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Background and Objective: The city-port of Bushehr is considered one of the
most important gateways for Iran to the world due to its strategic location on the
Persian Gulf coast, long history in maritime trade, presence of foreign consulates,
and extensive cultural interactions. However, the economic developments of
recent decades, the development of rival ports, the consequences of the imposed
war, and the continued weakness of transportation networks have reduced the
international role and the decline of the commercial and cultural functions of this
city. In such circumstances, city diplomacy and the establishment of sisterhood
ties can be considered as an effective tool for redefining Bushehr's position in the
regional and global arena. The present study aims to identify the capacities and
obstacles of Bushehr city for utilizing city diplomacy and presenting operational
priorities for sisterhood .

Methodology: This study was conducted with a descriptive-analytical approach
and based on qualitative data, by reviewing library resources, documents, and
related studies, as well as obtaining expert opinions. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with 12 senior managers and experts in the province and the data
were coded using thematic analysis. The SWOT matrix was used to summarize the
data and draw conclusions.

Results and Findings: The findings show that historical background,
multicultural identity, port location, and industrial and tourism capacities are
among the most important advantages, and on the other hand, the lack of
communication infrastructure (especially rail and air), institutional limitations, and
weak strategic planning are among the most important obstacles for Bushehr to
establish sisterhood relations with peer cities. Also, among the 25 proposed cities,
Dubai (UAE) was given first priority and Shanghai (China) was given second
priority. The extracted operational strategy requires the development of an active
strategy in the field of urban diplomacy, attracting capital and tourists, and
achieving sustainable development.
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Introduction

As Iran’s historic gateway to the world, the port
city of Bushehr—owing to its natural
geographical location and maritime trade
heritage—has for centuries hosted international
merchants and travelers, establishing itself as a
cosmopolitan and multicultural city. The
establishment of consulates, the first printing
press, and various manifestations of modernity
within the port bear witness to its distinguished
status in international interactions. However,
industrial shifts, the development of rival ports,
and the imposed war have severely undermined
the city's strategic and international standing,
effectively removing it from the global transit
circuit (Hamidi, 2005). Against this backdrop,
city diplomacy and sister-city ties offer a potential
strategy for revitalizing this port city. Sister-city
partnerships—the most recognized instrument of
city diplomacy—play a pivotal role in
strengthening cultural, economic, and tourism ties
between cities; today, they form a non-profit
network comprising over 16,484 official links
connecting 12,596 cities across 165 countries
(Cohen, 2020; Manfredi-Sanchez, 2022).

The present study aims to prioritize potential
sister cities for Bushehr based on multiple criteria
spanning economic, cultural, infrastructural, and
political dimensions. The research is necessitated
by the fact that, despite the emphasis placed by
high-level documents—such as the "Resistance
Economy" policiess—on expanding public
diplomacy, no systematic study has yet been
conducted to prioritize sister cities for Bushehr;
the absence of a clear roadmap has resulted in the
squandering of regional resources and choices
based on arbitrary preferences rather than
strategic analysis. The research introduces an
innovation by presenting a hybrid model based on
SWOT analysis; this model not only lists
potential sister cities but also determines their
implementation priority and formulates an
operational strategy (Suvin & Amiri, 2022;
Ghorchi et al., 2022). The research questions are:
What are the most significant potentials and
obstacles regarding sister-city relations for
Bushehr? Which international cities should be
prioritized? And what is the SWOT-based
operational strategy? The hypotheses posit that
historical-cultural potentials and geopolitical
location serve as the primary facilitating factors,
while infrastructural and institutional obstacles
constitute the main impediments to Bushehr’s city
diplomacy.

Methodology

This study is applied in nature and employs a
mixed-methods design (sequential exploratory)
with a predominantly descriptive-analytical
approach. Data were collected through a review
of existing literature-including high-level policy
documents, domestic and international scholarly
articles, municipal and provincial government
reports, and international databases-as well as
through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with
12 senior managers and experts specializing in
urban planning, economics, diplomacy, and port
operations in Bushehr Province. Sampling was
conducted using the snowball method until
theoretical saturation was reached, with a
minimum of 10 years of relevant professional
experience serving as the criterion for participant
selection. Qualitative data were analyzed using
thematic analysis across three stages-open, axial,
and selective coding-resulting in the identification
of 42 initial codes, 12 sub-categories, and 4 main
categories: capacities, barriers, opportunities, and
threats. To enhance the validity of the findings,
triangulation  (combining documentary and
interview data), participant validation, and data
convergence techniques were employed. Research
limitations included restricted access to senior
executives, the absence of integrated quantitative
data, and time constraints.

Results and Discussion

Research findings indicate that, unlike major
Iranian metropolises such as Tehran, Isfahan, and
Shiraz, the port city of Bushehr maintains a very
limited presence in the realm of city diplomacy
and sister-city partnerships. This situation can be
attributed to three primary factors: first, a lack of
necessary infrastructure for extensive
international activities; second, an urban economy
focused on oil, gas, and energy industries rather
than tourism and cultural exchange; and third,
policy priorities that constrain resources for small
and medium-sized cities. Nevertheless, given its
rich historical background, prime geopolitical
location, and unique cultural and natural assets,
Bushehr possesses the potential to regain its
international standing.

A SWOT matrix analysis reveals that Bushehr’s
key strengths include its geopolitical location and
proximity to open waters, its historical-
commercial heritage and multicultural identity,
the presence of a free trade-industrial zone,
tourism  potential (historical, natural, and
musical), oil and gas industries, and its
indigenous architecture and pristine coastlines.
Conversely, major weaknesses include inadequate
rail and air transport infrastructure, the
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deterioration of the urban fabric, deficiencies in
strategic planning and institutional structure,
weak private sector participation, a shortage of
specialists in international relations, and
constraints on urban development caused by the
presence of military bases and the nuclear power
plant. Opportunities ahead include the revival of
the Maritime Silk Road, investment interest from
Persian Gulf states, membership in international
urban organizations, rising demand for cultural-
maritime tourism, and support for public
diplomacy within high-level policy frameworks.
On the other hand, key threats include
international sanctions, negative media publicity,
legal restrictions regarding convention
participation, fierce competition from regional
ports (Dubai, Sharjah, Doha), and the detrimental
environmental and health impacts of the oil
industry (Van Ham, 2008; Amini Nejad, 2021).
Based on the Internal-External (IE) matrix
analysis and the intersection of factors, the
optimal operational strategy is defined as:
"Establishing special maritime cooperation and
sister-city relationships-prioritizing port cities in
the Persian Gulf (Muscat, Basra, Kuwait City)
and East Asia (Fuzhou, Penang, Busan) that share
historical and economic ties-with the aim of
attracting investment, transferring technology,
developing maritime tourism, and redefining
Bushehr’s  international role."  Operational
measures under this strategy include forming a
specialized urban diplomacy task force; preparing
a multilingual package showcasing local
capacities; actively participating in the Asian
Mayors Forum (AMF) and the UNESCO Creative
Cities Network; conducting targeted negotiations
with priority cities; hosting an annual Southern
music and culture festival, and formulating a
comprehensive document for attracting foreign
investment.

Prioritizing the 30 proposed cities based on the
weighting of four criteria-economic (35%),
cultural-historical (25%), infrastructure-
transportation  (25%), and political-security
(15%)-indicates that Muscat (Oman), Fuzhou
(China), Genoa (ltaly), Mersin (Turkey), Kuwait
City, Basra (lraq), Karachi (Pakistan), Alexandria
(Egypt), and Penang (Malaysia) fall into the top
tier of very high priority. Cities in the Persian
Gulf and East Asia are proposed as short-term
priorities (1-3 years) due to their superior
economic and infrastructural metrics, whereas
European cities (excluding those in Turkey) are
suggested as long-term priorities (5 years) due to
sanctions, geographical distance, and a lack of
cultural commonalities. Despite their previously
high rankings, the ports of Dubai and Doha are
currently deemed unsuitable options due to recent
regional conflicts, while Russian cities such as

Kaliningrad ranked lowest due to international
sanctions and high logistics costs.

The study also emphasizes the necessity of city
branding as a driver of city diplomacy. Tangible
components of Bushehr’s brand include the sea,
architecture, historical structures, cuisine, the
bazaar, nature tourism, and birdwatching;
intangible components include music, the people
and their hospitality, customs and traditions, and
local stories (Amini Nejad, 2021). Finally,
membership in international bodies-such as the
UNESCO Creative Cities Network, the
International Association of Ports and Harbors
(IAPH), and the Asian Mayors Forum (AMF)-is
proposed to complement sister-city ties.

Conclusion

By addressing three key questions, this study
demonstrates that Bushehr’s most significant
assets for city diplomacy include its geopolitical
location, historical-commercial ~ background,
multicultural identity, Free Trade-Industrial Zone
status, tourism potential, and oil and gas
industries. Conversely, the primary obstacles
identified are inadequate transport infrastructure,
a dilapidated urban fabric, weak strategic
planning, limited private sector participation, and
constraints on urban expansion caused by military
bases and the nuclear power plant. In the
prioritization of potential sister cities, Dubali,
Shanghai, Istanbul, Qingdao, and Doha ranked
first through fifth, respectively, while Russian
cities ranked lowest due to geographical distance,
a lack of cultural commonalities, and sanctions.
The core strategy derived from the SWOT
analysis focuses on maritime cooperation and
sister-city partnerships, prioritizing the Persian
Gulf region and East Asia; implementation
requires establishing a specialized city diplomacy
task force, preparing a multilingual promotional
package showcasing local assets, actively
participating in international forums, conducting
targeted negotiations with priority cities, hosting
an annual Southern music and culture festival,
and formulating a comprehensive foreign
investment attraction plan. Ultimately, developing
city diplomacy for Bushehr is not merely a luxury
option but a strategic necessity to overcome
underdevelopment, attract capital, boost tourism,
and redefine the port city's role within regional
and global systems-a goal that demands collective
will, medium-term planning (at least five years),
and coordination between local and national
institutions.
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