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ABSTRACT
Purpose: This study aims to assess the social impacts of Solaiman Shah dam (Solaiman Shah,
Kermanshah, Iran) on its surrounding villages using Social Impact Assessment tool.
Methods: This study follows a qualitative research design. In this regard, ten impacts and their
important interrelations among them were categorized and evaluated.

Keywords:

Results: Our findings revealed that expansion of infrastructures and new opportunities for
economic development have spread a feeling of prosperity, in other words the “promise-land
effect,” with positive reflections in the migration rates, social cohesion, and social capital.
However, although the subjective well-being has been significantly improved for the majority
of residents, the construction of dam was also followed by objecting voices, caused by unfair
share of dam benefits which complicated the relations between neighboring villages, produced
cultural disruption and obligatory resettlement of some peasants jeopardizing the social
sustainability of the project.

Rural development, Dam,
Social impacts

Conclusion: Solaiman Shah dam has improved the economic situation of the region, enhanced
subjective well-being, and facilitated new forms of cooperation among residents.

W

1. Introduction

orldwide, policymakers encounter
a complex set of challenges related
to the desirability and appropriate
implementation of developmental
projects and their associated interventions. Particularly, in rural development projects,
the implementation framework has to challenge with

numerous problems hidden in the organization of local
communities. Even though new rural development policies emphasize partnership and participation (Shortall
and Warner, 2010), there is a considerable doubt as to
whether the developmental projects are socially grounded. Many scholars (Esteves et al., 2012; Fazeli, 2010;
Motiei Langroudi, 2003) note that the social, economic
and natural aspects and externalities of developmental
interventions are underestimated in many cases. Hence,
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albeit ambitious, these projects often offer disappointing
results, mainly due to the persistent focus on the economic dimension of rural development and overlooking
ecological, cultural, and especially social consequences
of these projects.
As a concept, rural development includes all types of
improvement which can lead to the well-being of rural
communities. However, a holistic approach to development is necessary during the evaluation phase of any development program. As Shortall (2004) underlines, the
rural development process is mired by difficulties mainly
caused of unrealistic expectations, inadequate definition
of goals, and a lack of central government responsibility
for the process. Moreover, the rural residents are often
excluded from policy decisions about key determinants
of their communities’ development and well-being (Langille et al., 2008). Such exclusions could lead to unfavorable results, such as conflicts between local people and
the government, social losses and violation of peoples’
legal rights, whereas could also drive to the social discrimination (Fazeli, 2010).
Especially regarding the construction of dams, several
paradigms confirm that such projects are sometimes accompanied by negative social impacts (Beck, Claassen,
& Hundt,, 2012; Tilt, Braun, & He, 2009; Srinivasan,
2001; Lerer & Scudder, 1999). In this study, by using the
Social Impacts Assessment (SIA), we investigated the
social impacts of Solaimanshah’s Dam (in the region of
Kermanshah Province - Iran) in the rural area around the
dam. The article is structured as follows. In the first section the need for assessments of social impacts that such
projects induce and the principles of SIA are presented.
Next, the methodological approach of the research is discussed. The presentation of the results follows, whereas
the article ends with a concluding section summarizing
the survey’s key points.

2. Literature Review
The need for a social impact assessment of dams
The land use change that follows any large developmental projects, such as the construction of a dam, is inevitably accompanied by changes in the social life of local residents and the social structures of the communities
affected by the project. Although each dweller is differently impacted by these changes (Williams & Schirmer,
2012) the effects of such projects could be generally divided into seven sub-groups: health and social well-being impacts; liveability impacts; economic and material
well-being impacts; cultural impacts; family and com-
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munity impacts; institutional, legal political and equity
impacts; and gender relations impacts (Vanclay, 2003).
Assessment of these impacts facilitates the identification of the strengths and weaknesses of the projects and
the development of strategies targeted at the maximization of strengths and the avoidance of weaknesses. Having its roots in the early 1970s, Social Impact Assesment
(SIA) is the “the processes of analysing, monitoring and
managing the intended and unintended social consequences, both positive and negative, of planned interventions” (Vanclay, 2003). From a relatively different standpoint, Freudenburg (1986) terms SIA as a procedure that
“refers to assessing (as in measuring or summarizing) a
broad range of impacts (or effects, or consequences) that
are likely to be experienced by an equally broad range of
social groups as a result of some course of action.” Since
the benefits and costs of any intervention are differentially distributed between and across the affected communities (Vanclay, 2012), using SIA could illuminate the
impacts of a project in different population sub-groups.
Despite the problems associated with SIA, which
concern legal and institutional constraints (Ahmadvand, Karami, Zamani, & Vanclay, 2009), lack of consideration of the psychological impacts vis-à-vis the
social impacts (Edelstein, 2003), lack of a fully elaborated and generally accepted typology (Becker, 2001)
and the variety of methodological frameworks used,
SIA remains a basic instrument for the imprinting of
social echo of developmental interventions in many
different fields (Esteves, Franks, & Vanclay, 2012;
Finsterbusch & Wolf, 1981), since it allows decision
makers to examine the projects’ benefits and to test
alternative interventions (Burdge & Robertson, 1998;
Carely & Bustelo, 1984). Moreover, as Barrow (2010)
explained, SIA is a toll that has the ability to identify
and clarify the causes of conflicts regarding the environmental and natural resources management, whereas
could possibly allow a more proactive management.
In the case of (large or small) dams, SIA contributes to
a clearer understanding of the social issues that the construction of a dam puts at stake (Égré & Senécal, 2003).
SIA studies confirm that residents’ queries are often in
discrepancy with what policy makers believe as important. However, positive and negative impacts coexist
in the affected regions (Brown, Tullos, Tilt, Magee, &
Wolf, 2009). Wyrick et al. (2009) stressed the environmental nuisance from these projects, while Lerer and
Scudder (1999) emphasized on the health impacts. As
regards the more “pure” social impacts, Tilt et al. (2009)
noted that a dam’s construction may result in changes in
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the study

the rural economy and employment structure, whereas
also affects infrastructure and housing, non-material or
cultural aspects of life and the migration and resettlement of people near the dam sites. In addition, the social
networks, and their functions as well, may also be affected (Fuggle & Smith, 2000). Figure 1 shows the study
conceptual framework.

3. Methodology
We followed a qualitative approach to study the social
impacts of Solaiman Shah dam construction on local
people. Data were collected through personal interviews
with all members of the local governance organization
in the study area (N=48). A combination of the content
analysis and thematic analysis was used to infer from
the data. Method of the research was case study and
respondents were selected by objective sampling (who
was aware about dam situation and process) among 12
villages located in the downstream of the dam (Dashly

Bolagh, Solaiman Shah, Jobkabood Olya, Jobkabood
Sofla, Nakhodab, Shorabad, Khanjarabad, Safaiye, Satar, Ghorveh, Ghias Abad, and Ghleye Hajiamin). All
of these villages have been effected by dam project in
various ways, especially with respect to their structure
and economy (Figure 2). The farmers in these villages
have experienced changes in their living conditions after
dam construction. Data gathering continued to reach the
data saturation. Data reliability and validity have been
checked by member check and triangulation.
The study area, Solaiman Shah reservoir dam is located in Kermanshah Province, 102 km from Kermanshah
City, 15 km from Sonqor City and 2 km from Soleyman
Shah village on the Gavrood River, the main branch of
the Sirvan River. The irrigation and drainage network
of dam is also located in the west of the city of Sanqor
between 47° 27’ to 47° 35’ E longitude and 34° 45’ to
34° 53’ N latitude. Totally, 12 villages were located in
the irrigation and drainage zone of the dam.

Figure 2. Solaiman Shad dam position in the study area (researchers, 2015)
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Given that SIA aims at identifying not only the social
ramifications of the examined intervention but also - and
mainly - the dynamics of the echo of these impacts, we
attempted to categorize the intensity of the emerged social impacts. Although Rowan (2009) proposed a discrimination between magnitude and sensitivity, in our
case study, we used a mixed approach in which the importance is characterized as “high” when the impact has
very strong and positive or negative effects on the lives
of a large group of people as well as other factors; “medium” when the affected people are few, the magnitude
of the impact is moderate and other impacts are less dependent on it; and “low” in cases where the impact influences a small group of citizens in a small degree, and has
limited - if any - reflections in the other social impacts.

4. Findings
After reviewing and conceptualizing the in-depth interviews, 10 main impacts were emerged that have affected
villagers’ way of living and their communities. Seven of

them were positive impacts and the remaining 3 referred
to negative impacts. Tables 1 and 2 illustrate the 10 categories of impacts and their dimensions as they were extracted from our analyses. Table 3 highlights the interrelations among the 7 positive impacts. These dimensions
are presented and explained bellow.
Expectation of a better future
An important impact, often overlooked, is the expectation of a better life which, as interviewees stressed, has
followed the construction of Solaiman Shah dam. According to our findings, local communities have experienced a flourishing period after the construction of dam,
which has changed villagers’ perspective about their region. The beauty of the landscape adds to this view. As
one participant said: “villagers now view their region as
a ‘rose garden’.”
In such a context, a general feeling of well-being exists, that facilitates both social relations and economic

Table 1. Positive social impacts

Impact

Opportunities for economic development

Poverty reduction

Antecedents

Dimensions

Importance

Better production conditions

Higher agricultural income

High

Development of tourism in the region

Off-farm employment opportunities

High

Expansion of the economic domain

Medium

Development of alternative economic
networks
Creation of jobs during the construction
of dam
Creation of jobs after the construction
of dam
Increase in agricultural income

Expectation of a better
future

Security

Migration decrease

Expansion and improvement of infrastructure

Low
High
Medium

The landscape became more beautiful

“Love for the region”

Low

General feeling of prosperity

Facilitation of both social relations and
economic growth

High

Sense of “forthcoming well-being”

The “promise-land” effect

High

Increase in the amount of water

Reduction of conflicts between farmers

Medium

Reduction of poverty

Reduction of crime rates

Medium

Improved production conditions

Renaissance of villagers’ interest in
agriculture

High

Economical welfare

Medium

Employment opportunities
The “promise-land” effect

Social cohesion and
social capital

Reduction of unemployment (temporary)
Reduction of unemployment (long
term)
Improvement of the economic status of
poor farmers

Reduction of conflicts between farmers

Local people view their region through
a different optical corner
Improvement of social climate in the
area

High
Medium

Feeling of belonging to a community

Stronger ties between farmers

High

Construction and improvement of the
road network

Better utilization of the resources in
the area

High
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Table 2. Negative social impacts

Impact
Imbalanced development

Violation of people’s
rights

Cultural disruption

Antecedents

Dimensions

Importance

Spatial factors

Unfair distribution of dam benefits

Medium

Concentration of state attention in the
nearest villages

Regional polarization of development

Medium

Compulsory expropriation

Property losses

High

Replacement by force

Sudden (negative) changes in the social
and economic status for some locals

High

Significant losses (homes, sources, employment) because of resettlement

Social dislocation

High

Removal or destruction of basic cultural
benchmarks

Inconvenience with the cultural value
system

Medium

JSRD
growth. This general sense is not only related to the
increase of local income per capita, but also has positively impacted the overall economic status in the region. Moreover, the development of some basic infrastructures has enhanced this feeling. However, the
mentioned feeling of well-being, which is strongly associated with the satisfaction peasants feel about their
lives, has ramifications in the long run for the region. In
other words, the expectation for a better future creates
the base for what could be termed as the “promise-land
effect”, i.e., the people perceive their land with ongoing
development and prosperity.
Opportunities for economic development
In spite of the well-documented increase of agricultural
income, according to the respondents, a significant change
that followed the construction of Solaiman shah dam was
the generation of new employment opportunities.
During the construction of the dam, many local workers
were occupied in different fields giving a tonic effect in
the local economy. However, most importantly, the nonagricultural economic activity gained momentum after
dam construction, mainly due to the development of tourism in the region. In addition, alternative employment
opportunities such as hose works have also emerged in
the region, contributing thus to a significant reduction of
unemployment and expansion of the economic domain.
Poverty reduction
In line with the previous impact (opportunities for
economic development), the reduction of poverty after
the construction of the dam was reported by a considerable percentage of our participants. Poverty reduction

has been achieved through two major effects. The first
concerns the growth of agricultural income - as a consequence of the improved production conditions - which
revived the economic life in the region. The second effect refers to the development of alternative economic
activities and the reduction of unemployment.
Security
According to our findings, improvement of economic
status of rural people and reduction of conflicts between
peasants have become a basis for a sense of security in
the villages around the dam. Interviewees noted that incidents of violation over properties have almost eliminated in the region. On the other hand, the reduction of
unemployment and the reduction of poverty, in general,
have mitigated social conflicts and crime rates, so that the
activity of “Dasak” (a local term used to describe local
persons that cooperate with thieves) has almost ceased.
Migration decrease
As a rural area that depends on and influenced by the
prosperity of agriculture, the region near the dam has become a more attractive place for local people. The new
and improved production conditions that emerged as a
result of more irrigation water have led to a renaissance
of villagers’ interest in agriculture. This, in turn, has
served as a major source of motivation for local people
to stay in the villages. This situation is summarized in
the following quote: “Settlement in a village depends on
agriculture which depends on water, so the water from
the dam keeps the residents in the villages.”
In line with the expectation of a better future, an important impact of dam construction concerns the reduction
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of migration to nearby towns. Since our study has not
revealed any particular policy targeted at the reduction of
migration, this one could be attributed to the perceived
personal and community’s benefits from the dam. As the
majority of the respondents mentioned, the flourishing
of farming after the construction of dam has resulted in
a significant change in villagers’ mindset: the region has
turned into a promising place, where people want to stay
and develop economic and social activities.
On the other hand, new opportunities for tourism development at the regional level have also affected the
migration from the study area. Despite the direct impact
of the new tourism opportunities (generation of off-farm
income), the attraction of tourists has also changed the
way villagers view their region, reinforcing thus their
motive to live in the area.
Expansion and improvement of infrastructure
One of the most tangible impacts of the dam was the
construction and/or improvement of the road network.
Parts of the provincial and rural roads have been repaired
and asphalted. Thus, the accessibility of the region has
been significantly improved. The transportation from
and to urban centers became easier, while at the same
time, the access of tourists to the region has been significantly facilitated.
This, in turn, on the one hand facilitates farmers and
other rural residents to invest in non-farm activities
which generate additional employment and income for
the rural households, while on the other hand permits the
better utilization of the resources in the area, given that
the transportation of products to the urban centers is now
faster and more convenient.
Social cohesion and social capital
According to respondents, a significant change in the
social life within the study area concerns the concepts of
social cohesion and social capital as well. All participants
agreed that before construction of dam the conflicts between villagers were common. Such incidents have now
reduced, as the construction of dam adequately covers
the irrigation needs of farmers. Moreover, individuals
who worked together during the construction of dam
had the opportunity to know each other, thus establishing better social relationships.
On the other hand, belonging to a community with
shared resources and values has increased social cohesion in the study area. As the interviewees stressed, vil-
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lagers cooperate easily, trust each other more, and thus
common ventures are more successful. These new forms
of collective actions are based on their pursuit to achieve
mutual benefits. For example, people from neighboring
lands cooperate in the creation of irrigation channels.
This framework is conducive to the enhancement of social capital among villagers. The ties between farmers
have become stronger, facilitating the development of
behaviors that surpass the individual level and increase
cohesion and solidarity within the rural communities.
Imbalanced development
Respondents indicate an imbalanced share of dam
benefits among the villages due to spatial factors such
as their distances from the dam. Villages near the dam
enjoy the bulk of the returns in terms of water amount
available for their crops, but also as regards the compensation allowances and the tourism growth. Thus they
have better opportunities to offset declines in traditional
forms of economic activities. Consequently, the gains
from the dam are distributed unfair among the villages,
with the more distal ones benefit the least.
This injustice has reflections in the relations between
neighboring villages while, on the other hand, make difficult for the distant villages to compete for public investments. In other words, the development is concentrated in certain core areas, which in turn receive more
state attention thus the potential to press for investments.
Cultural disruption
A negative effect the dam caused in the area relates to
the removal or destruction of some basic cultural benchmarks (replacement of tombs in a village or of a mosque
in another case). Because these cultural assets are part
of a local heritage that is difficult to be replaced; some
residents of the villages who have been affected in this
manner have developed a negative attitude towards the
dam and its impacts. Thus, the balance between positive
and negative impacts from the construction of dam may
be quite different for them.
Violation of people’s rights
Our analyses confirmed that the construction of dam
has caused the justifiable grievances for some rural residents. In two villages (Ghalah Geogh, Ghomam), due to
expropriation, some farmers have lost their houses, their
jobs, and their land, However according to respondents,
the payment of compensation allowances was not on time
or the countervailing benefits were insufficiently small.
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This parameter indicates that the construction of dam has
affected differently local people and that a “two-gear” development exists: some locals have only benefited by the
project whereas others have significant losses becoming
vulnerable to social dislocation. This casts doubts over
the social sustainability in the region, and complicate the
social relations between the local communities.

5. Discussion
The main purpose of this study was to identify the social impacts followed the construction of Solaiman Shah
dam. Our analysis revealed ten categories of social impacts that influenced the local residents caused by dam
construction. Seven of these categories affect the local
societies in a positive way. Although SIA usually studies separately each one of the positive effects, in this research we attempted to disclose the salient interrelations
among them (Table 3). Our findings indicate the existence of bidirectional relationships among the emerged
social impacts.
Consistent with previous studies, our results indicate
that poverty reduction and the higher rates of agricultural and non-agricultural income are significant positive social impacts. However, one of the most important
parameters, yet underrepresented in the relevant literature, was the expectation of a better future. Rooted in
the economic development of the region, the abovemen-

tioned psychological factor serves as a central thrust for
the creation of a sense of contemporary prosperity and a
feeling of “forthcoming well-being.” On the other hand,
the feeling that the region develops on a sustainable path
generates the “promise-land effect”, which exerts a positive influence in the migration rates in the region. Moreover, the expansion of infrastructure fostered economic
activity, added more to this feeling.
As Argyle and Martin (1991) argued, subjective wellbeing could be conceptualized as “a person’s satisfaction with life”, which according to Abbott and Wallace
(2012), is positively affected by the economic growth.
Despite its subjective nature, this general sense strengthens locals’ “love for the region”, whereas facilitates social relations, which according to Degli Antoni (2009),
could have positive reflections in individuals’ welfare.
Thus, the prevalent feeling of prosperity and optimism is
the starting point of a cycle, that affects the other social
impacts, and on the other hand is affected by all other
factors. Research on psychology has proven that income
affects positively life satisfaction (Guven & Sørensen,
2011; Boes & Winkelmann, 2009), especially for the
lowest classes of population (Graham, 2004). However,
social capital (Sarracino, 2013; Bjørnskov, 2003; Brehm
& Rahn, 1997) and social cohesion (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004) also evoke a feeling of well-being. Finally,
this feeling provides a suitable background for improve-

Table 3. Interrelations among positive social impacts

Social Impacts
Social Impacts

Expectation of
a Better
Future

Expectation of a better future

Security

Expansion
and Improvement of Infrastructure

Migration
Decrease

Opportunities for
Economic Development

Poverty
Reduction

Social
Cohesion
and Social
Capital

+

n.i.

++

+

+

++

n.i.

+

n.i.

n.i.

+

+

++

+

n.i.

+

n.i.

++

++

++

Security

+

Expansion and
improvement of
infrastructure

++

+

Migration decrease

+

n.i.

n.i.

Opportunities for
economic development

++

n.i.

n.i.

++

Poverty reduction

++

++

n.i.

++

+

Social cohesion and
social capital

+

++

n.i.

+

+

+
+

+: Positive impact, ++: Very positive impact, n.i.: No impact.
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ment of the economic and social status in the region,
feeding back the cycle.
However, the uneven distribution of benefits and gains
among villagers results in different opportunities for economic development and consequently different incomes,
which impaired the social equilibrium. As a number of
studies (Burdia, 2012; Senik, 2009; Clark, Frijters, &
Shields, 2008) indicate, the subjective well-being is affected not only by the actual income but also - and more
intensively - by the relative income. In other words, the
perception of individuals about their economic status is a
cofunction of the income of societal peers or other persons
that have similar characteristics (Senik, 2002). Because
our research proved that the economic benefits of the dam
are unevenly distributed among villages - with the more
distant villages to enjoy significantly less economic power - and among individuals as well; differences in relative
income negatively affect locals’ subjective well-being.
In this regard, a more direct and significant impact that
influences villagers’ lives refers to the violation of some
people’s rights. In two villages (Ghalah Geogh, Ghomam)
peasants were forced to abandon their homes due to the
compulsory expropriation whereas compensations were
insufficient, leading some of the residents in the impoverishment. Other studies (Tilt et al., 2009; Lee, 2003; Lerer
& Scudder, 1999) also indicate that involuntary resettlement has remained one of the most serious outcomes of
dam construction projects. As Rowan (2009) suggests,
this outcome affects more poor families, because “they
have fewer resources to anticipate, cope with, resist, and
recover from such impacts.” Moreover, another parameter, despite its lower importance, that exerts a strong influence on populations adhered to and affected by cultural
or religious values is the cultural disruption, related to the
removal or destruction of cultural benchmarks.
Our analysis confirmed that Solaiman Shah dam has
improved the economic situation of the region, enhanced
subjective well-being, and facilitated new forms of cooperation among residents. In this context, both social
capital and cohesion have been significantly empowered. On the other hand, our findings revealed some
major shortcomings. First, the involuntary resettlement
has not been accompanied with a corresponding countervailing and/or relieving measures (proper amount of
compensations, employment posts for peasants who lost
their land). Second, this “two-gear” development raises
questions about the social sustainability of the project.
Third, the focus of political attention has been mainly
directed to some villages (those located near to the dam)
creating a new stratification among villages.

196

In spite of our study limitation (its data were collected
only from the members of local government as well as
overlooking the health impacts within our framework),
it contributes to the relevant literature by uncovering a
latent but important impact, namely the expectation of a
better future which increases subjective well-being, and
by illuminating the important interrelations among social impacts of large dams construction.
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