Urban Strategic Thought, 4(1(7)), 2026

]

-

I

eISSN: 2981-1791 https://ut.journals.ikiu.ac.ir/ —

Urban Strategic Thought )
rban Strategic Thoug O

INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY.

ORIGINAL RESEARCH PAPER Publisher: Imam Khomeini International University

Documenting the Processes and Pillars of Urban Reconstruction in Khorramshahr;
Following the Liberation of the City and After the End of the War

Vahid Khosravi®"", Sharif Motavaf®, Seyed Hasan Miri®, Mansoureh Kianersi®

1. Ph.D. Student in Architecture, Faculty of Architecture and Urban Planning, Iran University of Science and Technology, Tehran, Iran.

2. Assoclate Professor of Architecture, Department of Architecture, Faculty of Architecture and Urban Planning, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran.
3. Assistant Professor of Architecture, Department of Architecture, Faculty of Architecture and Urban Planning, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran.
4. Associate Professor of Architecture, Department of Architecture, Na.C. Islamic Azad University, Najafabad, Iran

ARTICLE INFO I EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Received: 09/11/2024 }
Accepted: 19/04/2026
PP. 1-23 :

Keywords:

Urban Reconstruction,
Khorramshahr, Documen-
tation, Simultaneously
with the War, Post-War,
Renovation Management

Number of references: 25

Number of figures: 25

Number of tables: 13

©000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Use your device to scan
and read the article online ¢

I ntroduction: More than three decades after the cessation of the Iran-lraq War (1980-1988), and the sub-
sequent, massive state-led reconstruction endeavors, the case of Khorramshahr emerges as a paramount
and critically underexamined subject within the annals of post-conflict urban recovery. This city, historically
the primary commercial port of Iran and a strategic nexus at the confluence of the Karun and Arvand rivers,
suffered a fate of near-total urban erasure. Its protracted siege, brutal occupation, and eventual liberation
in May 1982 after intense urban warfare left over 60% of its built fabric in ruins, transforming a vibrant,
cosmopolitan hub into a landscape of rubble and trauma. The imperative to rebuild was not only a physical
necessity but a profound national symbol of resilience and sovereignty. This research is predicated on the
conviction that the reconstruction of Khorramshahr represents one of the most complex, large-scale, and in-
structive experiments in contemporary Iranian urbanism, unfolding uniquely across two tumultuous phases:
a precarious “reconstruction amidst war” and a subsequent, ambitious “post-war reconstruction”. Despite the
visible success in repopulating the city and reconstructing its housing stock, Khorramshahr today grapples
with deep-seated socio-economic malaise, a diminished regional role, and a fractured urban identity. This
dissonance between physical restoration and holistic revival underscores a critical gap in both practice and
scholarship. Therefore, this study embarks on a meticulous documentation and analytical deconstruction of
the entire reconstruction trajectory. It seeks to move beyond official narratives to unearth the operational log-
ics, policy vacillations, institutional dynamics, and lived experiences that collectively forged the new Khor-
ramshahr, offering indispensable lessons for the theory and praxis of rebuilding war-shattered cities globally.

he Purpose of the Research: The overarching objective of this research is to construct a comprehen-

sive, critical, and empirically grounded chronicle of the urban reconstruction process in Khorramshahr
from the moment of its liberation through the official conclusion of the major national reconstruction pro-
gram. This is not a mere chronological account but an analytical excavation aimed at revealing the un-
derlying structures, decisions, and contradictions that shaped the city’s rebirth. The study is driven by a
suite of interlinked research questions designed to dissect the process from multiple angles: What distinct
managerial, planning, and architectural approaches were conceived and implemented during the sequential
yet overlapping phases of simultaneous-with-war and post-war reconstruction? How did the very definition
and scope of “reconstruction” evolve among the constellation of actors—including state planners, consult-
ing engineers, municipal authorities, and the displaced citizenry? What were the mechanisms, degrees, and
limitations of public participation, and how did its role transform from passive beneficiary to active agent
(in theory and in practice)? Crucially, the research aims to identify and interrogate the fundamental pillars
that provided the structural framework for the entire endeavor. Furthermore, it conducts a rigorous assess-
ment of the outcomes, paying particular attention to the often-marginalized dimensions of socio-economic

.
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revitalization, the restoration of urban identity, and the long-term sustainability of the rebuilt environment. Ultimately, this scholarly
documentation aims to distill transferable insights, formulate evidence-based critiques, and contribute a nuanced case study to the
global discourse on post-disaster and post-conflict urban recovery, emphasizing the indispensable yet fraught integration of physical,
social, and economic planning.

®0cc0000000000000000002000000

M ethodology: This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive-exploratory research design, anchored in comprehensive documen-
tation and thick description. The methodological framework was executed in three sequential, interrelated stages to ensure
sdepth and rigor.

< First Stage: Data Collection and Sourcing. This foundational phase involved extensive multi-modal data gathering. Archival
< research was conducted, reviewing official documents, reconstruction master plans, technical reports, and maps from the pre-war, :

@000000000000000000000000000000000000

< wartime, and post-war periods. This was supplemented by field observations and photographic documentation across multiple s1te:
< visits to capture the spatial reality and lingering traces of destruction and rebuilding. Crucially, in-depth, semi-structured interviews :
< were conducted with ten key informants who played direct and influential roles in the reconstruction process. This purposive sample :
< included former managers of the Khorramshahr Reconstruction Headquarters, deputy ministers, consulting engineers responsible
< for major plans, and academic experts who advised the Housing Foundation. These interviews aimed to capture tacit knowledge,
< unwritten narratives, and critical perspectives absent from formal documents.
: Second Stage: Data Organization and Categorization. The voluminous qualitative data was systematically organized using a
 dual-framework approach. A temporal categorization traced the evolution of policies and actions across distinct periods: pre-war,
: liberation to war’s end (simultaneous reconstruction), and post-war to project closure. Simultaneously, a thematic categorization
§was developed based on theoretical frameworks and emerging patterns, grouping data into clusters such as physical reconstruction,
< managerial structures, public participation, economic rehabilitation, and social recovery.
¢ Third Stage: Data Analysis and Interpretation. The core of the analysis employed the rigorous qualitative technique of the
« three-stage coding process (open, axial, and selective coding) on the interview transcripts. Open coding generated 473 initial con-
: ceptual codes from the interviews. Axial coding organized these into 12 central categories (e.g. “Reconstruction Process and Flow”,

< “Management of Reconstruction”, “Economic Rehabilitation”). Finally, selective coding distilled the essence into 10 overarching s
< selective themes that directly addressed the research questions (e.g. “The Process of Physical Reconstruction”, “Managerial and :

: Organizational Flow”). Quantitative data from censuses and planning reports (e.g. population statistics, housing unit data and land :

: use projections) were analyzed descriptively to provide a contextual backbone and to triangulate the qualitative findings, offering at
+ multidimensional understanding of the reconstruction’s scale and demographic impact.

®0c0000000000000000000000000000000

.

eeccccccce
eecccccccccce

Findings and Discussion: The reconstruction of Khorramshahr was not a monolithic project but a dynamically evolving process
that bifurcated into two distinct historical phases, each with its own defining characteristics, actors, and internal logics.
< Phase 1: Simultaneous-with-War Reconstruction (1982-1988): Emergency Management and Symbolic Restitution. Initiated in the :

< immediate aftermath of liberation while intense combat continued in other sectors, this phase was fundamentally an exercise in crisis :
< management and symbolic reclamation. The operational model was intensely state-centric and top-down, orchestrated by the newly

.
.

. established “National Headquarters for Reconstruction and Modernization of War-Torn Areas.” A unique “Support Headquarters” s
< (Setad-e Moein), linking Khorramshahr to the capital Tehran, was formed to channel resources and expertise. The primary objec- :
< tives were immediate and pragmatic: clearing millions of cubic meters of rubble, restoring minimal infrastructure for military and :
< early civilian use, and initiating quick-build housing projects to signal the return of normalcy. Public participation was virtually :
:nonexistent the original population was largely still displaced, and the work was carried out by military engineering units, state-'
: owned enterprises, and volunteers from other provinces. This period was marked by admirable urgency but also by a pronounced :
: “engineering mindset”, a lack of experience with comprehensive post-war recovery, and an almost exclusive focus on rudlmentary.
. phyS|caI restoration. The planning was largely tactical and reactive, setting important operational precedents but failing to conceive :
san integrated vision for the city’s future.

< Phase 2: Post-War Reconstruction or “The Great Reconstruction” (1988-1996): Institutionalization and the Paradox of Participation.
< Following the 1988 ceasefire, reconstruction transitioned into a vast, institutionalized national program. The managerial ecolo- s
< gy crystallized around four interdependent pillars: (1) National Macro-Management (the central Headquarters setting policy and s
< budget), (2) Local City Management (municipal and provincial authorities), (3) The Designated Support Headquarters (acting as a s
< conduit and facilitator), and (4) Public Participation (theoretically elevated to a core principle). A significant policy innovation was
+ the shift from direct government contracting to an “enabling” approach. The state provided standardized housing plans, construction :
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loans, and technical supervision, while property owners were tasked with hiring contractors or building themselves. This was intended
to foster ownership, accelerate pace, and reduce state burden. For public infrastructure and utilities, however, traditional governmental
procurement remained the norm.

Critical Findings and Thematic Discussion:

1. The Tyranny of the Physical Paradigm: The most pervasive finding is the overwhelming dominance of a physicalist and hous-
ing-centric conception of reconstruction. Success was predominantly measured in quantitative terms: number of housing units built,
kilometers of road paved, schools and clinics erected. While this yielded a remarkable physical transformation—replacing a wasteland
with a functional, modern-looking city—it came at the severe expense of integrated recovery. The discourse, resources, and manage-
rial energy were overwhelmingly captured by “rebuilding the shell”, leaving the socio-economic content to chance.

2. The Hollowing of the Economy and the Port Paradox: Khorramshahr’s pre-war identity and prosperity were inseparable from
its function as a thriving international port. The research conclusively demonstrates that the reconstruction failed to strategically and
effectively revive this economic engine. A confluence of factors—ongoing geopolitical friction with Iraq, lack of investment in dredg-
ing the silted Arvand River, perceived security risks deterring shipping lines, the absence of mine-clearing in waterways, and a broader
national economic climate—prevented the port’s renaissance. Consequently, the city’s fundamental economic rationale vanished.
Former merchants, port workers, and skilled professionals found no livelihood to return to, leading to a catastrophic brain drain and
the non-return of a critical segment of the pre-war population. The economy devolved into petty trade, government employment, and
informal services, failing to generate sustainable wealth or opportunity.

3. Spatial Planning and the Erosion of Urban Identity: The reconstruction’s spatial choices further attenuated the city’s historical
urbanity. Instead of a sensitive, block-by-block revitalization of the dense, organically grown historic core along the Karun River—an
area rich with commercial and social memory—the planners and authorities opted for a tabula rasa approach on the northern and
northeastern peripheries. Here, large-scale, modernist residential complexes with repetitive grid layouts were constructed. This deci-
sion fragmented the urban structure, diluted street life, and severed the visceral connection between the city and its riverine setting,
effectively producing a generic suburban fabric superimposed on a wounded historic body.

4. The Contested Terrain of Public Participation: While the rhetoric of participation was powerfully championed, especially in
the second phase, its on-the-ground manifestation was largely instrumental and confined to the implementation stage. Residents were
mobilized as clients and self-builders within a pre-defined, standardized framework, not as co-planners or co-designers in shaping the
vision for their neighborhoods or the city. The prolonged displacement had also eroded social capital and attachment, making collec-
tive action difficult. Thus, participation became a mechanism for cost-sharing and speeding up delivery, rather than a genuine process
of democratic place-making or cultural reconciliation.

5. Managerial Ambitions and Implementation Realities: The process was frequently hampered by a disconnect between high-level,

sometimes idealized, planning ambitions and the gritty realities of implementation. Master plans often projected population figures
and land-use need that proved unrealistic. There was occasional tension between the “modernist” visions of external consultants and
the practical, incremental needs of a recovering community. Coordination among the myriads of involved agencies (the Housing
Foundation, municipalities, utilities, etc.) under the umbrella of the Reconstruction Headquarters was a persistent challenge, leading
to delays, inefficiencies, and sometimes contradictory outcomes.
Comparative Perspective: A brief but illuminating discussion contrasts Khorramshahr’s experience with the reconstruction of the
smaller city of Hoveyzeh. The latter, with its more modest scale, gradualist approach, and stronger emphasis on preserving the existing
urban grain and cultural landmarks, appears to have achieved a more coherent and contextually sensitive outcome. This comparison
underscores how scale, management style, and the balance between physical intervention and cultural continuity critically influence
reconstruction success.

Conclusion: The reconstruction of Khorramshahr stands as a monumental, paradox-laden epic in the history of urban recovery. This
research has meticulously documented that the process, structurally supported by the four pillars of national command, local admin-
istration, designated support, and managed public contribution, achieved a formidable victory in the domain of physical reconstitution.
It successfully resurrected a city from ashes, providing shelter and basic services for a returning population. However, this very success
reveals its profound limitation: the enterprise was largely conceived and executed as a vast exercise in civil engineering and housing de-
livery, not as a holistic, integrated urban recovery. The critical failure to concomitantly reignite the city’s economic engine (most notably
its port) and to actively rehabilitate its social fabric and cultural identity, meant that the rebuilt body lacked a sustaining soul. Factors such
as fragmented planning, unrealized participatory governance, the strategic neglect of economic fundamentals, and the persistent post-war
geopolitical and environmental challenges collectively constrained the project’s ultimate success. Khorramshahr today is a testament to
resilience, yet also to the enduring scars of a recovery that rebuilt houses faster than it rebuilt lives and livelihoods. The central, imperative
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lesson for future post-disaster and post-conflict interventions is that sustainable reconstruction must be radically redefined. It must be a ¢
simultaneous, synergistic process operating on three inextricably linked planes: the physical-spatial, the socio-economic, and the cul-
tural-psychological. Prioritizing livelihood restoration and community empowerment is not a secondary social concern but the essential ¢
foundation upon which any lasting physical reconstruction must be built. This detailed documentation of Khorramshahr’s journey, with
its triumphs and its sobering shortcomings, is offered as a crucial scholarly resource—a complex mirror in which planners, policy- :
makers, and communities facing the daunting task of rebuilding can see not only what is possible, but also what is perilous to neglect.
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Highlight

- The reconstruction of Khorramshahr was notable for implementing diverse models of management, organization, planning, and approaches to public
< participation.

E - This reconstruction was built on four fundamental pillars: National macro-management, Local management, The designated headquarters and Publice
< participation. :
E - However, the reconstruction efforts primarily focused on housing construction and physical infrastructure. Little attention was paid to socio-economics
< revitalization, and particularly to the restoration of the city’s identity and historical fabric.

eecccccece

Cite this article: Khosravi, V., Motavaf, S., Miri, H & Kianersi, M. (2026). Documenting the Processes and
Pillars of Urban Reconstruction in Khorramshahr; Following the Liberation of the City and After the End of the
War. Urban Strategic Thought, 4(1(7)), 1-23.

<This paper is an open . ;
*access and licenced under https://doi.org/10.30479/ust.2026.21055.1172

«the Creative Commons
+CC BY-NC 4.0 licence.

© ©2025 ,UST.All rights reserved.
+*. Corresponding Author (Email: khosravi_vahid@ymail.com)/ (Phone: 09132884731)

‘This article is taken from the master’s thesis of the first author with the title «Documentation of the Post War Reconstruc-
stion of KhorramShahr» which was guided by the second and third authors and The advice of the forth author has been
:defended at the University of Shahid Beheshti (SBU).

seeecsscccce

https://ut.journals.ikiu.ac.ir/article_4090.html

©0000000000000000000000000000000000000



http://khosravi_vahid@ymail.com
https://doi.org/10.30479/ust.2026.21055.1172
https://ut.journals.ikiu.ac.ir/article_4090.html

VFo¥ UL\.«».Q) 9)A.)LJ ‘VUJL\J D)LO.AI) Al O)LQ.A:;‘ ¥ 0399 ‘G)LW)QM 65@]} 4.w.JJJ|

&]

S]] auiyail

Ghulipl

)

YAMN VAN 5 S oSl bl oo,

Sjlwpd i

(o) (g |o|.4‘ ollodleyss ol&ails 1300

©0000000000000000000000000000002000000000000000000 of

g - sele dlie

Sz bl 1 e 9 58 3 LudliT b olyad ¢ sirioys (g3 3Ll Ul g B9y g3lussiuns

(F)u"")l OL\S oygaro ‘(r‘)é),w S S ‘(r)g.égh.n o.n.:).& f (‘)Gg)mb Qo9

ulu/‘uﬁg.! ‘UL_J/WB/Q[C o[ﬁw/.& ‘LQZ“’)G'“’B (_;J[cuzo o/ ‘w[w L;),J/J L;}zuu/) -)

ol ol iy g olLiily o gjlungis 9 gylaso ouSiiily jLoliw] ¥
ol ol iy g oLl s gjlungls o gylaso oaSCiiilsy jLoluw] - P

il UT iz o s Mo ST ol8iifs 30T izi Al wsylago 0945« yLoliw/ -F

Simple English Abstract

R | Ulis wleyls|

eegecccce

+ Introduction: Introduction: The reconstruction of
: Khorramshahr, after the Iran-Iraq War, represents one
< of the most complex reconstruction processes in con-
< temporary Iran. This process encompassed physical
< dimensions as well as economic and social empow-
: erment, yet it was unsuccessful in reviving the port
and restoring the city’s national and regional standing.
< Khorramshahr suffered severe damage to its infra-
* structure and urban fabric, with over 60% of its phys-
* ical structure destroyed during the war. This situation
* necessitated reconstruction and renovation, creating
* a context for the implementation of various manage-
: ment models and public participation. The aim of this
< research is to document the reconstruction process of
¢ Khorramshahr, and to identify its lessons and funda-
< mental pillars following the city’s liberation and the
< end of the war.
< Methodology: This research is based on documen-
< tation and employs a qualitative approach, although
< quantitative data has also been used on occasion. The
< research is descriptive-exploratory in nature, drawing
< on documents and reconstruction plans for Khorram-
: shahr. Following field observations and interviews
< with various individuals, the data was analyzed using
coding methods and qualitative analysis.
Findings and Discussion: The reconstruction process
. of Khorramshahr occurred in two significant periods:
: from the city’s liberation until the end of the war, des-
ignated as “reconstruction simultaneous with the war,”
E and from the end of the war until the official conclu-
+ sion of reconstruction, known as “post-war reconstruc-
: tion.”
: Conclusion: Among the notable aspects of Khor-
< ramshahr’s reconstruction were the implementation
: of diverse management models, organizational struc-
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+ Although there were successes in the physical and res-
idential dimensions, the reconstruction was not fully
< successful from social and economic perspectives.
< Factors such as weak planning, lack of genuine pub-
< lic participation, the failure of all displaced residents
Eto return to the city, and economic and environmen-
Etal problems affected the reconstruction process. Al-
gthough Khorramshahr never managed to regain its
. former national and international status, it remains
hopeful for the future.
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