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Abstract

The Supreme Council of Urban Planning and Architecture of Iran (SCUPAI), as the highest
statutory authority responsible for national urban planning and spatial development policies, plays
a central role in the country's spatial governance system. Since its establishment in 1972, the
Council has been responsible for formulating national planning policies, approving
comprehensive urban development plans, coordinating major planning decisions, and ensuring
coherence among governmental institutions involved in spatial development. Owing to its broad
legal mandate and cross-sectoral composition, the Council has served as the principal institution
for coordinating spatial planning at the national level. However, evidence accumulated over more
than five decades indicates that the Council has gradually departed from its original strategic
mission and increasingly functions as an institution focused on reviewing detailed planning cases
rather than guiding long-term spatial development. It also faces a range of institutional, structural,
and procedural challenges, including ambiguities regarding its legal position, limited
enforceability of its resolutions, and increasingly complex intergovernmental coordination.
Consequently, its effectiveness in addressing emerging urban and territorial issues has declined.
Accordingly, this study aims to diagnose the structural deficiencies and institutional position of
the Supreme Council in order to identify the need for, and assess the feasibility of, legal and
institutional reforms capable of improving its performance within Iran's contemporary spatial
governance framework.

This research adopts a qualitative research design and employs a multi-method analytical strategy
to achieve a comprehensive understanding of the Council's institutional challenges. The study
combines documentary and legal analysis with institutional analysis and expert interviews.
Documentary analysis covers the evolution of relevant legislation, regulations, executive
directives, and official planning documents issued between 1972 and 2025. Institutional analysis
is conducted using Scott's three-dimensional institutional framework, encompassing the
regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive pillars of institutions, thereby enabling a systematic
evaluation of both formal legal arrangements and informal institutional dynamics. To complement
documentary evidence, semi-structured interviews were conducted with twelve senior experts,
policymakers, academics, and former executive managers possessing extensive experience in
urban planning, architecture, land management, and public administration. The collected data
were analyzed through qualitative content analysis, triangulating documentary evidence with
expert perspectives to identify recurring institutional patterns, structural deficiencies, and
potential reform pathways.
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The findings identify twenty-seven key deficiencies grouped into four interrelated dimensions.
The first dimension concerns mission-related deficiencies, including the erosion of the Council's
strategic role, excessive involvement in detailed planning issues, a predominantly reactive
approach to policymaking, and insufficient attention to the needs of small cities. The second
dimension relates to structural and institutional weaknesses. A major finding is the imbalance
between authority and accountability, which has prevented the formation of a virtuous
institutional cycle. Although the Council possesses extensive decision-making authority, it bears
no proportional responsibility for achieving governmental objectives or for the consequences of
its decisions. This imbalance is particularly evident with respect to land provision in accordance
with Article 31 of the Constitution and the objectives of Iran's Seventh National Development
Plan. Additional institutional problems include hidden conflicts of interest, overlapping
responsibilities with other national councils, ambiguities regarding the legal relationship between
the Supreme Council and the Article 5 Commissions, and fragmented institutional responsibilities
that weaken intergovernmental coordination. The third dimension includes procedural
shortcomings such as the absence of a strong supervisory mechanism, fragmented spatial
information systems, inadequate digitalization, and limited evidence-based decision-making
capacity. The fourth dimension concerns governance and public participation, including excessive
centralization, insufficient engagement with local governments, inadequate transparency, and
underutilization of academic expertise in policymaking.

Comparative institutional analysis demonstrates that improving the Council's effectiveness
requires a transition from detailed physical control toward strategic regulation supported by
institutional reform based on positive feedback mechanisms. Under such a self-regulating
framework, the Council's authority would increase or decrease according to its performance in
fulfilling governmental responsibilities, particularly the provision of land for housing. This
dynamic mechanism, grounded in performance-based accountability, ensures that institutional
authority is continuously calibrated in response to actual outcomes rather than fixed legal
mandates. Linking authority directly to institutional performance would establish a virtuous cycle
in which accountability, implementation capacity, urban quality of life, and institutional
effectiveness reinforce one another. The findings further indicate that the Council's current
institutional structure is no longer capable of addressing the complexity of contemporary spatial
governance. Based on the empirical findings, the study proposes six reform alternatives: (1)
institutional reform based on a virtuous cycle; (2) full decentralization through the delegation of
authority to provincial institutions; (3) conditional delegation accompanied by a one-year sunset
period; (4) a three-level governance model based on spatial scale and functional responsibilities;
(5) the establishment of a Supreme Council for Territorial Policy and Integrated Development;
and (6) targeted and incremental structural reforms. Collectively, these alternatives aim to
transform the Supreme Council from a reactive decision-making body into a dynamic,
accountable, strategically oriented, and effective policymaking institution capable of meeting the
evolving demands of Iran's spatial governance system.
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