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Abstract

Recognizing maritime-oriented development as crucial for leveraging its economic,
commercial, and geopolitical assets, Iran focuses on its ports as vital links in the
maritime supply chain. This research employs a systems analysis framework to
investigate the functional and structural aspects of Iran's port activities. The study
aims to pinpoint structural weaknesses within port sub-functions and propose
policy interventions to enhance these sub-functions, ultimately achieving the
broader goal of maritime development. The analysis highlights key impediments: a
low volume of container traffic relative to regional peers, inadequate adoption of
port automation technologies, limited involvement of the private sector in port
investments, and Iran's modest share in the regional bunkering market. To
overcome these challenges, the research suggests several policy levers: utilizing
regional diplomacy to hoost container traffic (especially for specific goods),
formulating and implementing tailored investment models for knowledge-based
enterprises, establishing an attractive investment ecosystem, facilitating Rial-based
and foreign currency contracts with capital guarantees through the National
Development Fund to reduce investor risk, and expanding the production capacity
of competitively priced low-sulfur fuels. The successful implementation of these
strategies is expected to bolster Iran's standing in both regional and international
maritime trade, thereby fostering sustainable maritime-oriented growth.
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Extended abstract

Purpose

Maritime-oriented development has become a strategic priority for the Islamic
Republic of Iran due to its significant economic, commercial, and geopolitical
implications. Within this framework, ports play a pivotal role as critical nodes in
maritime transport, logistics, and supply chains. Given their importance in
increasing national GDP, developing coastal and hinterland economic hubs,
attracting investment, and enhancing Iran's role in regional and international transit,
this study aims to systematically examine Iran's port activities. The primary
purpose is to identify functional and structural challenges within the port sector and
to propose policy and managerial solutions that can strengthen port performance
and contribute to the realization of maritime-oriented development.

Design/Methodology/Approach

This study adopts a qualitative systems analysis approach grounded in a structural—
functional framework. Port activities are conceptualized as an integrated system
composed of interdependent functions and structural elements. Data were collected
from multiple purposively selected sources, including laws and regulations, high-
level national policy documents, statements of the Supreme Leader, expert
interviews in the port and maritime sectors, international reports, and scholarly
articles. Content analysis was employed to identify the main functions and sub-
functions of Iran's national port system, assess their performance using defined
indicators, diagnose challenges, and trace their structural roots. Based on this
analysis, targeted policy solutions were formulated to address structural
weaknesses and improve system functionality.

Findings

The analysis identifies three core functions of Iran's port activities in the context of
maritime-oriented development: (1) increasing the share of maritime transport in
the national GDP, (2) establishing economic hubs along coasts, islands, and
hinterlands, and (3) enhancing Iran's share in the regional market for port and
maritime services, including ship refueling. Five key sub-functions were also
identified: increasing cargo market share in the Gulf region, applying modern
technologies in port management and operations, improving productivity,
enhancing port generation and connectivity, developing maritime-port services
such as bunkering, and strengthening port—hinterland connectivity. Twelve major
challenges were diagnosed, among which the most prominent include low
container traffic compared to regional competitors, insufficient port automation,
limited private sector investment, and lIran's weak position in the regional
bunkering market. The study further reveals that these challenges are rooted in
structural  deficiencies related to investment frameworks, technological
infrastructure, management systems, and policy coordination. Based on these
findings, 22 managerial and policy solutions were proposed to address structural
weaknesses and enhance port competitiveness.

Limitations/Research Implications

The study is limited by its reliance on qualitative content analysis and secondary
sources, which may restrict the ability to quantitatively assess the magnitude of
identified challenges. In addition, the focus on Iran's national context limits direct
generalization to other countries. Future research could complement this study by
employing quantitative performance indicators, comparative regional analyses, or
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longitudinal assessments to evaluate the long-term impacts of the proposed
solutions.

Practical Implications

The findings provide policymakers and port authorities with a structured diagnostic
framework for identifying weaknesses in port activities and aligning structural
elements with functional goals. The proposed solutions—such as utilizing regional
diplomacy to increase container traffic, developing investment models for
knowledge-based companies, expanding low-sulfur fuel production, and reducing
investor risk through guaranteed contracts—offer concrete measures to improve
port efficiency, attract investment, and strengthen Iran's role in regional and global
logistics networks.

Social Implications

Improving port performance and maritime-oriented development can contribute to
broader socio-economic benefits, including job creation in coastal and hinterland
regions, population attraction to coastal areas, reduced regional inequalities, and
enhanced national economic resilience. Strengthening ports as logistics and
commercial hubs can also support social stability by fostering sustainable regional
development.

Originality/Value

The originality of this study lies in its application of a systems-based structural—
functional approach to Iran's port activities within the broader strategy of maritime-
oriented development. By integrating high-level policy analysis with functional
performance assessment and structural diagnosis, the study provides a
comprehensive and policy-relevant framework. The proposed set of 22 operational
solutions adds practical value for decision-makers seeking to enhance the
competitiveness and strategic positioning of Iran's ports in the global supply chain.

Keywords: Maritime-oriented development, Port activities, Systems analysis,
Structural-functional approach, Maritime economy, Port policy, Iran.
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