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Introduction 

Saffron is a spice obtained from the dried stigma of the flower of saffron crocus (Crocus Sativus). 

Saffron is native to Iran and is considered as the world's most expensive spice. 

More than 96% of the worldwide saffron production comes from Iran. However, the share of 

Iranian saffron in the international market is about 70%. Most of the Iranian saffron is exported in 

bulk and companies in other countries such as Spain manage the packaging, marketing and 

distribution. In Iran there are about 120 saffron processing and packaging enterprises of which 

about 70 are formal and 50 are informal. Most of these enterprises only work in the domestic 

market and very few are exporters. Furthermore, most of the exporting enterprises use very 

basic packaging, once at destination the product is repacked accordingly to the final customer 

requirement. The farming component of the value chain has been largely disregarded in recent 

years; the productivity is very low, 3.5 Kg per Ha in comparison with 5-7 kg per hectare in the 

other production countries. 

Agriculture Bank of Iran is one of the leading governmental institution promoting SMEs and value 

chain development in agro related sectors in Iran, and plays a substantial role on policy making in 

Iran. This project has been designed and is implemented by UNIDO, in collaboration with the 

Agriculture Bank of Iran, to assist the private sector to enter the global value chain.  

The objectives of the project are to: 

(1) Increase the export volume and export value of saffron and saffron products. 

(2) Increase the income of stakeholders along the value chain. 

The expected outcomes of the project are: 

 Improved saffron production, Kg/Ha; 

 Enhanced processing and packaging technology; 

 Increased direct share of Iranian SMEs in the saffron global market; 
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International Scenario 

Global Saffron Export Trend 

Between the years 2008 to 2012, an overall of 1.736 Million dollar worth of saffron was traded 

worldwide.  

 

 
 

The export trends for the period 2008-2012 indicate that Iran, with a rate of 73.3%, is the major 

exporter of saffron in the world.  Second to Iran, stands The United Arab Emirates. However, due 

to lack of reliable data, no exact information is available on trends of all years. After Iran and The 

Emirates, Spain, with a rate of 17.8%, is the third major exporter of saffron in the world.  

The global trend of saffron export shows that there is a direct relation between the increase of 

saffron export from Iran and the overall increase of saffron export in the world. This confirms 

that Iran is the main supplier of saffron in the world. 

This is explained by the fact that other exporting countries basically buy saffron from Iran and 

then re-export it to other countries. Spain, France, Italy, UAE import saffron bulks and after 

repackaging, they re-export saffron or sell it in the local markets. 

In 2012, Iran has exported 139 tons of saffron with a worth of $418 Million. The difference in 

export volume compared to 2013 is 3 tons (136 tons, worth of $ 200 Million) however; the 

difference in the value is 200 million dollars. This discrepancy is due to currency exchange as well 

as new customs rules.  

The export value of saffron in Iran experiences several fluctuations due to change in custom and 

fiscal rules. As an example in 2009, some facts mentioned below have caused a considerable 

increase in the export value in the next year, 2010: 

 In 2009, the value of exported saffron was 3,500 USD per Kg that encouraged the 
exporters to increase the volume of export in the next year. Hence, this led to an 
increased export value in 2010.  

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

World Export 83,879,796 98,309,074 126,401,725 127,240,158 121,739,740 102,600,000 178,667,358 291,907,908 408,254,631 373,371,766 484,000,000

Iran Export 56,192,000 66,555,146 92,197,564 92,560,643 86,328,250 50,000,000 89,000,000 179,000,000 293,231,432 292,431,890 418,862,000

Spain Export 21,855,444 24,975,881 26,668,772 24,877,534 28,450,074 40,956,853 68,963,026 70,610,688 66,914,930 50,283,022 51,423,393

0

100,000,000

200,000,000

300,000,000

400,000,000

500,000,000

600,000,000

Values: US $ 

Sources: ITC UN COMTRADE 

Export Trend 2002-2012 
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 Tax exemption of the exported goods, which was an incentive for exporting more.  

 Financial tools such as loans for the exporters. 

However, this increase lasted until early 2011. The high exchange rate of foreign currencies 

versus Rials in mid-2011 and 2012 caused decrease in exported saffron value in USD. In 2010, the 

value was 3,000/4,000 USD per Kg, while in 2011-2012, the value decreased to 1,000/1,500 USD 

per Kg saffron. 

India, which after Iran is the biggest producer, is among the top 10 importers of saffron. Greece 

stands in the third place in terms of production volume but the export trends of saffron in Greece 

indicate a considerable decline in export from this country. This decrease is mainly due to 

economic crisis in this country in the recent years. The table below shows the export trend of the 

major producer countries. 

 
Export of Major Saffron Producer (2008-2012) 

Exporters 
Exported 
value in 

2012 

Exported 
value in 

2011 

Exported 
value in 

2010 

Exported 
value in 

2009 

Exported 
value in 

2008 
Total 

Share 
of  

Total 
World 
Export 

World 484,000,000 373,371,766 408,254,631 291,907,908 178,667,358 1,736,201,663 100% 

Iran 418,862,000 292,431,890 293,231,432 179,000,000 89,000,000 1,272,525,322 73.3% 

Spain 51,423,393 50,283,022 66,914,930 70,610,688 68,963,026 308,195,059 17.8% 

Greece 886,101 568,394 606,240 2,397,861 372,453 4,831,049 0.3% 

France 2,368,359 6,246,959 4,846,250 5,200,244 3,476,849 22,138,661 1.3% 

Italy 922,182 835,184 730,126 622,684 649,026 3,759,202 0.2% 

Portugal* 3,856,733 4,421,488 5,982,007 5,233,802 1,972,536 21,466,566 1.2% 

India 2,170,576 1,516,234 1,496,374 952,036 1,480,724 7,615,944 0.4% 

Other 
Countries 

3,510,656 17,068,595 34,447,272 27,890,593 12,752,744 95,669,860 5.5% 

 

 

Major Exporters of Saffron  

The UAE is the second major exporter of saffron after Iran. Few data are available, however we 

estimate that 90% of the saffron imported to UAE is re-exported to India, China and Persian Gulf 

countries, Far Asian countries and even Europe. 95% of saffron is imported from Iran. Free trade 

zone as well as proper export facilities, and economic stability have made UAE a major hub for 

saffron trade.  

Countries such as Portugal, Switzerland, Austria, Germany and England do not produce saffron 

however, they are saffron exporters. Countries such as Spain, Italy and France produce saffron 

however; their production is irrelevant compare to their export. Spain produced 2.3 tons of 

saffron in 2010 but exported some 50 million dollar worth of saffron. Iran’s lack of active and 

Values: US $ 

Sources: ITC UN COMTRADE 

* Portugal is not a producer country, but in recent years, it has been one of the biggest exporter countries.  
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effective participation in saffron trade has directed other countries to trade Iranian saffron and to 

generate more added values.  

The chart below shows the major exporting countries. Please note that UAE is the second major 

exporter country however as its share of export is not registered in international databases, we 

have not shown it in the chart below. 

 

 

 

Exporters 
Exported value in 

2009 
Exported value in 

2010 
Exported value in 

2011 
Exported value in 

2012 

World 291,907 409,722 374,359 484,000 

Iran 179,000 293,231 292,432 418,000 

Spain 70,611 66,915 50,283 51,423 

Portugal 5,234 5,982 4,421 3,857 

Germany 1,722 2,737 3,391 2,571 

France 5,200 4,846 6,247 2,368 

India 952 1,496 1,516 2,171 

Switzerland 5,524 2,480 3,316 2,159 

UK 1,253 1,284 1,794 1,012 

Italy 623 732 836 920 

Austria 714 862 681 891 

Other Countries 21,074 2,9157 9,442 6,628 

 

 

Iran 
84.8% 

Italy 
0.2% 

Austria 
0.2% 

UK 
0.2% 

Switzerland 
0.4% India 

0.4% 

France 
0.5% 

Germany 
0.5% 

Portugal 
0.8% 

Spain 
10.6% 

Others 
1.4% 

Major exporting countries in 2012 

Major saffron exporters in recent years 

 

Values: Thousand US$ 

Sources: ITC UN COMTRADE 
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Major Importers of Saffron  

The UAE, Spain, Italy, the US, France, Germany, Switzerland, India, Sweden, Argentina and 

England are the major importers, followed by Hong Kong, Japan, Canada, Portugal and Austria.  

The US, Austria, Argentina, Japan, Canada, Switzerland and Sweden consume the most part of the 

imported saffron while Italy, Spain, and UAE consume only part of the imported saffron and re-

export the rest. 

For countries such as UAE, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait reliable statistics are not available for all 

years. However based on non-official data we have estimated their share in the import market of 

saffron. In 2013, Saudi Arabia imported more than US$14 million worth of saffron from Iran, 

followed by the UAE US$80 million and Qatar 2 million US$. 

 
 

In recent years, Portugal, Argentina and Qatar emerged as importing countries. 

  

 

NO Country Weight (kg) Imported value (IRR) Imported value (USD) 

1 UAE 53808 1997968874994 80308302 

2 Spain 35421 1371309165018 55020281 

3 Saudi Arabia 11987 364397096709 14679214 

4 Hong Kong 6183 234693588538 9442918 

5 India 5103 197345900530 7951844 

6 China 4738 181324503896 7305950 

7 Italy 3975 238198887283 9542380 

8 Germany 2199 89366566988 3597118 

9 Qatar 1683 64773098051 2601134 

10 Sweden 1231 40228112883 1614796 

Spain 
28% 

Italy 
12% 

United States of 
America 

10% 

France 
6% 

Sweden 
5% 

India 
4% 

Switzerland 
4% 

Argentina 
4% 

Germany 
4% 

United Kingdom 
3% 

Others 
20% 

10 major global importers of saffron in 2012  

* Thousand $ 

Top ten saffron importer countries from Iran in 2013 
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Major saffron importers in recent years 

Importers 
Imported value in 

2009 
Imported value in 

2010 
Imported value in 

2011 
Imported value in 

2012 

World 229026 312644 267937 149326 

Spain 66662 53115 38715 42644 

Italy 42011 30459 21578 19043 

United States of 
America 

13730 14728 14007 14715 

France 12653 14030 10390 8650 

Sweden 14852 8008 7921 7188 

India 4982 4760 8353 6133 

Switzerland 12788 9744 6910 5603 

Argentina 11609 6783 5101 5519 

Germany 5184 6942 5199 5233 

United Kingdom 6326 6420 5356 3764 

Others 38229 157655 144407 30834 

 

 

Production of Saffron in the World 

Due to very specific climate requirements, saffron grows in few countries. Unfortunately, the 

data are not available for all producer countries regarding the saffron yield. According to recent 

statistics published by producing countries the average yield is as follows:  

 

No. Region/Country 
Surface 

(Hectares) 
Production 

(Tons) 
Efficiency 

(Kg/Hectare) 

Share in the 
world 

(Production) 

1 Iran (Khorasan) 67297 239 3.5 90.7% 

2 India (Kashmir) 3200 12.5 3.9 4.4% 

3 Spain (Castilla La mancha) 165 2.3 14 0.8% 

4 Greece (Kozzani) 1750 7 4 2.5% 

5 Azerbaijan 30 0.2 6.6 0.06% 

6 Morocco 200 2.6 3.2 0.9% 

7 Italy (Sardinia) 500 1 2 0.3% 

8 Afghanistan 800 0.8 4 0.2% 

9 China 500 1 2 0.3% 

Total 85949 288.4 - 100% 

 

 

Very small production areas, less than 10 hectares, are reported in New Zealand, France, 

Switzerland, England, and the US. In the Abruzzo region, in Italy, saffron is cultivated in L’Aquila.   

No exact data are available for producing countries such as Afghanistan, Morocco, Azerbaijan and 

China and generally very different numbers are available about the cultivation in these countries. 

It seems that the cultivated land in Azerbaijan is less than 30 hectare or in Afghanistan, it would 

be more than 800 hectares.  

Values: Thousand US$ 

 Sources: ITC UN COMTRADE 

Production and yield (2010)* 

* Iran and Spain data’s source: ITC 

Other countries data’s source: Diverse 
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In Greece in 2012 due to draught and economic crisis, cultivation of saffron declined to 1.7 tons 

per year. (Compared to 7 tons in 2010 as shown in the table) 

 

Until 1970, Spain was the major producer of saffron with 60 tons production per year. Spain also, 

had experienced the production of 120 tons in 1930. The graph below shows changes in the 

cultivation and production of saffron in Spain throughout the 20th century. 

Dried saffron stigmas 

 
 

Upon the increase in wages and other factors, cultivation of saffron in Spain declined to the point 

that today, only around 165 hectares of saffron farms have remained. However, its production of 

14 kg/Ha is the highest globally. A study conducted in Spain shows that the yield of irrigated 

saffron increases up to 18 to 19 kg/Ha, while the average production for dry farming is 9 kg/Ha. 

In the period 2000-2010, the increased price of saffron as well as the economic crises in Europe 

resulted in an increased cultivation area in Spain, as shown in the table below. Also the 

cultivation and production of saffron in west China, Afghanistan and Greece is expected to 

increase in coming years. 

 

 

 

Year 
Surface 

(Hectare) 
Yield 

(kg/ha) 
Production 
(kilogram) 

Average price perceived 
by farmers (euro/100kg) 

Value (thousands of 
euros) 

2000 233 12.11 2.822 92.800 2.619 

2001 233 12.09 2.818 99.608 2.807 

2002 238 11.84 2.818 117.127 3.301 

2003 235 14.55 3.420 121.342 4.150 

2004 87 12.08 1.051 130.695 1.374 

2005 83 9.88 820 131.236 1.076 

2006 116 11.47 1.330 131.236 1.745 

2007 112 12.01 1.345 141.179 1.899 

2008 136 13.55 1.843 176.734 3.257 

2009 143 12.79 1.829 273.403 5.001 

2010 165 14.13 2.332 300.792 7.014 

Source: Spain Ministry of Agriculture 

Surfaces and crop yields - industrial cultivation -Saffron (stigmas roasted)2000-2010 
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Cultivation area in India 
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2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

1997-1998 1998-1999 1999-2000 2000-2001 2001-2002 2002-2003 2003-2004 2004-05

Area (ooo ha) 5.707 4.116 3.007 2.831 2.713 2.825 2.742 3.143

Production (MT) 15.95 12.88 7.65 3.59 0.3 6.5 5.15 6.86

Productivity (kg/ha) 2.8 3.13 1.89 1.27 0.095 2.28 1.88 2.23

Export 6.59 9.77 5.23 1.87 3.5 3.47 7 0

0
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Cultivation area in Spain 2000-2010 

Saffron production volume in Spain 2000-2010 

Source: Spain Ministry of Agriculture 

Source: Spain Ministry of Agriculture 

Source: India Ministry of Agriculture 
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The production rate of saffron in Iran has grown in the past 20 years. Overall, the cultivation of 

Saffron in Spain and Italy, which in the past were considered as two major producers, has 

decreased (Studying the last 50 years) but as the agriculture practices have improved, therefore 

the yield per Hectare has increased and is 14 Kg/Ha in Spain and 6.1 Kg/Ha in Italy.  

One of the main reasons for decreasing the cultivation area in different countries is the fact that 

cultivation and harvesting of saffron and also the processing are very labor intensive. For the 

moment the mechanization of cultivation, harvesting and separating the stigma from petal is not 

possible. Hence, all these operations need the human work-force and this causes an increase in 

the cost.  

For one kg of dry saffron we should harvest 78.5 kg of Saffron flowers, meaning about 170,000 

flowers handled by workers. Due to high rate of human’s wage in the countries such as Spain, 

Italy and Greece the production of saffron is not economical comparing to Iran, India, Morocco or 

Azerbaijan. 

Changes in climatic conditions have also affected saffron cultivation in some regions. 

Saffron environmental requirements are as follows: 
- Snowy winters and dry and hot summers 

- 300 mm of rain during the growth period 

- Temperature ranging from a minimum of -18°C to a maximum of 40°C. 

- Latitude from 32 to 36° north and up to 1,000m above sea level.  

 

 

 

 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Area (Ha) 56,643 58,743 65,206 67,297 72,162 79,394
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Cultivation Area in Iran 

Source: Iran Ministry of Agriculture 
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Target Markets of Exporting Countries  

1- The United Arab Emirates (UAE)  
 

According to available data and other information collected from traders in the UAE, these are 

the main export markets for UAE:    

 
 

In addition, almost all saffron exported by UAE is in the form of bulk and is combined with fake 

ingredients as well. 

2- Spain  

Spain is one of the forerunners of saffron export and it was the largest producers of saffron in the 

world in the early 20th century. Recently, Spain has been regarded as the third exporter country, 

following Iran and the United Arab Emirates. However, Spain generates more added value and 

benefit from international saffron trade compared to Iran and Arab Emirates.  

The main reasons of generating more added values are commercial repute of this country in the 

market of saffron and also strong presence in the international markets, international retail 

sector, and more accessibility to market channels.  

Over 95% of exported saffron by Spain is exported in the small packages, which is sold and 

exported to selling companies, large chain stores, and the final consumer in international level. 

Spain exported $51,423,000 Saffron in 2012 which shows a 3% increases compared to 2011. 

Over 83% of exported saffron from Iran in 2012 was exported to only five countries (in form of 

bulk).These countries are UAE, Spain, Arabie Saudite, Italy and Hong Kong (China). These 

countries re-export the saffron. However, the saffron exported by Spain was exported in small 

packages and over 90% of it, is consumed in final consumer’s markets.  

China 
40% 

Europe & Spain 
20% 

Middle East 
Countries 

15% 

India 
5% 

Others 
20% 

UAE export markets 

Source: ITC UN COMTRADE 



 

11 

 

Saffro
n

 In
d

u
stry V

alu
e

 C
h

a
in

 D
e

velo
p

m
e

n
t 

Even some countries such as UAE, have started to import packaged saffron from Spain and to re -

export to the final target markets.  

 
 

3- Greece  

Although Greece is not any longer regarded as a large exporter of saffron over the recent years, it 

is still considered as one of the largest producers of saffron due to its great previous potential 

and production ability. Over the past ten years, Greece has had the largest saffron cultivated area 

after Iran and India. The production rate in Greece has decreased due to different reasons such 

as drought in recent years.  

Despite an unprecedented recession in Greece this country has focused on Saffron cultivation 

and exportation, since in poor economic conditions and lack of primary sources, saffron is 

regarded as a plant requiring less input. Therefore, some regions, previously abandoning saffron 

cultivation, re-started to cultivate this product and it is predictable that Greece will increase 

exporting saffron in the next years as it did in 2000 to 2005. Greece exported $885,000 Saffron to 

different countries in 2012 which shows a dramatic rise in exportation of saffron from this 

country compared to $568,000 in 2011. The major importing countries from Greece are shown in 

the chart below: 

 

United States of 
America 

19% 

Italy 
14% 

Sweden 
11% 

Switzerland 
7% 

United Arab Emirates 
6% 

Argentina 
6% 

United Kingdom 
6% 

France 
6% 

Japan 
3% 

Germany 
3% 

Others 
19% 

Importers from Spain in 2012 

Source: ITC UN COMTRADE 
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4- India  

Currently, India, in Kashmir region, has the highest cultivation area after Iran. India has a strong 

tendency to increase saffron cultivation which is mainly due to improvement of its economy. 

However, there have been no significant changes in cultivated area in this country over the 

recent years. Nevertheless, India is one of the important exporters and consumers of spices all 

over the world. India in order to protect its domestic saffron has set a 35% tariff for saffron 

imports. As the most of the saffron imported into this country is either from other origins or is 

being imported under the name of other commodities, it is impossible to have any accurate and 

official statistics of imported saffron into this country. UAE is the major saffron importer from 

India.  

 

 

Spain 
32.9% 

Italy 
23.9% 

united States of 
America 

6.0% 

Switzerland 
5.0% 

Australia 
2.0% 

Canada 
2.0% 

United Arab Emirates 
1.0% 

Norway 
0.3% 

Others 
26.9% 

Importers from Greece in 2012 

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Greece Saffron Export (Thousand $) 2398 606 568 886 706

0
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3000

Greece Saffron Export 

Source: ITC UN COMTRADE 
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Saffron produced in India does not have a high quality and it is not highly welcomed among 

buyers due to its high humidity and dark appearance.  

Over $2 million saffron export from India was recorded in 2012 which was mainly purchased by 

the United Arabic Emirates, Italy, Qatar, Oman, and Spain. Except Emirates and Spain, other 

countries, which purchase saffron from India, buy it in small packages. The major buyers of this 

product in importing countries are basically the Indian residents in those countries who prefer to 

purchase saffron produced by India.  

5- France  

France is one of the top ten saffron importer countries and is one of the most important 

consumer countries. France imported $8,650,000 Saffron in 2012 while exporting only 

$2,368,000 of it to other countries. In other words, over 72% of imported saffron to this country 

has been domestically consumed.  

According to the field surveys, less than five companies in France export saffron and four of these 

companies are Iranian. The major application of saffron in this country is in culinary and also in 

beverages and cosmetic industry. Also France imports saffron from Spain and UAE. Major saffron 

importer countries from France in 2012 include: 
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6- Portugal  

Since 2004, Portugal has been one of the major export intermediaries of saffron. Due to 

commercial and cultural relationships between this country and Latin American and South 

American countries such as Argentina, Mexico, and also due to inability of Iranian exporters in 

developing international markets, Portugal has seized the opportunity. Portugal mainly imports 

saffron from Spain and small amount from Iran and other countries. Major countries purchasing 

Saffron from Portugal include:  
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