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The flourishing of traditional 
arts within Shiraz’s historic 
fabric is a form of welcome to 
creative and experience-seek-
ing tourism in this part of the 
city. The country’s first hand-
icrafts passage, located in Fi-
liha neighborhood, is now in-
viting tourists to explore the 
area. Private-sector invest-
ment has transformed historic 
houses into handicraft work-
shops and traditional accom-
modations, turning the his-
toric fabric into a destination 
where visitors can experience 
local life.
According to IRNA, the architec-
tural artistry of Shiraz, particu-
larly in urban design and the 
construction of visually strik-
ing houses, has turned the city’s 
357-hectare historic fabric into 
an attractive destination for 
tourists.
For years, however, this heri-
tage treasure had been at risk 
due to neglect, numerous social 
problems and various urban 
challenges, while its remark-
able potential for boosting tour-
ism in Shiraz remained largely 
overlooked.
After years of difficulties and a 
troubled period, the valuable 
historic fabric was finally in-
scribed on Iran’s National Her-
itage List in August 2023, cre-
ating greater opportunities for 
its protection and revitalization. 
Many historic houses have since 
been restored or placed on res-

toration programs.
What has had the greatest im-
pact, however, has been tour-
ism and handicrafts invest-
ment in the area, which has 
transformed the social condi-
tions of its neighborhoods and 
brought tourists back to the 
historic fabric.
Several historic houses have 
been restored, upgraded and 
converted into handicraft 
house-workshops, while others 
have been turned into tradition-
al accommodations. In recent 
years, these places have gained 
considerable popularity among 
visitors to Shiraz and those in-
terested in experience-based 
tourism.
Nazanin Sadeqnejad, one of 
the owners of an eco-lodge and 
handicraft house in the Filiha 

neighborhood, recalled the dif-
ficult days the neighborhood 
experienced in previous years 
and expressed her delight at 
the noticeable improvement in 
conditions.
“This is our family neighbor-
hood, and my grandmother 
lived in her historic house 
until the end of her life,” she 
said. “But until a few years ago, 
when I was in my 20s, I could 
not come to my grandmother’s 
house alone.”
“Even adults did not dare to 
walk through these alleys after 
sunset. But now things have im-
proved considerably, and young 
women and men visit these al-
leys until late at night.”
Investment compatible with the 
historic fabric and the growth of 
tourism in the area have helped 

improve urban conditions and 
security, while these improve-
ments are expected to further 
boost the neighborhoods.
Babak Maghazei, a handicrafts 
investor, said a new form of 
tourism known as “slow tour-
ism” has become increasingly 
popular, or “trendy,” around the 
world. In this form of tourism, 
visitors are not simply look-
ing to see a particular site, and 
even their travel plans may take 
shape after they arrive at their 
destination.
He said this type of experi-
ence-based tourism develops at 
a slower pace and takes place 
primarily in historic areas. “For 
the first time in the country, we 
developed an idea and present-
ed it as a proposal to the Cultur-
al Heritage and Tourism Organi-

zation of Fars,” he said.
“Under the proposal, tourists 
are no longer looking for a 
particular building or hotel. In-
stead, they stay in historic areas 
and experience everyday local 
life there, day and night.”
Referring to the opening of the 
country’s first handicrafts pas-
sage in Shiraz’s historic fabric, 
Maghazei said tourists could 
have a range of experiences 
even if the neighborhood were 
completely enclosed.
“While staying overnight, they 
can experience handicraft pro-
duction, taste local food and live 
in a neighborhood with a histo-
ry spanning several centuries. 
They can enjoy traveling and 
staying here for several days,” 
he said.
Shiraz is a World Craft City, and 

for generations many of its resi-
dents have practiced traditional 
crafts whose products are not 
only functional but also distinc-
tive in their authenticity, colors 
and beauty.
At the same time, preserving 
the traditional atmosphere 
and the realities of the area is 
a fundamental requirement of 
experience-based tourism and 
plays a central role in its devel-
opment.
Nearly 20 handicraft houses 
have now been established in 
Shiraz’s historic fabric. Some 
are already operating, while 
others are undergoing repairs 
and renovations.
Urban officials and government 
authorities must now stand 
alongside artists, investors and 
tourism professionals to ensure 
that the country’s first handi-
crafts passage does not remain 
merely an idea on paper.
More than any other form of 
tourism, experience-based 
tourism has an inseparable 
connection with handicrafts 
and food. Anything that dis-
courages or prevents tourists 
from entering the area poses 
an immediate threat to the 
handicrafts sector as well.
Because the pace of experi-
ence-based tourism is slower, 
tourists tend to stay longer and 
spend more nights in Shiraz. 
This, in turn, can boost the tour-
ism and handicrafts economies 
and generate greater economic 
benefits from the city’s tourism 
resources.

The “Semnan Water Distribution 
System,” reportedly an innovation 
attributed to the renowned mys-
tic and scholar Ala al-Dawla Sem-
nani, was once used to distribute 
water along various routes in 
the city and into six reservoirs to 
support urban development. The 
seven-century-old system was 
inscribed on Iran’s National Her-
itage List in 2011 and has now 
become one of Semnan’s tourism 
assets as part of its potential as a 
“civilizational tourism hub.”
According to IRNA, Semnan is a 
city whose identity and develop-
ment are closely tied to its rela-
tionship with water. Located in 
an arid climate with limited rain-
fall, the city developed a complex 
and collaborative body of knowl-
edge for securing water over the 
centuries. Here, water did not 
simply flow from qanats; it was 
stored in reservoirs according 
to established rules and sched-
ules and then channeled through 
waterways to neighborhoods 
and gardens. This system made 
it possible to sustain life and ur-
ban development despite water 
scarcity.
Securing water in the city re-
quired centuries of knowledge, 
experience and social coopera-
tion. This heritage survives in the 
form of qanats, water reservoirs, 
pools, waterways, underground 
access points, mills, gardens and 
water-transfer networks, all of 
which have become part of the 
city’s historical identity.
“Para” is one manifestation of this 
system — a mechanism through 
which water rights, scheduling 

and distribution were organized 
according to customary rules, 
making the management of a 
limited resource part of people’s 
social lives. Because the water 
distribution system was essen-
tial to urban development and 
agricultural activities, it operat-
ed through a carefully organized 
mechanism, with trusted individ-
uals playing a role in distributing 
water. This system is still used by 
some farmers in Semnan.
Today, this heritage can go be-
yond being a historical subject 
and become a narrative for Sem-
nan’s civilizational tourism — 
one that tells visitors not merely 
about individual structures, but 
about how life was established 
and sustained in an arid environ-
ment.
The director general of Semnan 
Province’s Cultural Heritage, 
Tourism and Handicrafts Organi-
zation believes that this connec-
tion between structures, knowl-
edge and social relations gives 
water heritage civilizational val-

ue and could provide the basis for 
developing one of the province’s 
tourism routes.
Jalal Tajik said that Semnan, be-
cause of its arid climate, had de-
veloped valuable experience over 
the centuries in securing, trans-
ferring, storing and distributing 
water, and that this experience 
forms part of the province’s his-
torical and civilizational identity.
Tajik, referring to the range of 
water-related elements, added 
that qanats, water reservoirs, 
pools, waterways, underground 
access points, mills, gardens 
and water-transfer networks 
gain meaning through their con-
nections with one another and 
form a system in which technical 
knowledge, architecture and so-
cial participation are intertwined.
He described “Para” as an exam-
ple of this system and said it was 
not merely a physical structure. 
Rather, water rights, scheduling, 
customary rules and social re-
sponsibilities had created a form 
of local water governance.

He noted that an important part 
of this heritage has survived 
alongside its visible remains in 
the collective memory and oral 
knowledge of previous genera-
tions, from terms and narratives 
associated with water to tradi-
tional methods of distributing 
and maintaining it.
Tajik stressed the need to docu-
ment this aspect of the heritage, 
saying the restoration of histori-
cal structures alone is not enough 
and that knowledge, memories, 
terminology and water-related 
rituals must also be documented.
He described the compilation of 
a Semnan Water Heritage Atlas 
as necessary and said the atlas 
could identify qanats, paras, wa-
ter reservoirs, pools, waterways, 
gardens and other related ele-
ments and serve as a basis for re-
search, conservation and tourism 
planning.
One proposal for using this po-
tential for tourism is the design 
of a “Semnan Water Heritage 
Route,” which could connect the 

scattered elements of the net-
work and take visitors from qa-
nats and water-transfer routes to 
paras, water reservoirs, gardens 
and historic neighborhoods.
He said today’s tourists are not 
merely looking to see a historic 
building; they are also interested 
in stories, meaning and experi-
ences. Water heritage, he added, 
can tell the story of how people 
lived in an arid climate and man-
aged their resources.
Tajik said designing a “Day with a 
Paraban” experience, establishing 
a water heritage experience cen-
ter and museum, and producing 
documentaries, podcasts and 
digital content about traditional 
water knowledge are among the 
proposals for turning this heri-
tage into a tourism product.
Tajik said previous generations, 
despite limited resources, creat-
ed rules, encouraged social par-
ticipation and established local 
management systems that made 
it possible to sustain life. He add-
ed that this experience could also 

offer lessons for the present day.
The official stressed that revis-
iting Semnan’s traditional water 
system is not merely a tourism 
issue. At a time when water 
scarcity has become one of the 
country’s major challenges, the 
experience of past communities 
in adapting to their environment 
and managing limited resources 
could provide a subject for study 
and discussion about resilience 
and sustainable development.
To advance this approach, the 
director general of Semnan Prov-
ince’s Cultural Heritage, Tourism 
and Handicrafts Department 
called for cooperation among the 
municipality, universities, local 
communities and the private sec-
tor and proposed the formation 
of a water heritage and tourism 
working group.
According to Tajik, tourism devel-
opment must follow conservation 
principles to ensure that tourism 
does not result in the destruction 
or alteration of the character of 
historical elements.
He said Semnan can now, by 
revisiting this historic network 
— from qanats and water res-
ervoirs to “Para” and the six 
historic pools — offer visitors 
a different narrative of life in 
Iran’s arid environment, in 
which water was not merely a 
natural resource but part of the 
formation of the city, its culture 
and its social relations.
He added that “Para” could be-
come one of the focal points of 
this narrative — a 700-year-old 
heritage element with the po-
tential to evolve from a historical 
legacy into part of Semnan’s civi-
lizational tourism route.
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Handicrafts breathe new life  
into Shiraz’s historic neighborhoods

Semnan looks to water heritage to expand cultural tourism


