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This study investigates the preservation of the Iranian Transnational
Railway as a World Heritage Site within the dual framework of
development and conservation. Utilizing a descriptive-analytical
method alongside interviews, observations, and document reviews,
conservation and development strategies for the railway were
prioritized. Questionnaire data were analyzed using SPSS software,
with their statistical indicators and reliability assessed. The SWOT
model was subsequently employed to identify strategies, and the
Quantitative Strategic Planning Matrix (QSPM) was utilized for
prioritization. SWOT matrix statements were weighted through
interviews with a snowball-sampled group of 28 experts. Based on
their feedback, 29 internal factors (16 strengths and 13 weaknesses)
and 25 external factors (15 opportunities and 10 threats) were
identified. Given the final scores of internal (3.23) and external
(3.101) factors, proactive strategies (SO) were chosen as the
preferred approach. The results indicate that a conservation-oriented
approach in developing plans for the transnational railway is of
utmost priority. Subsequent priorities include identifying and
leveraging natural, historical, and cultural assets for revitalization,
integrating World Heritage registration regulations and buffer zones
into higher-level documents, establishing a national center for
industrial and railway heritage documentation and research,
proposing an investment and branding model for the railway, and
assigning multifunctional roles to railway spaces. These findings can
serve as a foundation for policymaking and macro-level planning to
ensure the sustainable conservation and development of Iran's
World Heritage railway
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The Iranian National Railway, as a symbol of modernization, holds a significant place in the
nation’s history. Constructed during a pivotal era, the railway connected the Persian Gulf to the
Caspian Sea, overcoming technical and geographical challenges. This infrastructure not only
united various ethnic and cultural groups but also facilitated industrialization, strengthened
national cohesion, and supported central governance by linking remote regions to urban centers.
Over time, the railway evolved into a valuable cultural, historical, and technical asset,
contributing to urban development, fostering architectural innovations, and serving as a critical
component in Iran's economic and social transformation. The inclusion of the railway on
UNESCO’s World Heritage list in 2021 underscores its global cultural and historical significance.
This study examines the delicate balance between conserving this industrial heritage and
supporting its development to meet contemporary demands for efficiency and sustainability.

Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, employing interviews, observations, and
document reviews to identify and prioritize conservation and development strategies for the
railway. The SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) analysis framework was
utilized to classify internal and external factors influencing the railway’s heritage and operational
development. A Quantitative Strategic Planning Matrix (QSPM) was employed to rank the
proposed strategies based on their feasibility and impact.The statistical population included 28
experts in the fields of railway management, architecture, and cultural heritage, identified using
snowball sampling. These specialists evaluated 29 internal factors (16 strengths and 13
weaknesses) and 25 external factors (15 opportunities and 10 threats) to assign weighted scores.
Internal factors received an overall score of 3.23, and external factors scored 3.10, indicating a
strategic inclination towards proactive (SO) strategies. Four key stages structured the
methodology: evaluation of internal and external factors, formulation and categorization of
strategies, creation of internal-external matrices, and development of a comprehensive QSPM for
strategic prioritization.

Results and Discussion

1. SWOT Analysis and Key Factors The SWOT analysis identified significant strengths, including
the railway's alignment with Iran’s geographical and climatic diversity, its engineering and
architectural ingenuity, and its socio-cultural contributions. Opportunities included potential
for tourism development, incorporation of cultural considerations into high-level planning,
and modernization of infrastructure. Weaknesses highlighted inadequate preservation
efforts, insufficient public awareness, and neglect of the railway’s historical and architectural
values. Threats included environmental changes, limited financial resources, and the
dominance of industrial priorities over heritage conservation.

2. Strategic Formulation Strategies were categorized into four groups:

o SO (Strengths-Opportunities): Focused on leveraging existing assets to address
opportunities. Key initiatives included integrating conservation-based approaches in railway
development plans, branding the railway for tourism, and establishing research and archival
centers dedicated to industrial heritage.
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o WO (Weaknesses-Opportunities): Targeted overcoming weaknesses by capitalizing on
opportunities. Proposed actions included fostering public and private partnerships for
tourism and conservation, enhancing community involvement, and developing educational
programs to promote awareness of the railway’s heritage.

o ST (Strengths-Threats): Sought to mitigate external threats by utilizing internal strengths.
This included creating sustainable tourism projects and ensuring that heritage considerations
were integrated into modernization efforts.

o WT (Weaknesses-Threats): Addressed weaknesses and minimized threats through
protective measures such as financial incentives for conservation projects and enhanced
training for heritage management professionals.

3. QSPM Analysis and Prioritization The QSPM revealed the most critical strategies, ranked
by their overall impact and feasibility. High-priority strategies included implementing
conservation-oriented plans, establishing an industrial heritage documentation center, and
branding the railway as a global cultural asset. Utilizing natural and historical features for
tourism and embedding UNESCO’s heritage guidelines into national policies were also
emphasized. Secondary priorities focused on enhancing public awareness, leveraging cultural
assets for economic gain, and fostering institutional cooperation.

4. Tourism and Economic Potential The railway’s historical, cultural, and natural diversity
presents vast opportunities for tourism. By promoting cultural tourism centered around the
railway, Iran could enhance its global standing while simultaneously fostering economic
growth. The linkage of diverse cultural and climatic zones along the railway route offers a
unique tourism experience, positioning the railway as an iconic corridor connecting the
nation’s past to its present and future.

5. Challenges and Recommendations Challenges include financial constraints, lack of a unified
institutional framework, and limited expertise in industrial heritage preservation. Addressing
these issues requires integrating heritage considerations into national development policies,
strengthening public-private partnerships, and enhancing capacity-building initiatives.

Conclusions

Strategic planning provides a framework for aligning conservation and development objectives
for Iran’s National Railway. This study underscores the necessity of adopting a conservation-
centric approach within development plans to ensure the railway’s dual role as both a
functional infrastructure and a cultural heritage site. Establishing an industrial heritage
center and integrating UNESCO’s guidelines into national policies are critical steps towards
sustainable management.The railway’s potential as a tourism and cultural landmark,
combined with its economic significance, makes it a cornerstone of Iran’s identity.
Collaborative efforts involving government, private sectors, and local communities are
essential to safeguarding this heritage while accommodating modernization needs. By
promoting educational and branding initiatives, Iran’s railway can serve as a global exemplar
of industrial heritage preservation. Ultimately, this dual strategy enhances national pride,
supports economic development, and ensures the railway’s legacy for future generations.
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