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ABSTRACT

This study aims to explore the challenges and enabling factors associated with the implementation of international human rights treaties at
the local level in Tehran. This qualitative study employed semi-structured interviews with 19 participants, including municipal officials, legal
professionals, civil society actors, and academic experts involved in human rights governance in Tehran. Participants were selected through
purposive sampling, and interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed thematically using NVivo
software, following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase model of thematic analysis. Thematic analysis revealed four main categories influencing
treaty implementation: (1) legal and institutional frameworks, (2) capacity and knowledge gaps, (3) political and cultural constraints, and (4)
strategies and enablers of implementation. Key barriers included the absence of enabling legislation, institutional fragmentation, judicial
resistance, limited awareness among local actors, politicization of rights discourse, and cultural conflicts with international norms. Despite
these challenges, the study identified promising strategies such as the role of human rights champions, use of soft law instruments, cross-
sectoral partnerships, legal empowerment initiatives, community-based approaches, and digital advocacy tools. These enablers highlighted
the importance of contextual adaptation and bottom-up initiatives in operationalizing treaty commitments at the local level. The findings
underscore that treaty ratification alone does not ensure local compliance. Legal ambiguities, institutional weaknesses, and sociopolitical
dynamics significantly shape how international human rights norms are interpreted and implemented at the municipal level. However, context-
sensitive strategies rooted in collaboration, empowerment, and cultural legitimacy offer viable pathways to enhance local-level human rights
realization. Strengthening subnational capacities and fostering inclusive networks is essential for the effective localization of international
human rights treaties.

Keywords: Human rights implementation; international treaties; local governance; qualitative research; legal empowerment; political
constraints; Tehran; localization of rights.

Introduction

The implementation of international human rights treaties is a complex process that extends beyond ratification
at the national level and requires tangible actions at subnational and local levels of governance. While many states
have formally ratified core international treaties, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR) and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), their
actual implementation remains uneven, particularly in contexts where local institutions are not systematically
engaged in the process (Hertel & Libal, 2011; Satterthwaite & Hurwitz, 2005). This disconnect between international

commitment and domestic realization has prompted a growing body of literature that emphasizes the importance
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of “localizing” human rights—embedding these norms within local governance frameworks, practices, and cultures
(De Feyter et al., 2011).

Local governments are often the first point of contact for residents whose rights are violated or neglected. They
are responsible for delivering essential services, regulating the use of public spaces, managing law enforcement
practices, and addressing matters of housing, education, and healthcare—areas in which human rights obligations
are frequently implicated (Marks & Modrowski, 2010; Langford et al., 2017). Yet, despite their critical role, local
authorities are frequently sidelined in both treaty design and state reporting processes. As a result, international
human rights norms tend to remain abstract principles without practical institutional frameworks for local application
(Goodhart, 2016). Consequently, understanding how international human rights treaties are interpreted, resisted,
or operationalized at the local level has become an increasingly urgent scholarly and policy concern.

One of the central challenges in local implementation lies in the decentralized nature of governance and
lawmaking, particularly in countries with complex legal hierarchies and centralized political cultures. In such
contexts, municipalities often lack legal autonomy and institutional capacity to translate treaty norms into
enforceable regulations or policies (Rodriguez-Garavito, 2011). Furthermore, there may be structural ambiguities
in the constitution regarding the hierarchy of laws, including whether international treaties enjoy direct applicability
or require implementing legislation. As Hathaway (2002) notes, the "legal fiction" of universal treaty application
masks the real-world barriers that prevent treaties from influencing day-to-day governance, especially at local levels.

Moreover, institutional fragmentation can hinder implementation, especially when different agencies or
departments operate with overlapping mandates or unclear accountability lines. This can result in inconsistent policy
responses or even administrative inertia (Langford et al., 2017). At times, judicial resistance may also obstruct
implementation. Courts may exhibit reluctance to reference or apply international norms, citing concerns about legal
hierarchy, cultural appropriateness, or perceived foreign influence (An-Na'im, 2002). Such resistance is especially
pronounced in legal systems that privilege positivist traditions or centralized state sovereignty.

In addition to legal and institutional barriers, capacity and knowledge gaps at the local level severely constrain
the implementation of human rights treaties. Numerous studies have documented the limited awareness among
local officials, judges, and civil society actors about the content, obligations, and relevance of international treaties
(Benedek et al., 2020; Sano, 2000). Without training, resources, or interpretive guidance, local actors are often
unable to integrate human rights considerations into urban planning, budgeting, or service delivery. This lack of
capacity is compounded by the absence of context-specific monitoring indicators and inadequate documentation
practices, which hinder evaluation of treaty compliance at the municipal level (Gauri & Brinks, 2008).

Political and cultural constraints further complicate the landscape. In many countries, the discourse around
human rights is highly politicized or perceived as antagonistic to national identity, religious traditions, or communal
values (Merry, 2006; Goodale & Engle Merry, 2007). Local officials may refrain from supporting treaty-based
initiatives due to fear of political backlash, public resistance, or conflict with dominant cultural narratives. This is
particularly true in contexts where conservative religious or patriarchal norms contradict treaty provisions, such as
those related to gender equality or children’s rights. In such settings, human rights are often framed as foreign
interventions, which undermines local legitimacy and fuels mistrust (Levitt & Merry, 2009).

Despite these challenges, emerging research points to promising strategies and enabling factors that support
the effective localization of human rights treaties. The presence of “norm entrepreneurs” or human rights champions

within municipal structures can catalyze change even in unsupportive environments (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). These
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individuals often draw on soft law mechanisms, voluntary guidelines, or informal partnerships to sidestep legal and
political barriers. Cross-sectoral collaborations between NGOs, academic institutions, and municipal offices have
also been shown to foster knowledge transfer and increase the credibility of rights-based programming (Oomen &
Baumgartel, 2014).

Community-based initiatives that frame human rights in locally resonant terms—using storytelling, participatory
education, or traditional cultural forms—can help bridge the normative gap between global treaties and local realities
(Engle Merry, 2006). Legal empowerment strategies such as paralegal training, mobile legal clinics, and the
translation of treaties into local dialects have also emerged as effective tools to democratize treaty knowledge and
access to justice (Banakar, 2015; Golub, 2003). Digital tools, including human rights mobile apps and social media
campaigns, are increasingly being used to disseminate treaty norms and build grassroots awareness, particularly
among youth and marginalized communities (De Feyter et al., 2011).

The Iranian context presents a particularly relevant case for examining the local implementation of human rights
treaties. Iran has ratified several major international human rights instruments, including the ICCPR and the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), but the extent to which these treaties
are applied or interpreted at the municipal level remains underexplored. Given Iran’s centralized political structure,
Islamic legal framework, and politicized human rights discourse, there is limited empirical evidence on how local
institutions engage with treaty obligations. Previous studies have focused primarily on national-level legal reform or
state reporting to treaty bodies, overlooking the crucial role of subnational actors in mediating or contesting human
rights norms in practice (Jahanbani, 2016; Afshari, 2001).

This study seeks to address this gap by qualitatively examining how international human rights treaties are
implemented at the local level in Tehran. Drawing on in-depth interviews with municipal officials, legal professionals,
civil society advocates, and academic experts, the study aims to identify both the barriers and enabling conditions
that shape treaty implementation at the city level. By focusing on local actors' experiences and perspectives, the
research contributes to a growing literature on the practical dimensions of human rights localization and provides
policy-relevant insights for strengthening subnational implementation in similarly situated jurisdictions.

Through this approach, the study sheds light on the legal, institutional, cultural, and strategic dynamics that
influence treaty engagement on the ground. It challenges the assumption that treaty ratification alone is indicative
of compliance and argues for a more grounded understanding of human rights as lived realities negotiated within
local power structures. Ultimately, the findings emphasize that for human rights to be meaningfully realized, they

must be embedded in the institutions, knowledge systems, and cultures of local governance.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design aimed at exploring the processes, challenges, and practices
associated with the implementation of international human rights treaties at the local level. A purposive sampling
strategy was used to recruit participants who had direct knowledge or experience with the local enforcement,
interpretation, or operationalization of international human rights instruments. The participants included legal
professionals, municipal policymakers, human rights advocates, NGO representatives, and academic experts in
international law. A total of 19 participants from Tehran were interviewed, selected to ensure diversity in institutional
affiliation and perspective. Recruitment continued until data saturation was reached, indicating that no new themes

or insights were emerging from additional interviews.
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Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted in a confidential and conversational
setting. The interview guide was developed based on a review of existing literature on treaty implementation and
adapted to the Iranian local governance context. The questions were open-ended, allowing participants to freely
express their views and recount their practical experiences with treaty-related activities at the municipal or local
institutional level. Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 75 minutes and was conducted face-to-face or via
secure video conferencing, depending on the participant’s availability and preference. All interviews were audio-
recorded with the participants’ informed consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Thematic analysis was used to interpret the qualitative data, following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework.
The analysis process began with familiarization through repeated readings of the transcripts, followed by the
generation of initial codes. These codes were then organized into broader themes and subthemes, representing
recurring patterns across the interviews. NVivo qualitative data analysis software was used to manage the coding
process and facilitate the organization of data. The final themes were refined through iterative comparison and
cross-validation among the research team to ensure credibility and thematic coherence. Throughout the analysis,
constant comparison and memo-writing were employed to capture emerging insights and relationships among

concepts.

Findings and Results

Theme 1: Legal and Institutional Frameworks

Participants consistently highlighted the absence of local incorporation laws as a fundamental barrier to
implementation. Many pointed out that there is no enabling legislation to translate treaty obligations into municipal
practice. One lawyer stated, “Even if we ratify a treaty nationally, there is no mandate for municipalities to act on it”.
This legal vacuum is further complicated by constitutional ambiguity and the lack of clear legal translation
mechanisms at the local level.

The fragmentation between institutions emerged as a significant impediment. Respondents described
overlapping mandates and institutional rivalries that lead to policy paralysis. One municipal employee noted,
“Sometimes two departments think the other is responsible, so neither one acts”. This reflects a systemic absence
of inter-agency coordination.

Several interviewees emphasized judicial resistance as a major barrier. Courts were described as hesitant to
apply international treaties, often citing unfamiliarity or adherence to domestic precedence. A human rights advocate
shared, “We’ve had judges dismiss references to treaties outright, saying they only recognize local law”. This
resistance underscores the need for targeted judicial education.

Bureaucratic constraints also limit treaty implementation. Many described the procedural complexity and
hierarchical rigidity of municipal systems. One participant lamented, “By the time we get approval from five different
offices, the urgency is lost”. Discretionary barriers and lack of decentralization exacerbate this issue.

Enforcement deficits were widely reported, with local governments lacking the power or will to impose sanctions
or conduct meaningful follow-up. A legal expert stated, “Even when violations are identified, there are no local tools
for enforcement—everything gets passed up to the central level”.

The role of municipal councils was perceived as largely symbolic. Participants indicated that council members
often lack legal awareness or prioritize political considerations. One council advisor commented, “Human rights are

rarely on the agenda unless it helps someone’s campaign”.
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Finally, participants mentioned that international treaty ambiguity complicates local adaptation. The generality of
treaty language often leaves room for selective interpretation. As one academic put it, “Treaties speak in universal
terms, but cities live in very specific realities”.

Theme 2: Capacity and Knowledge Gaps

The lack of awareness among local actors was cited as a pervasive issue. Municipal staff, legal officers, and
frontline workers often have limited exposure to international treaties. One NGO participant explained, “Most officials
I've met haven’'t even heard of CEDAW or CRC, let alone read them”. This lack of familiarity severely limits proactive
implementation.

Limited professional training further compounds the issue. While legal education includes treaty law, it remains
theoretical and disconnected from municipal practice. As one law school lecturer noted, “There’s no applied training
on how to integrate treaty obligations into local planning or budgeting”.

The weak NGO-lawyer collaboration was noted across interviews. Although civil society plays an active role in
human rights promotion, their efforts are often siloed. One NGO coordinator commented, “We need more structured
channels for legal referral and documentation, but the system isn’t set up for it”.

An absence of monitoring indicators was another recurrent concern. Participants noted that even when local
programs attempt to align with treaty standards, there are no metrics to evaluate impact. “We don’t know what
success looks like in local terms,” said one city planner.

Lastly, poor documentation practices were highlighted. Impact assessments are rare, case records are informal,
and much of the work is undocumented. A participant from a legal clinic shared, “We handle many cases related to
treaty rights, but we don’t have the resources to track trends or compile reports”.

Theme 3: Political and Cultural Constraints

National-level prioritization creates vertical rigidity that limits local autonomy. Participants described a top-down
governance model that sidelines local actors. A municipal officer observed, “Unless the central government says it
matters, it doesn’t get funded at the city level”.

Cultural norm conflicts frequently obstruct the local uptake of rights-based policies. For example, gender equality
initiatives encounter resistance rooted in patriarchal traditions. One interviewee remarked, “In some neighborhoods,
rights talk is seen as challenging the family’s authority or honor”.

Political sensitivities surrounding human rights emerged as another barrier. Participants described a climate of
strategic silence, with many stakeholders avoiding engagement to prevent backlash. As one municipal lawyer put
it, “No one wants to be seen as the one pushing a foreign agenda”.

There is also a deep-seated public distrust in human rights. Many participants mentioned that human rights are
viewed suspiciously, often associated with Western political interference. An academic shared, “People think these
treaties are just tools for international pressure—they don’t see them as locally relevant”.

The role of religious institutions adds another layer of complexity. Participants noted instances where clerical
authorities oppose treaty-aligned policies based on religious jurisprudence. One activist explained, “When clerics
disapprove of a human rights campaign, it shuts down any community support overnight”.

Electoral pressures were also cited. Local politicians often avoid aligning with human rights due to fear of
alienating conservative constituents. One city council candidate reflected, “| knew mentioning rights in my campaign
would lose me votes—it’s not popular in our local discourse”.

Theme 4: Strategies and Enablers of Implementation
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Despite these barriers, human rights champions within institutions were recognized as critical enablers. These
individuals use their influence to integrate rights-based approaches, even in constrained environments. A senior
official explained, “Sometimes one motivated staff member can make more difference than a whole department”.

The use of soft law instruments—such as municipal charters or advisory guidelines—was reported as a practical
tool. These instruments provide legal flexibility and political neutrality. One participant said, “They help us work
around hard resistance without triggering opposition”.

Cross-sectoral partnerships have also proven effective. Collaborations between NGOs, universities, and
municipal offices offer resources and legitimacy. A university researcher noted, “When we team up with NGOs and
the city, we get more done than any one of us could alone”.

Community-based approaches were frequently cited as successful. Local campaigns that use participatory
methods, storytelling, and popular education were seen as building support for human rights. One community
organizer described, “We hold neighborhood storytelling nights—people relate more to human rights when it's about
real lives”.

Legal empowerment initiatives such as paralegal programs and legal literacy workshops help residents
understand and invoke their rights. A legal aid worker shared, “We teach people how to read treaties and apply
them to their housing or education issues—suddenly rights become real”.

Lastly, digital tools for awareness are increasingly used to bridge the knowledge gap. Interviewees described
mobile apps, webinars, and infographics tailored to local contexts. “Social media has become our best ally—it

spreads treaty knowledge faster than any printed brochure ever could,” said one rights educator.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this qualitative study shed light on the intricate and multifaceted challenges of implementing
international human rights treaties at the local level in Tehran. The analysis identified four major themes: legal and
institutional frameworks, capacity and knowledge gaps, political and cultural constraints, and strategies and
enablers of implementation. These themes collectively highlight the complex interplay between law, politics,
capacity, and local context in shaping how global human rights norms are received and operationalized at the
subnational level.

One of the most salient findings was the absence of legal mechanisms that mandate the incorporation of
international human rights treaties into municipal practice. The study revealed that the lack of enabling legislation
and constitutional ambiguity contributes to the invisibility of treaty obligations in local governance. This is consistent
with the work of Hathaway (2002), who argues that the ratification of human rights treaties is often symbolic unless
followed by domestic legal frameworks that ensure their enforceability. In countries with centralized systems and
limited municipal autonomy, such as Iran, local governments lack the jurisdictional power to implement treaty norms
independently (Rodriguez-Garavito, 2011). The participants’ experiences of institutional fragmentation and unclear
mandates further support Langford et al.’s (2017) contention that decentralized governance without proper
coordination mechanisms leads to policy paralysis and weak human rights integration.

Judicial resistance also emerged as a significant barrier, with participants noting a prevailing tendency among
judges to privilege domestic law over international obligations. Courts were described as reluctant to cite or apply
treaty provisions, a pattern that aligns with observations by An-Na’im (2002) on the tensions between global human

rights frameworks and local legal cultures. This resistance reflects not only legal conservatism but also broader
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political sensitivities, as judges may fear political backlash or ideological scrutiny when engaging with internationally
framed rights claims (Goodale & Engle Merry, 2007). The lack of judicial training in human rights law, as mentioned
by several respondents, exacerbates this dynamic and suggests the need for sustained judicial education programs
tailored to local contexts.

Another important finding relates to capacity and knowledge gaps among local actors. Many interviewees
described widespread unfamiliarity with human rights treaties among municipal staff and legal practitioners, coupled
with limited professional development opportunities. This echoes Benedek et al. (2020), who emphasize the need
for targeted education and awareness programs to build local capacity for rights-based governance. The absence
of context-specific monitoring indicators and weak documentation practices reported in the study further reflect what
Gauri and Brinks (2008) describe as the “information gap” in human rights implementation. Without localized tools
for measuring treaty compliance or recording impact, it becomes difficult for municipalities to engage in meaningful
evaluation or improvement.

Political and cultural constraints also played a pivotal role in shaping the trajectory of treaty implementation.
Many participants expressed that the central government’s prioritization of national security and economic concerns
marginalized human rights in municipal planning. This finding aligns with Hertel and Libal's (2011) critique of “rights
exceptionalism,” where states present a fagade of international compliance while domestically sidelining human
rights concerns. Furthermore, cultural conflicts—particularly those related to gender roles and family honor—were
frequently cited as barriers to implementing treaties such as CEDAW or the CRC. These findings resonate with
Levitt and Merry (2009), who argue that global norms often clash with vernacular moral orders, creating resistance
at the community level.

The study also underscored the politicization of human rights discourse, where rights-based initiatives are viewed
as foreign agendas or threats to national sovereignty. Public mistrust and political self-censorship among local
officials were recurring themes in the interviews. This supports Merry’s (2006) argument that for human rights to be
effective, they must be translated into locally meaningful frameworks that resonate with existing cultural and political
logics. Religious institutions were also identified as significant actors, sometimes promoting and other times
obstructing treaty-aligned initiatives. This dual role mirrors the findings of An-Na’'im (2002), who advocates for
engaging religious leaders in the reinterpretation of human rights norms to bridge ideological divides.

Despite these obstacles, the study identified several strategies and enablers that facilitated treaty implementation
at the local level. Chief among these were the efforts of human rights champions—motivated individuals within
municipal systems who leveraged informal authority, persistence, and innovative tactics to advance rights-based
agendas. This is supported by the work of Keck and Sikkink (1998), who describe such actors as “norm
entrepreneurs” capable of reshaping institutional practices through advocacy and leadership. Participants also
reported success in using soft law instruments, such as voluntary guidelines and policy frameworks, to implement
treaty principles without triggering legal or political opposition. This finding supports Oomen and Baumgartel’s
(2014) conclusion that flexible, non-binding tools can be powerful vehicles for local human rights implementation.

Cross-sectoral partnerships between NGOs, academic institutions, and municipal bodies were also found to be
critical for translating treaty obligations into practice. These partnerships created knowledge-sharing platforms,
resource pooling, and collaborative governance structures that enhanced institutional resilience and legitimacy.
This reflects findings from Langford et al. (2017) and De Feyter et al. (2011), who emphasize the importance of

multi-actor networks in localizing human rights. Community-based approaches, such as rights education
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campaigns, storytelling, and participatory planning, were also mentioned as effective strategies to promote public
engagement. These approaches exemplify the concept of “vernacularization” described by Merry (2006), whereby
global norms are domesticated through culturally resonant practices.

Legal empowerment initiatives, including paralegal programs, legal literacy workshops, and treaty translations
into local dialects, were highlighted as vital for bridging knowledge gaps and enabling citizen participation. This
finding echoes Golub’s (2003) argument that legal empowerment is a more sustainable and inclusive strategy for
realizing human rights than top-down legal reform alone. Finally, the growing use of digital tools such as mobile
applications, webinars, and social media campaigns was noted as a promising avenue for disseminating treaty
knowledge and engaging new audiences, particularly youth. This aligns with Benedek et al. (2020), who call for
greater integration of digital technology in human rights advocacy.

In sum, the findings suggest that while legal, institutional, and cultural barriers persist, localized and adaptive
strategies—especially those rooted in partnerships, empowerment, and cultural translation—offer viable pathways
for implementing human rights treaties at the municipal level. The study confirms the centrality of context in shaping
treaty outcomes and supports a shift from formal compliance indicators to grounded, participatory, and culturally

responsive approaches.
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