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The transition toward participatory operation management of dam water resources cannot be
achieved merely through establishing formal participation mechanisms. Rather, it requires
transformations in institutional arrangements, a redefinition of the role of the state, and the
strengthening of local institutions’ capacities within the water governance process.
Therefore, an institutional analysis of the transition toward participatory operation
management can provide deeper insights into the barriers and enabling factors shaping this
transformation. Sanandaj County, with its numerous dams and the strong dependence of
rural livelihoods on surface water resources, serves as an appropriate case for examining this
institutional transition.

Adopting an institutional analysis approach and drawing on the theoretical framework of
water governance and institutional theory, this study employs secondary analysis of
qualitative data to explore the institutional and social requirements of suh a transition in the
rural areas of Sanandaj County. The data were extracted from preceding studies, policy
documents, and existing qualitative findings, and reinterpreted through an analytical—
interpretive approach.

The findings indicate that despite the structural weakening of local institutions in recent
decades, informal rules, social networks, and local trust mechanisms still hold considerable
potential for regulating relations among water users. Recognizing these capacities and
integrating them into formal governance frameworks can enhance the legitimacy, efficiency,
and sustainability of dam water resource management.

Overall, the results underscore the necessity of an institutional and social perspective on
dam operation as a prerequisite for sustainable water development in rural regions. The
study demonstrates that stakeholders’ participation is a fundamental condition for
sustainable water resource management. However, by highlighting the role of centralization
approach, institutional fragility, and the trust crisis, the findings indicate that in institutional
contexts such as Iran, and particularly in the rural areas of Sanandaj County, the transition
toward participatory operation management is less a technical or local issue and more a
structural challenge within multi-level water governance.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The water crisis in Iran cannot be attributed solely
to natural constraints, climate change, or technical
inefficiencies; rather, its underlying causes are
rooted in institutional structures, modes of
governance, and centralized decision-making
patterns. In this context, dams, as one of the most
vital infrastructures for water supply and
regulation, not only play a technical role in
managing water availability but have also become
focal points for conflicting interests, power
relations, social conflicts, and institutional
inefficiencies. The persistence of top-down
approaches in dam operation has led to the
marginalization of local water stakeholders, the
weakening of indigenous institutions, and the
erosion of social trust, ultimately challenging the
social and environmental sustainability of these
structures. Consequently, the transition toward
participatory operation management of dam water
resources has gained growing attention as a key
approach within contemporary water governance.
Adopting an institutional analysis perspective
and drawing upon the theoretical frameworks of
water governance, collaborative governance, and
institutional theories of common-pool resources,
this study examines the institutional and social
prerequisites for transitioning to participatory
operation management of dam water resources in
the rural areas of Sanandaj County. Unlike many
previous studies that conceptualize participation
merely as a managerial tool or an operational
mechanism, this research views participation as
an institutional-political ~ process  whose
realization requires redefining the role of the
state, reconfiguring power relations, and
strengthening the capacities of local institutions.
The primary objective of the study is to analyze
the institutional barriers and potentials of this
transition and to articulate its policy implications
for achieving sustainable water resource
management in rural areas.

Methodology
Methodologically, this research is qualitative and
follows an interpretive—analytical approach based
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on secondary analysis of qualitative data. The
data were derived from a previous qualitative
study conducted in the watersheds of the Qeshlag,
Azad, and Zhava dams in Sanandaj County. Data
collection in the original study involved in-depth
semi-structured interviews with experts, water-
sector managers, government officials, and
representatives of water user associations. While
the original research analyzed the data using a
grounded theory approach, the present study re-
examines and reinterprets the analyzed data with a
specific focus on institutional arrangements,
governance structures, and participation. The
secondary analysis concentrates on identifying
overarching institutional dimensions, explaining
relationships among key actors, and examining
the interactions between formal and informal
rules governing dam operation.

Findings

The findings indicate that one of the most
significant obstacles to achieving participatory
operation management of dam water resources in
Sanandaj County is the persistent dominance of
a centralized and control-oriented role of the
state in decision-making and implementation
processes. The existing water governance
structure largely reduces local water users to
executors of pre-determined decisions, thereby
limiting their capacity for meaningful agency.
This situation not only diminishes incentives for
participation but also weakens the sense of social
ownership over water resources and widens the
gap between the formal water management
system and local realities. Institutional analysis
of the data suggests that a transition to
participatory operation management requires a
fundamental transformation in the role of the
state—from a dominant and directive actor to an
institutional facilitator, rule-setter, and mediator
of conflicts.

The second key finding relates to the erosion of
institutional trust within dam operation and
management systems. The results reveal that
policy instability, frequent changes in water
allocation rules, lack of transparency in decision-
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making, and weak accountability of formal
institutions have generated deep distrust among
local water stakeholders. This erosion of trust
has transformed participation from a meaningful
and voluntary action into a cautious and minimal
behavior, creating conditions conducive to
water-related conflicts, rule violations, and
increased pressure on water resources.

The study also highlights the significant role of
local institutions and informal rules in regulating
water use relations. Despite the structural decline
of formal local institutions in recent decades,
customary practices, social networks, and trust-
based mechanisms remain active in many rural
areas of Sanandaj County and, in practice,
compensate for part of the existing institutional
gaps. Due to their flexibility and contextual
adaptability, these informal rules often enjoy
greater legitimacy and effectiveness than formal
regulations. However, ignoring these capacities
in official dam operation policies has resulted in
institutional disjunction and a deepening gap
between law and practice realms. The research
underscores that the gradual integration of local
institutions and informal rules into formal water
governance frameworks can enhance the
legitimacy, effectiveness, and sustainability of
dam water resource management.

Social learning fosters a shared understanding of
water-related  challenges,  clarifies  policy
objectives, and strengthens a sense of belonging,
thereby enhancing trust and cooperation among
stakeholders.

Finally, the findings demonstrate a direct
relationship between user participation, perceptions
of institutional justice, and the reduction of water-
related conflicts. The exclusion of water
beneficiaries from decision-making processes,
institutional fragmentation among responsible
agencies, and lack of transparency in resource
allocation have led to the perception of dam
operation policies as unjust. Genuine participation,
through the creation of dialogue mechanisms,
improved transparency, and fair distribution of
decision-making power, can contribute to conflict
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reduction and the enhancement of social

sustainability in water resource management.

Conclusion

Overall, the results indicate that the transition to
participatory operation management of dam
water resources in the rural areas of Sanandaj
County is an institutional, multi-level, and
gradual process. Its realization requires
redefining the role of the state, strengthening
local institutions, rebuilding institutional trust,

and institutionalizing social learning. By
emphasizing the institutional and social
dimensions of dam operation, this study

demonstrates that water sustainability depends
not merely on technical interventions but
fundamentally on the quality of governance and
the ways in which relationships are structured
among actors. Without such institutional
transformation, participatory management will
remain superficial and ineffective.

In sum, this research illustrates that achieving
participatory operation management of dam
water resources in rural areas necessitates a
comprehensive institutional reconfiguration of
water governance. Without this reconfiguration,
even the most advanced participatory
mechanisms will fail to produce sustainable
outcomes. The analytical framework presented
in this study can serve as a basis for rethinking
dam operation policies and for advancing future
research on participatory water governance
throughout Iran.
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