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Makran, Iran’s only oceanic coastal zone, has moved to the center of national policymaking following
the promulgation of the General Policies for Sea-Oriented Development (2023). Prior studies have
examined Makran’s geostrategic, geoeconomic, or geocultural capacities largely in isolation and have
not addressed institutional capability or the role of complementary maritime diplomacy in linking them.
Adopting a four-level analytical model, this study addresses this gap and asks how Iran’s governance system
can interconnect Makran’s threefold capacities for sea-oriented development through complementary
maritime diplomacy. The method is a systematic review and guided qualitative synthesis based on PRISMA
2020; of 68 initial records, 21 sources (9 scholarly studies and 12 official documents) were included in
the final synthesis. The four-level model comprises capacities (geostrategy, geoeconomics, geoculture);
institutional capability (integrated governance); operational strategy (complementary maritime diplomacy
across defense—scientific, financial-commercial, and public—cultural branches); and developmental
outcomes (connectivity, investment, legitimacy, and resilience). The findings indicate that institutional
fragmentation prevents capacities from being converted into sustainable outcomes; geoculture, through
the participation of indigenous Baluch communities, provides the legitimacy on which the sustainability
of the other two capacities depends. The comparison of Chabahar, Gwadar, and Duqm further indicates
that the key difference lies not in contextual capacities but in institutional capability to convert capacities
into sustainable outcomes. Accordingly, the study recommends establishing a lead institution, enacting
a dedicated Makran development law, transitioning from port diplomacy to networked diplomacy,
institutionalizing the social license to operate, and establishing a strategic monitoring system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In this study, we address ocean-oriented development in the Makran coast, Iran’s only oceanic zone, as a governance and
institutional problem rather than merely a question of infrastructure deficit or geographic endowment. Following the
promulgation of the General Policies for Ocean-Oriented Development in 2023 and the approval of its Comprehensive
Implementation Plan in 2024, Makran has moved to the centre of national policymaking. Yet prior research has largely
examined Makran’s geostrategic, geoeconomic, or geocultural capacities in isolation, leaving insufficiently explained
the role of institutional capability and complementary maritime diplomacy in linking these capacities into a coherent
development strategy. We therefore start from the observation that maritime location and port infrastructure do not
by themselves generate sustainable development outcomes; the decisive issue is the institutional capacity to transform
dispersed capacities into durable outcomes. Accordingly, our central research question is how Iran’s governance system
can link Makran’s three capacities—geostrategy, geoeconomy, and geoculture—through complementary maritime
diplomacy to advance ocean-oriented development. Our aim is to propose a four-level analytical model that specifies
the relationships among contextual capacities, institutional capability, operational strategy, and development outcomes.

Methodology

We adopted a qualitative, applied-developmental research design based on a systematic review and directed qualitative
synthesis. The source selection process followed the PRISMA 2020 guideline. We searched Scopus, Google Scholar,
and ISC, focusing on the period from 2015 onward. From 68 initial records, after removing duplicates and irrelevant
items and assessing eligibility, we included 21 sources in the final synthesis: 9 academic studies and 12 official
documents. We used academic studies to extract theoretical foundations and analytical evidence, and official documents
to identify policy orientations and institutional arrangements. Data analysis proceeded in three stages: first, we extracted
relevant meaning units and organised them into initial codes; second, we merged semantically related codes into
higher-level categories; and third, we examined the relationship between these categories and complementary maritime
diplomacy. Four core categories—geostrategy, geoeconomy, geoculture, and integrated governance—served as guiding
categories. To enhance analytical credibility, we compared findings across academic sources and official documents and
formulated relationships at the level of “analytical linkage” and “plausible mechanism.” We recognise that reliance on
documentary data does not permit definitive causal claims; therefore, we interpret the results as an analytical synthesis
of available evidence rather than an empirical estimate of causal relations.

Results and Discussion

Our findings indicate that the four-level analytical model comprises four interconnected levels: contextual
capacities, including geostrategy, geoeconomy, and geoculture; institutional capability, including integrated
governance as the linking mechanism; operational strategy, including complementary maritime diplomacy in
three branches—defence-scientific, financial-commercial, and public-cultural; and development outcomes, including
connectivity, investment, legitimacy, and resilience. The most significant finding is that institutional fragmentation
prevents capacities from being converted into sustainable outcomes. Integrated governance is therefore not a capacity
parallel to the other three, but the conversion mechanism that aligns and coordinates them. We also find that geocultural
capacity—neglected in much of the prior literature—generates legitimacy through the participation of local Baloch
communities, and that the sustainability of the other two capacities depends on this legitimacy. The analytical
comparison of Chabahar, Gwadar, and Dugm further shows that the key difference among these ports lies not in
contextual capacities but in institutional capability and operational strategy for transforming capacities into sustainable
outcomes. Chabahar has a capacity advantage but exhibits weaknesses in institutional capability and operational
strategy; Gwadar, despite massive investment, faces weak local legitimacy and security risks; and Duqm, with higher
institutional coherence, displays more balanced outcomes. These findings confirm that complementary maritime
diplomacy is effective when embedded within integrated governance and used as an outward-oriented mechanism
connecting domestic capacities to regional and international networks.

Conclusion

We conclude that Makran does not lack capacity; what is missing is the institutional capability to transform geostrategic,
geoeconomic, and geocultural capacities into sustainable development outcomes. The sustainability of Makran’s
development therefore depends on three simultaneous conditions: activating contextual capacities; creating institutional
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capability to coordinate these capacities; and employing complementary maritime diplomacy as an operational strategy
to connect to regional and international environments. We propose the following policy recommendations: establishing
a “Makran Development Lead Authority” as a presidential staff body with binding decision-making authority in
inter-sectoral disputes; enacting a dedicated “Makran Development Law” with durable legal and financial guarantees;

bl

shifting from “port diplomacy” to “network diplomacy” and diversifying regional engagement; institutionalising
a “social license to operate” and formal participation of local Baloch communities; and establishing a “strategic
monitoring system” with institutional and social indicators beyond physical metrics. We also acknowledge the
limitations of the study: reliance on documentary data, the analytical complexity of the model, and its focus on
conditions of “normal geopolitical competition.” Empirical testing of causal relations and field-based evaluation of

the proposed mechanisms are left to future research.

Keywords: Integrated Governance, Complementary Maritime Diplomacy, Makran Coast, Ocean-Oriented
Development.
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