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The desiccation of Lake Urmia has become one of Iran’s most serious
environmental crises, producing significant economic, social, health,
and ecological consequences and affecting the rights of present and
future generations. This study aims to identify and prioritize the factors
contributing to the desiccation of Lake Urmia and to analyze them within
the framework of state responsibility based on the Islamic legal maxims
of La Darar (No-Harm Principle) and Ehteram (Principle of Respect).
This applied qualitative study employed the Delphi technique. Eighteen
experts in Islamic jurisprudence and law, water resources management,
environmental studies, and geography were selected through purposive
sampling. Data were collected in three Delphi rounds and analyzed using
mean, standard deviation, and Kendall’s coefficient of concordance. The
reliability of the instrument was confirmed by a Cronbach’s alpha of
0.87. The findings revealed that 17 out of 24 initial indicators were
confirmed within four dimensions: jurisprudential-legal, policy—
managerial, developmental, and natural—climatic. The most important
factors included the state’s responsibility to prevent environmental
harm, the expansion of irrigated agriculture, unsustainable water
management, and unequal water allocation. The results indicate that the
Lake Urmia crisis is influenced more by policy and managerial decisions
than by natural factors. From the perspective of Islamic legal maxims,
these findings provide a basis for establishing state responsibility in
protecting public resources and preventing environmental damage.
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Introduction

Lake Urmia, located in northwestern Iran, has long been recognized as one of the
largest hypersaline lakes in the world and one of the country’s most valuable
environmental assets. Over the past several decades, however, the lake has
experienced a dramatic decline in water level, surface area, and ecological
functionality. The desiccation of Lake Urmia has generated widespread concern
among policymakers, environmentalists, legal scholars, and local communities
because of its far-reaching ecological, economic, social, and health consequences.
The shrinking of the lake has led to the formation of vast salt plains, increased
frequency of salt storms, degradation of agricultural lands, threats to biodiversity,
and adverse impacts on the livelihoods of millions of people living in the surrounding
region. Although climate change, prolonged droughts, and declining precipitation
have often been cited as major causes of the crisis, a growing body of research
suggests that human activities and policy decisions have played a more significant
role in accelerating the desiccation process. Large-scale dam construction, excessive
groundwater extraction, expansion of irrigated agriculture, and unsustainable water
allocation policies have substantially reduced the inflow of water into the lake.
Consequently, the crisis raises important questions concerning the responsibility of
governmental institutions in environmental governance and resource management.
From the perspective of Islamic jurisprudence, environmental resources constitute
public assets that must be protected for the benefit of society. Therefore,
environmental degradation is not merely an ecological issue but also a legal and
ethical matter involving the rights of present and future generations. This study seeks
to identify and prioritize the factors contributing to the desiccation of Lake Urmia
and to analyze them within the framework of state responsibility based on the Islamic
legal maxims of *La Darar* (No-Harm Principle) and *Ehteram* (Principle of
Respect for Rights and Property).

Theoretical Approach

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in two important Islamic legal
maxims that have significant implications for environmental governance and public
responsibility. The first is the maxim of *La Darar wa La Dirar fi al-Islam* (No
Harm and No Reciprocating Harm in Islam), which is one of the most widely
accepted principles in Islamic jurisprudence. According to this maxim, no
individual, institution, or governing authority is permitted to engage in actions that
inflict unjustifiable harm upon others. The principle serves as a foundation for
preventing damage and protecting public welfare. In contemporary environmental
law, the concept of preventing environmental harm closely parallels the preventive
function of the *La Darar* principle. Environmental degradation often produces
collective and long-term consequences that affect public health, economic security,
and ecological sustainability. Therefore, when governmental policies or
administrative decisions contribute to environmental destruction, the principle may
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provide a jurisprudential basis for establishing state responsibility.The second
principle examined in this study is the maxim of *Ehteram*, which emphasizes the
protection and respect of legitimate rights, property, and interests. Traditionally, this
principle has been applied to individual rights and ownership. However, modern
legal interpretations increasingly extend its scope to public resources and collective
interests. Natural resources such as lakes, rivers, forests, and ecosystems can be
regarded as common assets whose preservation is essential for maintaining social
welfare and environmental balance. From this perspective, governments function as
trustees of public resources and are obligated to manage them in a manner that
safeguards the rights of society. Any failure to protect these resources, particularly
when resulting from negligence, mismanagement, or unsustainable policies, may
constitute a violation of the principles of preventing harm and respecting public
rights. Accordingly, the drying of Lake Urmia can be analyzed through a framework
that links environmental degradation with state accountability and the protection of
collective interests.

Methodology

This research is applied in purpose and qualitative in methodology, adopting an
exploratory design through the Delphi technique. The complexity of environmental
crises and the interdisciplinary nature of state responsibility necessitate the use of a
method capable of integrating expert knowledge from multiple fields. The Delphi
technique was selected because it allows for the systematic collection, evaluation,
and refinement of expert judgments while facilitating consensus-building among
specialists. The study involved 18 experts from the fields of Islamic jurisprudence
and law, environmental sciences, water resources management, and geography.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling based on their expertise,
academic qualifications, and professional experience related to environmental
governance and legal responsibility. Data collection was conducted in three rounds.
In the first round, semi-structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires were
used to identify preliminary indicators related to the causes of Lake Urmia’s
desiccation and the dimensions of state responsibility. This stage produced 24 initial
indicators covering legal, managerial, developmental, and environmental
dimensions. In the second round, these indicators were incorporated into a structured
questionnaire based on a five-point Likert scale. Participants were asked to evaluate
the importance and relevance of each indicator. Statistical measures, including mean
scores and standard deviations, were calculated to determine the relative significance
of the indicators. In the third round, the revised list of indicators was redistributed
among the participants to assess the degree of consensus. Kendall’s coefficient of
concordance was employed to measure the level of agreement among experts. The
reliability of the questionnaire was examined using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient,
which yielded a value of 0.87, indicating a high level of internal consistency and
reliability.



Discussion

The findings of the study revealed that 17 out of the 24 initial indicators achieved
the required level of expert consensus and were categorized into four major
dimensions: jurisprudential-legal, policy—managerial, developmental, and natural—
climatic factors. The jurisprudential-legal dimension received considerable attention
from experts. The highest-ranked indicator within this category was the state’s
responsibility to prevent environmental harm. Participants emphasized that the
extensive ecological and social consequences of the lake’s desiccation constitute a
clear example of collective harm affecting both current and future generations.
Consequently, the *La Darar* principle requires governmental authorities to adopt
preventive measures and avoid policies that may lead to environmental degradation.
Another important finding concerned the application of the principle of *Ehteram*
to public resources. Experts argued that Lake Urmia should be viewed as a national
environmental asset whose preservation is essential for protecting public interests.
Therefore, policies that undermine the ecological sustainability of the lake may be
interpreted as violations of society’s collective rights. Within the policy—managerial
dimension, the expansion of irrigated agriculture emerged as one of the most
influential factors contributing to the crisis. Experts highlighted that agricultural
development policies significantly increased water consumption throughout the
basin, reducing the volume of water reaching the lake. The widespread cultivation
of water-intensive crops and the persistence of inefficient irrigation systems further
intensified pressure on available water resources. Unsustainable water management
practices were also identified as a major cause of the crisis. Excessive groundwater
extraction, inadequate monitoring of water use, and ineffective coordination among
governmental agencies contributed to the depletion of water resources within the
basin. Furthermore, imbalanced water allocation policies often prioritized short-term
economic objectives over long-term ecological sustainability.The developmental
dimension emphasized the role of infrastructure projects, including dam construction
and water diversion schemes. While such projects were designed to promote
economic development and agricultural expansion, experts noted that insufficient
attention was paid to their environmental consequences. In many cases,
environmental considerations were subordinated to developmental goals, resulting
in significant ecological damage. Although natural and climatic factors such as
drought, reduced precipitation, and rising temperatures were acknowledged as
contributing variables, they were ranked lower than policy and managerial factors.
This finding suggests that natural conditions alone cannot adequately explain the
severity of the crisis. Rather, environmental pressures were amplified by human
interventions and governance failures. Overall, the findings indicate that the
desiccation of Lake Urmia is fundamentally linked to policy choices and
management practices. The crisis illustrates the importance of integrating
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environmental considerations into public decision-making and highlights the
relevance of Islamic legal principles in evaluating governmental accountability.
Conclusion

The present study sought to identify and prioritize the factors contributing to the
desiccation of Lake Urmia and to examine them within the framework of state
responsibility based on the Islamic legal maxims of *La Darar* and *Ehteram*. The
results demonstrate that policy and managerial factors play a more significant role
in the crisis than natural and climatic conditions. Unsustainable water management,
excessive expansion of irrigated agriculture, unequal water allocation, and
inadequate consideration of environmental impacts emerged as the most important
contributing factors. From a jurisprudential perspective, the principles of preventing
harm and respecting public rights provide a strong normative foundation for
assessing state responsibility in environmental governance. Governments are
obligated to protect public resources, prevent environmental degradation, and
safeguard the interests of present and future generations. Therefore, environmental
crises resulting from policy failures and administrative mismanagement may create
grounds for governmental accountability. The findings underscore the necessity of
adopting sustainable water management strategies, strengthening environmental
oversight, and incorporating legal and ethical principles into policymaking
processes. Such measures are essential not only for the restoration of Lake Urmia
but also for preventing similar environmental crises in the future and ensuring the
protection of public interests and ecological sustainability.

Keywords: Lake Urmia, State Responsibility, Islamic Legal Maxims, Environmental
Protection.
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