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Since the enactment of the first law directly related to heritage protection, the National
Heritage Preservation Act of 1930, emphasis has been placed on the importance
of buffer zones in preserving and enhancing the spatial-functional character and
constructed meaning of heritage sites. However, changes in the vicinity of registered
heritage sites often occur without due regard for heritage requirements and buffer
zone regulations. This issue is evident in the case of Rasht Municipality Square, a
nationally registered heritage site. Can this situation be regarded as a result of the
ineffectiveness of heritage buffer zones in managing change adjacent to valuable
heritage sites? To address this question, this study adopts a qualitative approach to
examine the changes that have occurred within the property and buffer zone of Rasht
Municipality Square in relation to the approved laws and regulations governing
buffer zones. The findings indicate that the approved buffer zones have played a
significant role in preserving the historical value of the square and in managing
change. Nevertheless, substantive and procedural deficiencies remain in the concept
and implementation of buffer zones, ranging from inadequate definitions to the
absence of executive guidelines for broader categories beyond individual buildings,
as well as the insufficiency and ambiguity of the regulations themselves. These
challenges have hindered the full realization of the protective objectives of this legal
instrument. In addition, institutional weaknesses within the heritage management
system in the areas of monitoring and oversight, together with the neglect of existing
buffer zone regulations by urban management authorities, have further exacerbated
the problem. Based on this diagnostic analysis, the study proposes a qualitative model
for the determination and definition of buffer zones, comprising four dimensions at
a general (thematic) level, and offers recommendations for managing future change
at a specific (case-study) level, with the aim of enhancing the effectiveness and
contribution of heritage buffer zones in the protection of heritage sites.
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Introduction

The most important legal instrument for preventing this trend and preserving the cultural and
historical assets under government protection is the registration of heritage sites on the national
monuments list, together with the legal protections this status entails (Abbasi, 2020), followed by the
designation of buffer zones and the formulation of their regulations, which, according to the law, fall
under the responsibility of the Ministry of Cultural Heritage (The Parliament Research Center, 1988).
Registration and buffer zone designation, as two complementary measures for protecting cultural
heritage and historically valuable areas of the country (Spanji & Shafia, 2023), can effectively control
and direct the alarming pace of change in the valuable urban areas of cities and villages across the
country.

Nevertheless, numerous examples demonstrate that, despite national registration and the
existence of approved protective buffer zones, changes have occurred that are inconsistent with
heritage regulations and have caused damage to heritage properties. Rasht Municipality Square is
one such example. Over the years, interventions in the square and its adjacent buildings have altered
the historical authenticity of this heritage area. These interventions include the construction of the
telecommunications building behind the municipality building; the construction of the Fatehi and
Amirkabir shopping centers on the western side of the square; the construction of shopping centers
on the southeastern side, such as the Heidari shopping center; the demolition of Enghelab Cinema;
and the ongoing construction of a cinema complex in its place. As noted above, these changes have
occurred, and continue to occur, within the registered area and buffer zone and in the vicinity of
the area’s valuable historical and cultural monuments, many of which have also been individually
registered at the national level.

This raises an important question: how can such changes occur in a square with a registered
area and buffer zone, and in the vicinity of its valuable historic buildings? Have these changes been
carried out in compliance with approved heritage regulations, or have they violated them? Where
does the problem lie? Investigating the reasons for these apparent violations and seeking answers to
the above questions makes it possible to formulate the causes of such events and conditions more
precisely. Through this inquiry, it becomes possible to assess whether the currently approved buffer

zones are sufficient to manage change in the vicinity of valuable heritage monuments.

Discussion

Changes affecting the core area and buffer zone of Rasht Municipality Square are not confined to
a specific period, nor are they limited to the years following the square’s registration or the formal
definition of its buffer zone. A brief review of several projects and programs that have shaped the
current condition of the square shows that the changes that have taken place over time have, on the
whole, not produced favorable outcomes from a heritage and conservation perspective. Although some
of these changes occurred at a time when registration and heritage buffer zones did not yet have legal
standing, a disregard for the heritage value of the area is nevertheless evident in the approach taken
toward it. Other changes, despite the existence of approved documents and legal restrictions, have

taken place without regard for heritage regulations, resulting in a decline in the values of the place.
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The substantive and procedural causes of these actions and their consequences can be attributed
to the following: the inadequate definition of the buffer zone in legal documents in general and in
the present research context in particular; the secondary status accorded to heritage buffer zones,
and their violation in urban plans and projects; disregard for modern heritage that contributes to
the meaning of the place, leading to its destruction; insufficient attention to, and emphasis on, the
principles of incremental development in heritage documents and regulations; and institutional
weakness in managing change in accordance with heritage regulations.

In its current form, heritage zoning suffers from both substantive and procedural problems that
have, in many cases, undermined the effectiveness of this legal instrument. One such problem is the
inefficiency of the process of determining and defining zones, which results from the simplification
of scale and hierarchy in zoning and its reduction to a quantitative category within the logic of
existing laws and guidelines. It should be noted that physical criteria—especially height, which is
in some ways the most important criterion in relation to changes within buffer zones and in defining
measures for protecting the values of heritage and its setting—are not, by themselves, sufficient to
guide change in a place effectively.

This inadequacy becomes even more apparent when the issue of buffer zone designation
is raised at a scale larger than that of an individual building, such as hills, courtyards, urban
complexes, and public spaces. Accordingly, it is necessary to consider other dimensions of
place—namely function and meaning—alongside the physical dimension in the designation of
buffer zones, and to adopt a more appropriate system of valuation and a more comprehensive
framework for their definition. In this regard, any formula applied without qualitative knowledge
of the place disrupts its proper functional capacities and undermines its semantic context.
Therefore, in the case of urban spaces and historic squares such as Rasht Municipality Square,
there is a need to define a mechanism for buffer zone designation that treats the square as a place

and as an integrated whole.

Conclusion

Municipality Square, located in central Rasht, has undergone fundamental changes over the years.
Most of these changes occurred after the square was registered as a national monument in 1977/78,
despite restrictive regulations concerning the registered area and its protective and scenic buffer
zones. Some of these cases also relate to the present period, following the approval and notification
of the revised regulations for the square’s area and buffer zone in 2012/13. In broad terms, the reason
for this clear violation must be understood in relation to the dominance of a development-oriented
perspective within the long-standing tension between development and conservation in the history
of the square. Although buffer zone laws and regulations are intended to prevent such changes
and guide them in a principled manner, in practice they have been overridden by the pressure of
development and have merely witnessed unprincipled interventions. However, this issue should not
be interpreted as evidence of the inefficiency of the buffer zone itself, nor should this legal instrument
alone be expected to manage changes around a monument. This is because change is influenced not

only by legal tools, but also by numerous other factors, such as institutions, executive bodies, urban
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stakeholders, and similar actors. These factors become even more complex at scales larger than
individual heritage buildings.

The legal authority of the country’s heritage institution needs to be strengthened. This would help
ensure that other executive bodies, especially urban and rural management authorities, comply with
its decisions. In this way, they could function more effectively as the executive arm of the Ministry
of Heritage in protecting the country’s cultural assets.

The employment of conservation experts within urban management bodies is strongly
recommended. Construction projects should be evaluated from the perspective of both conservation
and development. It should be noted that the physical context contains capacities with which proposed
designs may interfere, which they may damage, reinforce, or transform. The art of design lies in
interpreting needs and relating them to the capacities embedded within the context.

Finally, it is essential that urban managers review and study global examples of buffer zone
violations that have led to a decline in the heritage value of monuments and, in some cases, to the loss
of their outstanding value and integrity before designing, approving, and implementing development
projects in the vicinity of valuable monuments. Doing so can provide important lessons and help

prevent the repetition of unsuccessful experiences.
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Fig. 1: Timeline diagram of the physical developments of Municipality Square (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 2: Timeline diagram of the process of registering the municipality square, the elements located in it, and determining and
reviewing the buffer zone. (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 3: Redrawing the buffer zone plan approved in 2012 (1391 SH ) for Rasht Municipality Square (Authors, 2025).
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Tab. 1: Some of the constructions in the square in different periods (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 4: Decision of the Article 100 Committee confirming the building violation and ordering the demolition of the unauthorized
construction (right) (Rasht Municipality, 2020); progressive deterioration of the historic skyline along the western edge of the
square and the consequent decline in the visual significance of the Municipal Building over time (left) (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 5: Official letter from the Guilan General Office of Culture and Islamic Guidance to Rasht Municipality (right); violation of
the buffer zone of the Municipal Building (left) (Authors, 2026).
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Fig. 6: Physical and visual deterioration of the southern frontage of the square, failure to preserve its authentic architectural

character, and the need for comprehensive physical and visual rehabilitation (Authors, 2026).
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Fig. 7: Inappropriate contextual relationship between the Heidari and Shik buildings, characterized by the disruption of horizontal
datum lines and the historic skyline (Authors, 2026).

Ol (s3lwalyodla (8

29 €y o (53Sye Bl 0dgume (IS L)l (iluolyooly 2yl plgie b lofgry Jd a8 pladl
JrL SV QLO) uTL: AS]) u‘-\.uo YAy -6 LSLD(JL“’ alold) s ])_'>| 9 L$'>|)J° o gal . b Qo dad b.u:‘al
9 u.(a.b)ﬁ Axwgi Lad u_ad.{\)}he‘.» Gin l_:)9.’>usuLuu|9 o\)l_._: LS)-@:“’ LgLa_S ggu 4o dg0 J.....oy‘a °)‘9'“’ us).'>



yesd e 53 0l e 9 (Sliee oy St B3 § b0 (S3320 |

8590 Blaal 1o S 58 lad plasl ol IS Sy a8 ol 03,8 Jous (6808 s a5l ¢ ppis (goLasi]
ol (Sl Lol pglas g Lads a0 g 0aitsn o9 |y oo 31 s o2l (liad codeS codds peal 1
E9090 4 dngi b g Hasie jebas.cowl i LB (ollidl 3l B lial o Lol teawlon,S SaS' ol doye
8 Lt 5ot b T bl 85 53 (oo5S 429) Lind 3 st ogas (sl (lyl callio o)

(A JSW:) Cow! ol UT uﬁ-”l)*-’ u.:l)m L;l_fbl.u P PRS L u].b.n o)lA_?- e
iy 2B ol ol sl 0 Sl (e L2 ] g (s cpmh A JS) L iyl s 4 dd om0t

COFF (8055185) eyl b byl 3 ol (s yoili g olse (sl capmiog 1A JSii
Fig. 8: The condition of utility poles within the square and their adverse visual impact on the historic building frontages (Authors,
2026).
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Fig. 9: The importance of urban furniture in enhancing or reducing the value of heritage places, The placement of the statue of
Mirza Kochakh Khan has disturbed the view of the governor’s building, the coherence of the arena and the buffer zone of the
square, and the invitation of the northern route (Authors, 2026).
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Fig. 10: Timeline diagram of the evolution of Rasht Enghelab cinema (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 11: Height 17.02 meters in the approved permit (right), incompatible facade materials (left) (Rasht Municipality, 1401 Sh),
(Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 12: Neglecting the historical context and the presence of disproportionate buildings in terms of volume, pattern of openings,
height and materials (view to the north and northeast of the square), (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 13: Criteria for determining, evaluating and monitoring heritage buffer zones (Authors, 2025; GUNDOGDU, 2023; World
Heritage Centre, 2008).
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