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Dear Fellow Citizens,

As a group of former officials of the United States government and professionals in  
the field of U.S. national security, we support the publication of Iran and Its Neighbors:  
Regional Implications for U.S. Policy of a Nuclear Agreement. We applaud its authors and 
their goal of contributing an objective, nonpartisan analysis to a complex and important 
discussion. While some of us made contributions, we do not necessarily agree with 
every judgment or with each of the recommendations for U.S. policy. 

We associate ourselves with this report in the hope that it will contribute to an informed 
debate on critical challenges to American interests. We also believe that it is consistent 
with President Obama’s policy of trying to reach a diplomatic solution to limiting Iran’s 
nuclear program and achieve greater stability in the Middle East through diplomatic and 
other efforts, without the large-scale use of American military force. 

This report takes a balanced, fact-based approach, to form a strategic analysis of the  
challenges and opportunities for U.S. policymakers in the Middle East following a compre-
hensive nuclear agreement with Iran. It is similar to the last publication of The Iran Project, 
Strategic Options for Iran: Balancing Pressure with Diplomacy, in that it seeks to look forward 
and make recommendations for U.S. policy for the region around Iran. As suggested in the 
prior work, the conclusion of a nuclear agreement could lead to a wider discussion on issues 
of interest to the United States and Iran. This new document is an effort to lay the ground-
work for a wider discussion of U.S. strategic thinking for the Middle East.  

Given the report’s forward-looking nature and the rapidly developing changes in  
Iran’s part of the world, particularly the emergence of the Islamic State or ISIS, some of  
the analysis and policy recommendations may be out of date by the time of publication.  
The Iran Project chose to go forward knowing that significant change is likely to continue 
in that region for many years and perhaps decades. 

We commend this publication to the American public because it sheds light on sectarian 
divides and ethnic tensions; the complex interaction of nationalism, terrorist action, and 
humanitarian disasters; and the impact of petroleum riches on the politics of the region. 
Abraham Lincoln said, “I am a firm believer in the people. If given the truth, they can be 
depended on to meet any national crisis. The great point is to bring them the real facts.” 
This report tries to bring some of the facts about an unusually complex and violent region 
to the American people; and provide thoughts on how the U.S. might contribute to a  
more stable era.    This document is published by The Iran Project; the content is  

the collective view of the signers.

This report is the fourth in a series of papers published by  
The Iran Project that provides a basis for better understanding 
the standoff between the United States and Iran. It analyses  
relations between Iran and its neighbors and offers policy 
recommendations for the United States in the region after a 
nuclear agreement with Iran is concluded.  

From the signers of this document  
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       Any successful strategy. . .needs strong  
regional partners. I’m encouraged so far that 
countries in the region, countries that don’t  
always agree on many things, increasingly  
recognize the primacy of the threat that  
ISIL [ISIS] poses to all of them.

President Barack Obama, August 2014

“ 

”
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Iran and its Neighbors:  
Regional Implications for U.S. Policy  
of a Nuclear Agreement 
A Paper from The Iran Project

This fourth report of The Iran Project1 looks beyond the diplomatic, economic, and  
military aspects of the nuclear issue—the subjects of previous publications—to examine 
Iran's relations with its neighbors, and the possibility that a nuclear agreement could 
increase American leverage in the region. The nuclear issue has loomed so large for 
so long that it has heavily influenced how many see Iran. Resolving this problem would 
settle a matter important in its own right and open up opportunities for U.S. policy. 

A comprehensive agreement on Iran’s nuclear program will be a catalyst for change  
in the ever-turbulent Middle East. The United States has vital national interests at stake 
throughout the region and will need to develop strategies to face the latest threats 
to its security. This may involve new forms of cooperation—even with unusual bed-
fellows. Each player involved will react differently to a nuclear accord, which will in 
turn affect overlapping and diverging interests with Iran. This report examines these 
dynamics and the implications they will have for American policy in both the short  
and long term.

The authors of this report and the national security experts who endorse its  
overall findings and recommendations share a number of broad understandings  
that have guided the analysis. We recognize that Iranian policy and actions present  
serious challenges to American interests and are of high concern to Israel, the Gulf 
States, and others. Distrust of Iran’s intentions in developing a large-scale nuclear  
program has contributed to the sanctions that the United States and other nations have 
imposed. We remain firmly against any effort by Iran to develop nuclear weapons and 
recognize that even reaching a comprehensive agreement in the current negotiations 
does not fully guarantee this outcome. We are persuaded, however, that concluding an 
agreement that imposes severe restrictions on Iran’s nuclear activities and establishes a 
comprehensive and continual monitoring and verification program is the most effective 
means of reducing the risks that Iran could acquire nuclear weapons.

       Misery acquaints a man with strange  
bedfellows

William Shakespeare, The Tempest

“ ”

1 Previous Iran Project reports include: Weighing the Benefits and Costs of Military Action Against Iran, September 

2012; Weighing the Benefits and Costs of International Sanctions Against Iran, December 2012; and Strategic  

Options for Iran: Balancing Pressure with Diplomacy, April 2013, all found at www.theiranproject.org
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The talks between Iran and the permanent members of the United Nations Security 
Council plus Germany (P5+1) produced an important interim agreement, the Joint Plan 
of Action (JPOA), in November 2013. Under the terms of the JPOA, Iran has taken  
significant steps to interrupt the advance of its nuclear program, has complied with its  
commitments to reduce stockpiles of enriched uranium, and is now poised to grant 
greatly increased access and monitoring for many years ahead. Agreement to strict 
long-term limits to its nuclear activities and intrusive inspections would clarify that Iran is 
serious. Moreover, a substantial period of more open engagement with the world would 
increase Tehran’s economic and political stake in upholding the agreement. 

If the leaders of the United States and Iran are prepared to take on their domestic 
political opponents’ opposition to the agreement now taking shape, then their  
governments can turn to the broader agenda of regional issues. Failure to sign an  
accord could have dangerous consequences: Iran’s eventual acquisition of a nuclear  
weapon, a greatly reduced chance of defeating major threats elsewhere in the  
region, and even war. 

This report differs from its predecessors in that it is more forward-looking, and neces-
sarily includes some speculation. We have nonetheless sought to provide a balanced 
analysis and to make our judgments fact-based, as reflected in extensive footnotes. 
Our analysis and recommendations are informed by some of the leading experts in 
the field, several of whom prepared early drafts of the report.

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE PAPER
Essays on Iran’s seven neighbors, non-state actors, ON ENERGY and  
on the United States’ military presence 

The policies toward Tehran in many states in the region are shaped at least as much 
by their relations with Washington as they are by differences with Iran. For several 
states, ties with the United States are the most important they have, and cannot be 
divorced from other considerations. Some of these states believe that an improve-
ment in U.S.–Iran relations might help fashion their own rapprochement with Tehran. 
Others, such as Israel, fear and oppose any form of U.S.–Iran cooperation. However, 
over time, an Iran that is more integrated into the world community might have a 
stronger reason to pursue its interests through legitimate means rather than covert  
or illegal routes. 
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This report has been prepared amid events that suggest a tectonic shift in the  
Middle East. The successes of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) threaten the 
unity of Iraq, exacerbate violence in Syria, and compound the already grave humani-
tarian crisis in the region. The severe unrest and current violence against Kurds in Iraq 
has increased pressure to establish a separate state of Kurdistan and has further  
complicated Turkey’s relations with Iraq, Syria, and Iran. The rise of ISIS has reinforced 
Iran’s role in support of the government in Iraq and raises the possibility of U.S.–Iran 
cooperation in stabilizing Iraq even before a nuclear agreement is signed. The  
intensification of Shi’ite–Sunni violence underlines the importance for the United States 
not siding with, nor appearing to side with, either party in this intensifying sectarian  
conflict. Additionally, as the United States withdraws from Afghanistan, it will need  
regional partners (such as Iran) to strengthen that country against a violent future. 

We do not suggest that a nuclear agreement is the only event that will spark new  
relationships in the Middle East. Nor are we arguing that it is essential to reach  
agreement in order that discussions can take place with Iran on other vital regional 
problems. We do believe, however, that there is a strong link between settling the 
nuclear standoff and America’s ability to play an effective role in a rapidly changing 
Middle East, and that a nuclear agreement will help unlock the door to new options. 

The United States is the only outside power with the interest, leverage, and  
capacity to play a leading role in the region. It stands to reap more benefit than  
any other outside power from new patterns of cooperation. It will also bear the  
heaviest burdens if it contributes unwittingly to further deterioration of this troubled 
area because it misunderstood or did not appreciate a fresh dynamic. 

A tough-minded assessment of priorities is more important than ever. A comprehensive 
nuclear agreement would enable the United States to perceive those priorities without 
every lens being colored by that single issue. Talking with Iran and coordinating  
strategies with it against ISIS are critical steps to making progress. While it is clear that 
discussions alone will not bring about agreement on common action, the opportunity 
to work through differences diplomatically could help in understanding whether other 
cooperative efforts are possible in the region. Such changes in the hostile relationship 
between the United States and Iran would unfold over several years and would depend 
on how Iran adjusts as it slowly emerges from its present status as an international 
pariah. Should it fail to honor its obligations under a nuclear accord, a quite different 
scenario would arise.
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nations of the region to achieve a common goal. Cooperation with Iran would thus 
take place within a larger regional grouping that should include the Gulf States and 
Turkey in addition to the Government of Iraq. After an agreement, the U.S. should 
test whether Iran would collaborate on exchanges of information about ISIS and to 
discuss possible cooperation in direct action. However, even before an agreement  
is signed, given that the U.S. has publicly stated that it will not engage with Iran  
on such an effort, it may be necessary to explore such possibilities indirectly through 
intermediaries in the Iraqi government. None of these efforts with Iran for a  
common cause would negate or eliminate U.S. concerns about Iran's relations  
with and support for other organizations that have used terrorist tactics. The  
U.S. should make clear in any talks with Iran that it opposes Iran’s support for  
terrorism including Hezbollah and Hamas actions against Israel. 

Iraq.  The United States should seek to work with all the nations that border Iraq  
to preserve it as a unitary state. Partition of the Sunni, Shi’ite, and Kurdish regions  
in Iraq will almost certainly lead to future conflict and ethnic cleansing, as well as  
disrupt the stability of other nations, including Lebanon and Jordan. After an agree-
ment, the United States should encourage Iran to continue to press Baghdad on 
reconciliation, a more inclusive government, equitable treatment for all Iraqis, and 
the institution of extensive reforms. It should also seek ways to complement U.S. 
training and strikes by air and Special Forces against ISIS strongholds. 

Syria.  Since there is no military solution to the Syrian civil war the U.S. should de-
velop a political strategy that could achieve short-term humanitarian objectives leading 
toward a long-term solution combined with steps that could defeat ISIS in their home 
bases in Syria. After a nuclear agreement, the United States should consult with the 
United Nations and with other states to convene a Geneva III meeting, with the aim  
of achieving immediate humanitarian aid, a cease-fire in western Syria and a long-term 
solution to maintain Syria as a unitary state. The constitution would guarantee civil  
and legal rights for its citizens and at some point internationally-supervised elections. 
In such a process, the United States should seek the participation of Saudi Arabia,  
Russia, Iran, Turkey, and representatives of the moderate Syrian opposition. The  
inclusion of Iran would be a crucial addition that would increase the possibility of  
success. Now that Assad has begun to direct his military might against ISIS he  
should also be invited. Without these key players, especially Iran and the Syrian  
government, another international meeting would be fruitless.

Afghanistan.  The United States should set a high priority on developing broad inter-
national support for Afghanistan’s transition to new leadership. In managing the period 
after U.S. forces depart, the emphasis should be on assuring the country’s security,  
territorial integrity, and economic growth. Iran can play a critical part and, with the  
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Iran will find it difficult to resolve all the issues with its neighbors, yet it could  
eventually function as one of several poles in a multipolar Middle East, each of 
which would present elements of conflict with the United States as well as  
elements of potential cooperation. 

This report contains individual essays on the relations Iran has with seven of its 
neighbors, in which we seek to convey how these relations might evolve after 
a nuclear agreement. Every chapter includes an analysis of both sides of each 
relationship and the policy shifts that might be anticipated. We have tried to be 
scrupulous in presenting what we believe Iran and each of its neighbors think and 
how they approach each other. Also in this section are essays on Iran's relations 
with key non-state actors, on energy, and on the U.S. military presence in the  
Gulf. We believe that these ten essays set the stage for the recommendations  
for U.S. policy that follow. 

Recommendations for U.S. policy.  
This is a summary of the report’s recommendations based on our analysis  
contained in the foregoing essays.  

Talks with Iran.  The United States must make every effort to negotiate a  
comprehensive nuclear agreement that limits Iran’s enrichment of uranium  
and production and separation of plutonium in line with civilian purposes and  
provides for comprehensive inspection and monitoring of that program.  

Assuming the successful completion of negotiations, the US should develop a 
comprehensive strategy for dealing with Iran on a wide range of regional issues. 
The U.S. and its friends and allies should follow a two-track approach of pres-
sure and incentives. While maintaining a watchful eye on Iran’s compliance with 
a readiness to bring pressure when needed, the United States and others should 
promote trade, investment, and other forms of cooperation that will encourage  
Iran to adhere to  its commitments. The U.S. must also maintain robust military 
cooperation with Israel and the Gulf States.

After a nuclear agreement is reached, the United States should enter into regular 
discussions with Iran, which should include all outstanding questions. Although 
initially trust will be low, such discussions will be essential to determine the  
degree of possible cooperation.

Regional Cooperation against terrorist groups.  A challenge for the U.S. will 
be to cooperate with nations in the region against terrorist threats without appear-
ing to take sides in the Sunni and Shi’a conflict. The degradation and defeat of 
ISIS presents an opportunity for America to work even handedly with the  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Alternative strategy after a failure  
to reach an agreement
Should a nuclear agreement not be reached, the United States should prepare itself 
for a sustained confrontation with Iran and realize that, far from being a partner, it 
would more likely become an even greater obstacle to American interests. Failure in 
negotiations would lead Congress, probably with the support of the administration, 
to increase sanctions. The immediate consequence could be a failure to get many 
other nations to remain committed to the sanctions regime. 

Without an agreement, it is unlikely that the existing Iranian government or its  
replacement would have the authority or desire to agree to collaborate over other 
U.S. objectives in the region—Iraq, ISIS, Syria, and Afghanistan. Iran’s reaction 
to the renewal of sanctions would probably be to build its nuclear program with 
renewed conviction in America’s assumed interest in regime change. Tehran might 
make the decision to build a nuclear weapon, calculating that hostility from the 
United States was inevitable and unending, and that what Iran most needed was  
a deterrent against possible military attack. This environment could lead the  
United States and Israel to threaten military strikes, with the probability of war,  
either deliberate or inadvertent. 

A further consideration is that, if the Rouhani government failed to reach a nuclear 
agreement and relieve sanctions, then the conservatives in Tehran would return to 
dominate the thinking and actions of the Supreme Leader, resulting in a more reaction-
ary, more corrupt, and poorer government more likely to violate the rights of its citizens.

Whether negotiations fail will depend on the negotiating behavior of both sides.  
But failure will likely have a far-reaching negative impact and inhibit America’s ability 
to be strategic in managing the challenges and threats to its interests throughout 
the Middle East over the next decade and beyond. 

This summary cannot do justice to the months of study that have gone into preparing what 
follows, or to the rigor of the research and analysis that buttress its conclusions. We have 
tried to provide an accurate assessment of each country’s relations with Iran and how dy-
namics might change after an agreement on Iran’s nuclear program. Despite the challenges 
entailed, we remain persuaded that such an accord will call for a restructuring of U.S. policy 
in the region. We believe the facts, professional judgments, and recommendations that we 
have assembled will stimulate the informed debate and reflection necessary for successful 
decision-making.
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cooperation of America, be brought in as a full partner. Coordinating strategies could take 
the form of a trilateral working group of Iranian, Afghan, and American representatives.

Israel.  Washington will have to make an extraordinary effort with Israel and  
its many supporters in the U.S. Congress to dampen hostility and promote  
acceptance of a nuclear agreement. The United States will need to persuade senior  
Israeli officials that an agreement will increase their country’s security. It will also 
have to address their desire for advanced weaponry and defense equipment, and 
to convince Tel Aviv that, should Israel decide to attack Iran while the nuclear  
agreement is being implemented, this will be opposed by the United States.

Turkey.  America should mount a diplomatic effort with Turkey to prepare for the 
period after the nuclear agreement and seek its help in encouraging Iran to play a 
constructive role. With the lifting of sanctions, renewed trade between Iran and  
Turkey could provide early benefits to both countries. The historic rivalry between 
the two countries would suggest that Turkey is not likely to become an ally of Iran, 
but it could still work with Tehran on such critical problems as defeating ISIS,  
building a stable and integrated Iraq, and addressing the future of the Kurds.  

U.S. military presence.  The United States should maintain an appropriate-sized 
force in the Gulf. While the draw down of American troops in Afghanistan will require 
less military support from Gulf facilities, a presence in the region would still be need-
ed to meet other contingencies, including the possibility of increased action against 
ISIS, and to assure the Gulf States of America’s commitment to their security.

Saudi Arabia and Gulf States cooperation.  The United States should look 
toward a reduction of tensions across the Gulf after a nuclear agreement. Specifically, 
it should: reassure the Saudis and other Gulf States of the continued presence of 
U.S. forces; urge all of the Gulf States to help Sunnis in Iraq and Syria to oppose ISIS: 
and encourage greater cooperation among the Gulf States, particularly in the areas 
of petroleum, natural gas, and other commercial trade. The United States will need 
to undertake a strenuous effort with the Saudi ruling family to assure it of America’s 
continuing good relations and of the benefits a nuclear agreement could bring. 

Energy.  Following an accord, the United States and its European allies should 
encourage the development of Iran’s vast energy resources, particularly natural gas, 
to ease Europe’s heavy dependence on Russia. The U.S. should also promote the 
expansion of energy interconnectivity through pipelines and electricity grids, and 
cross-border projects in the region. Such cooperation will not eliminate conflict from 
the Gulf, but shared interests in peaceful, reliable, and profitable energy markets 
could become a cornerstone of new intra-regional relations.
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I.
1. Overview   

This fourth report of The Iran Project1 looks beyond the diplomatic, economic, and military 
aspects of the nuclear issue—the subjects of previous surveys—to examine Iran's relations 
with its neighbors and especially how those relations might evolve after a comprehensive 
agreement. In fact, the real reward of a nuclear agreement with Iran may well be significantly 
greater American leverage in the Middle East’s many crises. 
	 The nuclear issue has loomed so large for so long that it has heavily influenced how 
many see Iran, has shaped and limited Tehran's role, and has constrained America’s ability 
to handle other regional questions. This is now changing. Resolving the problem of Iran's 
nuclear program would both settle a matter important in its own right and open up diplo-
matic opportunities throughout the Middle East. 
	 We do not suggest that a nuclear agreement is the only event that will spark new 
relationships. Nor are we arguing that it is essential to reach agreement in order that contacts 
with Iran can take place on other vital aspects of U.S. security. We do say, however, that there 
is a strong link between settling the nuclear standoff and America’s ability to play a role in a 
rapidly changing Middle East, and that a nuclear agreement will be a catalyst for setting U.S. 
priorities in the region.  
	 We have decided to publish this report amid events that suggest a tectonic shift in 
parts of the Middle East. The successes of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) threaten 
the unity of Iraq. In addition, the severe unrest in Iraq has contributed to the possible 
emergence of a separate state of Kurdistan, which in turn has affected Turkey’s relations with 
the region. The rise of ISIS has also opened the door to an expanded role for Iran in support 
of the Shi’a majority government in Iraq; a new type of U.S.–Iran relationship even before a 
nuclear agreement is signed; and the intensification of Shi’ite–Sunni violence. 
	 The occupation of large territory by ISIS has been a significant new challenge  
for Iran, most of its neighbors, and for the United States. The need to stop ISIS and other  
terrorist groups is an added reason for the United States to think about new strategies, 
including ways to work with Iran. Such discussions have been difficult without a nuclear 
agreement and will be much more so should negotiations break down. 

Introduction 

“       International politics is no longer a zero-  
sum game but a multi-dimensional arena where 
cooperation and competition often occur  
simultaneously. . . . World leaders are expected to 
lead in turning threats into opportunities.

 
Iranian President Hassan Rouhani, September 2013

”

1 Previous Iran Project reports include: Weighing the Benefits and Costs of Military Action Against Iran, September 

2012; Weighing the Benefits and Costs of International Sanctions Against Iran, December 2012; and Strategic  

Options for Iran: Balancing Pressure with Diplomacy, April 2013, all found at www.theiranproject.org
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2. Shared Understandings

The authors of the report brought to their task many shared understandings that provided 
our diverse group with a common perspective, namely:
	 u This report focuses on U.S. policy implications involving Iran and other coun-
tries in the Middle East. We have decided to publish despite the fact that events are moving 
so quickly that some of what we say may be out of date by the time we go to print. We do 
not address outside states beyond the scope of the nuclear negotiations themselves, but we 
recognize that countries such as Russia, China, and nations within the European Union 
(who are involved in nuclear negotiations) as well as India and Pakistan—have a stake in the 
Middle East and varying degress of influence there. However, the nature of their engagement 
is beyond our immediate scope, mentioning them only as appropriate. 
	 u We recognize, as in our previous reports, that Iran’s policies represent a serious 
challenge to U.S. interests and are of high concern to Israel, the Gulf States, our European 
allies, and others. Iran bears substantial responsibility for the mutual hostility that character-
izes relations between our two countries. Distrust of Iran’s intentions in developing a large-
scale nuclear program has contributed to the sanctions that the United States and other 
nations have imposed on Iran.
	 u We oppose Iran’s obtaining a nuclear weapon and recognize that reaching a  
comprehensive nuclear agreement does not make achieving this goal by any means certain.  
We hold, however, that a comprehensive agreement that both caps and rolls back key ele-
ments of the program and increases intensive monitoring provides the best means of reach-
ing our common objective: the prevention of Iran becoming a nuclear weapons state.
	 u We believe that the opportunities for collaboration with Iran that we describe 
in this report should not lead the United States to sign a bad accord. On the contrary, the 
United States must reach a good agreement, as a forerunner to the type of cooperation we 
would hope is possible thereafter. We do not discuss the details of such an accord since these 
issues are being intensely negotiated now and because the ultimate decision on its contents 
will require the decision of the President of the United States (and his P5+1 colleagues) and 
the Supreme Leader of Iran.
	 u Even after an accord is reached, many reasons remain to be concerned about Iran. 
The United States must maintain a watchful eye. Yet, in the past year, Iran’s government has 
demonstrated a strong interest in reaching a nuclear agreement. Thus far, it has complied fully 
with the commitments it made under the November 2013 JPOA to limit its nuclear program 
and make it more transparent. Direct talks and communication with Iranian officials have 
been more productive than thought possible after such a long history of deep distrust. 

	 In the same way, a failure to reach agreement would constrict the potential for 
U.S.–Iran cooperation in Afghanistan. Iran and the United States are the only nations in the 
region that share a strong interest in establishing a secure Afghanistan and in obstructing a 
Taliban return to power. As the United States withdraws its forces there, it will need partners, 
such as Iran, to strengthen Afghanistan against a violent future. A hard-thinking assessment 
of priorities is more important than ever. A comprehensive nuclear agreement would enable 
the United States to perceive more clearly how to set those priorities without every lens being 
colored by that single issue. Talking with Iran, and coordinating strategies with it against ISIS 
and other extremist groups, is essential. We need to develop relationships with whomever we 
can work, even if at first blush some partners may appear strange bedfellows. 
	 Significant changes in the long hostile relationship between the United States and 
Iran would unfold over several years and would depend on how Iran, slowly emerging from 
its position as an international pariah, adjusted. Should it fail to comply with its commit-
ments, a quite different scenario would develop. Iran's response will depend in turn on the 
policies of other nations, including the extent to which threats or positive incentives are used 
to enforce full compliance and to influence Tehran generally.
	 The talks between Iran and the permanent members of the United Nations Security 
Council plus Germany have stayed on track since the November 2013 Joint Plan of  
Action (JPOA). Since then, Iran has taken considerable steps to interrupt the advance of its 
nuclear program, has complied with all its commitments, and is now poised to grant greatly 
increased access and monitoring for many years ahead. Such severe limits and intrusive 
inspections would help clarify that Iran is serious about wanting a deal the United States can 
live with. Moreover, a substantial period of more open engagement with the world would 
increase Iran’s economic and political stake in continuing to uphold the agreement. 
	 A major issue in the negotiations has been the size and scope of Iran’s nuclear 
program going forward. Given the progress already made, the resolution of remaining dif-
ferences is down to the American President and Iran’s Supreme Leader. If these two leaders 
are prepared to take on their domestic oppositions to achieve the agreement now taking 
shape, then their governments can turn more effectively to the broader agenda of the region. 
Failure could have dangerous consequences: Iran’s eventual acquisition of a nuclear weapon, 
a greatly reduced chance of defeating major threats elsewhere in the region, and even war. 

I. INTRODUCTIONI. INTRODUCTION



iran and its neighbors: regional implications for u.s. policy of a nuclear agreement18 19iran and its neighbors: regional implications for u.s. policy of a nuclear agreement

	 Our main subject is relations within the region itself, and we have chosen not to 
write specifically about the role of outside powers, mentioning them only as appropriate.
	 This does not examine in detail such issues as regional arms control, the Israeli–
Palestinian peace process, or peacemaking in individual conflicts such as in Iraq and  
Syria, although these and other issues will be touched on. Our emphasis throughout is on  
identifying what would or would not change in regional politics as a result of an accord.  
	 Part II contains separate essays on the relations Iran has with its neighbors. Every 
chapter includes an analysis of both sides of each relationship and the policy shifts that might 
be anticipated after a nuclear agreement has been reached and in view of the ongoing advances 
of ISIS. We have tried to be scrupulous in presenting what we believe Iran and its neighbors 
think and how they approach each other. Also in this section are specific essays on non-state 
actors; on energy; and on the U.S. military presence in the Gulf. 
	 Part III provides specific policy recommendations for the future.		

	  
	 u We are also concerned that even if an agreement is signed, there will remain 
considerable opposition in Iran and the United States to implementing it. President  
Rouhani faces internal criticism from political and religious leaders who maintain deep 
distrust of the United States, from powerful individuals who have profited from the  
imposition of sanctions, and from leaders who have significant political stakes in the  
failure of the current government. In the next several months, President Rouhani will 
need to fight off opposition and convince Iran’s Supreme Leader that a nuclear agreement 
offers the best opportunity to restore the economic well-being of Iran. President Obama 
also faces obstacles at home flowing from longstanding American distrust and the 35 years 
of opposition to any dealings with Iran. The President also has to manage the entrenched 
repugnance from Israel and from many members of Congress deeply skeptical of Iran who 
believe that ever more pressure will eventually lead Iran agree to all U.S. demands,  
including the suspension of all uranium enrichment. In view of these and other factors, 
U.S.–Iranian relations will remain tense. 
	 u Nonetheless, we believe that reaching a comprehensive agreement will serve many 
purposes: to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon, reduce the fear that distorts relations 
between Iran and its neighbors, enhance the security of Israel, bolster U.S. nonproliferation  
efforts, and open up opportunities to work with Iran on regional problems of mutual concern.

3. How to Read The Report

This report differs from its predecessors in that it is more forward-looking; it necessarily 
includes some speculation. We have nonetheless sought to provide a balanced analysis and 
to make our judgments fact-based, as reflected in extensive endnotes. Our projections are 
informed by some of the leading experts in the field, several of whom prepared early drafts 
of the report.
	 Our basic assumption is that Iran and the P5+1 will reach an agreement that places 
substantial restrictions on Iran's nuclear program in return for relief from sanctions. There  
is the possibility that no settlement will be reached or that an accord is signed but not 
complied with, but we believe that each side wants a settlement. What will finally be agreed 
to cannot be known for sure until a text is made public; but the changed patterns of regional 
relationships will depend less on those details and more on the fact that a binding agreement 
has been made that defines a new role for Iran in the world.
	 The participants in the P5+1 talks decided to concentrate on the immediate issues 
of the nuclear program and sanctions in the belief that broadening the agenda would  
complicate negotiations. 
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Relations between Iran and other countries in the Middle East have been in transition 
ever since Iran’s 1979 revolution. They have been affected by the awakening of Shi’ite 
communities in the region; the end of Taliban rule in Afghanistan; the increase in U.S.  
military forces in the Gulf; the mounting regional concern over Iran as a potential 
nuclear power; the reemergence of sectarian violence, particularly in Syria and Iraq;  
and the emergence of ISIS as a formidable force. Following a nuclear agreement, a  
number of factors will delay any impact on the region. In particular, some Middle  
Eastern states with which the United States has traditionally had close relations are 
likely resist new arrangements. Moreover, other issues, such as human rights and  
relations with groups that have espoused terrorism, will still be present. We do not  
deal with the problems that are certain to arise from Iranian and American political  
opposition groups within each country.  
	 Even so, success in resolving the nuclear issue will impart momentum toward  
a different relationship between Iran and the rest of the world, especially with the  
immediate area. Any easing of Iran's status as an international pariah would enable  
the United States to deal with Iran on issues of importance as a more normal player.  
The policies toward Tehran in many states in the region are shaped at least as much by 
their relations with Washington as they are by differences with Iran. For several states, 
ties with the United States are the most important they have, and cannot be divorced 
from other considerations. Some of these states believe that an improvement in the 
U.S.–Iran relationship might help fashion their own rapprochement with Tehran.  
Others, such as Israel, fear and oppose any form of U.S.–Iran cooperation. However, 
over time, an Iran that is more integrated into the world community might have a  
stronger reason to pursue its interests through legitimate means rather than covert  
or illegal ones. 
	 Iran will find it difficult to restore its relations with its neighbors, yet it could 
eventually function as one of several poles in a multipolar Middle East, each of which 
would present elements of conflict with the United States, as well as elements of  
potential cooperation. 

II.
Iran and Its Neighbors

“      In this troubled world, the chance does not  
often arise to reach an agreement peacefully  
that will meet the essential and publicly-  
expressed needs of all sides, make the world  
safer, ease regional tensions and enable  
greater prosperity.

Secretary of State John Kerry, June 2014
”
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1. Afghanistan
Background: Iran’s relationship with Afghanistan has direct and important implications 
for U.S.–Iranian relations and for Iran’s position in the region. The United States and Iran 
cooperated during the final period of the Taliban rule, with both having provided support 
to the Northern Alliance, and helped establish Afghanistan’s transitional government that 
emerged from the 2001 Bonn Conference.1 Iran was helpful to the United States in  
inserting provisions for democracy, elections, and anti-terrorism into the Afghan consti-
tution and in persuading the Northern Alliance to support the new Karzai government.  
It also provided $500 million in economic assistance and training for the new Afghan  
national army.2 As both Iran and the United States are expected to have good relations 
with Afghanistan’s incoming unity government, renewed cooperation is a real option.

1.1  How Iran sees Afghanistan

Since 2002, Iran’s overarching strategy in Afghanistan has been to oppose the Taliban,  
assist Afghan Shi’a, and maintain contacts with Sunni groups previously associated with 
the Northern Alliance. It also aims to support the Karzai administration, respect  
Afghanistan’s sovereignty, develop cordial neighborly relations, and encourage bilateral 
economic tiers. By consolidating its political and cultural influence over its eastern  
neighbor, Iran aims to protect its own domestic security as well as its geopolitical reach. 
It fears that a deterioration in Afghan security would increase the threat from radicalized 
Sunni insurgents, who could exacerbate cross-border drug trafficking and form alle-
giances with ISIS and other radicals within the Pakistani Taliban. Iran would also like to 
improve its trade with Afghanistan, and has already offered generous tax incentives to  
use its Chabahar port in Sistan and Baluchistan province.

1.1.2  Worst case for Iran. 
Iran worries that Afghanistan’s political system will be dominated by the Taliban, which  
it predicts would result in the marginalization of non-Pashtun and especially Shi’ite  
communities and the resurgence of Sunni extremism. Tehran remains wary of the Tali-
ban’s ambitions and is concerned it will demand more political influence as the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF)3 withdraws. The worst-case scenario would see a return to 
the situation before 2002—a country divided between groups previously aligned/associated 
with the former Northern Alliance, on the one hand, and on the other, the Taliban—if the 
Afghan government and Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) collapse. 

 

1.1.3  Iran and the peace process. 
Since 2010, the Iranian government has endorsed the Afghan reconciliation process.4  
It will continue to insist on being included in peace talks and will maintain its support for 
the High Peace Council, lobbying for the inclusion of former Northern Alliance leaders on 
the basis that they fought and defeated the Taliban. Having tried unsuccessfully since 2009 
to host a regional conference on Afghanistan, Iran may again attempt to convene such a 
meeting and even set up its own peace talks, if current discussions do not succeed. Should 
reconciliation efforts fail, or the Taliban or other radical Sunni militants return to power, 
Iran is likely to support the revival of the Northern Alliance as a military entity. 

1.1.4  Iran’s major concerns. 
A foremost worry for Iran has been the presence of foreign military bases and person-
nel on Afghan soil, especially U.S. and British forces near the Iranian border. Tehran has 
been demanding their complete withdrawal since 2007.5 It has consistently criticized the 
international community and the Afghan government for failing to address the growing 
drug trade, which has fueled its own domestic addiction rates and which it alleges helps 
fund the insurgency in Afghanistan.6 Iran also believes that the Afghan government could 
do much more to encourage the repatriation of refugees and manage border security.  
Another concern is the growing tension between Afghanistan and Tehran over scarce 
water resources, exacerbated by drought (especially the Helmand River, which flows  
into Iran’s southeast province, Sistan and Baluchestan).7   

1.1.5  ISIS influence. 
Diverse Sunni, Pashtun, and Baluch insurgents maintain safe havens in Pakistan, from 
which they act to destabilize Afghanistan’s nascent democracy, intermittently target  
Iranian security officials (particularly in Sistan and Baluchestan), and attack Shi’a  
minorities in Pakistan. At this time, there is little evidence of ISIS activity or support in 
Afghanistan. The Taliban has not officially commented on the self-appointment of Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi as the new Caliph, and it is doubtful that it will support his aspirations 
to head the global Islamic community.8 The announcement by the Tahreek-e Khilafat, a 
Pakistani Taliban group, of their allegiance to ISIS and alleged hoisting of the ISIS flag in 
areas bordering Afghanistan9 sounds an alarm for Iran and provides a rationale for  
cooperation with Pakistan and even the United States.  
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1.1.6  Drugs.

Iran is on the main drug transit route out of Afghanistan (the “Balkan route”), and is con-
cerned about the predicted rise in narcotics production after 2014.10 The country has more 
than 1,325,000 drug addicts,11 with a growing consumption of narcotics among its youth. 
It implements an array of ambitious domestic programs to reduce drug demand and 
increase treatment programs,12 and since 2007, via the Triangular Initiative and bilateral 
agreements, has cooperated closely on this issue with Pakistan and Afghanistan.

1.1.7  Iran’s ambivalence about Western troop withdrawal.

Notwithstanding Iran's repeated calls for foreign troops’ withdrawal, its government 
hardliners have seen ISAF’s presence as an opportunity to create headaches for the United 
States. The prospective drawdown, likely accompanied by the gradual financial disengage-
ment of Western governments, presents Tehran with a different source of unease. Iran is 
concerned that it will again see an influx of illegal Afghans and a surge of Sunni extremist 
groups on its eastern and western borders.

1.1.8  Rouhani initiatives Iran’s ambivalence about Western troop withdrawal.

The Iranian government’s strong desire to improve relations with Afghanistan is reflected 
in its signing of a strategic cooperation agreement with its neighbor on President Rou-
hani’s first day in office in 2013.13 It is further confirmed by the later signing of a long-term 
pact, including a strengthened bilateral security accord. Having made significant financial 
and political investments in Afghanistan over the past three decades, Iran may now use 
soft-power projects, especially along the western borders, to enhance its influence and 
economic benefits. The dire state of Iran's own economy, however, may make it difficult to 
fund large-scale reconstruction projects during the early part of transition.

1.2  How Afghanistan sees Iran

The two countries share a 582-mile border and important historical, cultural, linguistic, 
economic, ethnic, and religious ties. Iran is a foremost source of essential imports—fuel, 
food, pharmaceuticals, and chemicals—and a significant pilgrimage destination for  
Afghanistan’s estimated five million Shi’a.14  

1.2.1  Sources of support. 

Afghanistan is grateful for Iran’s support to the mujahedin during the war against the 
Soviets and later, to the Northern Alliance against the Taliban. Since Afghanistan’s  

protracted conflict began 30 years ago, waves of Afghan refugees have crossed the  
border into Iran, where about one million remain.15 Comparable numbers of illegal 
Afghan migrants work there, sending much-needed money to their families back home. 
The return of large numbers of Afghans from Iran would undoubtedly strain the country’s 
fragile democracy. With many areas of Afghanistan still insecure, Iran’s continued shelter-
ing of refugees and its tolerance of the presence of undocumented Afghans relieve Afghan 
ministries of some pressure in having to provide essential services.

1.2.2  Sources of resentment. 
Iran’s strong commercial influence, especially in Afghanistan’s western provinces, has 
led to economic domination by Iranians and their Afghan partners. This is a source of 
resentment. The Afghan government is also aware that refugees and migrant workers have 
returned as drug addicts, and would like the Iranian government both to regularize work 
conditions for Afghans and to investigate drug abuse in Afghan settlements in Iran.16 

	 Sectarian tensions exist to a degree in Afghanistan, but they are not easily gener-
alized. Some Afghan Sunnis believe that, under Karzai, Iran encouraged Afghan Shi’a to 
express their cultural and religious rituals more assertively, even in Sunni neighborhoods. 
This was seen as provocative.   

1.2.3  Afghanistan is the weaker neighbor. 

Afghanistan is not in a strong position to oppose or overtly disagree with Iran. Its peri-
odically expresses concerns about the difficulties Afghans encounter in obtaining Iranian 
visas and the high number of Afghans sentenced to death there on drug-related charges, 
in some cases without consular representation. On balance, Afghanistan would welcome 
better ties with Iran, including formal inter-governmental agreements. At the same time, 
President Karzai periodically used animosities between the United States and Iran to try 
to extract concessions from both governments. 
	 Regardless of who will emerge as the president in the power-sharing arrange-
ment between Dr. Ashraf Ghani and Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, the new unity coalition is 
expected to work well with the Iranian and U.S. governments. Dr. Abdullah has excellent 
links with Iranian officials dating from the mujahedin period; then when Iran supported 
the Northern Alliance; and even later, during the early Karzai presidency, as foreign  
minister. The Iranian government also respects Dr. Ghani and the competency he has 
demonstrated in various government posts. Iran asserts that it is mainly interested in a 
political process seen as fair by the majority of Afghans. It wants Afghanistan to stay  
out of Taliban hands, and eventually to stand on its own feet.
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1.3  Implications for U.S. policy

With the conclusion of the NATO military mission, Iran will increasingly play a role in 
Afghanistan’s longer-term stabilization. The United States and Iran share an interest in 
preventing a renewed outbreak of civil war and in fostering a security landscape that  
promotes state-building and economic development. Engagement with Iran on  
Afghanistan is possibly more important now than it was in 2001. 
	 There were already signals during the final period of President Ahmadinejad’s 
administration of an interest in such engagement. It is therefore both wise and vital that 
the United States talk to the Rouhani government about Afghanistan, after a nuclear 
agreement is signed. 
	 Even though Iran supported the United States in the ousting of the Taliban, 
the listing by the U.S. Treasury Department on February 6, 2014 of four senior Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard Corps and Qods Force officials as global terrorists for their alleged 
activities against the Afghan government17 remains a controversial move that may limit 
renewed cooperation. In 2001, these same IRGC officials were instrumental in facilitating 
the U.S. government’s contacts with the Northern Alliance. A review of their designation 
would help prepare the ground for U.S.–Iran collaboration on Afghanistan.

1.3.1  The Pakistan dimension. 
U.S. policy on Afghanistan also needs to be viewed through the lens of Iran’s engage-
ment with Pakistan. Officially, Iran and Pakistan have good relations, exemplified by 
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif ’s visit to Tehran in May 2014. The outcome of his meetings 
with the Iranian government included the signing of nine memoranda of understanding 
on border control, counter-terrorism, counter-narcotics, and money laundering.18 Yet 
Pakistan’s harboring of Sunni terrorist groups (particularly the Iranian Baluch Jundallah, 
which attacked and killed Iranian security forces in southeastern Iran during 2006–10, 
and radical Pakistani groups like the ISIS-friendly Tahreek-e Khilafat), as well as the two 
countries’ rival economic interests (such as competition for port access to Afghanistan),19 

have led to unrest. Iran also is concerned about Pakistan’s relationship with Saudi Arabia 
and the potential escalation of regional sectarian tensions, especially if Iran signs a nuclear 
agreement with the P5+1 and emerges as an even stronger actor in the region. 
	 Pakistan has developed a strategy to address gaps between growing energy 
demand and inadequate energy supply and to reduce electricity shortages. As part of this 
strategy, it has an agreement with Iran (now covered by U.S. sanctions) to import natural 
gas via the Iran-Pakistan (I-P) pipeline.20 The signing of a nuclear deal could open the 

door to implementation of this project, thereby enhancing bilateral economic relations 
and leading to even better Pakistan–India relations over time.

1.3.2  Impact of U.S. troop withdrawal.  
President Obama has announced that all U.S. combat troops will leave Afghanistan by  
the end of 2016. Some 9,800 will remain by December 2014, with half that number by the  
end of 2015.21 No matter how small the number, such a presence will concern Iran.  
However, given their mutual interest in a stable and secure Afghanistan, the Iranian and 
U.S. governments have a number of common objectives. The United States needs to ac-
cept that peace can be achieved only via a security mechanism involving all Afghanistan’s 
neighbors, including Iran. It should also be more frank in explaining its post-2014  
military plans and reassure Tehran that the presence of some foreign forces, to and  
even beyond 2016, will not pose a threat to Iran’s national security.  

1.3.3  General opportunities for cooperation between Iran and the United States. 

Such cooperation on a number of pivotal political, security, and economic issues is  
feasible and consistent with U.S. interests. For example, Iran could play a role in aiding  
the reconciliation efforts of the Afghan government with insurgents. It could facilitate 
development of a regional security cooperation that would support the stabilization of  
Afghanistan and other conflict-affected countries, advance regional economic develop-
ment, and strengthen transport corridors to allow the expansion of trade between  
Central Asia, China, South Asia, and the Persian Gulf.
	 While Iran’s official opposition to the presence of foreign troops is unlikely to 
change under Rouhani, any improvement in relations based on a nuclear accord should 
help encourage positive change. Public recognition by the United States of Iran’s positive 
role in stabilizing Afghanistan as well as combating extremism and drug-trafficking would 
encourage a positive response from Tehran. 

1.4  recommendations for U.S. Policy

Washington should set a high priority on developing a coalition of countries to support  
of Afghanistan’s transition to a new leadership and to manage the period after the  
withdrawal of U.S. troops. It should seek to bring together other nations to assure the  
territorial integrity, security, and economic growth of Afghanistan. Iran must be part of 
any such coalition and be publicly recognized by the United States as a full partner in  
preserving Afghanistan’s future. In general, the United States should seek to return to 
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more regular discussions with Iranian officials on coordinating strategies over its neigh-
bor. Coordinating strategies could take the form of a trilateral working group of Iranian, 
Afghan, and American representatives.

2. Gulf States
Background: The public statements of Gulf officials—primarily those in Saudi Arabia 
and the Emirates—suggest that the Gulf States as a group are frightened by the prospect of 
a nuclear-armed Iran; they fear the expansion of Iranian power; and they worry about the 
fallout should the United States or Israel attack Iran. Perhaps most of all, the Gulf States 
dread the possibility of U.S.–Iranian détente which, many believe, would leave them vul-
nerable to Iranian pressure. Several colleagues who have participated in this report hold 
that the Gulf States essentially react as a group to the Iranian threat. 
	 To be sure, elements of these fears pervade the Gulf. But real consensus on the 
nature of the Iranian threat and especially on how to address it has always been more  
elusive than outward appearances convey. A mix of guarded outreach, hedging, and  
confrontation has long characterized the smaller Gulf States’ interaction with Iran. In 
many ways, these countries’ policies follow the classic diplomatic maneuvering of small 
states hemmed in by larger neighbors. Affected by geography, economic ties, history, elite 
preferences, domestic politics, and ethnic and even tribal affiliations, the Gulf monarchies 
have navigated their respective relations with Iran in ways that have confounded Saudi 
efforts to fashion an anti-Iranian bloc in the Gulf.
	 Similarly, many observers have taken at face value the sectarian drivers of  
Iran-Gulf tensions. Sectarian differences have certainly afflicted state-to-state relations, 
especially in the light of the fighting in Iraq and Syria and the advent of ISIS. But the real 
roots of Shi’ite–Sunni friction lie within the Gulf States themselves—in longstanding  
policies of discrimination, in ruling arrangements that entrench sectarian differences, and 
in the anti-Shi’ism of the Saudi Salafi establishment. As a matter of policy, Iran has gener-
ally refrained from highlighting sectarian differences. And the Gulf States’ confrontation 
with Iran over Syria is informed more by balance-of-power calculations than by  
the Shi’ite–Sunni schism.
	 While the differences in the Gulf between Shi’a and Sunni (and Arabs and 
Persians) should not be minimized, they should also not hide the fact that other factors 
can push the Gulf–Iran relationship in a more non-ideological direction—the two most 

prominent being a shared threat from Sunni extremism embodied in ISIS and the  
economic opportunities that arise from a de-escalation of the nuclear crisis.

2.1  Iran’s view of the Gulf States

Pragmatists close to Rouhani believe that a nuclear deal could create greater space for 
Iranian economic and political engagement with the smaller states, to wean them away 
from the embrace of both Saudi Arabia and the United States. This has followed a time-
worn Iranian pattern of trying to exploit intra-Gulf differences to cultivate relations with 
individual states rather than with the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC, which includes 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates).1 Iranian 
leaders have welcomed the apparent ambivalence within the GCC about a broader union. 
Even with Saudi Arabia, there have been attempts by Iranian moderates to seek at least 
some superficial rapprochement.

2.1.1  Sectarian ties are not central to Iran’s Gulf strategy. 

Iran has tried to downplay sectarianism in framing its role, and largely abandoned  
attempts in the 1990s to export its revolution to the Gulf. Gulf Shi’ite activists also dis-
tanced themselves from the Iranian government, even while maintaining ties to its clerics. 
Today, only limited support exists for elites who embrace Iran’s adherence to rule by  
Shi’ite scholars2 and devotion to Ayatollah Khamenei as the highest authority of religious 
law (or marja’). Iran is not backing Gulf Shi’ite activity in the way that the paramilitary 
Qods Force is supporting Shi’ite militants in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon.3

2.1.2  Impact of the Joint Plan of Action. 

The 2013 Joint Plan of Action led many of the smaller Gulf States to modify their diplomacy 
to bolster trade, lower military tensions, and offset the dominance of Saudi Arabia. For their 
part, pragmatists in Iran believe the JPOA may usher in an era of economic ties. However, 
many in Ayatollah Khamenei’s camp continue to cultivate a worldview that conflates the 
Gulf States with the “arrogance” of the United States, and a narrative that sees the Gulf States 
as America’s frontline in a strategy of imperial encirclement.4
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and economic life. The UAE has generally adhered to the Saudi line on the nuclear issue, 
yet it broke with Saudi Arabia on Iran when it became the first Gulf State to support the 
JPOA.13 Strong commercial ties explain why, soon after the November agreement, the 
governor of the UAE central bank announced a roadmap for improved trade with Iran, 
calling for sanctions to be lifted.14

2.2.3  Kuwait. 

Like the Emirates, the policies of Kuwait (population 3.25 million) are mixed. On the 
one hand, the country’s attitude toward Iran is shaped by a legacy of Iranian revolution-
ary activity within its borders; an important Shi’ite minority; Saudi influence; Kuwait’s 
hosting of U.S. military forces; and a protracted dispute over Iran’s drilling at the Dorra 
offshore oil field, which Kuwait shares with Saudi Arabia. Senior Kuwaiti officials have 
recently expressed a desire for better relations with Iran, and enmity has been tempered 
by the historic ties of Kuwait’s Shi’ite merchant community with Iran.15 Its parliament acts 
as another calming influence. Kuwait did not join the Saudi-led military intervention in 
Bahrain partly because of parliamentary objections by Shi’ite deputies.16 
	 On the nuclear issue, Kuwait has a guardedly optimistic stance. Its officials  
routinely emphasize the need for more effective safeguards, their specific fear being of leak-
ages or a catastrophic accident at the Bushehr nuclear plant, which would have devastating 
consequences for Kuwait City given its proximity to Iran and prevailing ocean currents.17 

2.2.4  Qatar. 

Many of Qatar’s supportive actions with Iran appear designed to subvert the influence of 
its big and hegemonic neighbor, Saudi Arabia. It has done so by rallying a competing Arab 
consensus. Qatar (population 2.1 million) has also pursued a policy of independence and 
worked with Tehran to mediate disputes outside the Gulf, particularly in Lebanon. The 
state has acknowledged Iran’s status as a “neighbor” and not an “enemy,” while supporting 
anti-Assad forces in Syria and Hamas in Gaza.
	 The key factor behind Qatar’s explosive growth in wealth is the undersea North 
Field natural gas reserve. It is shared with Iran, and the relationship is not an easy one. 
Doha has found itself publicly threatened with retaliation by Iran for hosting the U.S. 
Central Command (CENTCOM), the regional Department of Defense military command 
in charge of deploying forces in the Middle East and serving U.S. strategic interests.18 

Qatar supported the November 2013 talks and subsequently welcomed the JPOA as “an 
important step towards protecting peace and stability in the region.”19 For more than a 

2.2  Varied relations with Iran

The Gulf monarchies have differing relations with Iran—rejection (Saudi Arabia and 
Bahrain), ambivalence tinged with real concern (the United Arab Emirates and Kuwait), 
and selective engagement (Qatar and Oman). The willingness of Oman and Qatar (and, to 
a lesser extent, the United Arab Emirates and Kuwait) to pursue guarded diplomatic and 
economic engagement with Iran helps lower tensions. The Gulf States’ individual  
initiatives toward Iran and their traditional distrust of Saudi Arabia have complicated 
Washington’s efforts, however.5 

2.2.1  Bahrain: the steadfast rejectionist. 

This is the one Gulf State (population 1.3 million) where sectarianism is deeply en-
trenched, both as a ruling strategy and a facet of political life. Bahrain’s 70% Shi’a have 
long formed an underclass systematically shut out of key political sectors. Also critical 
have been the longstanding political, economic, and family links between the Al Saud and 
the Al Khalifa. Ties between Bahrain’s vocal Salafi community and Saudi Arabia’s Salafi  
establishment have helped influence Saudi Arabia and Bahrain’s antipathy to Iran.6  
Bahrain charges that Iran is orchestrating the Shi’a-led protests that since 2011 have 
rocked the island and brought GCC military intervention.7 Bahrain welcomed the JPOA 
accord,8 but progress on the negotiations has done nothing to temper virulent anti-Iranian 
sentiment.9 The two countries routinely trade accusations at the United Nations over  
human rights abuses, while Iran’s territorial claim to Bahrain is a continuing irritant.10

2.2.2  The United Arab Emirates (UAE). 

At one level, the Emirati position has generally been aligned with Saudi Arabia: Emirati 
officials have long warned of Iran’s meddling in Arab affairs, bolstered their defenses 
through U.S. military cooperation, and privately supported a military strike on Iran’s 
nuclear facilities. Together with Riyadh, the UAE (population 9.2 million) has spear-
headed the Gulf ’s efforts to roll back Iranian influence. The two capitals have intervened 
in Bahrain and in the expulsion of alleged Iranian-backed Hezbollah cells. Emirati officials 
have claimed that Iran had a hand in several terror attempts or terror-related offenses.11  
In addition, relations have long been strained by the dispute over three islands in the  
eastern Persian Gulf (Abu Musa, and Greater and Lesser Tunbs) that Iran seized in 1971 
from the Emirate of Sharjah.12  
	 There are differences among the individual emirates. Dubai is less confrontational 
than Abu Dhabi because of the prominence of Iranian merchant families in its political 
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2.3.1  Gulf attitudes shaped by Iran’s revolution. 

The Iranian revolution remains the prism through which many Gulf leaders assess  
local Shi’ite activism. They also intensely dislike Iran’s meddling. The portrayal of Shi’ite  
protestors as Iran-backed delegitimizes them and undermines the possibility of  
cooperation between Shi’ites and Sunni reformists. Although this strategy is largely 
domestic, it tends to limit the Gulf States’ policies toward Iran.29 Conversely, concerted 
reform at home would lessen the Gulf States’ concerns about Iran’s meddling and give 
more space for constructive diplomacy. It would be a mistake to ignore the complicating 
factor of deep historical differences between Arabs and Persians, a factor that has been 
submerged with the current focus on Shi’ite–Sunni differences.

2.4  Continued disagreement over U.S. presence

At the heart of the Iran–Gulf–U.S. dynamic lie different preferences by the regional states 
regarding relations with America: Iran has mistrusted and feared the United States as 
devoted to “regime change” and wanted it to leave the region. Yet America’s continued 
presence is desired by Gulf Arab nations precisely because they hold similar feelings about 
Iran. A nuclear deal will not lessen the Gulf States’ longing for an external security patron. 
If anything, an agreement may strengthen it out of fear that such an accord will soften U.S. 
barriers to Iran’s efforts to achieve greater influence. This will be particularly true for Saudi 
Arabia, Bahrain, and the UAE, with their harder line toward Iran, while Oman, Qatar, and 
possibly Kuwait balance cooperation with the United States and engagement with Iran.

2.5  RECOMMENDATIONS for U.S. policy

The United States needs to give sustained attention to the security needs and fears of the 
Gulf States, but at the same time should understand that should it do so it risks under-
cutting opportunities with Iran, particularly to the extent that assuaging the Gulf States 
involves U.S. military deployments in the region. The resolution of such dilemmas will 
depend on the U.S. approach, as well as on Iran’s new policies.

2.5.1  Near-term U.S. actions. 

The Untied States should engage more with Gulf foreign and defense ministries, to  
encourage coordinated approaches to regional problems.30 It should also build upon exist-
ing examples of successful joint military exercises among the GCC, such as  

year, the Saudis have outmaneuvered Qatar by supporting the Syrian opposition, engi-
neering the ouster of the Qatari-backed Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt; and Riyadh has 
threatened a land and sea blockade of Qatar to force it to cut ties with the Brotherhood.20 
As a result, Qatar’s young emir Sheik Tamim has seen his room for maneuver curtailed. 
He is now trying to turn his country toward reconciliation with Saudi Arabia by  
tempering support for Islamist groups.21 Even so, Doha will continue to forge a GCC  
consensus on Iran that runs counter to the Saudi line.

2.2.5  Oman. 

By virtue of its history with Iran, geography, and demographic make-up, Oman  
(population 3.3 million) has pursued a foreign policy independent from the other Gulf  
States, relying on support from Iran, its patron outside the GCC, to balance perceived  
Saudi hegemony.22 In the 1970s, under the Shah, Iranian military aid helped end the conflict  
with South Yemen. Oman is unusually 50% under significant influence by Ibadhis, another 
denomination of Islam, neither Shi’a nor Sunni. It recently rejected a Saudi-sponsored  
proposal in the GCC for a stronger Gulf union.23 
	 Oman’s perception of the Iranian nuclear program stands in sharp contrast to 
other GCC states. “Why should we be afraid of an Iranian nuclear bomb more than a 
Pakistani one?” a retired Omani Air Force commander has asked.24 “Saudi-backed  
Wahhabism is the real nuclear bomb of this region,” noted another former official.25 Oman 
played a key part in helping to open and host confidential bilateral Iran–U.S. talks in 2013, 
and is positioning itself to expand its role as a regional mediator. 26

	 Iran’s economic dealings with Oman are more robust than with other GCC  
members and its investment there has increased rapidly since the JPOA.27 The two countries 
recently agreed to a gas pipeline, mutual employment initiatives, and vocational training ex-
changes.28 On military matters, there is stronger bilateral cooperation than elsewhere in the 
Gulf: an Omani–Iranian joint military committee meets regularly to discuss defense issues.

2.3  Sectarianism

The roots of Shi’ite-Sunni tensions in the Gulf are complex, primarily local, and embedded 
in the political history of individual states. Sectarian identities have been further affected 
by uneven access of Shi’a to political and economic institutions throughout the region, by 
official and quasi-official discrimination, and the absence of representation in governing 
institutions. This marginalization is the case in virtually every field. 
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revenues, the right to disputed territories, naming a president, and Baghdad’s refusal to 
give amnesty to rivals and former Baathists. National reconciliation has never been an  
option; it has all been about revenge, retaliation, and power. 

3.1.1  Failures of Maliki.   
After his controversial victory in the 2010 election, former Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki 
proceeded to ignore his promises of power-sharing, instead keeping the key defense and 
interior ministries under his control, stripping parliament of its power to propose legisla-
tion, eliminating independent regulatory commissions intended to oversee government 
operations and practices, and purging rivals, especially Sunni Arabs.

3.1.2  The threat of ISIS.   
In December 2013, ISIS launched a military campaign in Fallujah that six months later 
gave them control of Mosul and roughly one-third of Iraq, eliminated the border with 
Syria, and created an Islamic caliphate. It marked the first time an Islamic terrorist faction 
has acquired territory and declared an independent state with the goal of global jihad. For 
Iraq, Iran, and their neighbors, it is an existential crisis of the worst sort. ISIS’s goal is to 
take Damascus and Baghdad, eliminating any Muslims—Sunni and especially Shi’a—who 
do not conform to their values as a fundamentalist Islamic state.1 For Sunnis, this means 
acceptance of all standards and practices of the self-appointed Caliph Ibrahim, formerly 
known as Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi; for recalcitrant Sunnis and Shi’ite Muslims, who are 
deemed apostates, it means punishment by death (crucifixion, beheading, or burial alive); 
for women, it means rape, forced marriage to an ISIS fighter, or honor killing by her  
family if freed. 
	 In addition, ISIS has threatened Kuwait as a way to attack U.S. interests in the 
region and urges its foreign fighters, especially those carrying European and American 
passports, to return home and prepare to attack on home soil.2  

3.2  Iran and Iraq: hostile past, ambiguous present  

Iran and Iraq have shared territorial ambitions, fought wars against each other, and 
honored common religious values and leaders since the Arab–Islamic conquests of the 
7th century. Both were occupied by foreign powers, experiences that shaped their mod-
ern view towards the Turks, British, Russians, and Americans, and which describe their 
ambiguous relations today. Both are ruled by Shi’ite sectarian political factions intent on 
preserving their version of an Islamist and revolutionary nationalist legacy interwoven 
with democratic practices. 

maritime defense and counter-piracy, both of which carry relatively low political costs.  
At the same time it is solidifying relations among certain states or blocs of states—the 
UAE, Oman, Qatar, and possibly Kuwait—the United States can live with continuing Gulf 
security contacts with Iran.31 The Gulf States may also seek greater help from the Untied 
States in building a more comprehensive missile defense system, along the lines the  
United States developed with Israel. 

2.5.2  Longer-term U.S. strategy.

The United States and its European and Gulf allies should consider planning for a future 
that involves Iran. Predictions about Iranian actions in the region are dangerous, but 
Tehran may seek an improved level of cooperation, both bilateral and regional. There are 
already signs of that happening. On the other hand, should Iran seize the new opportuni-
ties to influence the region through direct and covert action, dividing the Gulf States yet 
further, then the United States will have to consider even greater support for the Gulf.  
The challenge—and opportunity—for the United States is to make every effort to utilize 
any opening that may emerge following a nuclear deal to develop relations with the  
Islamic Republic in a manner that allays concerns of the Gulf States while advancing  
collective security, economic development, and, over time, improved governance and  
human rights. 

2.5.3  Improving reforms.  
The Gulf States understandably fear Iran’s military capability, particularly its navy and bal-
listic missile arsenal; but the real threat is an ideological one. Gulf rulers believe that Iran 
is determined to subvert their domestic politics by exploiting aggrieved segments of their 
citizenry. One way to mitigate this challenge would be through domestic reform. This could 
help reduce Iran’s influence in internal Gulf State affairs. As of now, the kings and autocratic 
rulers in the region remain wary of an Iran that still symbolizes popular, Shi’ite-influenced 
revolution. U.S. encouragement of such reforms, while desirable, is problematic.

3. IRAQ  

Background: Since the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s government, Iraq has lurched from 
one political crisis to another. Leaders of Sunni Arab, Shi’ite Arab, Kurdish and Turkmen 
parties have regularly threatened to walk away from their posts if a solution favoring their 
side on an issue was not adopted. Kurdish and Sunni Arabs in particular have walked out 
of endless negotiations over preparing a constitution, allocating budgets, distributing oil 
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weapons from the U.S. Atoms for Peace Program of the 1950s.9 Tehran used the Iraqis’ 
progress during the 1980–88 war to justify its own nuclear weapons initiative.10 Since 
Saddam Hussein was removed from power, neither Iran nor Iraq has commented on the 
other’s nuclear affairs except in the most laudatory terms.

3.4  Options for the future: one, two, three Iraqs or none  

Even before ISIS’s war, experts predicted a de facto break-up of Iraq, although there was  
no consensus on how many pieces would survive. Here are several scenarios: 

3.4.1  The one-state solution.   
Iraq hangs together, with the Kurds forgoing de jure independence in the short-term and 
cutting a deal with Baghdad whereby Iraq pays the KRG its share of the federal budget and 
accepts KRG control over the disputed provinces it has occupied. Iran and the United States 
continue to provide military and humanitarian assistance. This would be the preferred  
solution by all Iraq’s neighbors, particular Turkey and Iran.

3.4.2  The two-state solution.   
The Kurds declare independence but Iraq’s Sunni and Shi’ite Arabs are drawn closer to-
gether as ISIS turns on its Sunni Arab allies, with whom it has little in common; the Shi’a, 
historically loyal to the state, identify as Arabs, resenting the Kurdish takeover of what 
they regard as Arab, Turkman, and Kurdish land. In this reading, the Kurds would prob-
ably receive no support from Turkey, Iran, the United States or any other regional power.11 
It also assumes that the Sunni Arabs would break from ISIS to avoid what is becoming a 
caliphate of fear. The new Iraq and the Kurdish states would be weak and most probably 
dependent on Turkey, with the Arabs looking to Iran and fragile Jordan and the Kurds to a 
friendly Israel. The United States and Iran might well find common purpose in seeking to 
avoid such a scenario. 

3.4.3  The three-state solution.   
Here, Sunnistan, Shiastan, and Kurdistan emerge as three weak states, dependent on a 
protector for survival, access to trade, and export of goods. Only the Shi’ite state with its 
oil wealth, access to the Gulf, and links to Iran would be able to sustain long-term growth. 
The Kurds would be dependent on access to trade and hydrocarbon export through  
Turkey and constant foreign investment in its financial well-being and security. 

3.2.1  Dominance of ethnic and national issues.   
Although public attention focuses on sectarian differences, it is nationalism and ethnic 
issues that shape loyalty and identity in both countries.3 ISIS rapid successes raise the 
question of whether sectarianism has become the driving force inside Iraq and the region. 
The takeover of Mosul and other cities in the Sunni-dominated northeast this spring was 
clearly accomplished with the support of Iraqi Sunni Arab dissidents, local tribal leaders, 
renegade Baathists, and ex-military officers, the same mix responsible for the 2006–07 in-
surgency in which ISIS’s predecessor was an Al-Qaeda affiliate.4 When Mosul fell and the 
Iraqi army collapsed, Iraq’s Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) took advantage of the 
chaos to deploy its peshmerga (Kurdish paramilitary) and occupy territories under dispute 
with Baghdad. 5 KRG President Masud Barzani went further and talked about organizing 
a referendum on independence. ISIS then turned on the Kurds, to push them back to the 
mountains and out of territory that belonged (ISIS claimed) to Iraq’s Arab Sunnis. As of this 
writing, Kurdish peshmerga, with U.S. assistance, are fighting to retake several Kurdish  
villages and the country’s largest hydroelectric dam on the Tigris River near Mosul.6 

3.3  U.S. and Iranian responses to Iraqi crisis  

The long-predicted Iraq civil war and the accompanying humanitarian disaster have  
already affected virtually every Iraqi whether living in a war zone or an area soon to be 
one. On August 14, 2014, Nuri al-Maliki resigned as prime minister under pressure  
from all sides. 

3.3.1  Iran and the United States share views on ISIS.   
Washington and Tehran have come to the same conclusions over aid to Baghdad and  
the Kurds, both warning Irbil, Kurdistan's capital, on the need to achieve greater  
political inclusivity in Baghdad as a requirement for additional military aid.7 It is difficult  
to measure the amount of recent support given by Iran; press and eyewitness accounts  
describe military units in the north and assistance to Shi’ite militias in Baghdad and 
southern Iraq, while Hezbollah has sent some advisors.8

3.3.2  Low interest in Iraq on nuclear agreement.   
The Iraqi reaction to a nuclear agreement must be seen as part of a complex past relation-
ship. Iraq acquired a nuclear power plant in 1958 from the Soviet Union, one of the first 
Middle East countries to do so, but also claimed to have learned much about nuclear 
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for the Islamic Republic since 2003. Tehran has supported virtually every Shi’ite leader and  
aspiring politician and also influenced politicians from the other religious and ethnic groups. 

3.5.3  Iranians in Iraq.   
Again since 2003, millions of pilgrims, probably thousands of traders, and many mili-
tary and security specialists have gone to Iraq for purposes both innocent and nefarious, 
including support to the major Shi’ite parties and their militias.14 Since Iraq lacks any real 
border controls, Iranians have entered without check; their objectives range from religious 
tourism to commerce, investment, and smuggling (probably of narcotics, weapons, and 
possibly human trafficking as well). Iraq is the center of Shi’ite Islam; it contains four  
important religious shrine cities, which are global centers of learning and law. The most promi-
nent Iranian “diplomats” in Iraq are Iran’s ambassador and General Qassem Suleimani, the 
senior IRGC military commander in Iraq and Syria. Iranian advisors have permeated the many 
security, intelligence, police, and government agencies and exert considerable influence.  

3.6  Iraq’s views of Iran  

Iraq’s Shi’a have been influenced by the success of the Islamic revolution in Iran, and the 
vision of Iranian clerics of Shi’ite traditions and symbols resonates in both countries. 
Many Iraqi Shi’a who wanted to end Saddam’s repressive government sought to replicate 
Iran’s revolution in Iraq; yet not all Iraq’s Shi’a seek to establish Ayatollah Khomeini’s rule 
of the supreme cleric. Most Shi’a in Iraq and the Gulf region follow Ayatollah Sistani’s  
doctrine of quietism, meaning opposition to the participation of clerics in government; 
but this does not preclude Iraq becoming an Islamic state under religious (sharia) law, 
which even Sistani advocates.15 
	 Saddam saw Shi’ite religious extremists as his greatest threat. Iraq’s Sunni Arabs 
continue this distrust and call the Shi’a of Iraq and Iran “safavids,” referring to the 16th 
century conversion of Iran to Shi’ite Islam under the Safavid Shah Isma`il. They blame 
Iran for encouraging the marginalization of the Sunni minority in the new state and for 
trying to isolate them from the Sunni Arab world.

3.7  Implications for U.S. policy  

Tehran and Washington share many interests in Iraq. Neither wants to see it divided. Iran 
is determined that the Shi’ite majority head the government, whereas the United States 
prefers a leader who will bring all major ethnic and sectarian groups together. For Iran, 

3.4.4  The no-state solution.   
In this scenario, there would be no state, only warlords, militias and urban and tribal  
confederations dependent on ties with Iran, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Jordan. In a  
country without a state or government, the risk of instability caused by terrorists  
operating freely in ungoverned spaces would be high. 
	 Under any of these futures, ISIS advances would force greater clarity in U.S. 
policies toward Iraq and Syria and would show the importance of coordinating strategies 
between the United States and Iran—the two nations with the greatest interest in  
preserving the one-state option or managing the others.  

3.5  Iran’s views of Iraq  

Iran and Iraq have been at war or in an uneasy state of truce for nearly all the past hun-
dred years. Rarely have the two countries enjoyed the kind of ambiguous and somewhat 
superficial harmony that has existed since the fall of Saddam. They share a virtually open 
900-mile border and a history of pitting whatever allies are available, including unhappy 
minority populations, dissident factions, Israel, and the United States, against each other. 
In 1975, in a dramatic move, Saddam and the Shah signed the Algiers Accord, which both 
gave Iran control of the Shatt al-Arab and territory along the thalweg (mid-point) and 
stopped Iraqi encouragement of Iran’s Kurds, in exchange for Iran putting an end to the 
aid provided by the Shah, to the rebellious Kurds of Iraq.12 

3.5.1  Iran–Iraq war.   
In September 1980, Iraq, by then a much stronger state, took advantage of the chaos in 
Iran caused by the 1979 revolution and invaded. Both sides misread the other. Saddam 
feared Iran’s clerics would seek to export their revolutionary ideology to Iraq’s Shi’as, but 
he believed the Arab Sunnis of Iran would join in overthrowing the Islamic Republic.  
Ayatollah Khomeini assumed Iraq’s Shi’a would abandon Baghdad and support the new 
Iran. Both were wrong; the suspect populations in each country remained loyal  
throughout the eight-year war.13

3.5.2  Iran’s strategy toward Iraq.   
Iran’s policy towards Iraq has been consistent. Whoever ruled in Iran preferred a subtle  
approach to contain the ambitions of Iraq’s leaders—exploiting the ethnic and sectarian  
tensions within the other, probing for signs of weakness, and taking advantage of internal  
political and economic vulnerabilities to control the other. This has worked especially well  
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	 u Establish U.S. priorities in the region outside the framework of the nuclear 		
	 talks and communicate those policies clearly and often to other states including 		
	 Iran that ISIS is the most serious threat to nations in the Middle East.

	 u Determine whether Iran would join in pressing the new government in  
	 Baghdad for the need to emphasize reconciliation, the end to de-Baathification 		
	 laws and the institution of reforms throughout the security and justice system. 

4. ISRAEL
Background:  Mistrust and animosity so weigh down relations between Iran and Israel 
that it is difficult to imagine positive change. The two countries are powerful non-Arab 
states in an Arab world that remains hostile to both of them. They have cooperated in the 
past and actually had close relations in the years when Iran was ruled by the Shah and for 
a short time thereafter. They are now at odds ideologically and politically. Tehran’s lead-
ers are sharply critical of Zionism, while Israelis believe Iran’s animosity stems from the 
government’s underlying Islamic character. Should a nuclear accord be reached, hostility 
will remain as long as the Israel–Palestine conflict is unresolved. Still, a nuclear agreement 
would sufficiently change regional dynamics that both countries would need to reassess 
their policies. Israel and Iran are already reacting to the radical changes underway in the 
Sunni Arab world and the new strategic threats some of these changes pose. 

4.1  How Iran sees Israel 

Before the 1979 revolution, relations were constructive, albeit largely shielded from public 
view. The two countries engaged in trade and economic exchange, but for both, safety was 
the core concern. Israel supplied weapons and training to the Shah’s military and helped 
shape the Iranian security agencies’ capabilities.1 In turn, Iran provided Israel with  
substantial oil supplies and a secure area from which to monitor activities in the Persian 
Gulf. Iran, for example, helped facilitate the exodus of Iraqi Jews from Iraq.2 

4.1.1  Post-revolution views.   
Iran’s new leaders equated Israel and the United States—“big Satan and little Satan”—as 
enemies of the revolution. Despite this rhetorical shift, Iran continued to purchase Israeli 
weapons during its eight-year war with Iraq.3 For Israel, this trade was part of a long-term  
strategy, originally put forth by Prime Minister David Ben Gurion. Under the so-called  

however, it is vital that, whatever party, faction, or individual rules in Baghdad recognizes 
its interests, is a Shi’ite-dominated government strong enough to keep Iraq united and too 
weak to threaten it. In opposing Maliki, Tehran has shown flexibility—it was willing to 
change leaders rather than risk its need for stability and strategic depth.16

3.7.1  Iraq’s weakness as a state.   
Regardless of the outcome with ISIS, Iraq will remain weak for years, unable to defend its 
borders or keep its more powerful neighbors from meddling in its politics. As long as  
Iran works toward a unified Iraqi state, the United States is likely to find increasing reason 
to coordinate with Tehran. But should Baghdad become the capital of a Shi’ite state  
supported militarily by Iran fighting a sectarian war against Sunnis and others, the  
United States will find little common interest with Iran. 

3.7.2  The nuclear issues.  Iran will include cooperation with any government in Iraq 
as part of its national security considerations and will expect whoever governs in Baghdad 
and in the KRG in Irbil to support its nuclear programs, civilian and military. Tehran will 
not, however, heed warnings from Iraqi or Kurdish leaders, nor will it consult with them 
on nuclear matters. Maliki made little reference to the nuclear debate, and his successor, 
Haidar al-Abadi, will likely follow the same path. 

3.8  Recommendations for U.S. policy  

The United States and Iran have kept the nuclear talks separate from other questions. Yet 
because of the actions of ISIS, nuclear diplomacy has mixed with regional issues, raising 
the possibility that success in achieving a negotiated treaty could open Iran to discus-
sions on Iraq’s fate. Tehran’s strong support for the replacement of Maliki suggests that the 
United States and Iran are cooperating even before the signing of an agreement.  
	 Developments are underway in Iraq that will almost certainly continue to affect 
relations between Baghdad, Tehran, and Washington and could alter our judgments. This 
common ground is even more likely should ISIS continue to advance, counting on its 
fearsome reputation and superior military capabilities to wreak havoc on what remains 
of a weakened and demoralized Iraqi military. After nuclear agreement the United States 
needs to:

	 u Seek Iran’s agreement to support Iraq as a unitary state and defeat ISIS.  
	 Partition between Kurds and Arabs will almost certainly lead to future conflict.
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4.1.4  Israel’s military superiority and nuclear arsenal.  
Israel continues to threaten direct military action against Iran’s nuclear program, and publicly 
pressures the United States to take such action. Iran believes that Israel has also been complicit 
in extensive covert activities, including the assassination of several top Iranian nuclear scien-
tists, the deployment of a computer virus to disrupt its nuclear program, and explosions at its 
nuclear facilities.11 Further, Israel has a clandestine nuclear weapons program with missile and 
aircraft delivery systems,12 and its modern military and defense arrangements, particularly its 
anti-missile system, are superior to Iran’s. Israel also has a committed ally in the United States 
in case of conflict. 

4.1.5  Trying to capture the Arab street.   
In recent years, Iran has sought a leadership role in supporting the Palestinian cause, a 
policy driven in part by the ideology of the Islamic Revolution. But it also flows from 
Iran’s desire to demonstrate to the Arab street that its commitment to the Palestinians is 
greater than that of the Arab kings and autocratic rulers who, in Iran’s eyes, are reluctant 
to support Palestine more assertively because they are heavily influenced by Washington.  
	 Iran’s decades-long support for Hezbollah in Lebanon (a combination of religious 
sympathy and strategic self-interest) and for Assad in Syria have helped increase Shi’ite 
and Iranian influence in the region. Iran has also aided Sunni Hamas and Islamic Jihad 
and has stood behind the Palestinians’ right to self-determination. However, the civil 
war in Syria has hampered Tehran’s effort to capture the Arab street, especially once Iran 
committed itself to supporting Assad. Hamas, as a Sunni group, turned against the Syrian 
leader in 2012, and this has since created friction between Iran and Hamas.

4.1.6  Iran’s nuclear program.   
Iran’s leaders say that for Iran to be seen as a modern nation, it must maintain a high level 
of scientific and technical achievement, as demonstrated by its nuclear program.13 The 
Iranians seem to realize that any nuclear arsenal they could develop would remain vastly 
inferior to Israel’s. Further, an actual weapons program—even a single nuclear device—
would make Iran a target for Israel and perhaps the United States. Ayatollah Khamenei 
has publicly declared in a fatwa (religious decree) that the development and use of nuclear 
weapons are forbidden.14  Iran already has the latent capability so that it could build a 
weapon should it so decide. The U.S. intelligence community has repeatedly stated that 
Iran has made no such decision.15

 

doctrine of the periphery, Israel would bypass the hostile Arab states that surrounded it by seek-
ing relations with non-Arab states on the periphery, specifically Ethiopia, Turkey, and Iran.4

	 Some Iranians also colluded with Israel via American middlemen in the Iran-
Contra arrangement, by which Iran was to provide assistance in freeing American hostages 
in Lebanon in return for U.S.-originated military equipment to be provided by Israel. Sale 
proceeds would be channeled to the Nicaraguan Contras, thereby circumventing U.S.  
restrictions on aid to this group.5 
	 With the end of the Iran–Iraq war and the transition of leadership following the 
death of Ayatollah Khomeini, Iran’s hostility toward Israel resumed, but despite the venom-
ous rhetoric Iran’s leaders rejected the idea of being a “front line” state against Israel. From 
Tehran’s point of view, the United States and Israel jointly supported Saddam’s invasion of 
Iran. Tensions were further inflamed by Tel Aviv’s support for dissident Iranian groups such 
as Jundullah and the Mojahedin-e-Khalq (MEK).6 Moreover, in the 1990s, Israel began to 
be seen as the major driving force behind U.S. efforts to sanction and isolate Iran. Tehran’s 
rhetoric on Israel has often been harsh, reaching a peak during the eight-year presidency of 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, whose bellicose statements included a denial of the Holocaust and 
repeated promises to do away with the Zionist state.7  

4.1.2  The Rouhani government’s new approach.   
President Rouhani and Foreign Minister Javad Zarif have sought to reduce tensions and 
have signaled that they would give their approval to whatever solution with Israel Palestin-
ians would accept. Zarif has publicly held out the possibility of Iran's recognition of Israel 
once the Palestinian problem is resolved.8 Even with the recent violence in Gaza, with an 
estimated death toll of 1,900, Iran has remained relatively quiet—a significant shift from 
previous years.9 Iran’s leaders also believe that by reducing their rhetoric against Israel they 
can avoid undermining the nuclear negotiations, but the country’s anti-Zionist ideology has 
become so ingrained that it might be difficult for that mentality to change in anything like 
the short term. Tehran has, however, taken some symbolic actions, for example sending  
New Year greetings to the Iranian and world Jewish community, and providing a donation  
to the Jewish hospital in the capital.10 

4.1.3  Iran threatened by U.S. allies.  
Iran’s status as a regional power is hindered by the presence of American forces in its neigh-
borhood and by America’s alliances with Israel and Arab Gulf States, which  intensify Iran’s 
conviction that an implacable American-led effort exists to destroy the Islamic Republic and 
to seek regime change. For Iran, any U.S. military presence and any extension of its power in 
the Middle East remain a threat. Iran sees Israel as part of that threat.
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years. While there is a diversity of opinion within Israel on the nuclear negotiations with 
Iran, its leadership has publicly declared that there is little prospect of success through di-
plomacy. Netanyahu and others have accused Iran of negotiating to buy time to get closer 
to a nuclear weapon.17 Sanctions, they believe, are the most important reason that Iran has 
come to negotiating table.18 Whether or not Israel eventually accepts a nuclear deal, it does 
not support the diplomatic process.

4.2.2  Adamancy of Israeli leaders.   
The Israeli government professes itself unwilling to accept a continuing Iranian program 
at either a lower or slower level. It argues that the margin of error is too thin to trust 
the international system to know when Iran has decided to go for “breakout” (to enrich 
enough uranium for one weapon). The critical gap between the U.S. and Israel is that 
Israel wants to remove Iran’s nuclear capability, while the United States seeks an agreement 
that will stop Iran specifically from building a nuclear weapon.19 

4.2.3  Israel’s military option.   
Israel’s options would be severely circumscribed by an international agreement and  
Netanyahu might pressure Congress to delay its implementation or reverse certain 
aspects. He is sure to demand a high price in compensation, such as advanced weaponry 
and technology or political commitments, and will likely increase covert operations 
against Iran. Israel will be particularly sensitive to any sign of Iranian rapprochement  
with the United States and the West, and will work strongly to prevent it. Israel will also 
oppose any perceived Iranian political pressure on its Arab neighbors. In this respect, it 
will find some common cause with Saudi Arabia and some other Gulf States.  
	 As negotiations have progressed toward an agreement, differences between the 
United States and Israel have become more pronounced. Against the potential backdrop of 
growing doubts about the constancy and strength of America’s commitment to Israel, the 
antagonism of Israelis toward Iran, and Iranian antagonism toward Israel, are likely  
to remain part of the regional landscape. 

4.2.4  Israel’s toleration of a nuclear agreement.   
Broad international support for a comprehensive accord could, over time, convince Israel 
to adopt a wait-and-see approach. If Iran sticks to its commitments, the accord will achieve 
its purpose of limiting the nuclear program, increasing transparency, lengthening the time 
needed for breakout, and reducing the risk that Iran might acquire nuclear weapons. 

4.1.7  The ISIS factor.   
The early successes of ISIS could have implications for Iran and Israel. Its victories are 
seen by both countries as a strategic threat. ISIS may try to establish inroads among Pal-
estinians in the West Bank or Gaza, but is unlikely to win much influence. If ISIS were to 
continue to progress, Israel and Iran might find themselves with a common enemy. They 
have maintained good relations with the Iraqi Kurds, suggesting a second shared interest.

4.2  Israel’s view of Iran  

For more than two decades, Israel has considered Iran its most important security threat 
and has spoken of it in rhetoric that evokes memories of the Holocaust of World War II. 
Israel’s hostility has become even more pronounced as Iran has stepped up its support  
for Hezbollah, Hamas, and Islamic Jihad.
	 Israeli diplomacy is focused on exposing Iran’s nuclear weapon program and its 
role as a state sponsor of terrorism. Its intelligence activities have focused on weakening 
Iran’s capabilities in what in recent years has amounted to a covert war. Moreover, during 
the period of the Ahmadinejad presidency, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
used Iran’s threats as a basic plank of his foreign policy.  

4.2.1  A covert war.   
While Israel is suspected of having carried out multiple operations against the Iranian 
nuclear program, Iran has been implicated in terror activities against Israel and Jewish 
targets—for example, alleged actions in Argentina and more recently in Bulgaria.16  
Iran’s arms shipments to Hezbollah and Hamas demonstrate its direct involvement in 
operations against Israel. 
	 The danger implicit in Tel Aviv’s threats to attack Iran is questioned by some 
former Israeli security and defense officials, who doubt Israel’s ability to inflict long-lasting 
damage. However, Israel’s current political leadership appears convinced both of the  
necessity of action and of its ability to inflict a significant setback. It argues that if Iran 
were hit hard enough, it would abandon further nuclear activity, but it appears to be  
holding back on unilateral action in the expectation that negotiations will fail and the 
United States will have reason to strike on its own.  
	 Israel opposes all potential nuclear proliferation in the region. It has struck twice 
in the past—in Iraq in 1981 and in Syria in 2007—to destroy nuclear reactor programs 
in Arab states and has been planning and practicing for military strikes for more than 20 
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their own borders, but also in Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon. With a Shi’ite minority in Saudi 
Arabia and Arab and Sunni minorities in Iran, each government sees the other as a potential 
ally of its own domestic opposition.

5.1  Iranian views of Saudi Arabia  

A long history of mistrust exists between Iran and members of the GCC, with causes that go 
back to the Arab Muslim invasion of Iran 1,400 years ago.1 That mutual mistrust has roots in 
Persian–Arab ethnic differences, the sectarian Sunni–Shi’a divide, and enduring geopolitical 
competition. More recently, Iran has seen the GCC, from its inception in May 1981, as a sys-
tem established simply to confront it. A major reason for Iran’s present hostility toward Saudi 
Arabia is the latter’s support for Saddam Hussein’s invasion in 1980. After the Iran–Iraq War, 
relations between Iran and Saudi Arabia were poisoned by the enormous financial assistance, 
tens of billions dollars, that the Saudis and other GCC members provided Saddam between 
1980 and 1988.2 More than a quarter million Iranians were killed or injured, about two million 
displaced, and hundreds of cities and villages destroyed. Saddam’s chemical weapons alone 
killed and injured about 100,000 Iranians.3

	 Ayatollah Khomeini declared that monarchy was an un-Islamic form of  
government,4 and labeled the Saudi version of Islam with the epithet “American Islam,” 
reflecting his belief that the Saudis had allowed themselves to be used by the United States.5 
Khomeini’s views set the agenda for the first decade of the Islamic Republic’s existence, and 
Iranian media encouraged Saudis to overthrow their government. Tensions flared regularly 
during the pilgrimage to Mecca, as the Iranian delegation took the opportunity of Islam’s 
great annual coming-together to propagate the revolutionary state’s political views of Islam, 
against the direct orders of the Saudi authorities. In 1987, some 275 Iranians were killed 
during the pilgrimage in clashes with security forces.6 The hostile view of the Saudi govern-
ment has continued among some Iranian elites and beyond.7 Iran’s allies, Hassan Nasrallah, 
the head of Hezbollah, and Nouri al-Maliki, the former prime minister of Iraq, have both 
blamed Saudi Arabia for terrorist attacks in their countries.8

5.1.1  Role of intelligence organizations.   
The elements of the Iranian system directly responsible for Iran’s influence abroad, most 
notably the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and its overseas arm, the Qods 
Force, see Riyadh as a major rival. The IRGC is also a bastion of preserving the revolutionary 
Islamist ideology of Khomeini. Thus, for theological, ethnic, and balance-of-power reasons, 
the IRGC and its foreign intelligence branch are centers of hostility toward Riyadh. 

4.3  Prospects for improved relations  

Achieving an agreement with Iran and reaching an Israel–Palestine agreement are two  
key aims of U.S. policy. The environment following a nuclear accord could permit the 
United States to probe a range of issues, as part of a wider effort to integrate Iran into a 
more stable regional framework. 

4.4  Recommendations for U.S. policy  

The U.S. administration will thus have to make a special diplomatic and political effort with 
Congress and with Israel to dampen hostility toward an agreement with Iran. 
	 The administration will need to mount an extraordinary effort to persuade 
Prime Minister Netanyahu that a nuclear agreement will provide adequate assurances that 
Iran will not get a nuclear weapon. The U.S. government might also find it necessary to 
increase further Israel’s access to advanced weaponry and defense equipment.
	 The administration may also need to convince the Israeli government that a deci-
sion by Israel to attack Iran militarily while the nuclear agreement is being implemented 
will be opposed by the U.S. government. 
	 Finally, the administration will need to persuade Congress and the American 
people that the agreement represents that best way to stop Iran from acquiring a nuclear 
weapon and to avoid yet another war in the Middle East. It will have to anticipate that 
Congress may try to pass legislation that will make it impossible for the administration  
to implement any accord that is reached.

5. SAUDI ARABIA 

Background: There is no one Saudi view of Iran nor one Iranian view of Saudi Arabia. In 
each country, the relationship is highly debated, with many who see the other as an implacable 
enemy. However, at the elite level there are those who can imagine a more normal relationship: 
that has actually been achieved in the recent past. Iranian and Saudi strategic interests diverge 
and their sectarian and ethnic/nationalist identities will continue to divide them based on ge-
ography, economics, and domestic political priorities. Nonetheless the ingredients are present 
for tensions to be considerably reduced. It is hard to envisage the two countries, as currently  
governed, becoming allies, but their hostility is not inevitable.   
	 Important issues exist that cannot be easily resolved. Both countries claim a special 
right to speak for Islam on the world stage and to define the politics of Islam, not only within 
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5.2.1  State-to-state tensions override sectarian differences.   
Saudi government officials do not couch their critiques of Iran in sectarian terms, at least 
in public, but they emphasize their belief that Iran is constantly interfering in the domestic 
affairs of Arab states. As recently as March 2014, Prince Turki Al Faisal, former head of 
foreign intelligence and an ambassador to both London and Washington, told an audience 
that a major issue that the kingdom had with Iran was “the Iranian leadership’s meddling 
and destabilizing efforts in the countries with Shi’a majorities, Iraq and Bahrain, as well as 
those countries with significant minority Shi’a communities, such as Kuwait, Lebanon and 
Yemen.”16 Over the past decade, the Saudis have attempted to counter Iranian influence in 
Iraq, Lebanon, and Palestine. Riyadh will require a reduction in what it sees as Iranian  
interference in its internal affairs and the internal affairs of its GCC partners as part of any 
modus vivendi with Tehran.

5.2.2  Worry about Iran’s nuclear power.   
The Saudis fear the political and strategic consequences of the Iranian nuclear program. 
While circumspect in public, in private Saudi decision-makers have urged the United States 
to take military action. Both King Abdullah and other prominent Saudis have hinted that, 
should Iran obtain nuclear weapons capability, Saudi Arabia will do the same.17

5.2.3  No perpetual hostility.   
During the presidencies of Rafsanjani and Khatami, Riyadh welcomed Tehran’s downplaying 
the revolutionary aspects of its foreign policy and its emphasizing more normal relations. 
In December 1997, Abdullah, then Crown Prince but effectively the Saudi head of govern-
ment, visited Tehran for the Islamic Conference Organization summit, and a few weeks later 
received Rafsanjani in Riyadh.18 In May 1999, President Khatami became the first sitting 
Iranian president to pay a state visit to Saudi Arabia. The Saudis tried to continue the more 
normal relationship with Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, welcoming him to Riyadh in April 2007. 
The two states even worked together to resolve tensions among their clients in Lebanon in 
early 2007.19 It was only some time later that year, as Iranian influence in Iraq, Lebanon, 
and Palestine grew, that Riyadh became more openly confrontational. In 2010 (according to 
diplomatic cables released by WikiLeaks), the Saudi ambassador in Washington, Adel Jubeir, 
reported that King Abdullah had given his backing to a possible U.S. attack on Iran.20

	 Saudi Arabia will always view Iran with suspicion. But suspicion does not mean 
open confrontation. If the rumors of back-channel contacts and Rouhani having accepted an 
invitation to visit Riyadh turn out to be true, it will be another indication that the Saudis are 
open to an improved relationship.21

	 Iranian intelligence operatives have taken the fight directly to Saudi Arabia. 
The 1996 truck bombing of Khobar Towers, an apartment complex in Dhahran housing 
American Air Force personnel, is still noted as an incident that may be linked back to Iran, 
although the evidence remains debated. That June day, 19 U.S. citizens were killed and 
more than 400 Americans, Saudis, and third-country nationals wounded.9 More recently, 
in October 2011, American officials accused elements of Iranian intelligence of supporting 
an amateurish plot to assassinate the Saudi ambassador to the United States.10 Iran has also 
been linked to Houthi rebels in Yemen along the Saudi Arabian border, although the scale  
of Iranian involvement again remains unclear.11

5.1.2  Positive initiatives by Iran’s leaders.   
During their terms in office, both former presidents Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani and 
Muhammad Khatami made public efforts to improve relations with Riyadh. They were 
criticized by more ideological figures in Iran for such a departure from revolutionary ortho-
doxy,12 but since the election of Hassan Rouhani this pragmatic trend has re-emerged. In 
June 2013, he entered office calling Saudi Arabia “a friend and a brother,” prioritizing  
the improvement of relations with Gulf neighbors.13

	 For the reformist wing of the Iranian political elite, confrontation with Riyadh  
creates unnecessary problems in the region and strengthens Iran’s hardline ideological rivals 
at home. Tehran’s pragmatic approach, based more on state-to-state relations than on sup-
port for the spread of Islamic revolutionary principles, includes a willingness to deal with 
Saudi Arabia as an important regional state rather than as an implacable ideological enemy.

5.2  Saudi views of Iran  

The Saudi elite’s view is clearly affected by the strong anti-Shi’a bias in Wahhabi Islam.  
Clerics use the most insulting terms to refer to Shi’a in general and Iranians particularly.  
The Mufti of Saudi Arabia, the highest-ranking cleric in the country (and a state appointee), 
in an interview in April 2011, called Iranians “safavids,” a reference to the dynasty that con-
verted Iran to Shi’ism (at times with force) in the 17th century, implying that Iran’s current 
foreign policy is similarly aimed at forcing Sunnis to convert.14 Nor is such sectarian hostility 
limited to the clerical class. In March 2011 a prominent Saudi columnist, Jasir al-Jasir, wrote 
a series of articles in the Riyadh newspaper Al-Jazira under the titles “The plans of the  
Safavid regime to destroy the Arab States” (March 15–17) and “The plans of the Safavid 
regime to destroy the Gulf States” (March 12–14).15
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state in Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon—in each case, its inability to police and control its popula-
tion or to provide basic services—that encouraged sectarianism. Regional powers like Iran 
and Saudi Arabia (along with Turkey, Qatar, Jordan, Israel, and others) took advantage of 
the breakdowns in order to extend their influence; but they have not forced themselves but 
rather have been invited in: Riyadh and Tehran exacerbate sectarianism in these countries, 
but they do not cause it.  
	 It is natural that Sunnis in these territories look to the richest Sunni state for  
assistance, and that Shi’a look to their Iranian co-religionists. Iran sends its own fighters  
and Shi’ite allies from Lebanon and Iraq to defend the Assad regime. The Saudi-funded  
Arab media play on sectarian tropes in describing the Syrian fighting, intentionally or  
unintentionally encouraging Sunnis to join the “jihad” there. Media outlets in both  
countries have played up the sectarian nature of the violence, encouraging Sunni and Shi’ite 
extremists to join the fighting. Such heightened tensions provide an ideal environment  
for the advances and growth of ISIS. 

5.3.3  Sectarianism in civil conflicts—ISIS a new element.  
The political vacuums in the region greatly reduce the prospects of achieving some kind of 
understanding between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Yet the rise of ISIS poses new possibilities for 
some common cause between the two in view of the threat it poses. The ISIS challenge to 
Baghdad and even to Iraqi unity is a setback for both Iran and Saudi Arabia, since ISIS also 
represents a challenge to the Saudi preeminence in the Sunni world.  
	 Nonetheless Iran still enjoys a larger regional role than the Saudis would like.  
Iran will not want to give up its geopolitical gains despite the challenge from ISIS, while the 
Saudis would welcome an Iranian setback in that eastern Arab world, yet not if it is caused 
by a continuing consolidation of ISIS power. The open wounds in Syria, Iraq and Lebanon 
will roil regional politics for some time, yet pragmatism—particularly in view of the ISIS 
phenomenon—may yet win out. 

5.4  The impact of a nuclear agreement  

Given the interests at stake, Saudi Arabia and Iran are unlikely to come to a “grand bargain” 
following a nuclear accord. Yet any improvement in their relations would have a number of 
benefits, including Saudi support for moderate Sunni opposition to ISIS in Iraq. Some kind 
of rapprochement could lead to a greater Iranian willingness to consider political solutions 
in Syria. Any improvement in the bilateral relationship would be good for the United States.

5.3  Sectarianism and its limits  

Sectarianism is a pivotal point from which to evaluate the Saudi–Iranian relationship. It  
has sharpened as state institutions in major Arab countries have weakened, but while the 
Sunni–Shi’a divide complicates matters, it is not a permanent obstacle. 

5.3.1  Sectarianism in the region.   
The split in Islam is an enduring identity-marker, but has rarely been the driver of conflict 
it is today. Even in the countries where it is most virulent, as recently as just a few decades 
ago, the Sunni-Shi’a antagonism did not dominate politics. The Lebanese civil war of the 
1970s and 1980s was (broadly) a Christian–Muslim conflict, with Sunnis and Shi’a on the same 
side. Iraqi politics in the monarchical period and in the 1960s was driven by ideological and 
personal rivalries that did not break down along sectarian lines. Similarly, in the period before 
the 1970s, Syrian political divisions tended to be regional (Damascus v. Aleppo) and ideologi-
cal (Nasserists v. Baathists v. communists). In the early years of Saddam Hussein and Hafez al-
Assad, the minority Baathists governments made an effort to reach across Sunni-Shi’a borders. 
	 It is no surprise that sectarianism dominates Lebanese politics. The political 
system is set up that way, with parliamentary seats and state offices reserved for members of 
particular sects. In both Iraq and Syria, the sectarianism underlying those countries’ security 
strategies became obvious in crisis. As the power of the Iraqi state withered under sanctions, 
Saddam relied more and more on the Sunni minority. When the American invasion of 2003 
destroyed what was left of the state’s capacity to govern, Iraqis were thrown back upon their 
tribal, ethnic, and sectarian groupings. Elections became, in effect, an ethnic-sectarian cen-
sus, as voters supported candidates from their own communities. In Syria, with the uprisings 
of 2011 and the government’s violent response to Sunni objections to Assad’s Alawite minor-
ity rule, the state lost its ability to provide basic security, and services quickly diminished. 
The Alawites, a mystical offshoot of Shi’ite Islam, make up most of the country’s military and 
security leadership, despite the fact that Sunnis make up a majority of the population and of 
the rank and file of the army. What began as a cross-sectarian protest against authoritarian 
rule quickly became a sectarian fight.

5.3.2  How sectarianism works.   
Save in Saudi Arabia, sectarianism in the eastern Arab world is principally a bottom-up phe-
nomenon, not a top-down one. Yet many believe that the actions of states—and particularly 
the export and promotion by Saudi Arabia of the Wahhabi version of Islam—have helped 
ignite otherwise latent sectarian differences at the popular level.23 It was the weakness of the 
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6. Syria 
Background: Current relations between Iran and Syria are shaped by the former’s sub-
stantial support for the Assad regime in the face of opposition movements throughout the 
country. The intervention of Iran’s close ally Hezbollah has been pivotal to Assad’s ability 
to push back against this widespread rebellion. Two meetings of concerned nations con-
vened in Geneva to seek a political solution to Syria’s problem foundered, in part because 
Iran was not allowed to participate. A nuclear agreement will provide the opportunity for 
U.S. discussions with Iran that could lead to a third Geneva meeting convened by the UN. 
Iran’s inclusion could improve the chances of success in this process. It could also help 

5.4.1  Prospects for a Saudi-Iran détente.   
It has to be asked what either country would gain by détente. For Iran, some sections of its 
leadership believe it would help improve their economy. The Saudis are the weaker party in 
the competition. Immutable geography places the country, with less than a third of the pop-
ulation of Iran, at a geopolitical disadvantage. Iran’s demographic weight has no equivalent 
among any of the GCC nations. Its population of nearly 80 million is more than three times 
that of the six GCC member-states combined, while its workforce is in demand throughout 
the region (except for Saudi Arabia) due to its advanced education, professional skills, and 
training. Around 500,000 Iranians live and work in the United Arab Emirates alone.24

5.4.2  Implications for US–Iran relations.  
While Saudi Arabia is nervous about such improvement, paradoxically that very result could 
make it rethink its own connection with Tehran. Riyadh does not want to be the odd man 
out in the Gulf if it looks as if the United States and Iran are moving toward each other. 
Moreover, any such development will require some Iranian willingness to restrain its allies 
in Lebanon and Syria, if only because of the American–Israeli axis. Better relations with the 
United States, in other words, require a more moderate Iranian stance on a number of issues.

5.5  Recommendations for U.S. policy  

The United States should not directly encourage a better relationship between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran, since such a move would likely be seen as part of a feared U.S. reassessment and re-
balancing of its alliances in the Persian Gulf. But while Washington’s outreach on the nuclear 
issue has aroused concern in Riyadh, in the long-term a deal that reduces the likelihood of 
Iranian nuclear breakout enhances Saudi Arabian security, and is worth the temporary ten-
sions in U.S. relations with Saudi Arabia. Permanent Iranian–American hostility is not in the 
interests of anybody, including the Saudis (though they may be difficult to convince of this).  

5.5.1  Need for the United States to reassure Gulf States.   
In the context of improving American–Iranian relations, Washington needs to convince its 
Gulf allies that it still seeks to moderate Iranian aspirations. President Obama’s March 2014 
trip to Saudi Arabia was a first step. Such reassurance might require a period of increased 
U.S. military support and a defined U.S. presence (such as the maintenance of bases in 
the smaller Gulf States and of military and intelligence cooperation with the GCC states). 
Riyadh would be willing to explore a reduction of tensions with Tehran if the Saudis were 
more confident of their American ally.
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afloat. At the start of 2013, the Central Bank of Syria reached an agreement with Iran for 
$3 billion-worth of letters of credit to cover oil imports, as part of an overall line of credit 
up to $7 billion.4 In June 2013, Deputy Prime Minister Jamil revealed that $500 million in 
monthly aid was being sent by Iran, Russia, and China in the form of oil and credit.5

	 This foreign assistance has allowed Assad to exhibit an impressive tenacity. In 
2013, it was reported that more than two million government workers were still receiving 
salaries.6 Some are even located in rebel-held areas, but find ways to cross into safe terri-
tory to pick up their paychecks. Despite a widespread expectation that the government 
would quickly go bankrupt, it has stumbled along, providing low levels of services such as 
schooling, electricity, and water. This resilience contrasts markedly with the administra-
tive chaos that predominates in rebel-held areas. Assad is counting on his superior ability 
to provide services to win back the acquiescence and ultimate submission of his country’s 
silent majority.

6.1.4  Religious reasons for Iran’s support.   
The Syrian population is composed of roughly 70% Sunni-Arabs, 20% religious minorities,  
and 10% Kurdish Muslims.7 The Alawite sect, from whom most of the government is 
drawn, is less than half the religious minorities’ total. If the war goes on long enough,  
Sunnis will eventually prevail by sheer force of numbers,8 but they will not necessarily be 
able to form a government or to take charge of the then likely chaotic remains of Syria. 
	 Although the Alawites are not fully Shi’ites—especially the “Twelver Shi’ites” 
found in Iran—their survival is linked to the sect’s survival, particularly in Lebanon. Iran’s 
clerics view themselves as the protectors of all Shi’ites around the world. Thus Iran’s  
leadership imbues its role in Syria with religious meaning.9 

6.1.5  Iran’s military support.   
The number of Iranians who have participated in the war in Syria is unknown but prob-
ably significant. Most Revolutionary Guard officers serving there, however, are carrying 
out only advisory, logistical, and intelligence roles.10 Even so, Tehran wants Washington  
to be clear that they are ready to send enough support to keep Assad in place.  
	 Brig. Gen. Hossein Hamedani, the commander of the Revolutionary Guard, 
recently said that Assad is “fighting this war as our deputy.”11 He added that 130,000 
Republican Guard are “ready to be deployed” should the war escalate, and revealed that 
Iran had played an important role in setting up Syria’s paramilitary forces—some 70,000 
fighters, organized in 42 groups and 128 battalions,12 which he said had been modeled on 
the Revolutionary Guard. The number of independent Shi’ite fighters in Syria is estimated 

improve the chances of achieving a long-term political solution by persuading Assad to 
use his armed forces to help defeat ISIS forces in eastern and northern Syria.

6.1 Iran’s view of Syria  

Iran has multiple interests—strategic, religious, and self-protective—in its neighbor. The 
loss of Syria as an ally, Tehran believes, would undermine its own security and leave it 
prey to foreign attempts at regime change. 

6.1.1  Iran’s link to Hezbollah.   
Syria is Iran’s beachhead into the Arab world. Hezbollah could not be resupplied with heavy 
weapons without Syrian help. Air and sea routes to Lebanon are carefully monitored and 
controlled by Israel and the United States, both of which have stopped and searched ships 
and turned back airplanes carrying weapons. The roads and mule tracks running from  
Damascus across the mountain range separating Syria from Lebanon are the only secure 
supply routes for Hezbollah, and Israeli planes regularly attack even these. Israel’s superior 
airpower and U.S. counterterrorism could have greatly weakened Hezbollah in Lebanon  
had Syria not acted as its link to Iran. 

6.1.2  Syrian support during Iran–Iraq War.   
When in 1980 Iraq invaded Iran, Saddam had been supporting the Muslim Brotherhood 
in an effort to topple Syria’s president, and Hafiz al-Assad at once committed his country 
to Tehran’s defense.1 Iran’s leaders named the war, which lasted until 1988, “the Sacred  
Defense” (of the revolution), and ever since has been meticulously building a Shi’ite 
sphere of influence. Called the “Shi’ite Crescent” by some detractors and the “Resistance 
Front” by those who belong to it, Iran’s network stretches across Iraq and Syria to the 
Mediterranean. The Resistance Front, which was originally made up only of Hezbollah 
and Syria but which today includes Iraq, has been a central pillar of Iranian defense since 
the Islamic revolution. Without it, Tehran believes that its enemies could further isolate 
Iran and even bring about regime change. As one local cleric recently explained, “If we 
lose Syria, we cannot keep Tehran.”2 Among Iranian leaders, this rhetoric is widespread. 
Major General Qassem Suleimani, the principal architect of Iran’s military effort in Syria 
and head of its Qods Force, has asserted, “Syria is the front line of the resistance.”3

6.1.3  Economic assistance.   
This high concern about losing Syria is why Iran has supplied Damascus with billions of 
dollars. The exact amount is unknown but it has been crucial in keeping the government 
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state and will consider Alawites and other minorities equal Syrians is not convincing to 
those minorities. Both communities see this war as a life-and-death struggle. The Alawites 
believe that, if they lose, they will be severely persecuted, if not driven from the country. 
The Sunnis claim that the regime is carrying out genocide by barrel-bombing rebel-held 
neighborhoods, torturing and killing prisoners, and using chemical weapons. The image 
of Iran as the major sectarian player intervening in Syria adds to a generally negative  
attitude on the part of most Syrians. 

6.2.2  Assad’s relations with Tehran.   
Assad fears that Iran wields too much power by micro-managing the war. He is thus vul-
nerable to rebel accusations that he is a puppet who has lost legitimacy as an independent 
national leader. Prior to the outbreak of the conflict, he took frequent trips to Tehran, and 
was photographed with the head of Hezbollah, Hassan Nassrallah, which caused concern 
among many Syrians that he had become too dependent on his Shi’a allies.18 His father 
and former president, Hafez al-Assad, never met with Nassrallah and kept some distance 
between himself and Tehran. Bashar al-Assad has had a greater need to praise Iranians, 
and his opponents claim that he has opened Syria up to Iranian missionary activity and 
mosque-building efforts that undermine any chance of harmony in the country. 

6.3  Impact of a nuclear agreement 

As with the other states discussed in this paper, a nuclear agreement is unlikely to radi-
cally reshape relations. Country-to-country interactions are too complex and involve too 
many interests to be determined by one element. Nevertheless, there may be issues over 
which the United States and Iran share similar but not identical interests, and where  
discussions could advance mutual concerns. 
	 With respect to Syria, a nuclear agreement could pave the way for limited 
bilateral or broader multi-lateral discussions on the issue of Syria or on non-state threats 
operating in Syria, such as ISIS. 
	 The Syrian–Iranian relationship will continue to be defined by many interests, 
not least of which is the civil war and the rapid growth of Islamic extremists. A nuclear 
agreement will not have a direct impact here, but more direct communication between  
the United States and Iran creates the possibility that there may be opportunities for  
advancing humanitarian efforts and regional interests. 

at 8,000 to 10,000 (though this is contested), mostly from Lebanon and Iraq.13 The  
number of foreign Sunni fighters assisting the rebel militias is thought to be similar. 
	 The influence of Shi’ite foreign fighters in Syria has been decisive. In June 2013, 
Assad’s forces were floundering. Today, his army has been re-conquering territory.14  
Assad is consolidating his hold over Damascus suburbs that had joined the revolution, 
and besides Aleppo, which his forces now surround,15 has recaptured Homs, Syria’s  
third-largest city, once the center of rebel activity. The regime’s growing power is not  
simply a reflection of Iranian and external assistance. Syrian officers have reshaped the 
military along sectarian lines, solidifying loyalty among the rank and file, finding compe-
tent officers, and allowing for greater initiative among field commanders. The Assad  
government and military contain many Sunni and other minorities, so it would be a  
mistake to conclude that this is merely a war of Alawites versus the rest. 

6.2  How Syria sees Iran

6.2.1  Cultural and ethnic tensions.   
Although Iranians and Syrians seem to have a religious affinity through Islam, cultural 
differences place a strain on their relations. Iranians have historically viewed Arabs as 
culturally inferior—a sentiment reciprocated on the Arab side. This sense of superiority 
has manifested itself recently in Syria and proven problematic with Iranian commanders 
who are training Syrian fighters. Iranian videos have been leaked in which they call Syrian 
soldiers degrading epithets.16 Assad’s legitimacy is partially predicated on his claim that he 
is the last of the true Arab nationalists of the 1960s generation still in power. This stated 
secularism may become a source of tension with Tehran.  
	 The current civil war has awakened Syria’s religious divisions and heightened  
tensions over Iran’s and Hezbollah’s intervention and their relations with the predominantly 
Alawite government. Most rebel commanders have returned to the old accusation that 
Alawites are pagans and non-Muslim,17 while some have called for them to be cleansed 
from Damascus and the government entirely. Many Sunnis argue that they can no longer 
abide being ruled by Alawites, who they insist have been brutal, discriminatory, and corrupt. 
Almost all opposition leaders call for the imposition of Sharia law. This raises for Alawites 
specters from the past, when three decades ago they were a small and ostracized minority. 
	 Many U.S.-backed opposition leaders claim that religious affiliation will be un-
important in a rebel-controlled Syria, but these leaders largely reside outside the country 
and have no military power. Their claim that a Sunni-led Syria will separate mosque from 
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off a new range of splits and defections. Rebel forces in the north would be reduced to  
regional bit-players. The “moderate” rebels fighting Assad in western Syria, whom some 
see as supporting U.S. and opposition interests, are in no position to replace Assad. They 
have proven ineffective and resistant to unity. It is no longer a viable approach to debate 
what difference providing more weapons in past years might have made.   
	 Among reasons for Assad’s survival are the loyalty of his military leaders, the 
commitment of his allies, particularly Iran, and his willingness to use deadly force. Just  
as important has been the closing of ranks of Shi’as and support from Syria’s religious  
minorities. Assad has been fortunate, too, in his enemies. Syria’s opposition elite has 
proven to be paralyzed by personal rivalries and mutual distrust. Even at the height of the 
conflict, local affiliates fought on different sides of the war. No one should be surprised 
that some U.S.-backed groups have now aligned with ISIS.22

6.4.3  Assad and ISIS.   
Assad has not attacked ISIS as forcefully as he has the moderate rebels, in large part be-
cause the rebels were actively attacking his forces, trying to rid Syria of his regime. Also, 
ISIS was for the most part not attacking him but fighting those rebels who were. In effect  
it was the rebels that pushed the government out of territory it once controlled and in  
doing so cleared the way for ISIS.23 
	 Some American politicians have warned that, with Syria and parts of Iraq under 
ISIS control, the region could become a base from which terrorist strikes against America 
would be launched, raising visions of 9/11.24 That success was due in large part to recruit-
ing, organization, and training and the exploitation of weaknesses in the U.S. National 
Security and Intelligence system than to foreign bases. The main dilemmas that U.S. poli-
cymakers face today are to decide whether the opposition has the capacity to overthrow 
Assad and whether in doing so it would help or hurt the struggle to defeat ISIS. There are 
profound moral and legal reasons to retain a policy of trying to rid Syria of Assad, which 
is only likely to come through political means supported by military pressure. 

6.5  U.S. policy implications after a nuclear agreement  

U.S. policy on Syria in the months ahead could go in several directions. Given Tehran's 
major role, Iran necessarily figures prominently in an assessment of options, which would 
be broader with more extensive U.S.–Iranian engagement.

 

 

6.4  The current Syrian crisis  

The rapid rise of ISIS and its recent conquest of western Iraq have undermined U.S. poli-
cies for containing violence to within Syria. The dominance of Jihadist militias there leaves 
the United States with only unappealing alternatives, having to choose whether it wants to 
fight ISIS or Assad. If it tries to do both, the likely outcome will be Syria as a failed  
state like Somalia, with rising numbers of deaths and refugees, or an ISIS takeover. As 
Ambassador Ryan Crocker has argued, “as bad as [Assad] is, there is something worse.”19  
	 Washington’s strategy of fighting a two-front war needs to be reconsidered. The 
notion that Syria’s “moderate” militias can or will take on ISIS while they forgo their revo-
lution against Assad is unrealistic. A primary enabling factor for the rise of ISIS has been 
the stalemate between the Syrian Arab Army and rebel forces that has sapped the power 
of both. The grinding civil war in western Syria opened a void for the emergence of ISIS in 
the east. Continued arming of the rebels through leakage of weapons supplied by others 
may help ISIS,20 whose growing strength has created a new sense of urgency in Western 
capitals. Iran may encourage Assad to increase military action against ISIS.21 

6.4.1  The need to rethink U.S. policy.   
During the first three years of the uprising, Washington pursued parallel policies. The first 
was to work with the Russians to convince Assad to concede to a transitional government 
that would progressively empower the opposition. The second was to strengthen that  
opposition with diplomatic, humanitarian, financial and selective military assistance.  
	 This approach was designed to avoid an Iraq-like experience of rapid state  
destruction and the heavy loss of American lives and resources without achieving the de-
sired objective. It also promised to avoid a costly proxy struggle with Russia and Iran; and it  
minimized the risk of making even more difficult the negotiations with Iran over its nuclear 
program. It has not resulted in Assad’s departure. Iran has remained his strong supporter 
and Russia has refused to move against him. Meanwhile Russo–American conflict over 
Ukraine has limited efforts at further cooperation.

6.4.2  Where the rebellion stands.   
The rebellion is at tipping point, although the crucial loss of Aleppo could take many 
months. Aleppo is the only valuable city still held by mainstream rebels, and if they lose 
it the rebellion would collapse, not so much militarily as politically. Fighters, leaders, and 
foreign sponsors would probably conclude that they are no longer a viable force, setting 
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very different from the West’s. The Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister for Arab and African 
Affairs Amir Abdollahian has said, “We aren’t seeking to have Bashar al-Assad remain 
president for life. But we do not subscribe to the idea of using extremist forces and  
terrorism to topple Assad.”29 Iran’s and the United States’ views might be more compatible 
should Assad be successful in combating ISIS. President Rouhani has argued that  
Syrian state institutions —including the army—should be preserved. The Assad family has 
packed sensitive posts with loyal Alawites (some 80% of the top officer corps is composed 
of Alawites), minorities, and Baathists.30 Yet Assad has still maintained valuable support 
among the Sunni elite and leaders of other minorities. Rouhani insists that “the Sunni 
Muslim majority would be represented in the new political structure, while the rights of 
the minority Alawites would be protected.”31 He also proposes that Assad and other top 
Alawite officials be granted legal immunity. The Iranians seem to be angling for a  
Saudi–Iranian understanding over Syria, similar to that reached by Hafez al-Assad and 
Saudi Arabia over Lebanon in the 1990s. Iran seeks an agreement that would preserve 
Syria’s minority-dominated military intact and with it the country’s key position in the 
“Shi’ite Crescent” as a loyal ally. Such an arrangement might be feasible after the defeat  
of ISIS but not without Iranian and American cooperation. 

6.6  Recommendations for U.S. policy  

The United States after an agreement should work with the United Nations and other  
governments to convene a Geneva III meeting to relieve the immediate humanitarian 
crisis in Syria and develop a long-term political solution. 
	 The United States should support the UN preference to include Iran, Saudi  
Arabia, Russia, Turkey, and representatives of the Syrian moderate opposition in the 
Geneva meeting. The agenda should include a regional cease-fire, release of prisoners, 
humanitarian assistance, refuge return, eventually the lifting of some sanctions, the  
establishment of a Syrian reconstruction fund, and a structure for the political and  
economic future of a united Syria. 
	 The ideal political solution would maintain Syria as a unitary and sovereign state 
and would look to a new constitution that would guarantee civil and legal rights for all 
Syrians. To establish a new form of government will take a long time and probably include 
an extension of the current regime. However, Iran, Russia, and Saudi Arabia would be 
a powerful combination of states to achieve a transitional government and the eventual 
departure of the Assad family.

6.5.1  Continue to seek the overthrow of Assad.   
Such an approach would give continuity to the U.S. policy of the past three years. It would 
also be supported by many Americans, and be consistent with humanitarian intervention 
and human rights. Yet how can Assad’s removal be achieved? And should that be a major 
objective of U.S. policy, given the challenge of ISIS? Many nations continue to support the 
rebels, even if half-heartedly.25 However, there is real concern that sophisticated weap-
onry transferred to rebels will end up in the hands of Jihadist groups. Although some U.S. 
politicians advocate increasing military support to moderate forces in the hope that they 
will fight both Assad and the Jihadist militias, that is increasingly unrealistic. It serves no 
purpose to continue speculating whether greater military support might have resulted in 
the departure of Assad. Looking back to what might have been has obstructed important 
decisions to meet today’s crisis. A military solution has not appeared, and a political  
solution would once again require the participation of parties who, at the moment, are  
not willing to engage.

6.5.2  An Assad commitment to fight ISIS.   
The thought of working with Assad on any project is offensive and cuts against Ameri-
can values and objectives. On the other hand, if the defeat of ISIS has become a principal 
strategic goal, then enlisting Assad could be important. U.S. commanders appear more 
concerned by continued ISIS expansion than by Assad’s retention of power. Ambassador 
Crocker has warned: “We would be making a grave mistake if our policy were aimed at 
flipping the tables and bringing a Sunni ascendancy in Damascus.” He added that a Sunni 
government in Damascus would probably be “dominated by the worst of the worst.”26 
	 American military commanders have made it clear that ISIS cannot be defeated 
without ground troops. The Iraqi armed forces and peshmerga (the Kurdish fighters) will 
probably not have sufficient strength to win, even with selective U.S. bombing, drone 
strikes, and attacks by Special Forces from the air against ISIS bases in eastern Syria. 
American leaders have been clear that, although they will not put large numbers of com-
bat troops on the ground, some coalition of countries must. Syrian forces should be urged 
by Tehran to attack ISIS directly in Syria. Syrian military commanders, security personnel, 
and top government officials should be motivated to avoid an ISIS victory, which would 
likely result in the execution of many loyal to Assad.27 Alawites and most other religious  
minorities and many Sunnis support Assad because they fear ethnic cleansing.28 

6.5.3  Return to a political solution Iran’s role will be crucial.  
Tehran has insisted that it is looking for a political outcome, but its notion of a deal is 
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7.1.1  The impact of the AKP on Iran.   
Despite the development of economic ties in the 1990s, Iran–Turkey relations remained 
cool until the emergence of the AKP in 2002. Critics of both the AKP and the rulers of 
Iran have suggested that improved ties were a function of common cause between two 
countries with Islamist leaderships.3 This ignores the vastly different worldviews of the 
AKP (which has instilled a certainly flexibility and tolerance of piety in Turkey’s secular 
order) and the velāyet-e faqīh theocracy of Iran’s clerical establishment. Rather, Tehran’s 
softening view has had more to do with changes in Turkish foreign policy under the  
AKP, which has sought good relations with Turkey’s neighbors regardless of the  
character of their regimes. 

7.1.2  Iran’s response to Turkey’s support for a nuclear agreement.   
The Iranians responded positively to Turkish signals that it opposes resolving the impasse 
over Iran’s nuclear program with force. This gave the Iranians enough confidence to work 
with the Turks (and the Brazilians) on the ill-fated Tehran Research Reactor in 2010.4 
Relations cooled again in 2011 as a result of American pressure on Ankara leading to its 
agreement to accept a NATO early-warning radar installation directed at Iran, and also 
Tehran’s increasing involvement in the suppression of the Syrian uprising against Assad. 
Still, Iran welcomed Turkey’s positive response to the Joint Plan of Action of November 
2013, and clearly sees opportunities for further improvement should there be a successful 
conclusion to the negotiations. 
	 Ties suffered in 2011 as a result of American pressure on Ankara leading to its 
agreement to accept a NATO early-warning radar installation directed at Iran, and also 
Tehran’s increasing involvement in the suppression of the Syrian uprising against Assad. 
Still, Iran welcomed Turkish positive response to the JOPA, and clearly sees opportunities 
for improvement with Turkey should there be a successful conclusion of the negotiations.

7.2  How Turkey views Iran  

Turkey and Iran do not see each other exclusively through a prism of religion since Islam 
has played a different role in the development of each country. 

7.2.1  The role of Islam in politics.   
In keeping with Mustafa Kemal’s reforms, the Turkish government sought to control  
religious expression in the political arena, whereas Ayatollah Khomeini’s singular in-
novation of velāyet-e faqīh institutionalized the political preeminence of clerics and the 

7. Turkey 
Background: Turkey’s relationship with Iran has long been difficult. Competitive empires 
gave way to secularizing states. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s Tehran’s rhetorical com-
mitment to exporting its revolutionary Shi’ite-biased ideology sowed mistrust in Ankara. 
Nevertheless, concerns that Iran posed a threat to Turkey’s secular system did not pre-
clude successive Turkish governments from energy agreements and extensive business ties 
with the Iranians. Beginning in 1996, the government of Necmettin Erbakan—the founder 
and leader of the Turkish Islamist movement—signed a 22-year contract to supply ten 
billion cubic meters of gas annually. That deal, which was worth $22 billion and skirted 
U.S. sanctions, caused consternation among secularists in Turkey who feared that Erbakan 
was moving Ankara toward Islamization. Despite this, the agreement was honored after 
the military pushed Erbakan from office and a succession of secular coalitions governed 
Turkey between 1997 and 2002.  
	 The emergence of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) did not fundamen-
tally alter the pattern of relations, best described as strategic competition. There may be an 
expansion of economic ties and even credible allegations that Turkey has helped Iran cir-
cumvent international sanctions, but the Turkish leadership has also sought to check Iran’s 
influence. Ankara and Tehran have been careful not to challenge each other directly, but 
they compete in Iraq, Syria, and Palestine, as well as in the region more broadly. While the 
Gulf States view competition with Iran through a sectarian lens, Turkey does not explicitly 
do so. For Ankara, Tehran’s accumulation of influence in the region is a reflection of their 
historic economic and political competitiveness, a rivalry colored by Persian and Turkish 
pride, not a sectarian one. 

7.1  How Iran views Turkey 

Tehran has generally seen Turkey as both a challenge and an opportunity.1 After the Shah 
was ousted, Iran’s new leaders were suspicious of its neighbor—with its decidedly secular 
political order, NATO membership, and aspirations to join the European Union. Turkey 
had also become, post-revolution, home to many Iranian dissidents, and Ankara’s ties with 
Tehran’s enemies, especially Washington and Jerusalem, were additional reasons for dis-
trust. Overall, though there was actually more continuity in Iran’s post-revolution foreign 
policy than widely assumed, the main differences between Tehran and Ankara were those 
between a status quo and a perceived revolutionary power.2  
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of Hasan Nasrallah and the then Iranian President Ahmedinejad spiked, Turkish leaders 
sought to peel away some of Iran’s prestige. Ankara took a variety of populist positions on 
the Palestinian issue, deployed peacekeeping forces to Lebanon, and followed a foreign policy 
that emphasized Muslim solidarity. Erdogan and his advisors believed that the Arab world 
and Turkey in particular had surrendered leadership to Iran for too long. The strengthening 
of ties between Turkey and Syria was part of this strategy. There were important reasons for 
Ankara’s political and diplomatic investment in the Assad government, notably the economic 
benefits to Turkey of having direct access to Syria, Jordan, and the Gulf beyond, but drawing 
Damascus away from Tehran was always an important objective.11  

7.2.5  Deteriorating relations over Syria.   
As the uprising in Syria escalated into civil war, Turkey’s failure to sway Damascus became 
clear as the Assad government drew ever closer to Iran. The mounting death toll and the 
large number of Syrian refugees seeking shelter in Turkey had a profound effect on the 
way Ankara viewed Iran. The bilateral relationship continued, but the two countries found 
themselves on opposite sides of a major conflict. Once the Turks gave up on Assad, they 
did everything—short of direct intervention—to bring his rule and the power structures 
his father had built to an end. The Iranians sought to shore up Assad, understanding that 
if the rebellion prevailed it would be a major strategic blow. 

7.2.6  The potential impact of ISIS on Turkey.   
The advances of ISIS have created new threats to many of Turkey’s core interests. Turkey 
had enabled many Sunni Islamists to cross its borders to join ISIS as part of its support 
for the rebellion against Assad. At the same time, Iraq’s possible disintegration poses 
numerous challenges on its border, not least a future independent Kurdistan. The Iranian 
support for the replacement of Maliki in Iraq has also opened new possibilities. At this 
writing, it is still unclear how Turkey will evolve a policy to join other states in the region 
to oppose ISIS; but Turkey and Iran may be entering a new cycle of accommodation in a 
struggle against a common enemy on their borders. 

7.3  Implications of an Iran–U.S. rapprochement  

Since the November 2013 accord, the Turks have demonstrated a renewed interest in Iran. 
Not only has diplomatic traffic picked up and Turkish trade delegations made their way 
to Tehran, but former Prime Minister—now President—Erdogan has changed his stance. 
When he visited in January 2014, he declared that Iran was his “second home.”12 The 

propagation of religion in society.5 Turkey’s dominant secular elites at the time feared 
less the emergence of an Iranian system than Turkish Islamists (who had participated in 
a variety of coalition governments in the 1970s), but Ankara feared that they would try 
to advance their agenda against the backdrop of Iran’s social revolution. Consequently, 
wariness and mistrust characterized Ankara’s relations with Tehran, though Turkey never 
severed diplomatic ties. 

7.2.2  Cautious accommodation with the Islamic revolution.   
During Turgut Ozal’s rule in the mid-1980s and again in the 1990s, Turkish governments 
developed energy links with Iran. Still, those periods were brief and relatively restrained 
under the watchful eyes of Turkey’s armed forces, the Turkish General Staff (TGS). The 
TGS, which had an oversized role in domestic politics, was concerned with the influence 
Iran’s Islamic revolution would have on Turkey’s domestic politics.6 Over time, the percep-
tion of this threat diminished, and by mid-2000 Turkey and Iran cooperated against the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party—known commonly as the PKK—and its Iranian affiliate,  
PJAK (the Party of Free Life of Kurdistan). More recently, however, as a result of the  
Syrian civil war and Ankara’s opposition to Assad, Ankara suspects Iran of plotting with 
Syria to foment PKK attacks.7 

7.2.3  The role of Erdogan’s AKP.   
Not until the rise of the AKP was there any significant change in the relationship between 
the two countries. The AKP sought from the start to broaden Ankara’s traditionally  
Western NATO/EU-focused foreign policy toward the East. There had been previous  
periods of Turkish activism in the Middle East, especially during the Ozal era, but the AKP’s 
worldview, which seeks to establish Turkey as a leading Muslim power, dictated a more 
engaged approach. Consistent with Ankara’s effort to establish good ties with its neighbors, 
Turkey sought to increase and diversify its trade relations with Iran.8 On the  
all-important nuclear issue, the Turks remained opposed to proliferation, but during a visit 
to Tehran in 2010, shortly before the Tehran Research Reactor deal was concluded,  
Erdogan made it clear that he believed that Iran had a right to peaceful nuclear technology.9 
Turkey wanted to underline that Ankara did not see Tehran in the same light as  
the United States, its European partners, or Israel.10

7.2.4  Renewed competition among Arabs.   
Throughout the AKP era there has been a competitive aspect to Turkey–Iran relations.  
In the aftermath of the conflict between Israel and Hezbollah in 2006, when the popularity 
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convince the Iranians of the benefits of the nuclear agreement.) The United States should 
also, after the nuclear agreement, foster cooperation between Turkey and Iran as a way  
of confronting ISIS, which threatens both countries’ interest in maintaining a unified Iraq.  
	 Washington might, with the support of others in the P5+1, consider a role 
for Turkey in the implementation and monitoring of the nuclear agreement. Based on 
Turkey’s support for Iran’s development of peaceful nuclear technology, the inclusion of 
Ankara is likely to be an important confidence-building measure.

8. Non-State Actors 
There are multiple trends and conflicts affecting such non-state actors as Hezbollah, Hamas, 
the Afghan Taliban, Al Qaeda, and ISIS, each likely to have a more pronounced impact 
than the signing of a nuclear agreement. Nonetheless, a nuclear deal would probably push 
Al Qaeda and Iran further apart. No two groups will be affected in the same way; some not 
at all. The Afghan Taliban may feel the fallout of a deal most, through a heightening of its 
existing tensions with Iran. A nuclear agreement could help the United States and its allies 
find common ground with Iran for a creative response to ISIS, although the United States 
must avoid seeming to ally itself with the Shi’a and thereby enhance the appeal of radicals to 
Sunnis. The challenge is whether synergy and common objectives with respect to some of 
these actors will help the United States and Iran to work against common threats or whether 
a breakdown of the talks might precipitate new areas of conflict.

8.1  Iran’s relations with terrorist groups  

The United States has long considered Iran an active state sponsor of terrorism in the 
world. In recent years, it has had ties with at least seven terrorist groups,1 which it has 
used to perpetuate its revolutionary mission, buffer external threats, demonstrate opposi-
tion to the regional status quo, and project power beyond its borders.2 This deployment 
is part of a longstanding strategy dating from Iran’s early revolutionary days, flowing 
from its relatively weak conventional military capacity and isolation—as the major Shi’ite 
player—in the region and beyond.

8.1.1  Iran designated a sponsor of terrorism.   
Designation followed the 1983 Beirut barracks bombing that killed 241 U.S. Marines. 
Iran supported the suicide truck operation that was traced to individuals within Lebanese 
Hezbollah. Adding Iran to the list of state sponsors of terrorism activated a range of sanc-
tions that included restrictions on lending, arms sales, dual-use items, foreign assistance, 

noticeable warming is a function of the nuclear negotiations, but also the deterioration of 
Turkey’s strategic position. By the spring of 2014, Ankara had difficult relations with Saudi 
Arabia, Iraq, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, Israel, and of course Syria. The perception that 
Erdogan and the AKP have sympathy for Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and similar groups has 
an especially negative impact on Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Egypt. Given absence of friends 
in the region beyond Qatar, the Kurdistan Regional Government, Tunisia, and Hamas,  
Ankara took advantage of the progress between Washington and Tehran to re-engage with 
the Iranians. It remains unclear what Turkey gained from this outreach, however.  
	 An opening between the United States and Iran could help ameliorate the ten-
sions that remain between Ankara and Tehran, although even a modest improvement 
would face resistance from other regional actors including the Gulf States, Egypt, Israel, 
and potentially Russia. Whatever the environment, the Turks and Iranians will retain their 
traditional competition. Even as they join in common cause against ISIS and enjoy the 
potential for greater trade relations, the two countries remain divided over Syria  
and awkward competitors in the Arab world, as they have been for centuries. 
	 A comprehensive nuclear agreement could be an economic boon for Turkey.  
The Europeans, looking to diversify their gas supplies away from Russia, would likely look 
to Iran. Turkey is the obvious transit country for getting Iranian gas and oil to Europe.13 
Any project along these lines would take years to develop and face opposition, especially 
in Moscow, which has some leverage with Tehran. Nevertheless, a relief of sanctions opens 
up possibilities for Turkish–Iranian ties that were previously blocked. Turkey’s trade with 
Iran is currently $15 billion, with plans to double that figure by the end of 2015.14 Such an 
improvement will be difficult without a major change in U.S.–Iran relations and resultant 
sanctions relief. 
	 Any rapprochement between Turkey and Iran would still be in the context of 
their rivalry. Turkey has some advantages over Iran in its previously closer relationships 
with other states in the region, encouraged by years of effort before the Erdogan policies 
brought negative results. Turkey also has a competitive advantage because the Gulf States, 
notably Saudi Arabia, are determined to check Iran’s ambitions, especially in light of any 
potential nuclear accord. 

7.4  Recommendations for U.S. policy  

Washington should act on the assumption that despite—or even because of—the historic 
Iran–Turkey rivalry, Turkey could play a constructive role integrating Iran into the inter-
national community. (For example, increased trade between Tehran and Ankara will help 
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8.2.1.a  Changing nature of Hezbollah.   
For several years the organization has been torn between its revolutionary roots and 
terrorist actions on the one hand and its nationalist agenda in Lebanon on the other. 
Although still engaged in terrorist and criminal activity abroad, it has gradually shifted 
emphasis toward the political arena, winning parliamentary seats, expanding its public 
participation in national debate, and providing extensive social and health services in 
southern Lebanon. In addition to guerrilla forces, its formidable army has advanced  
artillery, communications, engineering know-how, and an impressive arsenal of  
surface-to-air rockets. By holding its own during the 2006 war with Israel, Hezbollah  
augmented its international reputation as a powerful player and solidified support  
among Lebanon’s Shi’ite community.  
	 Hezbollah’s entry into the Syrian war to support Assad’s government  
reinvigorated its militant identity, although it also strained its support among Lebanese 
political backers and depleted its reserve manpower. Even as its forces played a vital role in 
bolstering Assad’s power, some followers questioned the campaign to kill fellow Muslims 
instead of Israelis. Many Lebanese fear that the continuing exodus of Syrian refugees 
and the expansion of the war among Sunni militants and Shi’ite defenders of Assad will 
undermine Lebanon’s fragile stability. Eventually, the tidal wave of Sunni Syrian refugees 
threatens to upset Lebanon’s precarious ethnic and political balance. 

8.2.1.b  Hezbollah’s reach.   
At the same time, Hezbollah still enjoys a well-developed global reach, with a record of  
attacks worldwide going back to the 1980s.9 With the help of Iran, it has extensive intelli-
gence and counterintelligence networks, with Hezbollah-affiliated groups in Europe, Africa, 
South America, North America, and Asia. It also trains others in the use of explosives,  
guerrilla tactics, and tradecraft. It has instructed Palestinian terrorists in suicide attacks  
and trained Iraqi Shi’ite militants in the use of explosives aimed at American troops.10

8.2.1.c  Impact of a nuclear deal.   
Hezbollah’s activities will be less affected by a nuclear agreement than by the outcome 
of the Syrian war. Hassan Nasrallah (Hezbollah’s leader) argues that the group’s involve-
ment there is vital to protect Lebanon itself.11 Syria has long been the main transit point 
for Iranian-supplied weapons and is a key ally; losing such a partner would be a blow to 
both Iran and Hezbollah. A nuclear agreement could subtly influence the group’s actions, 
however, because of how it would affect Iran's interests outside the region. Hezbollah last 

and U.S. aid. These formed the heart of a complex web of anti-Iran sanctions that were 
subsequently expanded to cover nuclear issues as well.3

8.1.2  Iran’s support for terrorists against Israel.   
Since its revolution, Iran has also supported violent anti-Israel groups, largely over  
Palestine. It has provided funding, weapons, and training to Hamas, Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad, the Al Aqsa Martyr’s Brigades, and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine— 
General Command (PFLP-GC).4 Beginning in 2010, the Iranians launched a wave of attacks 
against Israelis abroad, carried out by the Qods Force of the Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps and by Hezbollah.5 Other attacks were planned for Turkey, Azerbaijan, and 
Thailand, but were thwarted. Some of Iran’s covert actions occurred in the context of  
U.S.–Israeli Stuxnet6 cyber-attacks on Iranian nuclear systems and the threat by Israel’s  
leaders that it might launch an air strike on Iran’s nuclear sites.7

8.1.3  Iran’s terrorist objectives.   
Iran has used non-state actors and its Qods Force to keep opponents off-balance. If Tehran’s 
perception of those opponents were to change, their deployment could also change. The civil 
wars in Iraq and Syria could reverse the temporary regional power advantage that Iran  
had gained from toppling Saddam Hussein in Iraq and the Taliban in Afghanistan. A 
nuclear agreement accompanied by improved relations with the West could reduce Iran’s 
employment of non-state groups and even the Qods Force abroad—especially in the face of 
more urgent threats closer to home. Iran would have to judge which was more important—
gaining sanctions relief from the nuclear deal along with increased international acceptance, 
or sustaining the same level of clandestine violence through surrogates and associates.

8.2  Key non-state actors and Iran 

8.2.1  Hezbollah.   
According to the U.S. government, Iran provides about $100–200 million annually to 
Hezbollah.8 The organization is Iran’s closest non-state ally but by no means merely a 
proxy. Hezbollah’s ties to Iran are ideological, rooted in a common Shi’ite affiliation and 
Hezbollah’s commitment to the Islamic revolution. Their alliance is also based on joint 
animosity toward Israel and support for Palestine’s national aspirations. Beyond its ties 
to Iran, Hezbollah has a global network of private sympathizers, especially among ethnic 
Lebanese, and an extensive array of legal and illegal enterprises.
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8.2.3.b  Common U.S. and Iranian interests against the Taliban.   
Nonetheless, over the past four years, Iran and the United States have made occasional 
probes toward a renewal of joint efforts. Iran has no wish to see the Taliban re-establishing 
an extremist Sunni state along its borders, which, at the least, would flood Iran with 
thousands of Afghan Shi’ite refugees. Tehran also knows that a Taliban-controlled Sunni 
Afghanistan would be aligned with Pakistan, spreading ideological radicalization,  
exporting violence, and shifting the regional balance against Iran. A stable, non-ideolog-
ical, and independent  Afghan government would serve the interests of both the United 
States and Iran.18 A nuclear deal might open up space for the two to cooperate more fully. 

8.2.4  Al Qaeda.   
A nuclear agreement that would open up Iran’s relations with more of the international com-
munity would reduce incentives for any future cooperation between Al Qaeda and Iran.19 

8.2.4.a  Rumored Iranian relations with Al Qaeda.   
Several senior Al Qaeda figures fled to Iran during the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan and 
were held there for years in a status somewhere between sanctuary and house arrest.20 In 
the absence of reliable public evidence, Western analysts have speculated about why Iran 
kept Al Qaeda members on its soil. Some have argued that Iran and Al Qaeda were col-
laborators21 others that Teheran detained Al Qaeda operatives as insurance against attacks 
on Iranian interests and as potential bargaining chips with the Americans.22   

8.2.4.b  Evidence of Iran–Al Qaeda antagonism.   
Documents captured from the 2011 Abbottabad operation that killed Osama bin Laden 
support the insurance/bargaining-chip interpretation. According to bin Laden’s letters, 
relations between Iran and Al Qaeda was hostile, characterized by disagreements over 
releasing Al Qaeda members and their families, as well as over covert actions taken by Al 
Qaeda against Iran. A complex series of negotiations and hostage exchanges, all detailed 
in bin Laden’s letters, confirms their antagonism. The relationship has become even more 
troubled since Hezbollah and Al Qaeda affiliates began killing each other in Syria. 

8.2.4.c  Possible U.S.–Iran cooperation against Al Qaeda.  
If Al Qaeda members still held in Iran are bargaining chips, Tehran seems ready to cash 
in. Over the past two years, up to a dozen senior members of the terrorist group have  
left or been forced out of the country, including two key leaders who ended up in U.S.  
custody.23 A nuclear agreement might help undercut the classic Al Qaeda narrative—that 
the West is an implacable enemy of the Muslim umma or “nation”—adding to the  

allegedly targeted Americans in the 1996 Khobar Towers attack in Saudi Arabia  
(although there is still debate whether Hezbollah or Al Qaeda was responsible).12 Its  
terrorist activities increased in 2012 with anti-Israeli operations in Nigeria, Thailand,  
Cyprus, and Bulgaria.13 In the past, Iran has secretly indicated it might try to rein in  
such activities in exchange for improved relations with the West.14 

8.2.1.d  Impact of lost funding for Hezbollah.   
While the Iranians have strong political influence on Hezbollah, the organization is  
potentially financially independent because it has such a diverse portfolio of illicit eco-
nomic activities. If Iran were to reduce funding, it could be restored through Hezbollah’s 
legal and illegal enterprises—which already increase the group’s autonomy and are unlike-
ly to decline. Hezbollah will find resources with or without its main sponsor. Yet Iran has 
been an important supplier of weapons, particularly rockets and missiles, a major reason 
Hezbollah wants to keep open the supply line through Assad’s retaining power in Syria. 

8.2.2  Hamas and other Palestinian groups.   
Hamas’s key interests and influence are local, and a nuclear agreement will not directly 
affect it. Iran’s ties with the group have already been strained by the war in Syria, with 
Hamas supporting Sunni rebels and Iran backing Assad. In recent months, Iran reportedly 
increased its support for Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Fatah, at Hamas’s expense.15 All 
these terrorist organizations will be much more directly affected by the outcome of  
the conflict in Gaza.

8.2.3  The Afghan Taliban.   
In the months after 9/11, Iran helped American forces to work with the Northern Alliance 
in Afghanistan to establish the first U.S. military presence there and to remove the Taliban 
from Kabul. In early 2002, the Iranians offered to help fund and train the new Afghan 
army in its fight against remaining Taliban elements.16 

8.2.3.a  The United States and Iran break.   
Only a few months after this initiative, the United States abruptly designated Iran as part of 
the “axis of evil,” leading the two countries to go their own ways, even though both strongly 
supported the Karzai government, provided it economic assistance and publicly opposed the 
return of the Taliban. Iran reportedly then provided material support to individual Taliban 
groups in western Afghanistan,17 to maintain a hand in the Afghan struggle and use violence 
against U.S. troops as leverage against any attempt at regime change in Iran. 
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Iraq. To make that more likely, Iraqi Sunnis will need additional support from the Gulf 
States and others. Third, Iran, Turkey, and the Kurds, along with the Western powers, 
must work toward a common aim. The role of Iran will be important on this last front, 
as well as in influencing directly the behavior of the new Iraqi government. Dealing with 
the threat from ISIS will be a major element in any enhanced U.S.–Iranian dialogue about 
instability in Iraq and Syria. A key question will be whether this must await a nuclear 
agreement or whether parallel steps, perhaps synchronized by or through Iraq, can take 
place in advance of such a development. It will be difficult to walk the fine line of strength-
ening local resistance without being perceived as aligning with one side or the other of the 
sectarian divide. A failure in the nuclear talks could set back efforts to deal with ISIS. 

8.3  Implications for U.S. policy  

8.3.1  Terrorist designation remains a major obstacle.   
Any nuclear accord that includes significant relief from sanctions will have to deal with 
the fact that some sanctions against Iran enacted by Congress have been keyed to terror-
ism. Thus removing Iran from the State Sponsors of Terrorism list would be difficult. The 
relevant legislation requires that the Secretary of State provide evidence either that the 
state has a new government (as was the case in Libya and Iraq) or that it has not engaged 
in terrorist activities in the prior six months and is committed not to do so in the future 
(as was argued in de-listing North Korea). Neither is the case here. Meanwhile, the Iranian 
public's expectations for relief from sanctions are a major factor moving the Rouhani gov-
ernment toward agreement. The sanctions linked to terrorism mean that, even if a nuclear 
deal is struck, the domestic politics in both countries may make it difficult to sustain a 
positive momentum. This could lead to a new phase of U.S.–Iranian tension. 

8.3.2  The broader regional picture.   
From a regional perspective, developments in Syria and Iraq—especially the military 
threat of ISIS, the potential break-up of Iraq, and the establishment of a radical Sunni 
safe haven (“caliphate”)—would threaten all the states of the region, including Iran. The 
involvement of large numbers of young men holding Western passports and the rabid 
anti-Americanism of ISIS mean that it could also pose a threat to European allies and the 
United States, especially if it continues to gain strength. The United States cannot afford to 
fail in its diplomatic efforts and return to the utterly dysfunctional relationship with Iran 
since the revolution. As serious as the nuclear issue is, serious problems of regional  
stability are now also at hand. 

ideological incoherency of the jihadist movement. The pace of Al Qaeda-related attacks  
on Iranian interests would doubtless increase. 

8.2.5  Iran and ISIS.   
ISIS is no longer just a terrorist group but represents a hybrid state/non-state threat. In 
2013, as Al Qaeda in Iraq, it split with Al Qaeda. Indeed, ISIS’ Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
bristled at Al Qaeda’s current leader Ayman’s Zawahiri’s directive to limit its territorial am-
bitions and stop the beheadings, executions, and barbarities associated with his group.24 
Since then, ISIS has eclipsed Al Qaeda as the jihadist group du jour, attracting an alarming 
number of violent extremists, including many with Western passports. Its media opera-
tions, publications, and on-line presence are slick, polished, and attractive to frustrated 
young men. The current size of ISIS’s fighting force is difficult to estimate but it is growing. 
More to the point, its military successes appeal to those who are desperate to see results.

8.2.5.a  The advances of ISIS.   
ISIS has swept across Iraq, assisted by other Sunni forces and factions, including former 
Iraqi Baathists, tribal leaders and the Naqshbandi army (also known as the JRTN).25  
Confronted by ISIS fighters, the Iraqi army melted away, with troops abandoning weap-
ons, U.S.-supplied vehicles, and even uniforms. ISIS’s recent gains have alarmed Iran, 
which has openly sent Revolutionary Guard troops to fight alongside Iraqi government 
troops in Diyala province, for example.26 Iran was also a decisive influence alongside the 
United States in removing Maliki as Iraq’s leader in order to establish a government in 
Baghdad more responsive to all three major ethnic/religious groups. 

8.2.5.b  ISIS establishes a caliphate.   
On June 30, 2014, ISIS announced an Islamic caliphate straddling Iraq and Syria, renamed 
itself the “Islamic State,” declared an end to the 1916 British and French-imposed Sykes–
Picot borders, and announced that its next goal would be to free Palestine.27 In parts of the 
territory it now controls, ISIS exercises a kind of governance: it collects revenue, executes 
brutal Islamist law, has a police force, and controls a jihadist conventional army.28 This is 
an accomplishment that Al Qaeda was unable to achieve.

8.2.5.c  The weakening of ISIS.   
To stop ISIS, several broad actions will be required. First, the new Iraqi government will 
have to establish a political environment that will offer Sunnis and Kurds a better alter-
native to Maliki’s rule. Second, Iraqi Sunnis must become so repelled by ISIS that they 
develop on their own initiative an effective opposition in the Sunni-dominated regions of 
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9. Energy: Iran and Its Neighbors     
Background: Petroleum and energy resources in the Persian Gulf region will be an 
important factor in determining how the re-inclusion of Iran might affect U.S. interests 
and policy. Oil and gas will remain important to the United States and its allies for many 
reasons. Improved relations with Iran and the easing of sanctions will help Europe diver-
sify its energy sources and reduce the heavy dependence on Russia. Russia may oppose 
this, and all exporters will be concerned to maintain a price point close to present levels, if 
not higher. Iran’s nuclear development will continue to present challenges; it will be some 
time before it can take up a large share of electricity production. Iran’s interest in being 
completely autonomous in providing enrichment services for a potentially large program 
will raise questions about whether it could then use that capability for military purposes. 
Such questions will shape any comprehensive agreement with Iran. 

9.1  Iran and global energy  

A lifting of sanctions would allow Iran to rebuild its petroleum sector, but that alone 
would not turn the country into a massive petroleum and natural gas producer. Recon-
struction is likely to take years, delayed by bureaucratic, financial, and political obstacles. 
A gradual increase in Iranian exports of petroleum and gas is not in itself likely to reduce 
world prices significantly or create heightened competition among the Persian Gulf States.  
	 How might Iran fit in to the regional energy picture? For the past few decades, 
the Persian Gulf has been the global hub for oil and gas production. Based on the latest 
data published in the BP Statistical Review of World Energy, the Gulf ’s littoral states (i.e., 
those with a coastline) hold about 48% of the world’s oil reserves, with Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
and Iraq being the top reserve-holders; and Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Iran the leading  
producers. The same countries produce about 32% of the world’s crude oil.1 
	 The Persian Gulf contains about 40% of the world’s conventional natural gas 
reserves, the vast majority sited in Iran and Qatar. The BP Review claims that Iran now 
has the world’s largest stocks of natural gas, followed by Russia and Qatar. However, Iran’s 
actual gas production corresponds to just 5% of the world’s total, and even though the 
country has recently become a net exporter, the actual amount is negligible. The most 
significant exporter in the region is Qatar, which has positioned itself as a major producer 
of liquefied natural gas (LNG).2  

8.3.3  Iran’s past proposal to exchange information and cooperate on terrorism.  
Iran has in the past suggested that it would consider cooperating against Al Qaeda and other 
terrorist groups under certain conditions. In May 2003, it purportedly proposed that, in the 
context of an improved relationship, Iran would agree to “enhanced action against Al Qaeda 
members in Iran, [and] agreement on cooperation and information exchange.”29 

8.4  U.S. policy recommendations  

A challenge for the US will be to cooperate with nations in the region against terrorist 
threats without appearing to take sides in the Sunni and Shi’a conflict or in the divide 
between Arabs and others. The decision to degrade and ultimately defeat ISIS presents an 
opportunity to test American diplomatic and political skills to work even-handedly with 
the nations of the region to achieve a common goal. Cooperation with Iran would thus 
take place within a larger regional grouping that should include the Gulf States and Turkey 
in addition to the Government of Iraq. NATO  allies could support such regional efforts 
against ISIS but not dominate.  
	 After the signing of the nuclear agreement, the US should test whether Iran 
would be prepared to collaborate through selective exchanges of information about ISIS 
and to discuss possible cooperation in direct action. However, even before an agreement  
is signed, given that the U.S. has publicly stated that it will not engage with Iran on such 
an effort, it may be necessary to explore such possibilities indirectly through  
intermediaries in the Iraqi government. 
	 None of these efforts with Iran for a common cause would negate or eliminate 
US concerns about Iran's relations with and support for other organizations that have used 
terrorist tactics. The US should make clear in any talks with Iran that it opposes Iran’s  
support for terrorist groups, including  Hezbollah and Hamas against Israel.  
	 Still cooperation with Iran against ISIS in the context of broader regional  
cooperation against this common enemy would serve two useful purposes. It would make 
action against groups such as ISIS more effective by being better coordinated and based 
on more information. And it could open up the possibility of further engagement with 
Tehran on similar subjects. 
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products, such as gasoline and petrochemicals, competition over crude oil among Persian 
Gulf producers will be less important. 

9.3  Developments in Iran’s energy sector  

Over the past decade, Iran’s petroleum production has been heavily affected by political 
uncertainties, mismanagement, subsidy reforms, and sanctions. Oil output declined from 
its peak in 2010, when Iran produced an average of 4.35 million barrels per day (mbpd), 
dropping to 3.3 mbpd in 2013.10 However, the return of more moderate political forces to 
the government, as well as the signing of an interim nuclear deal, have allowed Iran to step 
up its oil production to about 3.6 mbpd. Another consequence of sanctions has been the 
decline in Iranian crude oil exports, which have dropped from some 2.3 mbpd in the first 
half of 2012 to about 1.5 mbpd in May 2014.11 Looking ahead, Iran will need substantial 
investment to strengthen its petroleum production facilities, develop its natural gas  
infrastructure, and at the same time build some of the nuclear power reactors it has  
proposed as justification for the size and scope of its nuclear fuel cycle program.

9.3.1  Petroleum and natural gas.   
Despite the decline in the oil sector, Iran has actually experienced a growth in natural gas 
production. In 2013, it produced 167 billion cubic meters (bcm) and consumed almost 
all of it domestically. It is currently a net exporter of gas, importing about 7 bcm of per 
annum from Turkmenistan and exporting about 10 bcm to Turkey.12 It may be more valu-
able for Iran to export gas and energy in other forms, such as electricity, or products made 
in so-called gas-based industries (petrochemicals, steel, cement, aluminum); but all this 
needs significant investment. Iran still imports gasoline, and its capacity to export natural 
gas and petrochemicals remains limited. 

9.4  Iran’s nuclear program  

Iran has had plans for a nuclear program since the time of the Shah. These have included 
up to 20 nuclear power reactors.13 Since 2003, the enrichment of uranium has become a 
symbol of national pride and technical and scientific competence. While Iran, with the 
help of the Russians and others, finally managed to bring a nuclear power plant on line 
at Bushehr (on the southwest coast) in 2012, that plant has not played a significant role 
in satisfying the country’s growing domestic needs. Foreign opposition to its enrichment 
program—a program that seemed unrelated to any realistic energy plans—began a costly 
cycle of Iran matching the number of its centrifuges to increasing Western sanctions. One 

	 In the past few years, U.S. dependence on Gulf energy has declined due to the 
emergence of African and Latin American sources, and more recently to the development 
of hydraulic fracturing in North America. Nonetheless, the Gulf continues to play an im-
portant role, both as a producer of primary energy and as a source of petroleum products, 
petrochemicals, and other oil- and gas-based commodities.  
	 The argument that new, unconventional reserves will eventually render Middle 
East production insignificant ignores price dynamics. Should increasing international 
crude oil production result in substantially lower prices, unconventional oil could lose 
some commercial value, to the benefit of Middle East producers. In the medium term, 
Gulf oil will remain essential to global markets, particularly Asia.3  
	 Despite its overwhelming resources, the energy reserves of the Middle East are 
likely to continue to be underutilized because of regional conflicts. There has also been 
vast energy inefficiency throughout the entire area, particularly in Iran where there has 
not been adequate investment and management of its rich resources. Subsidized fuel  
prices have led to unsustainably high consumption in all these countries, so that an  
increasing amount of Gulf oil and gas is for domestic consumption.4 

9.2  Inter-regional energy considerations  

Despite the availability of huge hydrocarbon reserves, the Gulf States as a whole are a net 
importer of natural gas. Iran consumes almost its entire production domestically. Al-
though what Qatar has available for export is needed by the other markets in the region, 
Qatar exports to world markets instead, leaving its neighbors to import from elsewhere.5

9.2.1  Region a net importer of natural gas.   
In Saudi Arabia, about half what is used for power generation consists of liquid fuels as 
opposed to more efficient natural gas.6 Consequently, it and the other GCC countries 
(with the exception of Qatar) all need natural gas imports. Iraq is already buying elec-
tricity from Iran and has a provisional agreement to import natural gas.7 Oman has also 
contracted with Iran for natural gas,8 and Kuwait recently announced that it would  
like a similar arrangement.9 

9.2.2  Role of natural gas and other products.   
Once the current sanctions on Iran are lifted, energy interdependence will play a  
significant role in regional relations. Iran will be able to export a larger volume of its oil.  
As other key producers invest heavily in producing downstream and value-added  
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9.5  Energy cooperation in the Gulf  

Iran’s ministry of petroleum has prioritized production in the country’s largest gas field—
the South Pars in the Persian Gulf. One reason for this is that the field is shared with 
Qatar. Doha has offered support in developing the field to secure longer-term sustainable 
production,17 a collaboration that would be one example of how Iran and other Gulf States 
might cooperate. Iran and Iraq have also formally agreed to develop their shared oil fields, 
though no specific project has been announced. According to industry insiders, Iran’s  
annual gas production has the potential to increase to 250 bcm by 2016, once South Pars 
and other projects come on stream.18 
	 Cross-investments among the countries bordering Iran (such as Turkey, Pakistan, 
and Afghanistan) could lead to significant economic benefits. Also, the international trend 
towards greater trade flows in refined products, as opposed to crude oil, could create a 
new era of cooperation among the Gulf countries. 

9.5.1  Energy competition in the Gulf.   
The major producers in the Persian Gulf have been engaged in a tactical rivalry that  
has bred a number of proxy conflicts. It remains to be seen whether pragmatism and  
economic need will overcome strategic and geo-strategic competition. 
	 The main area of rivalry will be petroleum products and petrochemicals,  
with Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Iran becoming major exporters. There will continue to be 
sensitivity on the international price of crude oil. Growing Iranian exports may reduce  
the price slightly, which could lead to tensions in the GCC countries, all of which need 
current price levels for their budgets. In addition, any such exports are likely to be  
affected by diverse geopolitical crises, such as the emergence of ISIS. 
	 Another key area of competition will be the Gulf ’s desire to attract international 
investment. As sanctions are lifted, Iran should become a seeker and a destination for such 
investments, but all this must wait for legal, economic, and political reforms, so it may take 
years before rivalry for international investments would become a source of tension. At the 
same time, Western oil companies are anxious to re-enter a potentially profitable market.  
	 Tehran will also try to attract advanced technology, which it already views as a 
main area of competition within the region, and will invest heavily to surpass other key 
players, particularly Saudi Arabia and Turkey.  

of the main reasons for the negotiations leading up to a nuclear agreement is the fact that 
the international community could see no other purpose for the growth of Iran’s stockpile 
of enriched uranium than building a nuclear weapon. Indeed, the core issue in the nego-
tiations has been the P5+1 insistence that whatever enrichment capacity remains is related 
to a realistic projection of its domestic and export energy needs.14 

9.4.1  Plans for new nuclear plants.  
Though nuclear power currently is playing a negligible role in its overall energy consump-
tion, Iran says it has plans to construct up to eight more power plants. In April 2014, it 
signed an agreement with Russia to build two additional reactors in Bushehr, and a  
construction contract is expected in late 2014. In addition, there have been reports of  
Iranian plans to build up to six more reactors at other sites.15 The construction of these 
new plants will require multi-billion dollar investments, but Iran views such expansion as 
an integral part of its drive to become once again a significant energy exporter.16 
	 Iran has insisted that it wishes to take over fueling of Bushehr in 2021 when the 
Russian supply contract runs out; and that it would require a large capacity (190K) of 
separative work units (or SWU, a standard measure for the amount of nuclear material 
produced by a centrifuge) to enrich significant quantities of uranium. Russia shows no 
interest in seeing this happen, as it wants to continue selling nuclear fuel to Iran.

9.4.2  The nuclear power option.   
Other states in the Middle East have had similar ambitions for nuclear plants that did not 
come to fruition, e.g., Egypt. The UAE recently signed a nuclear cooperation agreement 
with the United States. Saudi and Jordan are in discussions with America on their own 
nuclear needs. Saudi Arabia says it plans to build 16 plants over the next 20 years, and Jor-
dan is negotiating a contract with Russia’s Rosatom for the construction of its first reactor. 
Jordan hopes to begin construction in 2015. For Iran to build many nuclear power plants 
requires overcoming significant challenges: 1) they are capital-intensive (i.e., the cost for 
foreign capital must be paid up front); 2) Iran is in an earthquake zone, which can make 
the use of such plants even more expensive in relative terms to other forms of energy; 3) 
a nuclear accident anywhere in the world could significantly undermine investment. It is 
conceivable that Iran could arrive at a point where it would decide to invest more ag-
gressively in upgrading its outdated oil and gas infrastructure rather than in new nuclear 
plants. Given these problems, it could be many years before it will have a significant 
nuclear power program. 
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10. The U.S. Military in the Gulf   

Background: Currently the United States has about 35,000 personnel at 12 bases in the 
Gulf.1 Historically, this is a large footprint. Until the mid-1980s, the only meaningful U.S. 
military presence was a small number of ships based in Bahrain. Saddam’s invasion of 
Kuwait led to a sharp increase, but the level was reduced quickly after Operation Desert 
Storm ended in early 1991. For 10 years after 9/11, the U.S. presence was sustained at un-
precedented levels for the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, but it has now been significantly 
reduced in the Gulf region, with a commitment to lower it still further in 2016.

10.1.1  U.S. forces’ role in countering Iran.   
Arab leaders in the Gulf are not worried so much by an Iranian military attack as by the 
potential for the subversion of their countries’ Shi’ite populations and especially the threat 
of Iranian political dominance (given its current role in Iraq and Syria).2 The challenges of 
ISIS to Iran in Syria and Iraq hardly reduce these concerns. The U.S. military has a limited 
ability to counter Iranian subversion or its growing influence, but a strong presence may 
serve as psychological and political reassurance. The challenge for the United States is how 
best to manage a transition to a smaller military footprint while convincing Arab partners 
that it will be highly attentive to their needs after a nuclear agreement.  
	 Washington and Tehran may settle on a parallel strategy to handle the challenge 
in Iraq. The United States must ensure that such a relationship is not construed as taking 
sides between Sunni and Shi’a, nor as threatening Arab states, much as the close U.S.  
relationship with Iran from 1953 to 1979 did not threaten them. 

10.1.2  Deciding how large a force is needed.   
For the last three decades, a U.S. military presence, predominantly offshore, has been a 
defining feature of the region. Originally, this presence was to check any strategic move 
by the Soviet Union. As the Cold War ended, that mission changed. Today, a more land-
based presence serves three primary purposes: to deter Iran, to support military missions 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, and to reassure allies. Yet a comprehensive agreement on Iran’s 
nuclear program combined with the reduction of U.S. forces in Afghanistan will modify 
these aims and make accomplishing them more complicated. While reduced numbers are 
inevitable, the discussion will be about what level (and what type) of force is appropriate. 
Even though some Gulf State anxiety is more rhetorical than real, reassuring the GCC will 
probably require significant forces, though not necessarily the same ones for the  
same purposes deployed today, and not necessarily land-based.

9.6  Recommendations for U.S. policy  

Over the long term, economic growth and political stability could help to marginalize 
extremist forces radicalized by unemployment and underdevelopment. The U.S. govern-
ment and other international stakeholders should promote energy and trade relations 
throughout the region. The promotion of mutually beneficial relations through expansion 
of energy interconnectivity (through pipelines and electricity grids) and cross-border  
energy projects (such as investments in refineries that receive their feedstock from neigh-
boring markets) would benefit everyone. Energy cooperation will not remove conflict 
from the Persian Gulf but it could become one of the cornerstones of new, more  
constructive, intra-regional relations. 

9.6.1  Role of increased Iranian gas.   
Increased Iranian gas production will benefit the region as a whole. Furthermore, it  
could reduce the dominant role of Russia as a supplier to Europe. Russia would probably 
oppose conditions in which Iran could take a share of the European gas market, and this, 
combined with Iran’s dependency on Russia in the nuclear field, could explain why in 
the medium term Tehran won’t push for direct gas exports to the European Union. The 
United States and Europe would benefit from encouraging Iran to develop its enormous 
gas reserves and eventually provide Europe with an alternative source. Such supplies  
could also come in the form of commodities rather than natural gas itself.

9.6.2  Is Middle East petroleum still a vital U.S. security interest?   
A core issue for U.S. policymakers is whether access to Middle East petroleum plays the 
same vital role today that it once did. On the one hand, we live in a globally interrelated 
world, with friends and allies dependent on significant trade and an ample supply of 
energy to help build mutual prosperity. Many of those trading partners will continue 
to depend on Middle East oil at reasonable prices, so even while America becomes less 
dependent on the Gulf, it will still need to focus on the role that oil plays. But Gulf oil is 
no longer as important as it was, and frequently other considerations,19 such as developing 
regional cooperation and combating terrorist forces, may take precedence. 
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	 MARCENT provides the senior headquarters to U.S. Marines deployed to the 
CENTCOM AOR. At present this includes those in Afghanistan as well as units embarked 
on Navy amphibious ships. This frequently includes an embarked Marine Expeditionary 
Unit (MEU) that provides a combination of ground forces, helicopters, and fixed-wing jets 
for immediate crisis response in the Gulf or elsewhere.  
	 NAVCENT is headquartered in Manama, Bahrain. Its main operational unit is 
the U.S. Navy’s 5th Fleet, usually at sea throughout the region. Only the NAVCENT/5th 
Fleet is permanently based in the CENTCOM geographic region, and typically includes an 
aircraft carrier strike group (a carrier plus aircraft, as well as cruisers and destroyers) and 
an expeditionary strike group (combining surface ships with amphibious ships,  
Marine amphibious groups, and aircraft), as well as substantial land-based supporting 
assets. NAVCENT is also heavily involved in the operations of the Combined Maritime 
Forces (CMF), which deploys multinational task forces. The most important for Gulf 
security is Combined Task Force (CTF) 152, which patrols between the Strait of Hormuz 
and the waters around Iraq. It has typically included personnel and vessels from Kuwait, 
Bahrain, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar along with the United States, United Kingdom, 
Australia, and Italy.  
	 SOCCENT maintains a significant set of special operations forces (SOF). While 
at present many of these are operating in Afghanistan, some conduct missions to train, 
advise, and assist U.S. allies in the Gulf. Others, such as special reconnaissance missions, 
are prepared for SOF missions that could directly or indirectly affect Gulf allies.  
	 As well as these forces, USCENTCOM participates with countries in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) in the Combined Air Operations Center in Qatar and the 
Combined Maritime Operations Center in Bahrain. 

10.3  Additional forces for reassurance, 
         compliance, and deterrence  

Three sets of military capabilities will play a critical role after any nuclear deal. The first 
are intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR); the second are missile and air 
defenses; and the third is the more general daily role of advisors and contractors who es-
tablish the personal relationships essential to maintain assured partnerships in the region. 
	 ISR enhanced capabilities will be critical to all aspects of U.S. operations after an 
agreement. Some of the new equipment mentioned here might not be cleared for provi-
sion to the Gulf States but might be helpful for purely defensive missions. Sharing with 
GCC partners may require a high-level policy decision and potentially diplomatic  

10.1.3  Reassuring Gulf States without threatening Iran.   
At the same time, deterring Iran will be both more and less important. Although a U.S. 
military presence will be a major factor in reassuring the Gulf States, it must be a part of 
broader diplomatic and economic initiatives coordinated with the U.S. military.3 
	 Moreover, given that full implementation of a comprehensive agreement is 
likely to take many years, reassuring U.S. allies and ensuring Iranian compliance will be 
essential. The United States will not want to seem threatening to Iran or to violate the 
agreement. Tehran is mindful of that, after Libya reached its nuclear agreement with the 
West, the United States and other Western states effectively removed Qaddafi from power 
through bombing and support for insurgents.4 A U.S. military presence in the Gulf will 
therefore be required to reassure allies while simultaneously deterring adversaries. Such  
a force must ultimately be prepared to act if warranted. 

10.2  The U.S. Central Command in the Gulf  

U.S. Central Command (USCENTCOM) has five main components: U.S. Air Forces 
Central Command (AFCENT); U.S. Army Forces Central Command (ARCENT); U.S. 
Marine Forces Central Command (MARCENT); U.S. Naval Forces Central Command 
(NAVCENT); and a sub-unified command, U.S. Special Operations Command Central 
Command (SOCCENT). In 2014, more than a third of CENTCOM’s assigned 94,000 
personnel5 were deployed in the Gulf.  
	 AFCENT maintains its forward headquarters at Qatar’s Al Udeid Air Base. Al 
Udeid hosts the 379th Air Expeditionary Wing, which has intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance (ISR) aircraft in addition to transports, tankers, and strategic bombers. Al 
Udeid is also home to the Air and Space Operations Center that coordinates air operations 
across CENTCOM’s area of responsibility (AOR), including the Gulf. AFCENT has two 
other expeditionary wings deployed in the Gulf, the 380th Air Expeditionary Wing, which 
operates ISR and tanker aircraft; and the 386th Air Expeditionary Wing, which operates 
transport and ISR aircraft.6 Finally, elements of the 432nd Wing support AFCENT, includ-
ing operations in the Gulf. The 432nd is based at Creech Air Force Base in Nevada but 
exclusively operates remote piloted aircraft (drones). 
	 ARCENT maintains a forward headquarters at Camp Arifjan in Kuwait. It has 
another base in Kuwait, Camp Buehring, and a third at Camp As Saliyah in Qatar. AR-
CENT’s primary focus in the Gulf is on air defense and receiving land forces. At present, 
most of the personnel in the CENTCOM AOR continue on to Afghanistan, but the bases 
are able to receive army units for Gulf operations. 
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the United States has already pressed the GCC to take the lead in directing the combined 
naval task force responsible for the Gulf (CTF 152), so it might be possible to have them 
do so. U.S. forces would still be commanded from Bahrain, but they would patrol further 
offshore where they would be less visible, perhaps operating more frequently in the north-
ern Indian Ocean. As with aircraft cover, it is still unclear what naval forces will be needed 
against ISIS, how many ships should be deployed to the USCENTCOM region and how 
many inside the Straits of Hormuz. 

10.4.1  Strategic management of force levels.   
Achieving a balance between reassuring the Iranians and providing adequate deterrent 
forces will be complex and require diplomacy. The key is to focus on a post-nuclear  
agreement military mission that serves several purposes.  
	 In conjunction with reducing forward-based troops, the United States could in-
stitute routine exercises in the Gulf. This could be modeled on a similar U.S. effort during 
the Cold War in Germany. After reducing troops in the 1970s, the United States instituted 
an annual exercise known as the Return of Forces to Germany (REFORGER).9 A similar 
exercise in the Gulf could help reassure allies without unduly threatening Iran. 
	 Strategic management should integrate America’s political objectives and its 
security needs. This will depend on several factors:

	 u 	 The possibility that crises will arise that will require a significant increase in 		
		  forces in the region

	 u 	 The extensive monitoring of Iran, given that the nuclear agreement may  
		  require 5–15 years to implement fully

	 u 	 The actions of Iran and the Gulf states during the implementation period

	 u 	 The U.S. strategic vision for its relations with the Gulf States during  
		  implementation

10.5  New crises  

In the Middle East, surprises leading to the need for an enlarged U.S. military presence 
are endemic. One such development might be solid evidence that Iran was not comply-
ing with [or was violating] the nuclear agreement. A new military challenge is the Islamic 
State that spans Syria and Iraq.10 

negotiations. For example, Iranian strategies to close the Strait of Hormuz rely heavily on 
being able to achieve surprise, particularly by covertly laying mines. ISR makes such op-
erations far harder. Additional ISR assets would ideally have two characteristics: continual 
and wide-area coverage. This would allow United States and allied forces to monitor naval 
traffic continuously in critical areas of the Gulf with much higher effectiveness than at 
present. Such systems have been deployed extensively in Afghanistan.7 Other assets would 
be the Gorgon Stare wide-area surveillance system installed on remote piloted aircraft and 
the RQ-170 Sentinel stealth drone. At the lower end of the technology spectrum, systems 
such as the Persistent Threat Detection System (PTDS), a tethered aerostat (essentially a 
blimp held in place by a cable) could also support surveillance and might be sufficiently 
less sensitive that it could be made available to allies. 
	 Air defense.  Missiles are a major component of Iranian military capability,  
so to neutralize them would be a major advance. One innovation is the Terminal High  
Altitude Air Defense (THAAD) system that intercepts ballistic missiles at high altitude. 
Others, such as the Patriot PAC-3 surface to air missile, engage projectiles that evade 
THAAD so that even if one layer of defense fails, others succeed. At present there is no 
THAAD system deployed in the Gulf, though the UAE is in the process of acquiring 
one from the United States.8 Washington could suggest that one of its four operational 
THAAD batteries could deploy to the UAE. 
	 Advisors.  The presence of advisors and trainers across the region who sell or 
transfer U.S. military equipment and build the military-to-military relationships is vital  
to the operation, yet often overlooked.

10.4  Reduction in forces  

Even as the United States considers adding components, it may need to reduce overall 
numbers. The forces that most directly threaten Iran—and reassure partners—are fighter-
bombers, bombers, and power projection ships. Reductions here, as long as they do not 
compromise important missions, would be welcomed. However, it has yet to be decided 
what type of military force will be necessary against ISIS in Iraq and Syria.  
	 Fighter bombers.  The drawdown in Afghanistan will result in the reduction of 
B1-B bombers in the Gulf. The United States could withdraw the B-1s completely while 
publicly underscoring that they are not needed for likely near-term missions. This as-
sumes that these longer-distance bombers will not be required against ISIS. 
	 Ships.  Reducing the U.S. naval presence would be significantly more complex 
given the importance of NAVCENT/5th Fleet to the region’s overall security. However, 
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	 So far, the U.S. response has focused on providing intelligence from ISR assets 
to the Iraqi government, bombing to protect American advisors in Irbil, and assisting the 
Yazidis, Turkmen, Christians, Kurds, and other threatened minorities. CENTCOM has al-
located more ISR assets to the Gulf and positioned U.S. Navy and Marine forces to provide 
additional options.11 These overlap with the ISR needed to ensure Iranian compliance 
with a nuclear agreement. While they are potentially useful for ensuring compliance, the 
continuing crisis in Iraq will impose demands for ISR sorties that may limit monitoring 
of Iranian activity. The current limited contingent of advisors consists primarily of special 
operations personnel, and at present there is no prospect of a major commitment of U.S. 
troops to Iraq. However, ARCENT and SOCCENT are ready to receive such forces. 

10.6  Recommendations for U.S. policy

10.6.1  Plan for period of implementation of the Agreement.   
The United States should begin diplomatic and military-to-military exchanges with  
Gulf States at the outset of its expectation that a nuclear agreement will be reached. The  
United States early on will want to make clear to all other governments that it intends to 
maintain a watchful eye on Iran’s compliance and other activities in the region during 
the implementation period. The nuclear agreement will target dates for specific steps. If 
Iran were to miss targets or be in violation, pressure could mount for a renewed build-up 
of U.S. forces. On the other hand, should Iran over the first year show a determination 
to meet objectives, then the improved confidence about Iran’s intentions may lead to a 
decline in hostility, opening the way to new forms of cooperation. 

10.6.2  ISIS contingency.  
The wild card in discussing U.S. force levels in the Gulf will be the scale of U.S. armed 
forces deployment to achieve the degredation and defeat of ISIS.

 10.6.3  Anticipate even great military support.  
The United States must be mindful that Arab fears after a nuclear agreement might try to 
define their security around an even stronger commitment of the United States including its 
armed forces. A new U.S.–Iran relationship will exacerbate Arab concerns, particularly in the 
Gulf about: revolutions against oligarchs; mounting violence, particularly between Israel and 
Palestine; the perceived failure of the United States to exercise its power in support of allies.  
	 The Arab nations say that they fear that a new Iranian assertiveness could mix 
with sectarian and geopolitical tensions to obstruct cooperation or plunge the region into 
an even more intensive conflict.
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“       It’s because of Iran’s strategic importance  
and influence in the Islamic world that we  
chose to probe for a better relationship  
between our countries. 

President Ronald Reagan, 1986

”

Background: A completed comprehensive nuclear agreement with Iran will have far-
reaching implications for the United States, as we have outlined. Virtually every nation in 
the region will be affected by the possibility of renewed U.S.–Iran cooperation. Iran will 
become a more prominent, yet potentially troublesome player, although any agreement 
the P5+1 sign will ensure that Tehran has a difficult path to acquire a nuclear weapon. 

1.1  ISIS threat.   
The second significant event in the region over the past few months has been the rise  
of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), a disruptive and polarizing factor. If allowed  
to consolidate its control over large parts of Syria and Iraq, it would also represent a  
terrorist threat to the American homeland.

1.2  U.S. policy.   
These developments come amid other changes in the region that require decisions on 
policy that will affect U.S. national security interests for several years. The United States 
will need to set priorities to confront security threats and to build new forms of collabo-
ration among nations, some with a long history of mutual hostility. The key drivers for 
selecting these collaborators will be national interests defined by common practical and 
security needs. 

1.3  Value of a good nuclear agreement.  
This report has highlighted the intimate relation between concluding a nuclear  
agreement and working with Iran on the serious problems now being faced by both 
countries. Failure to reach an agreement is likely to make more difficult, if not rule out, 
any new collaboration of forces working together to enhance regional security. A good 
nuclear agreement, on the other hand, could lead to parallel and even joint U.S. and Iran 
actions—probably beginning with those involving ISIS, Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan. 
More specific policy recommendations for individual issues can be found at the end  
of each of the chapters in the preceding Part II.  
 
 

III.
Policy Recommendations
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III. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

2.  recommendations for u.s. policy

The United States must make every effort to negotiate a comprehensive nuclear agree-
ment that limits Iran’s enrichment of uranium and production and separation of 
plutonium in line with civilian purposes and provides for comprehensive inspection and 
monitoring of that program. 
	 Assuming the successful completion of negotiations, the US should develop 
a comprehensive strategy for dealing with Iran on a wide range of regional issues. The 
U.S. and its friends and allies should follow a two-track approach of pressure and incen-
tives. While maintaining a watchful eye on Iran’s compliance with a readiness to bring 
pressure when needed, the United States and others should promote trade, investment, 
and other forms of cooperation that will encourage Iran to adhere to  its commitments. 
The U.S. must also maintain robust military cooperation with Israel and the Gulf States 
	 After a nuclear agreement is reached, the United States should enter into 
regular discussions with Iran, which should include all outstanding questions. Although 
initially trust will be low, such discussions will be essential to determine the  
degree of possible cooperation.

2.1  Regional Cooperation against terrorist groupS

A challenge for the U.S. will be to cooperate with nations in the region against terrorist 
threats without appearing to take sides in the Sunni and Shi’a conflict. The degradation 
and defeat of ISIS presents an opportunity for America to work even handedly with the  
nations of the region to achieve a common goal. Cooperation with Iran would thus take 
place within a larger regional grouping that should include the Gulf States and Turkey 
in addition to the Government of Iraq. After an agreement, the U.S. should test whether 
Iran would collaborate on exchanges of information about ISIS and to discuss possible 
cooperation in direct action. However, even before an agreement is signed, given that 
the U.S. has publicly stated that it will not engage with Iran on such an effort, it may be 
necessary to explore such possibilities indirectly through intermediaries in the Iraqi 
government. None of these efforts with Iran for a common cause would negate or elimi-
nate U.S. concerns about Iran's relations with and support for other organizations that 
have used terrorist tactics. The U.S. should make clear in any talks with Iran that it op-
poses Iran’s support for terrorism including Hezbollah and Hamas actions against Israel. 
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2.2  Iraq 

The United States should seek to work with all the nations that border Iraq to preserve it 
as a unitary state. Partition of the Sunni, Shi’ite, and Kurdish regions in Iraq will almost 
certainly lead to future conflict and ethnic cleansing, as well as disrupt the stability of 
other nations, including Lebanon and Jordan. After an agreement, the United States 
should encourage Iran to continue to press Baghdad on reconciliation, a more inclusive 
government, equitable treatment for all Iraqis, and the institution of extensive reforms. 
It should also seek ways to complement U.S. training and strikes by air and Special 
Forces against ISIS strongholds. 

2.3  Syria 

Since there is no military solution to the Syrian civil war the U.S. should develop a  
political strategy that could achieve short-term humanitarian objectives leading toward 
a long-term solution combined with steps that could defeat ISIS in their home bases  
in Syria. After a nuclear agreement, the United States should consult with the United 
Nations and with other states to convene a Geneva III meeting, with the aim  
of achieving immediate humanitarian aid, a cease-fire in western Syria and a long-term 
solution to maintain Syria as a unitary state. The constitution would guarantee civil  
and legal rights for its citizens and at some point internationally-supervised elections.  
In such a process, the United States should seek the participation of Saudi Arabia,  
Russia, Iran, Turkey, and representatives of the moderate Syrian opposition. The  
inclusion of Iran would be a crucial addition that would increase the possibility of  
success. Now that Assad has begun to direct his military might against ISIS he  
should also be invited. Without these key players, especially Iran and the Syrian  
government, another international meeting would be fruitless. 

2.4  Afghanistan

The United States should set a high priority on developing broad international  
support for Afghanistan’s transition to new leadership. In managing the period after 
U.S. forces depart, the emphasis should be on assuring the country’s security, territorial 
integrity, and economic growth. Iran can play a critical part and, with the cooperation 
of America, be brought in as a full partner. Coordinating strategies could take the form 
of a trilateral working group of Iranian, Afghan, and American representatives.
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2.5  Israel

Washington will have to make an extraordinary effort with Israel and its many  
supporters in the U.S. Congress to dampen hostility and promote acceptance of a  
nuclear agreement. The United States will need to persuade senior Israeli officials that 
an agreement will increase their country’s security. It will also have to address their 
desire for advanced weaponry and defense equipment, and to convince Tel Aviv that, 
should Israel decide to attack Iran while the nuclear agreement is being implemented, 
this will be opposed by the United States.

2.6  turkey

America should mount a diplomatic effort with Turkey to prepare for the period after 
the nuclear agreement and seek its help in encouraging Iran to play a constructive role. 
With the lifting of sanctions, renewed trade between Iran and Turkey could provide 
early benefits to both countries. The historic rivalry between the two countries would 
suggest that Turkey is not likely to become an ally of Iran, but it could still work with 
Tehran on such critical problems as defeating ISIS, building a stable and integrated Iraq, 
and addressing the future of the Kurds.

2.7  U.S. Military presence

The United States should maintain an appropriate-sized force in the Gulf. While the 
drawdown of American troops in Afghanistan will require less military support from 
Gulf facilities, a presence in the region would still be needed to meet other contingen-
cies, including the possibility of increased action against ISIS, and to assure the Gulf 
States of America’s commitment to their security.

2.8  saudi arabia and Gulf states cooperation

The United States should look toward a reduction of tensions across the Gulf after a 
nuclear agreement. Specifically, it should: reassure the Saudis and other Gulf States of 
the continued presence of U.S. forces; urge all of the Gulf States to help Sunnis in Iraq 
and Syria to oppose ISIS: and encourage greater cooperation among the Gulf States, 
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particularly in the areas of petroleum, natural gas, and other commercial trade. The 
United States will need to undertake a strenuous effort with the Saudi ruling family to 
assure it of America’s continuing good relations and of the benefits a nuclear agreement 
could bring.  

2.9  energy

Following an accord, the United States and its European allies should encourage the devel-
opment of Iran’s vast natural gas resources to ease Europe’s heavy dependence on Russia. 
The United States should also promote the expansion of energy interconnectivity through 
pipelines and electricity grids and cross-border energy projects. Energy cooperation 
will not eliminate conflict from the Gulf, but shared interests in peaceful, reliable, and 
profitable energy markets could become a cornerstone of new and more constructive 
intra-regional relations.

2.9.1  Nuclear energy.   
The Iranian government has ambitions to develop a nuclear power capacity and plans 
for at least six new reactors. Part of the rationale for increasing its capacity to pro-
duce low-enriched uranium (LEU) is to satisfy a substantial increase in the scope and 
requirements of a peaceful nuclear program. Yet the large capital investments to develop 
Iran’s capacity to export from its vast reserves of natural gas (which are larger than 
Russia’s reserves) and to upgrade petroleum production would provide much quicker 
returns to Iran than investing in the higher-cost nuclear power plants that have a much 
longer-term pay out. Therefore there is a possibility that Iran, after reaching a nuclear 
agreement, could lower its civil nuclear needs and begin to rely on other sources of in-
vestment and support in order to develop its natural gas and petroleum export capacity.

3.  Alternative strategy for the region

Should a nuclear agreement not be reached, the United States should prepare itself for 
sustained confrontation with Iran with the realization that, far from being a partner, it 
would more likely become an even greater obstacle to American interests. 
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3.1  No nuclear agreement.  

Even if the United States were to delay an agreement for an indeterminate period,  
Congress, possibly with the support of the Obama administration, would increase  
sanctions. Much of Congress would feel comfortable with this strategy remaining 
distrustful of Iran. Israel and some other nations would welcome the decision and be 
confirmed in their close links with Washington. The most important immediate result 
could be a failure to renew the international sanctions program that was so successfully 
constructed over the past decade with strong support from all the major powers. Iran 
would mount a campaign saying that the failure of nuclear talks was caused by U.S.  
intransigence. Many nations would be likely to view the situation similarly and decide 
to withdraw from punishing Iran, placing the U.S. government and Treasury Depart-
ment in a position of having to enforce measures that would not have international  
support. However, should the major world powers become convinced that Iran had 
failed to accept fair terms offered by the P5+1, Iran might not be successful in its  
effort to break the sanctions. 

3.2  Iran’s reaction to increasing isolation  

In addition to renewing sanctions, the United States would seek to expand the policy 
of isolating Iran through threats and increased pressure to bring it back to the table 
for a deal that essentially would meet U.S. requirements. Such an effort would have no 
certainty of success.  
	 Keeping Iran out of world and regional affairs is likely to be difficult if only 
because it borders on and plays a major role in both Iraq and Afghanistan, the two most 
critical areas in the Middle East for the United States and other world powers. Washing-
ton might find it advantageous to work with Iran in those countries. Without an agree-
ment, however, it is unlikely that the existing Iranian government or its replacement 
would have the authority for any significant contacts.  
	 Moreover, Iran’s reaction to the renewal of sanctions would probably be to 
reverse the constraints it has accepted in the JPOA on its nuclear program. It could well 
return—out of pride and renewed conviction in America’s assumed interest in regime 

III. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

change in the Islamic Republic—to its efforts to build greater enrichment capacity,  
complete its plutonium reactor at Arak, and possibly reduce or break ties with the 
IAEA. Tehran might make the decision to build a nuclear weapon, calculating that 
hostility from the United States was inevitable and unending, and that what Iran most 
needs is a deterrent against possible military attack.  
	 If Tehran were to break with the IAEA, the United States and Israel would have 
fewer options. If they are convinced that further sanctions and pressure will not change 
Iran’s approach, the United States and Israel would probably decide to threaten military 
strikes, with the probability of war breaking out, either inadvertently or intentionally. 

3.3  Regional conflicts  

A renewed American policy of pressuring and isolating Iran would most likely rule out: 
coordination with Iran on confronting ISIS and Al-Qaeda affiliates; working with Iran 
and Iraq’s new prime minister to achieve a more inclusive government in Baghdad and 
one better equipped and able to combat ISIS; reduction of an ability to reach a political 
solution in Syria; and the elimination of any chance of working with Iran to help the 
new government in Kabul build a more stable Afghanistan. A new more assertive U.S. 
policy against Iran would probably also provoke Iran to undertake more covert action 
by the Revolutionary Guard and Qods Force against U.S. interests. Further, Iran could 
well expand efforts to increase the work of surrogates such as Hezbollah, and could 
encourage a more hostile attitude toward Israel, recalling the Ahmadinejad era. 

3.4  Weaken or replace Rouhani  

If the Rouhani government fails to reach a nuclear agreement and relieve sanctions, 
then the conservatives in Tehran would return to dominate the thinking and actions 
of the Supreme Leader. The resulting crack-down could have a long-term impact on 
Iranian society—making it more conservative, more corrupt, poorer, and more likely to 
violate the rights of its citizens. 
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3.5  Conclusion  

Whether negotiations fail and this alternative scenario materializes will depend on the 
negotiating decisions of both sides. But given the new environment in the region and 
the opportunities and challenges these changes present for U.S. policy, a failure to reach 
a nuclear agreement will likely have a far-reaching negative impact. In particular, it 
will affect America’s ability to be strategic in managing the challenges and threats to its 
interests throughout the Middle East over the next decade and beyond.
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Glossary

AIPAC  	 
American Israel Public Affairs Committee. A lobbying group that advocates pro-Israel policies to 
the Congress and Executive Branch of the United States

AKP	  
Justice and Development Party. A social conservative party in Turkey.

ANSF	  
Afghan National Security Forces. Trained by NATO; includes the Afghan National Army and 
Afghan National Police.

bcm	  
billion cubic meters 

CENTCOM 
U.S. Central Command in charge of deploying forces in the Middle East and serving U.S. strategic 
interests.

GCC 
Gulf Cooperation Council an intergovernmental political and economic union. Member states are 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates.

High Peace Council 
Part of the Afghan Peace and Reintegration Program, appointed by Hamid Karzai to negotiate with 
elements of the Taliban.

IAEA 
International Atomic Energy Agency the world's center of cooperation in the nuclear field; set up  
in 1957 within the United Nations.

IRGC and Qods Force 
Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (in Persian Pasdaran). A branch of Iran's military intended  
to protect the country’s Islamic system; founded after the Iranian Revolution in 1979. The Qods 
Force, an elite paramilitary arm of the IRGC, conducts foreign policy missions and has armed  
pro-Iranian militant groups.

ISAF 
Security Assistance Force. A NATO-led security assistance force created in accordance with the 
Bonn Conference in December 2001.

ISIS/ISIL/IS 
Sunni militant group in Syria and Iraq (In Arabic: ةيمالسإلا ةلودل ad-Dawlah l-'''''          Islāmiyyah or 
Da’ash). This group has taken on several iterations including: “Islamic State of Iraq and Syria” (ISIS), 
“Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant” (ISIL), or “Islamic State of Iraq and al-sham” (ISIS) or the 
“Islamic State” (IS). We have chosen to use the common term ISIS.

JPOA 
Joint Plan of Action. Interim agreement signed by Iran and the P5+1 in November 2013 temporarily 
freezing Iran’s nuclear program. 

JRTN 
Jaysh al-Tariqa al-Naqshbandia. Also called the Naqshbandi Army, is a resistance organization and 
one of a number of underground Baathist and Islamist militant insurgency groups in Iraq.

KRG 
Kurdistan Regional Government of Northern Iraq

LEU 
low-enriched uranium

LNG 
liquefied natural gas 

mbpd 
million barrels per day 

MEK 
Jundullah and the Mojahedin-e-Khalq. Iranian resistance group

NATO  
North Atlantic Treaty Organization

Northern Alliance 
A multi-ethnic military front in Afghanistan formed in 1996 to combat the Taliban. 

P5+1 
Five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council (United States, United Kingdom, 
Russia, China, and France) plus Germany

PJAK 
Party of Free Life of Kurdistan. Kurdish political and militant organization

PKK 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party. Kurdish political and military organization

PLFP–GC 
Popular Front of the Liberation of Palestine–General Command. Palestinian nationalist militant 
organization based in Syria.

SWU 
separative work units. A complex unit that is a function of the amount of uranium processed and 
the degree to which it is enriched.

TGS 
Turkish General Staff. Turkey’s armed forces.

Triangular Initiative 
A cooperative effort between Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran to stem the flow of drugs through the 
region.

UNODOC  
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. Assists member states in their struggle against illicit 
drugs, crime, and terrorism.

UAE  
United Arab Emirates
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3. Iraq
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Private interviews by Judith Yaphe, August 2014.

2 For threat to United States, see Greg Miller, “Islamic State Working to Establish Cells Outside the Middle East, U.S. Says,” 
Washington Post, August 14, 2014, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/islamic-state-working-to-establish-
cells-outside-iraq-and-syria-us-says/2014/08/14/639c32b0-23f5-11e4-8593-da634b334390_story.html?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_
medium=email&utm_term =%2ASituation%20Report&utm_campaign=SITREP%20AUG%2015%202014. 

Individual westerners fighting for foreign radical groups have long been a concern, but the well-established pattern is of already  
radicalized individuals seeking out groups rather than the other way around, and of the groups using them chiefly as ordinary fight-
ers and occasionally for propaganda. “At this point, we have no credible information that ISIL is planning to attack the U.S.”  
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4 In early 2014, Al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri disavowed ties with ISIS, which was formed from an Al-Qaeda affiliate led by 
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