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Abstract

Context and Purpose: Air pollution has become one of the most significant environmental
and governance challenges in Iran, with extensive consequences for public health, quality of
life, and economic productivity. This demonstrates that air pollution is not only a technical
issue but an institutional and governance problem. In response, the Clean Air Act was enacted
as the country's most comprehensive law on air pollution control, assigning broad obligations
to numerous governmental bodies. Successful implementation of this Act requires institutional
adaptation among the various components of the governance system.
Design/methodology/approach: Institutional adaptation refers to the degree of alignment,
coordination, and capacity of institutions to carry out legal mandates, and its absence can cause
even the most comprehensive laws to fail. This study aims to assess institutional adaptation in
the implementation of the Clean Air Act and examines the extent to which legal obligations
correspond with the actual executive capacities of responsible agencies. Expert evaluations
were used to identify institutional strengths and weaknesses affecting implementation.
Findings: Expert evaluations indicate that the implementation of the Act faces considerable
challenges: shortages of financial, human, and technical resources; weaknesses in supervisory
mechanisms; misalignment between legal mandates and institutional capacities; and
insufficient structural and cultural coherence. In contrast, the content of the law is assessed as
relatively adequate, suggesting that the primary obstacles lie within institutional capacities
rather than legislative deficiencies.

Conclusion: The study emphasizes that enhancing resources, improving oversight, reforming
executive structures, and fostering an environmental organizational culture should be
prioritized in policymaking to enable the realization of the Clean Air Act's objectives.

Originality/value: This structured assessment highlights the critical role of
institutional adaptation in environmental policy implementation and provides
evidence-based insights for improving the governance mechanisms required
to achieve the goals of the Clean Air Act.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Air pollution has emerged as one of the most
pressing  environmental and  governance
challenges in Iran, exerting profound impacts on
public health, economic productivity, and overall
quality of life. The persistence and severity of air
pollution episodes in major cities such as Tehran,
Mashhad, Isfahan, and Ahvaz demonstrate that
the issue extends far beyond technical
deficiencies or isolated environmental failures.
Instead, it reflects deeper institutional and
governance shortcomings that hinder the
effective implementation of environmental
policies. In response to this escalating crisis, Iran
enacted the Clean Air Act as its most
comprehensive legal framework aimed at
reducing air pollution through coordinated
regulatory, executive, and supervisory measures.
The Act assigns extensive responsibilities to
more than thirty governmental bodies, requiring
a high degree of coordination, resource
availability, and institutional readiness.

Despite its comprehensive nature, the Clean Air
Act has faced significant obstacles in practice.
Many of its mandates remain partially
implemented or delayed, and several agencies
struggle to meet the expectations outlined in the
law. This gap between legal mandates and actual
performance highlights the importance of
institutional ~ adaptation—defined as  the
alignment, coordination, and capacity of
institutions to execute legal obligations
effectively. Institutional adaptation is a critical
determinant of policy success, particularly in
multi-sectoral environmental governance
systems where diverse actors must collaborate
under shared regulatory frameworks. When
adaptation is weak, even well-designed laws fail
to achieve their intended outcomes.

This study investigates the institutional
adaptation of Iran’s environmental governance
system in implementing the Clean Air Act. It

aims to identify the extent to which legal
obligations correspond with the operational
capacities of responsible agencies, and to uncover
the institutional barriers that impede effective
implementation. By focusing on institutional
dynamics rather than merely legal content, the
study contributes to a deeper understanding of
why environmental policies succeed or fail within
complex governance systems.

2. Research Methodology

The research adopts an applied—descriptive
design grounded in institutional analysis,
enabling a systematic examination of the
alignment  between legal mandates and
institutional capacities. A structured
questionnaire was developed based on theoretical
literature in environmental governance, content
analysis of the Clean Air Act, and prior studies on
institutional performance in environmental policy
implementation. The questionnaire encompasses
five core dimensions of institutional adaptation:
alignment of laws with institutional capacities,
adequacy of resources, effectiveness of
supervisory mechanisms, cultural and structural
coherence, and consequences of institutional
misalignment.

Each dimension includes several items measured
using a five-point Likert scale, allowing experts
to express their level of agreement with
statements related to institutional performance.
Given the specialized nature of the topic, data
collection was conducted through an expert panel
rather than a general survey. Ten experts with
substantial ~ experience in  environmental
governance, policy implementation, and air
pollution management were selected based on
predefined criteria, including professional
experience, familiarity with the Clean Air Act,
academic background, and involvement in related
policy processes.

To analyze the data, the study employed the
Friedman non-parametric test, which is suitable
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for ordinal data derived from Likert scales. This
method enables the ranking of items and
dimensions based on expert evaluations,
providing insight into the relative importance of
institutional challenges. The use of Friedman’s
test ensures that the analysis captures not only
descriptive trends but also comparative
assessments across institutional dimensions.

3. Findings and Scenarios

The findings reveal substantial institutional
challenges that hinder the  effective
implementation of the Clean Air Act. The most
critical challenge identified by experts is the
shortage of financial, human, and technical
resources within executive agencies. Many
mandates of the Act require significant
investment in infrastructure, technology, and
skilled personnel—resources that are often
insufficient or inconsistently allocated. This
resource gap creates a fundamental barrier to
fulfilling legal obligations and contributes to
delays and incomplete implementation.
Weaknesses in  supervisory — mechanisms
constitute another major challenge. Experts noted
that existing monitoring systems lack the
precision, independence, and enforcement
capacity needed to ensure compliance with the
Act. Reports are not consistently produced or
utilized, and supervisory bodies often lack the
authority or tools required to address violations
effectively. This undermines accountability and
allows non-compliance to persist without
meaningful consequences.

The study also highlights misalignment between
legal mandates and institutional capacities.
Several obligations outlined in the Act exceed the
operational capabilities of responsible agencies,
particularly in areas requiring advanced
technology or  large-scale infrastructure
development. This misalignment leads to
implementation gaps, where agencies are legally
obligated to perform tasks that they are
structurally or financially unable to execute.

Cultural and structural coherence across
institutions is another area of concern. Experts
emphasized that environmental priorities are not
sufficiently embedded within organizational
cultures, and decision-making processes often
lack transparency and coordination.
Inconsistencies between higher-level regulations
and executive bylaws further complicate
implementation, creating confusion and reducing
institutional synergy.

Interestingly, the dimension related to the
compatibility of legal provisions with
institutional mandates received the lowest level
of concern, suggesting that the Clean Air Act
itself is relatively well-designed. The primary
obstacles lie not in the law’s content but in the
institutional environment required for its
implementation. This distinction underscores the
importance  of  strengthening institutional
adaptation rather than revising legal frameworks.

4. Conclusion

The extended analysis demonstrates that the
effectiveness of the Clean Air Act is significantly
constrained by institutional limitations within
Iran’s environmental governance system. While
the law provides a comprehensive and coherent
framework for addressing air pollution, its
implementation is undermined by inadequate
resources, weak supervisory mechanisms,
misalignment between mandates and capacities,
and insufficient cultural and structural coherence.
These findings indicate that improving
environmental outcomes requires more than
legislative reform; it demands targeted efforts to
enhance institutional adaptation.

Strengthening resource allocation, improving
monitoring and enforcement systems, reforming
organizational structures, and fostering an
environmental culture within institutions are
essential steps toward enabling effective
implementation. Without addressing these
institutional challenges, the Clean Air Act will
continue to fall short of its objectives, and air
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