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This study employs a descriptive-analytical method to examine and analyze the geo-economic
outlook of the Aras Free Trade-Industrial Zone in relation to foreign trade, investment, job
creation, transit, tourism, and economic-security planning for the Aras border area. The
research employs trend analysis and futures studies, drawing on library literature and statistical
data within the framework of existential philosophy and the macroeconomic goals of free
zones. Despite the statistical uncertainties surrounding the performance of Iranian free trade
zones in general and Aras in particular, the evaluation of Aras's geo-economic outlook reveals
significant inefficiencies, indicating a failure to meet its primary objectives. The findings
demonstrate that, from a geo-economic perspective, the prospects for free trade zones in Iran
reflect the broader economic situation of the country, with the Aras Free Zone being no
exception. The outlook, economic size, and geo-ccmmmex fffeeecee ff *>’”° ° rree aamemnnes
should be assessed in comparison to those of the national economy. Given the prevailing trends
nn1ra’’ s mooomoommu,, eee eco-economic outlook and economic performance of the
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much greater than what is currently being realized. This situation can be effectively improved
through principled planning and policymaking, particularly within a framework that prioritizes
national interests, the benefits of which would undoubtedly extend to the free trade zones. On
the other hand, if the current conditions and existing policies continue, it is likely that the free
trade zone initiative in Iran will become entirely ineffective and unattractive in the near future,
especially from a geo-economic perspective.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Today, free trade zones are recognized as
significant  economic and  commercial
instruments within geo-economic  policies.
These zones possess unique advantages,
including special facilities, tax exemptions, and
streamlined administrative regulations, making
them highly attractive for both foreign and
domestic investments and enabling them to
become economic hubs. Acting as catalysts for
economic activity, free trade zones facilitate
growth in the commercial and industrial sectors.
One of the key benefits of these zones is their
ability to  enhance  the  economic
competitiveness of countries on a global scale.
By providing essential infrastructure and
favorable business conditions, free trade zones
boost the competitiveness of economic actors
internationally. Research indicates that these
zones contribute to improved competitiveness
in exports and investment attraction, resulting in
positive impacts on national economic growth.
Furthermore, the geo-economic significance of
free trade zones is amplified through the
establishment of trade networks and
international collaborations. By fostering trade
connections and interactions, these zones not
only strengthen and expand trade relations
among various countries but also play a crucial
role in enhancing their political and economic
influence within the global system. They are
instrumental in  shaping  geo-economic
relationships.

In our country, the limited presence of the
national economy in the global competitive
landscape has led to a heightened focus on
expanding free trade zones. This expansion
aims to address economic challenges, boost
exports, create jobs, enhance public welfare,
regulate labor and goods markets, and improve
the overall economic standing of the country
while leveraging the competitive and geo-
economic advantages offered by these zones.
However, since their inception, Iran's free trade
zones have faced several fundamental
challenges that hinder their effectiveness. This
situation is consistent across all free zones in the
country, including the Aras Free Trade and
Industrial Zone. Against this backdrop, this
research aims to explore and analyze the geo-
economic outlook of the Aras Free Trade and

Industrial Zone concerning key economic
objectives, employing a futures research
approach.

Methodology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical
method to examine and analyze the geo-
economic prospects of the Aras Free Trade-
Industrial Zone across various domains,
including foreign trade, investment, job
creation, transit, tourism, and economic-
security planning for the Aras border region.
Utilizing a trend analysis approach, the research
draws on library literature and statistical data
while referencing Article 11 of the General
Policies of the Resistance Economy. It operates
within the framework of the existential
philosophy and macroeconomic objectives of
free zones.

Trend analysis is a method that forecasts future
changes in a phenomenon based on its current
trends and conditions. It is important to note
that, despite the researcher's ongoing efforts to
obtain more accurate and up-to-date statistics
and information from the Aras Free Zone
Organization, the lack of cooperation from the
organization  limited access to data.
Consequently, the economic performance of
Aras from 2014 to 2020 was assessed using the
most recent statistics provided by the Secretariat
of the Supreme Council of Free Zones, along
with the statistical reports for the years 2021,
2022, and 2023.

Results and discussion

A review of Aras' foreign trade statistics reveals
that, similar to other Iranian free zones, Aras
does not currently fulfill a desirable and
effective role in the country's macroeconomics
regarding exports and foreign exchange
earnings that are directly linked to production.
Recent data indicate a positive trade balance for
Aras; however, a closer examination of the
foreign trade statistics shows that the increase in
exports is overshadowed by a more significant
decrease in imports. This decline in imports can
be viewed as a form of self-sanction and a
deviation from the primary objective of free
zones, which is to facilitate imports for
production and  subsequent  re-export.
Furthermore, research indicates that a
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substantial portion of imports through Aras,
rather than being re-exported, is either officially
or illicitly smuggled into the country, which
contradicts the fundamental mission of free
trade zones.

The statistics also indicate that the level of
foreign investment attraction in Aras is
unsatisfactory, despite the incentives available.
This shortcoming is evident in the zone's overall
performance, as Aras has struggled to attract
both foreign and domestic capital, particularly
with an export orientation. In terms of job
creation, the employment landscape in Iran's
free trade zones is primarily service-oriented,
with many jobs tied to the import of goods. In
Aras, job creation has been inadequate, and the
zone does not effectively contribute to
employment  generation. This issue is
particularly noticeable in direct conversations
with residents of the Aras border region, where
a significant portion of service areas, especially
the Jolfa market, has experienced stagnation and
closure in recent years.

While Aras shows better performance in foreign
transit compared to many other lranian free
trade zones, various political and geopolitical
obstacles in the vicinity severely impede the
growth and prosperity of its transit position.
Additionally, Aras has a notable role in the
tourism economy; however, its tourism
influence is largely confined to internal and
provincial levels, particularly in the northwest,
limiting its geo-economic efficiency, especially
in generating foreign exchange for the national
economy.

In terms of infrastructure, Aras has seen an
expansion of superficial developments, such as
commercial complexes and entertainment
facilities in the city of Jolfa, many of which are
now closed and inactive. These developments
are often seen as false indicators of progress and
do not align with the core responsibilities of free
trade zones. Moreover, Aras continues to face
significant challenges related to transportation

and communication infrastructure, including
inadequate land and air transport links.

Conclusion

Overall, the assessment of Aras' geo-economic
outlook, alongside the statistical uncertainties
regarding the performance of Iran's free trade
zones in general, reveals a concerning level of
inefficiency. In other words, Aras has not
succeeded in achieving its primary objectives.
The research findings indicate that the geo-
mmmmmmr ceeeeeectt rrssss ssss sssss sssss
mirrors the broader economic outlook of the
country on a national scale, and the situation in
the Aras Free Zone is no exception.

The outlook, economic size, and geo-economic
influence of Iran's free trade zones should be
evaluated in relation to the overall economic
outlook and capacity of the country. Given the
prevailing trends in Iran's macroeconomics, the
performance and geo-economic outlook of the
country's free zones are not surprising.
However, the geo-economic potential of the
Iranian economy is significantly greater than
what is currently being realized. With principled
planning and policymaking, particularly within
a framework that prioritizes national interests, it
is feasible to improve the current situation, and
such improvements would undoubtedly be
reflected in the performance of free trade zones.
Conversely, if the existing policies and
conditions persist, there is a real risk that, from
a geo-economic perspective, the free trade zone
initiative in Iran could become entirely
ineffective and unattractive in the near future.
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