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Introduction

Water scarcity, at various levels and domains, affects human life and can lead to diverse
socio-political consequences within nations, the most significant of which are unrest and
hydropolitical tensions. The events of the summer of 2021 in several cities of Khuzestan
Province drew public and governmental attention to the water shortage crisis in the
southwestern region of Iran. The scope of unrest arising from water-political tensions
gradually expanded, culminating in widespread protests across Khuzestan during the
summer of 2021. The patterns of the diffusion of tensions and social movements
constitute a novel topic within the field of political geography studies. Since these
movements were in protest against the water crisis and inherently represent a
hydropolitical issue, they can be examined and scrutinized through spatial analysis. The
core research question is: What is the spatial relationship between the 2021 unrest in
Khuzestan Province and areas affected by drought and water scarcity within the province?
Corresponding to this question, and based on a spatial analysis methodology, the main
hypothesis is that the 2021 unrest in Khuzestan Province was geographically manifested
primarily in areas suffering from drought. In fact, it can be argued that there is a positive
correlation between the severity of drought and the intensity of unrest and protests.

Methodology

This study is applied in nature and employs a combined quantitative-qualitative research
method. Data collection was conducted via library research, utilizing various sources
including scholarly articles, books, credible news agencies, and data published by relevant
organizations. In the quantitative section, meteorological stations across Khuzestan
Province were identified, and data from 1981 to 2021 were analyzed. To assess drought
severity in the province's regions, the SPI index was used, and thematic maps were
generated using ArcGIS software with the IDW technique. Subsequently, utilizing the
same software, the protest points were matched with the drought-affected areas of the
province.

— Corresponding Author:

Yashar Zaki, Ph.D. AV
E-mail: yzaki@ut.ac.ir



https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7117-0360
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-3668-0842
mailto:yzaki@ut.ac.ir
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Research Letter of Political Science

Winter 2025, Volume XX, Number 1, pp.83-118

Discussion and Findings

Findings reveal that the Ahvaz, Dezful, Masjed Soleyman, and Gotvand stations, with SPI
indices of -1.39, -1.23, -1.48, and -1.05 respectively, fell into the 'extremely dry' category,
indicating severe drought conditions in recent years. Even the Izeh station, which in 2020
(1399 H.S.) had an SPI of +1.26 ('relatively wet'), dropped to zero in 2021, classifying it
as 'near normal." Furthermore, a comparison of synoptic rainfall data for Khuzestan in
2020 and 2021 (from December 2019 to November 2021) shows that rainfall in 2021
significantly decreased compared to 2020, signaling a severe drought to the local
population.

Figure (1). Comparison of Rainfall in Khuzestan Province in 2020 and 2021
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Over the past decade, hydropolitical unrest in Khuzestan Province first emerged
prominently in 2013 in response to the proposed Beheshtabad water transfer project.
Initially, tensions and public protests over water allocation and management were
primarily concentrated among residents and stakeholders of the Zayandeh Rud Basin.
However, these grievances soon extended to neighboring basins and provinces,
particularly the Karun Basin and Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari Province.On October 16,
2013, the people of Khuzestan formed a human chain to protest the diversion of water
from the Karun River to the Zayandeh Rud in Isfahan, publicly opposing the Beheshtabad
transfer scheme. This demonstration, known as the "Human Chain in Defense of the
Karun," marked the beginning of a series of protests. Within less than three months,
Ahvaz residents—representing diverse social groups—gathered four more times along the
Karun River to voice their dissent. Beyond water scarcity and opposition to the
Beheshtabad project, another critical factor fueling public discontent has been the
extensive dam construction within the Karun Basin. These projects have significantly
contributed to the current tensions. To date, 24 dams have become operational in the
Greater Karun Basin of Khuzestan, including the Karun-3 Dam in Izeh County, with a
reservoir capacity of 2.857 billion cubic meters. Such large-scale dam projects have
generated long-term adverse effects, jeopardizing the sustainable development of the
region.

Applying the theory of relative deprivation, the cumulative impact of these factors—
leading to a water crisis—has fostered widespread dissatisfaction among the population.
Such dissatisfaction serves as a key motivator for collective action against perceived
sources of deprivation. Consequently, the people of Khuzestan have repeatedly mobilized
to protest the mismanagement exacerbating their water insecurity. The most significant
demonstrations occurred in 2021, lasting seven days across the province.

Table (1). Unrest in Khuzestan Province in Protest of Water Shortage

Crisis
Number Protest Days Protest Locations
Dasht-e Azadegan, Shadegan, Ahvaz, Susangerd, Hamidiyeh,
L July 15, 2021 Abadan, Mahshahr, Kot-e Abdullah, Mollasani
Hamidiyeh, Shush, Khorramshahr, Bostan, Mahshahr, Qaleh-
2 July 16, 2021 e Kanaan, Shadegan and areas of Ahvaz, Hoveyzeh,
Susangerd, Kot-e Abdullah, Zargan, Mollasani
3 July 17, 2021 Shavur, Kot-e Abdullah, Ahvaz, Andimeshk
4 July 18, 2021 Ahvaz, Susangerd, Shavur, Shush, Karkheh, Shadegan
Dasht-e Azadegan, Susangerd, Ahvaz, Dezful, Shush,
5 July 19, 2021 Ramhormoz, Karkheh, Shadegan, Andishmak, Shushtar
Izeh, Susangerd, Shelangabad, Kot-e Abdullah, Ahvaz,
6 July 20, 2021 Abadan, Mahshahr
7 July 21, 2021 Ahvaz, Susangerd, Izeh, Behbahan, Elhayi, Dezful, Shadegan

Ahvaz experienced protests each of the seven days, a fact attributable both to its location
in a low-rainfall zone and its central importance as the provincial capital. Susangerd and
Shadegan ranked second and third in terms of protest frequency—Dboth cities are located
in low-rainfall areas of the province. Although Shadegan recorded more rainfall in 2021
compared to 2020, long-standing water scarcity has fostered dissatisfaction among its
inhabitants, contributing to protest gatherings.
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Figure (2). Distribution of protest cities by low rainfall areas in 2021

Another point that should be noted is about cities like Izeh, which, although not in a
drought situation, have seen protests and unrest. Two main reasons can be put forward in
this regard: First, the city of lzeh has always caused dissatisfaction among the people due
to huge dam construction projects such as the Karun 3 Dam and its negative consequences
in various fields. Second, social unrest and movements in the Internet age are strongly
influenced by network flows, and it is possible that various cities that are affected by the
movement for various reasons may appear in the urban space. According to Manuel
Castells, although movements are usually rooted in urban spaces through street
occupations and marches, their continued existence is realized in the free space of the
Internet. In terms of their genesis, these movements are also largely spontaneous, usually
sparked by the embers of anger, either related to a specific event or the height of hatred
for the actions of those in power.

Conclusion

Khuzestan Province, due to its climatic conditions, has consistently faced irregular
rainfall, with severe droughts and reduced precipitation in recent years causing significant
water scarcity. During the summer of 2021, Khuzestan citizens staged protests in multiple
cities over water scarcity and its profound impact on daily life, holding sustained
demonstrations for seven consecutive days across seventeen cities. Poor management and
the controversial Beheshtabad Water Transfer Project had already fueled negative
perceptions of the government among Khuzestanis, deepening public discontent. Ahvaz,
as both the provincial capital and a city in an 'extremely dry' area with minimal rainfall in
2021, emerged as the epicenter of unrest with seven days of protests, followed by
Susangerd and Shadegan with six and five days of unrest, respectively—both situated in
low-rainfall areas of the province. It can be concluded that the most intense instances of
unrest and water-political tension in Khuzestan during the summer of 2021 occurred in
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geographic areas with the lowest annual rainfall and adverse SPI values. Therefore, in
response to the research question and confirming the study's hypothesis, based on spatial
analysis and zonal mapping findings, it can be asserted that socio-political consequences
(specifically protest gatherings) predominantly took place in those parts of Khuzestan
most affected by water scarcity, drought, and severely diminished rainfall.

Keywords: Water Scarcity, Rainfall Levels, Social Unrest, Spatial Analysis, Khuzestan
Province.
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