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ABSTRACT

Due to the critical conditions of lake Urmia, the plan of “modeling local community
participation in lake Urmia restoration via establishment of sustainable agriculture and biodiversity
conservation” began in 2014 in the villages of the provinces of West Azerbaijan and East
Azerbaijan. One of the main objectives of this plan was to identify and extend livelihoods with low
water needs, which has been implemented in recent years in the form of the "diversifying the
livelihoods of rural households" (DLRH) project. Considering the importance of the project and the
various barriers facing its implementation, the main purpose of this applied research was to identify
internal and external factors affecting the implementation of DLRH project and formulate
diversification strategies for rural households in order to revitalize lake Urmia. The statistical
population of the research was 27 relevant experts and specialists in the Conservation of Iranian
Wetlands Project Office, Agriculture-Jihad Organizations, Departments of Environmental
Protection and Agricultural Technical-engineering Firms in the provinces of West Azerbaijan and
East Azerbaijan. In this research, first, internal (i.e., strengths and weaknesses) and external (i.e.,
opportunities and threats) factors affecting the implementation of DLRH project were identified
using SWOT technique. Then, the quantitative strategic planning matrix (QSPM) technique was
employed to prioritization of acceptable strategies for the development of the DLRH project. The
results of the SWOT technique showed that the DLRH project was in a competitive strategic
position (maximum-minimum) in West Azerbaijan province, implying that efforts should be made
to avoid threats by using strengths; while the strategic position of the project was in a position of
change of direction (minimum-maximum) in East Azerbaijan province, and consequently, it is
recommended to take advantage of the opportunities to eliminate the weaknesses of the project.
Eventually, according to the results of this study, the two main strategies to diversify the
livelihoods of rural households in West Azerbaijan province, respectively, were included
"professional empowerment and promotion of villagers' cognitive and skill areas" and "emphasis
on the use of female facilitators in the structure of administrator firms of the project; these
strategies in East Azerbaijan province also were included "development of production clusters in
order to integrate and synergy rural small businesses”, "more attention to facilitating the marketing
of products".

Keywords: Professional empowerment; Development of production clusters; Sustainable
livelihood; Wetland conservation.

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Objectives

Wetlands are dynamic habitats that form the vital link between land and water. In fact, wetlands
can be considered the most important, valuable and complex ecosystems on earth. Despite the
importance of wetlands, which have long been known to mankind, they are also one of the most
fragile and vulnerable habitats on earth. There are about 105 wetlands in Iran, which evidence
shows that about 70% of them have been lost. Due to the importance of this issue, in recent years,
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various programs and measures have been taken to preserve and rehabilitate wetlands in the
country, one of the most important of which is the plan of “modeling local community participation
in lake Urmia restoration via establishment of sustainable agriculture and biodiversity
conservation”. So far, this plan has been carried out in seven different phases in more than 183
villages in the provinces of West Azerbaijan and East Azerbaijan, by focusing on the two projects
of establishing sustainable agriculture and diversifying the livelihoods of rural households (DLRH).
Considering the importance of the DLRH project and the various barriers facing its
implementation, the main purpose of this applied research was to identify internal and external
factors affecting the implementation of DLRH project and formulate diversification strategies for
rural households in order to revitalize lake Urmia.

Methods

The research method of the current study in terms of the nature, rate and degree of control and
method of data collection was quantitative, non-experimental and field research, respectively. The
statistical population of the research was 27 relevant experts and specialists in the Conservation of
Iranian Wetlands Office, Agriculture-Jinad Organizations, Departments of Environmental
Protection and Agricultural Technical-engineering Firms in the provinces of West Azerbaijan and
East Azerbaijan. In this research, , first, internal (i.e., strengths and weaknesses) and external (i.e.,
opportunities and threats) factors affecting the implementation of DLRH project were identified
using SWOT technique. Then, the quantitative strategic planning matrix (QSPM) technique was
employed to prioritization of acceptable strategies for the development of the DLRH project.

Findings

The results of the study indicated that "possibility of using new communication technologies,
especially virtual networks to introduce the project and help market the products”, "villagers'
positive mentality and attitude towards the project and participation in it" and "existence of active
community based organizations in the region"” were the most important opportunities and
conversely, "existence of cultural barriers in rural areas for women to participate in the project” and
"poor financial capacity of local people and lack of initial capital to start related businesses” were
the most important threats related to the DLRH project. Moreover, "reducing the livelihood
dependence of villagers on water and soil resources (due to the development of non-agricultural
occupational activities)", "empowering local communities with the training" and "creating
environmental sensitivities and drawing the attention of local people to the protection of Lake
Urmia" were the main strengths of the project, respectively. On the contrary, "insufficient attention
and support of sales and marketing" and "low income and economic profit of the jobs created" were
the key weaknesses of the project. Overall, the results of the SWOT technique showed that the
DLRH project was in a competitive strategic position (maximum-minimum) in West Azerbaijan
province, implying that efforts should be made to avoid threats by using strengths; while the
strategic position of the project was in a position of change of direction (minimum-maximum) in
East Azerbaijan province, and consequently, it is recommended to take advantage of the
opportunities to eliminate the weaknesses of the project

Conclusion

Eventually, according to the results of this study, the two main strategies to diversify the
livelihoods of rural households in West Azerbaijan province, respectively, were included
"professional empowerment and promotion of villagers' cognitive and skill areas" and “emphasis
on the use of female facilitators in the structure of administrator firms of the project; these
strategies in East Azerbaijan province also were included "development of production clusters in

order to integrate and synergy rural small businesses", "more attention to facilitating the marketing
of products"”.
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