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Introduction

Iran and Saudi Arabia face a range of shared en-
vironmental challenges, many of which are par-
ticularly acute in their rapidly expanding urban
centers. In Tehran, for example, the population
has grown from 4 million in 1976 to over 9 million

CARPO

Executive Summary

Iran and Saudi Arabia face shared en-
vironmental challenges, particularly in
their rapidly expanding urban centers,
where issues such as air pollution, wa-
ter scarcity and urban planning com-
plexities put increasing pressure on in-
dividual access to infrastructure, public
health and overall quality of life. Ad-
dressing these challenges requires not
only technical solutions but also re-
gional cooperation, which can serve as
a driver for environmental diplomacy.
However, despite recent improvements
in official relations between Iran and
Saudi Arabia based on the resump-
tion of diplomatic ties in March 2023
and a bilateral willingness to engage,
trust remains limited at the civil society
and expert levels. Thus, any sustained
cross-border collaboration remains
complicated.

This CARPO Brief explores opportu-
nities for sustainable urban develop-
ment and green urbanism as entry
points for building trust and fostering
regional dialogue between Iran and
Saudi Arabia. It highlights the poten-
tial of third-party contexts, such as
Uzbekistan, as neutral platforms for
facilitating discussions, sharing exper-
tise and reducing political sensitivities.
By drawing on regional experiences in
sustainable urban development, Iran
and Saudi Arabia can engage in knowl-
edge exchange and practical coopera-
tion to address pressing environmental
and urban challenges while fostering a
broader culture of dialogue and mutu-
al understanding.
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today, with the wider metropolitan area
reaching nearly 16 million. This rapid urban
growth, along with a sharp increase in ve-
hicle ownership and overburdened public
transport infrastructure, has resulted in se-
vere traffic congestion, environmental deg-
radation and high levels of air pollution.'
Similarly, Riyadh’s population - currently
over 8 million - is expected to rise to 9.6
million by 2030, intensifying already signifi-
cant transportation challenges. Commuters
lose an average of 52 hours annually in traf-
fic, and rising car ownership continues to
strain road infrastructure, contributing to
noise, pollution and land use pressures.’

Major cities across Central Asia are grap-
pling with similar issues. This common
ground, in addition to their geographical
proximity to Iran and Saudi Arabia, their
shared cultural and historical heritage, and
the recent intensification of geo-strategic
and geo-economic ties between the two
countries and the Central Asia region, pres-
ents an opportunity for environmental di-
plomacy. Furthermore, it allows for Iran
and Saudi Arabia to engage in dialogue on
sustainable urban development and green
urbanism with the involvement of Central
Asian countries. By identifying shared con-
cerns, exchanging best practices, and rec-
ognizing both similarities and differences,
the two nations can take meaningful steps
toward cooperation in this critical field.

A key advantage of framing this discussion
within a broader regional context is the in-
clusion of a country such as Uzbekistan,
which has made environmental policy and
climate diplomacy central pillars of its for-
eign and domestic agenda. As a nation heav-
ily impacted by climate change - particularly
due to water management issues and desert-
ification - Uzbekistan has actively promoted
regional cooperation on sustainability and
green urbanism. By hosting and facilitating
dialogues on urban environmental challeng-
es, Uzbekistan provides a neutral and con-
structive space where Iran and Saudi Arabia
can engage in discussions, reducing direct
geopolitical sensitivities that might otherwise
complicate bilateral exchanges. Arab Gulf
states and Iran are increasingly looking to
Uzbekistan for investment projects, such as in
the green energy sector, IT, health, transport
and interregional connectivity. Examples in-
clude ACWA Power, a private Saudi company,
and the United Arab Emirates-owned Mas-
dar, which co-developed Uzbekistan's first
utility-scale photovoltaic power plant (solar
power).

Bringing a third country into a structured
exchange allows for the cross-fertilization
of ideas, the identification of scalable solu-
tions, and the establishment of a framework
for long-term cooperation. At a time when
Iran-Saudi relations, though improving, re-
main fragile (particularly in light of the recent

1 Talkhabi, Hamidrezam, Kamran Jafarpour Ghalehteimouri and Meysam Toulabi Nejad (30.04.2024): ‘Integrating Tehran metropolitan air

pollution into the current transport system and sprawl growth: an emphasis on urban performance and accessibility’, in: Discover Cities 1.
Available at https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s44327-024-00008-4.pdf (17.03.2025).

2 Ferrari, Marco (27.02.2025): ‘How Saudi Arabia is using advanced automated systems to tackle traffic congestion’, in: Arab News. Available

at https://arab.news/w4aq5 (17.03.2025).


https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s44327-024-00008-4.pdf
https://arab.news/w4aq5
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war between lIsrael-Iran), environmental di-
plomacy presents an opportunity to build
trust, foster dialogue and lay the ground-
work for collaborative action on a shared and
urgent challenge.

Against this backdrop, and with this rationale
in mind, CARPO and the Central Asian Uni-
versity of Environmental Studies and Climate
Change (Green University) co-organized a
workshop in Tashkent in autumn 2024 to
explore opportunities for collaboration on
sustainable urban development between
Iran and Saudi Arabia. The workshop also
examined the role of third-country actors
in facilitating dialogue and the potential of
academic exchange and scientific coopera-
tion in this sensitive context. This meeting
was part of CARPO'’s ‘Iran-Saudi Dialogue Ini-
tiative’, which began in 2015. The workshop
brought together distinguished academics
and experts from Saudi Arabia, Iran, Europe,
and Uzbekistan, fostering in-depth, interac-
tive discussions on environmental challenges
and sustainable urban development.

Setting the Scene:

Approaches to Environmental
Challenges and a Green Transition
in Iran and Saudi Arabia

In recent years, Saudi Arabia has increasingly
prioritized environmental challenges and sus-
tainability, reflecting a broader commitment
to integrating green policies into its develop-
ment agenda. This transformation is largely
driven by its Vision 2030, which seeks to di-
versify the country’s economy away from oil

dependency and promote sustainable devel-
opment. As part of this vision, Saudi Arabia
has committed to large-scale investments in
renewable energy, particularly in solar, hy-
drogen and wind power, aiming to position
itself as a leader in clean energy transition.
A flagship initiative in this regard is NEOM,
a futuristic mega-city project designed as a
hub for green technology, smart urban de-
velopment and hydrogen-based energy solu-
tions. NEOM’s ambitious goal is to integrate
cutting-edge sustainability concepts, includ-
ing carbon-free transportation, water desali-
nation powered by renewable energy, and
large-scale conservation projects.

On the international stage, Saudi Arabia has
sought to position itself as a key player in
global climate diplomacy, recognizing both
the risks of climate change and the econom-
ic potential of green innovation. In 2021,
the Kingdom launched the Saudi Green Ini-
tiative (SGI), a comprehensive program that
includes tree planting, desert restoration
and ambitious carbon reduction goals. The
initiative commits to increasing the share of
renewable energy in the national grid, cut-
ting methane emissions and restoring vast
tracts of degraded land to combat desert-
ification. The Middle East Green Initiative
(MGlI), launched alongside the SGI, extends
these commitments beyond Saudi Arabia’s
borders, fostering regional cooperation on
climate action and environmental sustain-
ability, with Uzbekistan being the first Cen-
tral Asian country to join the initiative.’

As participants of the workshop highlight-
ed, this new approach signals a strategic

3 Saudi & Middle East Green Initiatives (26.10.2022): Middle East Green Initiative (MGI) — Ministers Communiqué. Available at https://www.sgi.
gov.sa/knowledge-hub/middle-east-green-initiative-mgi-ministers-communique/?csrt=7805324894567566466 (17.03.2025).


https://www.sgi.gov.sa/knowledge-hub/middle-east-green-initiative-mgi-ministers-communique/?csrt=7805324894567566466
https://www.sgi.gov.sa/knowledge-hub/middle-east-green-initiative-mgi-ministers-communique/?csrt=7805324894567566466
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realignment in Saudi environmental policy,
motivated not only by ecological concerns
but also by the economic and geopolitical
benefits of being at the forefront of the
global energy transition. These benefits in-
clude the creation of green jobs. One exam-
ple is the NEOM Green Hydrogen Project,
which is expected to start production in
2025 and generate 650 tons of green hydro-
gen per day. The project not only positions
Saudi Arabia as a leader in the global hy-
drogen economy but also creates significant
employment opportunities in the renewable
energy sectors.” Additionally, the Kingdom
aims to attract substantial foreign invest-
ment, exemplified by plans to invest over
$200 billion in renewable energy by 2030,
enhancing its role as a global clean ener-
gy powerhouse. Furthermore, partnerships
with international entities, such as the col-
laboration between Saudi Arabia’s ACWA
Power and Uzbekistan on green hydrogen
projects, facilitate knowledge transfer and
technological advancement in sustainable
energy.” While challenges remain - such as
balancing sustainability efforts with con-
tinued fossil fuel exports and dependency
- Saudi Arabia’s recent initiatives reflect a
growing recognition that addressing climate
change and environmental sustainability
is both a necessity and an opportunity for
long-term economic stability and resilience.

Iran has a comparatively long tradition of en-
gaging with environmental issues, particularly

in areas such as water resource management,
reforestation and wildlife conservation. How-
ever, in recent years, Iran has intensified its
focus on transitioning from fossil fuels to-
ward more sustainable energy solutions, driv-
en by both environmental concerns and the
economic necessity of diversifying its energy
mix. With its vast solar potential due to its
geography, Iran has set ambitious targets to
expand renewable energy capacity, particu-
larly in solar and wind power. The country has
also implemented several energy efficiency
programs, focused on improving energy con-
sumption in the residential and industrial sec-
tors.’ Additionally, Iran views nuclear energy
as a key component of its green transition
strategy, aiming to reduce domestic reliance
on fossil fuels while maintaining energy secu-
rity. Iran’s nuclear program, however, remains
heavily contested internationally: The ongo-
ing doubts about its peaceful intentions and
concerns about weaponization are causes for
its diplomatic and economic isolation on the
international arena.

As such, and unlike Saudi Arabia, Iran faces
significant structural and geopolitical bar-
riers in implementing its green transition.
Participants coming from Iran stressed that
international sanctions have severely restrict-
ed its ability to access advanced technology,
foreign investment and international part-
nerships, all which are crucial for scaling up
renewable energy projects and modernizing
its infrastructure. While Iran has made strides

4 H2-diplo (2023): ‘Saudi Arabia’s potential to enhance its position as a key goods’ provider for the energy transition and the upcoming

hydrogen economy’, in: Global Hydrogen Diplomacy, p. 29. Available at https://h2diplo.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Study-H2-industry-

KSA_2024_final-1-1.pdf (17.03.2025).

5 Sons, Sebastian (24.01.2024): COP28, the Gulf States and the Clean Energy Transition: No Zero-Sum Game, Brussels International Center.
Available at https://www.bic-rhr.com/research/cop28-gulf-states-and-clean-energy-transition-no-zero-sum-game (17.03.2025).

6 Shokri, Umud (23.10.2024): ‘Iran’s renewable energy - prospects and challenges’, in: Stimson Commentary Middle East & North Africa.

Available at https://www.stimson.org/2024/irans-renewable-energy-prospects-and-challenges/ (17.03.2025).


https://h2diplo.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Study-H2-industry-KSA_2024_final-1-1.pdf
https://h2diplo.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Study-H2-industry-KSA_2024_final-1-1.pdf
https://www.bic-rhr.com/research/cop28-gulf-states-and-clean-energy-transition-no-zero-sum-game
https://www.stimson.org/2024/irans-renewable-energy-prospects-and-challenges/
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in developing domestic expertise in renew-
able energy, its limited integration into glob-
al markets hinders progress, making it chal-
lenging to procure cutting-edge equipment,
secure financing and participate in global
sustainability initiatives.

Despite these challenges, participants ar-
gued, Iran has demonstrated a strong com-
mitment to environmental action, particularly
in areas such as water resource management,
pollution control and reforestation efforts. It
has also sought to engage in regional coop-
eration on environmental issues, recognizing
that challenges such as desertification, air
pollution and water scarcity are transnation-
al in nature - in particular in urban contexts.
Participants noted that Iran was the first
country in the Eastern Mediterranean region
to establish a network of healthy cities.”

During the workshop, participants also dis-
cussed how the green transition unfolds at
the societal level, particularly in relation to
non-governmental actors such as business-
es, civil society organizations and interna-
tional investors. Green transition, as defined
by workshop participants, includes a move
away from fossil fuels towards renewable en-
ergy sources such as solar and wind energy.

In the case of Saudi Arabia, Vision 2030 has
created numerous opportunities in the field
of green transition for the private sector, en-
couraging businesses to invest in renewable

energy and sustainable infrastructure proj-
ects. Participants provided several exam-
ples of public-private partnerships (PPPs),
where the Saudi government collaborates
with businesses to implement large-scale
sustainability initiatives. Non-governmental
organizations are also playing an increasing-
ly active role in raising awareness on envi-
ronmental issues and promoting sustainable
development, often in cooperation with the
government.

The young Saudi generation is also showing
a growing interest in environmentalism, cli-
mate protection and careers in the non-oil
energy sector. Their competition for “green
jobs” is increasingly promoted by the Saudi
government by investing in educational pro-
grams, training courses and capacity devel-
opment.® Saudi universities are expanding
their offerings in this field, including courses
related to renewable energy and hydrogen
technology. Additionally, local communities
are working on green urban spaces and sus-
tainable urban development, contributing
to broader environmental efforts across the
country.”’

Iran, despite being under international sanc-
tions, has seen the emergence of many
local businesses and entrepreneurial ven-
tures focused on sustainability and environ-
mental protection. In particular, small and
medium-sized enterprises have increasingly
engaged in developing renewable energy

7 World Health Organization - Eastern Mediterranean Region (10.08.2021): ‘Sahand in Islamic Republic of Iran receives healthy city award’,

in: WHO News. Available at https://www.emro.who.int/iran/news/sahand-in-islamic-republic-of-iran-receives-healthy-city-award.html

(17.03.2025).

8 Mulligan, Cian (11.08.2024): Measuring Green Jobs in Saudi Arabia: Saudis in Green Occupations, KAPSARC Discussion Paper. Available at

https.//www.kapsarc.org/research/publications/measuring-green-jobs-in-saudi-arabia-saudis-in-green-occupations/ (17.03.2025).

9 Van Veen, Erwin and Sebastian Sons (23.09.2024): Drivers and Strategic Puzzles of Saudi Modernization, Clingendael and CARPO Report,

p. 10. Available at https://carpo-bonn.org/publikationen/weitere/drivers-and-strategic-puzzles-of-saudi-modernization (17.03.2025).


https://www.emro.who.int/iran/news/sahand-in-islamic-republic-of-iran-receives-healthy-city-award.html
https://www.kapsarc.org/research/publications/measuring-green-jobs-in-saudi-arabia-saudis-in-green-occupations/
https://carpo-bonn.org/publikationen/weitere/drivers-and-strategic-puzzles-of-saudi-modernization
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projects, reflecting a growing trend of green
entrepreneurship. Participants also noted
that non-governmental organizations are
actively involved in raising awareness, pro-
viding education and advocating for envi-
ronmental protection and sustainability, par-
ticularly on issues such as air pollution, water
scarcity and deforestation.

Green Urbanism
and Urban Resilience

Cities, as described by the workshop partici-
pants, serve as the central hubs where many
of these environmental and social processes
take place. Participants defined ‘Green Ur-
banism’ as a model that is both sustainable
and eco-friendly while also being socially
and economically inclusive - for example,
through affordable housing and accessible
public spaces.

In Iran, participants emphasized that each
city has its own unique characteristics; thus,
local cultural, historical and traditional cus-
toms must be taken into account when plan-
ning urban spaces. However, in many cities
the balance between urban capacity and de-
mand is strained, placing significant pressure
on infrastructure, resources and ultimately
also on municipal authorities. Despite these
challenges, certain participatory elements ex-
ist within Iran’s urban development process.
Participants noted that social impact assess-
ments are conducted, though their integra-
tion into government decision-making pro-
cesses remains limited. Additionally, Iran has a

strong culture of citizen engagement at both
the city and neighborhood levels, where local
communities actively contribute to urban life.

In Saudi Arabia, participants noted that cit-
ies are becoming increasingly green through
large-scale planting campaigns. Riyadh, for
example, is expanding green,
spaces by holistically integrating environ-
mental planning - with King Salman Park
cited as a flagship project. One key concept
being implemented is the 15-minute city,
where citizens can reach essential services

mixed-use

- such as schools, pharmacies and grocery
stores - within a 15-minute walk. Another
giga-initiative, a smart linear city named The
Line, has announced that it will run only on
renewable energy. Another approach men-
tioned was the sponge city concept, which
focuses on water conservation in urban areas
and enhancing urban resilience by improving
water absorption and flood management.
While such initiatives provide interesting
insights into future urban development in
terms of innovation and people-to-people
connectivity, concrete outcomes still remain
uncertain."”

Tourism was also highlighted as a key driver
in making cities greener and more sustain-
able. Participants discussed the role of green
tourism in promoting eco-friendly urban
development. However, a central question
raised was whether new legislation on green
infrastructure and water conservation should
be developed at the city level rather than at
the national level, to allow for more localized
and effective policymaking.

10 Winkel, Sina and Sebastian Sons (04.09.2024): Urbanism in Flux. Smart and Sustainable Cities as Spaces for Regional Cooperation in West

Asia and the Arabian Peninsula, CARPO Report 13, p. 13. Available at https:/carpo-bonn.org/publikationen/carpo-reports/urbanism-in-flux

(17.03.2025).


https://carpo-bonn.org/publikationen/carpo-reports/urbanism-in-flux

Q\O BRIEF

Sustainable Urban Development as a Driver for Environmental Diplomacy 7

Smart Cities, Green Urbanism
and Local Engagement

Workshop participants also touched upon
the concept of smart cities,”" emphasizing
that green and sustainable urban devel-
opment extends beyond technological ad-
vancements. It also involves making cities
more livable by addressing social issues such
as affordable housing, social inclusion and
access to green spaces.” The question is not
only whether a city is green but also wheth-
er it meets local needs and allows for mean-
ingful community and stakeholder engage-
ment. This became particularly evident after
the COVID-19 pandemic, which heightened
awareness of the importance of community
and infrastructure resilience as well as the
role of public spaces in urban life.

For both Iran and Saudi Arabia, several
challenges were highlighted in this regard.
First, while data collection and analysis are
essential for addressing urban challenges
and improving community and infrastruc-
ture resilience, data sharing between both
countries remains highly sensitive. Insti-
tutions are often reluctant to share infor-
mation for national security concerns, let
alone collaborate on bilateral or regional
data exchange. As a result, urban initiatives
lack coordination, and citizens do not have

transparent access to developments affect-
ing their own neighborhoods.

Second, citizen participation in sustainable
urban development presents challenges in
both countries. Participants from Iran and
Saudi Arabia noted that public engagement
in decision-making processes can be com-
plex. In Iran, while community engagement
initiatives exist, incorporating public input
into municipal planning processes remains
limited. Additionally, technological
straints and restricted access to foreign di-
rect investment present further challenges to
advancing modern urban development.

con-

In Saudi Arabia, public assessment process-
es are in place - such as those conducted
through PPPs, where companies evaluate citi-
zen perspectives on projects. However, partic-
ipants noted that there is quite some potential
for enhancement in how these assessments
influence final policy decisions, highlighting
the potential for stronger integration of pub-
lic feedback into urban planning efforts. That
said, cities are not monolithic, and participants
also shared positive examples of successful
public participation. In Medina, for example,
local authorities have actively involved citizens
in the development of green spaces, demon-
strating how public engagement can be inte-
grated into sustainable urban planning.

11 On the concept of smart cities, also see: Belaid, Fateh and Anvita Arora (eds.) (2024): Smart Cities — Social and Environmental Challenges
and Opportunities for Local Authorities. Available at https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-031-35664-3 (17.03.2025).

12 Petrucci, Anna Laura (07.09.2021): Smart Cities, Changes for a New Model from the Gulf States?, Policy Report, Konrad Adenauer Stiftung,
p. 1. Available at https://www.kas.de/documents/286298/8668222/Policy+Report+No36.+21-08-31+Smart+cities+chances+for+a+new+mod-
el+from-+the+Gulf+States.pdf/cd5fc8d8-1704-3c74-23e7-28ad8106195d?version=1.0&t=1631042886703 (17.03.2025).


https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-031-35664-3
https://www.kas.de/documents/286298/8668222/Policy+Report+No36.+21-08-31+Smart+cities+chances+for+a+new+model+from+the+Gulf+States.pdf/cd5fc8d8-1704-3c74-23e7-28ad8106195d?version=1.0&t=1631042886703
https://www.kas.de/documents/286298/8668222/Policy+Report+No36.+21-08-31+Smart+cities+chances+for+a+new+model+from+the+Gulf+States.pdf/cd5fc8d8-1704-3c74-23e7-28ad8106195d?version=1.0&t=1631042886703
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Central Asia
and Iran-Saudi cooperation

Beyond serving as a neutral platform for fos-
tering dialogue between Iran and Saudi Ara-
bia, Central Asia also offers a rich foundation
for substantive cooperation on environmen-
tal and urban planning challenges. The re-
gion shares deep cultural and historical ties
with both countries, rooted in centuries of
architectural traditions, water management
techniques and urban planning strategies
adapted to arid and semi-arid environments.
This common heritage creates a unique space
for mutual learning and collaboration, where
best practices can be exchanged without
relying solely on external models from oth-
er world regions. Both Central Asia and the
Middle East possess a wealth of indigenous
knowledge and homegrown sustainability
solutions, making regional cooperation not
only practical but also culturally and contex-
tually relevant.

Integrating Traditional Knowledge
into Sustainable Urban Planning

In this regard, an approach to strengthen-
ing community and infrastructure resilience
discussed during the workshop was inte-
grating traditional cultural practices
sustainable urban design. While historical
architecture may not always be explicit-
ly categorized as ‘green’, it offers valuable
sustainability lessons by incorporating low-
energy, climate-adaptive techniques devel-
oped over centuries. Participants referred to
this as ‘passive knowledge’, highlighting how
time-tested architectural solutions not only
enhance environmental sustainability but
also provide a shared cultural foundation for
cooperation between Iran, Saudi Arabia and
Central Asian countries like Uzbekistan.

into

For centuries, Uzbekistan’s historical archi-
tecture has successfully integrated passive
cooling techniques to regulate indoor tem-
peratures in extreme heat, demonstrating
an effective, low-tech approach to urban cli-
mate resilience. Similar strategies are found
across lran and Saudi Arabia, where tradi-
tional design elements have long provided
energy-efficient solutions for harsh climatic
conditions. Some key examples include:

« Windcatchers (badgirs) - Prominent in
Persian and Arabian architecture, these
structures naturally ventilate buildings by
capturing wind and directing it into inte-
rior spaces, reducing reliance on artificial
cooling.

« Thick adobe and stone walls - Used exten-
sively in Central Asian, Iranian and Arabian
architecture, such materials provide ther-
mal mass, absorbing heat during the day
and slowly releasing it at night, helping to
stabilize indoor temperatures.

- Shaded courtyards and narrow alleyways -
Designed to reduce heat buildup and en-
hance airflow, these urban planning tech-
niques create cooler microclimates, making
cities more livable in extreme heat.

« Qanats and other underground water
channels - Ancient Persian irrigation sys-
tems that efficiently transport water with
minimal evaporation, while also contribut-
ing to passive cooling in surrounding ur-
ban areas.

By reviving and adapting these passive,

low-energy strategies, modern urban plan-

ning can reduce energy consumption, en-
hance urban resilience and preserve cul-
tural identity. Participants emphasized that
recognizing and integrating passive knowl-
edge into contemporary urban policies
could bridge the gap between historical
wisdom and modern sustainability efforts.
As they mentioned, this approach not only
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offers practical, climate-adaptive solutions
but also fosters a shared cultural perspec-
tive on sustainability, strengthening region-
al collaboration between Iran, Saudi Arabia
and Central Asia.

Options for Cooperation
between Iran and Saudi Arabia

Participants noted that while the resumption
of diplomatic ties between Iran and Saudi
Arabia in 2023 has led to notable improve-
ments in government-to-government rela-
tions, progress at the societal level remains
limited. There is still no clear pathway for
people-to-people engagement and hopes
in Iran for Saudi investments have remained
unmet, largely due to the ongoing interna-
tional sanctions regime. Moreover, the fragil-
ity of regional security, especially in light of
the recent ‘12-day war’ between Israel and
Iran, the wars in Gaza and Yemen, the unrest
in Syria, as well as the broader geopolitical
competition, continues to cast a shadow over
the normalization process and could nega-
tively impact bilateral cooperation.”

Furthermore, despite the diplomatic normal-
ization at the governmental level, reinstated
diplomatic ties have not trickled down to
broader societal engagement. This is partial-
ly due to unclarity on what the possibilities
are, particularly given the sanctions regime
placed on Iran. Additionally, decades of geo-
political rivalry, mutual stereotyping and
ideological differences have left deep-rooted
mistrust among their populations.

Against this backdrop, participants empha-
sized the need to identify concrete pathways
for regional collaboration - particularly in
areas like environmental protection and sus-
tainable urban development - that can fos-
ter trust-building, mutual understanding and
knowledge exchange, even amid political
uncertainty.

Multidisciplinary Engagement

As mentioned during the workshop, passive
knowledge related to cultural and architec-
tural practices represents a shared tradition
not only between Iran and Saudi Arabia but
also among many Central Asian countries.
Participants suggested that future regional
cooperation initiatives could build on these
common traditions by approaching environ-
mental challenges and sustainable urban
development from a cultural perspective.
This approach would necessitate a multidis-
ciplinary engagement that includes experts
from various fields - such as artists, archi-
tects, city planners and historians - who can
highlight the value of integrating tradition-
al knowledge into modern sustainability
strategies.

Engaging Third-Party Countries

In times of growing regional tensions, en-
hanced regional cooperation mechanisms
are necessary to promote conflict mitiga-
tion. Participants discussed how engaging
third-party countries in collaborative efforts
could reduce the competitive dynamic be-
tween lIranian and Saudi experts. Central

13 Alghashian, Aziz (18.01.2025): ‘GCCIran rapprochement: Challenges and opportunities in 2025, in: ORF Commentaries. Available at

https.//www.orfonline.org/research/gcc-iran-rapprochement-challenges-and-opportunities-in-2025 (15.04.2025).


https://www.orfonline.org/research/gcc-iran-rapprochement-challenges-and-opportunities-in-2025
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Asia, in particular, was suggested as a neutral
middle ground, as it faces similar environ-
mental challenges and shares historical and
cultural ties with both Iran and Saudi Arabia.

Uzbekistan was recognized as a leading ex-
ample for its national sustainability strategy.
Participants suggested that Saudi Arabia and
Iran could develop similar flagship projects,
incorporating design-thinking methodolo-
gies that integrate native strategies to address
urban challenges such as rapid urbanization.
Participants also highlighted successful en-
vironmental initiatives in Uzbekistan, which
could serve as a model for further exchange.
For example, Uzbekistan’s experience in mit-
igating the evaporation of the Aral Sea could
provide valuable insights for Iran’s efforts to
address the decline of Lake Urmia. Facilitating
knowledge-sharing on water resource man-
agement between Saudi and Iranian experts
could serve as an entry point for broader en-
vironmental cooperation. Given the shared
challenges both countries face in managing
scarce water resources, exchanging expertise
and best practices could foster trust and col-
laboration in a field of mutual interest.

Beyond water management, Uzbekistan’s
environmental initiatives offer valuable les-
sons that could serve as a framework for
Iran-Saudi knowledge exchange. One key
area is the development of environmental
policies at the city level rather than the na-
tional level, allowing for more localized and
context-specific solutions that address urban
sustainability challenges effectively. Addi-
tionally, Uzbekistan has introduced transpar-
ency mechanisms to assess and monitor how
cities perform in sustainability efforts, ensur-
ing that progress is measurable and publicly
accessible. Adopting similar approaches in

Iran and Saudi Arabia could help strength-
en accountability, public engagement and
data-driven decision-making in urban envi-
ronmental policies.

At the diplomatic level, there has been a
growing exchange between Uzbekistan's
Ministry of Ecology and counterparts in Iran
and Saudi Arabia. Central Asia’s geographi-
cal position gives it an advantage in facili-
tating regional dialogue and connectivity.
Furthermore, participants pointed out that
Central Asia itself serves as an example of
de-escalation - a decade ago, tensions
among Central Asian countries were high.
Yet today, regional cooperation on various
issues, including environmental issues and
climate change mitigation, has significantly
improved.

City-to-City Cooperation and Research

City-to-city cooperation between Iran and
Saudi Arabia could focus on comparative
urban studies, identifying differences and
commonalities in urban planning and sus-
tainability strategies. This could lead to the
development of more effective, localized
solutions. Participants suggested that cities,
either in the form of academic institutions,
local authorities or civil society active in
the field of urban sustainable development,
could integrate into global urban networks
to collaborate directly, especially when direct
national-level cooperation remains difficult.
In this way, cities could act as diplomatic
agents of change and foster long-term envi-
ronmental collaboration.

A potential trilateral cooperation could
also be explored between cities in Iran,
Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan, promoting
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knowledge exchange on sustainable urban
development. One concrete idea proposed
was the establishment of ‘sister-city partner-
ships’ between historically significant urban
centers, to exchange knowledge and best
practices on traditional architecture and
sustainable building materials. A potential
example would be a partnership between
al-‘Ula (Saudi Arabia) and Yazd (lran) - two
cities with centuries-old traditions of using
local materials and passive cooling tech-
niques in their architecture. This collabora-
tion could be expanded through collabo-
ration with Uzbek and other Central Asian
cities, which share similar architectural and
climatic adaptation strategies. Such initia-
tives could strengthen environmental diplo-
macy, promote regional collaboration and
provide practical solutions for sustainable
urban development in the Middle East and
Central Asia.

Academic Exchange

Participants identified academic exchange
as a promising area for strengthening coop-
eration between Iran and Saudi Arabia in the
field of environmental issues and urban sus-
tainability. While such exchanges already ex-
ist to a certain degree, they could be further
expanded and institutionalized. Collabora-
tion could take place through universities in
both countries or via neutral third-country
institutions. This very workshop served as a
concrete example - bringing together Saudi
and Iranian academics and experts at the
Green University of Tashkent, Uzbekistan.
Such initiatives illustrate the potential for
meaningful knowledge-sharing in a neutral
setting and underscore how academic col-
laboration can provide a solid foundation
for broader environmental cooperation.

Conclusion

Although there is optimism regarding en-
vironmental cooperation between Iran and
Saudi Arabia, participants emphasized that
a trust gap remains at the sub-national and
societal levels. While official diplomatic ties
have resumed, this has not yet translated
into significant cooperation in the areas of
people-to-people exchange, academia or
entrepreneurship — particularly in address-
ing environmental and urban sustainability
challenges.

Thus, according to participants, initiatives

that build trust and mutual understanding

remain crucial. Key suggestions from the

workshop included:

« Promoting shared (passive) knowledge on
comprehensive urban sustainability.

- Developing city-to-city partnerships for
knowledge exchange and cooperation.

- Expanding academic exchanges between
Iranian and Saudi universities.

Given the shared cultural and historical ties

between Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Central Asia

- particularly Uzbekistan - participants sug-

gested that these initiatives could take place

in a neutral third-party country or involve

Central Asian universities, experts and cities.

Policy Recommendations

+ Build Trust Through In-Person
Dialogue and Societal-Level Engagement
While modern technology facilitates on-
going exchanges,
ings remain essential for building trust
and fostering cooperation. Policymakers
and experts from Iran, Saudi Arabia and
Uzbekistan should meet regularly, with

face-to-face meet-
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digital communication in between to
maintain momentum. At the same time,
people-to-people initiatives - such as cul-
tural exchanges, youth forums and joint
environmental projects - should be sup-
ported to deepen societal-level engage-
ment. These efforts humanize bilateral
relations and help lay the groundwork for

long-term cooperation.

Start Small, Then Scale Up: From Work-
shops to Conferences to Joint Programs
Regional cooperation should begin with
targeted, small-scale workshops that fo-
cus on specific topics, gradually expanding
into regional conferences and, eventually,
formalized joint programs. A step-by-step
approach will allow trust to develop, while
also ensuring that projects are realistic,
scalable and aligned with the interests of
all stakeholders.

Expand Academic Exchange on

Urban Sustainability in Neutral Venues
Academic institutions from Iran and Sau-
di Arabia should expand collaborative
research on sustainable urban planning,
utilizing neutral academic platforms in
Uzbekistan and other Central Asian coun-
tries. Funding from European partners
could support joint fellowships, research
grants and cross-border conferences to
promote long-term knowledge-sharing
and capacity-building.

Foster Collaboration on Joint Projects

as Models for Regional Cooperation

Iran, Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan should
develop concrete joint projects, such as
a common garden project, to promote
climate-adaptive and culturally rooted
landscape architecture. As a collaborative

effort between academic institutions and
civil society actors, working together on a
shared garden space could serve as a prac-
tical and symbolic approach to regional
cooperation. Such an initiative would pro-
vide a tangible platform for documenting
and applying traditional, eco-friendly ur-
ban planning techniques. By integrating
sustainability principles and cultural heri-
tage, the project could enhance ecologi-
cal resilience, strengthen regional ties and
facilitate long-term knowledge exchange.

Support Home-Grown, Culturally
Anchored Environmental Initiatives
Environmental cooperation should be
grounded in locally anchored values, cul-
tural heritage and community ownership.
Organizations such as the Organization
of Islamic Cooperation or the Islamic De-
velopment Bank could play a key role in
facilitating joint initiatives through an Is-
lamic environmental framework, especial-
ly in areas like food waste reduction, sus-
tainable practices during pilgrimage, and
eco-conscious urban design. Greater focus
should be placed on supporting home-
grown solutions - guided by local stake-
holders rather than external consultants -
to ensure that funding priorities align with
regional needs. New collaborative fields
such as ethnoecology, which leverages
culture, music, and festivals, can help build
trust, foster curiosity and promote long-
term mutual understanding.

Address Policymakers’ Needs and Cre-
ate a Shared Language for Cooperation
Effective collaboration depends on acknowl-
edging the needs, interests and constraints
of policymakers in each country. Stake-
holders must work towards a shared policy
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framework that translates environmental
cooperation into win-win scenarios, where
economic, political and social incentives
align. Facilitating high-level policy dialogues
will ensure that policy goals and regional
cooperation efforts are mutually beneficial.

Encourage City-Level Environmental

Policy-Making and Regional Cooperation
Saudi Arabia and Iran should decentralize
environmental policymaking by encourag-
ing municipal-level green initiatives and
strengthen participatory processes in lo-
cal urban planning. Drawing from Uzbeki-
stan’s approach, cities should introduce
transparency mechanisms to track prog-
ress in urban sustainability and environ-
mental performance. A regional network

of cities could be established to promote
policy exchange, joint projects, and best
practice sharing.

Develop Trilateral ‘Sister City Partner-
ships’ for Sustainable Urban Development
Iran and Saudi Arabia should strengthen
direct city-to-city cooperation, using Cen-
tral Asian cities as a bridge for regional
collaboration. One concrete initiative could
be a sister-city partnership between al-‘Ula
(Saudi Arabia) and Yazd (Iran) to exchange
knowledge on traditional architecture and
sustainable building materials. This model
could later be expanded to include a city
in Uzbekistan, such as Bukhara, to foster
historically and environmentally informed
urban development.
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