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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Housing policy in peripheral and informal
urban areas remains one of the most
persistent structural challenges to achieving
sustainable urban development in the Global
South. In Iran, the gap between formal
housing policies and the lived realities of
informal settlements has become a major
obstacle to spatial justice and social
resilience. This study focuses on Zahedan,
one of the most marginalized and
institutionally complex cities in eastern Iran,
to analyze the disjunction between formal
housing policies and the social, institutional,
and cultural realities of informal settlements.
Methodology

The main purpose of this research is to
uncover the causes, dimensions, and
implications of this policy-reality gap from
the perspective of professional actors in the
housing sector, in order to understand how
official housing policies have diverged from
lived, institutional, and spatial contexts. The
research adopts a qualitative, interpretive—
analytical approach. Data were collected
through thirty-six semi-structured, {in-depth
interviews with urban managers, planners;
and housing experts, and analyzed us[n‘g
thematic analysis across three levels'of open
coding, intermediate, \themesy, and final
thematic aggregation.

Results and discussion

The findings ‘reveal “thfee overarching
themes that define/thefstructural logic of
disconnection. The first theme,
misalignments, between formal housing
policies. andy.the lived, institutional, and
cultural realities of informal settlements,
demonstrates), that housing policies in
Zahedan are characterized by centralization,
quantitative orientation, and insensitivity to
local contexts. Evidence indicates that
policy  frameworks  dominated by
technocratic and construction-based
metrics—such as the number of housing
units  built—fail to  address the
multidimensional character of housing as a
social and spatial phenomenon. The absence
of contextual sensitivity and participatory
engagement has reduced housing to a purely
physical commodity and has led to social

alienation, weak neighborhood cohesion,
and declining trust in governmental
institutions. The second theme, spatial
inequality and the challenge of justice in
supportive housing policies, reveals that
official programs, instead of mitigating
inequality, have contributed to its
reproduction through biased allocation of
resources, exclusion of vulnerable groups,
and neglect of peripheral areas. The analysis
shows that political considerations often
override social priorities in selecting target
areas, while centralized decision—@aking
prevents meaningful local “participation.
Women, ethnic minorities, and dow-income
households remain “underrepresented in
housing governance, perpetuating structural
disparities. Moregver,spatial concentration
of investment®in centrald zones and the
absence -of justh:e-oriented evaluation
frameworks Shave “intensified the center—
peripherydivide. Experts emphasized that
policymakers,tend to define justice in
quantitative or physical terms—number of
houses, size of land, or cost reduction—
rather than as a participatory and procedural
process grounded in equity and inclusion.
The third theme, environmental, economic,
and demographic factors shaping the
sustainability of housing and policymaking,
highlights the vulnerability of Zahedan’s
settlements to environmental stress, climate
exposure, and unstable demographic trends.
The findings indicate that housing projects
have been implemented without
consideration of ecological constraints or
long-term environmental resilience.
Locating housing sites in flood-prone or
low-infrastructure zones, combined with the
absence of sustainable service delivery, has
eroded spatial security and encouraged
reverse migration. Environmental
degradation and lack of adaptive urban
design have further undermined residents’
sense of belonging and stability. Taken
together, these themes reveal a
multidimensional pattern of disconnection
that extends beyond policy failure: it reflects
an institutional culture that prioritizes
physical production over social learning, and
top-down  control  over  contextual
governance. Institutionally, fragmentation
across agencies, weak coordination, and
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frequent managerial turnover have resulted
in incoherent and unstable housing
governance. Culturally, the gap between the
bureaucratic language of policy and the lived
language of communities has deepened
distrust and disengagement. Spatially, the
dominance of quantitative goals has
produced fragmented urban forms, detached
from the everyday logic of local life.
Conclusion

Overall, the study finds that formal housing
policies in Zahedan not only fail to alleviate
inequality but also actively reproduce urban
vulnerability  through centralized and
context-blind governance. These findings
underscore the urgent need for a
paradigmatic shift in housing policy—from
technocratic and  construction-oriented
models toward justice-oriented, context-
sensitive, and participatory frameworks.
Three strategic directions are proposed: first,
reframing policy goals from the quantitative
provision of units toward the qualitative
enhancement of urban life and social
sustainability; second, institutionalizing
multi-level governance and horizontal
coordination among national, municipalyand
community actors; and third, embedding
participatory mechanisms that, empower
local organizations, build, trust, Qn‘d
strengthen community agency~\The, _policy
implications highlight that effeetivediousing
governance cannot emerge from abstract
national programstalone™but must evolve
through iterative engagement with local
realities and professional experience.

Housing should thus be understood not
merely as a physical object but as an
institutional and social domain reflecting the
quality of urban governance itself. In
conclusion, the study argues that the
transition toward equitable and sustainable
housing in peripheral cities like Zahedan
requires a fundamental shift from “building
for people” to “policymaking with people.”
Such a transition redefines the relationship
between the state, space, and society and
lays the groundwork for an inclusive model
of urban development rooted “in 1ustice,
participation, and resilience.
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