Cabinet of the Islamic Republic of Iran 2019
Topic: Adapting to an Era of Economic Warfare and Future of the Iranian Nuclear Deal
Introduction
In September 2003, the International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) Board of Governors
called on the Islamic Republic of Iran to
suspend all nuclear enrichment and
reprocessing related activities. Iran was
required to detail all material relevant to its
enrichment1 program and allow
environmental inspections at any site. At first,
Iran agreed to and abided by these constraints,
but in September 2005, the IAEA found Iran
in noncompliance with the agreement.
The lack of peaceful intent in Iran’s nuclear activities resulted in the IAEA Board of Governors
referring Iran to the United Nations Security Council in February 2006. In July of that same year,
the Security Council made the IAEA’s calls for Iran to halt its reprocessing and enrichment
programs legally binding.2 The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) then sanctioned Iran in
December 2006 for rejecting this proposal in
Resolution 1737. The sanctions prohibited
nations from transferring missile and nuclear
technologies to Iran and froze the assets of
stakeholders in Iranian nuclear organizations.
Nevertheless, Iran continued to further its
nuclear program, and sanctions were
increasingly levied upon it until April 2012,
when positive talks about the Iranian nuclear
program were held with the P5+1, and a
framework for future talks was introduced.
In June 2013, Hassan Rouhani, a reformist
and former nuclear negotiator, was elected
president of Iran, and he stated that he would
like to be more transparent with his state’s
nuclear program. Almost immediately after
inauguration, he called to restart P5+1 talks
on the program. Work began on the Iran
nuclear deal in September 2013, and
implementation of the Joint Plan of
Action, an interim agreement, started in
January 2014. Iran began to halt its
enrichment of uranium to at most 20%,
reducing the 20% stockpile to 3.5%, and
stopping work on its heavy-water reactor.3 The European Union and the United States waived the
sanctions that the Joint Plan of Action implemented and unfroze Iranian assets that were
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previously stuck overseas. After more negotiation, the Iran nuclear deal, or Joint Comprehensive
Plan of Action (JCPOA), was created on July 2015. In this deal, Iran agreed to install only 5,060
of its 20,000 centrifuges at its uranium enrichment plant at Natanz until 2026; this limited Iran’s
potential to enrich weapons-grade uranium. Iran’s uranium stockpile was also reduced by 98% to
300 kilograms, which it cannot exceed until 2031, and the stockpile cannot be enriched more
than 3.67%, well below weapons-grade. Tons of low-enriched uranium was shipped to Russia to
reduce Iran’s stockpile. Natanz also became Iran’s only enrichment site, as Fordo was shut
down, and its centrifuges are used to produce radioisotopes for non-military purposes. Iran
redesigned its heavy-water reactor at Arak, effectively preventing it from being able to produce
weapons-grade plutonium, and all spent fuel—which could be turned into a warhead—created
before the redesign would be sent abroad. No other heavy water reactors were to be constructed.
Iran agreed to allow IAEA inspectors to visit any site they deemed suspicious and initiate
investigation within 24 days of any access request. Under the agreement, if Iran refused to
comply, an eight-member Joint Commission would have the purview to rule on the issue and
take punitive action. Sanctions on the oil sector, estimated to cost Iran $160 billion from 2012 to
2016, were lifted, and Iran was able to move $100 billion worth of previously frozen assets
abroad.4
Current Situation
The JCPOA deal appeared to be a success until Washington abandoned it in May 2018 and once
again levied crippling sanctions that targeted Iran’s oil exports, as well as states that take in
Iranian oil. Inflation skyrocketed, the value of the rial reached record lows, protests rocked the
country, and international investment dried up.5 The P5+1 powers of Europe—the United
Kingdom, France, and Germany—oppose the sanctions and have set up a payment mechanic to
allow international corporations to trade with Iran while circumventing costly fines from the U.S.
In May 2019, Iran suspended its commitment to the Iran nuclear deal (JCPOA) and increased
uranium enrichment; it also kept uranium stockpiles it would normally have sent abroad under
the JCPOA.6 It is known by the IAEA that uranium enrichment has increased, but not by how
much. As such, U.N. sanctions have yet to be re-implemented; there is no proof that Iran has
violated any aspect of the deal. Such a violation, though, would cause sanctions to be put back in
place for 10 to 15 years.
In order to circumvent the sanctions implemented by the United States, Iran has reportedly
smuggled oil past the economic blockade to deliver to China, Syria and Turkey.7 The ability to
bypass U.S. sanctions displays Tehran’s ability to adapt and prosper, as well as the limits of U.S.
unilateral influence. The more oil Iran can smuggle past American sanctions, the weaker the
United States looks. At least 12 Iranian tankers have delivered oil to states across Asia and the
Mediterranean, and photographs show that some of these tankers regularly dock in China. No
foreign country is legally obligated to stop trading with Iran; the United States’ sanctions are
unilateral and are not enacted and enforced by bodies like the United Nations Security Council.
The JCPOA lifted UNSC sanctions and will not reimplement them until Iran is proven to have
violated the agreement.
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This is not to say that the American unilateral sanctions have been toothless. Iran’s oil exports
dropped from 2.5 million barrels of oil per day in April 2018—before the United States left the
JCPOA—to 500,000 barrels per day in June 2019.8 The sanctions have cut Iran's oil exports to
China and Turkey, as well as eliminated the flow of oil towards South Korea and Japan. Iranian
tankers are able to smuggle oil by turning off their automatic identification systems to hide their
locations and ensure that their buyers are not penalized. As long as China continues to buy
smuggled oil, we may see more countries push for the U.S. to grant waivers to purchase Iranian
oil again, or they may even go ahead and secretly buy the oil, since there are few consequences
to doing so.
Since Iran suspended its commitments to the JCPOA in May, it has also begun to conduct
assaults on shipping traffic in the Persian Gulf in retaliation. To counteract these attacks, the
United States staged a cyberattack that destroyed a database used by the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) to plot operations against oil tankers and covertly target vessels in the
Gulf.9 The information obtained from the destroyed database showed that Iran was behind the
limpet mine attacks endured by tankers in May and June. This cyberattack has been effective, as
Iran has not been able to conduct significant covert operations on tankers since the June 20
cyberassault. The attack did, however, give away the United States’ cyberwarfare capabilities.
With this information, Iran could prepare and establish a counterdefense against future cyber
actions. The Americans also have reduced access to the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps’
intelligence, which is welcome news to Iranian security interests.
As a retaliatory attack against the
U.S. cyberattack on the IRGC
database, Iran masterminded a
drone attack on two vital oil
installations in Saudi Arabia. Iran
trained and supplied Yemen
Houthi rebels, who launched the
drones on the Saudi oil facilities.
The drones caused massive
damage to the two facilities
located in Abqaiq and Khurais,
about 500 miles north of the
Yemeni border. These facilities
can produce up to a combined
8.45 million barrels of oil per day,
and production of 5.7 million
barrels per day was suspended.10
The drop in production accounted
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for more than half of Saudi Arabia’s daily oil output, which sent shockwaves throughout the
global oil supply. The drone attack was overwhelmingly effective, especially given that the
drones may have cost $15,000 or less. The attack also demonstrated that Saudi Arabian energy
facilities are vulnerable. The after effects of the attack may also increase the cost of security for
the Saudis, disrupt the oil market and cause fear amongst energy investors. The success of the
attack has proven that the Iranian training of Houthis has been effective and efficient, as they
have rapidly learned to use advanced weapons to spread Iranian interests. It has also proven that
Iran is capable of crippling Saudi Arabian operations, even with U.S. influence in the region.
Abqaiq is one of the most important oil facilities in the world, as it processes crude oil from
many key Saudi fields. The amount of destruction produced by an inexpensive drone, driven by
rookie users, will create a nightmare scenario for energy security planners throughout Saudi
Arabia.
In yet another vengeful
assault, the United States
conducted a cyberattack
on Iran to counteract the
drone strikes on Abqaiq
and Khurais. This assault
mainly targeted Iran’s
ability to spread
propaganda, and the
strike supposedly
affected physical
hardware. The strike was
seemingly minimal, and
the results of it are uncertain.11 The previous attack seems similar to a U.S. cyberattack in
retaliation for mine attacks on tankers in the Gulf of Oman and the downing of a U.S. drone in
the Strait of Hormuz in June 2019. That American cyberattack disabled Iranian weapons
systems, including those used by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps. These systems
included computers that controlled rocket and missile launchers and appeared to be countering
the escalation of Iran’s cyber hostilities. This included the use of destructive use of tactics such
as spear phishing, password spraying, and credential stuffing in an attempt to hack into American
and Saudi Arabian networks. Iran also seems to have been trying to hack into U.S. navy ship
systems to obtain intelligence.12
Even with all these hostilities, compromise does not seem too far out of reach. Iran is building
leverage to bring to the negotiating table, especially by conducting these attacks on tankers,
Saudi Arabia, and the United States, showing that it should be respected and not ignored in
negotiations as it is a formidable power.13 Iran’s threats to abandon the deal without economic
relief also displays that it is willing to go back to before the JCPOA, albeit very reluctantly. The
JCPOA may be gone, but it is up to the cabinet of Iran whether to bring it back from the dead or
not. Some compromises that the Iranian cabinet could look into would be a “Freeze-for-Freeze”
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deal, which could be a framework to bring all important parties back to the negotiating table.
This deal would include the United States easing its oil sanctions on Iran, in exchange for Iran
reducing or eliminating any further increase of uranium enrichment, as well as reducing its
existing stockpiles. This could include Iran sending its excess nuclear fuel abroad, as was done
under the JCPOA, and the United States restarting the waiver system for countries that wish to
import Iranian oil. Moving forward on a “Freeze-for-Freeze” deal may be difficult, however, as
the Supreme Leader has already publicly disavowed from further negotiation in response to the
Trump administration’s lack of good faith in abiding to the previous JCPOA. Iran also followed
the restrictive terms of the argument for the past two years and has been rewarded with sanctions
and more pressure from the United States. Even though both parties are entrenched in a form of
economic warfare, Iran and the United States should make every effort to keep open military
lines of communication, so as to avoid outright conflict. Military conflict, or even outright war,
is something that no faction in the Iranian cabinet wants.
Discussion Questions
● How can Iran gain leverage to bring to negotiations without provoking unrelenting
aggression from the United States or other powers?
● Should Iran seek to negotiate a new nuclear deal, or should it look to modify the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action? Will the hard liners in the Iranian administration stand
behind another nuclear deal?
● How should Iran continue to smuggle oil tankers past the economic blockades and
sanctions the United States has levied upon it?
● What tactics can Iran employ in the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman to continue to
disrupt its adversaries?
● How can Iran continue to strike its enemies through drone warfare and cyberattacks to
cripple them, without prompting retaliation?
● In what ways can Iran protect its oil exports in the Gulf of Oman and other locations at
sea to ensure that oil exports are able to thrive?
Key Terms
● “Break-out time”: The amount of time it would take for Iran to accumulate enough 90%
enriched uranium to build a nuclear weapon.14 Prior to the JCPOA, this was only two to
three months.
● “Freeze-for-Freeze” (aka “Dual Freeze”) plan: The United States easing its oil sanctions
on Iran in exchange for Iran halting developments on its nuclear program.
● Heavy-Water Reactor: A reactor that creates spent fuel that contains plutonium of a high
enough grade to be converted into a nuclear warhead15. Under the JCPOA, Iran promised
to redesign the reactor so that it would not be able to produce any plutonium that could be
utilized to create a nuclear weapon; Iran was also forbidden from building any additional
heavy-water reactors or accumulating excess heavy water until 2031.
● The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA): The United Nations body tasked with
monitoring and inspecting Iranian nuclear facilities to ensure compliance with the terms
of the JCPOA.
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● The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA): Otherwise known as the Iran Nuclear
Deal, this agreement completed between Iran and the P5+1 saw Iran agree to limit its
nuclear activities and allow inspections of nuclear facilities in exchange for the dropping
of crippling sanctions on the Iranian economy.16 On May 18, 2018, the United States
withdrew from the JCPOA.17
● The P5+1: The five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC)—Russia, France, China, the U.S., and the U.K.—and Germany
● Uranium Enrichment: The process by which the percent of uranium-235 in a sample of
the element is enriched from 0.7% to approximately 3-5% of the mass of the total sample
(this will be a much higher percentage if this uranium is intended to be used as a
weapon). This allows the uranium to be used as reactor fuel or as a nuclear weapon.18
Plutonium is another element that is enriched and can be used for both reactor fuel and as
a weapon.
Resources
● http://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2016/jul/14/poll-1-iranian-views-nuclear-deal
● https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/08/iran-deal-politics-rouhani-kha
menei/4 00985/
● https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-33521655
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/expert-comment/2019/us-withdrawal-iran-deal-one-ye
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Cabinet of the Islamic Republic of Iran
Topic: Domestic Affairs
Historical Background
Iran’s modern history has been marked with domestic turmoil and strife that has often been the
basis for Iranian interactions with the region and the rest of the world. In particular, relations
between the United States and Iran have had major effects on domestic affairs within Iran. The
beginning of the tumultuous relationship between Iran and the United States began in 1953,
when the American Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) orchestrated a coup d'état against Iranian
Prime Minister Mossadegh. This was done to empower the pliant Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi. From 1953 to 1979, Shah Pahlavi ruled as an American-backed despot, exchanging oil
and other natural resources for military assistance, a nuclear reactor and what amounted to carte
blanche when it came to torture and other human rights violations carried out by SAVAK, the
Shah’s secret police force.
By 1979, however, the Shah was seriously ill, and discontent with his rule began to manifest into
massive popular demonstrations which escalated into what we now know as the Iranian Hostage
Crisis, where captives from the American Embassy in Tehran were held prisoner for more than a
year. This crisis, which involved the deaths of several American soldiers, was the impetus for the
United States heavily sanctioning Iran and freezing Iranian assets in American and European
financial institutions. Those sanctions, and the economic duress put on post-Revolution Iran,
have been the backdrop to social life, economic conditions and political calculus in Iran for
decades.
Current Situation
The present-day Iranian population
is in line with what one would
expect in a developing country. The
median age is 30.3 years, meaning
that Iran has a very young
population overall. Therefore, youth
unemployment and education are
very important issues to student
populations that have produced
activist leaders in recent years.
Youth unemployment in Iran stands

at about 28%;1 while this is lower than the high of 30.4% in 2016, it is emblematic of the
economic anxiety that has gripped Iran in recent years. Because of economic sanctions imposed
by Western nations, Iran can neither export valuable commodities nor import basic goods. This
economic isolation necessarily limits growth and has meant that sluggish employment figures
have the potential to massively destabilize the country.
Although employment and good jobs for students and younger graduates are a pressing issue,
Iranians are increasingly aware on social issues and issues of civil liberty. Access to the internet
and freedom of expression online and in print were significant sub-issues at the last major protest
movement that swept Iran in 2017-18. These issues, paired with perennial unrest after every
election, have developed the notion among young Iranians that the government is highly
unresponsive to their concerns.
Even within the Iranian government, there are rifts centered between factions of more
conservative, religious and hawkish politicians and their opponents who tend to be more
moderate and open to
international and national
dialogue.
Political Situation
Iran has a peculiar political
system. Rather than having one
singular political leader at the
top of the governmental
pyramid, Iran has a Supreme
Leader as well as a President.
The President is elected every 4
years, along with the national
legislature, or majlis, and the
Assembly of Experts, which elects the Supreme Leader of Iran. While the Iranian President
serves as the Head of Government, the Supreme Leader is a religious figure who is the Head of
State. The current President of Iran, Hassan Rouhani, is of a more moderate mindset and is allies
with those who see diplomacy and detente with foreign powers as a viable path to bringing Iran
out of quasi-isolation. In contrast, the Supreme Leader, Ali Khameinei, is more conservative and
has great control over religious and cultural institutions in Iran. Iranian politicians who ally with
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the Supreme Leader tend to be more hawkish on issues of foreign policy and cultural control
within the country.
Although President Rouhani won reelection by a comfortable margin, much of the Guardian
Council, which acts as an upper legislative house, is still substantially more conservative and
tends to oppose reforms on electoral, social and economic issues.
Many of those reforms have dealt with censorship, freedoms of the press and the freedom to
assemble. Rejected electoral reforms have led to major protest movements after every election in
the past two decades. Many of these protests were violently dispersed by the police, leading to
more resentment against the state. Furthermore, crackdowns on protest movements have led to
tighter control of journalism in Iran, with strict legal penalties levied against journalists who
write pieces critical of the government. With the advent of the internet, censorship of online
content has also become pervasive in Iran. With assistance from countries like Russia and China,
it has been alleged that Iran is on its way to implementing its own version of the Great Firewall.
In addition to facing sanction by the court system, extra-legal penalties that sometimes include
torture are increasingly common against those viewed as dissidents.
Anti-torture bills in the legislature have been repeatedly stymied by the Guardian Council, which
has veto power over all legislation passed by the majlis. Unrest over civil liberties have been
interpreted by some as symptoms of larger problems with a sluggish economy and quality of life
in Iran.
In recent times, economic issues have dominated Iranian politics. Although Iran first gained
nuclear access in the 1950s via a nuclear reactor supplied by the United States, nuclear
proliferation has been the main wedge between the Western world and Iran since at least the
1990s. In order to deter foreign intervention, Iran began to develop nuclear capabilities with the
alleged help of Russia, the DPRK, and Pakistan.
Economic Sanctions
After the Iran-Iraq war in which
chemical weapons were cruelly
used against Iranian forces, the
Iranian government began to
explore deterrents. Naturally,
this led to nuclear
experimentation. This was
unacceptable to hostile foreign

powers like the United States and the United Kingdom who already possessed nuclear
capabilities. Sanctions that were put in place during the Iran Hostage Crisis of 1979-80 were
steadily ramped up in the 1990s and 2000s to try and discourage Iran from pursuing nuclear
technology.
In Iran, sanctions meant that trade with the United States and its allies became impossible
through official channels, and Iranian assets belonging to both the state and individuals affiliated
with the government that were held in foreign financial institutions were frozen. The origin of
the tensions between Iran and the Anglophone world, oil, was also a large part of the sanctions
regime put on the Iranian economy. Iran has been unable to legally export oil on a significant
scale.
This situation put severe restrictions on the ability of the Iranian government to fund
development and embark on economically stimulating ventures within its own borders, and is a
problem that has plagued the Iranian economy for decades. While Iran has other products to
export, the markets Iranian businesses can export to are extremely limited and foreign investment
in Iran has been essentially nonexistent.
These problems that have resulted in youth unemployment, sluggish growth and limited
opportunity are a direct result of sanctions. After the Joint Comprehensive Plan Of Action
(JCPOA), more commonly known and the Iran Nuclear Deal, some assets were freed and some
sanctions were lifted. While some restrictions were lifted, the most important export sanctions on
oil and other products have remained in place and the Trump administration has signaled a more
hostile stance towards Iran than the Obama administration.
In Iran, some domestic issues are tightly intertwined with issues of foreign policy, but the core
issues of slow economic growth and high unemployment remain realities for the Iranian
government. These issues, left unresolved, can only mean that resentment among an increasingly
young population over restrictions of civil liberties will only get worse.
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Cabinet of the Islamic Republic of Iran 2019
Topic: Wielding Influence in the Middle East
Topic Overview
The Islamic Republic of Iran sits in a unique position as it tries to convey its foreign policy and
influence across a region that has spent the better part of the last 30 years torn apart by foreign
intervention or revolutions. The Shia Persian nation has used proxy conflicts and strategic
alliances through an axis of resistance to continue to counter the efforts of the Sunni bloc led by
Saudi Arabia. Iran has strategically done this through political relationships with Hezbollah and
strategic alliances with the Syrian regime. Additionally, it has used this axis of resistance to
convey influence and intervene in various conflicts throughout the Middle East, including ones
in Syria, Iraq and Yemen. Over time, the primary reasons for these interventions have shifted.
Initially, Iran was trying to preserve its political alliance across the region by helping those who
had traditionally aligned with them. Today, these objectives have changed to aggressive goals of
trying to disrupt and work against states who have hostile relationships with Iran, like the United
States and Saudi Arabia.
Going forward, Iran is at a strategic turning point. While it has forged strong alliances and a
network of military support across these alliances, it also has positioned itself more aggressively
against those it has had traditional hostilities with, which could lead to further escalations.
Additionally, aggression could have external impacts on relationships with its economic partners
in Europe and Asia, further damaging our weak economy. In light of the failed nuclear deal, as
well as the tensions in the Persian Gulf reaching new highs, we need to be strategic with every
move we make. As a country, we must determine how we would like to move forward with our
Axis of Resistance and how we can further utilize it to strain our enemies’ positioning in our
region, while also advancing our political, military and economic goals across the Middle East.
Current Situation
The Middle East is currently torn into three primary battlegrounds that have gotten the attention
of the international community.
Syria
These start with the conflict in Syria. The Bashar Al Assad Regime in Syria has been a steadfast
ally of the Iranian government for a long time, even though neither state shares similar political
interests or ideologies. Their relationship instead stems from their mutual enemy in Saddam
Hussein in the 1980s, and others were cultivated through a shared enemy in the United States
and Israel. While Tehran showed support for some Arab Spring uprisings, they have provided

nothing but support for the Syrian government. They have condemned the actions of the terrorist
insurgency against the Assad-led government. Iran has proved an essential ally in combating
these terrorist efforts; through unparalleled military support and secure financial aid packages,
Syria has been able to continue fighting and maintain control in the region.
The assistance provided to
Syria is invaluable to Iran’s
strategic efforts. Beginning in
2013, Iran presented a one
billion dollar credit to the
Syrian government. This
continued with a 3.6 billion
dollar line of credit later that
year and has continued since.
Furthermore, military support
has varied but has been
continuous since the start of
the uprisings in 2011. The
Iranian government has
trained and provided over
50,000 special paramilitary
forces since the beginning of
the conflict. The importance
of this strategic alliance is
underscored by how the
operations are conducted. The Iranian Revolutionary Guard, not the Iranian Foreign Ministry,
handles all Syrian relations.
These financial and military aid packages have supported the foreign policy and national security
interests of the Iranian government, but the economic sanctions from the United States and other
actors have starkly limited our ability to continue them without having severe economic costs in
other areas of government. Spending nearly 700 million dollars each month to help the Assad
Regime has proved to be a significant financial burden. Additionally, the reputation of the
predominantly Iranian government regionally has been harmed due to its steadfast support for
the Syrian government. The Iranian government needs to begin considering if maintaining this
support of Syria is worth it and what to do when the Syrian conflict comes to an end, specifically
if it results in the fall of Assad.

Yemen
Iranian involvement in Yemen has played a far less
significant role in Iranian foreign policy when
compared to Syria. Still, with the recent crises in the
region, Iranian interest has increased. While the
Iranian government has claimed support for the
Houthis in Yemen since 2011, the government has
maintained limited involvement until recently.
Starting in 2012, the Iranian government started
providing military aid to the Houthi government,
some of which was seized by the U.S. Navy in 2013.
With Iranian assistance, the Houthis were able to
take control of the capital city of Sanaa in 2014.
Through this control of the government, the Iranian
government, along with Hezbollah in Lebanon,
began regular trade and stronger relations with
Yemen starting in 2014.
Strategically, this alliance and support are vital for Iran due to Yemen’s proximity to one of its
major contractors in the region in Saudi Arabia. The Iranian government has publicly touted its
four point plan to the international community for finding a way to end the current conflict in
Yemen. As a part of this plan, the first
objective is to secure a ceasefire, followed
by delivering humanitarian assistance to
the region. After that is complete, the
Iranian government would sponsor
intra-Yemeni dialogue to achieve a broader
government to represent all Yemeni
people. Strategically, the Iranian
government has taken no moves to support
this plan. The conflict in Yemen has been a
strain on the Saudi Arabian Government,
and the longer it persists, the better it is for
Tehran. While Iran has shown no signs of
assisting in creating further tensions, the
Iranian government is not going to
intervene to support peace any time soon.

Iraq
Iranian influence in Iraq has been one of Iran’s most competitive and strategic foreign policy
positions due to the country’s strategic location between Iran and its main adversary in Saudi
Arabia. The Iranian government quickly filled a vacuum in the country after the U.S. invasion
and the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s government in 2003. Since then, the Iranian government
has been a positive influence in Iraq, providing essential economic and military support for a
region that has struggled to maintain stability for the last 15 years. On a political level, the
Iranian government has competed with the Saudi Arabian government for control of Iraq. Still,
recently, any edge in power they had has been weakened through their unpopularity with the
Shiite people in southern Iraq.
Historical Background
Iranian Foreign policy has dramatically shifted since the fall of the Shah and the emergence from
the Iran-Iraq War. In this post-war period, the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran has
been focused on stronger relations with other countries in the region and other countries in the
Islamic world. This has not prevented Iran from having hostilities with countries that meet these
qualifications, but overall,
Iran has maintained a strong
commitment to these foreign
policy principles. It has
contributed significantly to
international organizations
that prioritize them, like the
Organization of Islamic
Cooperation and the
Non-Aligned Movement.
Due to our Republic’s
conflict with Saudi Arabia,
difficulty in executing this
foreign policy effectively has
emerged. With vastly
different views and Islamic
ideologies, hostilities have
divided our two countries as
both nations have strived to
find allies and cultivate
supporters in the area. With

the downfall of several regional states like Iraq and Afghanistan to foreign intervention and the
rise of instability in other countries like Syria and Libya due to uprisings, the potential has
emerged for both nations to have unchallenged influence in these reborn nations.
Iran has historically aligned itself ideologically and strategically most closely with the political
group Hezbollah. Their power stronghold in Lebanon has been strategically crucial in
challenging one of their primary adversaries in Israel and the United States. During the post-war
period, the Iranian alliance with the Assad Regime in Syria and Hezbollah in Lebanon have
proved to be the most influential aspects of the axis of resistance in the region. This geopolitical
alliance remained active into the 2000s when the United States and its allies intervened in Iraq
and Afghanistan and continued with their efforts to expand influence into the vacuum that was
Iraq.
Bloc Positions
The bloc positions in the region start with the Iranian bloc and its axis of resistance across the
region. This geopolitical alliance includes the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria, Hezbollah in
Lebanon, the Houthis in Yemen, and Shiites that the Iranian government is trying to maintain
influence over in Iraq. Iran is also close to Qatar in the region and maintains strong economic ties
to the governments of the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China.
The Saudi Arabian government leads a second primary bloc position. They maintain strong
support from the Egyptian and Jordanian governments as well as the United States, and have
been seeking to support the Hadi government in Yemen as well as fostering continued ties with
the existing government in Iraq. Furthermore, they have been supporting rebel groups in Syria in
a continued proxy war with Iran.
Discussion Questions
● What should the long-term strategic objectives be in Syria if the Assad Regime cannot
permanently reclaim power over the rebels?
● What would a relationship with Yemen look like if the Houthi rebels do formulate a
peace agreement with Hadi?
● What actions could the Iranian government take in Iraq to further counter Saudi Arabian
efforts to exert influence?
● How should the Iranian government counter growing unpopularity in Iraq as they attempt
to foster support in the region?
● What strategic actions could Iran take to counter growing Saudi Arabian influence across
the Middle East?

Key Terms
● Axis of Resistance: The Axis of Resistance is a geopolitical and military alliance between
the Syrian government, the Iranian government and the Hezbollah political group in
Lebanon that seeks to counter Western and Israeli power and influence in the Middle
East. They also collectively counter Saudi Arabia and its alliance of Sunni Arab states.
● Houthi Rebels: This is a political and aggressive movement in Northern Yemen seeking
to rebel against the current government in the country. Their military campaign has
successfully taken over the capital of Sana’a and overthrown the internationally
recognized political regime. The Saudi Arabian government is leading a coalition to
remove them from power in the region.
● Syrian Kurdish Forces (YPG): The most active Kurdish militia group which currently
fights alongside the Syrian opposition as well as against Islamic State fighters. They are
seen as closely interrelated to the PKK, though at the moment, they do not hold the same
terrorist organization designation from the U.S. and the EU that the PKK has.
● Kurdish PKK: The Kurdistan Workers Party is a political group in Iraq and Turkey that
has been in a constant state of armed conflict with the Turkish government for over 40
years. Turkey and the United States consider the PKK a terrorist organization.
● Syrian Arab Army (SAA) and National Defense Force (NDF): The SAA, the principal
government military force in Syria, and the NDF, a pro-government militia organization,
make up the bulk of the Pro-Government Syrian Forces. They are backed up by
Hezbollah, Russia and Iran.
● Free Syrian Army (FSA): An umbrella group for those who support the opposition Syrian
National Council (SNC) against the Assad government.
● Friends of Syria: Countries that actively support the opposition in Syria. The 2017
Friends of Syria meeting drew 17 foreign ministers, a steep drop from the 60 nations that
had attended the first 2012 meeting.
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https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2015/apr/29/who-are-yemens-houthis
● Yemen Timeline:
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security-timeline/timeline-yemens-slide-into-p
olitical-crisis-and-war-idUSKCN1R20HO
● Syria TImeline:
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/10/timeline-intervention-syria-war-2011-1910071
90255685.html

● How Iran’s regional ambitions have developed:
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/01/24/how-irans-regional-ambiti
ons-have-developed-since-1979/
● Iran Policy Whitepaper (US-Centric viewpoint):
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL32048.pdf
● Syria Glossary:
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brookings-now/2014/05/27/a-glossary-of-forces-in-the-s
yrian-civil-war/
● Yemen Conflict Explained in 400 words:
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-44466574
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https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/14/world/middleeast/the-kurds-facts-history.html
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