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Head of joint chamber of commerce in exclusive interview

Tehran, Ashgabat moving
from mistrust to cooperation

Pezeshkian should take privatization seriously

By Sadeq Dehqan &
Amir Mollaee Mozaffari

INTERVIEW

In recent years, relations between
Iran and Turkmenistan, especially
in the economic sector, have gone
through their fair share of ups and
downs. After things turned cold due
to the gas dispute, it’s encouraging
to see relations expanding once
more, with an increase in the level of
trade exchanges promising a bright
future.

The two countries share over a thou-
sand kilometers of common border.
Following Turkmenistan’s inde-
pendence from the Soviet Union in
1991, Iran was quick to recognize its
sovereignty, and from there, the two
nations built strong economic ties
in areas such as transportation and
energy.

Turkmenistan haslong been Iran’s
most important export destina-
tion in Central Asia, and the trade
volume between the two has been
the largest in the region. In 2009,
approximately 100 industrial
projects were either built or un-
der construction in Turkmenistan
with Iran’s assistance, showcasing
their commitment to economic co-
operation.

However, a long-standing dispute
over gas transfers cast a shad-
ow over this relationship. The gas
trade between the two countries
began in 1997 with a 25-year con-
tract. Things took a turn in 2007
when Turkmenistan demanded
a steep price increase, which was
eventually moderated due to push-
back from Iranian officials. Despite
this hiccup, relations remained sta-
ble until 2013. In 2017, Turkmeni-
stan halted its gas exports to Iran
due to accumulated debts. That
same year, it was revealed that
Turkmenistan owed $1.8 billion for
gas delivered to Tehran. Iran’s de-
lay in payment was due to a change
in the settlement method with the
Turkmen side, shifting from barter-
ing to cash, which proved challeng-
ing due to US-imposed sanctions.
The fallout from the Turkmen gas
cutoff affected other commercial
fields as well.

However, since the inauguration of
Iran’s late president Ebrahim Raisi
in 2021, there has been a flurry of
diplomatic activity and cooperation
across various sectors, leading to
improvedrelations. The currentvol-
ume of exchanges stands at approxi-
mately $500 million. Experts believe
that the exchange capacity between
the two nations is much higher and
that the new government’s focus
on empowering the private sector
and reducing the impact of Western
sanctions could significantly boost
trade.

Iran Daily conducted an exclusivein-
terview with Ramezan Bahrami, the
head of the Iran-Turkmenistan Joint
Chamber of Commerce, to discuss
the current state and future pros-
pects of trade exchanges between
thetwo countries.
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IRAN DAILY: First, could
you outline the current
trade situation between
Iranand Turkmenistan?

BAHRAMI: In the last two
to three years, the govern-
ment of president Raisi really
picked up the pace and fos-
tered good cooperation with
Turkmenistan, taking things
forward in a way that out-
shines the previous Iranian

government. During the Rou-
hani government, relations
hitalow pointwhen the Turk-
men government filed a com-
plaint with the International
Court of Justice in The Hague
over a gas dispute. Dialogue
and negotiations broke down,
and the situation escalated
when the other side resorted
to using force. In fact, the level
of relations between the two

Turkmenistan’s Minister
of Foreign Affairs Rashid
Meredov (L) congratulates
Iran’s new President
Masoud Pezeshkian on his
election and inauguration
on July 30, 2024.
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countries was at its lowest
point in 30 years before the
Raisigovernmentsteppedin.
However, since the late pres-
ident took office, things have
taken a turn for the better.
The then-president’s visit
to Turkmenistan and the re-
ciprocal visits by Turkmen
officialshelpedresettherela-
tionship. Discussions on gas
swaps resumed, and trades

Head of the Iran-Turkmenistan Joint Chamber of Commerce Ramezan Bahrami (2nd-L) meets with
Turkmen and Iranian businessmen on the sidelines of the Iran EXPO 2024 event.
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Were there no weak points
inthe previous government
whenitcametocommercial
and economiccooperation?
I want to emphasize that
despite the strides made by

the Raisi government in fos-
tering better relations with
neighboring countries, the
existing laws and regulations
pertaining to trade and the
business environment hin-

dered the success of these
efforts. Customs regulations,
currency obligations, and
banking requirements, for
example, significantly ham-
pered the operational and ex-

acrossthebordersflourished
once more. The appointment
of an active and knowledge-
able ambassador to Turk-
menistan signaled a shift,and
it's clear that the president’s
government has a particu-
lar focus on fostering good
relations with neighboring
countries. Given these posi-
tive steps, the previous gov-
ernment certainly deserves

ecutive power of merchants.
It's important to recognize
that the current trade vol-
ume between Iran and Turk-
menistan largely stems from
the initiatives of the private
sector, with border residents
and businesspersons in
border provinces playing a
pivotal role. Our trade is not
structured optimally, and the
private sector’s resilience is
largely responsible for main-
taining the current exchange
levels. Government direc-
tives, regulations, and incen-
tives fall short when it comes
to adequately supporting the
private sector.

Letme provide anillustration.
Even when our agricultural
products are at risk of perish-
ing in fields, there aren’t any
regulations in place that al-
low businessmen to sell them
in foreign markets without
the burden of foreign curren-
cy obligations. Even when a

Ramezan Bahrami

credit for its efforts in devel-
oping trade with Turkmeni-
stan.
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productissurplusto the farm-
er’s needs, he is told that the
foreign currency he gets for
selling it in foreign markets
mustbe returned to the coun-
try immediately. This is true
even when exchanges occur
amicably between business-
men from both countries, and
it may take time to recoup the
currency.

In light of this, I believe that
while Raisi made commend-
able efforts to develop foreign
relations, particularly with
Turkmenistan, the actions
of government agencies in-
volved in this work, from the
banking system to the Agri-
cultural Organization, under-
mined these initiatives. For
instance, delays of five to 10
daysinissuingexportlicenses
by the Ministry of Agriculture,
which does happen, can lead
toadecline in product quality
and ultimately, its destruc-
tion.
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