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Abstract:

One of the major and influential indicators of food security during the years following the Revolution has been the continuous
change in the official exchange rate under various titles. The exchange rate is one of the critical factors influencing food
security. In this regard, the present study was conducted with the aim of examining the impact of exchange rate policies and
currency fluctuations on food security. One of the key and influential variables affecting food security in Iran during the years
after the Islamic Revolution has been the repeated changes in the official exchange rate with different labels. This study,
adopting a descriptive—analytical approach, investigated the impact of exchange rate policies and fluctuations on the nation’s
food security from the beginning of the Revolution until 2025. In the descriptive section, the factors influencing food
production and distribution—including climatic conditions, water resources, production inputs, modern technologies, and
trade structures—were identified. In the analytical section, using the SWOT model (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities,
and threats), an evaluation was carried out, and practical strategies were proposed. The findings indicated that although the
Iranian governing system has consistently emphasized the provision of minimum essential goods, the absence of a sustainable
and long-term strategy has resulted in distributive approaches prevailing over food security policies. The allocation of
preferential foreign currency for the import of agricultural and livestock inputs as well as consumer-ready goods has
facilitated rent-seeking, “golden signatures,” and structural corruption, thereby increasing dependence on imports. Despite
Iran’s natural and geopolitical capacities, food security policies have been primarily pursued within conservative and
defensive strategies, while there exists potential for shifting toward aggressive and competitive strategies. Ultimately, the
results emphasize that food security must be redefined as a sustainable national strategy based on strengthening agricultural
production infrastructures, the intelligent utilization of virtual water, and targeted imports—not merely as a short-term
distributive and executive policy.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Food security has become one of the most critical global challenges in the twenty-first century, particularly as the world
population continues to grow and external shocks reshape international trade and supply chains (Kerr, 2023). Historically,
food security was viewed not merely as an economic concern but also as a political tool of governance, since governments
relied on adequate food supplies to maintain legitimacy and stability (Emami, 2021). In the context of Iran, a country
characterized by arid and semi-arid climatic conditions, food supply has been a strategic matter since antiquity. Ancient
infrastructures, such as ganats—underground water channels extending over dozens of kilometers—demonstrate the
enduring importance of ensuring agricultural production and feeding the population. Even in the inscriptions at Persepolis,
evidence of tribute and gifts from other states illustrates food’s central role in power and governance (Christensen, 1996).

The modern understanding of food security as a pillar of national security gained prominence during the global food crisis
of the 1970s (Mkumbukiy et al., 2025). Recent conflicts, such as the Russia—Ukraine war, have again underscored how fragile
global food systems can be, particularly for import-dependent countries in regions like Central Asia and Africa
(Papargyropoulou et al., 2025). Food security is defined as the condition in which all people have physical and economic
access at all times to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to meet dietary needs and preferences for an active and healthy life
(Noori Naeini, 1999). As such, food security has become intertwined with macroeconomic stability, serving as a vital strategy
to combat malnutrition, hunger, and household vulnerability (Rajizadeh et al., 2019).

Globalization has extended food security beyond the national scale to regional and transnational dimensions, as countries
increasingly depend on long-distance trade flows to meet domestic needs. This interdependence makes resilience against
shocks and external disruptions essential for ensuring long-term stability (Deaton & Lipka, 2015). Yet many developing nations
remain vulnerable due to political instability, weak institutions, and corruption. In fact, food insecurity often correlates with
the risk of social unrest and even regime collapse (Deaton & Lipka, 2015; Manera et al., 2019). The role of governments in
ensuring food availability thus becomes central, as political legitimacy is historically tied not only to military capacity but also
to the ability to feed citizens and armies alike (Manogna & Nishil, 2025; Manshadi & Biniaz, 2011).

The Iranian case provides a unique study of these dynamics. Over the past 45 years, Iran has faced multiple challenges in
balancing domestic production, imports, and foreign exchange allocation to ensure food security. While the government has
consistently sought to guarantee minimum essential goods, reliance on multiple exchange-rate mechanisms has complicated
this objective. Frequent adjustments of official exchange rates, including preferential, subsidized, or negotiated rates, have
opened the door to rent-seeking behaviors, “golden signatures,” and structural corruption. Moreover, although Iran
possesses significant natural and geopolitical advantages, food security policies have often been pursued conservatively,
missing opportunities to adopt competitive and aggressive strategies that could leverage its agricultural and trade capacities.

Against this background, the present study investigates the impact of exchange rate policies and fluctuations on food
security in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Using both descriptive and analytical methods, it evaluates food production, trade
patterns, and the consequences of currency policies on agricultural and consumer imports. It further assesses the strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) of Iran’s food security system and proposes strategies to move from short-
term distributive approaches toward sustainable, long-term solutions.

Methods and Materials
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This research employed a descriptive—analytical design covering the period from the Islamic Revolution to 2025.
Descriptive data were obtained from statistics, official reports, and scientific literature on food security and agricultural
infrastructure. Field data were collected through assessments of agricultural production and processing centers, in-depth
interviews with 20 experts in agriculture and food policy, and direct observations of production processes both inside Iran
and abroad.

The analytical stage used the SWOT framework to evaluate Iran’s food security system, identifying strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats. Key descriptive variables included livestock and poultry genetics, plant breeding, domestic and
foreign trade of agricultural goods, and imports of essential inputs such as soybean meal, corn, barley, seeds, fertilizers, and
pesticides. Climatic conditions such as water resources, rainfall, and watershed management were also considered.

The prescriptive stage linked these findings to policy recommendations aimed at reducing weaknesses, leveraging
opportunities, and addressing threats. Concepts such as virtual water, modern irrigation technologies, drought-resistant
seeds, genomic livestock breeding, agricultural mechanization, and food industry development were integrated into the
analysis. Special attention was given to wheat as the primary staple of food security in Iran, with comparative analysis of
wheat production and trade in neighboring and global producers.

Findings

The findings highlight the crucial role of wheat production, import, and export patterns. Globally, China leads wheat
production with 138 million tons annually, yet it still imports over 10 million tons to meet domestic needs. Russia remains
the largest exporter despite the disruptions caused by the Russia—Ukraine war, while Arab states collectively spend about
$100 billion annually on food imports due to limited cultivable land.

For Iran, data from 2003 to 2023 show significant fluctuations in wheat imports. In some years, such as 2014, imports
exceeded 7.4 million tons, costing over $2.4 billion. Tabled data indicate that import dependency varies with climatic shocks,
domestic yield, and exchange rate policies. Government-guaranteed wheat purchase prices and the level of irrigated and
rainfed cultivation have also shifted over time, with average yields remaining volatile due to climatic and infrastructural
constraints.

Parallel to imports, Iran’s food-processing industries have grown steadily. By 2021, over 8,800 processing units existed,
with investments surpassing 843 trillion rials and employing nearly 251,000 workers. Mechanization levels also improved,
with the number of tractors, combines, and seeders increasing notably between 2013 and 2021. Despite these improvements,
access to modern technologies and sufficient credit remained uneven.

Currency policies played a pivotal role in shaping these outcomes. With the reimposition of sanctions in 2018, the
government restricted preferential foreign exchange allocations to critical goods such as wheat, corn, barley, raw oil, and
pharmaceuticals. While this policy allowed temporary price stabilization, it simultaneously fostered corruption, rent-seeking,
smuggling, and market distortions. SWOT analysis confirmed that structural weaknesses—such as dependency on imports,
corruption in distribution, and instability in exchange rate systems—have prevented sustainable food security. Strengths
include Iran’s extensive rural cooperative network, diverse climatic zones, and geopolitical position. Opportunities include
expanding greenhouse production, export potential, and leveraging regional markets, while threats involve water scarcity,
excessive dependence on imports, and vulnerability to international sanctions.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The analysis reveals that Iran’s food security has historically been managed as a distributive and short-term policy rather
than a sustainable national strategy. Successive governments prioritized the allocation of subsidized foreign exchange to
ensure access to essential goods. However, this approach created systemic vulnerabilities: repeated changes in exchange
rates, persistent rent-seeking, and overreliance on imports eroded long-term resilience. Food security thus became an
executive policy for managing shortages rather than a strategic framework for ensuring sustainability.

Despite Iran’s immense potential—including diverse climates suitable for year-round cultivation, vast rural cooperative
structures, and a strategic geopolitical position—the country has largely remained within conservative and defensive policy
frameworks. These approaches focused on stabilizing immediate needs rather than pursuing aggressive and competitive
strategies that could harness domestic strengths and regional opportunities.

The SWOT analysis demonstrated that Iran’s strengths and opportunities are substantial but underutilized. Weaknesses
such as corruption, exchange-rate volatility, and limited technological adoption have hindered progress. Threats such as
water scarcity and heavy reliance on imports further undermine stability. The study concludes that to transform food security
from a fragile distributive system into a sustainable national strategy, Iran must prioritize structural reforms. These include
reducing multi-rate currency systems, curbing corruption, investing in agricultural infrastructure, modernizing technologies,
adopting virtual water strategies, and engaging in proactive food diplomacy.

In sum, the findings emphasize that while Iran has consistently ensured minimum essential goods, the absence of a
comprehensive and forward-looking strategy has perpetuated vulnerability. Redefining food security as a long-term national
strategy—integrating domestic production, targeted imports, technological innovation, and international cooperation—is

essential for achieving stability and resilience.
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