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Abstract

Environmental challenges in Isfahan Metropolis have emerged as a significant concern for the city. This research
aimed to assess the current state of environmental governance within Isfahan. By employing a descriptive-
analytical and applied approach, the study utilized a researcher-developed questionnaire. The statistical
population comprised experts in urban planning and management in Isfahan, from whom 43 valid questionnaires
were collected through a snowball sampling method. The reliability of the questionnaire was confirmed with a
Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.978. Data analysis was conducted using the Chi-square test. The findings
indicated that the state of environmental governance across the studied indicators required improvement. In
terms of public participation, both the level of engagement and the number of active environmental organizations
fell short of ideal standards. The performance of institutions in addressing environmental issues was rated as
weak regarding responsibility and accountability. Furthermore, the efficiency and effectiveness of environmental
measures varied across different areas, indicating a need for enhancement. With respect to lawfulness and
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transparency, compliance with regulations and provision of information to citizens were inadequate.
Additionally, distribution of environmental services at the city level was inequitable. To improve environmental
governance in lIsfahan, the results suggested a comprehensive and integrated approach that emphasized
strengthening public participation, enhancing transparency and accountability, as well as prioritizing
environmental justice.

Keywords: Environmental Governance, Urban Management, Participation, Accountability, Isfahan Metropolis.

Introduction

In recent decades, emergence and intensification of environmental challenges have been recognized as some of
the most serious security threats facing humanity. Scholars argue that the environment has evolved from being
merely a backdrop to human activity to becoming a central determinant of global, national, and local security
(Ndubuisi-Okulu, 2020). Issues, such as global warming, ozone layer depletion, biodiversity loss, species
extinction, and desertification (Dehghani Firouzabadi & Shokri, 2022), are no longer abstract phenomena; they
have direct and tangible effects on human life, economic productivity, social stability, and sustainable
development. Unsustainable human activities—ranging from overexploitation of natural resources to
uncontrolled urbanization—have exacerbated these crises. Together, they undermine opportunities for
intergenerational justice and long-term sustainable development (Bushy, 2018).

In this context, metropolitan regions are particularly vulnerable due to the concentration of population,
infrastructure, industries, and socio-economic activities within a limited geographical area. Isfahan as one of
Iran’s historical and industrial metropolises exemplifies this vulnerability. Its arid and semi-arid climate makes it
highly susceptible to climatic fluctuations and hydrological stress. Recurrence of droughts in recent decades,
stagnant air on nearly half of the days each year, ongoing demands for residential and industrial expansion,
tourism pressures, rapid physical development, and the presence of heavy industries both within and around the
city have exacerbated ecological stress. These factors have manifested in severe urban environmental issues,
such as persistent air pollution, declining groundwater levels, deteriorating surface and subsurface water quality,
soil erosion, land subsidence, and a declining urban ecosystem (Mohammadi & Kanani, 2016). Given that the
urban environment directly impacts the quality of life for residents, the governance of environmental resources
in such a metropolis is not merely a technical or managerial challenge; it is also a fundamental social, political,
and developmental issue. The increasing recognition that environmental degradation undermines both livability
and long-term economic prosperity has made the enhancement of urban environmental governance a strategic
imperative. This research was driven by the observation that structural weaknesses in the environmental
governance framework of Isfahan could lead to irreversible consequences if left unaddressed. The absence of
effective institutional arrangements, insufficient transparency, weak accountability mechanisms, and inadequate
citizen participation had created significant barriers to sustainable solutions. By identifying the key components
of environmental governance and proposing strategies grounded in participatory and transparent decision-
making, this research aimed to contribute not only to local environmental improvements in Isfahan, but also to
the broader discourse on urban governance in other Iranian metropolises facing similar challenges.

Materials & Methods

This research employed a descriptive-analytical approach with a practical orientation. Its objective was not only
to provide an academic assessment of the current state of environmental governance, but also to offer actionable
insights for urban management. The statistical population consisted of experts in urban planning, environmental
management, and urban governance within Isfahan Metropolis. These individuals were selected for their
familiarity with local governance structures and their professional experience with environmental issues.
Initially, based on prior research and the supervisor’s recommendations, a minimum sample size of 30 experts
was deemed necessary for significant results. However, to enhance the generalizability and robustness of the
study, 100 questionnaires were distributed. Ultimately, 43 valid and error-free responses were collected,
representing a satisfactory sample given the specialized nature of the population.
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The sampling method used was snowball sampling, particularly effective for reaching specialized and hard-
to-access populations. Since direct access to all relevant experts was not feasible, the process began by
contacting a few key informants willing to participate. These individuals were then asked to refer to other
qualified experts, who met the research criteria and were open to engaging in the process. This chain-referral
method enabled the researcher to build a reliable network of experts while ensuring a diversity of perspectives.
To ensure validity and reliability, several measures were implemented. Content validity was established by
submitting the questionnaire to the supervisor and advisor for review and approval prior to implementation.
Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. The questionnaire included 61 specialized questions
addressing various aspects of environmental governance and the calculated Cronbach’s alpha was 0.978,
significantly exceeding the commonly accepted threshold of 0.7. This indicated excellent internal consistency,
high correlation among the items, and strong reliability of the instrument, allowing for confident generalization
of the results to the broader expert population. For data analysis, the chi-square test was employed to evaluate
the relationship between governance indicators and their actual performance levels in Isfahan Metropolis. This
test is suitable for assessing the extent to which observed results deviate from expected norms related to good
governance principles.

Research Findings

The findings of this study indicated that key environmental governance indicators—including participation,
transparency, rule of law, and justice—were not functioning at the desired level in Isfahan. Participation:
Citizen engagement in environmental decision-making was limited. Existing consultation mechanisms were
often fragmented or merely symbolic, leading to a lack of significant participation and diminished public trust in
environmental policies. Transparency: Significant weaknesses in information disclosure and a lack of accessible
data were identified as major barriers. Experts emphasized that without transparent flows of information, citizens
could not effectively engage in governance processes, nor could institutions be held accountable. Rule of Law
and Justice: Enforcement of environmental laws was inconsistent and, in some cases, selective. There was
evidence of an unequal distribution of environmental services, with certain urban areas benefiting
disproportionately while marginalized communities facing greater risks of environmental degradation.
Accountability: Regarding responsibility and responsiveness to environmental crises, institutional performance
was found inadequate. Overlapping jurisdictions and fragmented institutional structures hindered coordinated
responses. Collectively, these findings highlighted a systemic governance deficit. The identified weaknesses
were not merely technical inefficiencies; they were deeply rooted in institutional culture, political structures, and
mechanisms for societal engagement. Experts argued that unless transparency was enhanced, participation was
broadened, and accountability was strengthened, piecemeal interventions would continue to be ineffective.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

This research concluded that enhancing environmental governance in Isfahan Metropolis necessitated a
comprehensive and integrated governance model. Several strategic priorities were identified: Strengthening
Public Participation: Citizens should be actively engaged through institutionalized mechanisms, such as
participatory councils, environmental NGOs, and digital consultation platforms. Increasing Transparency and
Accountability: Open access to environmental data, clear reporting on policy outcomes, and independent
monitoring mechanisms are essential. Improving Efficiency and Effectiveness: Reducing institutional
fragmentation by creating coordinated frameworks will facilitate effective policy implementation. Reinforcing
the Rule of Law: Stronger enforcement of environmental laws free from political or economic interference is
critical to ensuring fairness and justice. Promoting Environmental Justice: Equitable distribution of
environmental services and protection from environmental risks should be the guiding principles. Fostering
Interdisciplinary Cooperation: Given that environmental governance encompasses ecology, planning,
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economics, and social sciences, effective collaboration across disciplines and institutions is vital. Empowering
Environmental Organizations: Both governmental and non-governmental organizations should play a more
significant role in shaping, monitoring, and evaluating policies. By embedding these principles into the urban
governance framework of Isfahan, the metropolis can transition toward a more sustainable trajectory.
Furthermore, the strategies proposed here can serve as a model for other Iranian cities, particularly those facing
similar ecological challenges and governance deficiencies. Ultimately, this study underscores that urban
environmental governance is not solely a technical responsibility of experts; it is a collective societal endeavor
that requires transparency, justice, and citizen empowerment. The future resilience and sustainability of
Isfahan—and indeed other metropolises—depend on adopting this integrated and participatory approach.
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Figure 1. Location of the study area
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Figure 2. Conceptual Model of the Study
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics of respondents' status
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Table 4. Status of the Participation Index in Environmental Governance in Isfahan Metropolitan City
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Table 5. Status of the Responsibility and Accountability Index in Isfahan's Environmental Governance
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Table 6. Status of the Efficiency and Effectiveness Index in Isfahan's Environmental Governance
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Table 7. Status of the Rule of Law Index in Isfahan's Environmental Governance
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Table 8. Status of Transparency and Information Index in Environmental Governance in Isfahan
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Table 9. Status of the Justice-Centered Index in Isfahan's Environmental Governance
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Table 10. Status of the Consensus Orientation Index in Isfahan's Environmental Governance
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Figure 2. Environmental Governance Model of Isfahan
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