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CrossMark

Iran-Syria relations have long been one of the central pillars of Middle Eastern
geopolitics. The political and security ties between the two countries, particularly after
the outbreak of the Syrian crisis in 2011, became stronger than ever, with Iran
providing extensive political, military, and financial support to Damascus. However,
despite such close alignment, economic and trade relations have not advanced
proportionally. The purpose of this study is to analyze the reasons for this imbalance
and examine the trajectory of Iran-Syria trade between 2011 and 2021. The research
employs a descriptive-analytical method based on statistical data, official documents,
and reliable sources. Findings indicate that Iran’s exports to Syria during this period
mainly consisted of industrial parts, pharmaceuticals, and food products, while imports
were limited to goods such as phosphates and agricultural products. These trends were
shaped by banking challenges, transport limitations, international sanctions, and the
weak knowledge of Syrian market opportunities among Iranian economic actors.
Regional competition also demonstrated that countries such as Turkey, China, and the
United Arab Emirates have secured larger market shares in Syria and won major
reconstruction contracts. Consequently, Iran, despite its extensive political and security
investments, has gained fewer economic benefits. The article concludes by proposing
key strategies such as establishing a joint bank, developing direct transport lines,
strengthening exports of engineering services, and focusing on long-term investments
as essential prerequisites for enhancing Iran-Syria economic cooperation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The political, security, and economic relations between Iran and Syria represent one of the most
complex bilateral dynamics in West Asia over the past four decades. Rooted in shared strategic visions,
common opposition to Western dominance, and alignment within the axis of resistance, the Iran-Syria
partnership has been resilient in the face of regional upheavals. This resilience was particularly evident
after the outbreak of the Syrian crisis in 2011, which transformed Syria from a relatively stable state actor
into a central battlefield of competing global and regional interests. Iran’s deep involvement in supporting
Syria during this crisis has long been interpreted as a manifestation of its security-driven foreign policy,
with the underlying expectation that such commitments would also open the way for robust economic
cooperation in the post-conflict phase (Barzegar, 2013; Emami, 1997; Omidi, 2007). However, despite the
depth of political and military ties, the economic dimension of bilateral relations has not progressed
proportionately. The paradox of strong political alignment yet weak economic outcomes underscores the
central research problem of this article, which seeks to analyze the reasons behind this imbalance, assess
the patterns of trade and investment between 2011 and 2021, and explore possible strategies for enhancing
future economic cooperation (Naji & Faraji Rad, 2015; Nejat, 2017).

The research methodology employed in this study combines descriptive-analytical techniques with
documentary evidence, relying on official statistics, institutional reports, and expert evaluations. A core
focus is placed on the trajectory of bilateral trade flows, the nature of exported and imported goods, and
the institutional frameworks—or lack thereof—that shape economic exchanges. For example, Iranian
exports to Syria during the decade in question have largely consisted of industrial components, food
products, and pharmaceuticals, while imports from Syria have been minimal, limited primarily to
phosphates and agricultural goods (Izadi & Akbari, 2010; Piltan, 2021). This limited and asymmetric trade
pattern reflects not only the structural weaknesses of both economies but also the impact of external
constraints such as international sanctions, banking restrictions, and logistical barriers (Nezamolmolki,
2022; Ziaei, 2022). By contrast, regional competitors such as Turkey and international actors including
China and the United Arab Emirates have significantly outperformed Iran in capturing larger shares of the
Syrian reconstruction and consumer markets, owing to their more diversified economic strategies and
more efficient access routes (Mohtashamipour, 2020; Varestan, 2022).

The findings of this research highlight several layers of complexity. First, the political-security
alliance has indeed opened unique opportunities for Iran, yet economic actors inside Iran have lacked the
institutional and structural capacities to seize them effectively. For instance, while Tehran’s provision of
military and advisory support gave Damascus a vital lifeline during the peak of the conflict, Iranian
economic initiatives remained fragmented, often dependent on short-term agreements and individual
projects rather than being embedded in a comprehensive strategy (Alavian et al., 2021; Hakim & Gholami,
2020). Moreover, bureaucratic inefficiencies, overlapping institutional authorities, and limited private
sector engagement in Iran have undermined the country’s ability to act with agility in the Syrian market
(Norouzifard et al., 2020). Second, the heavy sanctions regimes imposed by the United States and the
European Union further compounded these internal challenges, limiting Iran’s access to international
banking systems and thereby curtailing its capacity to facilitate large-scale investments (Gelbart, 2010;
Initiative, 2021). As a result, even though Iran was politically well-positioned, it was often outmaneuvered
by competitors who faced fewer constraints and acted with greater economic pragmatism.
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In assessing the regional competitive landscape, the role of Turkey is particularly noteworthy.
Turkish companies leveraged geographic proximity, logistical networks, and pre-existing commercial ties
to expand their economic footprint in northern Syria, including in areas beyond Damascus’ direct control
(Mohtashamipour, 2020; Varestan, 2022). Similarly, Chinese firms, motivated by long-term strategic
considerations, invested in sectors linked to infrastructure and technology, while the United Arab Emirates
exploited its financial capabilities to secure contracts in reconstruction and real estate projects (Maltzahn,
2013). These moves significantly reduced Iran’s relative share in the Syrian market, raising critical
questions about the cost-benefit balance of Tehran’s involvement in Syria. The opportunity cost becomes
even more evident when considering the substantial political and military expenditures Iran incurred to
preserve its ally in Damascus, juxtaposed with the modest economic returns it reaped (Khanavar, 2020;
Motaghi et al., 2023). This disconnect illustrates how a predominantly security-driven approach to foreign
policy may not automatically translate into economic gains unless accompanied by institutionalized
mechanisms for economic engagement.

The study also sheds light on the structural opportunities that remain untapped. Sectors such as
energy cooperation, transportation infrastructure, and engineering services provide natural
complementarities between Iran and Syria. Iranian companies possess significant expertise in power plant
construction, road and bridge building, and energy distribution networks, all of which Syria urgently needs
for reconstruction (Izadi & Akbari, 2010; Talebi, 2024). Furthermore, the potential for barter arrangements,
where oil and gas resources could be exchanged for food, medicine, and industrial inputs, offers a
pragmatic solution to bypass banking restrictions (Nezamolmolki, 2022). Another dimension is the role of
free trade zones and Syrian ports, which could serve as gateways for Iranian goods not only into Syria but
also into neighboring Arab markets if institutionalized frameworks were developed (Piltan, 2021; Varestan,
2022). However, realizing these opportunities requires Iran to overcome internal fragmentation, establish
joint banking mechanisms, strengthen direct shipping and land routes, and foster a permanent commercial
presence in Syria. Without these steps, the country risks repeating the same patterns of underperformance
despite its political leverage.

The conclusions drawn from this extended investigation suggest that the future trajectory of Iran-
Syria economic relations depends on Iran’s ability to recalibrate its strategy. Rather than focusing
narrowly on exports or sporadic agreements, Tehran must adopt a long-term investment-centered approach
that integrates both public and private actors into a coherent institutional framework. This includes
creating a joint chamber of commerce, developing shared financial institutions, and embedding Iranian
businesses in the heart of Syria’s reconstruction projects (Alavian et al., 2021; Norouzifard et al., 2020).
Additionally, Iranian policymakers need to recognize that the effectiveness of their political influence will
increasingly be measured not by military support but by their capacity to contribute to Syria’s economic
stability and growth. Failure to address these structural deficiencies would not only diminish Iran’s
economic returns but also weaken its broader geopolitical influence, as competitors consolidate their
positions in Syria and potentially erode the long-term foundations of the Iran-Syria alliance (Balanche,
2018; Goodarzi, 2013).

In summary, this research underscores the central paradox of Iran-Syria relations in the last decade:
a deep and costly political-security partnership has not yielded proportional economic outcomes. By
tracing trade flows, sectoral opportunities, and the impact of regional competition, the study highlights




both the structural weaknesses that have hindered Iran’s economic engagement and the untapped
capacities that could redefine the bilateral relationship. The analysis suggests that unless Iran addresses
its institutional inefficiencies, establishes sustainable mechanisms for financial and logistical cooperation,
and reorients its strategy toward long-term investments, it risks losing both economic opportunities and
strategic leverage in Syria. Conversely, if these steps are undertaken, Iran could transform its political
capital into durable economic influence, thereby aligning its economic and security interests in a more
balanced and sustainable manner (Talebi, 2024; Ziaei, 2022).
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