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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Iran's geographical location has led to its involvement in water shortages and the
associated challenges. Currently, due to the overuse of environmental resources and
inadequate water management and literacy, Iran is facing significant water-related
problems. Among these issues is the depletion of wetlands and lakes, with the drying up
of Lake Urmia being one of the most critical water crises. One proposed solution to this
issue is the inter-basin water transfer plan. Public perceptions regarding the formation and
consequences of this water transfer vary. One of the key factors influencing these
perceptions is the media. By presenting different information, perspectives, and narratives,
the media shapes how the public perceives these projects, including their potential
advantages, disadvantages, and long-term consequences. The media plays a central role in
determining public beliefs, and by emphasizing either the benefits or the harms of these
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projects, it can significantly influence public support or opposition to water transfer
initiatives.

Methodology

This research is qualitative in nature and employs a grounded theory approach. Data were
collected using semi-structured interviews with 26 experts, elites, and relevant officials
from both the source and destination regions, all of whom were key informants following
media coverage related to the topic. Purposive sampling was used, and the interview
content was analyzed through a three-stage coding process (open, axial, and selective),
which systematically identified and developed the primary themes of the research.

Findings

The key concepts identified in the study are as follows:

a) National Divergence: The media has the capacity to either strengthen or weaken the
factors and contexts related to centrifugal and centripetal forces, depending on its
influence and capabilities.

b) Persuading Public Opinion: The media can shape public opinion in alignment with
macro-political objectives, directing it toward the future policies of governments.
Conversely, governments, political groups, and non-governmental actors can utilize the
media to organize and frame public opinion according to their own agendas.

¢) Political Participation: The media plays a critical role in raising awareness and
fostering political participation by informing communities, including ordinary citizens,
about the positive and negative consequences of water transfer projects.

d) Restorative Media: The absence of "restorative media" — a tool for building culture
and promoting interethnic dialogue — presents a significant challenge in the
implementation of this national project. The lack of targeted media campaigns to explain
the national interests behind the project and highlight the collective destiny of ethnic
groups has contributed to societal polarization.

e) Linking Media, Security, and Politics: Certain media outlets interpret criticism of the
project through the lens of a "conspiracy by enemies to undermine national unity."
Moreover, academic elites and ethnic activists exacerbate political sensitivities by framing
the project in terms of "collective identity."

Conclusions

In summary, the success of large-scale water transfer projects, not only in the case of Lake
Urmia but also in similar contexts, particularly in the social and cultural settings of the
Zab and Urmia basins, extends beyond technical and engineering aspects. It requires

145



The Role of the Media in the ... Afshin Mottaghi Dastenaei et al.

“targeted, effective, and strategic media management.” Such management must be
complemented by a focus on persuasion, explanation, transparency, trust-building, and the
facilitation of cultural dialogue. Strengthening local and regional media as intermediaries
between the government and local communities, designing awareness-raising campaigns
that emphasize mutual benefits, and avoiding unilateral, politically-driven, or security-
focused narratives are essential components in the policymaking process for these
projects.
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