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Abstract

Dates are one of Iran’s strategic agricultural products with a high share in exports; however,
its share in the global market has decreased in recent years. This study examines the factors
affecting date exports, focusing on the market structure of Iran’s trade partners, using the
gravity model, and the maximum likelihood method similar to Poisson and data from 20
trade partners between 2003 and 2021. The results show that Iran’s export market structure
has become more competitive. Based on the results of the gravity model, factors such as
the GDP of trade partners, shared borders, and common religion having a positive impact
on date exports, while Iran’s economic difference with its trading partners, the presence of
a strong competitor in the target market, international and European Union sanctions have a
negative effect on date exports. These results indicate that in the studied period, the market
structure index was not an effective factor on the changes in Iran’s date exports. These
findings suggest that, in addition to the aforementioned variables, Iran’s date exports are
also dependent on factors such as product diversity, trade policies, quality, branding, and
economic stability. It is suggested that Iran’s dependence on specific markets be reduced by
diversifying export markets and strengthening political and economic relations with non-
sanctioned countries.
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1. Introduction

Developing non-oil exports and reducing dependence on oil revenues are key goals of the
Iranian economy in order to achieve economic independence, self-sufficiency, and foreign
exchange earnings. In this regard, the government is trying to achieve sustainable growth
by focusing on expanding non-oil exports, especially in the agricultural and natural
resources sectors (Mohammadzadeh Asl and Mohammadi, 2012). Among agricultural
products, dates are one of Iran's strategic products and have an important share in non-oil
exports. According to FAO statistics (2021), Iran ranks third in date production in the world
with a production of 1.3 million tons, after Egypt and Saudi Arabia, and ranks fourth in
exporters with exports of 245 thousand tons, after Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and the UAE. A
review of the data on the composition and share of countries importing dates from Iran
between 2002 and 2022 shows that over the past two decades, firstly, the number of Iran's
main partners (which account for 80 percent of Iran's exports) has decreased, and secondly,
the export destination countries of Iranian dates have become concentrated only in Asian
countries. All trade theories explain the reason for trade between countries but never

determine the intensity of this trade and its amount. The gravity model was created to fill
this missing link. This model in economics originated from Newton's law of gravity in
physics. Tinbergen (1962) was the first person to apply this law to international trade in the
world. In the original gravity model introduced by Tinbergen (1962) and Pohjoen (1963),
the trade flow is explained by the gross domestic product of the exporting and importing
countries and the geographical distance between them. Dierdorf introduced models with a
population variable as the generalized attraction model and believes that other variables
can be added to this basic model, including exchange rates, privatization indices, dummy
variables for cultural similarities (language, etc.), common borders, and trade agreements
(Dierdorf, 1995). A review of past studies indicates that despite extensive studies on the
factors affecting the export of agricultural products, there is limited research on the
structure of the market and its impact on the export of agricultural products, especially
dates.

2. Materials and Methods

In this study, concentration ratio and Herfindahl-Hirschman indices were used to examine
the market structure. Given the country's privileged position in the field of date production
and export, in the present study, the factors affecting Iranian date exports were examined
with emphasis on the market structure of Iran's trading partners using the gravity model
approach and the pseudo-Poisson maximum likelihood method. The sample studied in the
present study includes 20 countries importing dates from Iran (Afghanistan, United Arab
Emirates, Australia, Azerbaijan, Canada, China, Germany, Denmark, England, Indonesia,
India, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Malaysia, Netherlands, Pakistan, Russia, Sweden, Turkey,
Ukraine), which on average account for more than 91 percent of Iran's exports.

3. Data

The present study includes 20 countries importing dates from Iran. The necessary statistics
and information include the structure of the import market of trading partners, the GDP of
trading partners, being on the same border, having a common religion, economic
differences with trading partners, the presence of a strong competitor in the target market,
international sanctions and European Union sanctions during the period 2003 to 2021.
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4. Discussion

In this study, in order to determine the status of the date export market in the country, the
structure of the country's date export market between 2001 and 2021 was examined. The
results of the surveys showed that during the studied period, the export market structure of
this product in the country has moved towards becoming competitive. So that the share of
the four main countries importing this product (CR4) from Iran has increased from 52% in
1380 to 47% in 1400. And the countries of India, UAE, Pakistan, Turkey, Kazakhstan and
Afghanistan are always the main importers of Iranian dates. Examining the structure of the
import market of countries that import dates from Iran also showed that, except for the
countries of Afghanistan, Denmark, Irag, Pakistan and Ukraine, the structure of the import
market of other target countries for importing Iranian dates has moved towards becoming
more competitive. Finally, the results related to the investigation of factors affecting the
export of Iranian dates using the gravity model estimation (as the main objective of this
study) showed that having a common border between the country of Iran and its trading
partners had a positive and significant effect on the export of Iranian dates. In other words,
the export of agricultural products, including dates, can be the basis for increasing
economic income and developing the country's non-oil exports in the presence of economic
sanctions. The effect of the variables of having a common religion and the gross domestic
product of Iran's date trading partners on the export of this product in the country has been
positive and significant. According to the obtained results, the variable of the import market
structure of Iran's date trading partners did not have a significant effect on the export of
this product, and during the years under review, the market structure index in the countries
that import dates from Iran was not an effective factor on the changes in Iran's date export.
The difference between Iran's per capita income and its trading partners, which is also
referred to as the economic difference index, has had a negative and significant impact on
Iran's date exports.

5. Conclusions

Developing agricultural exports to reduce dependence on oil is a priority for the Iranian
economy. With its diverse climate, fertile lands, and high production capacity, Iran is one
of the world’s leading producers and exporters of dates. Meanwhile, the market structure
of trading partners can also affect the level of trade and the composition of partners. The
results of the study showed that the structure of Iran’s date export market has become more
competitive over the period, and most target markets have also moved towards greater
competition. However, based on the gravity model, during the period under study, the
structure of the import market of trading partners did not have a significant effect on Iran’s
date exports and was not a determining factor in changes in the export of this product. This
means that other factors such as product diversity, date quality, branding, sustainable trade
policies, and continuous trade relations can have a greater impact on improving date
exports. EU sanctions and international sanctions between 2010 and 2013 had a significant
and negative impact on Iran’s date exports. Therefore, it is suggested that the Iranian
government reduce its dependence on specific markets and prevent the adverse effects of
sanctions by diversifying export markets, strengthening political and economic relations
with non-sanctioned countries, and identifying new target markets. According to the
results, having a common border and religion with trading partners as non-economic factors
has had a positive effect on Iranian date exports. Therefore, it is suggested that Iran's trade
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policies be reviewed based on these characteristics and that trade agreements with
bordering countries or countries with similar cultural and religious relations, including
Muslim countries, be given more attention, especially under sanctions. Despite the
competitive trend during the period under review, Iran's date export market still has
exclusive characteristics in some of the years under review. It is suggested that Iran review
its policies in such a way that export markets become more diverse and dependence on a
few specific countries is reduced.
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Graph. 1: Iranian date production and export trends in the period 1961-2021.
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Graph. 2: Trend in Iran's share of global date exports in the period 1961-2021.
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Graph. 3: Changes in the composition and share of Iran's trading partners in date exports.
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