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ABSTRACT

Wetlands are among the most beautiful, ecologically significant, yet highly fragile
ecosystems. In developed countries, governments facilitate wetland conservation by
providing educational, research, and recreational opportunities for public engagement.
One of the key initiatives in this regard is the establishment of wetland education centers.
Although these centers have existed globally for over half a century, their history in Iran
is less than two decades old, and their current status significantly lags behind the
envisioned objectives. This applied research aims to assess the existing conditions of
wetland education centers and propose strategic measures for their development. The
statistical population of this study consisted of 42 executive experts from wetland
education centers across the country, and data were collected through participatory
workshops. Initially, a SWOT analysis framework was utilized to evaluate the strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of these centers. Subsequently, the Quantitative
Strategic Planning Matrix (QSPM) was employed to prioritize feasible strategic
approaches. The findings indicate that the strategic positioning of the country’s wetland
education centers falls within the third quadrant (minimum-maximum area), signifying a
critical need for intervention. The most significant recommended strategies include
organizing wetland ecotourism tours to introduce and promote these centers, formulating
a national education, participation, and awareness-raising framework, and enhancing
local community engagement in wetland conservation efforts. The results of this study
will help policymakers and decision-makers in the wetland sector, especially in the
Environmental Protection Organization, to gain a complete understanding of the current
status of wetland education centers and develop a coherent and comprehensive plan at
the national level to improve their performance.
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Introduction

Wetlands are recognized as some of the most
beautiful, ecologically significant, and fragile
ecosystems on Earth, offering a wide array of
ecosystem services that are critical to human well-
being and environmental sustainability. These
ecosystems provide essential functions such as
groundwater recharge, climate regulation, flood
control, and natural tourism opportunities, making
them indispensable for both ecological and socio-
economic stability (Rezaei et al., 2022). The
vegetation, soil, and microbial communities within
wetlands  facilitate water purification and
wastewater treatment, serving as a low-emission,
sustainable alternative to conventional sewage
treatment plants by accelerating the natural
biodegradation of pollutants (Dehestaniathar et al.,
2021). Furthermore, wetlands support diverse
economic and social needs through their
multifaceted roles, ranging from fisheries to
cultural heritage preservation (Gitay et al., 2011).
However, global wetland areas have experienced
severe declines over recent decades due to climate
change and anthropogenic pressures, with
estimates suggesting a loss of up to 35% of
wetland extent since the 1970s (Let & Pal, 2023).
This degradation extends beyond wetland
boundaries, impacting regional economic,
environmental, and social systems, thereby
necessitating urgent conservation efforts (Hejazi et
al., 2011).

The growing recognition of the importance of
wetlands has spurred increased attention from
research institutions and policymakers worldwide
toward protecting these natural assets and promote
sustainable ecosystem functioning (Mitsch et al.,
2005). A key challenge in this context is the
limited engagement of local communities and
stakeholders, which is often insufficient to halt
wetland degradation or initiate restoration
processes (Rezaei & Rezaei Moghaddam, 2024).
Enhancing awareness and understanding of
wetland  values, functions, threats, and
vulnerabilities is crucial for equipping local
communities and stakeholders with the necessary
skills for effective conservation (Abedi & Abedin
Zadeh, 2021). Stakeholder participation is
particularly  critical, given the significant
ecological and economic roles wetlands play, such
as supporting livelihoods and biodiversity (Roy et
al., 2010). One promising strategy to address these
issues is fostering a shift in human behavior
toward nature-centered  approaches, where
environmental awareness serves as a prerequisite
for adopting protective actions (Budak et al,
2005). This awareness relies on advanced

environmental  knowledge and  education,
identified as pivotal factors influencing related
attitudes and behaviors (Kalantari et al., 2007).

Education has been redefined as a tool for re-
evaluating human relationships with the biosphere
and driving social transformation toward
sustainable development (Varela-Candamio et al.,
2018). The emerging paradigm of education for
sustainability emphasizes the interconnections
between environmental, social, economic, and
political factors to optimize human use of natural
resources (Goldman et al., 2013). Understanding
environmental challenges and taking initial
protective  actions depend on knowledge
development, underscoring the need for structured
educational initiatives (Sarkis et al., 2010). In
response, the Ramsar Convention Secretariat, as
the global authority on wetland issues, has
introduced innovative approaches to promote the
wise use and conservation of wetlands. The
Communication, Education, Participation, and
Awareness (CEPA) program was established as a
foundational framework to support wetland
protection, restoration, and sustainable utilization,
marking a significant step toward the resilience of
these vulnerable ecosystems (Karanja et al., 2018).
A core component of CEPA is the encouragement
of wetland education centers, which are valued for
promoting Ramsar principles and facilitating wise
use practices.

Globally, wetland education centers have a
history spanning over five decades, serving as
hubs for environmental education, research, and
public engagement. In contrast, Iran’s experience
with these centers is less than two decades old and
was initiated alongside the CEPA program to
address wetland conservation needs (Department
of Environment of Iran, 2024). Despite the
development of infrastructure and facilities for
these centers across various Iranian wetlands, their
current performance falls short of the intended
goals. The lack of a clear vision for these centers,
combined with limited awareness among local
communities and tourists, highlights significant
gaps in their operational effectiveness. This study
addresses these challenges by conducting a
strategic analysis of the status of wetland
education centers in Iran, aiming to assess their
current condition and propose actionable strategies
for their enhancement. The research seeks to
provide policymakers, particularly within the
Environmental Protection Organization, with a
comprehensive understanding to inform the
development of a cohesive national plan.

Methodology

This research is classified as applied in purpose,
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descriptive-analytical in method, and employs a
mixed approach combining documentary and
survey techniques for data collection. The study
was conducted in two distinct phases. The first
phase involved a thorough review of theoretical
and empirical literature relevant to the research
topic, establishing a robust foundation for the
analysis. The second phase employed a qualitative
approach to assess the status of wetland education
centers, utilizing semi-structured group interviews
and focus group discussions as the primary data
collection tools.

The study population comprised 42 executive
experts from wetland centers across Iran, including
representatives from relevant non-governmental
organizations. Participants were selected using
purposive sampling and invited to a two-day
workshop held in Marivan, Kurdistan Province.
The workshop was structured into six groups of six
participants each, facilitated by three moderators to
ensure balanced discussions and effective group
interactions. Data collection relied on the SWOT
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats)
analysis framework, with the four components—
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats—
serving as the main axes for formulating research
questions. The collected data were synthesized to
identify internal and external strategic factors,
which were then used to construct a SWOT matrix
and a subsequent Quantitative Strategic Planning
Matrix (QSPM) to identify and prioritize feasible
strategies.

The SWOT analysis was implemented in four
stages. In the first stage, matrices were developed
to evaluate internal factors (strengths and
weaknesses) and external factors (opportunities
and threats). Factors were identified and listed,
with importance coefficients assigned on a scale
from O (insignificant) to 1 (highly significant),
ensuring that the total coefficients for internal and
external factors each equaled 1. Strengths were
ranked as 4 (excellent) or 3 (average), while
weaknesses were scored as 1 (severe) or 2
(moderate), with similar rankings applied to
opportunities and threats. In the second stage, the
Internal-External Matrix (IEM) was formulated to
determine the project's strategic positioning,
plotting the total scores of internal factors on the
Y-axis and external factors on the X-axis. Scores
were categorized into strong (2.5 to 4) and weak (1
to 2.5) ranges, with strategic zones defined as
follows: Zone 1 (maximum-maximum/
development, SO), Zone 2 (maximum-minimum/
competitive, ST), Zone 3 (minimum-maximum/
reorientation, WO), and Zone 4 (minimum-
minimum/ defensive, WT).

The third stage involved creating the SWOT

matrix to compare internal and external factors,
generating four strategy types: SO (leveraging
strengths and opportunities), WO (addressing
weaknesses with opportunities), ST (using
strengths to mitigate threats), and WT (minimizing
weaknesses and threats). The final stage employed
the QSPM technique to prioritize strategies,
executed in five steps: (1) constructing the QSPM
matrix with internal and external factors on the
right and feasible strategies from the IEM at the
top; (2) assigning weights to factors based on their
importance from the initial evaluation; (3) defining
attractiveness scores (1 to 4) for each strategy
based on its relevance to critical success factors;
(4) calculating total attractiveness scores by
multiplying weights by attractiveness scores; and
(5) determining the final attractiveness score by
summing column totals, identifying the highest-
priority strategies.

Results

The findings from the SWOT analysis of Iran’s
wetland education centers revealed critical insights
across its four stages. In the first stage, the
evaluation of internal and external factors
identified 27 external factors (14 opportunities and
13 threats) and 26 internal factors (11 strengths
and 15 weaknesses). Key opportunities included
the influence of television and social media, the
potential for diverse eco-friendly livelihoods, and
effective utilization of governmental resources.
Conversely, major threats encompassed weak legal
frameworks for wetland protection and inadequate
infrastructure support. Internal analysis highlighted
strengths, including  the existence of
comprehensive management plans with
community involvement, the promotion of an
environmental culture, and support for local
economic  benefits. = However,  significant
weaknesses included the lack of implementation of
comprehensive management plans, the absence of
regulations governing the privatization of visitor
centers, and poor architectural design.

In the second stage, the Internal-External
Matrix positioned the strategic space of wetland
centers in Zone 3 (minimum-maximum),
indicating a scenario with substantial opportunities
but prevalent weaknesses. This positioning
suggests a need for reorientation strategies to
capitalize on opportunities and address internal
deficiencies. The third stage’s SWOT matrix
further refined these insights, confirming that Zone
3 strategies—focusing on overcoming weaknesses
through available opportunities—should be
prioritized, though other strategies were not
disregarded. The fourth stage’s QSPM analysis



12 Amin Fanak et al.: Strategic Analysis of the Status of Wetland Education Centers in the Country for the ...

prioritized two key strategies: organizing wetland
ecotourism tours to promote centers and
developing a national framework for education,
participation, and awareness to enhance local
community roles in conservation.

These results align with prior research, such as
Amin Fanak et al. (2023), who noted low public
awareness of wetland centers, and Otte and Fang
(2014), who emphasized the role of media in
education. The opportunity for alternative
livelihoods is supported by Savari et al. (2018) and
Safa et al. (2022), while threats from weak
regulations resonate with Bayat et al. (2016) and
Eghbali et al. (2020). The strength of
comprehensive management plans, although
underutilized, is consistent with Mitsch et al.
(2005); however, their non-implementation
highlights a critical gap.

Conclusion

This study’s strategic analysis of wetland
education centers in Iran underscores their pivotal
role in promoting the wise use of wetlands, a
concept central to the Ramsar Convention’s CEPA
program. The positioning in Zone 3 of the strategic
matrix reflects a landscape rich in opportunities,
such as media engagement and livelihood

diversification, yet hampered by weaknesses,
including  inadequate = implementation  and
infrastructure. The prioritized strategies of
ecotourism tours and a national education
framework offer actionable pathways to bridge
these gaps. Implementing these strategies requires
leveraging media and social platforms for
awareness, as suggested by Amin Fanak et al.
(2023), and fostering community involvement
through structured educational programs, aligning
with the approach of Goldman et al. (2013).

Recommendations include enhancing public
visibility of centers through media campaigns and
NGO partnerships, developing audio-visual
educational content with dedicated facilities,
establishing a cohesive wetland knowledge
network to address information gaps, and training
nature guides to boost tourism infrastructure.
These steps can transform wetland centers into
effective conservation hubs, supporting sustainable
wetland management. The study provides a
foundation for policymakers, particularly the
Environmental Protection Organization, to develop
a national strategy that ensures the long-term
preservation and sustainable use of Iran’s wetland
ecosystems.
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Figure 2. Internal-External Matrix for Determining the Project's Strategic Position
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Table 2. Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats Matrix (Akbari, 2025)
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Table 4. Matrix for Evaluating External Factors Affecting the Country's Wetland Centers

3liol Y
TS 4, s B Jolss 8 ;loud
Final Rank  [mportan External factors NO
ce
score coefficient
il il |
02512 35 0.0474 el gty s bauglio o2y 1
Existence of IRIB and social media
L;oJ& )5‘)& ).:LA 9 Lol&ssls L_;’LQ«».ODU d‘.tbc)]o Pl}ul
0.0945 3 0.0315 Conducting research projects by universities and other 2
scientific centers
Flye e cae 3 it sy (030l oS> (S
0.0945 3 0.0315  Possibility of alternative rulings for offenders to support 3
the equipping of wetland centers
ol saS)l5 g OV ogad ) (ages (BT a3l 5 (3590l
0.1688 4 0.0422 Education and increasing public awareness regarding 4
wetlands and their functions
e el (el e g palins (215 3] 1S =
0.0968 3.75 0.0263  Possibility of direct and indirect employment generation 5 §
for local communities 5
cee e e £
sllollim (83,5 Gl g ()R035 dngi (S 2.
0.0789 3 0.0263 Possibility of tourism development and attracting 6 g
international tourists P
LodBMe o ol g 3leipdye slaglejle 3925 {‘
0.0945 3 0.0315 Existence of non-governmental organizations and 7 G-
engaged local communities
oy Ol 5 OYU Cwodls Couxdg gy 4 SaS
0.1472 4 0.0368  Contribution to improving the condition of wetlands and 8
wildlife
L;\>u 9 Y UYM w)s 9 °Y L)“’b )‘ oolaiw!
0.1288 3.5 0.0368 Using indigenous knowledge and offering local and 9
indigenous products
Gy jlame b5k 5 (030l glaciome g4 slv)]
0.1896 4 0.0474 Creating diversity of alternative livelihoods compatible 10
with the environment
oYl | o | &l less
0.1422 3 0.0474 2B et G, o 11

Free ecosystem services of wetlands



Y 5l alated B (615 o yae (slisly 13 )9S SYB bjg0] 310 Cunsy (53 ynly oo 1yl o2 g U8 el

lelliye (ggixe g (g0lo slacad b 5l oolazl

0.1688 4 0.0422 Utilizing international material and non-material 12
capacities
ol slaolSims (slacud b 5l sl oalizal
0.1896 4 0.0474 il laelns glace b izl oo , 13
Effective use of the capacities of executive agencies
oS Lo —ilis sbog b gl
0.789 4 0.0263 e m bl sor b sl 14
Implementation of protective-participatory plans
1.92 48.75 0.521 (Total Scores) il e & goe
LoYBoYE alis jawass 5 cols) pas
0.0474 1 0.0474 Non-compliance and non-allocation of wetland water 1
rights
VB e 2929 5l pges (S Mol pac
0.0736 2 0.0368 Lack of sufficient public information about the existence 2
of wetland centers
2l SaisS po > 4 (og slaaisS JialS
0.0394 L5 0.0263 Reduction of native species due to invasion of invasive 3
species
YU GBS il jeas il il Jeorecw LSL“L;-’J 5 50
0.0552 L5 0.0368 Degradation and environmental pollution caused by the 4
presence of wetland visitors
oYl 5590 o) Ll oM
0.0474 1 0.0474 R R0 P - 5
Human interventions in wetland watersheds
oYU o 550 sl o cams (Salen
0.0552 L5 0.0368 Weak coordination between organizations involved in 6
wetlands E
Syl oY lagsluidy 395 9 (YU S1ye 3 e lup cins g
0.0844 2 0.0422 b glasly 7 =
Weak infrastructure in wetland centers and lack of :g‘
necessary support from relevant institutions %
0.0711 1.5 0.0474 ol st 5 S 8
Drought and climate change
0.0844 L5 0.0422 Lack of active diplomacy and weak communication in 9
international wetland affairs
ooVl i cbslis 5 &l yio g ol cind
0.0948 2 0.0474 =0 2 Sy s opy Ao , 10
Weakness of laws and regulations in wetland protection
VB lanogs slaofyn a3 dgme (ool slajlié
0.0210 1 0.0210 Political pressures from officials in support of wetland 11
development projects
00420 2 0.0210 oYl & DR0S dilocs 25,9 12
Uncontrolled entry of tourists into wetlands
b ylojle 4 dowe molgs (31 sloiel 590
0.0263 1 0.0263 Lack of sufficient trust among local communities toward 13
organizations
0.742 19.5 0.479 (Total Scores) <l yes ggae
2.66 (Total Scores) ol (slajliel &goxe

ol sl YIE L1 olse b)) eyile 23 ¥ 55T

(0) Js> » @die Mol jl a5 joboplon (piopon
Sl B Jelos ol slajlisl ggeme wusl [asie



syl pae " bgipe 059 cand bl 1y Soses &S Coul
» @l ilss sz pas " OV Cope s )b
o 4 (B GBSl e g1y ogas
Jjb) BUAPY c”uJ.YU )f‘).o W A Lg)l.om " 9 " opa>

(6

bl oy omed 4 (VIOSYIY) )y oy o] o
b V5 e g bl oo 4 15 pasede s
wolgr <)kt b pole Copde daliyy 292 " ol (i
Sim b aslial 4y Sa8™ 08 Sl YB L (gl oo
o 4 S5 TS VE gble s Japracen;
I 5 ol g " YD ) oxe gl caslio (g5l

3958 oY SThe 53 38,56 sl Jalse b)) (e yile .0 Jgu
Table 5. Matrix for Evaluating Internal Factors Affecting the Country's Wetland Centers
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Figure 3. Internal-external Matrix (Strategic Positioning) of the Country's Wetland Centers
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Table 6. SWOT Matrix in the Country's Wetland Centers
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organizations.

){‘).a ‘n‘.o.? dl)f L5|)>‘ J;Lﬂ J«:JI)W.) >L>o| ¥

SV o Layly (8,5 s )3 b Vb
4. Developing executable guidelines
for all wetland centers, considering
the specific conditions of each
wetland.
bl 5 Slegpdse s ol d}LﬂM‘?} KA

(oY 35150 5 e s
5. Empowering non-governmental
organizations  for  participatory
management of wetland centers.

Silossly plie sl o)y S)lF R £
2545 (@YU STy plulid)ls
6. Conducting regular training

programs to enhance the capacity of
the wetland center experts

o]
1. Availability of national
media and social media
platforms.
LolKuily Sladss slag b plol Y

wols Sl plo g
2. Implementation of
research projects by
universities and other
scientific institutions.

ulg.bu.a LSI)-.’ u.:)ivb wSo CJK‘"‘ As
Sl s caz
3. Possibility of alternative

penalties for offenders to
support equipping centers.

» oo 2T Gl 5 el F
4. Education and raising

public  awareness about
wetlands and their functions.

9 paiiws ol sl el 0

e elyr (sl uiane e
5. Potential for direct and
indirect job creation for local
communities.

Gl 5 RS sy S 5

el o, %5,5
6. Opportunities for
developing  tourism  and
attracting international
tourists.
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share content about global and
domestic wetland centers.

@988 (VB 35 50 | (390 dged S5 dags Y
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7. Developing a successful wetland

center model to serve as a national
benchmark.

el 9 2kipdye slaglojle 3929 ¥
7. Presence of interested
non-governmental
organizations  and
communities.

Codl Cumdy dgupy 4SS A

local

Uiy Gls g YU
8. Contribution to improving
the health of wetlands and
wildlife
M).C 9 (P¥ L)Wb )l odlanwl A

e g oy OY gz
9. Utilization of indigenous
knowledge and promotion of
local products.
9 il slacuiume gg5 ool N
Gl b 55l
10. Creation of diverse,
environmentally compatible
alternative livelihoods
YU etuawsST K]y @loss )Y
11. Free ecosystem services
provided by wetlands.
5 b lacud,ls 5l eolatwl Y

leloys (sgine
12. Utilization of
international material and

intellectual capacities.

slad,ls 5l iz 3l eslatel Y
ul])?l dhmli:m.)

13. Effective use of the

capacities of  executive

institutions.

—ebles gy el Y
S

14.  Implementation  of

participatory ~ conservation

programs

(28I5) WT sl pal,
WT Strategies (Defensive)

(HB,) ST (sbs i,
ST Strategies (Competitive)

Threats — Wy 2y

Slp ez g b sl 03 S Sl )
1. Creating material and non-
material incentives for experts in
wetland centers
> b Slie ell)S (gls e Y
ST S1ye 55 i (sla S 5 holid S
2. Holding participatory workshops
with experts and target groups at

VB Sl 3o p )las 4yt dagi

ool ot iy 2 25T L

1. Increased focus on monitoring the

performance of wetland centers,
emphasizing continuous evaluation

G918 il & Lilejl 02,5 pile 5 YV

2. Implementing comprehensive

ecosystem-based management for

al B> paass g Cule) pae )

oY

1. Failure to allocate and

respect water rights for
wetlands

Sy 3| pges I Ll pas ¥

b 5150

2. Insufficient public

awareness of the existence of




wetland centers.

Spply yd (oo palex slacud b il ool ¥
Vb 35150

3. Leveraging the capacities of local

communities in managing wetland
centers.

each wetland and enforcing the legal
responsibilities of relevant
organizations.

bl & oYU ST den LSy sos Y

39y 4 sl SIS g Bl
3. Equipping all wetland centers
equally with infrastructure and up-to-
date technologies.

Sly Bigel @le plo g 59y 3l eslisel ¥
VB Sy (S
4. Using brochures and other

educational resources to promote
wetland centers

wetland centers.
B3 4 o sla 5 als ¥

p2lee b 855 pexn
3. Decline in native species
due to the invasion of non-
native species.
et s sl ool g oy ¥
YU GBSyl jeas 5l b
4. Environmental
degradation and pollution
caused by wetland visitors.
sl ojes sl oMl B
oYU
5. Human interventions in
wetland watersheds.
sl e s (Kol £
LoYB 450
6. Poor coordination among
organizations involved in
wetland management.
s Jh e gty v
b ye sladlys
7. Weak infrastructure in
wetland centers and a lack of

necessary  support  from
relevant institutions.

ol s g JLisis A

8. Drought and climate
change impacts.

cigd byl g Jld (cwlolyd 595 A

Y6 ol e 50l po

9. Lack of active diplomacy

and weak international
relations in wetland affairs.

cblis 5 O yie g oled cins -

oYU
10. Weak laws and
regulations  for  wetland
conservation

P G ol slaylas Y
YU (larwgs gloojsn cax
11. Political pressures from
authorities  for  wetland
development projects.
@ oSS dals o 29y Y
NG
12.  Unregulated tourist
access to wetlands.

4 o zeley (8K dlasel dg5 Y
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13. Lack of sufficient trust
from local communities
toward organizations
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Table 7. Results of Rioritizing Strategies Related to the Development of Wetland Education Centers

wled Culda Lol Jgd B 22l <o gl
Total Attractiveness Score Acceptable strategy Priority
9.48 YU STye (Bree Car 3 035 SYB slays o)l 55 1
Organizing wetland tours to promote wetland centers
ol ool £l (sl 5o l8l (2T 5 8o (sl o i (29
oV jl bl 5 e
9.32 2

Developing a national document on education, participation,
and awareness-raising to enhance the role of local communities
in wetland conservation

b gt Caa Mol sl (oo 5 ole slacudls 5l oalal

8.57 o e o 3
Leveraging scientific and material capacities of international
institutions to strengthen domestic resources

Sy (5l oo 3 gl slaonl plgis b 4VLo ojlgii 555 5

7.92 Y6 4
Holding an annual festival on innovative ideas for participatory
management of wetland centers

5 S @YU e s (IS ST il jolatods (paass colueg bz
7.14 o 5
Creating a specialized website to share content about global
and domestic wetland centers
Lysd slaglejlo buwgs Canjlame L )55k 5 il (slaciime drng
6.81 Promoting sustainable and environmentally compatible 6
livelihoods by relevant organizations
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