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Article type: The rural communities of Sarayan County face severe
Research Article environmental degradation, including a critical decline in the
Sarayan Plain aquifer, intensified wind erosion, and escalating soil
salinization and alkalization. These challenges have profoundly
undermined agricultural productivity and the overall quality of life
for residents. In response, the international Rangeland and Forest
Landscape Development (RFLDL) project was implemented, with a

) . core objective of restoring and enhancing environmental capital
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through participatory methodologies. This study investigates the

ZRgﬁﬂ: Z%'25 impact of these environmental restoration efforts on the livelihood
Revised: assets of rural households within the project’s intervention area in
1 September 2025 Sarayan County. A survey of 321 households across four selected
';‘g:cet%tggé 2025 villages revealed that the RFLDL project’s interventions have
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generated a statistically significant positive effect on the
sustainability of rural livelihoods. Notably, the village of Saghaleh
demonstrated the most pronounced improvement across key
livelihood sustainability indicators  following project
implementation. The findings underscore that the effectiveness and
long-term viability of such initiatives hinge critically on an
integrated, community-driven approach. A key mechanism driving
this positive impact was the establishment of village-level micro-
credit funds. These institutions provided the essential financial
infrastructure to mobilize local resources, thereby enabling land
rehabilitation, diversifying and strengthening household livelihoods,
mitigating out-migration, promoting environmentally sustainable
economic activities, and supporting broader rural development and
infrastructure initiatives.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Humanity confronts a multitude of pressing
environmental challenges in the
contemporary era, including widespread
environmental degradation, biodiversity
loss, air and water pollution, and increasing
scarcity of land and water resources. These
interconnected crises pose significant
threats not only to human health but also to
the long-term sustainability of community
livelihoods, particularly in vulnerable rural
regions. In this context, the restoration of
environmental assets—including natural
resources, ecosystems, and the services they
provide—is increasingly recognized as a
critical  strategy  for  re-establishing
equilibrium between human activities and
the natural environment. A growing body of
evidence suggests that enhancing asset
bases, especially natural capital, directly
contributes to improved human well-being
and livelihood security. Rural populations,
often characterized by limited access to
diverse forms of capital, are especially
dependent on these environmental assets.
For these communities, strengthening and
strategically integrating their existing, albeit
constrained,  capitals  represents a
fundamental step toward achieving
sustainable livelihoods. This study therefore
aims to investigate and analyze the impact
of environmental asset restoration, as
implemented through the Rangeland and
Forest Landscape Development (RFLDL)
project, on the sustainable livelihoods of
rural settlements in Sarayan County. The
findings are intended to provide actionable
insights for planners and policymakers to
inform the design and management of
future geographical resource interventions.

Methodology

This study is classified as applied research
in terms of its objective and employs a
descriptive-analytical approach. The target
population consisted of members of village
micro-credit funds actively involved in the
implementation of the RFLDL project.
Primary data were collected using a
researcher-designed questionnaire. Data
analysis was conducted using both
descriptive and inferential statistical
methods. SPSS software was utilized for

statistical analysis, while ArcGIS was
employed for spatial mapping and
visualization. To rank the villages based on
sustainable livelihood indicators and
prioritize settlements accordingly, the study
integrated the Shannon entropy and
TOPSIS multi-criteria  decision-making
techniques.

Results and Discussion

The analysis reveals that the RFLDL
project has exerted a statistically significant
positive influence on the sustainable
livelihood assets of the target communities.
Social Capital: The project significantly
enhanced key social capital indicators,
including levels of social participation,
community cohesion and integration,
perceived social security, and place
attachment (p < 0.01). A significant
variation was observed among the studied
villages, with Doost-Abad demonstrating
the most pronounced positive impact on
this dimension.

Human Capital: Positive effects were also
documented for human capital,
encompassing improvements in human
resource development, labor force capacity,
the presence of experienced and educated
individuals, and levels of creativity and
innovation (p < 0.01). Again, significant
inter-village differences were found, with
Seh-Ghaleh emerging as the settlement
experiencing the greatest enhancement in
human capital.

Natural Capital: The restoration efforts
positively impacted natural capital, as
evidenced by improvements in the
condition and accessibility of agricultural
land, water resources, livestock holdings,
diverse  natural landscapes, vegetation
cover, and local climate conditions (p <
0.01). Seh-Ghaleh was also identified as the
village with the highest positive impact on
natural capital.

Physical Capital: The project contributed to
strengthening physical capital, notably
through improved access to basic
infrastructure (e.g., roads, water supply),
social services (e.g., health, education),
transportation, primary production tools,
and the quality of residential spaces (p <
0.01). Seh-Ghaleh consistently ranked
highest in this category as well.
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Financial Capital: Finally, the project
yielded a positive, albeit slightly less
robust, impact on financial capital,
enhancing households' access to credit,
financial facilities, production resources,
and viable economic opportunities (p <
0.05). In this dimension, Zangooyi
exhibited the strongest positive effect.
Overall Impact: Collectively, the findings
indicate that the RFLDL project has
generated a net positive impact on the
overall sustainable livelihood index across
the target settlements. The average score
achieved was 287.39 out of a maximum
possible 430, representing an average
improvement of 6.18%. Village-level
analysis further revealed that Seh-Ghaleh
experienced the most substantial overall
improvement in livelihood sustainability,
while Bastaq registered the lowest level of
impact. This variation underscores the
importance  of local context and
implementation fidelity in determining
project outcomes.

Conclusion

This study conclusively demonstrates the
pivotal role that targeted environmental
asset restoration projects, such as the
RFLDL initiative, can play in enhancing the
multidimensional sustainability of rural
livelihoods. The project’s interventions
have yielded measurable, positive outcomes
across all five core asset categories of the
sustainable livelihoods framework: social,
human, natural, physical, and financial
capital. The pronounced success in Seh-
Ghaleh highlights the potential for such
projects to catalyze  comprehensive
community development when effectively
implemented.  Crucially, the findings
reinforce the necessity of adopting an
integrated and genuinely participatory
approach in the design, execution, and
monitoring of environmental restoration
and rural development programs. Such an
approach is essential for maximizing
effectiveness, ensuring equitable benefits,
and fostering long-term resilience and
sustainability. The insights generated by
this research offer valuable, evidence-based
guidance for policymakers, development
practitioners, and resource managers
seeking to design and implement more

impactful future interventions aimed at
improving rural well-being and
environmental stewardship.
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