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Abstract

This article examines public liability and administrative accountability for environmental and climate-related
risks and harms in Iran’s oil and gas sector. It explains how recurrent harms, including oil pollution, industrial
accidents, and chronic air-quality crises, are exacerbated by regulatory omissions and fragmented institutional
mandates. The study clarifies the circumstances under which governmental bodies and state-owned operators
may bear responsibility not only for polluting activities but also for failures in prevention, supervision, and
timely response. Using doctrinal legal analysis combined with institutional governance analysis, the article
maps the interaction among constitutional and statutory environmental duties, civil and criminal liability
mechanisms, and administrative-law remedies for challenging unlawful inaction. The findings indicate that
Iran’s legal framework contains significant formal safeguards; however, accountability is often weakened by
overlapping competences, inadequate enforcement, and evidentiary barriers to establishing causation and
attribution in omission-based claims. Judicial review of administrative inaction provides an important
corrective mechanism, but it is rarely sufficient to internalize environmental costs or deter systemic negligence.
Drawing on brief comparative insights, the article argues that effective governance requires a clearer allocation
of duties, enforceable standards of diligence for public authorities, and credible oversight mechanisms capable
of triggering corrective action before environmental harm becomes irreversible. It proposes targeted reforms,
including codifying a “public duty of care,” strengthening institutional coordination and environmental
transparency, broadening access to remedies against manifest non-performance, and establishing an
independent oversight function to reduce blame shifting and improve regulatory compliance. To avoid
conceptual overbreadth, the article distinguishes direct environmental incidents in the oil and gas sector from
air-pollution and climate-related harms, referring to the latter only where they illuminate the broader problem
of omission-based public accountability.
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1. Introduction

Iran’s extensive oil and gas operations have underpinned economic development, yet they have also
been associated with recurrent environmental incidents and governance failures (Nory Yoshanloey and
Samsam, 2025). Oil spills in the Persian Gulf, industrial accidents, and chronic air-quality crises
illustrate a risk profile characterized by both severe impacts and structural persistence (Lindén et al.,
2004; Ghorani-Azam et al., 2016). These examples are used here solely to illustrate the legal issues of
regulatory omission and institutional accountability and are not treated as legally identical categories of
harm. They reveal not only immediate adverse effects on ecosystems and public health but also a deeper
governance problem. When environmental disasters occur, responsibility is often dispersed across
multiple institutions in ways that complicate attribution, remediation, and accountability (Nory
Yoshanloey and Samsam, 2025).

Against this backdrop, public liability and administrative accountability are not peripheral concepts;
rather, they constitute key legal mechanisms through which environmental risks are anticipated,
managed, and, when prevention fails, addressed (Rio Declaration on Environment and Development,
1992). As used in this article, “public liability” refers to the responsibility of governmental bodies and
state-owned enterprises, particularly the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC), for environmental
damage, including obligations to compensate for, restore, or otherwise remediate such harm.
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“Administrative accountability,” in turn, refers to the mechanisms through which regulatory agencies
and public officials are held answerable for acts and omissions in the design, implementation,
enforcement, and supervision of environmental safeguards. In Iran’s oil and gas sector, multiple state
actors operate simultaneously, including ministries, environmental regulators, and NIOC itself (Nory
Yoshanloey and Samsam, 2025). In practice, accountability therefore becomes a multi-agency problem
rather than an inquiry confined to a single institution. Where environmental harm is plausibly
attributable to an omission, such as a failure to act, or to regulatory negligence, the central question is
not merely whether a legal duty existed, but also how fault should be allocated among overlapping
authorities whose mandates intersect and, at times, conflict.

This article examines Iran’s legal and institutional framework for environmental protection in the oil
and gas sector, with particular emphasis on regulatory omissions, failures of oversight, and the
administrative conditions that enable them (Nory Yoshanloey and Samsam, 2025). It analyzes relevant
doctrines of administrative law and tort liability as they apply to direct environmental incidents in the
oil and gas sector, while referring to air-pollution and climate-related examples only where they clarify
the broader accountability problem. It also evaluates whether core principles, including the
precautionary principle, the polluter-pays principle, and environmental justice, have been translated into
operational rules, enforceable duties, and effective remedies. Particular attention is given to the role of
Iran’s Court of Administrative Justice in adjudicating failures to perform public duties, as well as to the
overlapping mandates of institutions such as the Department of Environment (DOE) and the Ministry
of Petroleum (Mardi, 2025; Nory Yoshanloey and Samsam, 2025). Section 8 provides brief functional
comparative observations limited to models relevant to Iran’s challenges of regulatory omission and
institutional accountability. Finally, the article proposes targeted reforms, most notably the articulation
of a clearer “public duty of care” standard, to strengthen governance and accountability in Iran’s
environmental management.

2. Scope, methodology, and conceptual clarifications

This article adopts a doctrinal legal method supported by institutional governance analysis. Its purpose
is not to provide a comprehensive empirical account of all environmental and climate-related harms in
Iran, but rather to examine the legal consequences of regulatory omissions in the oil and gas sector,
particularly failures of prevention, supervision, enforcement, and timely response by public authorities
and state-owned operators.

The central research question is therefore as follows: To what extent can Iranian law impose public
liability and administrative accountability on governmental bodies and state-owned oil and gas
operators when an omission contributes to environmental harm? The analysis addresses this question
by examining constitutional and statutory duties, civil and criminal liability mechanisms, and judicial
review of administrative inaction before the Court of Administrative Justice.

A clear conceptual distinction among the relevant categories of harm is necessary. Oil spills and
industrial accidents generally involve identifiable sources, more immediate damage, and clearer
remedial obligations. Air pollution is primarily a local or regional public health problem governed by
emission-control obligations and clean-air regulations. Climate change, by contrast, is cumulative, long-
term, and global in nature, making causation and attribution substantially more difficult to establish.
This article does not conflate these categories. Instead, it refers to air pollution and climate-related harm
only where they illuminate the shared problem of omission-based public accountability.
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3. The multi-agency governance problem

A defining characteristic of Iran’s environmental governance in the oil and gas sector is the dispersion
of authority across multiple institutions. Chief among these is the Department of Environment (DOE),
operating under the Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act of 1974, alongside sectoral
ministries and state-owned operators, particularly the Ministry of Petroleum and the National Iranian
Oil Company (NIOC). Additional overlapping responsibilities are assigned to the ministries of Energy,
Industry, and Interior in areas such as permitting, emissions control, utilities, and emergency response
(Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act, 1974; World Bank, 2005; Department of
Environment of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 2016).

Institutional practice, however, frequently departs from this cooperative model (Small Media and
Heinrich Boll Foundation, n.d.). Overlapping competences and bureaucratic compartmentalization
create a classic “many hands” problem: when responsibility is widely distributed, effective
accountability may attach to no particular institution or actor (Bovens, 2003). Air-pollution governance
provides a clear illustration. The Clean Air Law of 2017 assigns responsibilities to a broad range of
ministries and public institutions, including the ministries of Interior, Petroleum, Energy, and Industry,
as well as national broadcasting authorities, and establishes interinstitutional collaboration as an
operational requirement for reducing emissions (Clean Air Law, 2017). Nevertheless, significant
provisions of the statute have remained underimplemented, partly because agencies tend to prioritize
sectoral objectives, such as oil production or industrial expansion, over environmental performance
(Small Media and Heinrich B6ll Foundation, n.d.). This pattern is further reinforced by the absence of
a consistently authoritative coordinating body. Iran maintains a High Council for the Environment,
chaired by the President, that is intended to harmonize environmental policy across the executive
branch; however, its practical capacity to compel compliance in the face of strong sectoral interests has
often been constrained (Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act, 1974; Department of
Environment of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 2016; Small Media and Heinrich B6ll Foundation, n.d.).

The predictable consequence is the emergence of regulatory gaps accompanied by institutional blame
shifting when environmental incidents occur (Bovens, 2003). Pipeline ruptures and resulting oil spills
illustrate this problem. In such incidents, responsibilities are formally distributed among operators,
environmental regulators, and local authorities, creating recurrent opportunities for delays and disputes
over response leadership, cleanup obligations, and cost allocation (World Bank, 2005). Past incidents
indicate that response measures may be delayed and that disagreements can arise regarding which
institution should assume primary responsibility. A reported 2019 oil leak near Kharg Island illustrates
this pattern: response and containment measures were delayed, while institutional actors publicly
disputed responsibility and leadership of the response. The significance of such delays is institutional
as well as environmental because they may reflect unclear response protocols and institutional
reluctance to assume responsibility when blame and potential liability may follow (Bovens, 2003).

The same problem of dispersed responsibility is equally evident in enforcement. The existence of
regulatory standards, such as emission limits or waste-disposal requirements, does not ensure their
effective implementation. The DOE inspectorate may lack sufficient capacity and operational presence
in oil-producing provinces, while local authorities may, in practice, defer to the Ministry of Petroleum’s
internal safety departments (World Bank, 2005; Small Media and Heinrich B6ll Foundation, n.d.).
Overlapping jurisdiction can therefore contribute to regulatory negligence through the diffusion of
responsibility, as each institution may assume that another is addressing the relevant risk. A more subtle
institutional effect may also arise. If officials believe that strict enforcement will merely encourage
regulated industries to seek exemptions or institutional protection from another agency, they may face
a rational disincentive to pursue assertive enforcement. These dynamics support a clear conclusion:
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without a more precise allocation of responsibilities and a coordinating mechanism capable of
compelling compliance, preventive governance is weakened, and omission-based accountability
becomes particularly difficult to establish in practice (Bovens, 2003; Department of Environment of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, 2016).

4. Legal bases of responsibility and accountability

Iran’s environmental protection and liability regime is structured through constitutional commitments,
statutory instruments, and the general mechanisms of civil and criminal law. At the apex of this
framework is the Constitution. Article 50 characterizes environmental protection as a public duty and
prohibits activities that cause pollution or irreparable environmental damage (Constitution of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, 1979, art. 50). Although this provision is programmatic in nature and not fully
self-executing, it has influenced legislative development and judicial interpretation, particularly where
environmental protection is understood as an element of public rights and administrative legality
(Hemmati, 2018; Mardi, 2025). Its underlying premise is clear: development is not legally neutral when
it creates a risk of irreversible environmental harm.

At the level of ordinary legislation, the principal statute is the Environmental Protection and
Enhancement Act of 1974, which established the Department of Environment (DOE) and defined its
institutional powers (Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act, 1974; World Bank, 2005). Under
this law and subsequent amendments, the DOE is authorized to regulate pollutants, require
environmental impact assessments, designate protected areas, and pursue enforcement actions against
violators. The 1974 Act is supplemented by sector-specific measures addressing matters such as oil
discharges and air pollution, as well as by the Clean Air Law of 2017, which allocates responsibilities
among multiple ministries and establishes sanctions for noncompliance. Collectively, these instruments
provide important legal foundations; however, they do not always specify with sufficient precision
which authority is required to act, what standard of performance applies, or what legal consequences
follow when an agency fails to fulfill its duties.

Three principles, in particular, shape the analytical framework for liability and accountability in this
context. First, the precautionary principle requires that scientific uncertainty not be invoked as a
justification for regulatory delay when there is a plausible risk of serious or irreversible harm (Rio
Declaration on Environment and Development, 1992, princ. 15). From this perspective, preventive
action should be the default regulatory response. Iranian planning documents have recognized this
orientation, although its translation into consistently binding legal obligations remains limited (World
Bank, 2018; Mardi, 2025). Second, the polluter-pays principle assigns the costs of mitigation and
compensation to those responsible for pollution or ecological degradation (Rio Declaration on
Environment and Development, 1992, princ. 16). Iranian law reflects this principle in general terms:
both public and private actors may be required to remedy environmental harm, while instruments such
as the Clean Air Law of 2017 provide for fines and penalties in cases of noncompliance (Clean Air
Law, 2017). Enforcement, however, has often remained a significant weakness, allowing polluters,
including state-linked industries, to externalize substantial environmental costs to the public (World
Bank, 2018). Third, environmental justice emphasizes fair treatment and equitable environmental
protection across communities (OECD, 2024). Although this principle is not expressly codified in
Iranian law, its relevance is difficult to disregard, particularly where communities in oil-producing
regions bear disproportionate pollution burdens (Kermani et al., 2022). This distributional dimension
makes equity integral to the interpretation and enforcement of environmental accountability.

The principal difficulty in Iranian law is therefore not the absence of environmental principles or
statutory provisions, but rather the translation of those principles into administratively enforceable
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duties. Article 50 of the Constitution, the Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act, the Clean
Air Law, and the Civil Liability Act provide important normative and remedial foundations; however,
they do not always identify with sufficient precision the competent authority, the applicable standard of
performance, the consequences of nonperformance, or the evidentiary threshold required to attribute
harm to an omission. This gap helps explain why public liability remains difficult to operationalize even
when environmental harm is legally recognized.

Civil liability operates in parallel through the general tort framework established by the Civil Liability
Act of 1960 (Qanun-e¢ Mas’uliyyat-e Madani). The Act adopts a broadly formulated fault-based model
under which any natural or legal person who causes harm intentionally or through negligence is required
to compensate for the resulting loss (Civil Liability Act, 1960). Although the statute does not expressly
focus on environmental damage, its language is sufficiently broad to encompass pollution-related harm,
and Iranian scholarship has emphasized that environmental damage often requires preventive and
public-interest remedies in addition to conventional compensation (Asgari Arjnky, 2018; Hemmati,
2018). The limitations of conventional tort litigation become particularly apparent when environmental
harm is diffuse, cumulative, or directed at public goods rather than individualized property interests.
Under such circumstances, private litigation does not readily correspond to the nature of the injury, and
enforcement often depends on public authorities, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), or public-
law institutions acting on behalf of the broader community.

Alongside civil liability, Iranian law addresses environmental wrongdoing through criminal and
administrative sanctions. Serious pollution and ecological destruction may result in fines, closure
orders, and, in aggravated cases, criminal liability under general and sector-specific rules (Clean Air
Law, 2017; Hemmati, 2018). Although enforcement has been uneven, the availability of such sanctions
remains important because omission-based accountability cannot depend solely on private
compensation after environmental damage has occurred.

The administrative-law dimension of accountability is most clearly institutionalized through the Court
of Administrative Justice. Under the Court’s governing legal framework, individuals, NGOs, and local
councils may file complaints against administrative agencies concerning unlawful acts or omissions
(Law on the Administrative Justice Court, 2013, as amended 2023). Article 10 authorizes judicial
review of refusals by governmental bodies to perform legal duties when such refusals violate protected
rights, and recent Iranian scholarship specifically recognizes administrative omission as a reviewable
form of administrative illegality (Mohammadi Ahmadabadi et al., 2024). The significance of this
mechanism is practical as well as legal. If an agency such as the Department of Environment (DOE) or
a relevant ministry fails to perform a legally mandated duty, whether by failing to issue required
regulations, enforce a binding standard, or respond adequately to an environmental emergency, the
Court may order corrective compliance. The Court does not primarily function as a compensatory
forum; rather, its authority is directed toward ensuring legality, annulling unlawful administrative
measures, and enforcing administrative discipline.

In recent years, the Court of Administrative Justice has reportedly addressed an increasing number of
environmental disputes, a development that plausibly reflects growing public awareness and
contestation surrounding environmental governance (Mardi, 2025, pp. 7-10). Citizens have challenged
permits for projects affecting protected areas, while activists have sought to invalidate governmental
approvals issued without legally required environmental impact assessments (World Bank, 2005, pp.
6-8; Mardi, 2025, pp. 7-10). Through this judicial review mechanism, Iranian law provides a means of
holding regulatory authorities accountable for negligence and violations of legal duties. It therefore
complements ex post remedial mechanisms, such as tort compensation and criminal prosecution, with
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a form of supervisory judicial oversight that can operate preventively by requiring the performance of
public duties before environmental harm becomes irreversible.

5. Designing a “public duty of care” standard

Given the systemic problems identified, particularly the persistent tendency toward underenforcement
and institutional tolerance of environmental risk, Iranian reform debates have increasingly focused on
the articulation of an explicit “public duty of care” for environmental protection. Under such a standard,
public authorities, including ministries, regulatory bodies, and potentially state-owned enterprises such
as the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC), would be legally required to take reasonable measures to
prevent foreseeable environmental and climate-related harm. Where an authority fails to meet this
standard and the resulting omission materially contributes to environmental damage, the failure would
constitute legally blameworthy conduct. The doctrinal purpose of such a standard is precise: to close
the accountability gap associated with omissions by establishing a baseline duty of diligence that cannot
be avoided through appeals to administrative discretion, fragmented jurisdiction, or institutional
ambiguity.

Comparative experience cautions that broadly framed negligence duties imposed on regulatory
authorities may raise concerns regarding excessive litigation, diversion of administrative resources, and
separation-of-powers sensitivities. Accordingly, any Iranian “public duty of care” should be defined
through clear legal thresholds that target manifest nonperformance rather than routine exercises of
policy judgment (Michael v Chief Constable of South Wales Police, 2015).

For Iran, the legal basis of such a standard should be established through legislation or binding
regulation, while judicial review should serve as a mechanism for enforcing those legal duties rather
than as an independent substitute for lawmaking. A dedicated Environmental Accountability Act, for
example, could define the substantive content of the duty of care, identify the circumstances constituting
a breach, and specify the applicable legal consequences. A breach could be defined by reference to
concrete categories, such as failure to enforce an unambiguous legal requirement, refusal to act in the
face of known and serious risks, or disregard of mandatory environmental procedures, including
environmental assessment and monitoring obligations. The consequences could be structured in a
graduated manner, including disciplinary measures against responsible officials, judicial orders
compelling lawful action, and, where appropriate, liability of state agencies for remediation costs. Such
legislation could also incorporate an explicit liability threshold by targeting gross negligence or flagrant
disregard of legal duties rather than inviting courts to second-guess routine policy decisions. The
underlying objective is not punitive maximalism, but the establishment of a minimum standard of
reasonableness requiring public authorities to take measures within their legal and practical capacity to
prevent serious harm or, alternatively, to provide a legally coherent justification for failing to do so.

A public duty of care standard could also be grounded in existing Iranian legal concepts rather than
presented as an imported innovation. Iran’s constitutional and civil law traditions already recognize key
natural resources as public property held by the state for the benefit of society, including forests,
rangelands, and water under Article 45 (Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 1979, art. 45;
Jafarinadoushan, 2022). In this sense, a modern duty of care could function as an operational extension
of Article 50’s constitutional mandate by translating the abstract “public duty” of environmental
preservation into enforceable obligations and reviewable standards of conduct (Constitution of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, 1979, art. 50). A complementary approach is rights-based. Interpreting
constitutional protections alongside emerging international norms concerning the right to a healthy
environment can support the proposition that the state bears positive obligations and that administrative
omission may constitute a rights-violating failure (UNDP et al., 2023).
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In practical terms, establishing a public duty of care would transform overlapping responsibility into
more determinate accountability. It could also reshape institutional incentives by encouraging proactive
coordination among agencies and reducing the recurring tendency for environmental oversight to fall
between fragmented mandates. The normative premise is straightforward: the public should not be
required to bear the costs of preventable environmental harm merely because administrative
responsibility is dispersed.

6. Causation, attribution, and evidence

Attributing accountability for environmental harm, particularly where the allegation concerns an
omission by a public authority, depends on establishing a causal connection between the failure to act
and the resulting damage. In some contexts, causation is relatively straightforward because the chain of
events is short and the source of harm is identifiable. Consider, for example, a corroded oil pipeline that
ruptures after regulators have disregarded repeated safety warnings. In such a case, the argument is that
regulatory inaction enabled the spill and that timely inspections or enforcement of maintenance
obligations would, on the balance of probabilities, have prevented the incident. Technical evidence can
provide a concrete basis for this attribution, including metallurgical assessments of the pipeline,
maintenance logs, inspection reports, contemporaneous warnings, and administrative correspondence
demonstrating prior knowledge of the risk. In these cases, the most probative evidence consists not of
general reports but of technical and administrative records that link physical failure, prior knowledge,
delayed maintenance, and regulatory inaction to a specific and preventable incident.

More difficult cases involve multiple causal factors and longer temporal horizons. Air pollution and
climate change illustrate this challenge. A regulatory lapse, such as weak enforcement of vehicle
emission standards, may materially contribute to Tehran’s air-quality crisis, but it operates alongside
other factors, including an aging vehicle fleet, geographical conditions, and weather patterns. Even
where scientific evidence can estimate the marginal effect of stricter enforcement, for example by
modeling the extent to which pollution would probably have been reduced, courts may be reluctant to
translate probabilistic findings into proportional legal responsibility in the absence of clear doctrinal
standards. Similar challenges arise in relation to climate-related harms. No single agency’s omission
“causes” a drought or flood in a direct sense; nevertheless, patterns of negligent climate governance
may intensify vulnerability and amplify adverse impacts over time. These diffuse causal chains do not
fit comfortably within conventional tort causation because they require adjudicators to assess complex
systems, cumulative contributions, and counterfactual scenarios that are inherently contested.

7. Enforcement routes and remedies

Ensuring environmental accountability in Iran depends on three principal enforcement pathways:
administrative regulation and sanctions, judicial review of administrative omissions, and civil and
criminal liability. In practice, these mechanisms operate unevenly, and effective enforcement requires
their coordinated use rather than reliance on any single pathway.

Administrative enforcement is primarily undertaken by the Department of Environment (DOE) and
other regulatory authorities, which may impose fines, require corrective measures, or order the closure
of facilities for noncompliance with statutory requirements, including those established under the Clean
Air Law of 2017. A structural weakness arises, however, when regulatory inaction or underenforcement
is itself part of the problem. In such circumstances, a predominantly self-policing model is likely to
underperform, making external oversight essential (Clean Air Law, 2017).

Judicial review by the Court of Administrative Justice can compel the performance of statutory duties
and remedy unlawful administrative inaction, including by annulling deficient permits or ordering
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agencies to comply with binding legal obligations. However, the Court does not primarily function as
a compensatory forum (Law on the Administrative Justice Court, 2013). Compensation and deterrence
therefore depend largely on civil and criminal mechanisms, including civil claims under the Civil
Liability Act and prosecutions under sector-specific environmental provisions. In certain
circumstances, criminal liability may also extend to public officials where gross neglect of enforceable
legal duties is alleged (Civil Liability Act, 1960; Hemmati, 2018).

8. Comparative insights

The comparative discussion is used in a limited and functional manner. The selected examples are not
proposed as direct transplants into Iranian law; rather, they are used solely to identify legal techniques
relevant to the article’s central concerns: enforceable public duties, independent oversight, and judicial
control of unlawful administrative inaction.

Comparative experience suggests that legal systems can be structured to reduce and, in some
circumstances, meaningfully deter regulatory inertia. The Netherlands provides a prominent example
through the Urgenda litigation, in which the prevention of dangerous climate change was treated as
engaging enforceable state responsibility (Urgenda Foundation v. State of the Netherlands, 2019).
European Union air-quality litigation similarly demonstrates how binding environmental standards can
be translated into judicially enforceable obligations (ClientEarth v. Secretary of State for the
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2014). In the United Kingdom, the Environment Act 2021
established an independent Office for Environmental Protection with authority to monitor compliance
and pursue enforcement action where public bodies fail to comply with environmental law
(Environment Act, 2021). In the United States, citizen-suit provisions and judicial review of agency
inaction have enabled courts to require environmental regulators to fulfill statutory obligations,
including in Massachusetts v. EPA (2007). These examples are not treated as models for wholesale
transplantation, but as functional illustrations of how legal systems can connect public duties, access to
judicial review, and corrective orders.

The relevance of these examples to Iran does not lie in the direct transplantation of foreign judicial
doctrines into Iranian law. Rather, they illustrate three legal techniques that may be adapted within
Iran’s existing administrative framework: first, making the nonperformance of clear environmental
duties subject to judicial review; second, creating or strengthening independent oversight mechanisms
capable of investigating regulatory inertia; and third, linking public access to environmental information
with enforceable corrective measures. These comparative lessons support the article’s domestic
argument that the Court of Administrative Justice should remain a forum for enforcing legal duties,
while the substantive content of those duties should be clarified through legislation, regulation, and
binding interagency protocols.

9. Governance and reform proposal

Building on the foregoing analysis, a coherent reform package should address three structural drivers
of regulatory omission and weak enforcement in Iran’s environmental governance of the oil and gas
sector.

First, institutional mandates and coordination mechanisms should be clarified and operationalized
through binding interagency protocols that assign lead responsibility for foreseeable scenarios,
including oil spills, air-pollution emergencies, and industrial accidents, while requiring sectoral
ministries and state-owned operators to incorporate Department of Environment (DOE) standards into
licensing and supervisory processes (Department of Environment of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 2016).
Second, Iran should codify an explicit “public duty of care” for environmental protection, either by
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amending the Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act of 1974 or by enacting a dedicated
statute, so that manifest nonperformance of clear legal duties can be challenged and remedied through
enforceable legal mechanisms. Third, effective accountability requires a durable layer of independent
scrutiny, such as an ombudsman-style oversight body empowered to monitor compliance, investigate
regulatory inertia, and initiate corrective action when agencies fail to fulfill binding duties. This
mechanism should be complemented by basic transparency requirements that make environmental
performance data and enforcement outcomes publicly accessible and verifiable.

Taken together, these reforms would shift environmental administration away from dispersed
responsibility and reactive crisis management toward clearly defined duties, enforceable standards of
diligence, and credible oversight mechanisms capable of intervening before environmental harm
becomes irreversible (Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 1979, art. 50).

10. Practical remarks and implementation-oriented recommendations

The preceding analysis supports several practical recommendations. First, Iranian law should move
beyond general environmental commitments toward operational protocols for foreseeable incidents in
the oil and gas sector. For oil spills, pipeline ruptures, refinery accidents, and acute emission events,
binding interagency protocols should identify the lead authority, reporting chain, response timetable,
emergency powers, and applicable cost-recovery mechanisms.

Second, administrative accountability should be tied to the nonperformance of clearly defined legal
duties rather than to abstract disagreements over policy. Where a statutory duty to inspect, monitor,
issue standards, respond to warnings, or enforce corrective measures is sufficiently clear, failure to
perform that duty should be subject to review before the Court of Administrative Justice and should
also trigger internal disciplinary review.

Third, transparency should be treated as an integral component of accountability. Public access to
inspection reports, emergency-response records, environmental monitoring data, and post-incident
findings would reduce institutional blame shifting and strengthen the evidentiary basis for
administrative and civil claims.

Fourth, Iran should establish a centralized post-incident reporting mechanism for environmental events
in the oil and gas sector. Each major incident should be followed by a public report identifying the
source of harm, the responsible operator, the agencies notified, the response timeline, the remedial
measures undertaken, and any identified administrative failures. Such reporting would strengthen
institutional memory and reduce the recurrence of preventable incidents.

Fifth, environmental duties should be integrated into petroleum licensing, field-development approvals,
and contracts involving state-owned operators. This approach would embed environmental
accountability within ordinary petroleum governance rather than treating it as an external or exceptional
form of regulatory control.

These practical measures do not require a comprehensive redesign of Iranian environmental law.
Rather, they would translate existing constitutional and statutory commitments into enforceable
administrative routines.

11. Conclusions

This article has argued that Iranian law already provides several foundations for public liability and
administrative accountability in environmental matters, including Article 50 of the Constitution,
environmental statutes, civil liability rules, criminal sanctions, and judicial review of administrative
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inaction. However, these foundations do not yet constitute a coherent accountability framework for
omission-based harm in the oil and gas sector. The principal weakness is not the absence of environmental
norms, but the lack of operational rules that clearly identify which authority must act, when action is
required, what standard of diligence applies, and what consequences follow from nonperformance.

The analysis further demonstrates that oil spills and industrial incidents differ from air-pollution and
climate-related harms with respect to causation, attribution, and available remedies. Nevertheless, all three
categories reveal a common administrative problem: when public duties are fragmented across multiple
institutions, regulatory omissions become more difficult to identify, prove, and sanction. For this reason,
accountability should be structured around clearly defined duties, evidence-based attribution, and
enforceable administrative procedures rather than broad declarations of environmental responsibility.

The article therefore concludes that reform should proceed through a limited but concrete agenda:
codifying or regulating a public duty of care for environmental administration; adopting binding
interagency protocols for oil and gas incidents; strengthening judicial review of manifest
nonperformance before the Court of Administrative Justice; improving the transparency of inspection,
monitoring, and response records; and establishing an independent oversight function capable of
investigating regulatory inertia. These measures would not replace existing Iranian law; rather, they
would translate its environmental commitments into administratively enforceable obligations.

Nomenclature
DOE Department of Environment
EPA Environmental Protection Agency
NGOs Nongovernmental organizations
NIOC National Iranian Oil Company
OECD Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
UNDP United Nations Development Program
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