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Abstract

The "Law on the Administration of Free Trade-Industrial Zones" was enacted in
Iran in 1993 to facilitate foreign trade, attract investment, and promote economic
growth. However, evidence shows that most of its provisions have not been
effectively implemented over the past three decades. This qualitative study, using
semi-structured expert interviews, explores the barriers to implementation and
proposes policy solutions. Key challenges include weak institutional structures,
conflicting legal frameworks, inadequate infrastructure, poor coordination among
agencies, and the absence of a comprehensive monitoring system. Political
interference, lobbying by interest groups, and limited private sector participation
further hinder implementation. The findings recommend legal reform to align with
mainland laws, strengthening the Secretariat's autonomy, targeting fiscal
incentives, and improving human capital. Developing clear oversight mechanisms
is also essential. Ultimately, achieving the intended goals requires structural
reforms, integrated policy action, and active collaboration between public and
private sectors.
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Extended abstract

Introduction

Free trade zones are designated areas created to facilitate international trade, attract
foreign investment, and promote regional economic development through tax
exemptions, customs facilitation, and independent management. In Iran, the "Law
on the Administration of Free Trade-Industrial Zones" was enacted in 1993 with
objectives such as boosting exports, attracting foreign capital, creating jobs, and
fostering infrastructure development. However, evidence indicates major
implementation deficiencies over the past three decades. Official reports claim that
only 30% of the law has been implemented, with numerous structural and legal
barriers hindering its success. The study aims to identify and propose policy
strategies to enhance the effective implementation of this law, within the broader
framework of Iran’s resistance economy policies.

Methods

This research employed a qualitative methodology, utilizing semi-structured
interviews with eight policy experts and senior officials from relevant
organizations. The sampling followed a theoretical sampling approach, with
interviews continuing until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed
using Thematic Analysis, encompassing coding of transcripts, identifying basic
themes (125 codes), organizing them into 13 organizing themes, and consolidating
them into 5 overarching themes. Credibility and dependability were ensured
through peer review, participant validation, and intercoder reliability checks.

Results and Discussion
The analysis revealed five main thematic areas essential for improving policy
implementation:

1. |Institutionalization of Policy: Reforming the legal and organizational
structure of the Free Zones Secretariat, ensuring managerial stability,
improving infrastructure, and enhancing private sector engagement.

2. Policy Formulation: Amending conflicting laws between the mainland and
free zones, targeting fiscal incentives more effectively, and ensuring clarity in
the zones' mission.

3. Policy Execution: Enhancing coordination among governmental institutions,
resisting interest group lobbying, updating executive bylaws, and promoting
managerial professionalism.

4. Monitoring and Evaluation: Developing periodic and multidimensional
evaluation systems using both qualitative and quantitative indicators.

5. Environmental Factors: Addressing external challenges such as sanctions and
increasing the zones’ global competitiveness by boosting foreign investment
and modernizing infrastructure.

Interviews highlighted key deficiencies such as overlapping mandates,
excessive political interference in appointments, weak private sector participation,
and inadequate legislative alignment. The study also emphasized the mismatch
between the law’s uniform approach and the diverse geographic, economic, and
logistical realities of different zones.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Effective implementation of the Free Zones Law requires a comprehensive and
systemic reform. Key recommendations include:

o Revising the legal framework to eliminate contradictions with national laws



and better define each zone’s functional mission.
e Enhancing the autonomy and oversight capacity of the Free Zones Secretariat.
o Creating incentive structures that favor productive over speculative activities.
o Improving coordination across ministries and reducing bureaucratic overlap.
e Investing in infrastructure and human capital, especially through skill
development programs.
e Establishing independent and periodic monitoring mechanisms to evaluate
policy outcomes.
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