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Historically, religious centers served as the identity-forming heartbeat of
Iranian-Islamic cities. However, recent object-oriented interventions have
triggered “islandification" and spatial rupture from the surrounding fabric.
Adopting a holistic, quasi-experimental methodology, this research maps the
sustainability of the Shah Abdol-Azim Hasani Shrine precinct to redefine
development models for these sensitive areas. The study’s innovation lies in a
comprehensive four-dimensional framework_incorporating "quality of life,"
"social justice," "economic inclusiveness," and "pilgrimage etiquette”_evaluated
through spatial statistical analysis and surveys of authorities, pilgrims, and
neighbors. Findings reveal a sharp sustainability contrast: while "acquisition and
demolition” in the southern zone (Nafarabad) led to social collapse and
indigenous displacement, the western zone (Sartakht) maintained dynamism
through "spontaneous renovation™ and local identity preservation. The analysis
demonstrates that a dominant commercial approach prioritizing short-term
pilgrim needs has degraded the quality of life for neighbors, worsened traffic,
and fueled spatial-economic inequality.This paper proposes an exit strategy
through three fundamental paths: managing stakeholder conflicts of interest;
strengthening spatial-functional continuity between the shrine and the city; and a
vital shift from “spatial commercialization" toward "reinforcing residential
functions" to restore sustainable life. This approach offers a novel framework for
integrated governance in religious urban fabrics, ensuring a balance between
sacred duties and urban vitality.
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Introduction

Historically, religious centers in Iranian-Islamic cities were not isolated monuments but functioned as
the "heartbeat™ of a coherent urban fabric. However, over the past three decades, a shift toward object-
oriented and physical-expansion policies _ influenced by models seen in cities like Medina and
Karbala _ has led to the "islandification" of these centers. This spatial rupture isolates the shrine from
its surroundings, neglecting the heritage-rich areas that act as vital mediators.

Using the Shah Abdol-Azim Hasani Shrine as a case study, this research addresses a critical gap:
the lack of a comprehensive framework that balances the interests of the shrine authorities, the
pilgrims, and the local "neighbors" (residents and shopkeepers). The study aims to diagnose the
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sustainability of the shrine's peripheral zones and propose a strategic governance model. As one of the
oldest pilgrimage centers in the Tehran metropolitan area, the Shah Abdol-Azim Hasani Shrine has
undergone nearly three decades of redevelopment, making it a representative case for examining the
sustainability of shrine-centered urban regeneration

Materials and Methods
The research employs a mixed-methods, quasi-experimental design. It evaluates the study area (230
hectares divided into five zones: Nafarabad, Sartakht, Valiabad, Hashimabad, and Estakhr) against
four dimensions of sustainability: (1) Quality of life and physical responsiveness, (2) Social
sustainability and justice, (3) Inclusiveness and economic self-sufficiency, and (4) Pilgrimage etiquette
and rites of visitation.

Data collection involved spatial statistical analysis (Kernel Density, ANN), documentary reviews,
and 30 semi-structured interviews with stakeholders until theoretical saturation was reached.

Results

The findings reveal a profound spatial-social disparity between the southern and western peripheries
of the shrine. In the southern zone (Nafarabad), long-term developmental "freezes" and aggressive
acquisition policies have led to severe physical decay and social collapse. Spatial analysis shows that
Nafarabad has become the least dense area due to widespread demolition, resulting in the mass
outmigration of indigenous families and their replacement by low-income migrant groups and foreign
nationals, which has eroded the neighborhood's historical identity. Conversely, the western zone
(Sartakht) demonstrates a model of resilience. By avoiding direct large-scale state intervention,
Sartakht has maintained its social fabric through "spontaneous renovation". This area exhibits higher
economic dynamism, stable property values, and a stronger sense of belonging among residents who
have integrated traditional commercial activities (the "Hazarati" markets) with their residential life.

Across all zones, the concentration of pilgrimage functions has caused significant negative
externalities. Traffic congestion during peak religious periods has reduced accessibility for residents,
while the intrusion of extra-local land uses, such as large-scale hotels into residential fabrics, has
created functional incompatibility and decreased night-time security in some sectors.

Economically, while the shrine is a powerful driver, there is a clear failure of wealth trickle-down;
local businesses often remain excluded from the pilgrimage economy, and the dominance of
commercialization has driven up land prices while degrading the daily quality of life for "neighbors".
Furthermore, in the "Pilgrimage Etiquette” dimension, despite the physical expansion of courtyards,
many new cultural and religious spaces remain underutilized, failing to create a vibrant spiritual
connection with the city.

Discussion and Conclusion
The research concludes that current intervention models suffer from fragmented decision-making and a
narrow focus on short-term pilgrim needs at the expense of long-term urban vitality. The derived
"Problem Tree" identifies four core crises: social collapse, spatial rupture, conflicting interests, and
physical inefficiency. To address these, the study proposes a paradigm shift toward an integrated
governance model. Three strategic paths are recommended: (1) Managing Conflicts of Interest: Moving
from the prioritization of shrine expansion to a model that balances the rights of zair (pilgrim) and
mojaver (neighbor). (2)Strengthening Spatial-Functional Continuity: Reintegrating the shrine into the
city's network through pedestrian-oriented "mediator spaces” rather than physical barriers. (3)
Residential Reinforcement: Halting the aggressive commercialization of space and incentivizing
residential returns to prevent “islandification” and ensure the security and identity of the historical fabric.
Ultimately, the study advocates for the establishment of a "National Shrine Reorganization Board"
to oversee these sensitive precincts. By prioritizing social justice and "pilgrimage etiquette” within a
multi-dimensional framework, planners can transform these areas from decaying peripherals into
sustainable, identity-driven urban cores.This approach provides a replicable framework for other
historical-religious cities facing similar developmental pressures.
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