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Kanibarzan International Wetland, Iran's first birdwatching site and wildlife sanctuary managed by
the Environmental Protection Organization, has implemented livelihood projects since 2016 to
reduce agricultural dependence and improve the livelihoods of local villagers. These projects,
carried out in cooperation with the United Nations Development Program and the Global
Environment Facility, aim to ensure the wetland's sustainability. This study seeks to analyze the
impact of pro-environmental livelihoods on the sustainability of the Kanibarzan International
Wetland, located in West Azerbaijan Province. This applied research was conducted using a survey
method. The statistical population consisted of 160 local people involved in rural livelihood
diversification projects. Based on Krejcie and Morgan’s table, 115 participants were selected using
stratified random sampling with proportional allocation. The research measurement tool was a
researcher-designed questionnaire, whose validity and reliability were confirmed by a panel of
experts and by calculating Cronbach's alpha coefficient. The data were analyzed quantitatively using
descriptive and inferential statistics in the SPSS 26 software environment. The results revealed a
significant positive relationship between various pro-environmental livelihood measures (excluding
social and cultural conditions) and livelihood capitals with wetland sustainability. Networking and
institution-building emerged as the most influential factors in explaining the variance in wetland
sustainability. Furthermore, livelihood capitals positively moderate and strengthen the relationship
between pro-environmental livelihoods and wetland sustainability. Therefore, in addition to
pursuing pro-environmental livelihood initiatives, it is essential for officials and policymakers to
prioritize the development and promotion of the five livelihood capitals of local communities.
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1. Introduction

Wetlands, despite covering a relatively small land area, provide vital ecosystem services such as fish
farming, air quality regulation, and carbon sequestration, and they are critical to biodiversity and the global
economy (Zhu et al., 2022; Altieri et al., 2022). However, 35% of the world’s natural wetlands have been
lost since the 1970s due to human activities and population growth (Matovu et al., 2024). In Iran, half of
the country’s 115 wetlands have dried up, and many others are in critical condition (Ramsar Convention
Secretariat, 2007). Pro-environmental livelihood projects, such as raising native chickens and cultivating
mushrooms, have been implemented to help conserve wetlands while improving rural livelihoods. In this
context, the present study aims to analyze the impact of pro-environmental livelihoods on the sustainability
of the Kanibarzan International Wetland, located in West Azerbaijan Province.

2. Methodology

Kanibarzan Wetland, with an area of over 927 hectares, is one of the most important habitats for waterfowl
and shorebirds in northwest Iran. This applied research was conducted using a survey method. The
statistical population consisted of 160 participants involved in rural livelihood diversification projects in
five villages surrounding the wetland. Sampling was carried out using a stratified method with proportional
allocation, based on Krejcie and Morgan’s table, which determined the sample size to be 115 people. The
data collection tool was a researcher-designed questionnaire, whose validity was confirmed by experts in
environmental studies and agricultural extension, and whose reliability was verified using Cronbach's alpha
coefficient (with a value higher than 0.7). The questionnaire included items based on the theoretical
foundations of the research. The collected data were analyzed using SPSS 26 software. Descriptive statistics
such as frequency, mean, and standard deviation, as well as inferential statistics such as Pearson correlation
tests and regression analysis, were applied to examine the relationship between the dimensions of pro-
environmental livelihoods and wetland sustainability.

3. Results

The study highlights the success of pro-environmental livelihood interventions in promoting the
sustainability of the Kanibarzan Wetland. Cultural and social activities, with an average score of 3.97, have
the greatest impact by fostering public participation and environmental awareness. Education and
stakeholder empowerment (3.58) are also crucial, as they contribute to skill-building and effective
involvement in environmental protection. Although entrepreneurship (2.88) and networking (2.77) show
lower averages, expanding these areas can further enhance sustainable economic development. Among the
five livelihood capitals, natural (4.20) and physical (4.09) capitals play the most significant roles in
sustaining rural livelihoods, contributing to resource preservation and livelihood improvement. The
findings also reveal a significant positive relationship between education, networking, entrepreneurship,
and livelihood capitals with wetland sustainability, while demographic factors such as age and income show
no significant effect. Moreover, the results indicate that livelihood capital positively moderates the
relationship between pro-environmental livelihoods and wetland sustainability. Overall, these findings
emphasize the importance of integrating cultural, social, and economic approaches to strengthen local
livelihoods and ensure environmental sustainability.

4. Discussion

The research discussion showed that the variables of education and empowerment, networking and institutional
building, entrepreneurship and market management, and the five livelihood capitals (human, social, natural,
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physical, and financial) are significantly and positively related to the sustainability of the Kanibarzan Wetland.
The findings indicate that as each of these variables increases, the sustainability of the wetland also improves.
Although networking and institutional building had a relatively low mean among the variables, this factor played
the largest role in predicting wetland sustainability, underscoring the key importance of creating effective
cooperation networks and organizations in managing wetland resources. In contrast, demographic variables such
as age, annual income, and education level did not show a significant relationship with wetland sustainability.
These findings highlight the importance of promoting human and social capital, given their vital role in
strengthening local capacities and creating broader support networks. They also demonstrate that developing
appropriate mechanisms for local education and empowerment, along with expanding entrepreneurial and
marketing activities, can significantly contribute to sustainable livelihoods and wetland conservation. The results
of the present study are consistent with and support the findings of previous research (Zhao & Lan, 2023).

5. Conclusion

The results show that sustainable livelihoods are a fundamental prerequisite for sustainable rural development
and wetland conservation. Factors such as poverty, food insecurity, and rising unemployment further highlight
the importance of sustainable livelihoods. In this study, despite the presence of cultural and social contexts such
as cultural values and local education, efforts in the areas of entrepreneurship and networking have been limited
and need to be strengthened. Regression analysis indicates that only networking and institution-building had a
direct effect on wetland sustainability, while livelihood assets can enhance this effect. The five livelihood capitals
were assessed as above average, but human and social capitals still require further development. It is suggested
that trust in relevant institutions be increased through education, the establishment of local environmental
organizations, and the strengthening of collective cooperation. Finally, more comprehensive planning with a
multidimensional approach is recommended to reinforce livelihoods and ensure wetland protection.
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