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Introduction

Spatial inequalities and income and capital gaps between different regions of
society are among the key obstacles to achieving sustainable development.
Inequalities between underprivileged and developed regions (whether border or
non-border) and the urban-rural divide are the most prominent examples of
spatial and regional disparities. These inequalities have a dual effect on the
development trajectory of countries: on one hand, they exacerbate poverty in
underprivileged regions, and on the other, they create instability, disunity, and
heterogeneity in development, as well as social exclusion and unequal access to
services and facilities. The classical development model, with its point-oriented
and disaggregated approach, treated regions, including cities and villages, as
independent entities, viewing growth and development as isolated "points™ rather
than a continuous process. However, in the context of sustainable development,
this sector-oriented approach has been criticized. Instead, the idea of spatial
integration, urban-rural continuity, and a "spatial” approach has gained traction.
This approach emphasizes analyzing population dynamics, social interactions,
economic exchanges, and the flow of goods and information between regions.
According to Iranian researchers, the country’s development plans and strategies
have historically been "sector-oriented” and “centralized," paying insufficient
attention to the destructive consequences of spatial inequalities between
provinces and urban-rural areas. This paper evaluates Iran’s spatial planning
system over the last four decades, focusing on demographic indicators, poverty
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rates, welfare, and information flow. It also proposes several macro-level
policies to address these gaps and inequalities, with the hope that they will be
incorporated into the country’s macro-level documents and annual development
plans.

Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method, relying on the
"secondary analysis" of existing data. It examines the degree of integration or
disparity between urban and rural areas in Iran over the last four decades,
focusing on variables such as population settlement patterns, major economic
and production sectors, poverty distribution, and income and expenditure gaps.

Results

An evaluation of Iran’s spatial planning system reveals that its sector-oriented
and non-planning approach, emphasizing “centralization" and "urbanization,"
has exacerbated inequalities between peripheral and central regions, as well as
between urban and rural areas. Over the past four decades, excessive and uneven
urbanization has disrupted the stability and balance of populations in small urban
areas and rural regions. This planning approach has overlooked regional and
local capacities, with large cities indiscriminately absorbing the working
population and creating pockets of poverty in marginal and rural areas.

Despite a significant reduction in absolute poverty nationwide, rural
populations, particularly in underprivileged areas, continue to bear the brunt of
poverty. Income and expenditure indicators also favor urban dwellers. However,
macro-level data suggests that where urban-rural linkages have been established
and strengthened, regional and urban-rural inequalities have decreased.

Discussion and Conclusion

Sustainable development requires reducing inequalities in access to services,
facilities, capital, and population distribution. In Iran, despite progress in welfare
facilities and services and a significant reduction in absolute poverty, the
distribution of these resources remains uneven across regions and populations.
Income and expenditure indicators reveal persistent gaps between urban and
rural areas that cannot be fully addressed through government subsidies or
livelihood assistance. In terms of information and communication, the gap in
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internet access between poor and non-poor populations is significant, reflecting
broader regional and provincial inequalities. Cities generally enjoy better
facilities and services than villages, with cities in the northern and central regions
faring comparatively better. Overall, macro-level data supports the claim that
Iran faces spatial imbalances, and the planning system has struggled to address
these disparities. However, where urban-rural linkages have been strengthened,
regional inequalities have diminished. In recent years, rural and agricultural
communities in Iran have faced challenges such as drought and water shortages,
intensifying poverty in these areas. One way to bridge the rural-urban divide is
to enhance the resilience and empowerment of farmers and rural workers,
enabling them to thrive in rural businesses. Opportunities for non-farm
employment should be developed alongside agriculture. Economic, industrial,
and service opportunities can help maintain connectivity between villages,
manufacturing centers, and cities. Additionally, steps must be taken to reduce
inequalities in communication and information infrastructure and improve
access to basic health and welfare facilities.

Keywords: Spatial Inequality, Urban-Rural Gap, Sustainable Development,
Poverty, Population, Income Gap
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8. digital divide

9. Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
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