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Abstract

Purpose: The primary aim of this research is to study and understand the social and histori-
cal dimensions of migrations caused by water scarcity and drought in the Sistan region during
the Second Pahlavi period, according to the National Archives and Library of Iran documents.
This study attempts to seek answers to the following questions: How did the water scarcity crisis
in Sistan during the Second Pahlavi regime transform from a natural phenomenon to a social
phenomenon and trigger mass migration? What were the contributions of state policies, local
institutions, and popular actions in this process? What are the mechanisms that resulted in failure
in managing this crisis?

Method and Research Design: This research has a descriptive-analytical and historical method,

relying principally on documents at the National Archives and Library of Iran. Library resources
pertaining to the subject matter were also utilized.

Findings and Conclusions: During the Second Pahlavi era, Sistan faced a water shortage crisis
because of the Helmand River diversion by Afghanistan and the ineffectiveness of government
policies. People blamed the government, seeing the water cuts as the result of official weakness and
inaction. The reasons were adverse climatic conditions, compulsory labor, loss of crop-growing
seasons, long-term interruption in the cultivation of crops because of water shortages, livelihood
difficulties caused by drought and lack of alternative farm activities, disagreements among na-
tional and local government leaders, shortage of money, inability to execute development plans
meant to expand irrigation systems, and disagreements among the inhabitants themselves. These
parameters cumulatively discouraged the development process in Sistan and caused migration
from this area.
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Introduction: Migration as a phenomenon occurs under particular circumstances for
the improvement of quantitative and qualitative aspects of life. The growth and devel-
opment of internal and external migration usually symbolizes the undesirability of the
majority of the parameters of human life at a specific period. Sistan during the Second
Pahlavi period is one of them, where the situation at that time deprived the locals of the
potential of further living in the region and forced them to emigrate. Most of Sistan's
population emigrated to the provinces of Yazd, Golestan, Kerman, and Khorasan. The
significant reason for this emigration could be governmental policies and administra-
tive plans.

Iran has pursued various policies on Sistan's water and Helmand River usage with the
goal of obtaining water shares based on Sistan's needs. However, such policies were
faced with practical limitations. The Helmand River originates in Afghanistan, and
the Afghan government has consequently achieved the right to control the use of the
river. Iranian policies were therefore more or less under the control of Afghan activities.
Afghan damming of the Helmand River exacerbated droughts and frustrated Iranian
policy success. This led to protests from the people of Sistan. Although occasional flows
of the river temporarily kept off the water shortage, no permanent solution was at-
tempted by the Iranian government. Natural droughts in the Helmand area also played
a part, although they were largely short-term in nature.

During the Second Pahlavi, Afghan involvement in the building of dams and water
transfer canals, and the utilization of water resources became more severe. Since the
mid-1920s, especially after World War II, these actions resulted in increased emigra-
tion from Sistan. Conversely, the Iranian government, following a policy of tolerance
and political adaptability during the Pahlavi era, refrained from taking action against
Afghanistan with a view to maintaining good-neighborly relations. As a result, poverty,
starvation, turmoil, local protests, and migration were some of the consequences of the
weakness and inaction of the Iranian government, both in negotiating with Afghani-
stan regarding water issues and in developing the necessary infrastructure to ensure
the welfare of Sistan residents. Disagreements and clashes between national and local

government officials also worked to exacerbate these problems.
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Iran's lack of response to Sistan's internal issues and instituting necessary infrastructure
was also influenced by the Cold War context and the Shah's anxiety over the spread of

leftist ideology, leading to a more permissive attitude toward Afghan activities.

Materials & Methods: This study is historical and descriptive-analytical in terms of its
nature, founded on documents from the National Archives and Library of Iran, includ-
ing letters of various ministries of the Second Pahlavi period, as well as relevant library

sources.

Results and Discussion: grave situation of the country, diverting the attention of the
Pahlavi II government from issues such as the Helmand River and the problems of
Sistan. In spite of floods, human losses, crop losses, and demands for allocation of
funds for the construction of dams, the unsettled political situation and ephemeral gov-
ernments barred an adequate response to the Sistan situation. Scarcity of water made
Sistan's agricultural lands like Miyankangi, Posht-Rud, and sections of Posht-Ab and
Naruyi villages' villages unirrigable, compelling a large number of farmers to emigrate.
In August 1946, the extreme reduction in river water even created water shortages in
the city of Zabol. Iranian and Afghan representatives met to gauge and allocate water,
but autumn rains delayed these measures. During the summer of 1947, the cutting of
Helmand River water created a critical crisis, killing off livestock and prompting many
farmers to abandon their fields. Afghans were reported to have slashed the river's flow
through the construction of various dams, placing Sistan residents at risk of severe
water shortage. Iran's parliamentary and diplomatic efforts were largely in vain, with
Afghan diplomats attributing the shortage to decreased rainfall and avoiding acknowl-
edgment of the impact of dam construction.

International negotiations ultimately secured merely a partial allocation of the Hel-
mand River—22 cubic meters per second—for Iran, which fell short of Sistan's farming
needs. This allocation was justified by reducing cultivated land and the migration of
farmers. Iranian attempts at water storage by constructing the Kahak and Zahak dams
were also ineffectual because water supply was to a large degree under Afghan control.

Consequently, the majority of Sistan's population had to migrate to other regions.

—
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Apart from the water shortage, socioeconomic considerations also drove migration.
The traditional landlord-peasant relationship and the forced corvée labor (Hashr) for
the repair and irrigation of canals—often without compensation—exacerbated the situ-
ation, especially during drought. Although Hashr historically functioned as a system of
mutual aid, under the Pahlavi II period it became a foundation of injustice, exploitation,
and corruption. Even though legislation in 1952 and 1955 outlawed forced labor for
landlords, difficulties in Sistan continued.

The migration of the Sistanis was largely to northern Iran, the Gorgan and Gonbad-e
Kavus plains. Drought, crop failure, river overflow, administrative negligence, Afghan
interference, and corvée labor led many cultivators to abandon their fields. Large-scale
migration reduced the area under cultivation, increased the price of labor in recipient
regions, and created settlement problems. River dredging and infrastructure develop-
ment were only partly achieved due to a shortage of machinery and domestic strife.
Opverall, drought and water shortage, inefficient internal management, political dis-
putes, Afghan interventions, insufficient irrigation facilities, and forced labor were the
most influential factors in Sistan residents' migration in the 1940s-1970s that caused the

majority of the population to migrate to other regions of Iran and even Afghanistan.

Conclusion: The study reveals that Sistan migration was not solely due to Afghan ac-
tivities or the Iranian government's weak foreign policy; domestic policies and admin-
istrative inefficiencies of the Iranian government were also significant factors. A close
examination of Sistani migration proves that the government had a determining and
pivotal role to play. Due to negligence and a lack of attention from the authorities,
Sistan was depopulating. Most of the population was afflicted with drought, poverty,
hunger, lack of long-term crops, limited livelihood options, despair, and hopelessness
regarding the possibility of improved living conditions, compelling them to emigrate,
which resulted in a drastic decline in population.

Issues in nutrition, health, and access to drinking water were aggravated by the negli-
gent, irresponsible, illegal, and inattentive mindset of government officials. These issues
were largely unnoticed by central authorities due to the political room of maneuver of

Iran's foreign policy towards Afghanistan and the Shah's fear of communist influence.
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Senior officials rarely took the initiative to address the destiny of the Sistanis. Mobiliza-
tion and forced labor, alongside these dynamics, also influenced emigration, although
the burden fell largely on the governments of the time.

Until the end of the Second Pahlavi era, Sistan continued to be dogged by Iran's politi-
cal appeasement of Afghanistan in negotiations, the government's weakness and inertia
in following up water scarcity problems, low investment and infrastructural develop-
ment, poor administration, lack of long-term policies, and recurring drought. However,
the government appeared very pleased with the ongoing out-migration of Sistanis to

Iran's interior provinces.

—
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