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The Role and Development of Local NGOs in the Social Context of Iran:
A Case Study of the Disaster Response to the Bam Earthquake on December 26, 2003

Kyoko Okano
(Formerly Graduate School of Human Sciences, Osaka University)

The role of local NGOs in humanitarian assistance is expanding, with organizations working on continuous, long-term
reconstruction efforts and on community-based activities in collaboration with international NGOs, one of the main
providers of assistance. However, the development of local NGOs largely depends on the social, political, and cultural
context in Iran. Volunteerism is traditionally connected with Iranian society, but the political system in Iran does not favor
group activities, including NGOs. However, the Bam earthquake has brought much attention to the role of local NGOs
and many groups, both existing and newly organized, which actively participated in the disaster response. However, it
became clear that after the emergency period, most newly organized NGOs were dismissed owing to lack of resources,
such as capacity and budget, and social conditions that hindered their development. Meanwhile, there surely exist local
NGOs that are developing in partnership with international aid agencies. Although it is not easy to change the social
context in which NGOs in Iran have to work, developing NGOs are expected to lead the future development of local
NGOs in Iran.

Keywords: Disaster response, Local NGOs, Iran, Society
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