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1. Introduction

Iran, and specifically its Kurdistan Province, faces a severe water crisis, exacerbated
not merely by natural scarcity but significantly by management failures. Inefficient
state-centric and top-down water governance approaches have proven inadequate,
particularly in the eastern regions of the province such as Dehgolan and Ghorveh.
These areas are characterized by over-exploitation of aquifers for agriculture, land
subsidence, declining water tables, and marking them as restricted areas, alongside
low indicators of good water governance like transparency and accountability. The
failure of previous participatory attempts, such as water user associations,
necessitates a redefinition of participatory water governance. This research aims to
design participation-based strategies, emphasizing local community capacities, for
water resource management policymaking in Kurdistan Province. It operates on the
core hypothesis that local capacities can form a crucial foundation for policymaking
and public participation, especially among farmers.

2. Literature Review

The study is grounded in the theory of participatory governance, positioned as an
alternative to top-down development approaches, promising enhanced problem-
solving, productivity, and flexible collective decision-making (Ansell & Gash, 2008;
Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015). Applied to water resources, participatory water
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governance involves the participation of state and non-state stakeholders in decision-
making processes concerning water allocation, management, and policy enforcement
(Rogers & Hall, 2003; Boran, 2018). It emphasizes horizontal communications,
long-term perspectives, and collective action over individual, vertical, and top-down
methods (Tufte & Mefalopulos, 2019). Key dimensions include transparency, trust,
accountability, decentralization, and equitable resource distribution (Von Korff et
al., 2012). The conceptual framework utilizes Ansell and Gash's (2008)
collaborative governance model, focusing on initial conditions, collaborative
processes, institutional design, and outcomes.

3. Methodology

This qualitative research employs a thematic analysis method to identify semantic
patterns within the collected data. Data was gathered through semi-structured
interviews conducted in 2024 with 24 participants from Ghorveh and Dehgolan in
Kurdistan Province. The sample included 15 farmers, selected via theoretical,
purposive, and maximum variation sampling from 24 villages across 10 districts,
and 9 experts from relevant governmental organizations (Environmental Protection
Agency, Agriculture-Jihad Organization, Regional Water Company). Theoretical
saturation guided the number of interviews. Interview questions focused on the
history of collective organizations, training activities, local capacities, and
organizational procedures. Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-
phase thematic analysis process: familiarization, generating initial codes, searching
for themes, reviewing themes, defining themes, and producing the report. The
extracted concepts were organized into 13 initial categories and 4 secondary
categories based on the theoretical model (initial conditions, process, institutional
design, outcomes), leading to the identification of a core category.

4. Results

The analysis revealed four main secondary categories leading to the core category of
"weak synergistic participatory governance":

1. Initial Conditions: A history of failed collective actions and organization (e.g.,
dysfunctional rural cooperatives, WUAs) due to institutional neglect, support
absence, corruption, and financial opacity, leading to eroded public trust. This was
coupled with negative synergistic effects, where competitive well-digging (often due
to past state licensing policies) and individualistic water extraction strategies
worsened the crisis, creating a vicious cycle of resource depletion.

2. Collaborative Process: A significant weakness in utilizing local capacities was
identified, stemming from inadequate training and extension (non-specialists,
intermittent sessions), marginalization of social and cultural capacities (disregard for
local knowledge and traditional participatory methods), and centralized, inadequate
organizational procedures (complex bureaucracy, laws misaligned with local
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conditions, reduced state support, institutional distrust). The process necessitates
decentralization, effective training, and empowerment of the local community.

3. Facilitative Leadership: Current deterrent measures (e.g., smart water meters,
inspection patrols, fines) were found lacking in effectiveness due to management
issues and lack of enforceability. Participants emphasized the need for increased
deterrent power of laws and the adoption of incentive policies (e.g., guaranteed
purchase agreements, financial subsidies, low-interest loans, tax exemptions) to
encourage sustainable practices and rebuild institutional trust.

4. Institutional Design: The core category indicated a need for intermediate,
synergistic  participation  strategies between farmers and institutions.
Proposed participation-based strategies include: forming local water committees,
developing digital technology and public awareness campaigns (using social media),
fostering dialogic  participation between all stakeholders, and establishing
legitimacy-based participation ensuring legal backing, fairness in water allocation,
and respect for local norms.

Adopting these strategies is predicted to yield outcomes like institutional trust-
building, transparency, sustainable water use, reduced water conflicts, and increased
social responsibility.

5. Conclusion

The research concludes that the failure of top-down, state-centric policies and
previous participatory experiments in Kurdistan Province's water management
requires a fundamental shift towards synergistic participatory governance. The
proposed middle-ground, participation-based strategies—Ilocal committees, digital
engagement, dialogue, and legitimacy-based frameworks—aim to leverage local
capacities while ensuring necessary institutional support and enforcement. This
approach is essential for addressing the socio-environmental challenges, achieving
sustainable water resource management, and realizing the principles of good water
governance in the critically affected regions of Ghorveh and Dehgolan. Future
implementation should focus on building trust, decentralizing management,
integrating local and scientific knowledge, and combining effective deterrents with
tangible incentives.

Keywords: Water Resource Governance, Participatory Water Governance,
Participation-based Strategies, Thematic Analysis, Kurdistan Province
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