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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The month of April 2023 witnessed 
accelerating developments at vari-
ous political, economic, military and 
ideological levels. The Iranian inter-
actions with the Arab and interna-
tional spheres were meshed in inter-
locking events, which are expected 
to have implications on Iran’s entire 
internal and external files in the com-
ing period. 

Internally, at the political level, the 
growing public resentment toward 
the Iranian government because of 
the worsening economic conditions, 
its failure to curb soaring car pric-
es and economic mismanagement 
prompted the Parliament to interro-
gate Reza Fatemi Amin, the minister 
of industry, mining and trade. The 
deep harmony between the Iranian 
Parliament and President Ebrahim 
Raisi encouraged the latter to make 
an appearance at a parliamentary ses-
sion to defend the minister. However, 
lawmakers fed up with the minister’s 
performance over the past period dis-
appointed the president and proceed-
ed in giving a vote of no-confidence 
vote to the minister. Amin became 
the first official in the “conserva-
tive”-controlled government to be 
sacked by Parliament since Raisi was 
elected in 2021. 

Economically, Saudi-Iran trade 
relations have experienced several 
shifts as a result of the tense political 
ties since the 1979 revolution. Trade 
and investment prospects have been 
hampered by the series of interna-
tional sanctions imposed on Iran 
— which continue to be imposed till 
this very day. This is in addition to the 
similarities in the export and import 
structures between the two countries, 
which have also contributed to the 

low bilateral trade volume. Saudi ex-
ports to Iran are described to be quite 
diverse, including basic, industrial-
ized, consumer and technological 
items. Perhaps the restoration of rela-
tions between the two countries will 
create ample trade and investment 
opportunities, with Iran eager to take 
advantage of them given its five years 
of international isolation. 

At the military level, tensions con-
tinued to simmer on Iran’s borders 
and even deep into its territories. In 
Gulf waters, Iran carried out offensive 
moves in April, including the seizure 
of oil tankers in response to the de-
cree of a US court to seize an Iranian 
oil shipment. With regard to Iran’s 
tense ties with its northern neighbor, 
Azerbaijan uncovered an Iranian spy 
network and called on Iranian dip-
lomats who were accused of having 
links to the case to leave the country. 
In the context of Iran’s defensive pos-
ture, it thwarted a drone attack on a 
military base in northern Isfahan. 

At the ideological level, the file dis-
cusses the unstable ideological situa-
tion in Iraq, which prompted Muqtada 
al-Sadr to intervene to counter fringe 
currents, which are attempting to dis-
tort the basic foundations and tenets 
of the Sadrist Movement. Sadr de-
clared his rejection of these currents, 
even referring many of their elements 
to face trials. He also suspended the 
movement’s activities, asking follow-
ers and emulators to make pledges 
and present testimonies to reflect 
their rejection of the Owners of the 
Cause group. Sadr sensed that this 
current posed a danger to his move-
ment’s political future. In addition, 
the vision of this current runs counter 
to Sadr’s traditional religious reading 
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and contradicts the path of his father. 
Iran’s external relations — with both 

Arab neighbors and the international 
community — saw several important 
events in the month of April 2023. 
With regard to the Arab world, partic-
ularly Iran-Gulf interactions, relations 
between the two sides proceeded in 
accordance with the outcomes of the 
Saudi-Iran rapprochement agreement. 
Though this agreement has only been 
signed recently, the two sides have 
taken several steps to ensure its im-
plementation. According to the two 
countries’ official discourse, there is a 
genuine will for cooperation. However, 
Iranian media outlets continued with 
their belligerent tone and expressions 
when covering the new developments. 
They said these developments reflected 
a Saudi need for rapprochement with 
Iran and questioned Saudi Arabia’s in-
tent regarding the improvement of ties 
with Iran. 

With regard to Iraq, there have been 
consecutive indications reflecting Ira-
nian pragmatism in the country to 
ease its domestic crises as well as to 
overcome its external challenges. The 
latter include accelerating the imple-
mentation of the rail interconnection 
project with Iraq that will connect the 
city of Shalamcheh with Basra. Iran 
also urged Iraq to increase trade be-
tween the two countries, and signed a 
security agreement to protect the com-
mon border between the two countries 
and enhance cooperation in a variety 
of security areas. This agreement will 
contribute to an Iranian reduction in 
military operations in northern Iraq.

In the context of Syria, there were 
two divergent events last month. The 
first was the Saudi-Syrian rapproche-
ment following the Syrian foreign 
minister’s visit to Riyadh and the sub-
sequent agreement to resume con-
sular work. This occurred after a de-
cade-long diplomatic breakup, which 
will lead to a thaw and end tensions in 
bilateral relations. Several factors led 
to this development and contributed to 

Riyadh’s decision to partially restore 
ties with Damascus. Still, there are 
several challenges and difficulties 
that hinder to the full restoration of 
ties. On the other hand, the Syrian 
landscape witnessed an event that 
was totally different to the first one 
— the mutual escalation between 
Iran and Israel. Each party sought to 
act preemptively to mitigate the im-
pacts of internal and regional shifts 
on the Syrian arena — with the aim 
of scoring several points and levers, 
while depriving its rival of them. 

In Yemen, the visit of a Saudi del-
egation to the capital Sana’a was an 
extension of the endeavors, efforts 
and initiatives by Saudi Arabia to 
resolve the Yemeni crisis against the 
backdrop of the unusual circum-
stances and regional shifts as reflect-
ed in the Saudi-Iran rapprochement 
agreement. The Saudi delegation 
sought to further enhance the truce 
between the Presidential Leader-
ship Council and the Houthis. It also 
aimed to create common ground for 
dialogue and discussion on sever-
al issues, including humanitarian 
relief, the release of prisoners and 
opening up new horizons for a com-
prehensive and sustainable political 
resolution in Yemen, especially one 
that achieves the aspirations of the 
Yemeni people. 

On the global stage, the Sau-
di-Iran deal provided Iran with more 
space to maneuver in the context of 
its relations with the United States 
— whether in terms of bilateral re-
lations or competition for influence 
in the region. The US administration 
showed some desire to cooperate 
with Iran, especially on its nuclear 
file. It is prepared to partially lift the 
sanctions in return for Iran freezing 
its nuclear program. However, ten-
sions continued to simmer after the 
United States imposed more sanc-
tions because of Iran’s human rights 
violations. In addition, it worked to 
curb Iran’s drone program and clout 
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in Syria. 
Iran-Europe relations continue to 

ebb and flow depending on the devel-
opments in two key files: the nuclear 
program and human rights/democ-
racy. The stalemate in the Iranian 
nuclear talks and the escalatory steps 
taken by Iran such as increasing ura-
nium enrichment, according to the 
IAEA, have sparked new tensions in 
the nuclear file. These tensions were 
manifested in the statement released 
by the G7 Non-Proliferation Directors 
Group. In the same vein, several Eu-

ropean countries imposed new sanc-
tions on companies and individuals 
linked to the IRGC as a result of their 
involvement in cracking down on 
Iranian protestors. Furthermore, this 
month the issue of a possible swap be-
tween Assadollah Assadi and Olivier 
Vandecasteele was a discussion point. 
The former is imprisoned in Belgium, 
while the latter is detained in Iran. 
The two countries differ on their in-
terpretation of the prisoner swap deal 
that was agreed upon. 

http://www.Rasanah-iiis.org
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FEBRUARY - MARCH 2023

The Internal Affairs section of the Iranian Case 
File discusses four main files. The Political File 

sheds light on the vote of no-confidence to the Ira-
nian Minister of Industry, Mining and Trade, as well 
as legislators’ rejection of all of President Ebrahim 
Raisi’s justifications and arguments in defense of the 
minister. The file also addresses the exchange of ac-
cusations between the supporters and opponents of 
the vote of no-confidence. Finally, the file casts light 
on the corruption accusations directed at the ministry, 
particularly those concerning the existence of mafia 
networks in the automobile sector. The Economic File 
reviews the history of trade relations between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia and the similarities in their trade struc-
tures and export products. With regard to the Military 
File, it discusses three issues: Iran’s seizure of two oil 
tankers in the Strait of Hormuz and the Sea of Oman, 
renewed tensions between Iran and Azerbaijan and 
the Iranian position on drone attacks. The Ideological 
File discusses the decision of Shiite leader Muqtada 
al-Sadr to suspend his movement’s activities for one 
year, particularly analyzing the significations and po-
tential outcomes of this move. The file also discusses 
the Owners of the Cause, a fringe group within the Sa-
drist Movement.

http://www.Rasanah-iiis.org
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The Political File

In a new show of defiance against the 
Raisi government, the Iranian Parlia-
ment gave a vote of no confidence to 
the Minister of Industry, Mining and 
Trade Reza Fatemi Amin following 
criticism of his handling of the coun-
try’s economic problems. In addition, 
he faced criticism because of the coun-
try’s runaway inflation, economic mis-
management and allegations of wide-
spread corruption within his ministry. 
He was also accused of turning a blind 
eye to car mafia networks and failing to 
control automobile prices. Amin is the 
first official in the “conservative”-con-
trolled government to be fired since 
Ebrahim Raisi was elected in 2021.
The Iranian Parliament 
Disappoints Ebrahim Raisi
On April 22, 2023, Iran’s Supreme 
Leader Ali Khamenei called for uni-
ty and cooperation among the three 
branches of power. Observers inter-
preted his call as directed to the Ira-
nian Parliament so that it stops dis-
missing ministers. During the first 
parliamentary hearing session held 
last November, 182 lawmakers voted 
against dismissing Amin while only 
145 lawmakers voted in favor of his 
dismissal. In addition, the Parliament 
controlled by the “conservatives” has 
shown a great deal of harmony with 
Raisi since he won the presidential 
election in 2021. The aforementioned 
developments encouraged Raisi to 
make an appearance in the Parliament 
— though his presence is neither reg-
ular nor mandatory — to defend the 
minister who is known in the Iranian 
arena as having close ties to the presi-
dent. However, the Iranian Parliament 

disappointed Raisi, dealing a severe 
blow to him, with 162 lawmakers vot-
ing in favor of dismissing the minister.

This unexpected dismissal has 
opened the floodgates for a barrage 
of criticism against the government 
relating to the sacking of ministers or 
allowing them to resign in case it feels 
their continuation in office will create 
trouble for it with the Iranian Parlia-
ment and the public or if it senses that 
there is consensus to dismiss a partic-
ular minister. Examples of this include 
dismissing the ministers of education 
and agriculture or accepting the res-
ignation of the late Roads and Urban 
Development Minister Rostam Ghase-
mi. But if government leaders feel 
that they are capable of convincing 
lawmakers or influencing their deci-
sions related to the interrogated min-
ister, they attend the hearing session 
to fiercely defend him. This is what 
Raisi, First Vice President Mohammad 
Mokhber, Vice President for Parlia-
mentary Affairs Mohammad Hosseini 
along with four ministers (the minis-
ters of roads and urban development, 
cooperation, labor and social welfare, 
communications and information 
technology and culture and Islamic 
guidance) did. All of them attended 
the hearing where Amin was being in-
terrogated to defend him and prevent 
his dismissal.
Supporters and Opponents (of the 
Dismissal) Trade Accusations
During the parliamentary debates on 
the accusations leveled against the 
minister, many interesting issues were 
raised between supporters and oppo-
nents of the dismissal. These issues 
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pushed lawmakers to trade accusa-
tions. For example, the lawmakers 
supportive of the interrogation were 
accused of seeking to employ some 
people in the industrial sector but 
faced opposition from the minister, 
so they started to interrogate him and 
call for his dismissal. To avoid dismiss-
al, Amin was accused of the follow-
ing: “the dismissed minister resorted 
to gifting 70 four-wheel drive cars to 
parliamentarians last November to 
avoid dismissal.” As part of defend-
ing himself before the Parliament, the 
dismissed minister attributed much of 
the country’s economic crisis to what 
he called “the currency war” and the 
sanctions imposed on the country. 
Those who were against the dismissal 
of the minister argued that the cause 
of the ministry’s problems lay else-
where and that the macroeconomic 
policies needed to be reformed instead 
of dismissing the minister.(1)

Regarding the existence of mafia 
networks that control cars and their 
prices in the Iranian market, Amin 
admitted that such networks existed. 
He said that these mafia networks are 
paying money to oust him from his 
ministerial position, noting that they 
played a role in his interrogation.(2) 
The dismissed minister disclosed no 
details about these networks, but Ira-
nian auto industry experts have stated 
that those in charge of the industry 
are relatives of ministers, lawmakers, 
senior officials, former governors of 
Iranian provinces and former officials 
in Iranian security services.(3)

Over the past years, local automo-
bile manufactures have come under 
severe criticism over poor perfor-
mance and lack of compliance with 
safety standards. This laxity has led to 
a spike in fuel consumption as well as 

road accidents and deaths. The Iranian 
supreme leader on multiple occasions 
expressed his anger at the state of the 
auto industry in the country, saying 
that the public objection to poor qual-
ity is justified.(4) As for Tehran’s police 
chief, he also criticized the quality of 
locally manufactured cars, calling for 
foreign cars to be imported with a gas-
oline consumption lower than that of 
Iranian cars that consume 15 liters per 
100 kilometers.(5)

Raisi failed to influence lawmakers 
on this occasion despite the alignment 
between the legislative and executive 
branches of power. He also did not ex-
press any avowed positions toward the 
lawmakers who voted in favor of dis-
missing Amin. However, he rushed to 
appoint Amin, who was severely crit-
icized and dismissed by Iranian law-
makers, as his adviser for following up 
and monitoring the progress made on 
the country’s major plans and produc-
tion drivers as well as determining the 
impediments faced by the executive 
authorities. This step implies a blatant 
rejection of the Iranian Parliament’s 
decision that put Raisi in an awkward 
situation and dismissed all the justifi-
cations he brought forth to lawmakers 
to ensure that Amin would continue 
performing his duties in the coming 
period. But the lawmakers who moved 
ahead with the no-confidence vote 
against Amin and criticized his perfor-
mance may view his appointment to 
another position as an act of defiance 
against their decision and a reflection 
of the president’s repeated failures.

http://www.Rasanah-iiis.org
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The Economic File

After seven years of diplomatic rup-
ture — that began in 2016 — Saudi 
Arabia and Iran agreed to gradually 
restore diplomatic ties. The agree-
ment comes at a deeply sensitive time 
for Iran which is suffering from chron-
ic inflation, an embargo on its oil sec-
tor, plummeting budget revenues, on-
going popular discontent, and labor 
strikes in protest against rising living 
costs and a staggeringly depreciated 
currency. In light of the Saudi-Iran 
rapprochement agreement, this file 
will briefly discuss Saudi-Iran trade 
relations from a historical perspective 
and their evolution. In addition, it will 
look at the trade structure and poten-
tial cooperation opportunities follow-
ing the restoration of diplomatic ties 
between the two sides.
History of Saudi-Iran Trade Relations
Economic and trade relations between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran were effective-
ly impacted after the 1979 revolution, 
particularly following the outbreak of 
the Iran-Iraq War in September 1980. 
In April 1988, Saudi-Iran relations 
were officially severed after the 1987 
Mecca incident. Relations continued 
to be established at modest levels 
during the tenure of Rafsanjani (1989-
1997) and improved slightly because 
of Iran’s significant foreign policy 
shifts under the “reformist” President 
Mohammad Khatami (1997-2005).

A Saudi-Iran agreement was signed 
in 1998 during Khatami’s tenure. It 
consisted of the following:
▪ Cooperation in the economic, trade, 
scientific investment, technical, cul-
tural, sports and youth fields

▪ The economic agreement contained 
general, nonbinding provisions such 
as:

- Encouraging and facilitating joint 
investments between the two coun-
tries

- The exchange of trade delegations 
and the signing of trade deals

- Forming a joint economic com-
mittee at the ministerial level.

The agreement boosted trade be-
tween the two countries; however, it 
did not lead to major increases in trade 
figures. A trade figure of $98 million 
continued to rise from 1998, reaching 
a peak of $650 million in 2006 during 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s tenure. 
Saudi exports to Iran surpassed Irani-
an exports to the country as Figure 1 
shows.

http://www.Rasanah-iiis.org
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Figure 1: Exports Between Saudi Arabia
and Iran During the Period From 1991 to 2017

Data source: (2023) UN Comtrade Database 
©2023 Rasanah IIIS

However, bilateral trade remained 
volatile. The abovementioned trade 
figures are small when compared to 
their respective exports to the outside 
world which are estimated to be worth 
tens of billions of dollars per year. 
This small figure is mainly because of 
the similar production and exporting 
structures in both countries. Tense po-
litical relations as well as the back-to-
back sanctions on Iran played a major 
role in this volatility, with trade be-
tween the two sides almost coming to 
a complete halt in 2016.
Trade Structure and Exchanged 
Commodities Between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia
The similar production and export 
structures in both countries dimin-
ished the chances of significant bilat-

eral trade. For decades, oil exports and 
products have represented the bedrock 
of both Iran and Saudi Arabia’s export 
structures. In return, the two countries 
import consumer goods, technologi-
cal and capital items from abroad. As 
a result, trade between the two coun-
tries remained modest. However, the 
two countries mutually export diverse 
commodities, which have contributed 
to opening up trade channels.

In the media it is reported — par-
ticularly in Iran — that Saudi exports 
to Iran are mainly limited to oil deriv-
atives and petrochemicals.(6) Howev-
er, the statistics of the United Nations 
Comtrade database show an extensive 
list of Saudi products that Iran import-
ed from the country in the past years 
before relations were severed.(7) The 

http://www.Rasanah-iiis.org


Iran Case File14

W W W. R A S A N A H - I I I S . O R G

list included dozens of items such as 
consumer goods, advanced machinery 
and non-oil products. These items also 
included paper and cardboard ($27 
million in 2015), plastics ($38 million), 
aluminum and various metals and 
iron products ($36 million in 2015) 
and vehicles ($4 million in 2015). This 
is in addition to a long list of commod-
ities worth tens of millions of dollars 

such as textiles, dyes, fats, vegetable 
oils, synthetic fibers, medicines, fertil-
izers, adhesives, machinery, reactors, 
optical and medical devices, copper, 
metal products and perfumes (see Ta-
ble 1). This list also does not include 
Saudi services exports, which include 
religious, medical and entertainment 
services.

Table1: Examples of Saudi Exports to Iran (2014-2015)

Product Value in US dol-
(lars (year Product Value in US dol-

(lars (year

Plastic  million $38.5
((2015

 Vegetable fats
and oils

 million $1.4
((2015

Paper and card-
board (million (2015 $27 Synthetic fibers (million (2015 $1.3

Various minerals
million $20

(2015)
Vehicles

million $4

(2015)

Aluminum million $11

 Machinery and
equipment

electrical, elec- ) 
 tronic, optical,

(and medical

 million $2.5
((2014

Iron or steel (million (2015 $5  Unclassified
(goods (diverse

$742,000

(2015)

 Textiles–yarns,
.etc (million (2015 $4 Rugs and covers

$700,000

(2014)

Dye (million (2015 $4 Medicines
$337,000

(2015)

Data source(s): UN Comtrade Database–Trading Economics
©2023 Rasanah IIIS
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As for Iran’s exports to Saudi Ara-
bia, the biggest portion included iron, 
steel and some minerals (copper, zinc, 
sulfur), dried fruits, nuts, vegetables, 
carpets, some manufactured products, 
medicines and spices. For example, in 
2015 and 2016, Iran exported to Saudi 
Arabia iron and steel worth $144 mil-
lion, zinc worth $7 million, fruits and 
nuts worth $1.6 million, various man-
ufactured goods worth $220,000 and 
carpets and textiles worth $43,000.(8)

In conclusion, the diverse range 
of Saudi products exported to Iran re-
veals the commercial opportunities 
that could be maximized between the 
two sides though trade figures are 
modest. This diversity of exports is 
contrary to what is reported in the me-

dia; it is circulated that trade is limited 
to petrochemicals. This is in addition 
to Saudi Arabia’s recent progress in 
the industrial and technological as-
pects of Vision 2030, in contrast to 
Iran’s aging industrial infrastructure, 
with sanctions not helping the situa-
tion. The file offers an overview of the 
potential prospects to enhance trade 
between the two sides if trade links are 
restored, not to mention collaboration 
in other economic fields and prospec-
tive investment opportunities if Iran’s 
sanctions are repealed. Iran might also 
benefit from Saudi resources and ex-
pertise in several key industries such 
as investment and know-how in the oil 
and technology sectors.
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April witnessed consecutive military 
developments; the Fifth Fleet of the US 
Navy announced that Iran seized two 
oil tankers — the Panama-flagged oil 
tanker in the Hormuz Strait and the 
Marshall Islands-flagged oil tanker in 
the Gulf of Oman. Tensions between 
Iran and Azerbaijan reached a new 
level after security authorities arrest-
ed six Iranians in Baku over espionage 
charges and ordered six Iranian diplo-
mats to leave the country. Finally, the 
Iranian interpretation of the foiled 
drone attack against Amir al-Mome-
nin complex in in Isfahan Province.
Iran Seizes Two Oil Tankers in the 
Strait of Hormuz and the Gulf of 
Oman
Iran seized two vessels in Gulf waters, 
one was seized by the Iranian navy and 
the other by the IRGC. The latest sei-
zure occurred on May 3, when Niovi oil 
tanker, owned by Grand Financing Co, 
and managed by Greece-based Smart 
Tankers, was en route to Fujairah from 
Dubai.

The Fifth Fleet of the US Navy states, 
“the Panama-flagged oil tanker Niovi 
was seized by Iran’s Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps Navy (IRGCN) at 
6:20 a.m. (0220 GMT) while passing 
through the narrow Strait of Hormuz.”(9)

On April 27, the Iranian navy seized 
a Marshall Islands-flagged oil tanker 
– the Advantage Sweet – in the Gulf of 
Oman. The vessel was en route from 
Kuwait to Houston, Texas. As per the 
record of the International Maritime 
Organization, the Turkish-operated 
ship is owned by a China-registered 
company. The Iranian navy, in its maid-

en seizure of a commercial vessel, al-
leged that “it collided with an Iranian 
boat in the Gulf of Oman and tried to 
flee.”(10) The Advantage Sweet’s seizure 
could be a response to a court ordered 
capture of an oil cargo aboard the ves-
sel Suez Rajan by the United States.(11)

Renewed Tensions Between Iran 
and Azerbaijan
Six Iranians were arrested by Azeri 
authorities over espionage charges on 
April 6.(12) Baku alleged that the Irani-
ans were members of the Husainiyoun 
outfit and were working to “set up a ‘re-
sistance squad’” aimed at establishing 
a Sharia state in Azerbaijan through 
armed unrest and the violent over-
throw of Azerbaijan’s constitutional 
order. Besides, Azerbaijan ordered six 
Iranian diplomats to leave the country 
within 48 hours after declaring them 
persona non grata.

On April 12, Secretary of Armenia’s 
Security Council Armen Grigoryan 
visited Iran for consultations with his 
Iranian counterpart Ali Shamkha-
ni. The meeting occurred against the 
backdrop of rising tensions between 
Azerbaijan and Iran.(13) Yerevan fears 
an impending war with Baku and is 
desperately seeking help from Teh-
ran, Delhi, Athens and Paris. Arme-
nia-Iran defense cooperation is less 
pronounced due to Yerevan’s fears of 
Western sanctions. Azerbaijan might 
be facing a two-front war given the un-
precedented cooperation between its 
neighbors.
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A Drone Attack Against an Iranian Site
On April 5, Iranian media reported that 
the country’s air defense forces that 
foiled a drone attack against the Amir 
al-Momenin complex in Isfahan Prov-
ince. “The Amir al-Momenin complex 
in Isfahan was the target of a failed at-
tack by a small drone which was foiled 
by defense systems,” Iran’s semi-of-
ficial Tasnim news agency reported. 
There were no casualties or significant 
material damage. There was no later 
reporting about the incident after an 
outright denial by Reza Janantari, dep-
uty governor of the province which 
is also home to a large air base and a 
key base for missile production and 
uranium processing. In contrast, the 
January 30 drone attack on a military 
facility was widely covered by the Ira-
nian media.(14) Publicizing such news 
stories backfires in Iran for it exposes 

dissent, foreign infiltration and weak-
ness in security measures.

Recent Iranian moves, especially 
its seizure of two oil tankers, are part of 
its pressure against the United States 
and Europe to change their position 
regarding the impasse in nuclear talks 
in Vienna. Following the great im-
provement in Iran-Arab relations, es-
pecially after the restoration of diplo-
matic ties with Saudi Arabia, Iran has 
focused on its northern border with 
Azerbaijan — which might become a 
potential hotbed of tension, given the 
growing Turkish and Israeli support to 
Azerbaijan. It seems that Iran’s policy 
regarding the use of sleeper cells in-
side Azerbaijan and rapprochement 
with Armenia is part of its efforts to 
prevent Azerbaijan from turning into 
a new security threat against it.
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There have been some developments 
on the Shiite hawza landscape as a re-
sult of key decisions made by the Sadrist 
Movement’s leader Muqtada al-Sadr, 
particularly concerning the activities of 
the movement and other affiliated insti-
tutions. Sadr had already expressed his 
displeasure with the Owners of the Cause 
group’s behavior. These decisions are crit-
ical for the Iraqi hawza, which will be dis-
cussed in the following sections:
Sadr’s Decisions: Significations and 
Potential Outcomes
The firebrand Shiite leader Muqtada 
al-Sadr decided to suspend the activities 
of the Sadrist Movement for one year 
and shut down his Twitter account until 
further notice. He also canceled his iti-
kaf (seclusion) at Kufa Mosque. All these 
decisions were taken in response to the 
Owners of the Cause group that gathered 
at the mosque where Sadr was secluding 
and wanted to pledge allegiance to him 
as the Mahdi.(15) Therefore, Sadr took the 
aforementioned decisions. He empha-
sized that the suspension would remain 
in effect but the congregational Friday 
prayers and the movement’s heritage as-
sociation would continue. In justifying 
his decision, he said, “I want to be a re-
former for Iraq, and I cannot reform the 
Sadrist Movement; this is a grave sin. To 
continue leading the Sadrist Movement 
while it involves the Owners of the Cause; 
some corrupt elements and some heinous 
acts, is calamitous.”(16) Following Sadr’s 
decisions, security forces arrested nearly 
60 individuals affiliated with the Owners 
of the Cause group.(17)

Despite taking these decisions in mid-
April, Sadr also released a “pledge doc-
ument” later in the same month that in-

cluded instructions for the movement’s 
affiliates. The document included a testi-
mony signed by the movement’s affiliates, 
which reaffirmed their commitment to the 
love of the two martyred Sadrs, and obedi-
ence to the orders and commandments of 
clerics who they emulate. In addition, the 
movement’s affiliates pledged to only em-
ulate in principle the clerics who follow 
their path, and not to forget their orders 
to dissociate from falsehood such as the 
unbelieving colonizers, the unjust Baath 
party and those who embrace esoterism, a 
deviation in thought. The document also 
enjoined the movement’s adherents to 
disavow — from among the Sadr house-
hold — those who claim to be the Mahdi, 
to sever ties with them and to eschew any 
suspicious groupings that call into ques-
tion the sect or the movement’s tenets.(18)

Overall, Sadr’s decisions were rather 
bold against the al-Sulukyin current. This 
boldness can be attributed to two main 
factors: religious and political. Regard-
ing the religious factor, Sadr feared the 
rise in “exaggeration” and extremism in 
the ranks of his movement, which would 
negatively impact its internal dynam-
ics and defame it within the hawza and 
throughout the wider Shiite community, 
thereby impacting its legitimacy within 
the latter and spoiling its ties with the 
former. Regarding the political factor, 
the rise of an extremist fringe within the 
Sadrist Movement would grant its reli-
gious rivals, as well as its civilian rivals, 
the opportunity to criticize it, attack it 
and question its ability to manage its own 
affairs, hence diminishing its political 
support base in Iraqi society. In addition, 
he feared that new defections could grip 
the Sadrist Movement, like the ones in the 
past. These defectors have turned into the 
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movement’s major rivals today such as 
Qais al-Khazali and others. The “pledge 
document” appears as a means to forti-
fy the movement from within in light of 
the al-Sulukyin and Owners of the Cause 
groups. The document also aims to help 
in reversing the decision to suspend the 
movement’s activities and restore effec-
tiveness in the religious and political are-
nas, particularly at this delicate juncture 
in the country.
Owners of the Cause and Sadr’s Mahdi 
Status
The Owners of the Cause group refers to 
a specific fringe current or group with-
in the Sadrist Movement which believes 
that Sadr is the Mahdi. The group’s in-
ception dates back to the US invasion of 
Iraq. Some of the members of this group 
believe that Ayatollah Mohammad al-Sa-
dr is the Mahdi while others believe that 
he was one of the Mahdi’s soldiers. Forms 
of exaggeration have been multiple in this 
respect. In fact, the Owners of the Cause 
are an extension of the messianic groups 
that emerged following the US invasion 
of Iraq such as Jund al-Sama (Soldiers 
of Heaven) group, al-Yamani group and 
al-Sulukyin — some of them claim that 
Mohammad al-Sadr is the awaited Mahdi. 
At a certain point and due to the deep dif-
ferences between the Sadrist Movement 
and al-Sulukyin, tensions escalated into 
military confrontation between the two 
sides.(19)

Ayatollah Mohammad al-Sadr had 
criticized al-Sulukyin’s doctrinal persua-
sions during his lifetime and disavowed 
them. His son Muqtada al-Sadr also dis-
avowed them after the US invasion of Iraq. 
Therefore, it is unlikely that Sadr’s recent 
decisions will fully wipe out such fringe 
groups, but will rather lead to curbing and 

sidelining them within the Sadrist Move-
ment. On the other hand, Sadr benefits 
from them in strengthening his religious 
and political position within the hawza, 
given that he is both a populist leader 
and a reformist who rejects radicalism 
and divergence from Shiite orthodoxy. 
He also seeks to appear as a modest man 
who rejects exaggeration about himself as 
well as the notion of the lone Shiite leader 
attempting to rearrange and remodel the 
Shiite house from within —even if this 
means banishing some Sadrists or freez-
ing the entire movement.

There is no doubt that political and 
religious leaders work toward enhancing 
their legitimacy and boosting their pop-
ularity. However, Muqtada al-Sadr has 
found himself faced with a current that 
never stops showering him with love, and 
calling on others to emulate him and his 
father Ayatollah Mohammad al-Sadr or 
giving him the status of the awaited Mah-
di/ the messianic Infallible Imam. This 
is a huge debacle within the Shiite house 
and a stark contradiction of the Twelver 
Shiite’s heritage and teachings. Thus, 
Sadr is aware that this current will not 
boost his popularity but rather will im-
pact his religious and political legitima-
cy and perhaps totally isolate him from 
the scene and spoil his relationship with 
the hawza and other major actors. Thus, 
it was imperative to disavow this fringe 
current as did his father and to usher in a 
process of internal reform and “reset” his 
movement, and reintroduce himself as a 
religious and political reformer, thereby 
increasing his movement’s future chances 
in the political process and maybe his per-
sonal chances within the corridors of the 
hawza and in the performance of ijtihad.
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The External Affairs section includes Iran’s relations and 
interactions with the Arab and international spheres. At 
the Arab level, there were several developments in the 

context of relations between Iran and the Gulf states, particu-
larly the intensive meetings between Saudi and Iranian officials 
that aimed to render effective the provisions of the agreement 
signed in the Chinese capital Beijing to pave the way for resum-
ing diplomatic ties between the two countries. Some inaccu-
rate Iranian analyses about Saudi Arabia agreeing to restore 
ties with Iran are also discussed. Regarding Iranian interac-
tions in Iraq, the file touches on the two countries’ plan to carry 
out the rail interconnection project as well as Iranian efforts 
to crack down on armed Iranian-Kurdish opposition groups or 
curb their activities. Concerning Syria, the file highlights the 
Saudi foreign minister’s visit to Syria and its significations as 
well as the Iran-Israel military escalation in Syria. With regard 
to Iran-Yemen relations, the file looks at the Saudi delegation’s 
visit to Sana’a and the position of regional and global parties on 
this visit. At the global level, the file discusses Iran-US interac-
tions, the role of the Saudi-Iran rapprochement agreement in 
throwing into disarray the US calculus over Iran and the sym-
bolic legal victory Iran will achieve due to the agreement with 
Saudi Arabia. The file also discusses the reports that indicate 
a US desire to reach a provisional agreement with Iran. Final-
ly, it discusses the US Congress Foreign Relations Committee’s 
decision to approve the imposition of sanctions on senior Ira-
nian officials because of human rights abuses. Regarding Ira-
nian interactions with Europe, the file spotlights three major 
developments: the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
re-installing surveillance cameras at Iranian nuclear facilities, 
the failure of a prisoner swap deal between Iran and Belgium 
and the new European sanctions against Tehran as a result of 
issues related to human rights abuses.
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Iran and the Gulf States
During April, there was more clari-
ty on the Saudi-Iran agreement, with 
some observers expecting that the 
agreement may expand further and be 
more effective in terms of its econom-
ic and geopolitical impacts on the re-
gion while others hold lower expecta-
tions. Those who are optimistic about 
the agreement argue that it will gain 
further momentum, given the inter-
twined interests and relations between 
the Gulf and Iran — whether at the bi-
lateral or regional and international 
levels.
Saudi-Iran Endeavors to 
Implement the Agreement’s 
Provisions
In this context, Saudi and Iranian di-
plomacy was active during the month 
of April to promote the agreed upon 
understandings. The most prominent 
move was the bilateral meeting be-
tween Saudi Foreign Minister Prince 
Faisal bin Farhan and his Iranian coun-
terpart Hossein Amir-Abdollahian on 
April 6, 2023, in Beijing— to discuss 
ways to activate the recent agreement 
that was signed at the Beijing Summit 
in March, 2023. The key features of this 
agreement are the reinstatement of 
ambassadors to carry out their duties, 
the resumption of flights, bilateral vis-
its of official and private delegations 
and the facilitation of entry visas for 
citizens. During the meeting, the two 
sides stressed on the importance of 
follow-up and the effective implemen-
tation of the Beijing agreement. Ac-
cordingly, this will help in enhancing 
mutual trust and cooperation, achiev-
ing security, stability and prosperity in 
the region, and facilitating the imple-

mentation of the security cooperation 
agreement between the two countries 
that was signed on April 17, 2001, and 
the general cooperation agreement 
regarding the economy, trade, invest-
ment, technology, science, culture, 
sports and youth that was signed on 
May 27, 1998. In their joint statement, 
the two foreign ministers also empha-
sized the importance of developing re-
lations to enable the two countries to 
exploit their resources and economic 
assets for the sake of the mutual ben-
efit and interests of the peoples of the 
two countries, and to achieve security 
and stability in the region.(1)

The two capitals, Riyadh and Teh-
ran, witnessed consecutive diplomatic 
delegations to prepare for the inaugu-
ration of their respective embassies. 
On April 20, 2023, a conference call 
was held between the two foreign 
ministers to follow up on the imple-
mentation of the agreed upon steps in 
Beijing.(2)

On a related issue, the Iranian for-
eign minister made a significant vis-
it to Oman on April 25, 2023, during 
which he met with his Omani counter-
part and the Houthi chief negotiator 
Mohammed Abdulsalam. Although 
the outcomes of the visit have not 
been made public,(3) analysts believe 
that it has implications in the context 
of Oman’s mediation with internation-
al parties to revive the 2015 nuclear 
pact. The meeting with the Houthi 
representative indicated a possible Ira-
nian attempt to influence the position 
of the Houthis as per the terms of the 
2023 Beijing agreement between Sau-
di Arabia and Iran.

The Iranian statements reflect 
an intent to activate the Saudi-Iran 
agreement, but they are marred by 
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misinformation. Some analysts who 
are aligned with the Iranian narrative 
state that the agreement is primarily a 
Saudi need, and its signing is an out-
come of the decline of Saudi Arabia’s 
“destructive and fallacious role” in 
the region — as they claim. Despite 
the agreement, a provocative attitude 
still prevails among Iranian elites. In 
spite of the tangible benefits, such a 
mentality may paralyze the agreement 
and frustrate the optimists who look 
forward to a new phase that is charac-
terized by stability and development. 
In this context, former Iranian Chargé 
d’Affaires in Saudi Arabia Ahmad Das-
tmalchia, in an interview with ISNA on 
April 23, 2023, about the cause of the 
recent change in Saudi foreign policy 
in the region said, “Saudi Arabia was 
forced after a decade of a policy of fu-
eling tensions that led to a dead-end 
to move toward a rational approach in 
foreign policy.” He also stated that “the 
crises created by Saudi Arabia recently 
in the region have somehow worked 
against the national interests of this 
country.” However, he still believes 
that “Saudi-Iranian cooperation can 
be effective in establishing regional 
security and joint security coopera-
tion, and will be a basis for economic 
development, joint investment and 
the expansion of trade interactions in 
the region.”(4) Director of the Arabian 
Gulf Studies Group at the Center for 
Scientific Research and Middle East 
Strategic Studies in Tehran Javad Hei-
rannia said in an interview with ILNA 
that the improvement of Saudi- Ira-
nian relations should be interpreted 
as a move toward calm and not indic-
ative of warmth and friendship. He 
also noted that the Saudis “are seeking 
de-escalation because they are look-
ing for unity and strengthening their 
alliances so that they can maintain a 
greater balance of power in the face of 
Iran and its allies.”(5) Commercial and 

economic benefits are being talked of 
greatly because of Iran’s difficult con-
ditions. However, security issues and 
Iran’s involvement in the region and its 
tensions with the international com-
munity still prevent it from attaining 
economic benefits and building strong 
relations with its neighbors, primarily 
the Gulf states.

After the invitation of Iranian of-
ficials to visit Saudi Arabia, we re-
cently witnessed an interesting step 
by the Saudi ambassador to Russia. 
He attended the Iranian embassy’s 
celebration of Army Day. This caught 
the attention of the Iranians.(6) Saudi 
Arabia’s evacuation of Iranian nation-
als from Sudan to Jeddah was warmly 
welcomed by Iran. Hassan Zarnegar 
Abarghouei, the chief of the Iranian 
delegation in Saudi Arabia and chargé 
d’Affaires of the Iranian embassy in Ri-
yadh, thanked the Saudi government 
for its efforts in evacuating 65 Irani-
an citizens from Sudan to Jeddah and 
then to Tehran, explaining that this is 
a clear example of Saudi Arabia and 
Iran’s humanitarian and diplomatic 
cooperation.(7)

Apparently, the visions of Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf states are positive 
and these countries look forward to a 
prosperous future while the vision of 
some Iranians is skeptical, hesitant 
and steeped in decades of multiple 
tensions and crises. Therefore, the Ira-
nian media must shift from focusing 
on conflicts to maximizing possible 
opportunities, serving common inter-
ests and defusing the crises that have 
crippled the region and impoverished 
its people. Iran is required to play a 
positive and responsible role and set 
aside the destructive voices that may 
contribute to spoiling the recent gains 
and those that will be achieved if Iran 
and the Gulf are able to create a posi-
tive and supportive environment.
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A series of Iranian moves and recent 
regional developments against the 
backdrop of the Saudi-Iran agreement 
(signed in Beijing to resume diplomat-
ic relations, settle regional disputes 
and alleviate intra-regional tensions) 
indicate that Tehran is inclined toward 
focusing more on pragmatic rather 
than military dimensions for the next 
stage in its spheres of influence. This is 
to ensure that the agreement with Sau-
di Arabia is a success and to mitigate 
its internal and external crises. The 
most recent salient indicators of Iran’s 
focus on pragmatic dimensions in the 
Iraqi arena during April 2023 are the 
following:
 Accelerating the Implementation 
of the Railway Link Project With 
Iraq
During his visit to Tehran on April 7, 
2023, Iraqi Minister of Transport Raz-
zaq Mohibis al-Saadawi and Iranian 
Minister of Roads Mehrdad Bazarpash, 
announced an agreement to start im-
plementing the Shalamcheh (western 
Iran) and Basra (southeastern Iraq) 
railway connection by the end of the 
holy month of Ramadan. Iran will start 
preparing the railway routes in Iran-
Iraq border areas where mines were 
laid during the Iran-Iraq War in the 
1980s and build a drawbridge across 
the Shatt al-Arab through which the 
railway passes. In parallel, Iraq will 
build a 32-kilometer-long railway 
track in Iraqi territory.(8) Many Iranian 
reports reveal that Iran has completed 
its railway track to be linked with the 
Iraqi track.

The railway link is an old project 
that Iran has always worked on, and it 
is one of its major links to connect the 
capital, Tehran, with the Mediterra-
nean Sea through Iraq and Syria. If im-
plemented, this project will grant Iran 
wider influence in the western region 
and Mediterranean. It also will provide 
Iran with significant financial reve-
nues as it will boost tourism, the econ-
omy and trade with Iraq and Syria. In 
addition, it will help facilitate recon-
struction projects in the two countries 
as well as smuggling and transferring 
weapons to Iran’s proxy militias in 
Iraq, Syria and Lebanon.

This project and similar ones pro-
vide Iran with a gateway and signifi-
cant influence in the Mediterranean 
region and strengthen its position on 
China’s Silk Road. Therefore, many 
observers believe that these projects 
are more beneficial to Iran in spite of 
the challenges in implementing them 
such as the instability in Iraq and Syria 
and the emergence of internal actors 
who are against its role, especially in 
the Iraqi arena, and the positions of 
regional and international actors that 
are also against its role in Iraq.
Urging Iraq to Increase Bilateral 
Trade
During his meeting with Iraqi Pres-
ident Abd Latif Rashid in Tehran on 
April 29, 2023, Iranian President Ebra-
him Raisi stressed on the need to bol-
ster trade relations between the two 
countries, amounting to $10 billion, to 
greater levels.(9) The head of the Irani-
an-Iraqi Joint Chamber of Commerce 
Yahya al-Ishaq revealed on April 1, 
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2023, that the volume of bilateral trade 
increased by 23% in the Iranian year 
that ended on March 20, 2023, com-
pared to the previous year. The two 
countries look forward to increasing 
trade to $20 billion annually, and Iraq 
is the second largest trading partner of 
Iran after China.(10)

Iraq’s significance in Iran’s foreign 
trade is due to its geographical prox-
imity, especially amid the harsh eco-
nomic sanctions imposed on Iran ow-
ing to its nuclear ambitions. Iraq is the 
economic lifeline to circumvent and 
alleviate the impact of the sanctions 
on the Iranian economy that has de-
teriorated rapidly. International me-
dia outlets have revealed that Iraq has 
been a major outlet for sending and 
smuggling dollars to Iran since the 
sanctions were imposed in 2018. This 
was a motive for the US administration 
to take punitive measures against Iraq 
at the beginning of 2023 and pushed 
Washington to implement the SWIFT 
system in Iraq to limit dollar transac-
tions to Iran.
Efforts to Decrease Iran’s Military 
Operations in Northern Iraq
During his visit to Baghdad on March 
19, 2023, Iran’s Supreme National Se-
curity Council Secretary Ali Shamkha-
ni signed a security deal with his Iraqi 
counterpart National Security Adviser 
Qassem al-Araji for the protection of 
common borders and the strength-
ening of security cooperation. Some 
sources revealed that the aim of the 
deal was to coordinate with the Iraqi 

government to eliminate armed Kurd-
ish-Iranian opposition groups in Iraqi 
Kurdistan or limit their activities.

 Iran’s attacks in the Iraqi arena have 
always fueled regional differences. 
Iran has continued its strikes in north-
ern Iraq, arguing that the Iraqi govern-
ment has not dealt with the armed Ira-
nian Kurdish opposition adequately, 
which Tehran accuses of threatening 
its national security and cooperating 
with Israel. Therefore, it is believed 
that the security deal will result in 
a decrease in the number of Iranian 
strikes in Iraq and the strengthening of 
the Baghdad government’s influence 
in northern Iraq along the border with 
Iran and Turkey. This area has been 
under the influence of the Peshmerga 
forces of the Iraqi Kurdistan govern-
ment to prevent the Iranian Kurdish 
opposition from attacking Iran from 
Iraqi territory. The Baghdad govern-
ment is committed to preventing the 
Iranian Kurdish opposition from tar-
geting Iran from Iraq. Hence, a new 
security situation will be imposed in 
northern Iraq to prevent armed mili-
tias from targeting Iran.

Evidently, Iran is forging a new re-
gional policy to tackle the outstanding 
issues with Saudi Arabia, especially 
in the Iraqi arena. This new policy re-
flects not only the orientation of the 
presidency but also of the House of the 
Supreme Leader. Iranian efforts to de-
velop a pragmatic dimension toward 
the region were spearheaded primarily 
by Shamkhani.
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In April, Syria witnessed contrasting 
developments: first, openness and 
pacification; rapprochement with the 
Arab world. This included the visit of 
Syrian Foreign Minister Faisal Mek-
dad to Saudi Arabia. Second, Iran-Is-
rael confrontation which conflicted 
with the Arab normalization with the 
Syrian government.
The Visit of the Syrian Foreign 
Minister to Saudi Arabia and Its 
Implications
Saudi Foreign Minister Prince Faisal 
bin Farhan visited Damascus where 
he met Syrian President Bashar al-As-
sad.(11) The visit came days after a simi-
lar visit by the Syrian foreign minister 
to Jeddah. The city hosted a consulta-
tive meeting of GCC foreign ministers 
and their counterparts from Jordan, 
Egypt and Iraq to discuss a roadmap 
proposal to tackle the Syrian crisis 
and its repercussions. The meeting’s 
declaration of 10-item principles and 
proposals to resolve the Syrian cri-
sis have humanitarian, political and 
security dimensions in order to rein-
tegrate Syria into the Arab fold. The 
aforementioned will be broken down 
into a number of stages. The first is 
a focus on the humanitarian dimen-
sion followed by security including 
the priority to fight the Captagon in-
dustry, prevent its trafficking to Arab 
countries, control of the Syria-Jordan 
border and combat militias and the 
flow of arms in Syrian territories. The 
final stage deals with issues related to 
the ultimate objective: reaching an in-
clusive political settlement to the Syr-
ian crisis within the framework of UN 
Resolution 2254.

The current rapprochement be-
tween the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
and the Syrian government is nothing 
new as it started more than four years 
ago. However, the recent Saudi-Iran 
agreement contributed to increasing 
the momentum of this rapproche-
ment and bringing it closer to realiza-
tion. Calculations of Saudi-Arab open-
ness and the presentation of a new 
roadmap are driven by different rea-
sons and developments to the calcu-
lations of the Arab boycott of Assad’s 
government and Syria’s suspension 
from the Arab League. As for Saudi 
Arabia, the rapprochement with the 
Assad government is part of its new 
priorities and a broader strategy to-
ward the Arab region that is based 
on avoiding confrontation, resolving 
disputes throughout the Arab region, 
curbing the Iranian role and limiting 
it within the framework of positive re-
lations with regional countries.

Many dilemmas and deep-rooted 
challenges are facing Saudi and Arab 
aspirations for seeking a suitable solu-
tion to the Syrian crisis, primarily the 
difficulty in extricating Syria from 
Iran, which has become a strategic 
and entrenched partner in official and 
unofficial state institutions. The deep-
ly rooted problems will impact the tra-
jectory of Syrian-Arab relations. These 
are related to the complexity of the 
Syrian map and the diverse network 
of militias scattered across Syrian ter-
ritories.

 In addition, Iran’s desperate situ-
ation in light of its bleak economic 
reality and political isolation may 
force it to make some necessary con-
cessions within the framework of re-
gional understandings and the subse-
quent economic salvation, especially 
if it fulfils its obligations and radically 
changes its behavior. However, Iran’s 
inclination toward Syria rules out the 
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prospect of it completely abandoning 
the influence it has established in the 
country over decades, and swapping 
its influence and military and cultural 
gains for achieving economic profits.
Military Escalation Amid the 
Ongoing Pacification
During April, Syrian airspace and ter-
ritories witnessed Iran-Israel escala-
tion against the backdrop of geopolit-
ical drivers and rapid developments in 
the Syrian file and its regional stake-
holders. Tehran and Tel Aviv quickly 
attempted to shape Syria’s reality and 
strategic environment in order to re-
alize and consolidate their strategic 
interests. The aforementioned antici-
pates a stage indicating a shift in the re-
ality of actors, particularly their ability 
to influence new trajectories, whether 
at the Syrian, regional or global levels. (12)

 Tehran has an excellent opportu-
nity to create a new reality because of 
several factors, including the US de-
cline in the Middle East, the United 
States’ and Russia’s focus on the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war, and Israel’s prolonged 
internal crises that threaten to fracture 
the ruling right-wing coalition. There-
fore, Iran is working to strengthen its 
ability to restore its strategic status 
by building a military infrastructure 
ready with weapons that can influence 
the current equations in the region. 
This means the strengthening of air 
defense systems and precision mis-

sile components which would enable 
Tehran to change the rules of future 
engagement.

Tel Aviv’s escalation was via inten-
sifying its military attacks following 
Beijing’s announcement of the return 
of Saudi-Iran relations and in light of 
Arab openness to the Syrian govern-
ment, and talks regarding the Arab 
League readmitting Damascus. The 
latter will put Damascus in a stron-
ger position to pressure and mobilize 
Arab voices to condemn the repeated 
Israeli attacks on its territories. Israel 
is alarmed at the positive diplomatic 
moves and attempts to reach settle-
ments and political arrangements to 
alleviate regional pressures on Iran 
and end its isolation. Hence, Tel Aviv 
aims to position itself as a wild card in 
all possible equations and to stabilize 
the conflicts in its strategic periphery, 
most notably in the Syrian arena. This 
can be achieved by causing damage to 
Iranian interests and raising the bar in 
this respect.

Finally, the military escalation 
of Tehran and Tel Aviv came amid 
Arab endeavors to end the Syrian cri-
sis — which may eventually impact 
their interests and calculations/plans. 
Therefore, Iran’s moves and Israel’s re-
sponses to them greatly aim to shape 
Syria’s reality in line with each party’s 
interests. Israel will work to keep the 
escalation within a limited framework 
to ensure that it never leads to war 
with Iran.
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As part of the relentless endeavors of 
the government of the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia to resolve the Yemeni 
crisis, a Saudi delegation visited the 
Yemeni capital Sana’a on April 18, 
2023. Talks were held with the Houth-
is to stabilize the truce and discuss 
ways to find an inclusive and sustain-
able political solution after years of 
war. This visit, which may reflect pos-
itively on the outcome of the Yemeni 
conflict, was widely welcomed and 
praised regionally and internationally, 
especially by the UN, the Arab League 
and the GCC.
The Significance of the Saudi 
Delegation’s Visit to Sana’a
In an extension of the Saudi endeavors 
and initiatives to establish peace in Ye-
men, the Saudi delegation headed by 
Saudi Ambassador to Yemen Moham-
med al-Jaber held several talks and in-
depth discussions with the Houthis on 
a number of files, primarily about the 
humanitarian situation in Yemen — 
an Omani delegation also participated 
in the Sana’a talks between April 8 to 
April 13. The talks included the release 
of all prisoners, a ceasefire and an in-
clusive political solution in Yemen.

These talks culminated in the re-
lease of many prisoners between the 
Yemeni government, the Houthis and 
Saudi Arabia. The Saudi Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs said in a statement 
that the Sana’a talks were transparent, 
positive and constructive, and will re-
sume as soon as possible with the aim 
of achieving a sustainable and mutu-
ally acceptable political solution.(13)

Many observers believe that the 
Saudi-Iran agreement, which stipu-
lates Iran’s non-interference in Arab 
internal affairs, especially in Yemen, 
may reflect positively on the Yemeni 

crisis and the Houthi position, which 
is typically aligned with Iran’s poli-
cies in the region. This agreement will 
contribute to ending Iran’s support 
to the Houthis. This will increase the 
prospect for peace in Yemen and the 
involvement of the Houthis in the 
future peace process, like any other 
Yemeni political component. To this 
end, the Houthis will have to abandon 
their exclusionary politics.
The Position of Regional and 
International Parties on the Visit 
of the Saudi Delegation to Sana’a
The visit of the Saudi delegation to 
Sana’a widely resonated and was ap-
plauded by regional and internation-
al parties. UN envoy for Yemen Hans 
Grundberg praised the direct talks 
between the two parties, “The depth 
and seriousness” of the talks between 
stakeholders in Yemen, including the 
visit of Saudi and Omani delegations 
to Sana’a, is encouraging. “My role has 
consistently remained focused on re-
suming an inclusive, Yemeni-led po-
litical process. Only such a process can 
deliver a sustainable settlement and 
bring about a future of durable peace 
and development,” Grundberg added. (14)

The GCC praised Saudi-Omani 
meditation efforts between the legit-
imate government and the Houthis. 
It emphasized that these efforts re-
flected the consistent position of all 
member countries that aim to end 
the Yemeni crisis and reach a political 
solution. The GCC secretary general 
said that the prisoner exchange agree-
ment provides a new glimmer of hope 
that gives impetus to the efforts aim-
ing to end the Yemeni crisis, outlines 
the parameters of stability in Yemen 
and the region in accordance with the 
GCC Initiative and its implementation 
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mechanism as well as the outputs of 
the Yemeni National Congress and the 
decisions of the UNSC, including Reso-
lution 2216 and 2624.(15)

It is worth noting that the Yemeni 
government welcomed the statement 
issued by Saudi Arabia on its dele-
gation’s visit to Sana’a. The Ministry 
of Foreign and Expatriate Affairs in a 
statement commended Saudi Arabia’s 
efforts to alleviate the human suffer-
ing of the Yemeni people and resusci-
tate the peace process in Yemen as an 
extension of the country’s previous 
initiatives.(16)

The visit of the Saudi delegation 
to Sana’a reaffirmed the country’s res-

olute position toward supporting the 
process of finding a political solution 
to the crisis — this outcome is accept-
ed by all stakeholders. It also aimed to 
continue the efforts and support the 
position of the Presidential Leadership 
Council that has made a political solu-
tion a priority to achieve the aspira-
tions of the Yemeni people. Therefore, 
the Houthis have only two options: 
either to engage seriously in the peace 
talks and reach a comprehensive polit-
ical solution, or to defy the will of the 
Yemeni people and the international 
forces that seek peace.
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The Saudi-Iran rapprochement agree-
ment has thrown the US calculus over 
Iran into disarray. Despite its bene-
fits, notably in terms of Yemeni truce 
efforts, the agreement allows Iran to 
sidestep US pressures. The agreement 
also curbs coordination between Ri-
yadh and Washington in regard to Iran 
and undermines the US vision con-
cerning regional security and the sub-
sequent arrangements in this respect. 
Additionally, the agreement grants 
Iran an opportunity to end its isolation 
and repair relations with major actors 
in the region — all within the frame-
work of its efforts to tighten the noose 
around the US presence in the Gulf 
and the wider region. China’s growing 
role and mounting clout in the Mid-
dle East further perplexes the United 
States. Nonetheless, it is clear that the 
United States and Iran are maintain-
ing a traditional strategy of mutual 
exertion of pressure. The major devel-
opments witnessed in April 2023 can 
be highlighted through several axes — 
primarily the following:
A Symbolic Legal Triumph for Iran
The International Court of Justice 
turned down Iran’s request to have its 
assets that are frozen in the United 
States released; these assets are con-
trolled by the Iranian Central Bank. 
However, the court decided that the 
assets of a number of Iranian banks 
and firms being frozen violated US 
obligations under the 1955 Treaty of 
Friendship. The court also ruled that 
the United States should compensate 
Iran for the losses incurred as a result 
of the confiscation of its assets. “If at 
the end of these two years, the two par-

ties are unable to present these losses,” 
IRNA reports, “the independent court 
will intervene and enact this fine.” 
Thus, the two parties have the right 
to first negotiate a solution jointly. If 
they are unable to reach an agreement, 
the court will continue to consider the 
case and award compensation.(17)

Prioritizing Diplomacy While 
Amassing Levers
According to press reports, the United 
States is negotiating a provisional ac-
cord with its partners on the Iran nu-
clear deal. Some sanctions will be lifted 
in exchange for parts of Iran’s nuclear 
program being frozen, including ura-
nium enrichment at 60%. According 
to these reports, the Iranians are aware 
of this provisional accord but have so 
far rejected this idea. The proposal has 
been on the table since the outset of 
the negotiations, but Iran has insisted 
on a full, rather than partial, return to 
the deal.(18) There is little doubt that 
floating offers on a provisional accord 
signal that the negotiations remain 
the best route for the United States 
and Iran to resolve the Iranian nuclear 
issue. However, each party strives to 
exert pressure on the negotiations by 
using the levers at its disposal.

In early April 2023, Iranian Foreign 
Minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian 
reiterated that the door of nuclear ne-
gotiations will not remain open indef-
initely. Abdollahian visited Moscow 
as part of coordinating positions on 
the nuclear talks. The Iranian Parlia-
ment, meanwhile, debated a bill that 
sets a timeframe for the Iranian gov-
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ernment’s involvement in the nuclear 
negotiations. Mohammad Eslami, the 
head of the Iranian Atomic Energy Or-
ganization, announced that his coun-
try is capable of enriching uranium 
whenever it needs and at whatsoever 
rate it wants. For its part, the United 
States has reiterated its commitment 
to preventing Iran from acquiring 
nuclear weapons. In addition, it has 
restated that diplomacy is the best 
means to achieve this end — while 
keeping other options on the table.
More Sanctions Against Iran and 
Its Proxies
The United States has continued to im-
pose sanctions on Iran and its proxy 
actors in the region in coordination 

with its allies, particularly the UK. 
In this regard, we can point to the US 
Congress Foreign Relations Commit-
tee’s unanimous endorsement of the 
Mahsa Act, which was introduced by 
bipartisan members and prepares the 
way for additional evaluations before 
it is sent to the Congress. If passed, 
the law requires the US government 
to hold Khamenei, his office, those 
appointed by him, institutions con-
nected to him, Ebrahim Raisi and his 
cabinet members accountable for hu-
man rights violations in Iran. The US 
government has also imposed further 
penalties, as seen in Table 1 below.

Table 1: US Sanctions on Iran and Its Proxies (April 2023)

Date Measure

April 18
 According to the US Department of Justice, a Colombian

 court convicted two international trading companies
 guilty of breaking US export regulations and shipping
.forbidden items to Iran and condemned their activities

April 18
 Offering a reward of up to $7 million in exchange for

 information leading to the identification of key Hezbollah
.leader Ibrahim Aqil

April 18

Targeting an international network that facilitates the pay-
 ment, shipping and delivery of cash, artwork and luxury
 goods for the benefit of Hezbollah financier and specially
 designated global terrorist Nazem Saeed Ahmed. Offering

a reward of up to $10 million for information on Hezbol-
 lah’s financial mechanisms. These measures implemented

.are in coordination with the UK

April 20

 Imposing sanctions on an Iranian network that operates
in Iran, the People’s Republic of China, Malaysia and in-

 cludes one individual and six businesses that support the
 procurement activities of an Iranian company subject to
 US sanctions, Pardazan System Namad Arman (PSANA).
 This network has allowed PASNA to purchase electronic
 components, such as those used in UAVs, from overseas

.suppliers, primarily from China
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A Mounting Confrontation in the 
Region
Following the exchange of attacks in 
Syria, Iran and the United States trad-
ed allegations before the UN Security 
Council. In response to the US allega-
tions against Syria, Iran’s Permanent 
Representative to the UN Amir Saeid 
Jalil Iravani wrote to the UN secre-
tary-general and the president of the 
Security Council. He reiterated that 
Iran’s presence in Syria is legal, warn-
ing that Iran will take decisive mea-
sures to protect its forces, interests 
and facilities against any threat. In 
response to the Iranian attacks that 
killed an American contractor, the US 
military equipped fighters sent to the 
Middle East with 250-pound “bunker 
buster” bombs, a new measure being 
implemented for the first time in the 
region to deter Iran. Iran also seized an 
oil tanker in the Gulf of Oman that was 
sailing toward the United States under 
the Marshall Islands flag. The US Fifth 
Fleet urged Iran to quickly release the 
ship. As the confrontation between the 
two sides escalated, the US deployed a 
nuclear submarine carrying guided 
missiles in the Gulf region to bolster 

the US Fifth Fleet headquartered in 
Bahrain. The measure was taken fol-
lowing a US-Israel warning that the 
IRGC was planning drone strikes on 
commercial ships in the Gulf region 
and the Arabian Sea. This measure, 
without a doubt, is part of strengthen-
ing the deterrence policy against Iran 
and protecting marine navigation in 
the region.

Iran also continued to develop its 
drones, which have become effec-
tive in the country’s strategy toward 
the United States and the West. The 
IRGC unveiled the Meraj-532 drone, 
releasing video footage showing the 
drone taking off from a launching pad 
mounted on a small truck. The IRGC 
reiterated that the drone has precise-
ly hit targets. Iranian naval forces 
also announced that two Iranian navy 
fighter jets warded off a US spy plane 
that attempted to violate the country’s 
airspace on April 2, 2023.(19)

Confrontation is the hallmark of 
US-Iran relations, with the United 
States maintaining its policy of in-
creasing pressure on Iran to curb the 
threats it poses. The United States ap-
pears to be confident in its deterrence 
efforts, especially considering Iran’s 

April 24

 The US State Department imposed visa restrictions on 11
 Iranian government employees who have been accused

 of abusing, detaining or killing peaceful protestors, or of
impeding their right to free expression or peaceful assem-
 bly. The US Treasury Department also imposed sanctions
 on four individuals who are closely linked to military and

 IRGC units involved in the brutal suppression of protesters
 in Iran. The department also sanctioned the secretary of
 Iran’s Supreme Cyberspace Council; an entity designated

.by the United States

April 27
 Sanctioning the IRGC Intelligence Unit for its role in the
illegal detention of US citizens. In addition, the US Trea-

 sury Department imposed sanctions on four senior IRGC
.officials

http://www.Rasanah-iiis.org


35

W W W. R A S A N A H - I I I S . O R G

FEBRUARY - MARCH 2023

aspirations to militarize its nuclear 
program. It is also strengthening its 
regional deterrence policy in order to 
maintain its position and clout in the 
region, leaving little room for a grow-
ing Chinese role in the aftermath of 
the Saudi-Iran accord. The United 
States also works with its allies to co-
ordinate its actions against Iran. At the 
same time, Iran is beefing up its con-

frontation capabilities and attempting 
to capitalize on recent regional and 
global shifts in order to end its isola-
tion, erode US sanctions and prevent 
Washington from leading any region-
al bloc aimed at confronting it. As a 
result, the United States is enhancing 
ties with Saudi Arabia and other coun-
tries in the region.
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Iran’s frosting relations with Europe 
seem to continue with no end in sight. 
The month of April witnessed more 
European pressure on Iran’s nuclear 
program and human rights file but 
with marginal punitive consequenc-
es. Tehran and Brussels have lost op-
timism about any positive outcomes. 
Despite approving an extradition 
treaty with Iran, Belgium remains re-
luctant to swap Tehran’s convicted dip-
lomat Assadollah Assadi for its jailed 
citizen Olivier Vandecasteele.
IAEA Reinstalls Monitoring 
Equipment in Iran’s Nuclear 
Facilities
The International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) started reinstalling its 
monitoring equipment, including its 
removed cameras in Iran’s nuclear fa-
cilities after a mutual agreement was 
reached during the visit of the watch-
dog’s director general in early March.(20) 
The process is likely to completed by 
the second week of May.(21) It is report-
ed that Iran has not provided access 
to camera feed since February 2021 
when the cameras were removed. It is 
an extremely alarming decision by the 
Iranian government which generates 
further distrust and speculation about 
its nuclear program.

On April 17, a forceful statement 
was released by the G7 Non-Prolifera-
tion Directors Group which was made 
available on all member-states’ foreign 
ministry websites. “We remain deeply 
concerned by Iran’s unabated expan-
sion of its nuclear activities. Iran has 
continued manufacturing, installing 
and operating thousands of advanced 
centrifuges, well in excess of com-
mitted limits, and has continuously 

accumulated knowledge and HEU for 
which it has no credible civilian justi-
fication.”(22)

It noted that Iran could now enrich 
enough nuclear material for a weapon 
in weeks or less, if it were to choose 
this path. “We are particularly con-
cerned by Iran’s failure to declare in 
advance changes to the configuration 
of centrifuge cascades at the Fordow 
facility, as required by its safeguards 
obligations, and the subsequent detec-
tion there by the IAEA of particles of 
uranium enriched up to 83.7 percent 
U-235, inconsistent with its declared 
level of enrichment.”(23)

Hindrances in Exchanging 
Prisoners Between Iran and 
Belguim and New Sanctions on 
Tehran
Iran’s talks to rescue its jailed diplomat 
on charges of terrorism in 2018 remain 
fruitless. Still, its judiciary spokesman 
Masoud Setayshi claimed, “Belgium 
has requested an exchange and so have 
we for our diplomat Asadollah Assa-
di. Following the necessary protocols, 
such an exchange will be done soon.” 
Brussels forcefully denied this claim.

Belgian Minister of Justice Vincent 
Van Quickenborne reacted, “This is 
a false message from a rogue state 
that specializes in making false state-
ments. They do this to manipulate 
and confuse an innocent compatriot 
and his family.”(24) The Belgian Consti-
tutional Court upheld a prisoner ex-
change treaty with Iran in March, rais-
ing the prospects of Assadi’s release in 
exchange for jailed aid worker Olivier 
Vandecasteele.(25) It came just days af-
ter the Council of the European Union 
announced to “impose restrictive mea-
sures on eight additional individuals 
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and one entity responsible for serious 
human rights violations in Iran.”(26)

Among the banned entities is Irani-
an mobile service provider, Ariantel, 
for contributing to the telecommuni-
cations surveillance architecture of 
the Iranian government to curb dis-
sent in Iran. In effect, the move will 
disconnect the roaming services of 
European telecom operators with the 
Iranian entity. Ariantel will not be able 
to access Western technology and soft-
ware through legitimate means. Iran’s 
telecommunications sector predomi-
nantly relies on Chinese technology.

Others listed include lawmakers in 
the Iranian Parliament, members of 
the IRGC and IRCG Cooperative Foun-
dation, a body responsible for man-

aging the IRGC’s investments and 
providing funds for the repression of 
protestors. The number of sanctioned 
Iranian individuals has now reached 
211 people and 35 entities. The assets 
of these individual and entities have 
been frozen and they are prohibited 
from raising funds or economic re-
sources from the continent. The sanc-
tioned individuals also face travel bans 
to Europe.

Finally, Iran’s ties to Europe and 
the European Union are inextricably 
linked to the revival of the JCPOA and 
compliance with IAEA safeguard obli-
gations. The prospects of the nuclear 
deal’s revival remain miniscule in May 
too; hence prompting the indefinite 
continuation of fraught relations.

http://www.Rasanah-iiis.org
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