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and spatially analyze their performance in key domains such as foreign trade, investment,
employment generation, foreign transit, tourism, and borderland development—poverty alleviation,
with particular emphasis on structural disparities arising from geographical location as well as

political, economic, and geopolitical factors. Through a holistic perspective, this spatial analysis
identifies inequalities in the distribution of resources, investment, and economic opportunities
across the zones. Methodologically, the integration of quantitative and qualitative data, including
geographical positional analysis, provides a comprehensive interpretation of their performance.
The findings reveal significant spatial disparities in performance, directly associated with access to
international markets, infrastructure quality, and political-economic constraints. Northern zones,
benefiting from access to Eurasian markets and relatively low-risk land and port routes, lead in
foreign trade, foreign investment, and foreign transit. In contrast, southern zones, while dominant
in imports, domestic investment, and infrastructural expenditures, face trade deficits and
weaknesses in transit performance. The ranking of zones in terms of economic performance places
Arvand, Anzali, Aras, Kish, Maku, Qeshm, and Chabahar respectively from first to seventh. To
improve the overall efficiency of free trade—industrial zones, spatial policymaking should focus on
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1. Introduction

Iran’s free trade-industrial zones were established in 1993, following the ratification of the First Development Plan
Law in 1990, with the primary objectives of attracting foreign investment, promoting export growth, creating
employment opportunities, and strengthening Iran’s position in global trade. These zones were designed to alleviate
economic constraints stemming from the early years of the Islamic Revolution and the Iran-lrag War by offering
customs and tax exemptions, simplified administrative procedures, and banking facilities, thereby serving as
platforms for production, export, and goods transit. The free zones, including Kish, Qeshm, Chabahar, Aras, Anzali,
Arvand, Maku, and Imam Khomeini Airport City, benefit from their strategic geographical proximity to international
waterways and trade corridors, endowing them with significant potential for economic development.

Currently, eight active free zones cover approximately 740,000 hectares, with plans for the establishment of
additional zones underway. Equipped with legal exemptions and special incentives, these zones create a favorable
environment for investment and economic activities. However, their performance has been less successful compared
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to international counterparts, particularly in neighboring countries such as the United Arab Emirates and Turkey. The
lack of a coherent statistical system, coupled with fragmented, incomplete, and inconsistent data, significantly
hinders accurate analysis of these zones’ performance.

This study adopts a spatial analysis approach, utilizing official data from the Secretariat of the High Council of Free
Trade-Industrial Zones and the Research Center of the Islamic Parliament of Iran. It evaluates the economic
performance of Iran’s free zones based on key indicators, including foreign trade, investment, job creation, transit,
tourism, and infrastructure expenditure. The objective is to assess the efficiency and effectiveness of these zones
from a spatial-geographical perspective, providing a clear and comprehensive overview of their successes or
shortcomings.

2. Materials and Methods

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method and utilizes a spatial analysis approach to evaluate the economic
performance of Iran’s free trade-industrial zones. Spatial analysis, as a key methodological approach in this research,
plays a central role in examining and understanding the economic performance of Iran’s free zones. By focusing on
geographical patterns and spatial differences, this approach enables a comprehensive and multidimensional analysis
of the relationships between the geographical location of free zones and their performance across various domains.
The primary limitation of this study is the absence of a coherent and transparent statistical system for Iran’s free
zones, which has resulted in inconsistencies and deficiencies in the available data. Due to the lack of access to more
recent and updated statistics on the performance of free zones in the country, the temporal scope of the research has
been set between 2013 and 2020, representing the most recent period for which relatively reliable economic data
have been published by the Secretariat of the High Council of Free Trade-Industrial Zones and Special Economic
Zones.

3. Results and Discussion

Iran’s free trade-industrial zones were established to integrate the national economy with global markets, foster
border region development, and achieve economic and spatial planning objectives. Benefiting from diverse
geographical locations, these zones possess significant potential to enhance foreign trade, attract investment, generate
employment, facilitate transit, and promote tourism. However, a spatial analysis of their performance reveals
structural disparities in efficiency, primarily influenced by geographical, infrastructural, geopolitical, and policy-
related factors. A comprehensive evaluation focusing on five key dimensions-foreign trade, investment, job creation,
foreign transit, and tourism-provides a conceptual framework and overall ranking of the performance of Iran’s free
zones.

In terms of foreign trade, northern zones, leveraging low-risk land and port routes, adopt an export-oriented approach
and exhibit a more balanced trade profile. Conversely, southern zones, affected by economic sanctions, focus on
importing consumer and intermediate goods, resulting in trade deficits. This pattern underscores the influence of
geographical location and international linkages on trade performance.

Regarding investment, northern zones, with access to foreign markets and transit routes, are more successful in
attracting foreign investment. Southern zones, relying on commercial and tourism appeal, draw greater domestic
investment. However, economic sanctions and inadequate infrastructure, particularly in the south, impose limitations.
These differences highlight the impact of spatial factors and economic policies on investment patterns.

Job creation in free zones, aimed at reducing unemployment and developing border regions, is shaped by
geographical and infrastructural factors. Southern zones, with a focus on commercial and industrial activities, lead in
job creation, while northern zones, emphasizing transit and production, play a complementary role. This uneven
distribution underscores the importance of infrastructure and local markets in employment generation.

Foreign transit is heavily influenced by geographical location and access to international corridors. Northern zones,
benefiting from land routes and proximity to neighboring markets, outperform southern zones, which face challenges
due to insufficient port infrastructure and maritime sanctions. This pattern emphasizes the need for enhanced
logistical infrastructure.
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Tourism in free zones primarily targets domestic visitors and is influenced by natural, cultural, and infrastructural
attractions. Both northern and southern zones exhibit relatively balanced performance, but infrastructural limitations
and inward-looking policies hinder full utilization of tourism potential.

Infrastructure expenditure (aimed at border region development) also reflects uneven distribution, with southern
zones receiving a larger share due to their focus on commercial and tourism development. This pattern indicates
varying policy priorities across regions.

4. Conclusion

The research findings highlight spatial disparities in the performance of Iran's free trade-industrial zones, which are
closely linked to access to international markets, the quality of infrastructure, and political-economic constraints.
Northern zones, benefiting from access to Eurasian markets and lower-risk land and port routes, excel in foreign
trade, foreign investment, and foreign transit. Conversely, southern zones dominate in imports, domestic investment,
and infrastructure expenditure but suffer from trade deficits and weaknesses in foreign transit.

In this spatial analysis, the economic performance ranking places the free zones of Arvand, Anzali, Aras, Kish,
Maku, Qeshm, and Chabahar in the first to seventh positions, respectively. To enhance the efficiency of Iran's free
zones, spatial policy-making should focus on strengthening port and transit infrastructure, expanding international
linkages (active integration into the global economy), and diversifying economic activities. These measures aim to
transform free zones from intermediary roles into productive-export-oriented hubs.

Keywords: Iran's free zones, Spatial analysis, Foreign trade, Investment, Job creation, Foreign transit, Tourism.
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