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The purpose of this study was to develop a sustainable development model in the
free trade zones of the Islamic Republic of Iran. In terms of data nature, the
research is qualitative and conducted in a case study style. The participants
included managers of free trade zones, university professors specializing in free
trade zones, experts, and practitioners active in these areas. The sample size,
determined through theoretical saturation, consisted of 14 individuals selected
purposively using the snowball method. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. The validity and
reliability of the data were confirmed through multiple verification techniques.
Based on the analysis of the interviews, 362 codes were initially obtained during
the open coding stage, which, after removing duplicates, were reduced to 246
primary codes. Ultimately, these codes were categorized into 20 sub-themes and
4 main themes. The findings indicate that sustainable development in the free
trade zones of the Islamic Republic of Iran requires an integrated and coordinated
approach across four dimensions: economic, social, environmental, and
institutional. The results further show that without transparent, participatory, and
knowledge-based governance, efficient economic and environmental
infrastructures, and the strengthening of social resilience, free trade zones will
not only fail to achieve sustainable development goals but may also exacerbate
economic disparities, weaken social cohesion, and cause environmental
degradation. Accordingly, policy reform, institutional capacity-building, and
forward-looking, equity-oriented strategic planning are identified as key
prerequisites for achieving genuine sustainability in these zones.
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Introduction

Iran’s Free Trade Zones (FTZs) were
established in the 1990s to promote non-oil
exports, attract foreign investment, transfer
technology, and create employment. Seven
zones are currently active: Kish, Qeshm,
Chabahar, Anzali, Aras, Arvand, and Maku.
Despite these objectives, expected outcomes
have not been achieved, and some activities
have  adversely  affected  sustainable
development. Although FTZs benefit from tax
exemptions and simplified trade procedures,
their activities have often emphasized imports
rather than industrial development and

technological upgrading. Persistent
challenges include unstable policymaking,
fragmented governance, inadequate

infrastructure, and weak coordination with
regional development strategies. Sustainable
development, encompassing economic,
social, and environmental dimensions, is
therefore essential for Iran’s FTZs. Fiscal
incentives alone are insufficient; these zones
need an integrated framework connecting
effective governance, policies, private-sector
participation, and technological innovation.
Without such changes, they risk widening
inequalities, wasting public resources, and
increasing  environmental  degradation.
Accordingly, a model tailored to Iran’s
context is needed, balancing environmental
capacity, institutional conditions, investment,
employment, and regional equity to support
inclusive and sustainable growth.
Methodology

This qualitative case study developed a
sustainable development model for Iran’s free
trade zones. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews with 14 experts,
managers, and university professors selected
through purposive and snowball sampling.
Theoretical saturation occurred after ten
interviews. Data were analyzed using
thematic analysis with MAXQDA. Validity
was ensured through triangulation and expert
review, while reliability was assessed using
Holsti’s coefficient.

Results and Discussion

The findings revealed that sustainable
development in Iran’s free trade zones is
shaped by four interconnected dimensions:
economic, social, environmental, and
institutional ~ governance.  Analysis  of
interviews produced 362 initial open codes,

refined to 246 basic codes and organized into
20 subthemes. The results indicate that
economic development cannot be achieved
through tax exemptions and simplified trade
procedures alone. It also requires productive
investment, private-sector  participation,
employment creation, technological
upgrading, and a focus on non-oil exports
rather than import-oriented activity. Social
sustainability depends on improving local
opportunities and ensuring that development
benefits contribute to regional well-being and
equity. Environmental sustainability requires
attention to ecological capacity and the
impacts of economic activity. Institutional
sustainability depends on stable
policymaking, coordinated  governance,
adequate infrastructure, and alignment
between zone strategies and regional
development priorities. The findings highlight
the importance of integrating these
dimensions rather than treating them as
separate policy areas. Evidence from seven
zones—Kish, Qeshm, Chabahar, Anzali,
Aras, Arvand, and Maku—supports a context-
sensitive model linking economic objectives
with social responsibility, environmental
protection, and effective institutions. Overall,
sustainable outcomes require coordinated
planning and implementation across all four
dimensions consistently.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that
achieving sustainable development in Iran’s
free trade zones requires an integrated
framework that balances economic growth,
social well-being, environmental protection,
and institutional effectiveness. Although these
zones were established to promote non-oil
exports, attract foreign investment, transfer
technology, and create employment, several
challenges continue to limit their
performance. Import-oriented  activities,
insufficient  technological  development,
unstable policymaking, fragmented
governance, and inadequate infrastructure
indicate that existing approaches require
substantial improvement. Therefore, relying
exclusively on tax exemptions and simplified
trade procedures is insufficient to achieve
sustainable outcomes. The proposed model
emphasizes four interconnected dimensions.
Economic sustainability requires productive
investment, employment generation, private-
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sector  participation, and  industrial
development. Social sustainability focuses on
improving local opportunities, promoting
regional equity, and distributing development
benefits more fairly.  Environmental
sustainability emphasizes ecological capacity
and the reduction of adverse environmental
impacts. Institutional sustainability requires
coordinated governance, consistent policies,
effective implementation, and alignment with
regional development strategies. The
qualitative findings, derived from interviews
with experts, managers, and university
professors, identified 20 subthemes and four
principal dimensions that provide a
foundation for developing context-specific
strategies. These findings can inform planning
and decision-making across Iran’s seven free
trade zones: Kish, Qeshm, Chabahar, Anzali,
Aras, Arvand, and Maku. Successful
implementation requires cooperation among
government institutions, zone authorities,
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