
ECOS 36(3/4) 2015 ECOS 36(3/4) 2015

44 45

development, as well as the scientific case for these. The Islamic Republic of Iran’s 
Fifth National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity (April 2015) is a 
comprehensive and surprisingly readable account of the state of Iranian natural 
heritage.4 This emphasises that environmental issues are a priority for President 
Hassan Rouhani, and that Vice President Ebtekar and her department have ensured 
successful integration of the “environmental aspects of development” throughout 
the work of the reformist government which came to power in 2013.

The Western narrative
However, if official government reporting on the environment of Iran endeavours 
to strike a note of optimism, it also recognises the enormous challenges facing the 
country and wider region. These problems tend to dominate the external narrative, as 
evidenced in 2014 at a symposium hosted by London’s Royal Geographical Society.5 
Organised by the UK-based Iran Heritage Foundation in association with the US-
based Persian Wildlife Foundation, this event included a keynote speech from the 
United Nations Resident Coordinator in the Islamic Republic of Iran, Gary Lewis. He 
described the condition of some Iranian ecosystems as “apocalyptic”, emphasising 
that water is the biggest resource constraint, followed by land degradation arising 
from desertification and deforestation. Wildlife loss was also highlighted by the 
veteran environmentalist Eskander Firouz, author of The Complete Fauna of Iran 
who said that wildlife has declined by 85% in recent years.6 Continuing this 
narrative, the fate of Lake Urmia, once one of the world’s largest salt lakes, provided 
the focus for a conference at the European Parliament in late 2015.7

Iran’s greenest 
government ever
On 17 November 2015, the Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei issued a 
15 point list of policy directives to address the country’s wide ranging environmental 
challenges.1 This article looks at the secular and religious background to this 
unprecedented announcement.
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Iran’s unique natural heritage and political ecology may be unfamiliar, but actually 
hosts many species of environmentalist found in the West. Eco-modernists promoting 
nuclear power and technology-led development vie with more traditional nature 
conservationists, as well as a green lifestyle movement advocating renewables, 
ethical consumption and the circular economy. Despite recent political isolation, 
the Iranian state-led environmental agenda is well-integrated with global and 
transnational conventions, and the country has taken a lead in tackling some of 
the key sustainability challenges of the Middle East and West Asia. To understand 
why the Islamic Republic really does have its greenest government ever, one must 
look within Iran, at the Iranian diaspora of scientists, intellectuals and environmental 
activists, at the work of international agencies, and also to a worldwide ecological 
discourse amongst Muslim scholars.

Muslim eco-theology 
Notwithstanding its highly charged negative associations for non-Muslims, the 
term “Jihad” is increasingly used to describe the global struggle to conserve the 
environment.2 In a 2013 article entitled ‘The Call to Eco-Jihad’, Monika Zbidi 
describes  the development of Islamic environmental theology since the 1960s.3 
The overall aim of this, she says, has been to examine green principles such as 
sustainability, environmental protection, animal welfare, and biodiversity in terms 
of their compatibility with Islam. Zbidi identifies the founding father of Muslim 
eco-theology as the Iranian-born philosopher Seyyed Hossein Nasr, author of the 
1967 book Man and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man. According to 
Islamic environmental ethics conserving nature and creation is one of a Muslim’s 
most important obligations. Water plays a very important role in Islam because it is 
considered to be the source and foundation of life.

Environmental ethics
Last year, Iran hosted an international forum on environmental ethics for countries 
from the Middle East and West Asia. This was opened by Massoumeh Ebtekar, 
influential Vice President and head of the country’s environment department, 
life scientist and student spokeswoman for the 1979 Iranian Revolution. Her 
contribution highlighted the moral imperative of nature conservation and sustainable 

The endangered Persian leopard (Panthera pardus saxicolor), now subject to more  
monitoring programmes and public awareness campaigns in Iran. 
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NGO, it is more similar to the hybrid charitable organisations set up by recent British 
governments to promote sustainable development. The PWHF works closely with 
the UN Development Programme in Iran.12 

More positive outlook
The protection of iconic wildlife such as the leopard and, in particular, the Asiatic 
cheetah, has been a vital motivating force for the Iranian government, international 
conservation efforts focussed on Iran, and also non-government organisations 
working in the country. There is no doubt that an energetic and committed 
environmental movement exists in the Islamic Republic, and that it also operates in 
very difficult circumstances. These include a shortage of financial resources to ensure 
that laws to conserve wildlife are observed and ecological restoration works are 
implemented. The unique difficulties of operating in Iran, not just for foreigners and 
local groups working outside official channels, but even for high level government 
officials and reformist politicians should also not be underestimated. 

Nevertheless, as the UN’s Resident Coordinator in the Islamic Republic told 
participants at the event ‘Iran’s Natural Heritage: A Catalyst Symposium to Spark 
Measurable Change’ in 2014: “We have a long road ahead.  But I believe that we are 
now – quite literally – operating in a positive environment”.5 On the basis of official 
statements from the Government, and most recently from the Supreme Leader, 
Iran’s political ecology seems to have improved beyond expectations in 2015.13  
Moreover, a new environmental consciousness is also increasingly evidenced in 
neighbouring countries, and this is surely a welcome good news story from what is 
generally viewed as a profoundly troubled region of the world.
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Conservation in context
One of the more objective accounts of the state of the Iranian environment is to 
be found in the biennial Yale global Environmental Performance Index. Overall, Iran 
was ranked 83rd in 2014, up from 114th in 2012, but down from 40th in 2006.8 
The index suggests that economic sanctions have had a strongly negative impact 
upon the environment, something corroborated by a 2014 article in The Guardian 
newspaper.9 This reported that unique Iranian wildlife at the crossroads of Africa, 
Asia, and Europe was being lost at an alarming rate. “The Asiatic cheetahs, Asiatic 
black bear, goitered gazelle, and Persian wild ass are among the species pushed to 
extinction through irreversible man-made processes.” The 2014 Yale Index placed 
Iran in 128th position for wildlife and habitat conservation.

International comparisons
By comparison, the UK and Ireland were in 70th and 150th respectively for their 
nature conservation performance, despite having much higher environmental 
rankings overall (12th and 19th). These composite rankings tend to reflect national 
economic development levels, with the UK and Ireland sharing a similar annual 
GDP per capita of around $38,500, compared to Iran’s $4,500 according to the 
2014 Yale EPI. The British Isles has also enjoyed 70 years of peace, whereas Iran 
was at war with Iraq for most of the 1980s, and then beset by the Middle East 
conflict zone during the 21st century. Given the circumstances, one might conclude 
that Iranian ‘environmental performance’, and the apparent determination of the 
present administration to tackle the country’s very real problems in conjunction with 
neighbouring countries, really does reflect the spirit of so-called ‘Eco-Jihad’.

War and the environment
In 2001, the United Nations declared 6 November of each year as the International 
Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict. 
This occasion obviously has a particular resonance for Iran, and the country’s high 
profile foreign secretary Mohammad Javad Zarif was a key speaker at a “Conference 
on Destructive Impacts of War on the Environment” in Tehran in 2015 to mark the 
UN event. It is not without sad irony, therefore, that one of the major legacies of 
Iran’s war with Iraq – landmines – are now regarded as an important aid to nature 
conservation. As an article in National Geographic described last year: “Land mines 
keep people out of the Persian leopard’s last habitats, creating a conundrum—
removing the hazards leaves the cats more vulnerable”.10

Persian wildlife heritage
Yet it would be wrong to overplay what might be described as “extreme 
conservation” in a war-blighted region, just as the Western narrative of Iranian 
environmental dystopia is an over-simplification. Iran has its greenest government 
ever partly due to these challenges but also because Persian cultural heritage has 
traditionally ascribed great importance to the natural world. It was probably for 
this reason that a Persian Wildlife Heritage Foundation was established in 2008 
“to help protect biodiversity in Iran.” The PWHF “is active in wildlife research, 
conservation, and educational programmes designed to raise public awareness 
about the state of the wildlife and environment in Iran”.11 Although nominally an 


