IRANDAILY: Asthe head ofthe
Joint Chamber of Commerce
of Iran and Uzbekistan, how
would you assess the current
state of play when it comes
to economic and trade ex-
changes between these two
nations?
AGHAEI: With the two countries
hitting it off in recent years, their
economic cooperation and trade
exchanges have been on aroll. The
upward trajectory in their trade
relationship has kept up the mo-
mentum over the last two to three
years. As an example, our exports
stood at $290 million at the close
of the Iranian calendar year 1401
(ended March 20, 2023) and climbed
to $350 million by the end of 1402.
Meanwhile, Iran also imported
$150 million worth of goods from
Uzbekistan in 1402. With this ex-
ponential growth in trade, we're
optimistic that the total bilateral
exchanges will hit the $1 billion
markbytheyear’s end.

Is it realistic to expect that
we’ll hit the $1 billion mark
in annual trade within a
year?
Absolutely. Hitting that $1 billion
figure is well within reach, given
the strong ties between our na-
tions. There’s no doubt that the
economic and commercial poten-
tial of our countries far surpasses
the current numbers, and we have
what it takes to surpass the $1 bil-
lion milestone.
However, American and West-
ern sanctions against Iran have
thrown a spanner in the works
when it comes to monetary and
banking transfers. On top of that,
some of our domestic laws re-
garding exports have been a bit
of a hindrance. One such law re-
lates to the repatriation of foreign
currency by exporters. Typically,
exporters don’t hold on to that
currency overseas; they bring
it back home. However, if we put
them under pressure over this, it
becomes problematic. This par-
ticularlaw mightwork for govern-
ment-owned industries like steel
or petrochemicals, but it’s not a
one-size-fits-all solution for the
private sector. We ought to give
the private sector more leeway to
engage in foreign trade and ramp
up their contribution to our ex-
portnumbers.

Howmuch ofaroleisthe private
sector playing in the trade be-
tweenlIranand Uzbekistan?

The warming relations between
government officials have paved
the way for a more prominent
role for the private sector in busi-
ness dealings. We've seen a steady
stream of back-and-forth visits
at the ministerial level, with Uz-
bek ministers of energy and tour-
ism holding meetings with their
Iranian counterparts. This has
sparked a growing interest among
Iranian businessmen to explore
trade opportunities with Uzbeki-
stan, whether through the joint
chamber of commerce or their
own initiatives. It's clear that the
ties between our countries have

strengthened significantly, and
we're witnessing a lot more in-
teraction and trade exchanges,
alongside our burgeoning tourism
industry. Tourism, after all, plays a
pivotal role in fortifying bilateral
relations, as tourists become am-
bassadors of culture, commerce,
and shared experiences.

What are the primary goods
traded between our countries?
In the past, yarn and cotton were
Uzbekistan’s two main exports to
Iran. However, Tashkent s shifting
its economic focus toward high-
er-value-added products, moving
away from exporting raw materi-
als.Asaresult, you'lllikely seeadip
intheir cotton exports, withapivot
towardboosting clothand clothing
production for exportinstead.
Iran’s exports to Uzbekistan cover
a diverse range of goods, includ-
ing steel, construction materials,
agricultural produce, flowers, and
plants, and we're also in the game
when it comes to exporting techni-
caland engineeringservices.

What other avenues for collab-
oration have been leftuntapped
between our countries?

Over the last two years, commer-
cial and economic relations have
really taken off, and that was ev-
ident at the Iran Expo 2024 exhi-
bition, held in Tehran back in late
April. Uzbekistan showed up in
force, sending the fifth-largest del-
egation of businessmen and eco-
nomic movers and shakers. After
witnessing the breadth of Iran’s
industrial and export prowess on
display, Uzbek officials and busi-
ness leaders remarked, “We didn’t
realize Iran had such impressive
production capabilities.” There’s a
ton of untapped potential for eco-
nomic cooperation, but one area
that’s been left on the back burn-
er is tourism. If we crank up our
collaboration in this sector, both
countries stand to rake in a for-
tune. There’s a clear appetite for
cross-border travel, and our gov-
ernments ought to lay the ground-
workto makeiteasier.
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