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Introduction

Iran is among several countries that, for many reasons, are thinking of moving their capital city.
Tehran, the current capital, is located in the north of the country near the Caspian Sea and is home
to just over 10% of the total population (2023)'2. Although this has slowed in recent years, the city
has seen rapid urbanisation and is projected to become a megacity by 2028".

Like many cities which have seen rapid population growth, Tehran faces many issues which has led
the president, Masoud Pezeshkian, to look to move the capital to the largely underdeveloped Makran
Region in the south of the country.
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Figure 1: Current location of Iran’s capital with the potential site of the new city © RGS.

1 World population review

2 Qur World in Data



https://worldpopulationreview.com/cities/iran/tehran
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/population-unwpp?tab=chart&country=IRN

Causes

Like many rapidly growing urban areas, Tehran faces issues around increased traffic, pollution and
the lack of suitable housing. However, it is the severe water stress the city is facing that is the biggest
cause for its potential relocation.

The region has struggled with issues over water for many years. However, with increasing
temperatures, over extraction of existing water supply and declining precipitation in the region, the
city is under threat of running out of water.

Tehran's shift toward hotter and drier fall weather

In 2025, Tehran witnessed its hottest and driest fall in decades. The chart shows each year's fall
precipitation and temperature anomalies, presented as the standard deviation from average.
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September to November precipitation and temperature measured at Amirkabir Dam near Tehran
Chart: The Conversation, CC-BY-ND * Source: Mojtaba Sadegh, ERAS at Amirkabir Dam * Created with Datawrapper
Figure 2: Average temperature and precipitation near Tehran. Image credit: The Conversation.

In this drying climate, the soil the city is built on is under increasing threat of subsidence, putting the
infrastructure under immense strain. In addition, the location is vulnerable to seismic activity having
on average nine 4+ magnitude earthquakes (within 300km of Tehran) a year®, adding to the instability
of the infrastructure in the city.

3 Tehran earthquake report.



https://earthquakelist.org/iran/tehran-province/tehran/#:~:text=Strongest%20in%2010%20years:,of%20strongest%20earthquakes%20near%20Tehran.

Opportunities and challenges

As a result of the factors above, moving the city to the largely underdeveloped south could bring
many opportunities but also challenges, some of which are highlighted in the table below.

Iran’s only port - Chabahar - could
improve trade by sea as well as
increased access to fishing.

Opportunities Challenges
Social The Makran region is largely | Many Iranians see Tehran as having
underdeveloped. Therefore, there | cultural significance and are against the
would be little disruption to people | move. Tehran is also more protected
while the new city is being built. than the Makran region in times of
conflict.
Economic Access to the Gulf of Oman from | The cost of building a new city whilst

maintaining the current one will cost a lot
of money. Iran is already economically
stretched due to international sanctions.

Environmental

The Makran region offers more
availability of water as well as access
to sea water for desalination.

Although the Makran region has more
water, it is still a semi-arid climate and is
not immune from droughts.

Figure 3: Opportunities and challenges of moving the Capital ©RGS

Futures

Even if the decision is made to move the city, building the infrastructure needed to move will take
many years. The issues around the current city’s location and the country’s water stress will still
need to be addressed.

Due to several factors including economic sanctions and concerns over corruption in the
management of funds, Iran is not that globalised. As a result, it has seen a 78.4% decline in exports
between 2022 and 2023*. Therefore, Iran attempts to be as self-sufficient as possible. Growing
water-intensive crops such as rice is still a commonplace and therefore, a shift from these crops to
more drought resistant grain would help reduce the pressure on water for agriculture.

4 OEC - Iran


https://oec.world/en/profile/country/irn

Figure 4: Rice crop. Image Credit: Thanh Nguyén, Pexels.

Being more open to global trade could pave the way to increasing Iran’s economic growth, as well
as potentially importing more water-intensive crops rather than growing them could also reduce
water stress.

Additionally, investing in water recycling so that wastewater can be re-used for drinking or other
purposes and education on sustainable uses of water will also alleviate the stress in many areas.

Overall, while there are reasons why moving the capital in Iran offers a solution to the issues faced
by rapid urbanisation, moving such an important city does not come without its drawbacks - as seen
in Indonesia, Nigeria and Brazil, for example.
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https://www.csis.org/analysis/satellite-imagery-shows-tehrans-accelerating-water-crisis
https://theconversation.com/irans-president-calls-for-moving-its-drought-stricken-capital-amid-a-worsening-water-crisis-how-tehran-got-into-water-bankruptcy-270456
https://theconversation.com/irans-president-calls-for-moving-its-drought-stricken-capital-amid-a-worsening-water-crisis-how-tehran-got-into-water-bankruptcy-270456
https://youtu.be/cZDaHaLbNgQ?si=E20uqAD_IJvyT_oW
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/oct/02/iran-must-move-its-capital-from-tehran-says-president-as-water-crisis-worsens

