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ABSTRACT

Community-based urban governance, as one of the new approaches to urban
regeneration, requires institutions that effectively link the local community with formal
management. Local Development Offices in Iran emerged after the 2010s in response to
this necessity. Despite their positive functions, these offices still face numerous legal and
institutional challenges. This study aims to analyze these challenges with a focus on
community-based urban governance and Local Development Offices in the Hematabad
and Sofla neighborhoods of Isfahan. Each neighborhood has distinct physical and social
characteristics. The research method is descriptive—analytical and applied in nature. Data
were collected through documentary studies, field questionnaires, and statistical
analyses. The statistical population included residents of the mentioned neighborhoods
and experts active in the field of urban regeneration. Statistical tools used were SPSS and
Excel software as well as Friedman and Pearson correlation tests. Findings showed that
various factors influence the performance of Local Development Offices. Among them,
the lack of a clear legal status, weak institutional coordination, shortage of financial
resources, insufficient expertise in local institutions, and lack of trust between citizens
and formal management were identified as the most important obstacles. Moreover,
comparing the two offices revealed differences in approaches and performance
outcomes: the Hematabad office, relying on legal and physical principles, was able to
gain relative residents’ trust and achieved better success in some renewal projects,
whereas the Sofla office, focusing on socio-cultural aspects, failed to create effective
institutional coordination and public trust. The results highlight the necessity of revising
the legal framework of the offices, strengthening institutional and facilitation capacities,
providing specialized training for managers and facilitators, and establishing a
sustainable financial system. These measures can contribute to the improvement of
community-based urban governance and the regeneration process of deteriorated
neighborhoods.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Iranian cities, historically grown through local creativity, have recently experienced fundamental
transformations in physical, social, and cultural dimensions due to internal and global changes, leading to
challenges in urban identity, reduced social cohesion, and increased neighborhood deterioration (Hosseini et
al., 2023). Traditional institutions such as councils and associations once played an effective role in local
governance, but with centralized management, citizen participation has been limited (Adams & Hastings, 2005;
Jajarmi, 2017). Local development offices, known as “facilitation offices,” represent a shift in Iran’s urban
policy, evolving from top-down, physical interventions toward participatory and community-centered
approaches (Ismail & Said, 2015; Pourahmad, Ziari, & Hamidi, 2013; Shafiei & Sadeghi, 2018). Prior to the
revolution, urban renewal followed a modernist and demolition-focused perspective, neglecting social and
cultural aspects, whereas in the 1980s and 1990s, structured planning became necessary to address deteriorated
textures (Ismail & Said, 2015; Shafiei & Sadeghi, 2018). The approval of the Executive Regulation on Housing
Organization (2009) and the Facilitation Office Guidelines (2011) institutionalized these offices with
interdisciplinary missions, including social empowerment, strengthening social capital, encouraging public
participation, and reviving neighborhood identity (Shamaei, 2015; Arjangi & Shabani, 2020; Deniz, 2019). The
tasks of facilitation offices include social-institutional groundwork, executive brokerage, and neighborhood-
based planning; their effectiveness depends on clear legal status and sustainable financial resources (Piran,
2010; Cabinet of Ministers, 2009; Ministry of Interior, 2011). Despite efforts to promote democratic and
participatory local development after 1997, historical challenges such as lack of formal participation
institutions and the legacy of centralized planning remain obstacles to effective citizen engagement (Shamaei,
2015; Arjangi & Shabani, 2020; Pakzad, 2017; Shafiei, 2017; Makki et al., 2017; Jashi, 2017; Pourahmad &
Ziari, 2013; Shafiei & Sadeghi, 2018). In 2009, the executive regulation on inefficient neighborhoods allowed
the establishment of non-governmental renovation offices under municipal supervision; however,
organizational issues and inter-agency coordination reduced their efficiency. Interventions in Iran’s deteriorated
urban textures have shifted from top-down, authority-driven approaches to participatory, community-based
urban regeneration over recent decades (Pourahmad, Ziari, & Hamidi, 2013). Sustainable urban regeneration
approaches emphasize social capital and citizen participation, addressing multiple dimensions beyond physical
reconstruction (Arjangi & Shabani, 2020; Shamaei, 2015). Facilitation offices became officially recognized in
2009, tasked with information dissemination and social empowerment (Cabinet of Ministers, 2009; Ministry of
Interior, 2011; Shikhi & Brunck, 2018). Case studies in Tehran, Shiraz, and Isfahan show that the success of
these offices occurs when physical interventions are combined with training, trust-building, and local
institutionalization (Shamaei, 2015; Pourahmad & Ziari, 2013). Participation tools include bottom-up planning
and steering committees, enabling facilitation offices to act as social brokers responsible for engaging citizens
and implementing development projects (Shafiei & Sadeghi, 2018). Despite research on participatory urban
planning and local development offices, gaps remain in addressing the core of deteriorated textures, office
revenue sources, and their position within urban regeneration institutions, which can reduce creativity and
effectiveness (Pivastegar et al., 2017; Zhuang et al., 2019). This study employs a comparative approach to
examine the performance of local development offices in neighborhoods with different original cores in
Isfahan, aiming to evaluate their success and failure in urban regeneration, focusing on Hemmatabad and Sofla
neighborhoods, covering 12% of the city’s area and housing 23% of its population (Izadfar et al., 2021; Isfahan
Atlas, 2015).

Study Area

The study was conducted in two neighborhoods of Isfahan, Hematabad and Sofla, which differ in both spatial
and social characteristics. Hematabad is located in the western part of the city, with a long history of urban
decay but relatively higher levels of community engagement. Sofla, in the southern part of Isfahan, faces more
severe socio-cultural challenges and weaker community participation (Isfahan Municipality, 2021).

Material and Methods

This research is applied in nature and follows a descriptive—analytical method. Data were collected from
documentary reviews, field surveys, and structured questionnaires. The statistical population included residents
of the two neighborhoods and experts in urban regeneration. Analytical tools included SPSS and Excel, while
Friedman ranking and Pearson correlation tests were applied to examine relationships between variables.
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Result and Discussion

The findings indicate that the effectiveness of LDOs is constrained by multiple factors, including the absence
of a clear legal mandate, weak institutional coordination, limited financial resources, insufficient expertise, and
lack of trust between citizens and formal authorities. Comparative analysis revealed that Hematabad’s LDO,
with stronger reliance on legal and physical planning principles, managed to gain relative trust among residents
and implement renewal projects more effectively. In contrast, the Sofla LDO, which emphasized socio-cultural
dimensions, faced significant difficulties in creating institutional coordination and public trust. These outcomes
highlight the structural weaknesses of participatory mechanisms in Iran, where legal ambiguities and
institutional overlaps hinder community-based governance.

Conclusion

The study concludes that strengthening community-based urban governance in Iran requires revising the legal
framework of LDOs, enhancing institutional capacities, improving professional training for facilitators, and
establishing sustainable financial mechanisms. Such reforms can foster stronger public trust, ensure more
effective collaboration between communities and municipalities, and contribute to the regeneration of
deteriorated neighborhoods in line with global best practices.

Key words: Urban Governance; Community-Based Approach; Legal Barriers; Local Development Offices;
Isfahan.
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