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Overall, considerable potential 
exists for cooperation between 
the two countries across various 
sectors, including railways, min-
ing, agriculture, food industries, 
and general trade. If the relevant 
authorities in Iran demonstrate 
greater commitment to providing 
facilities and practical support for 
economic stakeholders, Iranian 
companies can establish a more 
extensive presence in this market.
The important point is that trade 
must be reciprocal. We can meet 
part of our requirements through 
South Africa while supplying 
this market with Iranian prod-
ucts, services, and industrial and 
technical capabilities. Naturally, 
however, the production cost 
and competitive advantage of 
each product must be carefully 
assessed, since importing certain 
goods may not be economically 
viable because of production or 
transportation costs.

For years, Africa has been 
described as one of the most 
significant untapped oppor-
tunities in Iran’s foreign trade 
and even as a paradise for 
economic cooperation. Nev-
ertheless, there appears to be 
a considerable gap between 
this potential and Iran’s actual 
performance. What accounts 
for this discrepancy?
The point you have raised is 
extremely important. Unfor-
tunately, expressions such as 
“Africa, a paradise of economic 
opportunities” have been re-
peated so frequently that they 
have sometimes become ends 
in themselves. Numerous con-
ferences and meetings on Afri-
ca are held in our country, and 
considerable sums are expend-
ed on them. Ultimately, however, 
the outcomes of many of these 
programs remain confined to 
the same appealing statements, 
banners, posters, and memoran-
dums of understanding.
Africa remains an unfamiliar ter-
ritory for many of our economic 
stakeholders, whereas countries 
that have properly understood 
this market have been capitaliz-
ing on its potential for years.
The reality is that many Irani-
an economic stakeholders who 
have succeeded in Africa have 
attained their positions through 
their own personal efforts and 
initiative, rather than as a result 
of an organized program and 
sustained government support. 
Our activities on the continent 
remain fragmented, and the de-
gree of coordination necessary 
for an effective presence in a 
large and competitive market is 
still insufficient.

Of course, this does not mean 
that no positive measures 
have been undertaken. The 
Trade Promotion Organiza-
tion of Iran, the Iran Cham-
ber of Commerce, provincial 
chambers of commerce, and 
trade centers have made ef-
forts in recent years to intro-
duce the respective capacities 
of both sides and establish 
connections among econom-
ic stakeholders. Constructive 
interactions have also devel-
oped with the embassies of 
African countries in Iran and 
with African businesspeople.
Nevertheless, all these measures 
must culminate in practical sup-
port, the facilitation of corporate 
activities, and ultimately the 
conclusion of commercial con-
tracts. The objective should not 
merely be to hold conferences 
and sign memorandums of un-
derstanding. Rather, we must es-
tablish conditions under which 
every economic stakeholder, 
commensurate with their ca-

pabilities and business scale, 
can identify a suitable market 
in Africa or meet part of their 
requirements through the con-
tinent.
An economic paradise cannot 
be attained without effort and 
planning. Merely declaring Af-
rica a paradise of opportunities 
changes nothing. Capitalizing 
on these opportunities requires 
knowledge, investment, organi-
zation, and sustained follow-up.

Which countries are Iran’s 
competitors in the African 
market, and how have they 
managed to consolidate their 
positions?
Because we lack an effective and 
organized presence in this mar-
ket, virtually any country can be 
considered a competitor to Iran 
in Africa. We should not assume 
that we face only a handful of 
competitors in this market. Var-
ious countries, including those 
from China, Turkey, and other 
economies active in internation-
al trade, are present in Africa 
and are striving to expand their 
market shares.
Allow me to cite an example. 
Bitumen is one of the products 
that Iran has the capacity to 
manufacture and export to Afri-
can markets. Nevertheless, Tur-
key is extremely active in sup-
plying bitumen to this market, 
despite not being a major bitu-
men producer itself and procur-
ing part of its supplies from Iran 
and Iraq. However, owing to its 
commercial networks and mar-
keting capabilities, it can supply 
the product to African custom-
ers through more effective com-
mercial mechanisms.
This example demonstrates that 
possessing resources and pro-
duction capacity alone is insuffi-
cient for success in international 
trade. We may be the manufac-
turer of a product, but our com-
petitor can use its commercial 
network, superior services, and 
more effective mechanisms to 
supply that same product to the 
destination market and secure a 
larger market share.
One major difference between 
Iran and certain countries that 
have succeeded in Africa con-
cerns the organization of trade 
delegations. In some countries, 
when government and politi-
cal delegations travel to Africa, 
a considerable proportion of 
their accompanying members 
consists of economic stakehold-
ers and businesspeople. This 
demonstrates that trade devel-
opment occupies a priority posi-
tion in those countries’ agendas.
In Iran, however, economic del-
egations sometimes assume 
a predominantly ceremonial 

character, and the outcomes 
of their visits remain confined 
to meetings, commemorative 
photographs, and the signing of 
memorandums of understand-
ing. Some members of Iranian 
delegations also have no direct 
role in commercial interac-
tions. Economic stakeholders, 
however, must occupy a central 
position in these visits, and ne-
gotiations must culminate in ex-
ecutable contracts and substan-
tive cooperation.

In your view, what measures 
should Iran undertake in its 
trade policymaking to change 
this situation?
The first measure is to establish 
a coherent and operational pro-
gram for entering African mar-
kets. We must move beyond the 
stage of introducing potential 
and develop specific plans for 
each country, economic sector, 
and even target product.
The second issue is facilitating 
private-sector activities. Gov-
ernment agencies must assume 
a facilitating role and establish 
conditions under which eco-
nomic stakeholders can enter 
negotiations and expand their 
activities with sufficient knowl-
edge of the destination market.
In this process, trade centers, 
the Trade Promotion Organiza-
tion of Iran, the Iran Chamber 
of Commerce, and provincial 

chambers can play an important 
role. These institutions must in-
troduce Iran’s economic capac-
ities to African counterparts 
while also familiarizing Iranian 
economic stakeholders with the 
opportunities available in Afri-
can countries.
Support must also extend from 
major corporations to small and 
medium-sized enterprises. Not 
every economic stakeholder is 
expected to undertake projects 
worth hundreds of millions of 
dollars. A small company might 
identify a suitable opportunity in 
exporting a food product or sup-
plying an industrial commodity. 
What matters is establishing the 
necessary mechanisms to facili-
tate the participation of all such 
stakeholders.
Alongside these considerations, 
issues such as transportation, 
financial transfers, insurance, fi-
nancing, and familiarity with the 
regulations of destination coun-
tries must also receive attention. 
Without resolving these issues, 
translating even substantial eco-
nomic potential into sustainable 
trade will remain difficult.

Given that South Africa is one 
of the continent’s major coun-
tries and a member of BRICS, 
what position can it occupy in 
Iran’s trade strategy for estab-
lishing a presence in Africa?
South Africa and Iran are both 
core members of BRICS, and this 
alone creates numerous oppor-
tunities for defining trade and 
economic cooperation between 
the two countries. We must cap-
italize on the existing capacities 
within the BRICS framework to 
expand economic relations.
Another important consider-
ation is South Africa’s position 
within the economic and com-
mercial structure of the South-
ern African region. South Africa 
is one of the major economies 
on the African continent and is, 
in effect, the leading country in 
its southern region. In addition 
to its considerable domestic 
market, its membership in re-
gional economic cooperation 
arrangements provides access 
to neighboring countries’ mar-
kets as well. Our estimate is that, 
through production and eco-
nomic activity in South Africa, it 
is possible to gain access to the 
markets of approximately 15 to 
16 countries by capitalizing on 
regional trade agreements and, 
in certain cases, benefiting from 
preferential or zero tariffs. Natu-
rally, the conditions for enjoying 
these advantages depend on the 
type of commodity and applica-
ble rules of origin.
From this perspective, South 
Africa is not merely an export 

destination; it can also serve as 
a base from which Iranian com-
panies can expand their opera-
tions and gradually enter broad-
er African markets. Accordingly, 
a company that successfully 
establishes its production or 
economic activities in South Af-
rica can explore opportunities to 
access regional markets in addi-
tion to the South African market 
itself.
This advantage can be extreme-
ly important for Iranian compa-
nies because, rather than con-
centrating exclusively on South 
Africa’s domestic market, they 
can use the country as a point of 
departure for expanding their 
commercial activities into other 
countries across the region.

What infrastructure and fa-
cilities are available to Irani-
an economic stakeholders in 
South Africa to facilitate their 
presence in the market?
One of the important capacities 
available to Iranian economic 
stakeholders in South Africa is 
the Iran Trade Center, estab-
lished through the efforts of the 
Trade Promotion Organization 
of Iran. This center can assist 
Iranian companies in under-
standing the market, establish-
ing connections with commer-
cial counterparts, and expanding 
their economic activities.
Furthermore, the Iran Chamber 
of Commerce in South Africa 
has an Iran-South Africa Joint 
Commercial Committee, whose 
capacities traders and economic 
stakeholders can utilize.
Alongside these facilities, the 
presence of a commercial coun-
selor and the establishment of a 
BRICS trade center in the coun-
try are additional instruments 
that can serve the expansion of 
economic relations.
The important point is that 
these facilities should not be re-
garded merely as administrative 
structures and organizational 
bodies. Rather, they must be-
come instruments for resolving 
companies’ actual problems, 
identifying commercial part-
ners, introducing products, and 
establishing enduring business 
relationships.

Given these facilities and 
capacities, can South Africa 
be regarded as one of Iran’s 
principal gateways into the 
African market?
Yes. In my view, South Africa can 
serve as one of the gateways for 
Iranian companies into the vast 
African market. However, I do 
not intend to claim categorically 
that this country is more suit-
able for Iran than every other 
African country since each Af-
rican country possesses its own 
particular capacities and char-
acteristics, and decisions must 
be made in accordance with the 
nature of the economic activity 
concerned.
Nevertheless, owing to its eco-
nomic standing, regional connec-
tions, shared BRICS membership, 
and the facilities established 
there for Iranian economic stake-
holders, South Africa can consti-
tute a suitable starting point for 
expanding commercial activities 
in the region.
A company that succeeds in 
consolidating its commercial 
position in this country and es-
tablishing appropriate relations 
with local partners can have 
multiple avenues of cooperation 
with other African countries at 
its disposal. Therefore, South Af-
rica should be viewed not mere-
ly as a consumer market, but 
also as a platform for expand-
ing Iran’s economic activities in 
parts of the African continent.

Iranian and South African delegations, 
headed by President Masoud Pezeshkian 
(C-R) and President Cyril Ramaphosa (C-L), 
respectively, meet on the sidelines of the 
BRICS summit in New Delhi, India, on 
September 13, 2025.
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Bitumen is one of 
the products that 
Iran has the capacity 
to manufacture 
and export to 
African markets. 
Nevertheless, 
Turkey is extremely 
active in supplying 
bitumen to this 
market, despite 
not being a major 
bitumen producer 
itself and procuring 
part of its supplies 
from Iran and Iraq. 
However, owing 
to its commercial 
networks and 
marketing 
capabilities, it can 
supply the product 
to African customers 
through more 
effective commercial 
mechanisms.


