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CASE STUDY – Executive Summary
Lessons from the Experience of Land Reform in Iran:                           Impact of Nationalisation of Rangelands on Nomadic Pastoralism 

The positions and opinions presented are those of the authors alone, and are not intended to represent the views of FAO.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In the aftermath of the Iranian “Constitutional Revolution” of 1906, several attempts tackled the land tenure system in our country. Yet the greatest impact on our agriculture and natural resources befell from the joint policies of Agrarian Reform and Nationalisation of Natural Resources as part of the 1963 “White Revolution” of the Shah.  These reforms altered the structure of rural society and its livelihood system in a fundamental way, in particular as they severely weakened or even destroyed customary institutions of natural resource management and mutual aid associations, such as for rangeland and water use and agriculture.  These reforms failed, however, to replace these with suitable alternatives and rather set up an expensive and inefficient government bureaucracy. 
Ancient tenure systems
From ancient times and particularly since the Islamic era, land tenure in Iran was varied and included state ownership, lands for the benefit of the public or charities, and land under customary ownership or control of tribal and nomadic pastoralists.  The latter covered the greater part of the arid and semi-arid lands, where pastures were nominally owned by the khan, or tribal chief, who would assign them to tribal groupings against a share of their yearly profits (around 3% of their grazed livestock). Other land was owned by the government (khalisa) or by non tribal people who would rent them for a fee in cash or in kind. 
The White Revolution of the 1960s
The White Revolution of the Shah, was a package of policies for economic and social reform towards the “development” of the country.  The United States of America had an important role in these policies. Its influence in Iran had increased since the end of the Second World War and especially after the coup d’état of August 1953, a result of covert operation of the CIA in support of an oil cartel of US companies. Iran was economically important for the US, but also politically important as a frontline of resistance against communism.  Between 1953 and 1962 the country faced several domestic crises and the American Congress provided much financial and military aid.  President Kennedy said explicitly that if the Shah’s regime wanted to survive it would have to reform itself.  The White Revolution was the Shah’s response to this warning.
The agrarian reform and the nationalisation of natural resources 
The two most important principles of the White Revolution were agrarian reform and nationalisation of natural resources. The agrarian reform law limited the amount of land a landowner could keep to one village or parts of several villages adding to the equivalent of a whole one.  The government was authorised to purchase the rest at a specified rate.  A huge loophole was introduced by making an exception for “mechanised” farmlands, which led to large tracts of pastures being ploughed up in order to maintain their ownership. 
Until the “White Revolution” much of the land was, for all practical purposes, under common property.  Each one of the 700 Iranian nomadic tribes (with their camps, clans, and subtribes) had their customary areas, including summering and wintering grounds and migration routes in between. Most villages also had their (often common property) rangelands for their grazing needs.  Following the nationalisation of forests and rangelands even individuals who had official ownership documents had their lands confiscated.  One major aim of this land reform was depriving the tribal chiefs of political power and forcing the tribes to sedentarise.  Nomadic pastoralists were barred by law from grazing their livestock on their customary pastures unless grazing permits had been obtained.  Today not much has changed, and the vast majority of rangelands is still owned by the government.  Users may have the illusion of being the owners of the land for which they have received grazing permits, but these permits are short term and refer only to specific use rights.  

The agrarian reform—designed to serve the interests of the United States—failed to resolve conflicts between peasants and landowners and resulted in decreased levels of production in the country.  Despite the redistribution of 7 million hectares of agricultural land (out of a total of 12 million), the gap between large and small land owners is estimated today as being larger than before the land reform.  In addition, urban migration has sharply increased and agriculture for food self-sufficiency is in shambles, making Iran largely dependent on foreign imports.  Crucial impacts include the decreased access of pastoral nomads to land and the severe weakening of their customary institutions. 

Case study
Successive governments since the 1920s have vigorously pursued the policy of sedentarisation of nomadic pastoralists, usually with unsuccessful, if not plainly disastrous results.  Access to land has been deeply insecure despite the evident necessity of migration for environmental conservation and for assuring sustainable livelihoods to pastoral communities.  In this context, CENESTA launched a project towards the sustainable livelihoods of migrating pastoralists and the conservation of biodiversity.  Support was offered by the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) and by UNDP’s Dryland Development Centre (UNDP/DDC) in the current second phase, which seeks to expand the achievements of the pilot phase to other regions & tribes.
The participating communities
Iran has some 700 tribes of nomadic pastoralists.  The largest of these include the Qashqai, the Bakhtiari and the Shahsavan confederations of tribes.  The pilot community of our project was the Kuhi Sub-Tribe of the Shish Bayli Tribe of the Qashqai Confederation. Later, the project expanded to include other sub-tribes of the Qashqai as well as other tribes and confederations.  It is evident that the kinship relations in these tribes have not been eroded, and they are now strengthened by the joint interests in a livestock-based economy that requires access to well managed communal rangelands. 
The project
The project aims at rendering sustainable the migratory pastoral way of life by out-scaling a model developed during the pilot phase that involved participatory research on rangeland management models (customary, government/expert-based and new eco-social); capacity building of pastoral communities; promotion of Community Conserved Areas; support for community investment funds (sanduqs) for sustainable livelihoods; and support towards legal and policy reforms. 
The communities who engaged in the project began by identifying and analysing their problems and prospects—in particular regarding migration, livestock and rangelands— and decided that, in order to achieve their agreed objectives, it was necessary to recreate their natural resource management institutions.  They then analysed their existing or customary structures in meetings with the community elders and decided to establish some new councils for sustainable livelihoods, each with their own investment fund or sanduq. Modelled on the basis of customary organisations, these councils are composed of representatives of each of the 14 clans of the Kuhi sub-tribe, elected by their constituent oba chiefs (an oba is the smallest unit of pastoralism containing a set of “tentholds” or households). In fact, the councils are rehabilitated versions of the traditional community organisations that had disappeared as a result of decades of social and economic pressures and injustice. The councils have undertaken a number of activities related to livelihoods and wealth generation, environmental issues and legal and policy work. 
The experiences of the project so far have led the communities to be optimistic.  Their stated priorities for the future include the establishment of unions of local sanduqs at regional and national levels; out-scaling of the project by capable council members; establishment of sanduqs and tribal councils for women; wealth generating projects implemented by the sanduqs; seeking legal control and ownership of rangelands on the customary common property model; and, registration of the summering ground wetland as the first officially recognised Community Conserved Area in Iran.
Innovations brought about by the project
Some important characteristics of the model elaborated by the Iranian pastoral communities are: being based on the customary management organisation of the tribes; replicability of the model in other communities (partly due to the modular nature of tribal organisation); their suitability to local culture and society; and the flexibility to “learn by doing” in the course of the project. The members of the current community sanduq are the representatives of the obas (nomadic camps, or set of tentholds living together, migrating together and managing together the rangelands)—not individuals or households. The Executive Committee of the sanduq, elected by its member tentholds, is a recreation of the council of elders of the sub-tribe. The overall aim of the sanduq is conservation of biological diversity in pastoral ecosystems and sustainable livelihoods for migrating communities. 
National dialogue
A national workshop was organised to encourage a dialogue among communities, government authorities, civil society, international bodies, and academia. The dialogue focused on the following:
· 40 years of experience shows that government management and ownership does not solve the problems of natural resources and may exacerbate them;

· the land reform and the nationalisation of natural resources disrupted the nomadic migration system, the customary management institutions and the rangeland management;

· yet nomadic pastoralists have always been stewards of arid lands: their range use practices based on customary approaches and institutions are the best guarantees against desertification.
Policy recommendations
· Local and indigenous pastoral communities should have control over projects and manage their rangelands on the basis of their own knowledge, skills and institutions.  All of these, in fact, should be revived and strengthened to prevent the decline of livelihoods and promote their sustainable development.  Planning should be done by the people themselves, possibly together with experts as facilitators.  The rights of local and indigenous communities to food sovereignty should be upheld, as well as their right to land as territories and domains, and not separate plots.
· The attachment of local communities to their land and territory should be understood as a source of cultural identity. Land is not a commercial good, it is identity and dignity.
· Land reform should cover all components of rural communities including farmers, pastoralists, fisher folks, rural workers and especially indigenous peoples, acknowledging differences but promoting nomadic pastoralism and not penalising it, as it is now the case. 

· Collective ownership and access rights should be granted to pastoral nomads over their customary territories (as with villagers). Common pool management should be accepted even in the absence of common property, acknowledging the priority of community benefits over individual benefits and defending individual benefits in the framework of community benefits,  Land reform should  address collective rights and common property systems, and not just individualise (and therefore divide) local communities.  The experiences of other countries with indigenous communities should be studied and learned from.
· The model developed by the project “Sustainable Livelihoods for Nomadic Pastoralists” should be up-scaled to affect policies and practices.
· All policies aiming to sedentarise nomadic pastoralists should be discontinued.
· A legal initiative should be established to help communities regain their rights, reverse the nationalisation policies and—in particular—reopen the migration routes and the rights of way.
· Conflicts should be prevented by clearly defining community access and land uses even in adverse land tenure situations, and by supporting customary rangeland use patters.
Summary of report prepared by Centre for Sustainable Development (CENESTA), Tehran, Iran (cenesta@cenesta.org) for ICARRD, Porto Alegre, Brazil, 7-10 March 2006 ith the support of UNDP/Dryland Development Centre and FAO
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