentralization, insecurity, aggression and destructions on the other hand. 

They, after experiencing different kinds of foreign invasions and rapes for centuries, 

have often chosen despotism as the transforming forces of society.  

In these circumstances, the social structures thought and acted on behalf of the society 

based on the repression and force. Besides, they exempt the community to think and 

intervene in their social and civil fate.  

As mentioned above, in a centralized political system, only the central government can 

set rules and regulations, and also can hire and fire the government employees. 

Although the country was experiencing the new constitutional movement in 1906, the 

central government still desires to monopoly its power. As a matter of fact, the central 

government was in charge of adjusting the country‘s budget, maintaining the public 
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assets and funds, and also accounting and auditing of income and expenditure records 

and documents. 

A centralized political structure follows a severe bureaucratic system and administrative 

hierarchy. The commands and instructions of senior officials of central government to 

the all local organizations are mandatory in all stages. People are not much involved in 

decision making and planning processes of the government. People play no role in 

direct election of the officials and local directors. 

The municipality tasks were limited in that period of time and the main budget of 

municipality was still funded by the central government. For instance, some of the 

Tehran municipality duties included the following elements: the water supply 

organization (also called as ―Miah‖ in local language) that ran the city aqueducts and 

canals, the trade union office, the construction office and the lightening office.  

The opponents of the centralized political structures believes that the centralization 

makes decision-making process procedure slow and respecting the hierarchy and the 

lack of quick access to the key decision maker would cause frequent delays. 

In the other hand, the centralized political systems have the tendency to develop 

themselves.  This condition causes an excessive bureaucracy and formalities and 

regulations on the political organizations. 

At its primary levels, the formation of municipality in Iran was mainly an exogenous 

movement rather than an internal change in the administrative system. Therefore, this 

semi-centralized system was rapidly transformed and eventually abrogated because of 

the lack of experience and social sensitivity. In addition to the administrative and 

organizational dependency, financial dependency to the central government is one of the 

basic features of the urban management in this period. 

In 1930, the Municipality law (1906), which had remained inactive for longtime, was 

replaced by a new legislation to administer the municipalities‘ concerns. Influenced by 

the strong tendency of the central government to the political and administrative control 

over the local affairs, the most significant feature of this new law was the violation of 

municipalities‘ independence and to strengthen further dependency to the central 

government. 

Early 1960s coincided with the rapid growth of urbanization in Iran and emerging of the 

serious urban problems. Relying on oil revenues, the central government paid more 

attention to the ―centralistic‖ solutions to solve the emerging problems. 

In the past 30 years, there is more emphasis on transferring the local governance and 

urban affairs to the institutions elected by people. Therefore, Islamic City Council is 

designated to be in charge of these concerns. In the first article of ‗regulation of 

administration, duties and election of Islamic City Council members and municipal 

elections‘ adopted by the National Parliament in 1996 states: 

‘Islamic Councils of Villages, sections, cities and towns will be established in 

order to promote rapid social, economic, development, health, cultural, 

educational and other public welfare aspects through cooperation and 

supervision of inhabitants of villages, sections, cities and towns.’ 
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4.4. Local Governance (the role of municipalities in water affairs) 

According to the previous statements about Iran‘s political structure, the character of 

local government is like a coin with two sides. By one hand, they should cope with all 

the local concerns with residents‘ satisfaction regarding the rules and regulations. By 

the other hand, they have to administrate all the central government policies and 

approaches in the local scale, as its representatives. Usually, local government contains 

a complete government structure that is elected by people partly or entirely. But in Iran, 

local governments are very indirectly elected by the people and they are highly 

influenced by the central government (mostly top-down planning). Typically, it is 

complicated for individuals to track their public complaint from local government. In 

the best way, the local government would refer the objection to the central government 

which is very time-consuming and inefficient. 

Municipality is an organization which the residents of a city accredit and authorize to 

afford the common needs, create and administrate the public infrastructures and central 

government and manage the urban systems. Generally, the costs of municipality 

services which have been fairly estimated by the municipality ought to be paid by the 

citizens. Municipality (according to the 5
th

 article of State Auditing Law) is a public and 

nongovernmental organization which has independency and legal personality and is 

elected by the City Council (City Council is directly elected by citizens). The central 

government has the direct supervision on municipalities‘ procedures by the Ministry of 

Interior to be assured that all the legal provisions are considered. Municipality is an 

organization which residents choose its managers and give their right to make the main 

city decisions and administrate it. Thus, it is a nongovernmental organization that the 

central government has just to monitor its actions (Saeednia, 2004). 

Unlike the features listed for municipality in general, municipalities in Iran have no 

immense authority and autonomy. Because every ministry organizes and conducts their 

related affairs by establishment of the local offices, municipalities‘ activities and duties 

scope are very limited. Also there are always some inconsistency between these 

government organizations and municipalities.  

According to the duty divisions in municipalities‘ regulation, fifty three duties have 

been defined for every municipality that less than half of these tasks (39.6 percent) are 

now being taken place by the municipalities in fact. More tasks (7 percent) are being 

done by both municipality and other government organs in common and twenty one 

tasks (39.6 percent) are being done by the governmental organizations or private 

companies (Hojjati, 2003). 
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4.5.  Privatization in Iran 

Alongside to the neo-liberalism tendencies, privatization approaches emerge in Iranian 

governance recently. The main objective of this policy is to improve the efficiency of 

the activities, allocation of resources and development of public partnership in different 

commercial and production sections. 

Since 2005 –after approval of the fourth Five-Year Economic Development Plan of 

Islamic Republic of Iran-, Iranian government tends to collaborate with private sector 

and institutions to privatize of public services in order to increase more accountability 

and efficiency, and enhance the productivity in private and cooperative sectors (article 

44). However this approach has been applied in so many different specialized 

organizations and companies so far, privatization in water utilities is quite new topic in 

this field in Iran as well as many other developing countries. 

Water privatization waiting for targeting of subsidies 

Deputy of Energy minister in water affairs, Mohammadreza Attarzadeh, as quoted by 

Hamshahri Newspaper, believes that the main obstacle in water privatization in Iran is 

the economic issue like final price for the households. In addition to this economic 

concern, a strong supervisory structure should be established to monitor the operation of 

the private sector. He also emphasized that according to approve and adoption the new 

required regulations and structures, they created some commissions including both 

private and government sectors to make the decision about these common institutional 

issues. (Hamshahri, 2010) 

According to the article 44 (economic privatization), government has the possibility to 

shift some parts of its responsibilities and properties to the private section in a 

privatization procedure. Privatization specifies a new system according to the market 

mechanisms and subsequently will lead to changes and transformations in different 

dimensions of economy. Moreover, privatization provides a context of public 

participation in all levels of the society‘s economy. In the other word, privatization 

means elimination of every type of control and supervision in a supply and demand 

system. (Hamshahri, 2010) 

―There is no difficulty in Implementation of targeted subsidies plan in agricultural 

sector unless in the field of water and energy.‖ Eisa Kalantari, the previous agriculture 

minister continues, ―In current situation, there is no possibilities to release the price of 

water and energy in agriculture sector and such decision could completely cause to 

prorogue the agricultural production.‖ 

As quoted by Hamshahrionline Newspaper, Kalantari added, ―Almost 55 percent of 

required water in agriculture sector (approximately 47 milliard cubic meters) is 

provided of wells which take energy for pumping up. After elimination of water and 

energies subsidies, the local farmers are not able to produce or compete in the free 

market. Moreover, a 40 to 50 percent increasing on final price of agricultural products 

will restrict to supply these products in domestic market or export them.‖ (Hamshahri, 

2010) 

Accessibility, quality of services, tariffs and efficiency are supposed to be considered in 

water privatization. Typically there are five main reasons which water privatization 
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promoters provide; Increasing supply and accessibility, attracting investment, access to 

technological knowledge and improving service quality.  

The ones who advocate privatization in water systems, believes that government 

inefficiency and mismanagement cause increasing the public services‘ costs and 

therefore privatization is highly recommended. The developing countries desperately 

want to privatize many of their resources like water in order to repay their debts and so 

receive more financial aid for structural adjustment programs. 

Many of those who oppose privatization believe that transmission of government 

properties and their control to private companies, which are often multinational 

companies, could transform the water service to a source of profitability for those 

companies however water is a public good (Farhadbeigi, 2011). 

Some of the benefits of this article (Article 44, 2008) have been counted as increasing 

the competitiveness and advance the efficiency in management and operation of 

economic organizations, decreasing the direct role of government in different economic 

activities and development of domestic capital markets and access to the foreign 

technology, investment and financial sources. 

In addition, it is expected from a privatization procedure to develop reformation, 

independency and adequate flexibility in management system and transfer ownership of 

government properties to persons. 

According to the article 44, privatization generally deals with defining some new 

opportunities for public participation, reforming the government‘s structure and removal 

of monopolies. 

There are some actions, which have to be taken place before starting the privatization 

process: 

 Studying the effects of ownership transformation to the organizations‘ 

functionality, financial balance, domestic and foreign investments and 

occupation; 

 Creating a capable and independent organ as sponsorship of privatization 

program; 

 Modification of privatized organization‘s structure, elimination of non-economic 

goals and establishment of financial discipline; 

 Evaluation of technical, management, financial abilities and buyers‘ 

entrepreneurship; 

 Development of a social network; 

 Organizing the educational centers to train unemployed people and facilitate 

their re-absorption in the private sector. 

According to some recent studies of Dehghani and Shayegh (2011), Hosseini Modarres 

(2011), and also as it is propounded in article 44, Some prevalent methods of 

privatization in Iran are as followings: 
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1. Offering stocks to public; the government sells its stocks (all or a considerable 

part of it) to public. These stocks totally or partly could belong to the government and 

are sold by international or domestic markets through the bourse. The final organization 

would be a limited stocks organization. The most important advantage of this method is 

to develop the ownership and expand the scope of data collecting for investment. 

2. Offering stocks to special groups; the government sells its stocks (all or a 

considerable part of it) to a person or special group through auction or direct 

negotiations. While a company has bad functionality and there is no or weak stock 

exchange, this method is suggested. 

3. Selling the government properties; the governments the company‘s properties 

directly through the competitive auction or direct negotiation, without offering the 

stocks. If a company‘s stock is not disposable in terms of legal and tax issues, this 

method would be suitable. 

4. Separate assignable units to smaller units; government divided the company 

into several parts and sells the separated parts with independent identity. This method is 

applied to restructure the governmental company before privatization. 

5. Attracting public participation in new investments of the required 

government units; the government sometimes needs new investments to reconstruction 

and develop its units while it has no enough finance. Therefore, it can import the private 

sectors capital, especially foreign investments, to reach the foreign management and 

experiences. The advantage of this method is that government does not loss its 

ownership. In fact, the resulted unit is a mixture of governmental and private company. 

6. Selling the governmental unit to top management or staff; in this method, 

personnel or staff will be awarded a financial aid by the government to be able to buy 

the organization‘s stock. The advantage of this method is to enhance staff‘s motivation 

and efficiency.  

7. Contracting management or properties’ agreements; this method provides an 

opportunity for private sector to rent the governmental unit. The advantage of this 

method is not only using the managements, technologies and skills of private sector, but 

also keeping the company as a government‘s property. 

Privatization missions in Iran includes to speed the national economic growth, to 

develop property for all levels of public as part of social justice, to enhance efficiency of 

economic organs and effectiveness of material, human and technology resources, to 

increase the competiveness in national economy, to increase the private and cooperative 

sectors‘ activities in national economy, to decrease the government enterprise in 

managing and financing economic activities, to increase the employment, and to 

encourage people to save, investment and improve the households income. 

The most important obstacles for privatization in Iran include; Need for transparency 

and more stable government economic policies; Low profit rates in productive sectors 

compared to non-productive sectors; Impact of privatization on employment; Resistance 

of some managers to governmental attitude; Low profit rates in some governmental 

organizations; Need for greater transparency about companies and corporate pricing 

problems; and Misunderstanding about theoretical concept of privatization (Sadeghi, 

2009) 
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Investigating upper documents related to water governance, I found out that national 

programs are excessively general and there is no coupler ring for transition from 

national purposes to the urban and regional policies. Therefore, the national plans 

remain as outlines and effectless in the urban and regional scales. Moreover, the 

regional plans have more economic aspects and consider to the distribution of the 

economic agent in the region. Unlike the political structure, it seems that the whole 

responsibility of the decision-makings of the urban-scaled decisions are by the local 

organizations established in the city (either municipalities or governmental and 

ministries‘ organizations). Indeed, there is a gap between top policy makers and local 

authorities, which are closer to operation and practical decision-makings. 
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5. Findings and data analysis 

5.1.  Case of the Yazd City 

The City of Yazd is located in the area of desert climate, the Central Plateau of Iran, 

which enclosing by high mountains in its surroundings, is the largest region in Iran. 

Unluckily, these desert areas are the most unknown regions of Iran due to absence or 

lack of the meteorological stations (Kasmai, 2003). Lying on the desert belt of the 

northern hemisphere having low elevation, being far away from surface water bodies, 

dry anticyclones, topographical conditions coupled with sharp  sunlight cause high 

temperature difference between summers and winters‘ weather and also high 

temperature difference between days and nights in summer are the most significant 

climate features in this region (more in Appendix I). The average annual rainfall 

amounts to 109.4 millimeters in the province and 59.1 millimeters in the city Yazd 

(Semsar Yazdi and L. Nairizi, 2006). 

The climate condition in this area is so vulnerable to any fluctuation in the amount of 

rainfall that can frequently bring about severe droughts (Semsar Yazdi and L. Nairizi, 

2006). Any drought can inflict a severe damage on the agricultural and industrial sectors 

of the country and also affects the social life and economic aspects of region every year 

especially during the summers. The region has had water-related difficulties since the 

earliest era. By the way people could manage to use it through most sustainable 

techniques known at the time. 

Even in recent centuries, despite the fact that the city has been encountered to water 

difficulties; it always attracts migrants‘ population (Fallah, Personal Interview, 

December 30, 2010). Totally, the rate of population growth in the city varies from 3.5-

5.4 in 1976-2006 (Statistical Centre of Iran, 1976, 1986, 1996, 2006).  

Historically, the city is 

almost well-known for its 

ancient aqueducts‘ network 

(Qanat) which was 

technically made for 

freshwater transferring from 

mountain domains to the 

desert region. This 

innovative approach helped 

people to improve their 

inappropriate environment to 

the civilized and proper 

forms of life, farming, 

services and other economic 

activities for many centuries. 

Well known for the quality of its silk and carpets, Yazd is one of Iran‘s industrial 

centers of textile today. There are also some other industries such as ceramics and 

construction materials and jewelry industries, which make the province of the most 

important industrial poles in the country. 

Figur 3 Ancient aqueducts’ network, available at: 

http://stuartaken.blogspot.com/2011/02/stuarts-word-spot-

qanat.html  

http://stuartaken.blogspot.com/2011/02/stuarts-word-spot-qanat.html
http://stuartaken.blogspot.com/2011/02/stuarts-word-spot-qanat.html
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In 2001 the Yazd region encountered a problematic decline in the amount of 

precipitation that aggravated the last year drought and resulted in a considerable 

depletion in water table and annihilation of some water resources. During spring, all 

rainfall this province received was not more than 5 millimeters. Therefore the pastures 

started to get poorer and poorer, and a considerable part of vegetation withered away 

(Semsar Yazdi and L. Nairizi, 2006). 

Studying the characteristics of drought in the province of Yazd, Semsar Yazdi and 

L.Naizari have defined six indicators of droughts in the area; decrease in precipitation, 

distribution of rainfall, intensity and amount of rainfall, runoffs, relative humidity and 

temperature. Although the amount of precipitation is one of the significant indicators, at 

the same level, the inequitable distribution of rainfall on time and location also can 

accelerate the drought rate. 

In Yazd a large part of precipitation occur in fall and early winter, and neither pasture 

lands nor farm lands did not profit from it. However the spring rainfall can get the 

advantage of both pasture lands and water resources and prevent drought, but the 

province of Yazd is ranked among the four provinces of Iran which receive the 

minimum spring rainfall (Ibid). 

The annual droughts have deep impacts on the groundwater resources, so it can destroy 

a vast area of farms and orchards, which live off the groundwater resources extracted by 

the system of qanat or the pumping deep wells, so any decline in the groundwater can 

bring about a serious loss to the agricultural sector. Drought not only affects the 

quantity of water resources, but also ruins their quality. Full exploitation of groundwater 

in case of drought can move saline water toward fresh water. The more groundwater is 

extracted, the further saline water advances through fresh water zone mixing together. 

This process can change the quality of water and spell crisis for the cities and villages 

through the lack of fresh water required for livestock, irrigation of farmlands and 

drinking. 

In such climate conditions, the provision of drinking water has to be in the top priorities 

and so it is necessary to first recognize the regions that may run out of drinking water in 

case of an impending drought. 

 

5.2. Water governance in Yazd 

There are two general approaches to compose a national, regional or even 

organizational prospect development plan. The first approach is elitist method which, a 

small group of experts are employed to write a draft of plan. Afterwards, this draft is 

subjected to arbitration and evaluation of a larger group of experts, known as Delphi
1
 

Group. Final version of prospective document is usually ready after reviewing and 

editing by the writers and Delphi group. 

                                                           
1
 Delphi Group should not be confused by Delphi Technique which is one of the common methods in 

research. At this point, Delphi Group contains a group of elites that confirm and accredit to the 

prospective plan.  
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The second approach, known as pluralistic or social approach, emphasizes on 

participation of every stakeholders in the procedures of prospective plan. Although in 

this approach, preparation of long-term plans takes more time and money, but the costs 

are justified for governments, city managers and organizations because it leads to 

formation of a consensus vision. 

Most of the development programs related in water sector in Iran follow the first 

approach even though the different organizations are responsible to make it. Among a 

variety of institutions dealing with urban drinking water in the province of Yazd, The 

Yazd Regional Water Authority, National Center of Qanat, the National Research 

Center of Reproduction of Clouds, The Municipality, The Yazd Urban Water Company 

have the most significant roles in water supplement and distribution. 

The Yazd Regional Water Authority deals with drought rather than any other 

organization, so some of the measures taken by it are as follows; Drilling of new wells 

needed to irrigate the farmlands, providing the facilities needed to withdraw water from 

the pipe line transferring water from Zayande Rood to Yazd at the station of Khalil 

Abad, Carrying out some programs to enhance public awareness about water and 

drought (Salamat and Yasin, 2001). 

According to the first master plan of the city in 1985, the city has been broadened 

almost in two times (from six thousand acres to eleven thousand acres). Fallah (2011), 

the municipality‘s vice president believes that the new water resources are highly 

required for the city. However, he thinks that regardless of water problem, the city has 

had population growth in the past thirty years. 

In fact, the roles of every institutions and the power varies from a country to another 

and from city to city, even though all the local governments are being influenced by the 

central government. It seems some of these institutions and characteristics should be 

more significant than the others in the case of Yazd. 

Regarding the mentioned experiences and theories, here are some proposed 

characteristics of a water governance system proper for the region of Yazd as following.  

First, the public-private collaboration is crucial in this region, and therefore it requires a 

well-prepared, capable and committed client (government agency) with a clear vision 

and understanding of the role to be played by the private sector. Otherwise, as Flyvbjerg 

et al. (2003) believe, there were so many private financing projects fail to achieve what 

is being hoped for on account of a project being inadequately prepared. 
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Figure 4 Institutional interactions in Yazd societal system, Ref: inspired by Suleiman (2010), 

improved by the author. 

 

Second, it needs a coherent system of institutions and governance process. The region 

of Yazd not only suffers from natural water shortage, but also there are some crises on 

partial management on water-related issues. For instance, Yazd Regional Water Corp, 

Yazd Urban Water and Wastewater Company, National Centre of Aqueduct and 

National Research Centre of Reproductive Clouds are some of relevant organizations 

which are involved in water utilities in Yazd. There is a certain need of redefining a 

governing system based on a more institutionalized process. 

Thirdly, Private sector involvement requires a long-term commitment on the parts of the 

involvement private-sector. In a region like Yazd with so many difficulties in water 

supply and water utilities such as infrastructure failures, it is definitely essential to apply 

long-term contracts for the private organizations. Risks and hazards do not show up in 

short-term processes. Thus, long-term contracts provide more time for risks to appear 

and enhance the economies of scale and also more commitments for responsible private 

sector. 

Furthermore, water problem in the City of Yazd and similar areas require special 

consideration. Even though the administrative and management regulations are 

approved from large-scale governing, Yazd and similar areas should be considered by 

separate. In the last Iran Cabinet in Yazd, the first vice president expressed noted water 

problem of Yazd province as the most basic concerns in the area (Mehr News, 2011). 

Since the province of Yazd is counted as one of the industrial poles in the country, this 

is the ultimate injustice to use the water for industrial issues and make difficulties for 

local people to access the fresh water. Even more unfair is that people in Esfahan have 

water problems while the Yazd‘s industry develops.  
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Moreover, if urban water management could be integrated with the resiliency theory in 

the case of urban water and wastewater, to have an adaptive system, strength points are 

added as following: 

 Move away from stationary (responding to changes) 

 A risk-based, adaptive management approach 

 Uncertainties, based on the precautionary principle, should be taken into 

account (adaption to the climate change) 

 Adaptive, flexible, resilient, cost-effective systems 

In sum, private-sector involvement may help identify risks more clearly, reduce risks 

and places risks with those best able to bear and manage them. Also it creates more 

competitions, hence improved efficiency, more finance and less bureaucracy. The 

problem identified for the conventional approach with under-involvement of the general 

public and with lack of public interest objectives to be met by a given project will have 

to be solved in other ways than by private sector. 

 

5.3.  Public surveys 

As previously discussed, number of questionnaire have been distributed among the 

people to find the in-depth roots of problem in water governance systems. The answers 

of these questionnaires have been extracted out as following: 

 

1. Do you live in Yazd?  

All of the participants live in Yazd city for many years. 

2. Do you drink tap water usually? 

Seventy percent of participants answers yes, but some of them explain that they have to 

drink it and do not have any alternative. The other thirty percent answers that they drink 

bottle of waters or use the filtration in their home for refine the drinking water. 

3. Are you satisfied by drinking tap water? 

No one among participants reply yes to this questions. This statistic obviously shows 

that the most of participants who drink tap water are not satisfied of the quality but they 

have to drink it. 

4. Have you had any problems in accessing the freshwater recently? If yes, what 

was/were that/those? 

People mostly (56.6%) mentioned that they do not meet any problems to access and 

some of the participants clarified that ―I do not have any problem of fresh water 

accessibility in this area, but I know there are some problemastic areas in Yazd that 
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face water problems‖. A few participants who answered that they had water problem 

and just one of them explained that there are some neigbourhood that residents use the 

water from local water well which are close to the wastewater‘s well, because some of 

these neighboorhoods do not have urban wastewater system. 

 
Figure 5 the percentage of having problem to access the freshwater in Yazd. 

5. In your opinion, will the quality of water change by urban water management 

system‘s transition? 

Some of the respondents (about 56%) do believe that there will a big difference if urban 

water management changes. They consider that every urban water system needs a good 

management system too. Improving the management styles will cause to a more 

organized system and higher water quality. 

There are also some people who have no idea about the impacts of changing the 

management type (about 13%). Finally about 30% of respondents do not believe that a 

change in management type would possibly affect the more efficient water system. 

They emphasized on the role of budget in the water management system and believe 

that there will be no improvement while there are not adequate financial credits. 

6. Considering that four months have passed from subsidy‘s elimination, have you 

noticed any major price change in your new water bills? If yes what are those? 

This question is greatly related to the objectives of targeted subsidies plan which was 

conducted from December 2010, because this plan was the first step of the government 

towards privatization. 

Since this targeted plan has a progressive model for prices in water segment, so 56% of 

respondents observed an increasing in the urban fresh water prices and the rest (about 

44%) observed no major change. 
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7. After subsidy‘s elimination, do you decrease the amount of water usage or prefer 

to pay more? If yes, so how do you decrease it? (Shower, cleaning, …) 

Most of participants state that they are going to decrease the amount of water usage by 

saving water during the car washing, or showering. Some people offer to replace the old 

toilet vavels to the new modern vavels to save more waters in showering and toilet. And 

some people mentioned that they have decreased cleaning of the home to once a week 

or even lesser.  

8. Experts and governments believe that privatization in water section will improve 

the accessibility of water and enhance its quality. What is your opinion? 

□ totally agree 

□ partly agree 

□ neither agree nor disagree 

□ partly disagree 

□ totally disagree. 

 
Figure 6 Citizens’ tendencies to urban water privatization through random interviews shows 

people have no clear idea about privatization. 

9. What is the most significant impact of water privatization in your opinion? And 

in which way (get improved or worse)? 

□ Water quality  

□ Service sufficiency & better accessibility 

□ Final price 

□ Management & better administration 
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Figure 7 what is the most significant impact of water privatization? 

Answering to this question determines the most significant of an efficient water 

management system which depends on how often a term is selected by people. 

Respondents were allowed to pick just one choice. As it is illustrated in the figure 

above, quality of the water is the most important property of an urban water 

management system from the citizens‘ point of view. 

Concluding this chapter I believe that most of the water governance in the City of 

Yazd is a result of partial management which possibly a very strong relationship 

between private companies and the local and regional government can be helpful in 

a well-organized institutional context. 
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6. General discussion and conclusion 

 

During the last decades of the twentieth century, the water sector underwent a 

paradigmatic shift from engineering-based supply management towards demand 

management, water markets, conservation, environmental quality and non-structural 

measures to enhance supplies. 

―Concern about privatization of publicly owned water distribution networks to global 

capital was accompanied by interest in the decentralization of state water management, 

the role of civil society in municipal and rural water sector reforms, and the impacts of 

water sector reforms on social power relations‖ (Mustafa, et al., 2009). 

The level of application of neoliberal policies has differed by form of state and moments 

of geopolitical conflict. The point remains, however, that neoliberal states could not 

have been constructed without the active cooperation of government, dominant classes, 

intellectuals, and sympathetic media (Jon, book review, Harvey). 

Since the neoliberalism is not a theory about how political processes ought to be 

organized, it is understood and defined as a loose set of ideas of how the relationship 

between the state and its external environment ought to be organized, and not a 

complete political philosophy or ideology. As Harvey (2005), indicates that policies 

inspired by neoliberalism, could be implemented under the auspices of autocrats as well 

as within liberal democracies. In fact, neoliberals merely claim, in effect, that as much 

as possible ought to be left to the market or other processes which individuals freely 

choose to take part in, and consequently that as little as possible, ought to be subjected 

to genuinely political processes. 

The practical implementation of neoliberal policies will, therefore, lead to a relocation 

of power from political to economic processes, from the state to markets and 

individuals, and finally from the legislature and executives authorities to the judiciary 

(Thorsen and Lie, 2006). 

Bakker identifies two kinds of market failure that stem from the material properties of 

water: water supply monopoly (supply by one firm entails lower costs than supply by 

several); and externalities (costs and benefits not internalized into the price of water, 

such as pollution of a river or lake). In addition, public (or `merit') good arguments 

namely, that water is essential for human existence and should be provided to everyone 

at a fair price have long been used to resist marketization of the water supply and 

sewerage domain. In sum, both on practical grounds and on grounds of principle, 

‗commercializing water is ... invariably fraught with difficulty‘ (Bakker, 2003). 

In summary, the main reasons for failing in privatizing in recent years could be 

categorized as bellow: 

 Values 

 Norms 

 Behaviors 
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In this thesis, the interviews with authorities could represent as the values and norms, 

and the surveys are counted as the behavior of the society. In the level of values, the 

basic tasks to identify a need for downsizing or privatizing of executive body have not 

been taken place. 

In level of norms, there is a need to connect to the foreign companies. Therefore, some 

of the regulations and legislations should be transformed. The current legislative 

structure of the country disagrees to import some foreign investments. By the way, this 

structure has to be changed.  

As Flyvbjerg indicates the interesting conclusions are not about who wins and who 

loses in a game of city planning, but about how different strategies and tactics can be 

used and abused by potential winners and losers in almost any setting. 

Overall, the most of activities with potential of success for private sector are still 

tenured by government. Then again, the other activities have nor customer neither 

attraction for private sector. Whereas, the state should decentralizes all the operation 

and management functions to its local municipal utilities (or provincial utilities, in rural 

areas). These local utilities have to be turned into enterprises or corporations, and 

assumed many of the operational, managerial, and financial responsibilities previously 

held by the central government. Under this new framework, these local utilities became 

entirely responsible for covering all their operational and management costs with their 

own revenues—generated through tariffs—and were required to adhere to new 

management principles and standards of efficiency and resource maximization. 

To conclude, an urban water management system and how it works has been explored 

in this thesis, the vulnerabilities have been identified and finally, here are some of my 

suggestions for future of the system: 

 Major decisions should be toward increasing management capabilities to take 

advantage of potential and actual opportunities to provide the free market for the 

country. 

 Consistent with upstream documents (twenty-year vision and fourth 

development plan) originally small government and reduce government policies 

be considered over time and policies to be decline. 

 To strengthen the infrastructure and capabilities of privatization including 

capital market, rules and activities of private-sector, coordinate political factors 

and resource management and etc. 

 And the last but not least is to enhance management approaches in order to 

create a dynamic and stable balance for organizations in free market. 
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Appendix 1 – Climate Conditions of the City of Yazd 

Hot and arid climate (Central Plateau) 

In this climate which mostly includes subtropical regions, the typical weather is highly 

dry due to the immigrant winds from northwest to southwest side. Additionally, the 

winds lose most of its moisture through the passing of the large continents. 

The Central Plateau which is enclosed by high mountains in its surroundings is the 

largest region in Iran. Regardless of the joint margins of the mountains, the typical 

weather condition in this area is hot and arid which causes very cold winters, and hot 

and dry summers. There are two regions recognized by different climate in this area 

regarding the distribution of geographical elevations and inequalities: deserts and semi-

desert regions. 

Desert regions: 

The City of Yazd is located in the area of desert climate. Low-altitude central, eastern 

and southeastern holes in Iran has arid desert climate. However, these areas are the most 

unknown regions of Iran due to absence or lack of meteorological stations (Kasmai, 

2003). High temperature difference between summers and winters‘ weather and also 

high temperature difference between days and nights in summer are the most significant 

climate features in this region. 

 
Figure 1 Climate Zone Map. Ref: http://climatezonemaps.com/  

http://climatezonemaps.com/
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Figure 2 Climate Zones of Iran, http://climatic-design.com/research/residential-buildings/    

http://climatic-design.com/research/residential-buildings/
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Appendix 2 – Questionnaire from people  

My name is Mahdokht and I am a graduate student at Stockholm University, master of 

Urban and Regional Planning. I am writing my final thesis about urban water systems in 

Yazd. As people are the final consumers of urban freshwater, I would like to know your 

opinions to find out the root problems and the potential ideal forms of water services 

and management section form citizens‘ perspective.  My main theme is about 

―privatization in water services‖. Responding to this questionnaire usually takes around 

20 minutes. It is anonymous and voluntary to participate and you can stop interview 

anytime you want. 

Thanks in advance, 

Mahdokht/ 

Age:…………………….Education:……………………Occupation:…………………… 

Please answer the following questions carefully and in details: 

1. Do you live in Yazd? 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

2. Do you drink tap water daily? 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

3. Are you satisfied by drinking tap water? 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

4. Have you had any problems in accessing the freshwater recently? If yes, what 

was/were that/those? 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

5. In your opinion, will the quality of water change by urban water management 

system‘s transition? 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

6. Considering that four months have passed from subsidy‘s elimination, have you 

noticed any major price change in your new water bills? If yes what are those? 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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7. After subsidy‘s elimination, do you decrease the amount of water usage or prefer 

to pay more? If yes, so how do you decrease it? (Shower, cleaning, …) 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

8. Experts and governments believe that privatization in water section will improve 

the accessibility of water and enhance its quality. What is your opinion? 

□ totally agree 

□ partly agree 

□ neither agree nor disagree 

□ partly disagree 

□ totally disagree. 

9. What is the most significant impact of water privatization in your opinion? And 

in which way (get improved or worse)? 

□ Water quality ………………………………………………………………………. 

□ Service sufficiency & better accessibility………………………………………..… 

□ Final price…………………………………………………………………………... 

□ Management & better administration………………………………………….…… 

10. How much was your usual water price before subsidy‘s elimination, how much 

are you paying now and how much do you think you have to pay after 

privatization? (you can approximately estimate the price) 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Appendix 3 – Summary questionnaire results  

Appendix 3 provides results for the summary questionnaire responses. For ease of 

analysis and response coded to provide some quantitative information, this summary 

questionnaire included in main qualitative questions. 

This summary just represents and gives the rating to responses depending on how often 

this response was mentioned by respondents. Please note that it only provides a means 

for analysis and does not represent any priority or importance. 

The following tables are the organized form of questionnaire results which were 

available for Yazd‘s citizens in two days from May 19, 2011 through May 20, 2011. 

The top responses are highlighted within each table. Immediately following each 

question summary table are any ―open-ended responses‖ that residents felt necessary to 

convey. I tried to recode some data, for example the age has been recoded into age 

range. 

Table 1 Number and varieties of respondents 

Age 
18-30 30-50 50-65 Above 65 Blank Total 

Number of 

respondents 
5 12 9 2 2 30 

Education 
High 

School 

Grad. 

Some 

College 

Bachelor‘s 

degree 

Master‘s 

degree 
Blank Total 

Number of 

respondents 
9 7 10 1 3 30 

Region 
City of 

Yazd 
Suburb of the 

City 
Rural areas 

Other 

cities 
Blank Total 

Number of 

respondents 
22 5 1 --- 2 30 

Table 2 Yes and No questions 

Question 
Yes Often/mostly Rarely/seldom No 

Q 2: Do you drink tap water daily? 17 10 --- 3 

Q 3: Are you satisfied by drinking tap water 4 14 2 10 

Q 4: Have you had any problems in 

accessing the freshwater recently? 
3 --- 10 17 

Q 6: Have you noticed any major price 

change in your new water bills recently? 
17 --- --- 13 
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Question 4 Have you had any problems in accessing the freshwater recently? If yes, 

what was/were that/those? 

There are a few persons who mentioned the access problem to the urban water. In their 

comments, they indicated that just some regions in the city have the access problem. 

One of the respondents pointed to his neighborhood which the urban water is provided 

through water shafts. It seems fresh water of the other city regions is provided through 

transferred water from Isfahan, so they have higher water quality.  

Another respondent stressed that they suffered from low water quality because the water 

is provided through the wells. Since there is no sanitary sewer or any kind of treatments 

in this part of the city, so all the waste water is led to the sewage wells which are pretty 

close to the water wells. 

Question 5 In your opinion, will the quality of water change by urban water 

management system’s transition? 

Some of the respondents (about 56%) do believe that there will a big difference if urban 

water management changes. They consider that every urban water system needs a good 

management system too. Improving the management styles will cause to a more 

organized system and higher water quality. 

There are also some people who have no idea about the impacts of changing the 

management type (about 13%). Finally about 30% of respondents do not believe that a 

change in management type would possibly affect the more efficient water system. 

They emphasized on the role of budget in the water management system and believe 

that there will be no improvement while there are not adequate financial credits. 

Question 6 Considering that four months have passed from subsidy’s elimination, 

have you noticed any major price change in your new water bills? If yes what are 

those? 

This question is greatly related to the objectives of targeted subsidies plan which was 

conducted from December 2010, because this plan was the first step of the government 

towards privatization. 

Since this targeted plan has a progressive model for prices in water segment, so 56% of 

respondents observed an increasing in the urban fresh water prices and the rest (about 

44%) observed no major change. 
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Question 7 After subsidy’s elimination, do you decrease the amount of water usage 

or prefer to pay more? If yes, so how do you decrease it? (Shower, cleaning …) 

Studying the people‘s tendencies, this question is mainly designed to indicate citizens‘ 

values, norms and behaviors regarding the urban water value. Many good ideas such as 

new method of urban gardens‘ irrigation and using the new valves showed up in the 

participants‘ comment. This shows that the tendency to decreasing the amount of water 

usage and saving it as much as possible. 

Table 3 Question 8 

Question 
Totally 

agree 

Partly 

agree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Partly 

disagree 

Totally 

disagree 

Q 8: Do you agree with privatization 

in general? 
3 10 8 0 9 

 

 
Question 8 Do you agree with privatization in general? 
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Question 9 What is the most significant impact of water privatization in your 

opinion? and in which way (get improved or worse)? 

 

Answering to this question determines the most significant of an efficient water 

management system which depends on how often a term is selected by people. 

Respondents were allowed to pick just one choice. As it is illustrated in the figure 

above, quality of the water is the most important property of an urban water 

management system from the citizens‘ point of view. 

 


