Media and Culture, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Biannual Journal, Vol. 15, No. 2, Autumn and Winter 2025-2026, 1-30
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/ismc.2025.51505.2938

The Role of Media in Institutional Transparency:
A Case Study of Municipal Transactions in Iran

Saeed Ahmadi’, Mojtaba Hemmati~
Puneh Tabibzadeh™

Abstract

This study investigates the state of transparency and oversight in municipal
transactions in Iran and seeks to identify the media-related requirements necessary
to enhance this process. The central research question explores the current condition
of transparency and monitoring in municipal transactions in Iran and examines how
media can contribute to its improvement. The hypothesis posits that, despite the
existence of legal frameworks, deficiencies in implementation and oversight
mechanisms have led to reduced transparency in municipal dealings. It further
asserts that media can play a significant role in improving this situation by acting as
an external monitoring force. The research adopts a qualitative methodology,
utilizing documentary studies, content analysis of relevant laws and regulations,
examination of media reports, and semi-structured interviews with experts in urban
affairs. Findings indicate that although legal provisions related to financial
transparency and municipal transactions exist, challenges such as poor enforcement,
ineffective oversight mechanisms, and limitations in information technology
infrastructure hinder the realization of adequate transparency. Moreover, the media,
through investigative reporting and timely dissemination of information, can play a
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pivotal role in enhancing transparency and increasing the accountability of

municipal authorities.

Keywords: Media oversight, institutional transparency, municipal transactions,

good governance, Iran.

Introduction

Institutional transparency has become a defining component of good governance in
both national and local government systems. In the urban context, municipalities
handle a wide range of financial and contractual transactions that directly affect
citizens' daily lives and the equitable distribution of public resources. However, in
the absence of robust monitoring systems, municipal transactions can become
vulnerable to corruption, inefficiency, and opacity. Scholars and policymakers
increasingly recognize the media—particularly independent journalism—as a critical
actor in promoting transparency, exposing misconduct, and demanding
accountability from public officials. In the case of Iran, despite the presence of
legislative instruments such as the Municipal Transaction Regulation and access-to-
information laws, their practical impact has been limited. This limitation stems from
structural weaknesses, technological underdevelopment, bureaucratic inertia, and
insufficient coordination among supervisory institutions. In this context, the media
can serve as a complementary mechanism for external oversight, provided that legal
protections and operational independence are ensured.This study aims to analyze
how media engagement in municipal transparency can bridge accountability gaps,
enhance citizen awareness, and ultimately contribute to the realization of good urban

governance in Iran.

Materials & Methods

This research adopts a qualitative-descriptive approach and draws on content
analysis of official municipal frameworks, case-based observations, and comparative
insights from international governance literature. The study analyzes the legal
structure of municipal transactions in Iran, such as the financial by-laws of Tehran
Municipality, as well as secondary laws like the Law on Access to Public
Information and the Audit Court regulations.To explore the practical dimensions,
several illustrative cases were examined, including reports on violations in
municipal tenders, media exposures of financial mismanagement, and performance

audits. Additionally, international case studies from countries like Canada, Sweden,
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and Australia were referenced to identify best practices in media-enabled
transparency and whistleblower protection.Semi-structured expert interviews with
municipal legal advisors, journalists, and former city council members were also
used to enrich the contextual understanding. These qualitative insights helped map
the real-world constraints faced by media actors in pursuing transparency in Iranian

municipal settings.

Discussion & Result

The study reveals a significant gap between the legal ideals of transparency and their
institutional realization in Iranian municipalities. Although frameworks for financial
disclosure and audit exist, the bureaucratic culture often impedes their application.
The lack of real-time digital access to transaction data, weak internal audit
mechanisms, and restricted flow of information to the public and press were found
to be major barriers. The media, when active and independent, plays a key role in
exposing hidden transactions, reporting irregularities in urban budgeting, and
creating pressure for institutional correction. Case analyses demonstrated that high-
impact reports by investigative journalists led to temporary suspensions of suspect
contracts and even parliamentary inquiries. However, systemic constraints—
including fear of legal retaliation, censorship, and limited access to raw data—
frequently diminish the effectiveness of media oversight. International experiences
provide actionable models: Canada’s operational audit reports are made public and
discussed in the media, while Sweden’s public data portals empower journalists and
citizens alike. The study identifies three main pillars for enhancing municipal

transparency in Iran:

- Legal reform to ensure freedom of information and protection for
whistleblowers and journalists.

- Technological infrastructure to enable public access to municipal transaction
databases.

- Civic empowerment through media literacy and partnerships between media,

NGOs, and oversight agencies.

These pillars collectively promote a culture of transparency that is not solely

reliant on state control but rooted in participatory accountability.
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Conclusion

The findings underscore the central role of media in promoting institutional
transparency, particularly in decentralized governance settings like municipalities. In
Iran, the challenges of opaque procurement, fragmented oversight, and bureaucratic
resistance to disclosure have created fertile ground for misuse of public resources.
Strengthening the role of media—through legal protections, technological access, and
public trust—can mitigate these risks.This study concludes that without the active
participation of media and civil society, institutional reforms aimed at improving
transparency in municipal transactions will remain incomplete. As demonstrated in
both domestic and international contexts, the path toward good urban governance must
be paved with structural safeguards, digital openness, and journalistic freedom.To

ensure meaningful accountability, Iranian authorities should:
- Institutionalize digital platforms for real-time transaction disclosure;
- Support training programs for journalists covering urban governance;

- Foster cooperation between audit bodies and media outlets.

Such measures would not only deter corrupt practices but also enhance the
responsiveness, legitimacy, and trustworthiness of local governments. Ultimately,
transparency is not just a technical requirement but a democratic imperative—and

the media, when free and capable, remains one of its strongest guarantors.
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