Iran Forcefully Clamps Down on Protests Against Growing Water Shortages
by Farnaz Fassihi
Nov. 26, 2021 (abridged) – For 2 weeks, the Iranian government tolerated growing protests over scarce water supplies in the central Iranian city of Isfahan.  It watched them grow, as restaurants served demonstrators free soup and barbers offered free haircuts.  State television even aired interviews with farmers discussing their grievances.
But after the protests spilled over to at least one other city, the predictable happened on Friday: the government violently cracked down....  
For more than 2 weeks, Mr. Tavakoli and 100s of other farmers had been protesting on the dry bed of the city’s storied Zayanderoud River.  10s of 1,000s of people had joined them in a show of solidarity.  Their demand was to restore water flows to the river, to help irrigate farmlands laid to waste from years of mismanaging water resources.
“We have nothing left of our lands and livelihoods, we are just asking for our water rights,” said Mr. Tavakoli.  He owns 3 hectares of farmland that was once lush with crops of wheat, barley, and vegetables.  The land has been dry and barren for 15 months, forcing Mr. Tavakoli to sell his livestock to survive.
Iran has been facing increasing water scarcity issues because of years of mismanagement.  In the case of Isfahan, water has been diverted through underground pipes away from farmlands and toward industrial complexes in the desert province of Yazd, and for drinking water to the religious city of Qom.
Iran Meteorological Organization estimates that some 97% of the country is dealing with drought at some level.  The country’s former energy minister warned in May that Iran was facing its driest summer in 50 years, and that temperatures approaching 50°C — 122°F — would lead to cuts in electricity power and shortages of water.
Protests in July over water shortages, mostly staged by farmers from the ethnic Arab population in Khuzestan Province, were also violently crushed by the government.  As a temporary solution, officials opened a dam, and water flowed back to the river, helping irrigate the farmers’ land and hydrate livestock.
In Thursday’s crackdown, security forces demanded the farmers issue a statement announcing their sit-in had ended, even though no resolution had been reached and the government had not taken steps to address their concerns, Mr. Tavakoli said.
On Friday, as people gathered to protest, security forces lashed out with more violence.  Clashes spread from the dry riverbed to streets in downtown Isfahan.  Security guards fired bird shots and tear gas at the crowds of protesters and beat them with batons, according to 2 eyewitnesses in the area and videos shared widely on social media....
Experts on Iran’s water scarcity issues say climate change and reduced rainfall have exacerbated the drought caused by mismanagement.  “This is water bankruptcy.  There are lots of water right holders, but not enough water in the accounts,” said Kaveh Madani, a world renowned water expert and former deputy head of Iran’s environment agency.  “People upstream and downstream of Zayanderoud are asking for water for all.  But this is mission impossible.”
The Zayanderoud River snakes through the historic city of Isfahan.  Its leafy riverbanks are the city’s main green space, and families gather on summer evenings for picnics.  In the fall, the river serves as a stop for migratory birds flocking south.
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