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Pezeshkian: Iran neither seeks war
nor hesitates to defend itself o5
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& A young boy looks on as Palestinians stand amid
the devastation in the yard of a school, a day after
it was hit by an Israeli strike, in the al-Tuffah
neighborhood of Gaza City on April 4, 2025.

OMAR AL-QATTAA/AFP

A lifeline for Iran’s national,
international development
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By Reza Salehi Amiri
Iran’s minister of cultural her-
itage, tourism and handicrafts

O P 1 NI O N

EXCLUSIVE

In today’s world, the tourism industry
is seen not only as a cornerstone of
economic and cultural development
for countries but also plays a key role
in promoting culture, expanding in-
ternational relations, and creating job
opportunities. Developing this sector
will not be possible without investing
in core infrastructure. With its unpar-
alleled cultural, historical, natural, and
geographical capacities, Iran can boost
its global standing by scaling up its
tourism infrastructure.

In this vein, the opening of the five-
star Araz Hotel in the northern city of
Nowshahr on April 1—now the larg-
est in the country—marks a major
leap forward. The project, backed by a
$150 million investment, is not just a
physical structure but a symbol of the
government’s commitment to support-
ing tourism investment and improv-
ing its infrastructure. The Araz Hotel,
equipped with facilities that measure
up to global standards, has created
new opportunities for drawing in both
domestic and foreign tourists, contrib-
uting to economic growth and job cre-

ation in the region.
Expanding tourism infrastructure will
not only open the floodgates to more
visitors but will also help win over in-
vestors—both local and internation-
al. With its rich natural and cultural
resources, Iran is well-positioned to
carve out a hub for regional and global
tourism. Yet this vision can only come
to fruition with large-scale investments
in hotels, accommodation centers,
transport networks, and other sup-
porting infrastructure. Global tourism
has become a cutthroat battleground
where countries are to maintain their
competitive edge through modern
technologies and the development of
smart infrastructure. Iran, with its an-
cient heritage, has great potential for
attracting tourists, but unlocking such
potential needs establishing standard
infrastructure that meets tourist ex-
pectations.

Investment in tourism needs legal
transparency and streamlined imple-
mentation. Creating suitable environ-
ments for both domestic and foreign in-
vestors, particularly in accommodation
and leisure, is among the government’s
long-term goals. Slashing red tape and
supporting the private sector are es-
sential steps. Projects like the Araz Ho-
tel are significant not

P 8
only economically but age 8 >
also as a symbol of government support
for private investors.
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Marketers of treasure
hunts send people on
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One person single-handedly determined

INTERVIEW

India’s Holi festival unites
cultures through color, tradition

I N T E R v I E W With a Spi{'lt oftogeth-
erness, Indian Ambassa-
=089 BN AR dor Shri Rudra Gaurav
Shresth hosted a lively Holi festival at his residence in
Tehran on April 4. The event, steeped in ancient tradi-
tions, brought together neighbors and friends to cele-
brate the arrival of spring, casting away negativity with
a bonfire and sharing lively colors. As the ambassador
gave an overview of the festival’s rich history and its par-
aI_IeIs ]vith Iranian ceI(_ebrations, he Seepage 8 >
highlighted how Holi transcends
boundaries, fostering joy and community spirit among
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nor hesitates to defen

C International Desk )

The Iranian president said on Thurs-
day that Tehran seeks no war with any
country but is determined to defend
itself against any aggression, amid US
president’s threats to launch strikes
against Iran over its nuclear program.
“The Islamic Republic of Iran has nev-
er pursued war or conflict,” Masoud
Pezeshkian said in a phone call with
Saudi Arabian Crown Prince Moham-
med Bin Salman on the occasion of
Muslims’ Eid al-Fitr, which marks the
end of the holy fasting month Rama-
dan.

Pezeshkian stressed that the
non-peaceful use of nuclear energy has
no place in the country’s security and
defense doctrine.

The Iranian president said that the
inspections carried out by the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)

Iran neither seeks war

have verified the peaceful nature of
Iran’s nuclear activities.

It is possible for the nuclear activities
of Iran to remain fully subject to veri-
fication as they have been in previous
years, added the president.

He also expressed Iran’s readiness to
engage in dialogue “based on mutual
interest and respect” with the aim of
easing tensions over the program.

“We seek no war with any country, but
will also not hesitate to defend our-
selves. And our readiness and capabili-
ty in this regard is at the highest level,”
he emphasized.

US President Donald Trump threatened
over the weekend that he might order
military strikes against Iran if Tehran
refused to enter negotiations to “make
anew deal” on its nuclear program.
During his first term in office, Trump
withdrew the United States from a
previous agreement on Iran’s nucle-

Mohammed Bin Salman

ar program, officially called the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (jcpoa),
and launched a maximum pressure
campaign against the country.

Trump restored that policy after re-

d itself

turning to the White House for a sec-
ond term in January.

On March 12, Trump sent a letter to
Iran’s leadership, asking for negotia-
tions to reach a new deal and threat-

Masoud Pezeshkian

ening military action if Tehran refused.
Iran has ruled out direct negotiations
with the US under pressure and threats
but says indirect talks remain an op-
tion.

Dozens Killed in Israel’s fresh strikes on Gaza

( International Desk )

Israeli strikes on Gaza killed doz-
ens of Palestinians on Friday as the
occupying regime announced the
launch of a new ground offensive in
Gaza City and ordered new evacu-
ations in the besieged Palestinian
territory.

Rescuers said on Friday that Isra-
el’s military aggression had killed
at least 30 people across the Pales-
tinian territory since dawn.

A single Israeli strike on Khan Yunis
killed at least 25 people, a medical
source at the southern city’s Nasser
Hospital told AFP.

“The situation is very dangerous,
and there is death coming at us
from every direction,” Elena Helles
told AFP via text message, add-
ing that she and her family were
trapped in her sister’s house in
Shujaiya.

Israeli minister of military affairs
Israel Katz said on Wednesday that
the regime would bolster its mili-
tary presence inside the Gaza Strip
to destroy the resistance forces’ in-
frastructure.

The operation would “seize large
areas that will be incorporated
into Israeli security zones,” he said,
without specifying how much ter-
ritory.

Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu also said the occupation
army was dividing Gaza and “seiz-
ing territory” to force Hamas to
free the remaining Israeli captives
seized in the group’s October 2023
attack on the occupied territories.
On Thursday, Gaza’s civil defense
agency said more than 30 people,
including children, were also killed
in an Israeli strike on Dar al-Arqgam
school serving as a shelter for dis-
placed Palestinians in the al-Tuffah
neighborhood, northeast of Gaza
City.

“One of the missing was a pregnant
woman who was expecting twins,”
the agency’s spokesman Mahmud
Bassal said.

The Israeli military claimed it had
struck a “Hamas command and con-
trol center in the area of Gaza City”
“It was like the Judgement Day.
They bombed us with missiles and
everything went dark. We started
looking for our children and our be-
longings but everything was gone.
We couldn’t find our children,”
sobbed Raghda al-Sharafa, who was
among the displaced civilians shel-
tering in the school buildings.

According to Palestinian medical
authorities, at least 100 Palestin-
ians were Killed in Israeli airstrikes

across Gaza on Thursday.

Hamas condemned the strike on
the school, calling it a “heinous
massacre” of innocent civilians.
The health ministry in Gaza said
1,249 people have been killed in
the Palestinian territory since Is-
rael resumed intense bombing
on March 18, bringing the overall
death toll since the war began to
50,600.

In Lebanon, Hamas’s military wing,
the Ezzedine al-Qassam Brigades,
said that two of its members were
killed in an Israeli strike after the
Israeli military said the strike had
killed a Hamas commander.
Lebanese Prime Minister Nawaf
Salam condemned the strike as a
“flagrant attack on Lebanese sov-
ereignty” and a breach of the No-
vember 27 cease-fire in the war be-
tween Hezbollah resistance group
and Tel Aviv.

Israel has also issued evacuation or-
ders to residents in parts of north-
ern Gaza, instructing civilians to
move west and south to shelters,
warning that it planned to “work
with extreme force in your area.”
The UN humanitarian office said
around 280,000 Palestinians have
been displaced since Israel end-
ed the cease-fire with Hamas last
month.

Iran ‘strongly’ criticizes approval of anti-Iran resolution at UNHRC

C International Desk )

Iran strongly slammed the approval
of an anti-Iran resolution at the UN
human rights council, calling it a dis-
criminatory move that undermines
the credibility of the council.
Addressing the UN Human Rights
Council’s (UNHRC) 58th regular session,
Iran’s ambassador to the UN head-
quarters in Geneva Ali Bahraini said
the move “bogs down the council into
a new quagmire of inefficiency and
waste of resources” and diminishes
trust in the work of the agency.

The council passed the resolution
against Iran that extended the man-
date of the Special Rapporteur on the
situation of human rights in Iran and
decided that the Fact-Finding Mission
should continue with a mandate to
“monitor and investigate allegations
of recent and ongoing serious human
rights violations in the Islamic Repub-
lic”

Bahraini urged the council to focus on
the catastrophic situation of human

rights in the Israeli-occupied Pales-
tinian territories.

“In a situation where the most severe
rights violations are being committed
in Palestine and their perpetrators
enjoy the highest level of immunity
and impunity, the sponsors of draft
resolution A/HRC/58/L.20/Rev.1 are
trying to mislead the council by por-
traying a false picture of the human
rights situation in the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran,” the envoy said.

He warned that the Western sponsors
of the resolution, including the UK
and Germany, should be held account-
able for all their oppression against
the Iranian people and humankind.
Iran’s Foreign Ministry’s spokesman
Esmail Baqaei also expressed regret
over the continued exploitation of
human rights mechanisms by the UK,
Germany, and certain other Western
countries to exert political pressure
on developing nations.

He condemned the two countries’
leading role in pushing an anti-Ira-
nian resolution at the UN Human

Rights Council, saying that they lack
the moral standing to lecture others
on human rights.

Bagaei emphasized that the resolu-
tion’s content is factually incorrect,
relying on unsubstantiated claims at-
tributed to unnamed individuals, ren-
dering it legally baseless and invalid.

The Foreign Ministry spokesperson
also pointed to the hypocritical ap-
proach of the UK, Germany, Canada,
and other sponsors of this anti-Iran
resolution over the past two years re-
garding the Israeli regime’s genocide
in Gaza and the crimes of the regime
against the people of Lebanon and
Syria.

He pointed out that the UK is one of
the biggest political, financial, and
military backers of the Israeli regime.
Baqaei also said Germany is the sec-
ond-largest arms supplier to Israel,
with its foreign minister openly justi-
fying the killing of innocent Palestin-
ian women and children. These two
countries have no moral authority to
preach human rights to others.

Trump says favors ‘direct talks’
with Iran on nuclear dossier

Donald Trump
AFP

US President Donald Trump said
Thursday he wanted “direct talks”
with Tehran on a nuclear deal, after
he threatened to bomb Iran over its
nuclear program.

Trump has given Iran’s leaders a
two-month deadline to reach an
agreement on the country’s nuclear
program, which has strained rela-
tions with Western nations for de-
cades.

Western countries including the
United States have long accused
Iran of pursuing a nuclear weapon,
which Tehran has denied, insisting
its enrichment activities were solely
for peaceful purposes, AFP reported.
“I think it’s better if we have direct
talks,” he told reporters onboard the
presidential plane Air Force One.

“I think it goes faster and you under-
stand the other side a lot better than
if you go through intermediaries.”
Iran’s Foreign Minister Abbas Aragh-
chi said last week that Tehran would
not engage in direct talks with

Washington “until there is a change
in the other side’s approach towards
the Islamic republic.”

On Wednesday, Araghchi reiterated
Tehran’s readiness to take part in
indirect negotiations with the US,
warning that US threats are “com-
plicating” the current situation.
“The Islamic Republic, as in the
past, is ready for real negotiations
from an equal position and indi-
rectly,” Araghchi said in a phone call
with his Dutch counterpart, Caspar
Veldkamp. He stressed that this “re-
quires a constructive atmosphere
and the avoidance of approaches
based on threats, intimidation and
blackmail.”

Trump in his first term ripped up
a 2015 nuclear deal negotiated by
predecessor Barack Obama and re-
imposed crippling sanctions on Iran.
“They wanted to use intermediaries,
[ don’t think that’s necessarily true
anymore,” Trump said.

“I think they’re concerned, I think
they feel vulnerable. I don’t want
them to feel that way,” he added. “I
think they want to meet.”

Trump said last month he had writ-
ten to Leader of Iran’s Islamic Revo-
lution Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khame-
nei to call for nuclear negotiations
and warn of possible military action
if Tehran refused.

Ayatollah Khamenei responded by
saying that US threats “will get them
nowhere” and warned of reciprocal
measures “if they do anything ma-
lign” against Iran.
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Abadan refinery gasoline outp

up by 20%: CEO

Economy Desk >

Gasollne production at the
Abadan refinery in southwest-
ern Iran has risen by 20% since
the start of the current govern-
ment’s term in July, according to
the refinery’s CEO.

“Gasoline production at this
refinery has increased by 20%
since the beginning of the cur-
rent administration’s term,” said
the CEO of Abadan Oil Refining
Company, SHANA reported.
Fardin Rashidi noted that from
the start of the Iranian calen-
dar year (began on March 20, 2024)
until the end of the previous
administration, Abadan refin-
ery’s daily gasoline production
stood at 14.9 million liters. With
the start of the sitting adminis-
tration, this figure rose to 17.8
million liters per day, reflect-
ing a 20% growth in the refin-
ery’s gasoline output in recent
months.”

This increase in production is
attributed to expanded crude
oil refining capacity, the use of
received octane-boosting addi-
tives, and the commissioning of
an alkylation gasoline produc-
tion unit, he added.

“Abadan refinery supplies ap-
proximately 17% of the coun-
try’s gasoline, 22% of its gas oil,

and 42% of its fuel oil,” Rashidi
told reporters on Thursday, ref-
erencing last year’s rise in gaso-
line production.

Emphasizing that this produc-
tion boost has played a key role
in addressing fuel shortages na-
tionwide, he added, “Feedstock
for petrochemical plants in
Tabriz, Bandar Imam, Shazand
in Arak, and Bu-Ali Sina is sup-
plied through Abadan refinery.”
The CEO highlighted that in-
creasing the refinery’s capacity
to over 530,000 barrels per day,
efforts to operationalize Phase
2, Section 2 units, and launch-
ing the Flare Gas Recovery Unit
(FGRU) project are among the
company’s key priorities this
year.

“The newly commissioned units
in Phase 2, Section 1 were built
using the latest energy-efficient
technologies for comparable fa-
cilities. Similar advanced tech-
nologies will also be deployed
in Phase 2, Section 2 units,” he
said.

Rashidi added, “Once all Phase
2 units are fully operational,
gasoline, gas oil, and kerosene
products will meet Euro 4 and
Euro 5 standards, with the re-
finery’s daily gasoline output
rising by approximately 10 mil-
lion liters.”

Rise in gasoline
consumption

Meanwhile, the National Iranian
0il Products Distribution Compa-
ny (NI0pDC) announced that the av-
erage daily gasoline consumption
in the country during the period
from the first 13 days of the new

year (March 21-April 1) reached 131.1
million liters.

According to a report by ILNA
citing the Oil Ministry, statistics
released by the NIOPDC indicate
that 118.5 million liters of gasoline
were distributed nationwide on
Wednesday (April 1). This represents

ut

a 14.5 million-liter increase—
equivalent to 14%—compared to
the 104 million liters consumed on
the same day last year.

Gasoline consumption on March 30
and 31 was recorded at 140.2 mil-
lion liters and 150.2 million liters,
respectively.

Iran: Three power exchange plans underway with neighbors

Electricity imports from Azerbaijan, Armenia, Turkey during peak load periods

( Economy Desk )

An official with the Ministry of Energy
announced three plans for electricity
exchange with neighboring countries
to manage peak demand in the current
Persian calendar year (began on March 20,
2025).

Director general of the foreign trade
office of Iran’s Power Generation and
Distribution Company (TAVANIR) high-

lighted ongoing projects for cross-bor-
der electricity exchange aimed at ad-
dressing peak summer demand and
expanding regional energy infrastruc-
ture, ILNA reported.

“Numerous measures are underway
to facilitate electricity exchange with
neighboring countries, both to manage
the upcoming summer peak load and
to develop energy transmission infra-
structure and regional cooperation,”

Mehrdad Eqlimi said.

Eqlimi reported the completion of the
third 400-kilovolt [ran-Armenia power
transmission line and efforts to secure
an additional 400 MW of electrici-
ty imports from Iran’s northwestern
neighbor during peak periods.

“To develop energy transmission in-
frastructure, the third 400-kilovolt
Iran-Armenia power line has been
constructed up to the Iranian border,
with the external section of the proj-
ect being implemented by an Iranian
contractor using financing from the
Export Development Bank of Iran,” he
added.

According to the official, necessary
measures, including accelerating the
completion of the external section,
finalizing agreements to increase im-
ports by 400 MW during peak periods,
and establishing a monitoring plan to
ensure timely project completion are
currently prioritized.

The TAVANIR chief also said, “Negoti-
ations with the Republic of Azerbaijan
to import 140 megawatts of electricity
this summer, as well as to sign a new
annex for electricity imports during

this summer, are being pursued.”
“The Azerbaijani side has also wel-
comed a proposal to hold in-person
talks in Baku to explore connecting
the power grids of Iran, Azerbaijan,
and Russia,” he added.

On Turkey, Eqlimi outlined coordina-
tion efforts to exchange electricity via
a Back-to-Back (BtB) system, targeting
up to 300 MW this summer.

“An agreement to operationalize in-
terconnection lines between the two
countries has been signed. However,
despite TAVANIR’s readiness to com-
mence electricity trade — including
appointing an Iranian broker — the
Turkish side has delayed allocating ca-
pacity and insists that Iran cover the
costs of the Van HVDC (high-voltage direct
current) station, a demand Iran has not
accepted,” he said.

“Negotiations continue to resolve
these issues, including finalizing al-
located capacity and addressing in-
vestment cost disputes. Additionally,
discussions are ongoing to secure
Turkey’s response, select a suitable
broker, and establish operational in-
frastructure to begin exchanges.”

Leader’s
aide: US

can pursue
economic
interests
with Iran
—

P

Ali Larijani

( International Desk )

A senior advisor to Leader
of Iran’s Islamic Revolu-
tion Ayatollah Seyyed Ali
Khamenei said the Unit-
ed States, under Donald
Trump, can opt for eco-
nomic interests with Teh-
ran instead of a military
action as any attack bears
consequences for Wash-
ington.

“Mr. Trump is a talented
individual who has man-
aged to accumulate such
wealth through his busi-
ness endeavors. The Unit-
ed States can establish
economic interests with
Iran,” Ali Larijani, sharing
an excerpt from his re-
cently televised interview,
wrote on X.

“Trump says he is a peace
advocate, so he ought not
to speak of threats or war.
An attack on Iran will not
be without consequences,
and we possess experi-
enced military command-
ers.”

In an interview with
NBC News late last week,
Trump threatened that, “If
they (Iranians) don’t make a
deal, there will be bomb-
ing”

On Monday, Ayatollah
Khamenei warned that if
the US commits any hos-
tile act against the Islamic
Republic, “it will certainly
receive a heavy blow in
return.”

On Monday, Larihjani
warned that if the United
States and Israel bomb
Iran under any nuclear
pretext, the Islamic Re-
public may have no choice
but to acquire a nuclear
weapon.

“Iran has gained a distin-
guished position among
major powers, and most
Western countries want
to establish independent
relations with Iran. How-
ever, due to US pressure,
they have not taken a de-
finitive stance,” he said in
an interview.

Wastewater to replace fresh water in Iranian industries

< Economy Desk )

Iranian industries across the
country’s provinces are re-
placing their fresh water us-
age with treated wastewater,
according to the deputy of
planning and economic affairs
of Iran’s National Water and
Wastewater Engineering Com-
pany.

Emphasizing that a directive
on water reallocation has been
issued to all provincial indus-
tries, Masoud Alavian said, “Un-
der this framework, industries
nationwide are to substitute

their fresh water supply with
treated wastewater.”

“Iran’s Seventh Development
Plan explicitly mandates indus-
tries to utilize non-convention-
al water sources,” he added.
Alavian noted that industries
currently consume 3.7 billion
cubic meters of fresh water
annually. “Efforts in the initial
phase aim to redirect 1.6 bil-
lion cubic meters of this de-
mand to treated wastewater,”
he stated.

The chairman of the board of
the National Water and Waste-
water Engineering Company

stated that wastewater treat-
ment plants can be a substitute
for conventional water resourc-
es, adding, “Currently, approxi-
mately 87 million cubic meters
of treated wastewater are sold
annually, and contracts for ap-
proximately 312 million cubic
meters have been concluded
with industries on a reciprocal
sale basis.”

He stressed that implementa-
tion hinges on scheduled time-
lines, adding, “Priority in real-
location is given to industries
with geographical feasibility for
non-conventional water use.”

“Studies on this initiative are
complete. Identifying indus-
tries eligible for the shift will
simultaneously create opportu-
nities for expanding treatment
plant capacity and infrastruc-
ture,” Alavian clarified.

“Steel, petrochemical, mining,
and refinery sectors — the
largest water consumers —
have already signed realloca-
tion contracts,” he said.
According to Alavian, “Indus-
tries such as food production
and sanitary goods lack reallo-
cation options and will continue
using fresh water”
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Marketers of treasure hunts
send people on wild goose chase

One person single-handedly determined to destroy Iran

Withtheapproach
oftreasure hunters,
allvaluable pieces of
information are destroyed.
Everythingisstruckbya
pickaxe and discarded.
Thereisnotesting,no

publication,andnoone
willeverfind out what has

beenunearthed that could
bestudiedatanationalor
international level.

-

A cameraman holds a mobile phone showing the map of a buried loot.
PETER DEJONG/AP

INTERVIEW Themethods of treasure hunt marketers have changed with the advent of social media.
Treasure maps and treasure-hunting tools like metal detectors are now being sold openly

on Instagram, Telegram, and other social media platforms without any fear. However, in this process, it is only the
treasure marketers who pocket huge sums of money through deception and fraud.
Treasure hunting in ancient sites and every corner of Iran has existed for a long time. However, treasure maps
are no longer exchanged with the same level of secrecy as in the past. Treasure hunters now sell such means of
destroying history through their social media accounts without any fear, and their followers are increasing day
by day. The mere thought that even a small number of people who follow them might be deceived and, in the hope
of finding treasure, dig up ancient layers of stone and solil is terrifying.
Hamed Vahdati Nasab, the head of the Society of Iranian Archaeology and a paleoanthropologist, explores the issue
of treasure hunters and the damage they have caused to Iran’s ancient sites in the interview translated below.

e e -
: The photo shows a site at Mount Savalan (Sabalan) in the Ardabil province of northwestern Iran where stone has been roughly shaped to resemble the head of an eagle. Promoters of treasure hunts spin such natural phenomena as signs indicat-
. ing treasure in maps they sell.
TASNIM

No place left untouched in Iran
In Iran, there is almost no place that
treasure hunters have not dug up.
There is no undamaged ancient site
in Iran without a single exception. All
of them have been damaged, based on
the assumption that there is gold or
some other story lying there. However,
there are very important points that I
always repeat to raise awareness.
One of these is about buying and
selling treasure maps, the same fake
maps that you will find. The second
source of income for the creators of
these maps is identifying treasure lo-
cations. They come and look at walls
and see shapes that, in their view,
indicate something, but we know
these shapes do not exist. For exam-
ple, they might say the profile of a
mountain looks like an eagle, and its
beak points to a tree, so you dig ten
meters there, and they charge a hefty
fee for this “expertise”. The third way
they make money is by selling trea-
sure-hunting or metal-detecting de-
vices. These devices cost hundreds
of millions of tomans to billions, and
you can rent them for millions of to-
mans daily. Even if they get confiscat-
ed, it’s still a major income source for
those involved.

No device can visualize the shapes
of treasures. The most advanced
ground-penetrating radar devices
show you the depressions and ele-
vations of soil sediments, which are
useful for our archaeological work,
not for showing you a jar full of coins.
These are all illusions.

The fourth method of income genera-
tion for these people is offering cours-
es and workshops. A rational person
might ask, “If you have the treasure
map and are selling it, why don’t you
go and retrieve it yourself? Why sell it
to me?” The answer is that they claim
they have clients who don’t allow
them to do so, which leads us into the
realm of superstition.

No treasure? Client moved it
The treasure hunter pays for the map,
pays for the expertise, risks every-
thing to dig at night, and in the pro-
cess, destroys all the information that
we archaeologists could have obtained
to understand the site. Then they tell
the promoter, “I went there and found
nothing.” The promoter responds,
“The client must have moved it.” These
people have justifications for every-
thing; they have billions of tomans in
income and millions of followers and
they even operate openly.

Top officials mistake
archaeologists for

treasure hunters

We formed a task force in the Orga-
nization of Cultural Heritage, Hand-
icrafts, and Tourism called the Task
Force to Combat Online Treasure
Hunting. Instead of chasing those
who dig in the deserts, we should
go after those who openly provide
their phone numbers and addresses,
and destroy sites in view of everyone
online. At the very least, their Insta-
gram and Telegram accounts should
be blocked.

The task force did not achieve any
results. After much effort and many
lawyers, an arrest warrant was issued
for one person. [ know this warrant
will eventually go to an appeals court
and turn into a fine. The warrant was
not even for destroying ancient sites
but for physically assaulting a guard
at one of these sites. The issue of pro-
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The photo shows historic pots and a human skeleton that were damaged through using probably non-delicate measures.
ILNA

moting treasure hunting was not even
addressed.

The two million people who follow this
individual are not all bad people; many
of them are not aware. They say, “He
goes around digging things up, and you
go around digging things up, what'’s
the difference?” I say the difference
is like going to a bathhouse barber
downtown for your appendicitis pain
or going to a highly specialized doctor
at a hospital. How much difference is
there between these two? That’s how
much difference there is between
those two.

Another issue, which is very painful, is
that those who promote treasure hunt-
ing push forward the notion that all of
us archaeologists are affiliated with
the government and that everything
we find is transferred abroad through
the government. This is absolutely not
the case. Every province has a custo-
dian of properties, and all our work is
meticulously recorded and document-
ed. In fact, it is overseen, handed over,
and received under very complex reg-
ulations.

Public thinks of them as
heritage saviors

Cultural smuggling happens in all
countries. But the claims that the
Iranian government, now or in the
past, has been officially transferring
Persepolis abroad are false. Treasure
hunt marketers portray themselves
as the saviors of Iran’s heritage, and
we become the villains. In this dual-
ity they create, people are drawn to
them. What people need to realize is
that they should just search online for
a moment and see how we work with
brushes and why everything should
remain in its place.

We have done experiments that trea-

sure hunters have never heard of:
dating tests in world-renowned labs
costing millions, sedimentology, soil
science, pottery experts, stone ex-
perts, biology experts, DNA extraction,
isotopic analysis, and elemental anal-
ysis. Twenty types of expertise come
together to evaluate what we have
cleaned with a brush and what 15 peo-
ple have worked on for a month in a
one-meter square.

Please note that in one month, we go
down one meter by one meter, and we
carry out this work so delicately and
meticulously that it takes this long.
It is a task that they complete in two
hours. The result of our work is that
we find out, for example, when hu-
mans began living in Iran. An inscrip-
tion is discovered, providing us with
extremely valuable information.

With the approach of treasure hunt-
ers, all of this is destroyed. Everything
is struck by a pickaxe and discarded.
There is no testing, no publication,
and no one will ever find out what has
been unearthed that could be studied
at a national or international level.

‘Cultural development’
deferring to uncertain future
Sites are protected in Iran, but the
issue is that when you have nearly a
million ancient sites in the country,
you can’t place a million Conex box-
es with water, electricity, and food
for guards. It’s not practical. Some
prominent sites like Persepolis,
Takht-e Soleyman, and Tepe Hissar in
Damghan have permanent guards, but
the Organization of Cultural Heritage,
Handicrafts, and Tourism can’t place
someone on every ancient hill and
say, “Guard this place.”

“Cultural development” is a term that
has become overused. When you hear

i The illustration shows a metal detector used to search for buried pots of gold or silver from above the ground.
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“cultural development,” it means “let
it go;” Cultural development means
deferring to an uncertain future. In
my opinion, the hands of treasure
hunt marketers must be cut short.
This is also part of cultural develop-
ment. We are in an emergency stage
now, and in this stage, regulatory bod-
ies like the Organization of Cultural
Heritage, Handicrafts, and Tourism
must act seriously. Provincial secu-
rity forces must step in, and through
cyber police, these accounts must
be shut down. Their main source of
income is their accounts. If their In-
stagram and Telegram accounts are
closed, they will be almost destroyed.
To the people who have spent their
money — and some have sold their
car — to pay for “expertise,” I say,
“No statue in Iran’s history has ever
been as large as a mountain. No hu-
man group in Iran has ever carved a
mountain into ‘the shape of an eagle’.
All these ‘treasure signs’ are supersti-
tions; all these clients and maps are
superstitions.”

Saddam scared all from digging
Treasure hunters do exist in other
countries, but they are very few. It
depends on the protocols of those
countries. For example, | worked for
years in the US, Canada, and Russia in
Siberia. A large part of it is that people
know that what they call a jar of gold
coins has a very low probability. More
importantly, there are very strict laws.
That is why we had to study the laws
of neighboring countries. Iraqi Kurd-
istan is terrifying. If you are caught
digging with a device or a pickaxe, you
could easily face five years in prison.
No one dares to do this. In Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq — [ don’t want to say he
did a good thing, I disagree with many

of his actions — the Baathists were so
sensitive about cultural heritage that
Saddam ordered 12 illegal diggers to
be hanged on an ancient hill and left
there. Naturally, this is inhumane, but
it made no one even think of doing
such a thing.

In Egypt, when you visit the pyramids
and other places, if you have even a
piece of pottery in your pocket, you
won’t get to leave the country easily.
The same goes for Turkey, Tajikistan,
and Uzbekistan.

No budget to buy

all ancient artifacts

Some give examples like in the UK,
where they say you can go dig and sell
your findings to the government. This
is absolutely not true. If you are out in
the desert with a pickaxe, you must
have a permit that specifies who you
are — whether you are an archaeol-
ogist, geologist, or from the environ-
ment department. The best-case sce-
nario is that you are gardening in your
backyard and find something. There
is a website where, by law, you must
immediately inform the local cultural
heritage representative that you have
found something.

Our law states that if you find some-
thing on your private property, the
government is obliged to buy it from
you at a good price, even higher than
the market rate, provided you found
it on your property, not through ar-
chaeological excavation, but by chance
during construction or similar activi-
ties. In that case, since your ownership
of the property takes precedence, the
government is obliged to buy it at a
price that satisfies you.

But even here we have a problem. The
government often doesn’t have the
money. You hear in the news that his-

A worker shows the findings of her team’s archeological endeavors at an ancient site in Shahr-e Sukhteh, Sistan and Baluchestan, southeastern Iran.

torical houses are being demolished be-
cause, in principle, the Organization of
Cultural Heritage should buy them, but
it doesn’t have the budget. We would
need to allocate a year’s worth of oil
revenue to the organization so that it
could buy all of Iran’s old houses.

All Iranian mayors have
‘bulldozer’ mentality

[ am friends with some of the cultur-
al activists there in Isfahan, where a
discovery was made during the con-
struction of the metro, and I can tell
you that they stepped forward. They
brought it to the media and stood by
many things to prevent destruction.
I don’t know what has happened in
the selection of mayors in Iran. Why
do all mayors have a bulldozer men-
tality? It’s rare to see a mayor who
says, “This historic district is beauti-
ful. Let’s revive it, give it a beautiful
function, and build the parking some-
where else.”

There is a destructive mentality in the
mindset of some mayors, especially
in sensitive areas like Isfahan. Ev-
erywhere you touch in Isfahan is his-
torical. The same goes for cities like
Shiraz and Yazd. If we look at Yazd, it
has had a more intelligent approach
to historical sites, leading to signifi-
cant income generation. Tourists go to
Yazd because of its preserved historic
district. But in Isfahan, the current
situation is due to the mayor being
ineffective, and other individuals
who stand to gain huge wealth from
the construction of towers. The num-
ber of influential entities that bypass
even the minister of Cultural Heritage
is countless.

The article first appeared in Persian on
Khabar Online.

i Holes potter the countryside where treasure-hunting has become a profession in Archar, northwestern Bulgaria.
\ VALENTINA PETROVA/AFP
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Two-week wrap-up:

Iranian sport enjoys continental glory

( Sports Desk )

Iranian athletes and teams
had a busy schedule during
the Persian New Year’s na-
tional vacation, tasting
glory across various Asian
competitions.

Iranian national football
team secured a comfort-
able qualification for the
FIFA World Cup, while the
country lifted a record
fourth trophy at the AFC
Beach Soccer Asian Cup.
Meanwhile, Iran made a
clean sweep of the freestyle
and Greco-Roman crowns
at the Asian Wrestling
Championships despite
sending new-look, young
squads to the event in Am-
man, Jordan.

Fourth in a row

Iran began the FIFA inter-
national break with a 2-0
victory over the United
Arab Emirates at Tehran’s
Azadi Stadium on March
20 to move within touch-
ing distance of a place
at the World Cup finals

° Fardin Hedayati
celebrates with the

Iranian flag after
winning the
Greco-Roman 130kg
gold medal at the Asian
Wrestling Championships
in Amman, Jordan, on
March 25, 2025.

uww

- cohosted by the United
States, Mexico, and Canada
in 2026.

Prolific striker Sardar Az-
moun headed home to put
Team Melli in front deep
into first-half stoppage
time, before FC Rostov
winger Mohammad Mo-
hebbi guaranteed all points
with a composed finish in
the 70th minute.

A sixth win in seven games
meant Amir Qalenoei’s men
needed a draw in the home
fixture against Uzbekistan
on March 25 to secure a
top-two finish in Group A
of the Asian qualifiers with
two games to spare.

Iran still had to come
from behind twice for a
hard-fought 2-2 stalemate
against the Central Asian
opponent.

Inter striker Mahdi Tar-
emi’s sensational volley
seven minutes after the
break canceled out Ho-
jimat Erkinov’s 16th-min-
ute opener for the visitors.
The parity, however, only
lasted a min-

ute as Uzbekistan regained
the advantage after Abbos-
bek Fayzullaev’s curling
free-kick from the left was
completely missed by a line
of Iran players as it bounced
straight into the net.

Iran’s relentless pressure
for a second equalizer paid
off with seven minutes re-
maining, when substitute
Ali Qolizadeh swung in a
deep cross which Uzbeki-
stan failed to deal with, al-
lowing Taremi the chance
to steer in from close range
to take Iran to a fourth con-
secutive World Cup.

Iran remained top of the
group with 20 points - three
clear of second-placed Uz-
bekistan and seven points
above the UAE before the
final two games in the quali-
fiers against Qatar (away) and
North Korea (home) in June.

Wrestling domination
Iranian wrestling cement-
ed its status as the domi-
nant force in the continent
after collecting a remark-

able 17 medals - includ-

ing nine golds - across 20
weight classes at the Asian
Championships.

Five gold medals and three
silvers saw Hassan Ran-
graz’s 10-man squad fin-
ish atop the Greco-Roman
standings with 201 points,
with Uzbekistan (168 points)

and Japan (131 points).
In their first international
appearance since grabbing
the Olympic golds last sum-
mer, Saeid Esmaeili (67kg)
and Mohammad-Hadi Sar-
avi (97kg) walked away with
the ultimate prize in their
respective events, while
reigning world under-23
champion Fardin Hedaya-
ti was in his own league in
the 130kg event, claiming
three wins by superiority -
without conceding a single
point - before easing to a
7-0 victory over Alimkhan
Syzdykov of Kazakhstan in
the final.
Danial Sohrabi and Mo-
hammad Naqousi also
finished their campaigns
with final victories in the
72kg and 82kg events, re-
spectively, while Moham-

Iranian players celebrate
lifting the AFC Beach Soccer
Asian Cup trophy after an
8-1 win against Oman in the
final in Pattaya, Thailand, on
March 30, 2025.

FFIRI

mad-Mahdi Keshtkar (63kg),
Alireza Abdevali (77kg), and
Yasin Yazdi (87kg) added
three runner-up prizes to
Iran’s medal haul.
In the freestyle competi-
tions, Pejman Dorostkar’s
squad, comprising
under-23 wrestlers,

Amirhossein Firouz-
pour (92kg) and Amirreza
Ma’soumi (125kg) domi-
nated their divisions, not
giving away a point on
their way to the gold, while
world U23 champion Mah-
di Yousefi (79kg) and Abol-
fazl Rahmani (86kg) also en-

grabbed four gold and
bronze medals apiece, plus
Milad Valizadeh’s 57kg sil-
ver, to lift the team trophy
with 190 points.

Japan finished second 146
points - courtesy of three
gold and bronze medals
apiece - with Kazakhstan
in third on 123 points.

Iranian Abolfazl Rahmani
(L) is seen in action during
a victory over Kazakhstan'’s
Bolat Sakayev in the freestyle
86kg final at the Asian
Wrestling Championships in
Amman, Jordan, on March
30, 2025.

uww

Iranian players and coaching
staff celebrate qualification
for the 2026 World Cup
after a 2-2 draw against
Uzbekistan at the Azadi
Stadium, Tehran, Iran, on
March 25, 2025.

MOJTABA SALEH/AFC

joyed thrilling campaigns
to leave Amman with a gold
medal.

Ahmad Mohammadnejad
Javan (61kg), Abbas Ebra-
himzadeh (65kg), Sina Khali-
li (70kg), Mohammad-Mobin
Azimi (97kg) settled for four
bronze medals.

Jubilation on the sand
An 8-1 triumph over Oman
in the final showpiece on
Sunday summed up an em-
phatic run for Iran at the
Beach Soccer Asian Cup in
Pattaya, Thailand.

The final victory was the
sixth in as many games
for Ali Naderi’s men, who
defended their Asian title
to book a place in May'’s
World Cup in Seychelles.
Iran began the competition
with comfortable victories
over Indonesia (12-2) and
Afghanistan (14-0) and then
edged out the UAE 4-3 to
progress to the quarterfi-
nals as the Group C winner.
An 11-0 rout of Bahrain was
followed by a 6-0 last-four
win against Saudi Arabia.
There was further glory for
Iran in the awarding cere-
mony as Ali Mirshekari -
the leading marksman in
the competition with 12
strikes - was named the
Most Valuable Player of the
tournament, while Seyyed
Mahdi Mirjalili won the
Best Goalkeeper prize.

Water polo title

Iran ended China’s unbeat-
en run to win the men’s
title at the Asian U-20 Wa-
ter Polo Championships in
Singapore.

A 15-11 victory at the
OCBC Aquatics Centre on
March 30 saw the Iranian
boys make amends for the
13-11 loss to the Chinese in
the group phase earlier in
the competition.

Iran eased past Sri Lanka
(40-1) and Malaysia (28-6)
either side of the China
defeat and then came out
on top against Uzbekistan
(32-7) and the host country
(15-10) in the knockouts to
progress to the finals.
Iranian skipper Arman
Shams, meanwhile, won
the MVP and top scorer
awards.
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Vali Castle;
the confluence of

artistry and heritage

In the heart of the mountainous plain of Illam, atop a
hill, stands a robust structure from the Qajar era — the
Vali Castle. This prominent edifice, a relic of history and a testament to the authen-
tic architecture of Iran, harbors stories and secrets that remain hidden within the
impressive silence of its walls.

Once, nearly a century ago, this castle served as a refuge for the governor and a

C Iranica Desk )

secure base in the backwoods of llam. Today, it shines like a brilliant jewel at the
heart of Ilam, where hundreds of tourists seek solace beneath the shade of its an-
cient trees. The Vali Castle is not merely a reminder of the past but also a vibrant
tableau of art and civilization. From the intricate designs adorning the plastered
walls of the royal chamber to the fountain-spouting pools in the central courtyard,
each element quietly whispers sweet tales of history.

Architectural mastery

This architectural masterpiece embod-
ies not only the delicacy of artistry and
craftsmanship from that era but also
signifies the cultural and social grandeur
of the people of this land, gleaming like
a precious gem in the annals of Ilam’s
history. Over time, the edifice — once
a bastion of power, art, and life — has
evolved into a sanctuary for its people’s
culture and a reservoir of social heritage,
safeguarding a rich collection of customs,
traditions, and the lives of Ilam’s past in-
habitants.

Every time tourists step into this castle,
they walk through the heart of Qajar
history, reconnecting with their Iranian
identity through the display of the cul-
ture of this land. The Vali Castle tells a
story to be heard, presents a landscape
to be seen, and evokes tranquility to
be felt. Its grandeur lies not only in its
stones and bricks but also in the rich his-
tory and deep essence of its people. This
enduring tale unfolds with each season,
enchanting every listener.

Crafted in 1908, this magnificent build-
ing is a testament to Iranian architecture
harmoniously nestled amidst nature.
Within its stony walls lie countless sto-
ries of the region’s ups and downs. The
clear water of the Bibi Spring, which once
infused life into the central courtyard,
showcased the ingenuity and advance-
ment of its people through the use of clay
pipes. This irrigation system stands as a
symbol of harmony between nature and
humanity, transforming the castle from a
mere residence into a haven of comfort
and serene living.

The Vali Castle has now become one of
Iran’s most significant national monu-
ments, earning a place on the country’s
national heritage list in 1997. It majes-
tically stands on the northern side of
Pasdaran Street, showcasing its restored
grandeur and reconstructed facade. To-
day, the Anthropological Museum of llam
resides within the heart of the castle,
with each corner narrating the culture,
art, and traditions of the people from this
land. Amid the bustle of today’s city, Vali
Castle resonates with the proud echoes
of the past, inviting everyone to pause
for a moment and reflect on history and
authenticity; it embodies not just a last-
ing structure but also an eternal spirit in
Ilam’s history.

Creation of Vali Castle

The Hosseinabad neighborhood, later
known as “Deh Bala,” was the retreat of
Gholamreza Khan during hot summer
days. He chose this pleasant location to
build the castle, entrusting its construc-
tion to two skilled architects, Haj Darvish
Ali Kermanshahi and Reza Gholi. The
castle’s formidable towers and walls,
intricate plasterwork, lush gardens, and
bathhouse reflect the ingenuity and cre-
ative artistry of its builders.

Standing tall in history, Vali Castle is
magnificent and imposing, resembling a
beautiful painting on a canvas that seam-
lessly connects the past with the pres-
ent. Spanning an area of 4,687 square
meters, it takes on a trapezoidal shape

in the heart of the mountainous plains,
showcasing authentic Iranian art in ev-
ery corner.

On the southern side of the castle, a vast
green space covering 1,792 square me-
ters has been developed, which, in con-
junction with the castle’s architecture,
creates a captivating display. Originally
built in an open area, this castle has
gradually been surrounded by residen-
tial and administrative buildings due
to urban development over time. To
the north, a narrow alley borders the
castle, while to the west a busy street
and to the east a government office en-
compass the structure. Pasdaran Street
to the south serves as the main access
route to the castle.

Shahneshin Hall

Within this structure lies a hall known as
the shahneshin, located on the northern
side, which exhibits a grandeur surpass-
ing that of the other parts of the building.
At the center of this hall, there is a small
pool that, in times past, was adorned
with marble stones and filled with clear
water from a plentiful spring; however,
over time, as the spring dried up, it lost
its symbolic significance.

During the restoration, the skill and artis-
tic sensibility of the restorers revitalized
this section, infusing it with symbolic
beauty and modern plumbing to help it
preserve the charm of the past.

But the beauty of Vali Castle does not
end here. When gazing at the southern
facade, the covered terraces, adorned
with latticed windows and colored glass,
captivate the eyes of every viewer. The
sturdy circular columns and ornate cap-
itals showcase the craftsmanship of the
masters of that era, while the arched de-
signs and decorative woodwork embel-
lished with colorful tiles narrate a tale of
everlasting authenticity.

The tall trees and ancient pines that em-
brace the rectangular pond in the court-
yard reflect a beautiful bond between
architecture and nature. The bright and
colorful windows of the castle serve as
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portals, connecting history to the pres-
ent. The turquoise railings shine like
ornaments on the southern terrace, and
the porticoes filled with intricate designs
have transformed this structure into a
masterpiece worthy of admiration.

As an example of Qajar architecture, Vali
Castle stands as a steadfast monument to
history, symbolizing the harmonious co-
existence of nature and art. It continues
to narrate a glorious past while preserv-
ing a lasting identity in the heart of the
city of [lam.

Restoration

The Vali Castle, which once shone in
the heart of the vast plains of Pash-
kau, suffered deep wounds during the
storm of the Iran-Iraq War. Half of the
glory and grandeur of this structure
was claimed by the flames of war, leav-
ing scars of destruction and oblivion in
every corner.

However, the love for cultural heritage
and the determination to restore this
historical monument to its former glory
revived this castle. In 1988, thanks to the
efforts of the Cultural Heritage Organi-
zation, restoration work commenced,
and after two years of relentless effort,

in 1990, this valuable edifice was rein-
tegrated into the cultural fabric of [lam.
In the restoration process, an unwav-
ering priority was given to the authen-
tic style of Iranian architecture and the
integrity of the arches and vaults. The
ceilings of the rooms were constructed
using traditional materials like plaster
and brick, while the arches, which served
both as load-bearing and decorative el-
ements, were crafted with precise pat-
terns throughout the building.

The restoration of Vali Castle was more
than just the revival of a historical
structure; it was the revitalization of a
heritage spirit within the heart of llam’s
culture. Today, every step taken within
this building narrates a harmonious
blend of history, art, and architectural
genius that comes to life before the eyes
of visitors.
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ndia’s Holi festival unites cultures

through color, tradition

By Hamideh Hosseini
Staff writer

INTERVIEW

With a spirit of togetherness,
Indian Ambassador Shri Rudra
Gaurav Shresth hosted a lively
Holi festival at his residence in
Tehran on April 4. The event,
steeped in ancient traditions,
brought together neighbors
and friends to celebrate the
arrival of spring, casting away
negativity with a bonfire and
sharing lively colors. As the am-
bassador gave an overview of
the festival’s rich history and its
parallels with Iranian celebra-
tions, he highlighted how Holi
transcends boundaries, foster-
ing joy and community spirit
among people of all faiths.

The full text of the interview
follows:

IRAN DAILY: Can you provide
an introduction to the tradi-
tional ceremony of Holi? What
is it, and how is it celebrated as
an ancient Indian tradition?

SHRI RUDRA GAURAV
SHRESTH: Holi is essentially a
two-day festival, beginning with a
night of festivities that culminates
in lunchtime celebrations the fol-
lowing day. It starts with a bon-
fire, where neighbors gather to
burn a large fire, dancing around
it. This aspect is quite similar to
Iran’s Chaharshanbe Suri, where

we symbolically cast away nega-
tivity by throwing it into the fire.
We believe that everything bad in
the home or community—resent-
ments, anger—can be purged
through this act.

The next morning, everyone
takes to the streets to adorn
each other’s faces and clothes
with vibrant colors. The day is
filled with music, dancing, and an
abundance of sweets specifically
prepared for the occasion. This
continues until lunchtime, when
the festivities wind down. Holi is
fundamentally a spring festival
celebrating color and the rejuve-
nation of nature, akin to Nowruz.
It marks a transition: The night
signifies the end of negativity,
while the following day is a fresh
start filled with joy and beauty.
In my view, there are many simi-
larities between Holi and Iranian
festivals like Chaharshanbe Suri,
Nowruz, and Sizdah bedar, which
all celebrate nature and the ar-
rival of spring. It’s an ancient
festival, much like Nowruz and
Persian traditions, highlighting
our shared cultural heritage.

Are there any specific symbols
associated with this ceremony,
similar to the “Haft Seen” in
Nowruz, where each element
holds significance?

Unlike Nowruz, we don’t create a
thematic display for Holi. It is pri-
marily a street festival, celebrat-
ed outdoors rather than indoors.
Typically, it’s a neighborhood
celebration, with people from

the same village or city coming
together. The symbols of Holi
manifest in the colors we use, the
bonfire from the previous night,
and the special foods prepared
for the occasion. There are also
traditional songs and dances
unique to Holi that are performed
during the festival. However, we
do not have a static symbol like
the “Haft Seen” in Nowruz.

How long has Holi been cele-
brated, and what are its roots
and the stories behind this tra-
dition?

Holi is a very ancient festival,
and no one is exactly sure when
it started; it likely predates even
the arrival of the Aryans in India.
Over time, many stories have
become associated with Holi in
different regions of the country,
each with its own mythological
significance.

One story related to the bonfire
on the previous night comes
from ancient religious texts and
revolves around a powerful de-
mon king. He received a boon
from the gods that made him
invincible—he couldn’t be killed
during the day or night, indoors
or outdoors, on earth or in the
air. This led him to become arro-
gant, demanding that his subjects
worship him as a god. However,
his young son challenged this no-
tion, insisting that his father was
merely human. Enraged, the king
ordered his sister to take the boy
and sit in a fire, believing she was
protected by a special shawl. As
the fire blazed, the shawl fell from
her shoulders, protecting the boy
while she perished. This tale sym-
bolizes the triumph of good over
evil, as the boy survives while the
evil is consumed by fire.

For the colors, there is a charm-
ing story from the ‘Mahabhara-
ta, which is a significant text in
Indian mythology. It features
Krishna, a young god who has a
crush on a fair-skinned girl in his
village. Feeling insecure about his
own darker complexion, Krishna
hesitates to approach her. The
girl, aware of his feelings, tells
her mother about Krishna's shy-
ness. The two mothers decide to
create a playful game where the
children can color each other,
conveying the message that skin
color is superficial. Through this
playful interaction, Krishna gains
the confidence to approach the
girl, leading to a blossoming ro-
mance. This story emphasizes the
idea that love transcends external
appearances.

There are also regional stories
associated with Holi, such as one
from South India involving Shi-
va, a principal god in Hinduism.

After the death of his wife, Shiva
renounces the world and enters
deep meditation. The gods fear
that if Shiva relinquishes his de-
sire for union with his wife, the
universe will cease to exist. To
prevent this, they reincarnate his
wife as a beautiful woman to at-
tract him. However, she struggles
to break his meditation, prompt-
ing the god of love to intervene.
Despite Shiva’s anger at being
distracted, the reincarnated wife
ultimately teaches him about the
importance of love and desire,
leading to their reunion.

While there are numerous stories
associated with Holj, it is not pri-
marily a religious festival. There
are no formal prayers or rituals;
itis a community celebration that
people of all faiths participate in.
The third Mughal king famous-
ly walked through the streets
during Holi, encouraging people
to throw colors on him, measur-
ing his popularity by the amount
of color on his clothes when he
returned home. Many famous
Holi songs were penned by Per-
sian poets, including Amir Khu-
srow. Even the last Mughal king
composed beautiful songs about
Holi that are still sung today.
Holi is celebrated by people
of various religions, including
Sikhs, who have their own dis-
tinctive way of marking the occa-
sion, often incorporating martial
elements. Because it is a street
festival and lacks religious cer-
emonies, it is primarily seen as
a social celebration rather than
a religious observance. While
there are some religious stories
associated with it, the essence of
Holi lies in enjoyment and com-
munity spirit.

I understand that Holi is not a
state-sponsored celebration;
it’s primarily a grassroots
event. Can you elaborate on
that?

That's correct. We don’t have any
official ceremonies for Holi, but

typically, people visit the homes
of political leaders during the fes-
tival. Whether it’s the prime min-
ister or the president, these lead-
ers welcome people into their
homes, where they celebrate by
applying colors and serving food.
While Holi is acknowledged by
political leadership, it is not offi-
cially recognized as a state cele-
bration. Anyone is free to partici-
pate, and it's common for people
to visit their local members of
parliament as well.

Is Holi celebrated in other
countries?

Yes, as | mentioned, there are
about 36 million Indians living
abroad, and Holi is now celebrat-
ed in nearly every country world-
wide. For instance, the White
House recognizes the festival to
show appreciation for Indian
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culture.

Countries like Nepal, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka also
celebrate Holj, as they share his-
torical ties with India. In Thai-
land, which is a close neighbor,
there is a similar festival, but they
primarily play with water instead
of colors. While it resembles Holi,
it focuses on water play.

There are other festivals around
the world, such as a toma-
to-throwing festival in Spain,
but I don’t believe there’s any
direct connection to Holi. While
it may share similarities in terms
of playful celebration, it is dis-
tinct from Holi. Overall, Holi is
a festival rooted in the Indian
subcontinent, with its primary
celebrations occurring in India,
Nepal, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and
Sri Lanka, which were historically
part of one region.

A lifeline for ...

Despite Iran’s vast tourism potential, challenges
such as inadequate lodging and
recreational infrastructure, land
use issues, and restrictions on tapping into natural
resources continue to hold things back. However,
focusing on sustainable development principles
and leveraging local and regional capacities will
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not only take the pressure off natural resources
but also open new avenues for tourism growth.
Sustainable tourism development will only come
through collaboration among policymakers, the
private sector, and local communities.

The government’s role is to support investors and
facilitate laws, but strategic cooperation with the

private sector is an undeniable necessity. Investors
play a crucial role not only in developing infra-
structure but also in creating jobs and strength-
ening the national economy. The government is
working hard to clear the runway for Iran to break
into the global tourism market, aiming to attract
massive investments and develop tourism.

For the country, boosting tourism infrastructure
is more than an economic choice—it is a national
strategy to cement Iran’s foothold in the region
and the world. This path will not only bring eco-
nomic growth and employment but will also serve
as a bridge for stronger links between national
identity and international interactions.



