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1. Introduction

The Islamic Republic of Iran occupies a strategically important maritime position,
with access to the Persian Gulf, the Gulf of Oman, and the wider Indian Ocean. This
geographical position provides significant opportunities for expanding maritime
trade, developing transit networks, diversifying transportation routes, attracting
investment, and strengthening Iran’s role in regional and international economic
corridors. Over recent decades, maritime-oriented development has increasingly
emerged as an important component of Iran’s national development agenda. Within
this framework, the country’s southern ports constitute a critical component of the
national maritime economy, as they connect domestic production and consumption
centers to international markets and provide access to major regional and global trade
routes. Iran’s southern ports possess considerable potential due to their strategic
locations, cargo-handling capabilities, transit capacity, and connectivity with
neighboring countries. Major ports such as Bandar Abbas, Chabahar, Bushehr, and
Imam Khomeini have the potential to contribute substantially to the development of
an integrated maritime transportation and logistics system. However, geographical
advantages and physical port capacity alone are insufficient to ensure successful
maritime-oriented development. The effective utilization of maritime potential
depends on the interaction of infrastructure, technology, investment, institutional
governance, human capital, regulatory frameworks, international connectivity, and
environmental sustainability.

Despite their strategic potential, Iran’s southern ports face a range of structural,
economic, institutional, technological, environmental, and international constraints.
Weaknesses in transportation infrastructure and port technologies, international
sanctions and trade restrictions, institutional and managerial fragmentation,
regulatory shortcomings, limited investment, shortages of specialized human
resources, climate-related risks, and intensifying regional competition have
constrained the ability of these ports to fully exploit their strategic advantages.
Identifying and addressing these constraints is therefore essential for strengthening
Iran’s maritime position and advancing its maritime-oriented development
objectives. Against this background, this study examines the major constraints and
barriers facing Iran’s southern ports in achieving maritime-oriented development
objectives and proposes policy measures to address these challenges. The main
research question is: What are the major constraints and barriers facing Iran’s
southern ports in achieving the objectives of maritime-oriented development?

2. Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is based on the concept of Maritime-
Oriented Development, which views maritime resources, activities, infrastructure,
and connectivity as integral components of national and regional development. From
this perspective, the sea is not merely a geographical space or a transportation route,
but a strategic economic domain capable of contributing to economic growth,
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international trade, investment, employment, technological advancement, regional
connectivity, and national competitiveness. Maritime-oriented development
encompasses a wide range of activities, including port development, maritime
transportation, logistics, transit, shipping, coastal industries, marine services, and
participation in international maritime corridors. Ports are therefore central to this
approach because they serve as interfaces linking maritime transportation with
national transportation systems, production networks, international markets, and
regional trade corridors. The realization of maritime-oriented development depends
not only on geographical location and physical port capacity but also on
infrastructure quality, transportation connectivity, technological capabilities,
investment capacity, institutional governance, human capital, regulatory
effectiveness, international economic relations, and environmental resilience.
Accordingly, the concept can be examined through several interconnected
dimensions: infrastructure and transportation, investment and economic capacity,
technology and digitalization, institutional governance and regulation, human
capital, international connectivity and regional integration, and environmental
sustainability and climate resilience.

The infrastructural dimension encompasses port facilities, cargo-handling capacity,
road and rail networks, logistics infrastructure, and maritime services. The
investment and economic dimension includes domestic and foreign investment, trade
expansion, transit development, employment generation, and integration into
national and international supply chains. The technological dimension concerns
digitalization, automation, intelligent port management, information systems, and
modern maritime technologies. The institutional dimension emphasizes coordination
among port authorities, customs organizations, transportation agencies, private-
sector actors, investors, and shipping companies, while regulatory stability,
transparency, and administrative efficiency are considered essential conditions for
port competitiveness. International connectivity refers to the capacity of ports to
connect efficiently with international shipping routes, regional economies, transit
corridors, and global logistics networks. The human-capital dimension concerns the
availability of specialized expertise in port management, logistics, maritime
transportation, engineering, information technology, customs, and international
trade. Finally, environmental sustainability and climate resilience have become
increasingly important because ports and coastal infrastructure are exposed to
climate-related and environmental risks.

Within this framework, maritime-oriented development is understood as an
integrated process through which maritime infrastructure, economic activity,
technology, institutions, human capital, international connectivity, and
environmental sustainability interact to transform geographical maritime advantages
into sustainable development outcomes. Accordingly, the performance of southern
Iranian ports should not be assessed solely in terms of physical expansion or cargo-



handling capacity. Rather, it should be evaluated according to their ability to provide
efficient transportation and logistics services, attract investment, adopt modern
technologies, facilitate international trade and transit, integrate into regional and
international corridors, develop skilled human resources, and generate broader and
sustainable economic benefits. This conceptual framework provides the basis for
identifying and analyzing the constraints that prevent Iran’s southern ports from fully
contributing to the country’s maritime-oriented development objectives.

3. Methodology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical research design. The analysis draws on
academic literature, official documents, economic and transportation reports,
relevant institutional publications, and available field data concerning Iran’s
maritime sector and southern ports. The collected evidence was systematically
examined to identify the principal constraints affecting the performance and
competitiveness of southern ports and to assess their implications for maritime-
oriented development. The analytical process organizes the identified constraints
according to the principal dimensions of the theoretical framework: infrastructure
and transportation, investment and economic capacity, technology and digitalization,
institutional governance and regulation, human capital, international connectivity,
and environmental and climate resilience. The study then examines the interaction
among these dimensions and their effects on port efficiency, transit capacity,
investment attractiveness, international connectivity, and regional competitiveness.
This approach enables the study to move beyond a simple description of individual
deficiencies and examine the structural relationships among different constraints. In
particular, it considers how infrastructural weaknesses can be compounded by
institutional fragmentation, how sanctions and financial restrictions can constrain
investment and technological modernization, and how regulatory and human-capital
limitations can reduce the ability of southern ports to compete effectively with
regional alternatives. The descriptive-analytical approach therefore provides an
integrated basis for identifying the principal barriers to maritime-oriented
development and formulating appropriate policy recommendations.

4. Results and Discussion

The findings demonstrate that the constraints facing Iran’s southern ports are
multidimensional, interconnected, and mutually reinforcing. The first major
challenge concerns transportation and port infrastructure. Although Iran possesses
strategically located ports with substantial cargo-handling potential, deficiencies in
road and rail connectivity, logistics infrastructure, cargo-handling equipment, and
supporting facilities limit the efficient movement of goods between ports and inland
economic centers. Inadequate integration between maritime and land-based
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transportation systems reduces the effectiveness of southern ports as components of
international transit corridors and increases transportation costs and delivery times.
The second major challenge relates to technology and digitalization. Modern port
competitiveness increasingly depends on automation, digital logistics systems,
intelligent port management, real-time information exchange, and advanced cargo-
handling technologies. Limited access to advanced technologies and insufficient
investment in technological modernization reduce operational efficiency, increase
costs, and weaken the competitiveness of Iranian ports relative to technologically
advanced regional competitors.

The third challenge concerns investment capacity. The modernization and expansion
of port infrastructure require substantial and sustained long-term investment.
However, financial constraints, uncertainty, limited access to international financial
markets, and difficulties associated with attracting foreign investment restrict the
resources available for infrastructure modernization and technological upgrading.
Limited participation by international investors also reduces opportunities for capital
inflows, technology transfer, managerial expertise, and integration into international
business networks.

The fourth major constraint is international sanctions and trade and financial
restrictions. Sanctions affect banking relations, foreign investment, insurance,
shipping services, technology transfer, and cooperation with international logistics
companies. These restrictions increase transaction costs and uncertainty and limit the
ability of Iranian ports to establish stable and efficient connections with global
logistics networks. Their effects therefore extend beyond trade and directly influence
the investment, technological, and operational capacities of the maritime sector.
The fifth challenge involves institutional and managerial fragmentation. Multiple
governmental and administrative organizations are involved in port management,
customs, transportation, trade, investment, and related activities. Weak coordination
among these institutions can result in overlapping responsibilities, bureaucratic
delays, administrative costs, and uncertainty for businesses and investors. Such
fragmentation reduces the efficiency, predictability, and responsiveness required for
competitive port operations.

The sixth constraint concerns legal and regulatory shortcomings. Insufficient
alignment between certain domestic regulations and international standards can
complicate cooperation with foreign companies and investors. Complex
administrative procedures, regulatory uncertainty, and limited predictability in
investment rules can discourage long-term private and foreign investment and hinder
the integration of southern ports into international logistics networks.

The seventh challenge is human-capital limitations. Modern port operations require
specialized expertise in logistics, maritime management, shipping, engineering,
information technology, customs procedures, international trade, and port
operations. Shortages of specialized personnel and insufficient opportunities for



professional training can limit the effective adoption of modern technologies and
management practices and consequently reduce operational competitiveness.

The eighth challenge concerns climate change and environmental pressures.
Southern ports and coastal infrastructure are increasingly exposed to rising
temperatures, extreme weather events, coastal risks, and other environmental
pressures. Such risks can disrupt port operations, increase maintenance and
adaptation costs, and create additional requirements for resilient infrastructure.
Environmental sustainability and climate resilience must therefore be incorporated
into long-term port planning and investment.

Finally, intensifying regional competition constitutes a significant external
challenge. Competing ports and logistics hubs in the Persian Gulf, Gulf of Oman,
Arabian Sea, and wider Indian Ocean region have made substantial investments in
infrastructure, digital technologies, logistics services, and international connectivity.
Consequently, geographical location alone cannot guarantee port competitiveness.
Iranian southern ports must provide reliable, efficient, cost-effective, technologically
advanced, and predictable services to attract international cargo flows and strengthen
their position within regional and international transportation corridors.

The interaction among these factors is particularly significant. Infrastructure
deficiencies can reduce the efficiency of transportation corridors; technological
limitations can increase operating costs; institutional fragmentation can create
administrative delays; sanctions can constrain investment and technology transfer;
regulatory uncertainty can discourage private-sector participation; shortages of
specialized human resources can limit modernization; and regional competition can
magnify the costs of failing to address these weaknesses. The challenges facing
southern ports should therefore be understood as an interconnected system rather
than as a collection of isolated problems. Their effective resolution requires an
integrated policy approach consistent with the multidimensional nature of maritime-
oriented development.

5. Conclusions and Suggestions

The study concludes that Iran’s southern ports possess substantial geographical and
strategic advantages, but these advantages have not yet been fully translated into
sustainable maritime development outcomes. The central challenge is not simply a
lack of physical port capacity; rather, it is the interaction among infrastructural
deficiencies, technological limitations, investment constraints, institutional
fragmentation, regulatory shortcomings, international sanctions, shortages of
specialized human resources, environmental risks, and regional competition. The
realization of maritime-oriented development therefore requires an integrated policy
framework addressing the different dimensions of port competitiveness
simultaneously. First, transportation infrastructure should be modernized,
particularly rail and road connections linking major ports with inland production and
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consumption centers. Strengthening multimodal transportation connectivity can
enhance the role of southern ports in national and international transit networks.
Second, investment in port digitalization, automation, intelligent port management,
and modern cargo-handling technologies should be accelerated. Third, institutional
coordination should be strengthened by clarifying organizational responsibilities,
reducing administrative overlaps, and simplifying customs and trade procedures.
Fourth, regulatory stability and greater compatibility with international standards
should be pursued to improve the investment environment and facilitate cooperation
with international operators. Fifth, mechanisms for attracting domestic and foreign
investment should be strengthened through transparent regulations, appropriate
public-private partnership arrangements, investment incentives, and effective risk-
sharing mechanisms. Sixth, specialized education and professional training should
be expanded to develop the human capital required for modern port management,
logistics, and maritime transportation. Seventh, climate resilience and environmental
sustainability should be incorporated into long-term port planning and investment
decisions. Finally, Iran should adopt a more competitive and corridor-oriented
approach by strengthening connectivity with neighboring countries and integrating
its southern ports more effectively into regional and international transportation
networks. Overall, the study argues that the successful realization of Iran’s maritime-
oriented development objectives depends on transforming southern ports from
relatively isolated cargo-handling facilities into integrated, technologically
advanced, institutionally efficient, environmentally resilient, and internationally
connected logistics hubs. Such a transformation can increase transit capacity,
improve investment attractiveness, reduce transportation and trade costs, strengthen
regional connectivity, and enhance the position of Iran’s southern ports within
regional and international maritime networks.

Keywords: Maritime-Oriented Development; Southern Ports; Port Infrastructure;
International Transit; Regional Competitiveness..
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