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This study aims to design strategies for popularizing the ocean-based economy based on the underlying
logics of successful grassroots production models in Iran. Employing a qualitative approach with
comparative analysis, the research is grounded in in-depth field ethnography of ten successful grassroots
production models and qualitative content analysis of semi-structured interviews and participatory
observation. The findings reveal that the success of these models rests upon eight common logics,
delineated within a temporal-functional chain encompassing formation (genuine grassroots orientation and
problem-centricity), cooperation (social capital and field leadership), continuity (experiential learning and
integration of tradition and innovation), and sustainability (resilience and intermediary institutions). Among
these, three components—genuine grassroots orientation, problem-centricity, and social capital—were
identified as the foundational core. Analyzing the transferability of these logics to the ocean-based
economy led to a systematic framework translating each into operational components. Accordingly, four
models—cooperative-based, local leadership, indigenous knowledge-based, and hybrid resilient—were
introduced for application. Comparison with previous studies demonstrates alignment with international
and domestic research. Furthermore, six categories of barriers—structural-institutional, legal-regulatory,
economic-sanctions, infrastructural-technological, socio-cultural, and participatory—were identified.
Emphasizing the necessity of transitioning from a trustee to a facilitative governance approach, and
identifying data-related, transferability, and institutional limitations, the paper offers concrete policy
recommendations at both macro and meso-executive levels to realize the popularization of the ocean-based
economy along Iran’s coasts, particularly in the strategic Makran region.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The blue economy, or maritime-oriented economy, refers to economic activities directly or indirectly linked to oceans,
coastlines, and marine resources, and has emerged as a central pillar of sustainable development for coastal nations.
Despite its considerable potential, sustainable maritime development faces persistent challenges, including institutional
fragmentation and conflicting interests among governments, the private sector, and local communities. In Indonesia,
for instance, the absence of cross-sectoral policy coordination between local and central levels has intensified social
tensions (25). Similar concerns have been raised in the Mediterranean, where the Community4Tourism project
emphasizes the need for regulated recreational activities, environmental assessment, and community-based ecotourism
(20). In Kenya, the EU-funded Go-Blue Project has adopted an integrated, ecosystem-based approach to land-sea
management, focusing on institutional and individual empowerment of women and youth (11, 12). Conversely,
research published in Geoforum warns that blue economy agendas, by reproducing unlimited growth paradigms, may
disempower local communities, as evidenced by studies of six coastal communities across Europe (31).

The Islamic Republic of Iran, with approximately 5,800 kilometers of coastline along the Caspian Sea, the Persian
Gulf, and the Sea of Oman, possesses unique advantages for developing a maritime-oriented economy. Upstream
documents such as the 1404 Vision and the General Policies of Maritime-Oriented Development (issued in 1402)
emphasize sustainable and people-centered utilization of these capacities (13). However, Iran’s maritime development
faces structural challenges, including weak coastal infrastructure, institutional fragmentation, environmental pressures,
centralized decision-making, and, most importantly, the marginalization of local communities from economic benefits.
A review of the literature reveals that most studies on the blue economy have focused on macro-level policies and
infrastructure, while operational models of popular participation remain underexplored. Meanwhile, in other economic
sectors, numerous successful experiences of popular participation exist that could inspire the maritime economy.
Accordingly, the central question of this study is: how can effective strategies for popularizing the maritime-oriented
economy in Iran be formulated by drawing on the logics and mechanisms of successful popular participation in other
economic domains? The main objective is to design strategies for popularizing the maritime economy inspired by
successful logics of popular participation in Iran’s economy.

Methodology

This study is applied in purpose and qualitative in nature, employing a comparative analysis approach. The qualitative
approach was selected due to the exploratory nature of the research and the need for in-depth understanding of
phenomena in their natural context. The comparative analysis approach was chosen to systematically compare different
models and extract their commonalities and differences. The research population consists of successful models of
popular production in Iran. The sample includes ten successful models of popular production, selected through
purposive sampling based on five criteria: (1) sustainability of activity (at least five years of continuous economic
activity without dependence on temporary government support); (2) genuine popular nature (initial core formed by
local people, with ownership, management, and benefits directed to the local community); (3) minimal reliance on
government support (less than 10 percent of income or initial investment from subsidies or government facilities); (4)
extractability of knowledge (existence of documentable tacit and experiential knowledge transferable to other domains);
and (5) diversity and geographical distribution (coverage of different activity domains and provinces).

Data collection was conducted through two methods: (a) field ethnography, including semi-structured interviews
with founders and key members of each of the ten models (ten interviews in total) and participatory observation
in the activity environments of the models. Each interview lasted approximately three hours on average. The
interview process continued until theoretical saturation, which was achieved after the tenth interview. (b) Documentary
study, including review of official performance reports, financial statements, statutes, relevant research literature, and
upstream documents related to the maritime-oriented economy. Data analysis was performed using qualitative content
analysis in four stages: data preparation, open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Accordingly, interviews were
transcribed, initial concepts were identified from the data, initial codes were categorized into conceptual categories,
and eight common logics were extracted as the core categories of the research. To enhance validity and reliability,
the following strategies were employed: triangulation of data sources, participant review of findings, prolonged
engagement with the research field, detailed documentation of the research process, and peer review.
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Results and Discussion

The findings indicate that the success of popular production models is not due to extensive government support or access
to large-scale financial resources, but rather stems from the systematic combination of eight intertwined logics that have
emerged and matured within Iran’s socio-economic context: (1) genuine popular nature, (2) problem-orientedness, (3)
experiential learning, (4) social capital, (5) integration of tradition and innovation, (6) field leadership, (7) resilience,
and (8) the key role of intermediary circles. These logics function as a structural configuration in which the absence of
any one disrupts the chain of success. The comparative analysis reveals a foundational triad among these eight logics,
without which the formation of any popular activity would be impossible or unsustainable: genuine popular nature (as
a precondition for ownership and agency), problem-orientedness (as a precondition for direction and legitimacy), and
social capital (as a precondition for cooperation and cohesion). The remaining five logics, while playing determining
roles in the success and continuity of the models, function more as factors of differentiation, facilitation, and adaptation
rather than foundational preconditions.

From an analytical perspective, these eight logics can be mapped onto a temporal-functional chain: the formation
stage (genuine popular nature and problem-orientedness), the cooperation and cohesion stage (social capital and field
leadership), the continuity and innovation stage (experiential learning and integration of tradition and innovation), and
the survival and external communication stage (resilience and intermediary circles). What distinguishes these models
from government projects or top-down development plans is the logic of problem-based endogeneity; in all these models,
the initial motivation is not profit-seeking or exploitation of rentier opportunities, but rather a response to an objective
local problem. This characteristic fosters commitment-based resilience rooted in a sense of intellectual ownership over
the problem and its solution.

Based on the comparative analysis, four main models were extracted for application in the maritime-oriented
economy: (1) the cooperative-oriented model, based on collective organization of local actors in production or service
cooperatives with equitable distribution of benefits, collective decision-making, and utilization of social capital; (2) the
local leadership model, emphasizing the determining role of a core activist or field leader based on social acceptability,
local trust, and experiential knowledge; (3) the indigenous knowledge-based model, grounded in the integration
of indigenous knowledge with modern technologies and the transformation of local tacit knowledge into collective
knowledge capital; and (4) the combined resilient model, which enhances adaptability to environmental and economic
shocks through diversification of complementary activities across different seasons.

The transfer of these logics to the maritime-oriented economy faces six categories of obstacles: institutional and
governance barriers (fragmented and island-like functioning of organizations, absence of a powerful cross-sectoral
authority for maritime policy coordination); legal and regulatory barriers (instability of laws, multiplicity of permits,
lack of transparency in administrative processes); economic and sanctions-related barriers (international sanctions,
currency fluctuations, chronic inflation, macroeconomic instability); infrastructural and technological barriers (uneven
development of port and maritime infrastructure, aging fleet, shortage of modern technologies such as smart port
management systems, IoT, and Al in maritime operations); social and cultural barriers (shortage of skilled maritime
human resources, inadequate awareness of maritime capacities, migration from coastal areas to central regions); and
participatory barriers (government’s assumption of direct management, distrust of popular capacities, and absence of
powerful intermediary institutions such as cooperatives, unions, and popular organizations capable of organizing local
community interests and facilitating public participation).

Conclusion
This study aimed to design strategies for popularizing the maritime-oriented economy in Iran based on the logics
governing successful popular production models. The findings demonstrate that popularizing the maritime economy
is not an abstract slogan but a set of concrete and operational measures, each rooted in logics proven in successful
popular production experiences. The proposed transfer framework translates each of the eight logics into operational
components in the maritime economy, showing how they can be converted into specific and implementable actions
along Iran’s coasts. The four extracted models—cooperative-oriented, local leadership, indigenous knowledge-based,
and combined resilient—can serve as foundational templates for designing operational programs tailored to the diverse
conditions of Iran’s northern and southern coasts.

The study offers policy recommendations at two levels. At the macro level, addressed to governance and legislative
institutions, recommendations include: formulating a "National Document for Indigenous Knowledge Management
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of Coastal Communities”; reforming laws in favor of coastal local cooperatives; establishing a ”Development
and Participatory Investment Fund for the Maritime-Oriented Economy”; redefining success indicators in coastal
development projects to include qualitative social metrics (percentage of local ownership, utilization of indigenous
knowledge, number of sustainable jobs created for locals, and reduction of migration rates); and establishing
”Sustainable Coastal Development Think Tanks” in coastal governorates. At the middle and executive level,
addressed to local managers and cooperatives, recommendations include: identifying, empowering, and networking
”local maritime economy leaders”; establishing and strengthening “multipurpose coastal cooperatives”; creatively
documenting indigenous knowledge and converting it into tourism experiences”; creating a ”local quality rating and
labeling system”; regularly organizing “seasonal maritime economy festivals”; and designing “participatory packages”
for external investors in which external capital invests in infrastructure while management and service provision remain
with local cooperatives, with equitable profit-sharing.

The study acknowledges three categories of limitations: data limitations (difficulty accessing precise financial
information of the models, limited sample size for statistical generalization, and potential reduction of validity due
to the tacit nature of actors’ knowledge); transferability limitations (differences in the institutional context, scale and
complexity, and historical experience of southern coastal communities compared to the agricultural and industrial
sectors); and institutional limitations (fragmentation of maritime governance, international sanctions as an exogenous
variable, instability of coastal land transfer laws, and the persistent gap between macro policies and implementation).
Future research is recommended to employ broader sampling with mixed methods, conduct action research or pilot
projects in coastal areas (particularly Makran), undertake comparative studies with successful regional countries such
as Turkey or Oman, design independent research for cross-sectoral coordination and vertical policy integration, conduct
gender-focused research on women’s participation in maritime activities, and perform future-oriented studies on climate
change, environmental hazards, and participatory adaptation strategies.

Keywords: Ocean-Based Economy, Popular Participation, Production Models, Indigenous Knowledge, Iranian Coasts.
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