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The dust storm crisis, as a complex environmental challenge in arid and semi-arid
regions-particularly in Iran’s Khuzestan Province-results from a combination of natural
factors (such as drought and climate change) and human-induced factors (including
excessive dam construction, the drying of wetlands, and unsustainable water resource
management in neighboring countries such as Iraq, Syria, and Saudi Arabia). This
phenomenon is not merely an environmental issue; it also has geopolitical dimensions
and poses serious threats to economic and social security. The main objective of this
study is to provide a geopolitical analysis of this crisis and to explain its impacts on the
economic security (such as declining agricultural and industrial production) and social
security (including public health and migration) of Khuzestan Province, while also
proposing strategies for crisis management and the enhancement of regional
cooperation. The study adopts a qualitative approach, employing thematic analysis
based on Braun and Clarke’s six-phase model, along with grounded theory procedures
(open, axial, and selective coding). The research population consists of 24 experts,
environmental specialists, executive managers, and local stakeholders, selected through
purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were
collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Analysis of the interviews
yielded 1,482 initial codes, 64 meaning clusters, and 12 main themes. The core category
identified was “the geopolitics of resource governance failure and low resilience: a
crisis-generating cycle in Khuzestan.” This category reflects a cycle composed of
structural factors (with 70% of dust sources being transboundary, and the drying of
wetlands such as Hoor al-Azim, which has experienced a 70% reduction in water
surface area), governance weaknesses (lack of regional coordination, short-term
policies, and budget constraints), economic consequences (a 30-40% decline in
agricultural production such as wheat and dates, and disruptions in the oil industry and
transportation), and social consequences (a 25-35% increase in respiratory and
psychological diseases, migration of 15-20% of rural populations, and a decline in
social cohesion). Low resilience and environmental justice inequalities further intensify
this cycle.
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Introduction

Dust storms, as a growing transboundary
environmental crisis exacerbated by climate
change and land degradation, pose a multi-
dimensional threat to Khuzestan province.
Their geopolitical nature, with key sources
lying beyond Iran's borders, necessitates
regional cooperation. This crisis critically
impacts the province by threatening public
health  through  respiratory illnesses,
undermining  economic  security  via
agricultural losses and halted activities, and
eroding social security through public
discontent and migration. This research
examines how this geopolitical
environmental crisis affects Khuzestan's
socio-economic security and aims to develop
mitigation strategies, thereby contributing to
environmental geopolitics literature and
practical regional policy.

Methodology

This applied research employs a qualitative,
descriptive-analytical methodology,
primarily using thematic analysis based on
Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step model.
The participant pool consists of two key
groups: 1) Experts (academics,
environmental scientists, geopoliticians) to
provide strategic and scientific depth, and 2)
Executive Managers (crisis management
officials, agricultural and health authorities
from Khuzestan) to contribute practical and
operational insights. Data was collected
through 24 semi-structured interviews using
purposive and snowball sampling until
theoretical saturation was reached. The
interviews, analyzed with MAXQDA 2022
software, explored the economic, social, and
geopolitical impacts of dust storms on
Khuzestan, along with  management
strategies. The study's trustworthiness was
ensured  through  member  checking,
triangulation, thick description, and an audit
trail.

Results and Discussion

The main findings reveal a cyclical crisis of
dust storms in Khuzestan, predominantly
fueled by transnational sources (over 70%)
and the internal degradation of wetlands like

Hoor al-Azim due to upstream damming, oil
extraction, and climate change. Governance
failures, including a lack of regional
coordination, ineffective  environmental
diplomacy, and insufficient funding,
critically hinder management efforts. This
has resulted in severe economic impacts (30-
40% declines in key agricultural outputs,
regional GDP loss) and profound social-
ecological consequences: significant
increases in respiratory/mental illnesses,
forced rural migration, and eroded social
cohesion. The crisis is intensified by low
socio-ecological resilience and
environmental  injustice, though local
adaptive capacities offer mitigation potential.
Ultimately,  transboundary  geopolitical
factors (like dam construction in Turkey) and
the destruction of culturally significant
ecosystems highlight the deep
interconnection of environmental, socio-
economic, and security dimensions.

Conclusion

The dust storm crisis in Khuzestan Province,
extending beyond an  environmental
challenge to encompass profound
geopolitical dimensions, has had a significant
negative impact on both economic security
(through reduced production and income)
and social security (affecting public health,
migration, and social cohesion). The study's
main hypothesis, positing the significant
impact of this crisis on socio-economic
security and the potential for mitigation
through geopolitical management, was fully
confirmed. Findings indicate the persistence
of this destructive cycle is primarily due to
ineffective regional water governance and
low local resilience. To break this cycle,
policy recommendations include forming an
integrated management consortium for the
Tigris-Euphrates basin to enhance regional
cooperation, targeted investment in local
resilience through wetland restoration and
sustainable agriculture, implementing equity-
focused policies to reduce environmental
injustices, and establishing a transparent,
data-driven monitoring system for evidence-
based decision-making.
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