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In recent years, a variety of livelihood projects— both agricultural and non-agricultural—
have been implemented in rural areas surrounding the watershed of Lake Urmia, Shadegan
Wetland and Bakhtegan Wetland. These projects aim to reduce pressure on natural
resources and restore these aquatic ecosystems. Despite the positive social, economic, and
environmental impacts of these projects, evidence indicates that their sustainability still
faces significant challenges. In light of this, the present study aimed to identify and analyze
strategies to improve the sustainability of livelihood projects under the Conservation of
Iranian Wetland Project in the watershed of Lake Urmia, Shadgen Wetland and Bakhtegan
Wetland. This qualitative research was conducted through in-depth individual and group
interviews with 33 experts, local informants, and relevant specialists. Participants were
selected using purposive snowball sampling, and interviews continued until data
saturation was achieved. The data were analyzed using MAXQDA software through open
and axial coding method. The findings identified 28 indicators grouped into five main
categories as the key strategies for improving the sustainability of livelihood projects.
Among these, the categories of facilitating and strengthening market access (27%),
capacity-building and professional skill development (24%), and financial support and
funding (18.1%) emerged as the most critical. Additionally, institutional support and
facilitation of access were highlighted as essential requirements for improving the
sustainability of livelihood projects. In conclusion, this study suggests that achieving
sustainability in livelihood projects requires an integrated, multidimensional, and
coordinated approach emphasizing market strengthening, professional capacity
development, sustainable financial support, institutional backing, and active participation
from local communities and various stakeholders.
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1. Introduction

Wetlands are among the most vital natural ecosystems, providing diverse services such as climate
regulation, biodiversity conservation, and livelihood support for local communities, thereby playing a
crucial role in sustainable development. In recent years, increasing pressure on natural resources coupled
with climate change has significantly degraded these ecosystems, particularly in sensitive regions of Iran
such as the watershed of Lake Urmia, Shadegan Wetland, and Bakhtegan Wetland. In response, a variety
of livelihood projects under the Conservation of Iranian Wetlands Project (CIWP) have been implemented
in rural areas surrounding these wetlands, aiming to reduce pressure on resources and restore these
ecosystems. Despite the positive social, economic, and environmental impacts of these projects, evidence
indicates that their sustainability still faces significant challenges. In light of this, the present study aimed
to identify and analyze strategies to improve the sustainability of livelihood projects under the CIWP in the
watershed of Lake Urmia, Shadegan Wetland and Bakhtegan Wetland.

2. Methodology

This research adopted a qualitative approach employing the qualitative content analysis method. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with 33 experts, local informants, and relevant specialists.
Participants were selected using purposive snowball sampling, with interviews continuing until data
saturation was achieved. Data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA software through open and axial
coding methods to extract key concepts and categorize them into main themes. Triangulation techniques
and member checks were employed to verify the validity and reliability of the results.

3. Results

The findings identified 28 indicators grouped into five main categories as strategies to improve the
sustainability of livelihood projects. Among these categories, facilitating and strengthening market
access—which includes establishing direct sales networks, organizing local exhibitions and festivals,
developing e-commerce platforms, and enhancing product branding—emerged as the most critical factor
for sustainability improvement. Additionally, capacity-building and professional skill development through
specialized training courses in management, marketing, entrepreneurship, and technical skills enhancement
were identified as other key components. Furthermore, financial support and funding, including providing
favorable bank facilities, supporting microcredit funds, and creating conducive conditions for accessing
sustainable financial resources, played a significant role in improving economic independence and project
sustainability. Alongside these primary factors, institutional support and facilitation of access, as well as
institutional empowerment, were recognized as complementary elements essential for sustainability
improvement.

4. Discussion

Based on the study's results, facilitating and strengthening market access is particularly critical in enhancing
the sustainability of livelihood projects. In many rural areas, the absence of formal marketing networks
increases producers' dependency on intermediaries and raises product transportation costs. Establishing
regular local markets and developing online stores can shorten sales channels, provide direct access to
customers, and create opportunities for product quality improvement and packaging through immediate
feedback. Moreover, capacity-building and professional skill development are vital for elevating livelihood
project sustainability, as limited access to specialized training and technical skills constitutes significant
barriers to innovation and product quality enhancement. Providing in-person and online training in
management, marketing, and production technigques can enhance productivity and competitiveness among
producers. Virtual training networks and group workshops are also crucial for experience sharing and
individual and group capacity enhancement. The third critical factor, financial support and funding, is
economically fundamental for project sustainability. Financial resource shortages and challenging credit
conditions, especially for small-scale producers, represent significant hurdles. Offering low-interest bank
loans with extended repayment periods can facilitate access to sustainable financial resources, reducing
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dependency on costly loans. Supporting microcredit funds and providing financial management training
further assist producers in utilizing financial resources efficiently and maintaining resilience against market
fluctuations. Ultimately, effective integration of these three key factors can create synergistic interactions
among producers, supportive institutions, and markets, enhancing the sustainability of livelihood projects
in rural communities around wetlands.

5. Conclusion

Overall, this study clearly demonstrates that the sustainability of livelihood projects in Iran’s wetland
regions can only be assured through an integrated management system employing a comprehensive,
multidimensional approach based on continuous collaboration among institutions, local communities, and
other stakeholders. Such an approach must be designed to simultaneously address multifaceted social,
economic, and environmental challenges. In other words, the findings emphasize that by combining
effective market facilitation, targeted training, sustainable financial provision, and strengthening supportive
infrastructures, it is possible to achieve sustainable livelihoods while conserving wetland ecosystems. This
approach not only alleviates pressure on natural resources but also facilitates sustainable development and
improves the quality of life for local communities. Finally, this research contributes to bridging existing
literature gaps in livelihood sustainability by proposing practical, regionally applicable strategies through
a multidimensional integrated framework. Simultaneous implementation of these strategies can effectively
link knowledge production with practical application, fostering wetland conservation and enhancing rural
community livelihoods.
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