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Over the past few months, Small Media been working on a series of reports which explore Iran’s 
incipient startup scene. This latest installment surveys some of the logistical challenges entrepreneurs 
face, such as securing investment and hosting their servers. We also take a look at the implications 
of a few startup events, and conclude by discussing what this series of reports suggests about Iran’s 
startup ecosystem. 

INTRODUCTION
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STARTING UP A START-UP

capital funds mystery
Capital funding is a vital part of startup ecosystem and Iran’s startup ecosystem is no exception. 
Due to the lack of government support, the majority of Iranian startups depend on funds from the 
private sector. 

As Small Media mentioned in last month’s IIIP report, one of the more pressing issues facing aspiring 
Iranian startups is a lack of investment. In recent years, a series of  startup accelerators and angel 
investors have emerged with the aim of helping entrepreneurs develop their ideas from scratch. 
The most famous accelerators in Iran are:

• MAPS: the oldest startup accelerator in Iran, MAPS only invests in startups targeted at the global 
market. This startup accelerator does not have a website, and it is difficult to find information online.  

• Avatech: As Iran’s best-known startup accelerator, Avatech has received ample attention from 
Western media. This accelerator plans to support 100 startups in Iran by 2018 and offer 8,000 
USD for 15% of the business stock.

• Dmond: a representative of Plug & Play in Iran according to Digiato, an Iranian technology 
website. This startup accelerator offers 500,000,000 IRR (~ 18,300 USD) to startups. 

Small Media tried to uncover the sources of these funds, but was unfortunately could not  find out 
where the money is coming from. The only point that seems clear is that financial records for many 
Iranian startups often lack transparency. 

iranian hosts for iranian startups
In recent years, especially during Rouhani’s government, the authorities have tried to convince 
Iranian websites and services to move their servers inside the country. For instance Information 
and Communication Technology (ICT) Minister Mahmood Vaezi said his ministry is very keen to 
support Iranian developers to create mobile apps and other services by offering free bandwidth to 
Iranians startups. 

It is not clear how many websites and services are hosted inside Iran. The only official statistic shows 
that 34% of Iranian-owned website are hosted inside the country. Small Media’s investigation found 
that the most popular platforms such as Cafe Bazaar are hosted inside Iran, but also have backup 
servers outside the country.  Another example concerns Facenama, an Iranian version of Facebook 
which was recently hacked. According its Public Relations (PR) director, Ramin Jahani, the hack took 
place as the website was moving its server from Canada to Iran.

Iranians servers face two main problems that tend to deter entrepreneurs (even though these issues 
sometime afford end users cheaper and faster connections):

• Low Uptime: Iran does not have very good infrastructure for managing servers, which places 
uptime of Iranian servers at about 98.5-99%, while the proper uptime should be around 99.90%.

• Expensive bandwidth: Owing to a lack of supply, the cost of bandwidth in Iran is exceedingly 
high when compared to the usage of non-Iranian servers.  Prohibitively high costs cause 
domestically-hosted Iranian websites to suffer from a lack of bandwidth.

http://smallmedia.org.uk/sites/default/files/u8/IIIP_Nov14_0.pdf
http://avatech.ir/en
http://dmondgroup.com
http://digiato.com/article/2014/11/25/%D8%B4%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D9%87%D9%86%D8%AF%D9%87-%D9%87%D8%A7-%DA%A9%D8%B3%D8%A8-%D9%88%DA%A9%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%B1%D8%A7-%D8%A7%D9%88%D8%AC-%D9%85%DB%8C-%D8%AF%D9%87%D9%86%D8%AF/
http://smallmedia.org.uk/sites/default/files/u8/IIIP_Aug2014_v2.pdf
http://smallmedia.org.uk/sites/default/files/u8/IIIP_Oct14.pdf
http://cafebazaar.ir/
http://facenama.com/
http://hackread.com/iranian-copy-of-facebook-facenama-hacked/
http://toranji.ir/%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%86%D8%AC%DB%8C-%D8%A8%D8%A7-%D9%85%D8%AF%DB%8C%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%A8-%D8%B3%D8%A7%DB%8C%D8%AA-%D9%81%DB%8C%D8%B3-%D9%86%D9%85%D8%A7/
http://mihanmizban.com/%D8%AA%D9%81%D8%A7%D9%88%D8%AA-%D8%B3%D8%B1%D9%88%DB%8C%D8%B3-%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA-%D9%84%DB%8C%D9%86%D9%88%DA%A9%D8%B3-%D8%A7%DB%8C%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%88-%D8%AE%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AC-%D8%A7%D8%B2/
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Moreover, hosting startups inside Iran puts them in danger of getting shut down by the authorities 
based on individual complaints. A good example is Weblognews, a prominent conservative blog 
whose host was ordered to remove content by the Commission to Determine the Instances of 
Criminal Content (CDICC).

These issues point to a dilemma facing Iranian startups using domestic servers: the government 
promise them help and support, but at the same time, unpredictable action from the authorities 
can put their businesses in danger. 

startup events
In recent years, Iran has played host to a variety of startup events such as: Startup Weekend, StartupGrind, 
Lean Startup Machine, Slush. Iranians have had more than 75 events since 2012 and this number is going 
up gradually, yet questions remain about the quality of the events.  Although more than 35 Startup 
Weekends have been held in more than 10 cities, attracting over 2,500 entrepreneurs, the number of 
tangible success stories emerging from these events remains low, with Small Media only able to identify 
a small number of competition winners who have gone on to continue their work after the event: 

• Boice: Winner of Tehran’s Startup Weekend, Boice is a free iOS application for recording and 
highlighting your voice just as you would highlight important parts of a text.

• MamanPaz: Winner of the 3rd Startup Weekend in Tehran, this website allows people to order 
homemade food from local housewives. 

• Injare: Winner of the 8th of Startup Weekend Tehran, Injare is an Iranian version of Airbnb 
which allows Iranians around the country can rent out their flats and houses.

Interestingly, it was nearly impossible to find information on the winners of Startup Weekend 
events held in cities besides Tehran. For example, Small Media conducted a series of investigations 
but was still unable to find a list of winners from Startup Weekend events in small cities such as 
Birjand or Babolsar. 

In addition, most startup events and entrepreneurs are active on non-Iranian social networks such as 
Twitter and Facebook. For example, the Facebook group Iran Startups has more than 4,500 members 
and is known  as a place in which Iranians all around the world can discuss the Islamic Republic’s 
startup scene. Moreover, nearly every regional Startup Weekend event has a Twitter account and 
Facebook page. However, Aparat, an Iranian version of YouTube, is also very popular in these circles 
due to its accessibility inside the country. Small Media believes Facebook, Twitter and Aparat are 
the most popular social media platforms in Iran’s startup community. 

successful startup cases 
Despite the issues Iranian entrepreneurs face, there are several successful startups in the country. 
One example is SABA Idea Tech Co, which owns Aparat and Lenzor, an Iranian version of Instagram. 
SABA is a company similar to Rocket Internet, which has been trying to develop copies of successful 
non-Iranian services, especially Western services, and offer them inside Iran. They also, they have 
a wonderful advertising portfolio, and most governmental and semi-governmental bodies work 
with them. 

There are other examples such as Digikala and Cafe Bazaar, discussed in last month’s report. Yet while 
these startups might be familiar to Western media, other, lesser-known services such as Facenama 
have become popular in recent years. Facenama, one of the top 10 most popular websites in Iran 
according to Alexa, was hacked on 31 December 2014 and the data of more than 116,000 users was 
leaked on the Internet. 

S T A R T I N G  U P  A  S T A R T - U P

http://weblognews.ir/
http://smallmedia.org.uk/InfoFlowReportMARCH.pdf
http://startupweekend.ir/
http://startupgrind.com/tehran/
http://leanstartupmachine.ir/
http://www.slush.org/world/tehran/
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/boice/id567144441?mt=8
http://www.mamanpaz.ir/
http://www.injare.com/
http://birjand.startupweekend.org/
http://babolsar.startupweekend.ir/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/startupir/?fref=ts
http://smallmedia.org.uk/sites/default/files/u8/IIIP_Nov14_0.pdf
http://saba-e.com/
https://www.rocket-internet.com/
http://www.sabavision.com/customers
http://smallmedia.org.uk/sites/default/files/u8/IIIP_Nov14_0.pdf
http://www.alexa.com/topsites/countries/IR
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conclusion
This report is the third part of a series of Small Media reports about Iran’s startup ecosystem. In this 
series, Small Media has aimed to move beyond the hype in order to offer a more sober discussion 
about the issues and opportunities that Iranian entrepreneurs face.

There is indeed a great deal of domestic and international interest in Iran’s startup scene, and the 
country does have a young and educated population. Moreover, keen interest from abroad could 
bring in foreign investment and create incentives for Iranian entrepreneurs.

Yet the tech sector continues to be plagued by intractable problems such as Western sanctions, 
Internet censorship, and pervasive government control over the economy. In addition, media hype 
also has drawbacks, as it can create unrealistic expectations that the nascent ecosystem cannot 
hope to meet. These issues make it very difficult to predict the future of startups in Iran.

What does seem clear is that Iran’s startup scene is still very young,  and has a long way to go before 
reaching maturity. 

S T A R T I N G  U P  A  S T A R T - U P
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CONTENT FILTERING AND BLOCKED SITES 

• December 7: The official website of Tehran Council was hacked. The hackers defaced the home page 
of the website and when users tried to visit it, they saw a series of sentences in Chinese. (Source) 

• December 11: Iran’s Cyber Police (FATA) have cracked down on a gambling website. According 
to FATA, the website’s transactions were valued at more than 230 billion IRR (8,427,200 USD) 
and the administrator of the website lives in the US. (Source)

• December 29: The University of Iranians (UoI) which was founded by Iran’s former president, 
Mahmood Ahmadinejad, was blocked at the request of the Ministry of Science, Research and 
Technology (MSRT). The MSRT made this request because it considers the UoI to be illegal and 
to lack permission to engage in educational activities. After this incident, the UoI announced a 
new address through which Iranians could visit the website without problems. (Source)

• December 31: Facenama was hacked and the personal information of 116,255 million users was 
leaked on the Internet. At the time of writing this report, the website continues to block all 
IP addresses from outside Iran and it is not possible to check Facenama with a non-Iranian IP 
address. (Source I, Source II)

http://www.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=13930916000647
http://www.cyberpolice.ir/news/41651
http://iiu.ac.ir/
http://iiuac.ir/
http://iiuac.ir/
http://www.tadbirkhabar.com/news/society/67128
http://news.parseek.com/Url/?id=10143840
http://hackread.com/iranian-copy-of-facebook-facenama-hacked/
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STATEMENTS FROM MINISTRIES 
AND POLITICIANS

• December 1: Iran’s General Prosecutor, Gholam Hossein Mohseni-Ejei announced that Iran’s 
Judicial System would give the ICT Ministry another deadline before which to address the problem 
of  criminal content on social networks. However, he did not specify the date of the deadline. 
In addition, he said a research group studying the effects of satellite jamming on health has 
announced that they could not find any relationship between jamming and cancer. (Source) 

• December 1: Deputy ICT Minister Aliasghar Amidian said 18 companies applied for Internet Protocol 
Television (IPTV) licenses. He announced that the ICT Minister was unable to grant them licenses 
because the Supreme Council of Cyberspace (SCC) had not provided the required permission. (Source) 

• December 2:  CDICC Secretary Abdolsamad Khoramabadi was interviewed by Fars News Agency. 
The highlights are listed below:

 • The ICT Minister has requested a special session to review the Intelligent Filtering project. 
 • The ICT Minister promised to launch the first phase of Intelligent Filtering in the next 4  
 months - by the end of March 2015.  
 • The Intelligent Filtering project is not new - the CDICC had requested its launch in 2010/11.

 • Intelligent Filtering means that the system will only block criminal content on websites/
services instead of blocking the whole platform. Khoramabadi claimed Iran blocks just 
criminal content in more than 70% of cases. He added that the CDICC only blocks entire 
platforms when they harbour criminal activities, and in cases where Iran is unable to block 
specific content with current tools and infrastructure. (Source)

• December 2: Nasrollah Jahangard, Head of Information Technology Organisation of Iran (ITO) 
and Deputy of the ICT Minister gave a speech at the closing ceremony of IranMobiCode 2014. 
The main points are listed below:

 • Nearly 100% of households in Iran have digital communication devices - mobile phone  
 penetration is 100%, while active mobile penetration is 70%.
 • The usage of Internet bandwidth is 160-170 Gbps in the country. This number will be 4  
 Tbps in the next 2 years. 

 • Iranian universities must teach Java and Android programming. (Source)

• December 6:  ICT Minister Mahmood Vaezi held a press conference, stating:
 • Internet access has doubled in the last year.
 • There will not be any kind of anonymous users on the Internet in the future.

 • Iran currently has more than 700 ISPs. (Source)

• December 6: Hojjatoleslam Nasrollah Pejmanfar, an MP and member of Iran’s Parliamentary 
Cultural Committee, held an interview with Fars News Agency. In it, he stated that 30 million 
Iranians use social networks daily and if the authorities do not do something about it, Iran will have 
to deal with a massive disaster. Pejmanfar did not mention what the disaster would be. (Source) 

http://itanalyze.com/news/2014/12/01/26620.php
http://itanalyze.com/news/2014/12/01/26611.php
http://www.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=13930911000731
http://www.iranmobicode.com/
http://www.itna.ir/vdceve8x.jh8xfi9bbj.html
http://www.tasnimnews.com/Home/Single/579962
http://www.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=13930915000300
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• December 7: SCC Secretary Hassan Entezari said that some social networks such as Viber are 
a great danger for students and young people because it causes depression and immorality. 
In addition, he said Viber was created by the ‘Zionist regime’. Despite this, he conceded that 
‘unfortunately’ many Iranian officials also use the app. (Source)

• December 8: Mahmood Khosravi, Director of the Telecommunication Infrastructure Company 
(TIC) said that Intelligent Filtering will be function somewhat like ‘Parental Control’ systems, in 
that the level of access granted to users will be determined by ISPs and operators rather than 
the TIC. Users will be identified on the basis of their age, occupation and education. According 
to Khosravi,  the decision regarding which company or organisation will manage users’ access 
levels has not been finalised. The TIC is working with Iran Telecom Research Center (ITRC) to 
develop Intelligent Filtering. (Source I, Source II)

• December 16: Ali Jannati, the Minister of Culture and Islamic Guidance, said that he has no new 
opinions on Internet censorship, and he does not want to discuss the issue any further. (Source) 

• December 25: The ICT Ministry started that the pilot phase of Intelligent Filtering on Instagram 
by blocking well-connected Instagram profiles which feature criminal and immoral images. 
While Iran claims to have implemented the Intelligent Filtering system, it seems as though the 
authorities are using the old method of simply blocking the URL. This means that if the blocked 
profiles change their username, their account will become available for Iranians. In addition, 
Gerdab, the Center for Combating Organized Crime, questioned the claim the authorities have 
begun using Intelligent Filtering, pointing out that it would not work on websites that use SSL 
such as Instagram and Facebook. (Source I, Source II)

• December 26: Vaezi announced that Intelligent Filtering will be applied on all social networks 
in the next 6 months. In addition, he said he believes only 15% of content on social networks 
is criminal and immoral. (Source)

• December 27: Vaezi said the launch of Intelligent Filtering does not mean that blocked social 
networks such as Facebook and YouTube will be unblocked. He added that the Intelligent 
Filtering system will be fully operational in 10 months. In addition, he said the government 
does not want to block any available social networks. (Source I, Source II)

• December 29: Entezari said there are two projects regarding the Intelligent Filtering system 
that have been developed alongside each other. The ICT has managed - and still manages - the 
national project of Intelligent Filtering and the second project has been developed by Tebyan 
Institution and Shahid Beheshti University. He did not explain the difference between these 
two projects. (Source)

• December 30: Rasool Jalili, a member of the SCC, criticized the ICT Minister for lack of transparency 
regarding the National Information Network (SHOMA). According to Jalili, the Minister only 
submitted one report about SHOMA in 16 months of his term as ICT Minister. In addition, he 
said the Cultural Appendix had been prepared by the government and the Cyberspace Research 
Institute (CRI), but it has not yet been added to the SCC’s agenda. (Source)

S T A T E M E N T S  F R O M  M I N I S T R I E S  A N D  P O L I T I C I A N S

http://itanalyze.com/news/2014/12/07/26676.php
http://www.tabnak.ir/fa/news/456335/%D8%A7%D8%B9%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%AC%D8%B2%D8%A6%DB%8C%D8%A7%D8%AA%DB%8C-%D8%AF%DB%8C%DA%AF%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D8%B2-%D9%81%DB%8C%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B1%DB%8C%D9%86%DA%AF-%D9%87%D9%88%D8%B4%D9%85%D9%86%D8%AF
http://www.isna.ir/fa/news/93091106572/%D9%81%DB%8C%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B1-%D8%B4%D8%A8%DA%A9%D9%87-%D9%87%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D9%85%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%A7%DB%8C%D9%84%DB%8C-%D8%A7%D8%B2-%D8%AC%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%87-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AF%D9%87
http://www.tasnimnews.com/Home/Single/590411
http://sharghdaily.ir/News/51095/%D8%A2%D8%BA%D8%A7%D8%B2-%D9%81%DB%8C%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B1%DB%8C%D9%86%DA%AF-%D9%87%D9%88%D8%B4%D9%85%D9%86%D8%AF-%D8%A7%DB%8C%D9%86%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%A7%DA%AF%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%85
http://snn.ir/mobile/mobiledetail/News/376736/8980
http://www.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=13931005000137
http://www.jamejamonline.ir/newspreview/1772486795460000375
http://www.itna.ir/vdcce4q1.2bq118laa2.html
http://www.mehrnews.com/news/2446610/%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%B1%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D9%87%D9%85%D8%B2%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%86-%D8%AF%D9%88-%D9%BE%D8%B1%D9%88%DA%98%D9%87-%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D9%81%DB%8C%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B1%DB%8C%D9%86%DA%AF-%D9%87%D9%88%D8%B4%D9%85%D9%86%D8%AF-%D8%B7%D8%B1%D8%AD-%D9%85%D9%84%DB%8C-%D9%81%DB%8C%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B1%DB%8C%D9%86%DA%AF
http://www.mehrnews.com/news/2452517/%D9%85%D8%B7%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%87-16%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%87-%D8%B9%D9%85%D9%84%DA%A9%D8%B1%D8%AF-%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84%D8%AA-%D8%AF%D8%B1-%D8%B4%D8%A8%DA%A9%D9%87-%D9%85%D9%84%DB%8C-%D8%A7%D8%B7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%DB%8C%DA%A9-%DA%AF%D8%B2%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%B4-%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%87
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CIVIL SOCIETY, PROFESSIONAL
ORGANIZATION STATEMENTS

• December 17: Ali Tavasoli, a member of the Internet Committee at Tehran’s IT Guild said that 
the main problems with the Internet in Iran stem from underinvestment in infrastructure. 
According to Tavasoli, the cost of internet access is low, but its quality also remains low. (Source) 

• December 17: According to an article published on ITNA, Iran’s government remains conflicted 
on the issue of online censorship. It claimed that cabinet members were divided in a vote on 
blocking social networks. (Source)

• December 22: Nokia’s previous partner in Iran, Pars Iratel, announced they are planning to work 
with Microsoft to import Windows phones and tablets into Iran. The launch date of this new 
initiative has not yet been announced. (Source)

http://iran-newspaper.com/newspaper/page/5819/19/43551/منش--مشکل-اینترنت-در-ایران-کجاست-
http://www.itna.ir/vdcezf8x.jh8xzi9bbj.html
http://www.parsiratel.com/
http://www.donya-e-eqtesad.com/news/848825/

