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Abstract

The coincidence of the formulation of Iran's Second Development Plan (1995-1999)
with the 1992 Rio Conference—which introduced sustainable development as a
global strategy for achieving economic growth, social justice, and environmental
protection—raises the question of the extent to which this conference influenced the
drafting of the Second Plan and what relationship was established between
sustainable development and the policies and executive measures of this plan. The
research findings indicate that although the term "sustainable development” was
incorporated into the amendments and the law of the plan, in practice, environmental
considerations were marginalized due to the government's focus on the "economic
stabilization policy” and priorities such as controlling inflation and promoting
economic growth. As a result, sustainable development in the Second Plan largely
remained at the discursive level and did not lead to effective executive actions. From
this perspective, the Second Plan involved a fundamental paradox: the claim of
moving toward sustainable development alongside the neglect of environmental
imperatives. This contradiction led to the continued degradation of natural resources,
intensified pollution, and the erosion of soil and forests, demonstrating that
achieving sustainable development in Iran requires a rethinking of policymaking and
the strengthening of institutional mechanisms.
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I ntroduction

The concept of sustainable development emerged as one of the dominant global
discourses in development policymaking since the late 1980s, particularly following
the publication of the report Our Common Future by the World Commission on
Environment and Development. By emphasizing economic growth, social justice,
and environmental protection simultaneoudly, this concept sought to provide a
comprehensive response to the environmental crises arising from unsustainable
development patterns. The United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (Rio 1992) marked a turning point in institutionalizing this discourse
a the international level, calling on governments to incorporate the principles of
sustainable development into their national policies and programs. The coincidence
of the drafting of the Second Economic, Social, and Cultural Development Plan of
the Islamic Republic of Iran (1995-1999) with this conference raises the
fundamental question of the extent to which globa developments—particularly the
Rio Conference—influenced the content of this plan and whether the principles of
sustainable development were genuinely and practicaly incorporated into it.
Focusing on the Second Development Plan, this article examines the relationship
between official claims regarding sustainable development and the government's
actual performance in the environmental domain, thereby revealing the paradox
inherent in development policymaking during this period.

Materials & Methods

The present research employs a historical research method with a descriptive-
analytical approach. Data have primarily been collected from official documents of
the Second Development Plan, approved bills and laws, economic reports of the
Planning and Budget Organization, sectoral statistics related to agriculture, water
resources, industry, and the environment, as well as international texts pertaining to
sustainable development. In this study, the conceptual framework of sustainable
development and its global contexts are first elucidated, and then, the process of
drafting and implementing the Second Development Plan is analyzed within Iran's
economic and institutional context. The primary focus is on examining the position
of the environment within the planning structure, macro objectives, policies, legal
notes, and budget alocations. Finaly, by comparing the declared objectives with
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practical outcomes in areas such as agriculture, water resources, forests and
rangelands, water and air pollution, and public participation, the degree of
realization of sustainable development is evaluated.

Discussion and Results

The research findings indicate that although the term "sustainable development™ and
certain environmental considerations were incorporated into later revisions of the
Second Plan and into the text of its law, this was more a result of the discursive
influence of the Rio Conference and international developments than an indication
of afundamental shift in policymaking approach. The dominant logic of the Second
Plan, defined under the rubric of "economic stabilization policy,” prioritized
controlling inflation, fiscal discipline, and economic growth. Within this framework,
environmental protection was marginalized. This marginalization is clearly evident
in the institutional structure of planning, where the environment was not treated as
an independent and cross-sectoral domain but was merely defined as a subordinate
committee under the Planning Council for Industries and Mines.

At the executive level as well, the meager allocation of operational and capital
budgets to the environmental sector demonstrated a lack of political will to achieve
the declared objectives. This situation had serious unsustainable consequences in
sectors such as agriculture and water resources. Despite a significant increase in the
extraction of water resources and extensive investments in this sector, the plan's
production targets were not met; instead, the erosion of water and soil resources
intensified. The reduction in cultivated area, the decline in agriculture's share of
gross domestic product and employment, and the failure to achieve quantitative
targets for the production of basic commodities all attest to this shortfall.

In the domain of forests and rangelands as well, protective programs not only
diminished but even the minimal objectives were not fully achieved. The
consequences of this trend included the continued degradation of forests, reduction
in vegetation cover, increased soil erosion, and the emergence of hazards such as
widespread flooding. In the industrial and urbanization sectors, weaknesses in
wastewater treatment infrastructure and pollution control led to extensive
contamination of water, soil, and air, posing serious threats to public health.
Furthermore, public participation and environmental education—which are
considered fundamental pillars of sustainable development—played no effectiverole
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in policymaking and implementation due to deficiencies in the formal education
system and restrictions on non-governmental organizations.

Conclusion

The examination of the Second Development Plan reveals that sustainable
development during this period was reduced to a more rhetorical and ornamental
concept in programmatic documents rather than serving as a practical strategy. The
principal paradox of the Second Plan lay in the fact that while it claimed to be
moving toward sustainable development, it disregarded the necessary ingtitutional,
financial, and executive requirements for its realization. This gap between rhetoric
and action led to the continuation of unsustainable development patterns and the
exacerbation of environmental crises. The experience of the Second Devel opment
Plan clearly demonstrates that achieving sustainable development requires going
beyond the formal acceptance of international concepts and necessitates a profound
rethinking of the logic of policymaking, strengthening the institutional position of
the environment, allocating sufficient resources, enhancing education and public
awareness, and creating genuine platforms for social participation. Only within such
a framework can one hope that sustainable development in Iran will transcend the
level of documents and slogans and become an integral part of the practical reality
of development.
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