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Quality of life in neighbourhoods undergoing
renewal: Evidence from Mashhad, Iran

Urban decay is one of the most critical challenges in urban
development, whereby old urban districts fall into de-
crepitude and face serious social, economic, and physical
problems. Governments thus implement renewal projects
to revitalize physical and functional structures, restore
socioeconomic capacity, and improve residents” quality of
life. However, ignoring the complex nature of interven-
tion in old urban areas may have undesirable consequenc-
es, including an additional decline in residents’ quality of
life. This article assesses residents’ quality of life in neigh-
bourhoods undergoing renewal, supported by experience
from Mashhad, Iran. Using a mixed-methods design, it

combines quantitative and qualitative methods of impact
assessment, including questionnaires, semi-structured in-
terviews, georeferenced data, and direct observation. The
results show that a lack of sustainable financing for the
Samen Renewal Project has had undesirable physical, so-
ciocultural, and economic effects in the historical district
of Mashhad and significantly reduced residents’ quality of
life due to focusing on the interests of tourists, pilgrims,
and especially private developers.

Keywords: quality of life, urban transformation, urban
renewal, urban decay, Iran
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1 Introduction

Conventional urban development has faced complex challeng-
es in recent years, ranging from the phenomenon of shrinking
cities to physical decay, environmental risk management, her-
itage preservation, security, transport, health, and social ine-
quality (El Din et al., 2013; Marra et al., 2016). Urban decay
is one of the most critical challenges in urban development,
whereby by a previously functioning city, or part of a city, falls
into decrepitude and faces serious problems such as depopu-
lation, abandoned buildings and infrastructure, high unem-
ployment, increased poverty, a desolate cityscape, crime, and
low living standards and quality of life (Dale, 1999; Deng &
Ma, 2015; Andersen, 2019). This is particularly crucial in
unplanned traditional core areas of towns and cities, specif-
ically in developing countries, in which traditional core areas
are most often the oldest parts of cities (Ibem, 2013). These
traditional core areas are typically marginalized during urban
development and face challenges related to decay, dwindling
economic function, dilapidation, and migration to better and
more modern areas (Munoth et al., 2013). As these old urban
areas fall into decline, they not only lose their ability to satisfy
residents’ needs, but also pose social, cultural, and economic

challenges for the city (Dale, 1999).

However, international experience has shown that investment
in historical cores can contribute to urban revitalization, tour-
ism, job creation, reversing fiscal drain, increased liveability,
social cohesion, and reduced crime (Bigio & Licciardi, 2010).
Thus, governments are enthusiastic to intervene in these tradi-
tional core areas through urban renewal projects (Bianchini &
Parkinson, 1994; Leary & McCarthy, 2013). These large-scale
interventions generally seck to reverse decline by improving
physical structure, social inclusion, welfare services, and -
more importantly but sometimes elusively — the economy of
those areas (Leary & McCarthy, 2013; Roberts et al., 2016).
Thus, urban renewal can be an effective tool for promoting
sustainable urban transformation and enhancing the macro-
and micro-level quality of life if the principles of encouraging
participation, building community character, advancing equi-
ty, improving the environment, and invigorating the economy
are observed (Ng, 2005; von Hoffman, 2008; McCormick
etal, 2013). This can be achieved through various governance
mechanisms derived from two rather different orientations:
the tradition of universalism and the neo-liberal worldview of
urban problems (McCarthy, 2007; Leary & McCarthy, 2013).
However, lack of an integrated approach in the perception
and implementation of such renewal projects may negatively
impact residents’ quality of life by exacerbating unsustainable
urban changes such as increases in property values and the cost
of living, social exclusion, gentrification, and displacement of
poorer residents (Atkinson, 2000; Bacqué et al., 2011).
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Although the relationship between quality of life and various
urban characteristics such as socioeconomic status (Mielck
et al, 2014; Rokicka & Petelewicz, 2014; Bielderman
et al,, 2015), environmental factors (Lo & Faber, 1997; Li &
Weng, 2007), population density (Cramer et al., 2004), house-
hold density (Carnahan et al., 1974), amenities, and economic
performance (Deller et al,, 2001) has been widely addressed
in recent decades, assessing the quality of life in residential
neighbourhoods during implementation of renewal projects
has rarely been examined, specifically at a local scale. Because
several variables of quality of life, such as population factors,
infrastructure conditions, and environmental factors, can be
deeply affected by renewal projects (Johansson, 2002; Li &
Weng, 2007; Lee, 2008), investigating the quality of life in
neighbourhoods being transformed by such projects could
offer the research community a fresh perspective.

The traditional core district of Mashhad, Iran, has been ex-
periencing the largest and longest-running government-run
renewal project in Iran for twenty-five years. The Samen Re-
newal Project primarily aims to improve residents’ quality of
life and raise the performance and competitiveness of the tour-
ism industry in the central district of the city through large-
scale physical intervention. Such intervention in the historical
district of the city could have a wide range of impacts and
consequences, one of the most important of which is changing
the quality of life. This article examines the central district
of Mashhad as a laboratory for assessing the quality of life
in neighbourhoods being transformed by large-scale renewal
projects.

2 Methods

Renewal projects can have various quantitative and qualitative
impacts, and so a combination of quantitative and qualitative
methods is necessary to assess these impacts. This study uses a
mixed-methods sequential explanatory design, which involves
collecting and analysing quantitative and qualitative data in
two consecutive phases within one study. This method is
used to explain and interpret quantitative results through a
qualitative analysis (Creswell, 1999). A combination of qual-
itative and quantitative methods of impact assessment was
considered following the principles of participatory assess-
ment (Roche, 1999; Morris et al,, 2011; Catley et al., 2014;
Forouhar, 2016).

To assess the quality of life in the traditional core district of
Mashhad and the impacts and consequences of the Samen Re-
newal Project, this article uses a conceptual model of quality
of life (Figure 1) derived from various literature (Day, 1987;
Cummins, 1996; Musschenga, 1997; Seik, 2001; Johans-
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Figure 1: Conceptual model of quality of life (illustration: Amir Forouhar).

son, 2002; Costanza et al., 2007; Marans & Stimson, 2011).
According to this model, urban decay is a sociological process
in which a previously functioning city, or part of a city, falls
into disrepair and decrepitude. It may feature poor urban plan-
ning and development policies, economic stagnation, aban-
doned buildings and infrastructure, high local unemployment,
increased poverty, crime, depopulation, and low overall living
standards and quality of life (Dale, 1999; Deng & Ma, 2015;
Andersen, 2019). Renewal projects generally attempt to re-
verse that decline by improving the physical structure, soci-
ocultural environment, and especially the economy of those
areas. However, the precise emphasis may vary according to
context (Ibem, 2013; Leary & McCarthy, 2013; Tallon, 2013;
Roberts et al., 2016; Andersen, 2019).

This study used questionnaires, semi-structured interviews,
georeferenced data, and direct observation. To determine the
sample size for questionnaires, IBM SPSS Sample Power (ver-
sion 3.0.1) was used to consider a maximum probability of 5%
for error type I and 20% for error type II (minimum test power
of 80%), and a minimum effect size of 0.2, which calculated
the sample size as 265. Based on theoretical saturation, the
semi-structured interviews included thirty-five local residents,

twenty local shopkeepers, ten tourists, and five real estate agen-
cies. The sampling method was random sampling with a ran-
dom walk technique (RWT). The RWT is a random sampling
method in which the number of paces between sample points
is determined by random numbers, usually drawn from ran-
dom-number tables, and from each sample point a right-angle
turn determines the direction of the next point (Roche, 1999;
Forouhar & Hasankhani, 2018).

The questionnaires and interviews asked about residents
satisfaction with the physical, sociocultural, and economic
circumstances of their living environment, their perception
of change, and its causes in the neighbourhood. Applying
participatory assessment methods such as trend analysis and
historical timelines (Roche, 1999; Morris et al., 2011; Catley
et al., 2014; Forouhar, 2016), the respondents were asked to
discuss some major trends of events in their neighbourhoods
over time, and to then recall how those changes had occurred,
thereby reconstructing history by adding other events and the
implementation processes in the Samen Renewal Project. To
analyse the qualitative data, all recorded interviews used an
open coding system to label concepts, and define and develop
categories based on their properties and dimensions.

Urbani izziv, volume 31, no. 2, 2020
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data, 2020); d) the shrine (photo: Mohammad Khoshneshin, ILNA News Agency).

3 Case study

Mashhad is the second-largest city in Iran and the second-larg-
est Shia holy city in the world. It attracts more than thirty
million tourists and pilgrims every year, many of whom come
to pay homage to the Imam Reza shrine dedicated to the eighth
Shi’ite imam (Mashhad Municipality, 2017). This city has been

a magnet for pilgrims and tourists since medieval times (Kaf-
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ashpor et al.,, 2018). Mashhad experienced population growth
after the Anglo-Soviet invasion of Iran in 1941 because of
relative insecurity in rural areas, and the rapid increase in pop-
ulation continued in the following years thanks to an increase
in Iranian oil revenues, the decline of the feudal social model,
agrarian reform, religious attractions, and the development of
the healthcare system (Kheyroddin et al, 2014; Abrahami-
an, 2018; Rabbani et al., 2018).
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Table 1: Satisfaction of local residents with their living environment.

Component Domain Indicator Satisfaction (%)
1 2 3 4 5
Street lighting 35.1 313 28.1 37 1.8
Accessibility Street furniture 313 38.2 21.8 5.8 29
Pedestrian safety 26.4 37.5 26.3 6.1 3.7
Physica| enviro- Renovation 30.5 393 219 7.2 1.1
nment Spatial structure Public spaces 38.2 34.2 20.1 5.2 23
Environmental pollution 287 433 24 4.0 0.0
Access to urban facilities 293 40.0 26 40 0.7
Land-use pattern —
Land-use compatibility 229 51.1 19 40 3.0
. Crime 38.0 413 16.7 4.0 0.0
Social order
Sociocultural envi- Entry of strangers 324 415 213 4.7 0.1
ronment . . Social interactions 154 36.2 36.7 8.7 3.0
Social cohesion -
Ethnic and cultural harmony 249 332 293 9.2 34
Economic enviro- o Income level 47.3 34.7 14.7 33 0.0
Personal livelihood -
nment Economic assets 41.3 37.2 17.2 25 18

Note: 1 = completely dissatisfied, 2 = somewhat dissatisfied, 3 = neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, 4 = somewhat satisfied, 5 = completely satisfied.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for quality of life in the study area.

Descriptive statistic

M Lower Upper Mdn Mo Var SD Min. Max. Ra

Total 3.2100 2.8866 3.5182 3.0000 2.00 3.567 1.83014 1.00 9.00 8.00

Men 4.1432 3.6581 4.3648 4.0000 3.00 3.003 167712 2.00 9.00 7.00

Women 2.2768 2.0148 2.7400 2.0000 2.00 2.651 1.57602  1.00 8.00 7.00
Table 3: One-sample t-test for quality of life in the study area.

t-test statistic

t df Sig. (two-tailed) Mean difference Lower Upper

-12.670 146 .000 -2.19000 -2.5132 —-1.8868

Over the past decades, the central district of Mashhad, which
includes the historical core of the city around the shrine (the
Samen district), was marginalized during urban development
and faced serious challenges related to physical and functional
decay. In 1965 an important urban renewal project for the
surroundings of the shrine was proposed by the government
to replace the dilapidated buildings and infrastructure that
surrounded the shrine. Although the project was ofhicially
approved in 1968 and some neighbourhoods were demol-
ished, the project was abandoned after the Iranian revolution
in 1978 (Sarkheyli et al., 2016; Kafashpor et al.,, 2018; Forou-
har & Forouhar; 2020). However, the shrine and its related
economic potential for tourism as well as growing sociocultur-
al, economic, and political challenges in the traditional core
of Mashhad encouraged the government to intervene in 1992
through a renewal mega-project: the Samen Renewal Project.
The project primarily aimed to improve residents” quality of
life, meet the needs of tourists and pilgrims, improve urban

services, and upgrade the performance and competitiveness of
the central district of Mashhad to achieve a global and region-
al position (Hosseyni, 2008; Sarkheyli et al., 2016). Today,
the Samen Renewal Project is the largest and longest-running
government-run renewal project in Iran; it covers approxi-
mately 366 hectares and is run by the Samen Renovation Or-
ganization Figure 2). Because this renewal mega-project has
only achieved 50% of its goals in about twenty-five years, it
has turned into one of the most controversial mega-projects
in Iran and resulted in serious challenges to Mashhad’s urban
management.

4 Results

In the statistical sample, 140 men (52.8%) and 125 women
(47.2%) responded to the questionnaire (sex ratio: 1.12). The
respondents’ average age was thirty-four (range: fifteen to sev-
enty-cight). Forty-nine per cent of the sample population was
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Table 4: Correlation between components/domains with quality of life in the study area.

Quality of life

Pearson coefficient Sig. (two-tailed)
Physical environment 0.755* .000
Accessibility 0.696* .000
Spatial structure 0.719% .000
Land-use pattern 0.657* .000
Sociocultural environment 0.751* .000
Social order 0.746* .000
Social cohesion 0.625% .000
Economic environment 0.624* .000
Livelihood 0.624* .000
Note: *p = .01.

non-native, reflecting the high degree of immigration into the
study area. In addition, 37.3% of the respondents had been
living in the area for less than five years and 69.1% less than ten,
which reflects evacuation of the neighbourhood by older local
residents. Table 1 shows local residents’ satisfaction with the
physical, sociocultural, and economic circumstances of their
living environment.

Tables 2 and 3 also indicate that, on average, the sample pop-
ulation ranked their quality of life at 3.21 on a scale from 1
to 10. The respondents assessed their quality of life as lower
than the possible median value (5.50). The comparison of sub-
jective quality of life by respondents’ sex shows that women’s
average score for quality of life was lower than men’s average
score. In addition, a one-sample #-test indicates that the quality
of life is also lower than the possible median value with a con-
fidence level of 99%. The Pearson correlation coefficient shows
that the physical environment has the strongest correlation
with the subjective quality of life among the components in
the study area. With increasing satisfaction with the physical
environment, residents” quality of life increases, and vice versa.
In addition, among the domains, social order correlates most

strongly with residents” quality of life (Table 4).

4.1 Physical impacts

One of the main goals of the Samen Renewal Project was
to provide residents and pilgrims with access to commercial,
recreational, and accommodation centres, and to the shrine
throughout the historical core of Mashhad. The construction
of two boulevards and a few service routes around the new
commercial-residential buildings are the main activities of the
project (Samen Renewal Organization, 2002). The construc-
tion of these new roads has led to the large-scale destruction
of old routes in this district. As a result, residents and pilgrims
have been forced to use alternative and temporary routes for

Urbani izziv, volume 31, no. 2, 2020

two decades. More than 65% of the respondents were some-
what or completely dissatisfied with the lighting of pedestrian
routes. Only 2.9% were completely satisfied with urban furni-
ture, and more than two-thirds were somewhat or completely
dissatisfied with pedestrian safety.

A field survey indicates that only the service routes to the
new commercial-residential buildings (shopping malls, luxu-
ry hotels, and other accommodation) are well designed and
well equipped with proper lighting and furniture. In contrast,
temporary routes (which include most of the pedestrian routes
in the district) suffer from a lack of street lighting, facilities
especially for vulnerable groups, and well-designed and har-
monious urban furniture (Figure 3). In addition, temporary
routes lack necessary pedestrian safety precautions for traffic.
The Samen Renovation Organization has prioritized access to
income-generating commercial-residential complexes and has
ignored improving temporary local routes, which is considered
costly. “The renewal project has meant nothing but destruction
for the residents of this neighbourhood. Many local streets
have been destroyed to create access to commercial centres,
hotels, and hostels, and the authorities have opened temporary
pedestrian routes that are difficult to walk on at night even
with a flashlight” (38-year-old male resident).

The Samen Renewal Project was intended to improve the
quality of the environment through constant renovation, in-
creasing well-equipped public spaces, and reducing environ-
mental pollution. More than 60% of the respondents were
somewhat or completely dissatisfied with this expectation.
The number of construction permits issued in the Samen dis-
trict from 2013 to 2015 was very small proportionate to the
entire city: sixty permits were issued in 2013 (0.8% of the
entire city), nineteen in 2014 (0.03% of the entire city), and
nineteen in 2015 (0.5% of the entire city; Samen Renewal
Organization, 2002). Although the number of permits issued
is negligible, they cover a large area; the average area of each of
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Local temporary routes

Service routes to renovated
commercial-residential buildings

Figure 3: Comparison between temporary local routes and service routes to new commercial-residential buildings (photo: Navid Forouhar).

the permits in 2013 was 8,640 m?, in 2014 it was 4,156 m’, and
in 2015 it was 6,039 m®. The statistics show that construction
permits in the Samen district have been issued for large-scale
residential and commercial projects, and not for local residents’
properties. This reflects the commercialization of residential
areas surrounding the shrine in terms of generating revenue
rather than improving residents’ quality of life. Interviews
with real estate agencies also show that the execution of the
project was an important factor in the decline of small-scale
renovation by residents. As soon as the project was launched,
the Samen Renovation Organization suspended construction
permits and prohibited locals from selling their properties.
As a result, private construction and small-scale renovation
stopped immediately. Residents could only sell their properties
at a low price to the organization or wait for an uncertain

future (City Council of Mashhad, 2016).

The field survey shows that new spaces resulting from the de-
struction of old buildings are currently used as parking lots
or have become unsafe spaces. A major justification for the
project was the lack of sanitation in the district (Samen Renew-
al Organization, 2002), but the interviews and field surveys
indicate that environmental pollution has been significantly
exacerbated because the demolished buildings have turned
into dumps for houschold and construction waste. In 2016,
the Mashhad Health Organization ranked the Samen district

first in an outbreak of cutaneous leishmaniasis. The long-term

i Study area

LTS

B 5 (Worst access)
® s

O 3

o 2
BB 1 (Best access)
Scale: 1:700,000

Figure 4: Access to urban facilities and public services in Mashhad (il-
lustration: Navid Forouhar; source: Mashhad Municipality, 2017).

construction of commercial-residential buildings and roads has
also led to noise pollution. This pollution can affect residents’
physical and mental health, and eventually increases the inci-
dence of disease.
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Figure 5: Crime incidence in Mashhad (source: Mashhad Police Department, 2016).

The results of the questionnaires demonstrate that the Samen
Renewal Project failed to maintain a balance between the
needs of residents and pilgrims. Nearly two-thirds of the re-
spondents were somewhat or completely dissatisfied with their
access to urban facilities and the compatibility of activities.
In 2008, due to the slow progress of the project, the authorities
decided to attract investors for financing and accelerating it.
The organization made important changes in the proposed
land-use plan. Based on these changes, the proposed residential
parcels were converted into large-scale commercial-residential
properties. Consequently, many houses were purchased at a
low price using legal leverage. These properties were then ag-
gregated and converted into large lots to build commercial
towers, malls, shopping centres, and luxury hotels. The or-
ganization concentrated on large-scale commercial-residential
projects to finance the project instead of providing affordable
housing, educational and medical services, or public spaces.
Figure 4 shows the shortage of facilities and public services at
the local level in the Samen district. Interviews with pilgrims
revealed that these large-scale commercial-residential centres
are only suitable for wealthy pilgrims and have impeded access
to affordable services and facilities for ordinary pilgrims. “In
the past, we used to stay in local residents” houses. They were
not good quality, but they were very affordable for low-income

Urbani izziv, volume 31, no. 2, 2020

pilgrims. Now these houses have been destroyed and luxury
hotels have been built that most pilgrims cannot afford to stay
in” (39-year-old male pilgrim).

4.2 Sociocultural impacts

Quality oflife s deeplyaffected by feelings of anomie, and anom-
ic people tend to have lower life satisfaction (Genov, 1998;
Western & Lanyon, 1999; Huschka & Mau, 2005). Crimes
such as drug and alcohol trafficking, extortion, harassment,
and prostitution can significantly reduce the quality of life
in urban neighbourhoods. On the other hand, the entry of
strangers into residential neighbourhoods without adequate
supervision can not only increase criminal activities but also
significantly reduce life satisfaction (Huppert et al., 2009;
Hanson et al., 2010; Kitchen & Williams, 2010). Altogether,
77.3% of the respondents were somewhat or completely dis-
satisfied with the incidence of crime in their neighbourhoods,
and 73.9% were somewhat or completely dissatisfied with the
entrance of strangers into their personal living area. The 2016
Report on crime prevention and community safety in Mash-
had indicates a concentration of crime hotspots in the Samen
district (Figure 5). In addition, an examination of the number
of defendants held in the Mashhad Central Prison shows that
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I Being evacuated
Losing population
Attracting a small population

Bl Attracting a large population

Scale: 1:800,000

A

N
Year 1996 2006 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
Mashhad 1,877,414 2,575,429 2,807,464 2,856,691 2,906,782 2,957,751 3,027,692 3,088,118 3,150,855
Samen 46,107 32,330 21,456 19,795 18,255 16,825 15,456 14,239 13,118
district
%of total  2.45 1.25 0.76 0.69 0.62 0.56 0.51 0.46 0.41

Figure 6: Population change in Mashhad (source: Mashhad Municipality, 2017).

the Samen district ranks first in crimes against public decency
and morality, fraud, and crimes against people and property.
Moreover, the district ranks second in other crimes, such as
drug abuse, theft, and drug trafficking in the city (Mashhad
Police Department, 2016). In addition to undesirable socio-
economic circumstances in the district, lack of planning for
unsafe spaces (corners and L- and U-shaped spaces) and des-
olate properties resulting from the widespread demolition by
the project have significantly contributed to crime. Interviews
also show that the presence of strangers has considerably in-
creased due to the uncontrolled increase in the number of
hotels and hostels built based on the project recommenda-
tions. Due to the degradation of neighbourhood quality, old
residents have started leaving their houses and illegally renting
them out to tourists and pilgrims. Official statistics show that
in the Samen district there are currently 3,300 private houses
illegally used for pilgrims” accommodation (City Council of
Mashhad, 2016).

The Samen district has undergone a significant population
loss over the past two decades; it is currently considered a
shrinking district that is being evacuated by its residents (Fig-
ure 6). The interviewees believed that social interactions were

significant before the project, and that relatives lived in the
same neighbourhoods. Following the displacement of old resi-
dents, traditional social relations in these neighbourhoods have
greatly declined. Due to the low quality of the district, new
inhabitants are often from the poor migrant class. The Samen
district is currently the second most popular destination for
non-Iranian immigrants in Mashhad (City Council of Mash-
had, 2016). As a result, the ethnic and cultural harmony of
the district has declined significantly, and more than half of
the respondents were somewhat or completely dissatisfied with
the quality of social interactions and the ethnic and cultural
harmony of their neighbourhood.

4.3 Economic impacts

Livelihood not only has a direct impact on subjective quality of
life, but it is also an important factor in residents ability to par-
ticipate in renovation (Ashley & Carney, 1999; Karl, 2000).
The income level of residents in the Samen district is directly
related to their employment and economic assets such as land
and property (Saghatoleslami, 2017; Kafashpor et al., 2018).
Although the shrine has made the Samen district one of the
most profitable tourist attractions in Iran, less than 5% of the
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respondents were somewhat or completely satisfied with their
income level and economic assets. The residents believed that
before the project the main occupation of residents was tour-
ist-related, such as selling products to tourists, souvenir shops,
and renting houses to pilgrims and tourists. However, local
retail has been heavily affected by the large shopping centres
and malls in the project. The decree prohibited private con-
struction and renovation, leading to a significant decline in res-
idents’ income from renting their houses. Locals believed the
neighbourhood used to be a source of income for residents, but
the project damaged their jobs and income. “After the project,
many properties were destroyed and replaced by upscale malls
and shopping centres. Most of our customers were attracted to
these centres. We could not compete, so we lost our customers
and had no choice but to close the shop” (31-year-old male
shopkeeper).

The interviews with real estate agencies also show that the pro-
ject has reduced local residents’ property values. Local people
were prohibited from selling their properties unless it was to
the Samen Renewal Organization. However, the prices set by
the organization differed greatly from the real value of the
properties on the regular housing market. The long duration
of the project has had a diminishing impact on the value of
local properties. “We had to sell off our properties cheaply,
otherwise the organization would cut off our electricity, gas,
and drinking water. The increase in value was only for large-
scale commercial properties owned by investors, not for the
local properties” (43-year-old female resident).

5 Discussion

Urban decay in Iran has no single cause; it has resulted from
various interrelated socioeconomic conditions and urban plan-
ning policies over the past decades, such as lack of attention to
infill development and public-private partnerships (Sarkheyli
etal., 2016; Abrahamian, 2018). Although the Samen Renewal
Project sought to improve residents’ quality of life and the
performance and competitiveness of the tourism industry, this
large-scale project had undesirable physical, sociocultural, and
economic impacts.

Since the inception of the project, a lack of sustainable and
stable financial resources turned into serious challenges for
the municipality and the Samen Renewal Organization to
implement this large-scale transformation project. Due to the
financial sanctions imposed on Iran after the Iran-Iraq War
in 1979, the national government introduced a new finan-
cial system for municipalities in Iran (Sarkheyli et al., 2016;
Gholizadeh & Aminirad, 2018). This new legislation cut off
much state support for municipalities without identifying any
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alternative economic sources. Based on this policy, the national
government refused to allocate funds to the Samen Renewal
Project, and the organization was forced to fund the project
through self-sufficient and zero-based budgeting. Similar to
urban renewal projects in contexts such as Taiwan (Hsu &
Chang, 2013), China (Chen, 2013), and Canada (Zuberi &
Taylor, 2013), the financing pattern of the Samen Renewal
Project changed the initial goals of the project to the goals of
investors and private developers. However, as Cullingworth
et al. (2013) mentioned, private developers are not usually in-
terested in low-income housing (whether subsidized or not),
but in developing shopping and commercial centres. Thus, the
municipality and the Samen Renewal Organization considered
developing the tourism industry to be the main goal of the
project to attract investors and private developers in Mash-
had’s central district. The organization subsequently applied
fundamental changes in the initial land-use plan to address
the interests of investors and private developers and ultimately
generate revenue for the project by increasing the density of
commercial land use.

The authorities sought to acquire land and property through
compulsory purchase orders. Like several other high-profile
renewal projects — for example, London’s Docklands scheme
and Sheffield’s Lower Don Valley (Imrie & Thomas, 1997) -
the use of compulsory purchase orders in the Samen district
was also characterized by opposition, dissent, and general
hostility from those affected. Similar to several examples in
the United States (Teaford, 2000), lower-income groups in
the Samen district were displaced through exercise of eminent
domain, and then transport infrastructure, shopping malls,
luxury apartment buildings, and hotels took their place. In
addition, opposition by local residents and shopkeepers has
significantly prolonged the process, so that the project has only
been about 50% realized after twenty-five years.

The findings of this article are in line with assessment of gen-
trification and urban renewal Canada (Zuberi & Taylor, 2013)
and Turkey (Giizey, 2013), where neo-liberal renewal policies
and growing reliance on the private sector has led to a declin-
ing commitment to the public good and the needs of local
residents, favouring instead the interests of private developers.
The capitalist approach has not only marginalized the social
goals and needs of local residents in residential neighbour-
hoods around the shrine, but has also diminished residents’
quality of life due to undesirable physical, sociocultural, and
€conomic consequences. The social tensions from ongoing
dislocation and economic strain will continue to challenge
the urban planners and policymakers of the Samen Renewal
Project to maintain a balance between the needs of residents,
tourists, and private developers.
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6 Conclusion

The Samen Renewal Project has physically intervened in the
central district of Mashhad by adopting a non-cooperative
planning and capitalist approach to the residential neighbour-
hoods around the Imam Reza shrine. The results show that
this intervention had undesirable physical, sociocultural, and
economic impacts on these residential neighbourhoods. On
average, 68% of the respondents in the Samen district were
somewhat or completely dissatisfied with accessibility, 71.4%
with spatial structure, 71.6% with the land-use pattern, 75.6%
with social order, 54.8% with social cohesion, and 80.2% with
their livelihood. These undesirable effects significantly reduce
the quality of life in the study area. The residents scored their
quality of life at 3.21 on a scale ranging from 1 to 10. Further-
more, the physical arrangement of the neighbourhoods has the
strongest correlation with the subjective quality of life in the
study area (r = 0.755).

In conclusion, the Samen Renewal Project has seriously devi-
ated from its initial goals of renovation toward the goals of in-
vestors and private developers. This has happened due to a lack
of sustainable project financing. As a result, the capitalist vision
ignored the needs of locals, and instead favoured the interests
of tourists, pilgrims, and especially private developers. It should
be emphasized that what can be seen in the Samen district is
not only a mistake in the formulation and implementation
of the project, but could be related to the oil-based political
economy of Iran, in which the influx of oil money leads to
property price inflation and oil-led gentrification, and thus all
parts of the government and urban management seck to lev-
erage the rent gap and extract greater financial benefits from
urban renewal projects. Thus, future studies need to better
understand the dynamics of transformation and gentrification
in urban renewal projects in the developing world, particularly
in countries with an oil-based economy, and provide strategies
and policies to maintain balance between residents’ quality of
life, the needs of tourists, and the interests of the investors.
The results also suggest that urban planners and policymakers
should envision a more diverse, inclusive, and socially sustain-
able future for urban renewal projects, and they highlight the
need for new mechanisms to counter trends of growing social
exclusion, displacement, and disenfranchisement during pro-
ject implementation.
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