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ABSTRACT

Wagqf (endowment) is an institution through which a significant portion of societal issues and constraints
can be identified, and the wealth and assets of philanthropists can be voluntarily utilized to address them.
The existence of numerous sacred shrines and endowed properties, along with the potential use of wagqf
capacities—particularly the optimal transformation (tabdil be ahsan) of endowed assets in Iran—can
offer a preliminary illustration of the role of wagqf in the Iranian economy. Accordingly, examining the
components of sustainable development with an emphasis on the sale of wagqf properties and their
optimal transformation, as well as identifying the potential for modernizing and making economic wagqf
themes more functional, can enhance the role of this financial institution in the process of sustainable
economic development in the country. Sustainable development implies the eradication of poverty and
the elimination of inequality gaps, both within and among countries, and is closely linked to the concept
of optimal transformation of endowed assets. The wagf institution serves as a mechanism to provide
benefits and welfare for the people; therefore, the formulation of legal rulings based on the fulfillment of
public interests and benefits, and the avoidance of harm and corruption, is among the objectives of
Islamic law. When the impact of wagqf on economic independence and development is discussed, it does
not imply that wagqf alone can encompass all aspects and dimensions of a nation’s economy to the extent
that the country would no longer require other financial resources. Rather, it means that wagf, as a vast
financial capital, can have a constructive and significant impact in this direction.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
The institution of waqf (endowment) has historically played a pivotal role in Islamic societies by

channeling charitable wealth toward resolving social and economic disparities. In modern times,
particularly within the context of Iran, the strategic deployment of waqf resources through the
processes of sale and optimal transformation—referred to in jurisprudence as tabdil be ahsan—has
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emerged as a powerful yet underutilized tool in the pursuit of sustainable development. The
magnitude of waqf assets, encompassing sacred shrines and a multitude of endowed properties,
positions waqf as a latent economic force capable of reinforcing national economic resilience. Despite
this potential, empirical observations and academic analyses suggest that the economic capacities of
waqf properties have not been fully leveraged, particularly in the areas of asset optimization and
revenue enhancement. As contemporary societies grapple with multidimensional challenges—
ranging from poverty and inequality to environmental degradation—Islamic jurisprudence, through
waqf, offers a religiously sanctioned framework to mobilize resources in support of developmental
goals. The integration of waqf into economic development planning requires not only regulatory
support but also innovative approaches to modernize its mechanisms, making them responsive to
present-day socio-economic needs. Scholars have emphasized that when waqf is viewed as a dynamic
financial asset rather than a static religious institution, its transformative power in social equity and
economic growth becomes more evident (Fakhri, 2016; Khaksar Astanah & colleagues, 2015; Khosravi,
2023; Mohammadi, 2016; Nooradini & Alishahi, 2018; Pour Yamini, 2019).

At the heart of sustainable development lies the imperative to meet current needs without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own. This dual focus inherently aligns
with Islamic principles underlying waqf, which advocate for long-term societal welfare over
immediate, individual benefit. The concept of optimal transformation is particularly critical in this
regard, as it entails converting low-yield or obsolete waqf assets into more productive forms without
violating the original intent of the endower. Economic scholars and religious jurists alike have
underscored the compatibility of this concept with broader economic goals such as poverty
eradication, social justice, and capital formation (Khorshidi Azad, 2021). The process involves not just
physical redevelopment, but also the legal and financial restructuring of waqf properties to improve
their utility. This includes converting unused lands into income-generating assets, investing in
modern commercial infrastructure, and integrating waqf properties into public-private development
partnerships. As such, the optimization of waqf holdings must be understood as a bridge between
traditional Islamic economic principles and contemporary models of economic efficiency and
inclusivity. This approach also mitigates risks of asset underutilization or degradation, which would
otherwise contradict the objectives of waqf and could be deemed as wasteful or even sinful in Islamic
jurisprudence (Baydawi, 1997; Makarem Shirazi, 1995; Nooradini & Alishahi, 2018; Tusi, 2011).
Sustainable development is recognized as a multidimensional concept that includes environmental
sustainability, social equity, and economic efficiency. Each of these dimensions can be directly or
indirectly advanced through well-managed waqf systems. Environmentally, waqf properties can
support green projects and sustainable land use planning. Socially, waqf can bridge inequalities by
providing accessible services in education, healthcare, and housing. Economically, waqf serves as a
stabilizing institution by facilitating entrepreneurship, reducing unemployment, and generating
community-based capital investment. These objectives resonate with the Islamic mandate of
maslahah—the pursuit of public interest—frequently invoked in legal rulings that prioritize societal
benefits over rigid textual interpretations. As noted by Islamic jurists, the legal flexibility inherent in
Islamic law allows for reinterpretation and adaptation of waqf provisions to address evolving societal
needs, particularly secondary necessities that arise from time-specific and location-based
circumstances (Mohammadi, 2016; Muhaqqiq Hilli, 1408); (Aminian Modarres, 2002); (Khosravi,
2023). Such interpretive latitude supports modern economic planning models, whereby waqf can
serve not only as a moral institution but also as an economically viable engine for growth. Indeed,
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Islamic law views the wastage of economic potential—such as leaving waqf properties idle—as a form
of mismanagement incompatible with the objectives of Sharia.

The theoretical foundations of economic development, particularly as articulated by Michael Todaro,
lend further support to the alignment between waqf and sustainable development. Todaro’s
framework identifies three core objectives of development: meeting basic needs, fostering self-
esteem, and expanding human freedom (Coccia, 2019). Waqf, through its historically rooted mission,
inherently addresses these aims by ensuring access to essentials such as housing, education, and
healthcare; elevating community self-worth through dignified assistance; and reducing social
constraints through empowerment. Moreover, the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), which span poverty alleviation, education, clean water, energy access, and climate action,
are highly congruent with the principles and historical roles of waqf (Malak Ara, 2024; Soltani Pour
& Damari, 2016). The sale and transformation of endowed assets—if guided by principles of
efficiency, equity, and accountability—could become a crucial mechanism for implementing these
global goals within an Islamic socio-economic framework. In this context, the revitalization of waqf
institutions can also act as a decentralizing force, redistributing resources to marginalized
communities and reducing the state’s burden in delivering public services. This collaborative
dynamic between religious tradition and developmental modernity positions waqf as both a moral
imperative and a pragmatic strategy for national development.

The practical applications of optimized waqf management are wide-ranging. First, the process of
tabdil be ahsan facilitates the redistribution of wealth by preventing the concentration of resources
among the wealthy elite and promoting inclusive access to assets and services. This supports efforts
to reduce class-based disparities and enhance community welfare. Second, waqf can alleviate the
financial burden on public institutions by providing alternative sources of funding for infrastructure
development, public health initiatives, and educational programs. Historical records confirm that
many of the responsibilities now held by governments—such as school construction, healthcare
services, and housing—were once fulfilled by waqf institutions. Third, optimized waqf use can
stimulate economic activity through job creation in the construction, retail, education, and
healthcare sectors. Fourth, through the strategic leasing or redevelopment of endowed urban land,
waqf can contribute to creating resilient, inclusive, and sustainable human settlements. Finally, the
moral authority and communal nature of waqf enable it to function as a tool for social cohesion,
offering support to orphans, the elderly, displaced persons, and financially distressed families. This
deeply embedded cultural infrastructure of compassion and mutual aid provides a robust platform
for building more equitable and harmonious societies (Meshkini, 2017).

In conclusion, the optimal transformation of endowed properties stands as a vital pathway toward
achieving sustainable economic and social development. While waqf alone cannot supplant all other
financial institutions, it offers a culturally resonant, legally grounded, and economically feasible
approach to development that aligns with both national goals and international sustainability
frameworks. Realizing this potential requires structural reforms, capacity building in waqf
management, and the application of contemporary financial and legal tools to enhance productivity
and transparency. These reforms should be tailored to ensure that waqf remains faithful to its
founding principles while becoming responsive to modern challenges. By embracing innovative
models and encouraging broader societal participation, policymakers and religious authorities can
unlock the vast potential of waqf to serve as a cornerstone of equitable and resilient development in

Islamic societies.
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