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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ٩
GLOBAL DEVELOPMENTS
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PART 1
In 2024, the global arena witnessed substantial shifts across multiple dimensions, marked by evolving institutional 
frameworks, intricate power dynamics, significant economic changes and the emergence of new threats in non-tra-
ditional security. The 2024 Annual Strategic Report (ASR) provides an in-depth analysis of these transformations, 
evaluating their implications and forecasting potential trends for 2025...
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The ongoing struggle for power and status among major glo bal powers 
has reached an unprecedented level of complexity, marked by escalat-
ing geopolitical risks and the inability of any power to secure a decisive 
advantage. This stalemate is further compounded by the apparent in-
effectiveness of the United Nations to address conflicts and the fail-
ure of international mediation efforts to yield meaningful outcomes. 
Adding to the uncertainty is leadership transitions, with new leaders 
taking the limelight at the regional and global levels. These dynamics 
significantly impacted events across the Middle East, East Asia, the 
Indo-Pacific, Africa, Central Asia, the Caucasus and the Global South.
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The Middle East was the most volatile 
and transformative regional environ-
ment over the past year, with conflicts 
escalating and actors engaging in direct 
confrontations with one another that 
tested their capabilities, tools and re-
sources. A key development was the suc-
cess of one party in securing victories 
on multiple fronts, even advancing to 
establishing a new regional deterrence 
equation. However, a striking paradox 
persisted: while this party demonstrated 
its ability to outmaneuver state actors, it 
remained unable to fully resolve its con-
flicts with certain non-state actors.

The 2024 Annual Strategic Report 
(ASR) is organized into four main sec-
tions. The first examines developments 
in the international stage; the second 
focuses on changes/transformations 
within regional contexts; the third ana-
lyzes Saudi policy trends and the fourth 
explores key developments in Iran.

Global Developments
Resolving the escalating conflicts 
within the framework of the interna-
tional system remained an elusive goal 
because of entrenched divisions that 
fueled and perpetuated disputes. Given 
this context, a key question arises: why 
have global actors and entities been 
unable to resolve these conflicts despite 
their extensive resources and tools? 
Several factors have contributed to this 

impasse. One is the dilemma of inter-
national alliances, with many suffering 
from ideological clashes, conflicting 
objectives and skepticism over their 
effectiveness and the commitment 
of member states. Emerging alliances 
attempting to position themselves neu-
trally between opposing blocs further 
complicated the landscape. While these 
alliances contributed to polarization, 
there is a growing preference for di-
verse, flexible partnerships that allow 
countries greater freedom to navigate 
and achieve their national interests. The 
decline of liberal values globally and the 
intensification of clashes between com-
peting political models have entrenched 
conflicts. Values and norms once 
associated with liberalism —freedom, 
democracy, security and peace — have 
waned as liberal societies grapple with 
the rise of populism, xenophobia and 
the persistence of double standards. 
These trends, coupled with human 
rights violations and civilian casualties, 
have deepened global divisions and un-
dermined efforts to achieve peace. The 
global landscape is increasingly defined 
by a clash between democratic and au-
thoritarian models, with no single coun-
try holding absolute power to dictate its 
preferred political vision. Power among 
global actors has reached a relative bal-
ance, where each has unique military 
strengths and deterrence capabilities. 

This balance has created a stalemate, 
and international institutions have 
failed to uphold the UN Charter’s goal of 
ensuring global peace and security. The 
renewed East-West rivalry — pitting the 
dominant United States against a rising 
China and resurgent Russia — has fur-
ther paralyzed the international system, 
with veto powers wielded to safeguard 
national and allied interests. Calls to re-
form the UN have resurfaced as stagnant 
regional and global initiatives failed 
to lead to viable conflict resolutions. 
The rigidity of conflicting parties, who 
often set unreasonably high demands, 
coupled with major powers’ direct or 
indirect involvement in these conflicts, 
has compounded the issue. Without 
a concerted effort by major powers to 
resolve or mitigate these conflicts, the 
future is poised to be marked by chaos, 
instability and the continued absence of 
security and peace.

The year 2025 is expected to continue 
the trend of global uncertainty amid 
intensifying competition, with the 
United States navigating its role as the 
dominant power in a shifting global 
order. As international transformations 
challenge the existing power structure 
and US leadership, the United States 
will aim to reaffirm the credibility of its 
established international system to ad-
dress global crises. However, the return 
of Donald Trump, with his force-driven 
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and isolationist approach, may compli-
cate matters further. His policies could 
undermine the legitimacy of interna-
tional institutions and agreements, 
particularly through expanded trade 
restrictions targeting countries like 
China, potentially signaling the end of 
economic globalization. Trump is also 
likely to adopt aggressive approaches 
to resolve conflicts in Ukraine and the 
Middle East. Yet, given that global pow-
ers are now more prepared to counter 
his policies and personality, his return 
may coincide with a significantly altered 
international environment compared to 
his first term. This dynamic could define 
2025 as a pivotal year shaped by Trump’s 
influence but in a world markedly differ-
ent from his first term in office.

In the context of international com-
petition and the complexities of the US 
conflict with Beijing in the Indo-Pacific, 
the region as a whole, and the Taiwanese 
issue in particular, experienced a signif-
icant escalation. This was fueled by the 
bold, separatist tendencies of Taiwan’s 
new US-backed President Lai Ching-
te, who intensified challenges to the 
principle of “one China, two systems.” 
His approach marked a sharp escalation 
compared to that of former President 
Tsai Ing-wen. China’s Foreign Ministry 
reacted with anger and concern, stating, 
“Lai stubbornly adheres to the separatist 
position of Taiwan independence and is 

a troublemaker through and through.” 
Beijing interpreted his statements as a 
concrete plan for advancing Taiwan’s 
independence under his leadership.

Both the United States and China 
adopted policies of mutual containment 
within the context of their competition 
for global leadership and Beijing’s quest 
to alter the structure of the interna-
tional system. US policies focused on 
complicating the Indo-Pacific conflict 
by empowering hardline separatists 
in Taiwan, pledging continued mili-
tary support to the island, and urging 
Western and Eastern allies to grant 
Taipei access to international organi-
zations. In response, China embraced 
strategies to counter US encirclement 
efforts, striving to assert itself as a 
regional hegemon and global power 
balancer. This included efforts to 
secure diplomatic supremacy world-
wide, achieve breakthroughs in space 
exploration and increase its influence 
in Africa. Beijing also aligned itself 
with countries opposing the US veto on 
resolutions related to halting the Gaza 
war and strengthened its military and 
economic capabilities. Despite these 
opposing positions, both sides main-
tained a “cooperative competition” 
policy during Biden’s term. However, 
as Trump’s second term approaches, it 
is anticipated that economic tensions 
between Washington and Beijing will 

intensify. The United States is expected 
to abandon cooperative competition in 
favor of confrontation against China. 
This shift is likely to have significant 
ramifications for the global economy 
and security, which remain volatile 
amid escalating regional and interna-
tional conflicts.

The Russia-Ukraine war is expect-
ed to enter a new phase in 2025 with 
Trump’s return to the US presidency. 
While Trump is unlikely to end the 
conflict immediately, his presidential 
campaign suggests a shift in US policy. 
Ukraine is projected to face further 
setbacks as Russia continues its ex-
pansion in eastern regions. Meanwhile, 
European leaders are anticipated to seek 
a unified front against Trump’s policies 
to mitigate potential damage and main-
tain European political and military 
support for Ukraine to help it endure 
the conflict for as long as possible. The 
future of transatlantic relations will 
hinge on the final agreement between 
the United States and the European 
Union (EU) to reconcile conflicting eco-
nomic interests and address security 
issues. This dynamic will influence the 
broader structure of the international 
system, particularly if China and Russia 
manage to develop a joint strategy that 
capitalizes on a decline in transatlantic 
relations to advance Russia’s interests, 
potentially benefiting China indirectly.
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The 2024 ASR highlights weak global 
economic growth prospects for the new 
year compared to the pre-pandemic pe-
riod, particularly in major industrialized 
economies. Confidence in the Chinese 
economy’s recovery remains low, sug-
gesting modest global economic growth 
of around 3%, contingent on managing 
the escalating geopolitical risks in the 
Middle East and Europe, which could in-
fluence energy prices and growth rates. 
Artificial intelligence (AI) continues to 
demonstrate significant economic ben-
efits, including a 10% growth in global 
retail sales, which has spurred rapidly 
increasing investment in the technolo-
gy. AI also offers potential advantages in 
productivity, risk management, and the 
creation of new professions. However, 
these benefits are accompanied by eco-
nomic, security and ethical challenges. 
Meanwhile, the US-EU trade conflict 
with China will persist and expand, 
particularly in critical domains such as 
renewable energy and semiconductors.

The report underscores in the first 
part, “Global Economic Developments 
in 2024,” that the protectionist trend, 
demonstrated by the Trump adminis-
tration’s position on China may yield 
domestic benefits based on each party’s 
calculations. However, the unrestricted 
expansion of protectionist policies 
risks causing economic losses for all 
conflicting parties, including those not 

involved. This could threaten the future 
of commercial globalization unless ten-
sions among the three major economic 
poles — representing nearly 60% of the 
global economy — ease. Additionally, 
criticism of Western economic theories 
and concepts continued to grow in 2024 
due to the recurrence of global economic 
crises in recent years, coupled with the 
failure to predict or effectively address 
their repercussions. As a result, there 
are increasing calls, even from Western 
academics, for theoretical and practical 
revisions in economics. These include 
enhancing the integration of economics 
with social sciences, such as psychology 
and history, to better analyze complex 
and unpredictable human behavior and 
propose more realistic solutions to mul-
tifaceted global challenges.

Non-traditional security threats, 
such as disruptive technologies, have 
evolved at a faster pace than anticipated, 
exacerbating existing challenges for 
policymakers. Social media and digital 
communication applications have 
facilitated the spread of fake news and 
hate speech, leading to violent clashes 
and significantly impacting election 
campaigns. The X platform, which has 
become a major source of fake news — a 
role that Facebook held in the past — has 
highlighted the political challenges 
magnified by unregulated AI. The major 
powers are now engaged in an arms 

race involving AI and cyberweapons, 
echoing the nuclear weapons race of the 
1950s and 1960s. Brain chip technology, 
aimed at empowering the disabled, has 
made breakthroughs, but it remains in 
its early stages. Meanwhile, moon mis-
sions continue with the goal of finding 
water, alongside efforts to match the US 
private sector’s advances in global in-
ternet coverage and other space-based 
projects. By 2025, the world is poised to 
witness both exciting advancements 
and complex challenges.

Finally, the religious landscape in the 
Islamic world, including fundamen-
talist movements and their activities, 
prompted some official religious insti-
tutions, such those in Saudi Arabia, to 
promote peace and dialogue between 
sects, rejecting excommunication 
and fanaticism among all Muslims, 
regardless of sect. It is likely that the 
Saudi institutions will continue their 
moderate, centrist approach, rejecting 
excommunication and engagement 
with extremist ideas. Meanwhile, other 
religious institutions faced challenges 
related to politics and society, particu-
larly concerning personal status laws, 
as seen in Iraq and Morocco. The debate 
over such laws is expected to continue 
into 2025. Regarding Islamist groups, in 
Algeria, the Islamist movement lost in 
the presidential election, and this loss 
is likely to exacerbate internal divisions 

w w w . r a s a n a h - i i i s . o r g

12



among the movement’s leaders. The 
Muslim Brotherhood’s (MB) political 
and organizational crisis remains 
unresolved in Egypt, and there is little 
expectation of a resolution in the near 
future, given the deep-rooted nature of 
the crisis and the failure of all attempts 
to address it since 2014. On the other 
hand, the Islamist movement in Syria 
achieved ascendancy following the fall 
of the Baathist regime and it is expected 
to further its influence in the country 
and potentially affect its surroundings. 
Perhaps it will have an impact on the 
ideology and discourse related to the 
governance of other Islamist groups in 
the region in light of the victory of the 
Syrian revolution. But at the same time, 
the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
witnessed a noticeable decline, and it is 
expected that this decline will continue 
unless it exploits the current Syrian 
situation, particularly if a security vac-
uum deepens in the aftermath of the 
revolution. As for the far-right, it raised 
its head at the beginning of the year 
in Türkiye when some Turks attacked 
foreigners in general and Syrians in 
particular. However, this trend may fade 
significantly after the return of Syrian 
refugees to Syrian cities following the 
fall of the Assad regime. Far-right influ-
ence and manipulation were evident in 
biased laws targeting Muslims in India 
and France and the disinformation 

campaign that led to violent attacks 
on the British Muslim community. In 
Egypt, growing hostility toward foreign-
ers emerged within the context of the 
country’s socioeconomic crisis, led by a 
new ultranationalist movement which 
aims to influence Egyptians and their 
established identity. The trajectory of 
this movement is anticipated to persist 
in its expansion unless it encounters 
tangible and pragmatic interventions 
across the domains of education, media 
and ideological frameworks that can be 
feasibly enacted.

Regional Developments
In this section, the 2024 ASR analyzes 
seven topics with important implica-
tions for regional and global peace and 
security, as well as for the policies of both 
major and minor countries. The first 
topic is “The War on Gaza: Complexities 
and Regional Implications.” The Israeli 
assault on the strip continued and 
acquired greater complexity due to 
Israel’s escalation. The Palestinian 
factions, led by Hamas, insisted on their 
demands, and they continued with their 
resistance despite the severe blows 
that they experienced, destroying most 
of their military and organizational 
capabilities. The war had serious re-
gional repercussions, with the Houthi 
militia and Iraqi militias loyal to Iran 
entering the conflict. There was also an 

escalation of military confrontations 
between Lebanese Hezbollah and Israel, 
especially after the assassinations of 
key Hezbollah leaders and Israel launch-
ing extensive attacks on the Lebanese 
front before a ceasefire agreement was 
reached. Furthermore, the confronta-
tion between Iran and Israel escalated, 
taking on a direct form with successive 
Israeli attacks targeting Iran in its areas 
of influence and within its territories, 
weakening its deterrence capabilities. 
This situation unfolded amid the diver-
gence of regional and global positions 
on the war and the absence of serious 
efforts to end it — which prolonged the 
crisis and unleashed catastrophic hu-
manitarian consequences — undermin-
ing security and stability in the region. 
The two conflicting parties are expected 
to come to a truce or a permanent cease-
fire due to several recent developments. 
Both Israel and Hamas have experi-
enced significant losses over a 15-month 
period of conflict and become unable to 
continue the war. Moreover, the new US 
administration pledged to resolve the 
ongoing conflicts in the Middle East.

The second topic, “Syria and Lebanon: 
Shift in Power Dynamics After the Fall of 
the Assad Regime,” examines the weak-
ening of Lebanese Hezbollah’s capabil-
ities, the elimination of its military and 
political leaders and its eventual accep-
tance of withdrawing from the battle. 
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This withdrawal involved relocating to 
the north of the Litani River and separat-
ing from the Gaza front, even rushing to 
sign a ceasefire agreement with Israel. 
Additionally, the Syrian armed oppo-
sition’s ability to challenge the Syrian 
regime led by former President Bashar 
al-Assad, after over five decades of 
Assad family rule, is reviewed, alongside 
Israel’s expanding geopolitical influence 
in Syria. Israel’s actions also led to the 
weakening of the resistance in Gaza, 
tightening the siege after the strip was 
largely destroyed and support fronts 
were effectively obliterated, thus shift-
ing the equation in Israel’s favor. The 
2024 ASR further explores the repercus-
sions of these geopolitical changes on the 
future of Iran’s geopolitical project, as 
Syria serves as the main geopolitical link 
between Iran and Iraq on the one hand 
and Hezbollah on the other. However, it 
appeared that the Iranian government 
struggled to propose new strategies to 
mitigate the losses. Tehran’s reactions 
indicated that the Iranian government 
underestimated the importance of these 
losses, as it assumed that Syria would de-
scend into chaos and expected regional 
geopolitical developments to continue 
into 2025. The report also highlights the 
difficulty that Iran faces in returning to 
its lost spheres of influence in light of 
several challenges. These include wide-
spread public dissatisfaction because 

of the billions lost in Syria and Lebanon, 
the directions of the new Syrian admin-
istration, the Lebanese currents’ desire 
to establish a new regional equation that 
serves state interests, the rush of Arab 
and Gulf states to fill the void in Syria, 
Israel’s strong rejection of a return to 
the traditional regional order, Turkish 
support for the new Syrian equation, 
Trump’s prospective positions and the 
positive European stance toward the 
new Syrian administration.

The third topic, “Positive Neutrality: 
Gulf States’ Policies Amid Geopolitical 
Tensions,” focuses on the Gulf states’ 
collective efforts to mitigate the risks 
posed by the region’s ongoing conflicts 
and limit their impact on regional securi-
ty and stability. Saudi Arabia spearhead-
ed efforts to mobilize Arab and Islamic 
countries to emphasize solutions that 
rely on the Arab Peace Initiative, align 
with international legitimacy and 
balance the interests of all concerned 
parties to foster a stable regional envi-
ronment.

The Gulf states hosted Iranian of-
ficials to explore mutually beneficial 
security arrangements for the region 
and engaged with Türkiye to enhance 
relations with Arab and Gulf states 
while addressing disputes. Additionally, 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
announced its vision for regional se-
curity, which aims to ensure long-term 

stability. Saudi Arabia actively commu-
nicated with regional and global actors, 
contributing to conflict resolution and 
supporting the formation of an inter-
national coalition to advance the two-
state solution. Saudi Arabia rejected the 
normalization of relations with Israel 
before Palestinian statehood based on 
the June 1967 borders. Qatar also played 
a key mediating role in efforts to end the 
region’s ongoing wars. Simultaneously, 
the Gulf states pursued diversification 
of geo-economic partnerships with 
major global players such as India and 
China and influential economic blocs 
like BRICS, emphasizing their growing 
role in the global economy. The arrival of 
the Trump administration in 2025 pres-
ents opportunities for the Gulf states to 
build on their achievements in regional 
and global affairs. Their demonstrated 
significance in global diplomacy and co-
operation with key blocs — highlighted 
in our 2023 ASR — is expected to further 
elevate their importance in the United 
States’ strategic calculus in the future. 
The fourth topic, “Türkiye’s New Foreign 
Policy Amid Shifting Politics,” examines 
Ankara’s recalibration of its foreign 
policy to address domestic challenges 
while enhancing its regional and global 
influence. Türkiye demonstrated a sig-
nificant shift in its approach to alliances, 
seeking to redefine its role in a world 
transitioning toward either a bilateral or 
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multipolar order. This included efforts to 
distance itself from the rigid bloc-based 
politics and establish a more versatile 
foreign policy framework. Ankara 
prioritized joining emerging alliances 
such as BRICS, moving away from its 
decades-long aspiration to join the EU. 
It also reassessed its relations with tra-
ditional Western partners, embracing a 
more mutually open stance as part of its 
new approach. Simultaneously, Türkiye 
strengthened ties with the Gulf states 
and other Arab countries, aiming to re-
solve disputes and foster partnerships. 
On the regional front, Ankara took a firm 
position against Israel’s operations in 
Gaza, advocating for a two-state solution 
while also intensifying its strategic en-
gagement with Africa and advancing the 
Turkish-Armenian normalization pro-
cess through a fifth round of dialogue. 
These steps underscored Türkiye’s 
intention to build adaptable partner-
ships in response to the transitional 
phase of the international system and 
its movement toward a new world order. 
Türkiye’s diversification of foreign 
policy alternatives is expected to persist 
through 2025. US-Turkish relations 
may enter a new phase of cooperation, 
bolstered by President Trump’s rapport 
with Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, who was one of the first leaders 
to congratulate Trump on his election 
victory. This could lead to strengthened 

collaboration in defense and other stra-
tegic fields. However, Türkiye’s vocal 
criticism of Israel’s war on Gaza and its 
calls for a two-state solution could create 
friction with the Trump administration, 
especially if the latter fully aligns with 
Israeli policies.

The fifth topic, “Africa: Domestic 
Turmoil and Great Power Competition,” 
examines the array of significant events 
and challenges that unfolded across the 
continent in 2024. The trend of military 
coups persisted, although attempts 
in Burkina Faso and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC) were 
thwarted, underscoring the fragility of 
governance in parts of Africa. Protests 
erupted in Kenya, Uganda and Nigeria, 
fueled by public discontent over 
economic hardships and perceived 
government mismanagement. The 
ongoing war in Sudan, which began in 
April 2023, remained unresolved despite 
multiple international initiatives aimed 
at brokering peace. The failure of these 
efforts prolonged the humanitarian and 
political crisis, deepening instability in 
the region. Meanwhile, Ethiopia’s am-
bition to secure access to open waters 
led to significant regional tensions. In 
January 2024, Ethiopia signed a bilateral 
memorandum of understanding with 
the Somaliland government, granting 
Ethiopia access to Berbera port in ex-
change for recognizing Somaliland as 

an independent state. This agreement 
sparked widespread condemnation, 
with Somalia’s Parliament decrying it as 
an attack on the country’s sovereignty. 
The Somali government rallied interna-
tional and regional actors, including the 
Arab League, which affirmed its commit-
ment to the territorial unity of Somalia. 
Egypt also stepped in, holding bilateral 
consultations with Somalia that culmi-
nated in a joint security agreement in 
August 2024. As part of this agreement, 
Cairo delivered multiple shipments of 
weapons to Mogadishu.

US-Sino competition over Africa 
intensified significantly in 2024, with 
major developments underscoring 
the fierce rivalry. In September, China 
hosted the ninth session of the China-
Africa Forum, which saw participation 
from 50 African nations. During the 
forum, President Xi Jinping unveiled a 
comprehensive economic and military 
action plan to be implemented over 
three years, signaling a strategic push 
to deepen China’s influence across 
the continent. This move alarmed the 
United States, prompting it to back the 
revival of the Lobito Corridor in collabo-
ration with the EU, Angola, the DRC and 
Zambia. This strategic railway links the 
cobalt and copper reserves of the DRC 
and Zambia to global markets through 
Lobito port on Angola’s Atlantic coast, 
strengthening Western access to critical 
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resources. As Africa grapples with po-
litical instability, including unresolved 
conflicts and economic challenges, 2025 
is likely to witness continued unrest. 
However, breakthroughs in some crises 
could emerge, driven by regional and 
international mediation efforts. US-Sino 
rivalry is expected to escalate further in 
2025, especially with Trump returning 
to the White House. Known for his firm 
stance against China’s global expansion, 
Trump’s presidency is anticipated to 
intensify US initiatives aimed at coun-
tering Chinese influence in Africa and 
elsewhere.

The sixth topic, “Central Asia and the 
Caucasus: Collective Vision,” focuses on 
the evolving strategies of these nations 
as they navigated complex geopolitical 
dynamics, particularly in the context of 
the Russia-Ukraine war. These countries 
continued to diversify their economic 
and security policies while maintaining 
a delicate balance in their relations with 
Russia and strengthening engagements 
with China, the  EU and the United 
States. Efforts toward regional integra-
tion gained momentum, particularly 
through the development of the Middle 
Corridor as a critical trade route. Given 
the risks associated with the Northern 
Corridor, the Middle Corridor emerged 
as a vital alternative, fostering signifi-
cant progress in energy and connectiv-
ity projects linking China, Central Asia 

and Europe throughout 2024. In the 
Caucasus, Armenia’s pivot toward the 
West, fueled by tensions with Russia 
and the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, led 
to unprecedented changes in regional 
dynamics, signaling potential shifts in 
alliances and strategies. Looking ahead 
to 2025, Central Asian countries are ex-
pected to strengthen their cooperation 
with emerging powers such as China and 
India. The Middle Corridor will remain 
a strategic priority for China, Europe 
and Central Asian countries alike, likely 
attracting increased investments for 
further development.

The seventh topic, “The Ripple Effect 
of the Bangladesh Crisis on South 
Asia,” examines the repercussions of 
the Bangladesh crisis on South Asia, 
highlighting how regional instability 
emerged after widespread protests 
forced Bangladeshi Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina to flee to India. These pro-
tests, stemming from over a decade of 
grievances against her rule, culminated 
in demonstrators storming her resi-
dence. While internal discontent played 
a role, the crisis was primarily fueled 
by external dynamics, as Bangladesh 
remains a focal point of international 
competition.

China, with its strategy of cooperat-
ing with the Bangladeshi state rather 
than any specific regime, minimized 
the impact of Hasina’s fall on its 

interests. Conversely, India intensified 
its efforts to strengthen its influence 
in Bangladesh, responding to China’s 
growing presence. The United States, 
viewing Bangladesh as a strategic asset 
in its efforts to contain rival powers, pur-
sued policies that sometimes conflicted 
with India’s interests despite their tradi-
tional alliance. This divergence reflects 
a broader trend of allied nations, such 
as India, seeking greater independence 
from US influence to prioritize their re-
gional objectives. The crisis underscores 
how South Asia has become a battle-
ground for global leadership between 
international poles, particularly China 
and the United States. As President-elect 
Trump assumes office, his administra-
tion’s policies toward the Indo-Pacific 
region will be pivotal. Balancing strate-
gies to contain China while maintaining 
the interests of allies like India will be 
a central challenge. While South Asia 
is likely to see continued geopolitical 
competition in 2025, the region’s crises 
are expected to remain less incendiary 
compared to other flashpoints, such as 
the Taiwan Strait, which represents a 
more direct confrontation between US 
and Chinese interests.

Saudi Arabia’s 2024 Policy
This section reviews economic devel-
opments in Saudi Arabia, specifically 
its efforts to transition between oil 
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dependency and renewable energy 
resources. In line with its strategic 
goals, the 2025 Saudi budget reveals 
the kingdom’s commitment to bold 
reforms aimed at diversifying its 
economy. Throughout 2024, Saudi 
Arabia strengthened its position in the 
renewable energy sector by forming key 
partnerships to enhance its capacity for 
clean energy production, supporting the 
country’s broader vision of transition-
ing to sustainable energy. Additionally, 
the mining sector continued its growth 
trajectory, contributing to the king-
dom’s diversification strategy. Saudi 
Arabia’s mining industry has rapidly be-
come one of the most competitive in the 
world. The country raised its estimates 
of untapped mineral wealth from $1.3 
trillion to $2.5 trillion (9.4 trillion riyals), 
with a focus on securing vital minerals 
like copper, nickel, lithium and iron ore. 
These resources are central to Saudi 
Arabia’s ambition to become a global 
hub for electric car battery manufactur-
ing and to develop a local car industry. 
As part of this initiative, the kingdom 
has set an ambitious target of producing 
500,000 electric cars by 2030.

In 2024, Saudi Arabia’s focus on tech-
nology, digitalization and AI led to sub-
stantial progress in these sectors, with 
the kingdom seeing significant strides 
in its digital economy. The size of the 
digital economy grew from 298 billion 

riyals to 460 billion riyals, reflecting 
the nation’s commitment to techno-
logical advancement. Approximately 
370,000 young men and women are 
now employed within the Saudi digital 
economy, further demonstrating the 
kingdom’s focus on youth employment 
and innovation. The AI market in Saudi 
Arabia is projected to surpass $9 billion 
by 2030, as the kingdom sets its sights 
on becoming a leader in developing ad-
vanced technologies. Specifically, Saudi 
Arabia aims to enhance technologies in 
medicine, agriculture, environmental 
protection and industry, with the goal of 
positioning itself as a regional leader in 
biotechnology by 2030 and a global lead-
er by 2040. Furthermore, the kingdom is 
focused on localizing the manufacture 
and design of electronic chips, striving 
to establish itself as a regional hub for 
semiconductors. By 2030, Saudi Arabia 
also aims to attract over 1 billion riyals in 
investment capital and funding for deep 
technology sectors.

In 2024, Saudi Arabia made notable 
progress in defense by continuing its 
relentless pursuit of enhancing the mil-
itary efficiency and combat capabilities 
of its armed forces. This progress was 
evident through the localization of mil-
itary manufacturing, an increase in mil-
itary training, and the signing of numer-
ous defense and military agreements. 
These efforts are part of the kingdom’s 

broader strategy to strengthen its mili-
tary sector. Looking ahead, Saudi Arabia 
plans to increase the localization of its 
military industries to 20% by 2025, with 
the ambitious goal of reaching 50% by 
2030.

In the sports sector, one of the most 
significant milestones of Vision 2030 
was the announcement on December 
11 by FIFA that Saudi Arabia had won 
the exclusive right to host the 2034 
World Cup. This victory followed the 
kingdom’s submission, which received a 
remarkable 419.8 out of 500 rating — the 
highest technical rating ever awarded by 
FIFA to a host’s bid. This achievement 
marks the culmination of Saudi Arabia’s 
concerted efforts across various sectors, 
including economic, social, techno-
logical, digital and cultural domains R
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in recent years. The FIFA assessment 
underscores the kingdom’s progress 
and serves as a powerful motivation 
for further national accomplishments 
in the coming decade. The 2034 World 
Cup represents a prime opportunity for 
Saudi Arabia to boost economic devel-
opment, enhance the tourism sector and 
showcase its cultural heritage, present-
ing the kingdom as a global destination 
that celebrates diversity, innovation and 
excellence.

In the sphere of foreign policy and 
international relations, Saudi Arabia ad-
opted a strategy centered on defending 
Islamic values and the principles of in-
ternational law, aiming to establish bal-
ance in its global relations. A key exam-
ple of this approach was the kingdom’s 
steadfast position on the Palestinian 
cause, as clearly articulated by Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman through-
out the year. His statements, along with 
official declarations from the kingdom, 
expressed strong opposition to Israeli 
aggression in Gaza and Lebanon and 
condemned the Israeli crimes against 
the Palestinian people. This principled 
stance was not only reflected in words 
but also in tangible actions. Saudi 
Arabia led the establishment of the 
International Alliance to Implement the 
Two-State Solution, a diplomatic initia-
tive that aimed to elevate the Palestinian 
cause on the global stage and further the 

pursuit of a peaceful resolution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Saudi Arabia has consistently sup-
ported peaceful solutions and medi-
ation efforts in Arab countries facing 
crises. The kingdom played a key role in 
mediating the Sudanese crisis, continu-
ing its work to bring stability to Yemen, 
Lebanon and Libya, while also standing 
in solidarity with the Syrian people in 
their pursuit of peaceful change. In the 
face of escalating tensions, Saudi Arabia 
supported Syria’s right to determine its 
own future during this critical period in 
its history.

When Israel launched attacks on 
Syria, the kingdom was vocal in con-
demning these Israeli violations and 
reaffirmed the importance of respecting 
Syria’s sovereignty and territorial integ-
rity. Saudi Arabia also emphasized that 
the Golan Heights remains occupied 
Arab Syrian land.

On the Red Sea front, a significant 
development occurred on December 3, 
2024, when Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman launched the National 
Red Sea Sustainability Strategy. This 
strategy is designed to protect the Red 
Sea ecosystem, enhance cooperative 
frameworks for its long-term sustain-
ability, empower local communities, 
and support the transition toward a 
sustainable blue economy. These efforts 
align with the kingdom’s broader goals 

of economic diversification and are fully 
integrated with the goals outlined in 
Vision 2030, marking another key step 
in Saudi Arabia’s environmental and 
economic development plans.

On the regional level, Saudi Arabia 
continued to fortify the GCC as the 
cornerstone of its policy, while also 
strengthening its relationships with 
Arab countries and neighboring re-
gional powers, such as Iran, Türkiye 
and Ethiopia. On the global level, 
the kingdom played a pivotal role in 
hosting several international events, 
including the Extraordinary Arab and 
Islamic Summit in November 2024, 
which focused on the Palestinian cause, 
particularly the situations in Gaza and 
Lebanon. The latter part of the year saw 
visits from the French President and 
the UK Prime Minister to Saudi Arabia, 
with just a seven-day gap between their 
visits (December 2 to December 9, 2024), 
resulting in the signing of strategic part-
nerships and agreements across various 
sectors. Throughout the year, Saudi 
Arabia also continued to strengthen its 
diplomatic ties with China, the Indian 
subcontinent and Russia, while main-
taining an influential presence in key 
international organizations and forums.

Finally, Rasanah’s 2024 ASR empha-
sizes that with Trump’s return to the US 
presidency, Saudi-US relations stand 
on the brink of a new era in 2025. Saudi 
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Arabia’s spirit of responsibility toward 
the future of the Gulf, the Arab world 
and the Middle East extends beyond 
simply addressing current challenges. 
The kingdom holds the great ambition of 
reducing regional tensions and ending 
wars, positioning itself to play an unpar-
alleled mediation role in resolving major 
regional conflicts. This could involve 
mediating between countries, including 
a historic agreement involving Iran, the 
Arab world, Israel, and possibly Türkiye, 
marking the end of regional hostilities. 
Central to this potential agreement 
would be recognizing a Palestinian 
state and returning to the principles 
of international law. Saudi Arabia’s ca-
pacity to fulfill this transformative role 
transcends the political realm, drawing 
on its unique Islamic identity and the 
increasing appeal of its national model. 
Over recent years, Saudi Arabia has po-
sitioned itself as a key player in regional 
and global affairs, with internal devel-
opments leading to increased influence 
in the region and worldwide.

Iran Overview
The last section reviews in detail Iran’s 
situation at all levels throughout 2024. It 
can be said that Iran’s domestic political 
arena went through a delicate and crit-
ical phase in 2024 following the death 
of President Ebrahim Raisi and several 
officials in a helicopter crash. This 

sudden departure of Raisi presented a 
favorable opportunity for the “reform-
ists” to return to the political scene, es-
pecially after Masoud Pezeshkian won 
the second round of the presidential 
race, defeating the “hardliner” candi-
date Saeed Jalili. Pezeshkian made a 
number of domestic and international 
promises, but concerns persist regard-
ing the fulfillment of these promises, 
particularly given his strong association 
with Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei 
and the “hardliners” within the Iranian 
establishment. However, the significant 
alignment between Supreme Leader 
Khamenei and President Pezeshkian, 
along with President Trump’s return to 
the White House, and the potential for 
the reinstatement of maximum sanc-
tions on Iran, may provide Pezeshkian 
with the opportunity to pursue a west-
ward-facing policy. This could involve 
engaging in negotiations with the 
United States, aiming for an agreement 
that resolves the Iranian nuclear crisis 
and mitigates the impact of economic 
sanctions.

At the economic level, this section 
addresses three key topics: the actual 
performance of the Iranian economy 
in 2024, an analysis of the future eco-
nomic challenges faced by the new 
president amid ongoing sanctions and 
the potential economic outlook in the 
event that the new US administration 

tightens sanctions on Iran. This section 
concludes with several key points. Iran’s 
economic performance in 2024 showed 
limited growth, primarily driven by an 
increase in Iranian oil exports, which 
grew by about 11%. This growth was 
attributed to the leniency in implement-
ing oil sanctions on Tehran. However, 
this increase in oil exports did not 
translate into significant improvements 
in the country’s general economic 
performance or the living conditions of 
ordinary Iranians. The challenges expe-
rienced in previous years persisted, with 
historical declines in the value of the 
local currency, the toman, against for-
eign currencies, especially the US dollar, 
which saw an increase of more than 60% 
over the course of the year. Additionally, 
liquidity and inflation levels remained 
high, above 30%, and there was a no-
ticeable increase in the government’s fi-
nancial deficit and public debt. Looking 
ahead, the new Iranian government in 
2025 and beyond is expected to face 
intensifying financial, economic and 
demographic challenges. These issues 
may force the government to implement 
austerity measures, particularly regard-
ing the reduction of public spending and 
subsidies, which could lead to height-
ened living pressures and deepening ex-
isting crises. The situation could worsen 
if President Trump tightens economic 
sanctions on Iran, similar to his actions 

R
a

s
a

n
a

h
A

n
n

u
a

l 
S

t
r
a

t
e

g
ic

 R
e

p
o

r
t
 2

0
2

4
 -

 2
0

2
5

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 19



during his first term. In response, the 
Iranian government will likely continue 
adapting to the current economic chal-
lenges by exploring various solutions, 
though its options are limited due to the 
geopolitical pressures and the weaken-
ing of the “Axis of Resistance,” following 
the fall of Assad. These events have 
undermined the “resistance economy” 
slogan promoted by Tehran, which has 
failed to lift the Iranian economy out of 
its slump over the past six years.

Militarily, Iran experienced one of its 
most devastating years in 2024 since the 
Khomeini-led revolution. Its military 
strength significantly deteriorated with 
the loss of many of its proxies in the 
region, leading the Iranian government 
to accept the changing realities on 
the ground, particularly on the border 
between Azerbaijan and Armenia. The 
country’s drone capabilities are now far 
behind global standards, and it was un-
able to secure the Su-35S 4+ generation 
fighter deal from Russia. Furthermore, 
Iran’s nuclear and military assets have 
become increasingly vulnerable, with 
minimal air defense capabilities follow-
ing Israel’s precision strikes on Iranian 
targets. While Iran has announced an 
increase in its defense budget, its ability 
to procure military equipment remains 
constrained. Despite hopes of conclud-
ing an arms deal with China or obtaining 
licenses to produce Russian fighter jets 

and tanks, the process is expected to be 
hindered by complex procedural hur-
dles. In light of the threats posed by Israel 
and the setbacks suffered by the “Axis of 
Resistance” in the final months of 2024, 
Iran may opt to strengthen its defense 
capabilities in 2025. Alternatively, it 
might pressure Russia to expedite the 
signing of the comprehensive strategic 
partnership agreement, particularly 
focusing on activating the defense as-
pect of this partnership to enhance its 
military position.

Socially, Iranian society in 2024 
was marked by the emergence of the 
minority question, which stood out 
amid various ongoing social problems, 
particularly those related to the living 
and economic conditions in the coun-
try. The presidential elections served 
as a pivotal moment for the rise of the 
minority question, as it became a key 
factor influencing the election results. 
This led to the victory of President 
Masoud Pezeshkian, who prioritized 
the concerns of minorities in his cam-
paign, distinguishing himself from his 
“conservative” rival. After the elections, 
the debate surrounding minorities 
shifted toward the president’s ability 
to fulfill his promises. These included 
providing more positions for minorities 
within state institutions and improving 
living conditions in their marginalized 
provinces. The issue of marginalization 

and exclusion faced by minority com-
munities remained central to the na-
tional conversation. Given the tensions 
between political movements and the 
possibility of renewed sanctions on Iran, 
which could exacerbate the country’s 
economic problems, the discussion on 
minority rights is expected to persist 
into 2025. The debate will likely contin-
ue to be a point of contention between 
President Pezeshkian, who represents 
the “reformist” camp, and the “conser-
vative” movement that dominates the 
Iranian Parliament.

In regard to the comparison of 
Pezeshkian’s policy with Raisi’s toward 
supporting militias in escalation arenas, 
it can be said that Iran, with the fall of 
the Assad regime, lost its land corridor 
with its affiliated militias in the region. 
This change presents many challenges, 
making it increasingly difficult for Iran 
to continue supporting these militias, 
particularly Lebanese Hezbollah, which 
has also been subjected to recent Israeli 
strikes. Furthermore, the return of 
Iranian militias to Syria seems highly 
unlikely due to the intense hostility from 
the new Syrian leadership toward them. 
As for the Houthis in Yemen and militias 
in Iraq, despite the possibility of contin-
ued support, Western and international 
pressures — especially with Trump’s 
return — may compel Iran to limit 
its backing for these militias. On the 
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other hand, these developments could 
provide President Pezeshkian with an 
opportunity to amend the policies of the 
supreme leader and the “conservative” 
camp in general. The risks to the Iranian 
establishment, should it persist with its 
previous militia-support policies, are 
evident. These policies have cost Iran 
heavily in terms of financial and human 
investments and the subsequent geo-
political gains have diminished swiftly 
within a short time.

Gulf-Iran relations faced numerous 
tests in 2024, particularly due to the 
developments stemming from the 
Israeli war on the Gaza Strip, which 
escalated into a direct confrontation 
between Iran and Israel, raising fears 
of a regional war. However, the Iranian-
Saudi agreement held firm and the Gulf 
states did not allow Iran to become a 
target through their territories. Instead, 
they played a crucial role in calming the 
conflict. Despite these successes, the 
risks remain, and the situation is likely 
to escalate further with Trump’s return 
to the White House. Consequently, 
Gulf-Iran relations are expected to face 
renewed challenges in 2025, marking a 
pivotal year in the trajectory of these re-
lations. This period will serve as a test of 
both sides’ ability to sustain the positive 
trends established in 2024 — managing 
differences and coordinating posi-
tions regarding regional tensions. The 

challenge will be to prevent a return to 
the previous era of tension and navigate 
major geopolitical challenges that could 
threaten regional stability.

A rapprochement between Iran and 
the Arab sphere was expected to take 
place in 2024, following the détente 
agreement between Saudi Arabia and 
Iran mediated by China in March 2023, 
which was finalized in 2024. In this 
context, Iran sought to improve rela-
tions with Egypt and Sudan. Regional 
developments played a crucial role in 
facilitating this rapprochement, par-
ticularly the Israeli war on Gaza along 
the Egyptian border and the conflict 
in Sudan between the Sudanese army 
and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF). 
The pace of rapprochement between 
Iran and Egypt quickened due to Cairo’s 
concern over Israel’s plan to displace 
Palestinians from Gaza to the Egyptian 
Sinai, and eventually from the West 
Bank to Jordan. This prompted Egypt 
to adopt a policy aimed at developing 
regional and international support for 
its vision of formulating a unified Arab 
and Islamic position to pressure Israel 
to halt the war. Furthermore, the Houthi 
involvement in the war — targeting 
Israeli commercial ships and vessels 
bound for Israeli ports in the Red Sea — 
forced shipping companies to reroute 
through the Cape of Good Hope. Given 
Iran’s growing rapprochement with 

the countries in the region, Tehran may 
place pressure on the Houthis to stop 
their attacks in the Red Sea, aligning 
with Egypt’s efforts to achieve a cease-
fire and prevent the war’s expansion. 
For its part, Iran recognizes the strategic 
importance of Egypt, especially in the 
context of the Palestinian cause. As a 
result, Iran worked to enhance coop-
eration and consultation with Egypt to 
both neutralize regional security threats 
and exploit the historical moment to 
improve relations. In addition to Egypt, 
Sudan-Iran relations were restored 
after a seven-year hiatus. The regional 
environment, particularly the calm 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia and the 
Sudanese conflict, played a significant 
role in the restoration of these relations. 
The Sudanese army’s need for military 
support in the face of international 
backing for the opposing forces further 
contributed to the renewal of ties. Given 
the pressures Iran faces, especially after 
the fall of its regional ally in Syria and 
the potential return of the maximum 
pressure policy under the Trump ad-
ministration, it is expected that Iran will 
continue its policy of rapprochement 
with Arab countries in 2025. This strat-
egy aims either to avoid returning to the 
tension-filled era with the Arab states or 
to search for new ground after losing its 
foothold in Syria.
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On the nuclear front, which remains 
a point of tension with the West, Iran’s 
nuclear policy over the past year has 
resulted in an increase in its stockpile 
of 60% enriched uranium, bringing the 
country closer than ever to the nuclear 
threshold. This development has pro-
voked the United States and European 
powers and led the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) to criticize Iran 
for failing to adhere to its commitments. 
While there are internal calls within Iran 
to revise its nuclear doctrine to confront 
the mounting challenges, the govern-
ment does not appear enthusiastic 
about such a revision. This reluctance 
is largely driven by Israel’s readiness to 
launch direct attacks on Iran’s nuclear 
facilities, alongside the return of Trump 
to the White House. The possibility that 
Trump may continue his hardline pol-
icies — which could include the resto-
ration of maximum sanctions and even 
cooperation with Israel to strike Iran’s 
nuclear sites — further complicates the 
situation. In light of these threats, an al-
ternative scenario appears to be emerg-
ing: a return to negotiations. Some indi-
cations of this shift have already begun 
to surface. In the meantime, Iran will 
likely adopt a strategy of strategic pa-
tience, seeking to buy time, similar to its 
approach during Trump’s first term. The 
aim of this strategy would be to preserve 
Iran’s gains without making significant 

concessions, while simultaneously 
weakening the US strategy and reducing 
the hostility of Trump and his team.

Iran’s relations with the two major 
powers in the Eastern bloc, Russia 
and China, have witnessed significant 
developments despite the shift in ex-
ecutive power from the dominance of 
the “conservatives” to the return of the 
“reformists” to the presidency.

Regarding Iran’s relations with China, 
the year 2024 saw a notable increase in 
trade between the two countries, with 
China continuing to complete several 
key projects in Iran, including building 
railway lines, developing power sta-
tions, and expanding natural gas net-
works. Aware of the complexities sur-
rounding Iran’s conflicts with regional 
and Western countries, Beijing has been 
keen to maintain balanced relations 
with Iran, aiming to resolve disputes 
without disrupting its alliances and in-
terests with other regional and Western 
powers.

As for its relations with Russia, the 
two countries have continued their 
pragmatic relations, particularly on the 
military front, driven by two main fac-
tors: the Western sanctions imposed on 
both countries and the ongoing Russia-
Ukraine war. This has stirred significant 
concern among Western countries re-
garding the expanding defense partner-
ship between Russia and Iran. However, 

despite this cooperation, tensions 
have arisen, particularly after Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s support for 
Azerbaijan in its bid to implement the 
Zangezur Corridor. Tehran vehemently 
rejected Putin’s position, citing the 
corridor’s potentially dangerous impact 
on Iran’s geopolitical situation and 
strategic interests. The proposed cor-
ridor would isolate Iran from Armenia, 
sever its land connection with Central 
Asia and the Caucasus and potentially 
strengthen Azerbaijani influence, which 
could fuel separatist tendencies among 
Iranian Azerbaijanis. Putin’s support 
for the corridor was seen as a reaction to 
the “reformists’” growing tilt toward the 
West, which is viewed with concern by 
Russia. Given the regional and interna-
tional developments, it is likely that Iran 
will continue to pivot eastward in 2025. 
This trend will persist unless an agree-
ment is reached between Iran and the 
United States to settle the nuclear issue, 
or unless the West and Russia reach a 
settlement regarding Russia’s war with 
Ukraine. Such a settlement would likely 
lead to a restoration of Russia’s relations 
with Europe, which could result in the 
cooling of relations between Moscow 
and Tehran.

Iran’s relations with Europe have re-
mained stagnant since the US withdraw-
al from the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA) and the imposition 
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of sanctions. Numerous terrorist plots 
allegedly sponsored by the IRGC have 
been exposed, leading to trials of its 
members. Tehran’s policy toward the 
EU has largely centered on exchanging 
prisoners of Iranian dual nationality or 
EU nationality with Iranian state opera-
tives incarcerated in European prisons. 
The year 2024 saw no exception to this 
pattern. By the year’s end, an Italian 
journalist was arrested on charges con-
sidered flimsy by Europe, likely part of 
a larger Iranian effort to bargain for an 
Iranian government official convicted 
in Europe. She was released after weeks 
of incarceration following mounting 
international pressure. The EU’s po-
sition has remained divided on Iran’s 
non-compliance with its obligations to 
the IAEA and its breach of JCPOA limits 
on uranium enrichment and nuclear 
technology. In the midst of its nuclear 
pursuit, Iran’s prospects for reversing 
its nuclear policy in 2025 seem limited, 
particularly after its military dispute 
with Israel and the collapse of the Assad 
regime. It is expected that the United 
States and the EU will adopt a more uni-
fied policy in the first year of Trump’s 
second term in the White House.

With regard to the continuation of the 
conflict of interests between Iran and 
Türkiye, the year 2024 witnessed rapid 
developments that reconfigured the pa-
rameters of the geopolitical competition 

between Iran and Türkiye in several 
strategic regions, most notably the 
Caucasus, Iraq and Syria, amid regional 
and international variables that directly 
affected the balance of power.

In the Caucasus region, Türkiye’s role 
became evident through strategic part-
nerships and major projects such as the 
Zangezur Corridor, which strengthened 
Ankara’s economic and geopolitical in-
fluence, in contrast to growing Iranian 
fears of a decline in its role in the energy 
market and vital transit corridors.

In Iraq, Türkiye bolstered its presence 
by signing strategic agreements, in-
cluding the Development Road project 
and in the field of security coopera-
tion, which posed a challenge to Iran’s 
traditional influence. Iran sought to 
balance Türkiye’s moves using political, 
economic and military tools. In Syria, 
the rivalry between the two countries 
witnessed a notable transformation 
after the fall of the Assad regime, which 
provided Ankara with new opportuni-
ties to strengthen its regional position, 
while Iran’s role significantly declined, 
prompting efforts to restore influence 
through diplomatic moves and high-lev-
el visits. These transformations reflect 
the depth of the rivalry between the 
two regional powers and indicate their 
directions for 2025. Both countries are 
expected to continue managing this ri-
valry cautiously, focusing on diplomatic 

tools and strategies that align with their 
interests in the face of a changing geo-
political reality.

In the context of Yemen, the report 
addresses the political stagnation that 
prevailed across the Yemeni scene 
throughout 2024, the reasons for which 
are rooted in the Houthi group’s entry 
into the confrontation with Israel and 
the subsequent political and military 
events that negatively affected the 
peace process between the conflicting 
Yemeni parties. The Houthi military 
escalation against Israel did not change 
the equation of the war in Palestine and 
was seen as a Houthi attempt to gain the 
support of Yemeni, Arab and Islamic 
circles, as well as international parties 
opposed to Western policies, particu-
larly Russia and China. In light of the 
significant decline in Iranian projects 
in the region and the fall of the Assad 
regime, it is likely that the Houthi group 
will take some internal measures during 
2025 with Iranian support and coordina-
tion to strengthen its political position. 
This would aim to gain the greatest 
amount of support on the domestic 
front, especially in light of Israeli threats 
to launch attacks on the Houthis, as well 
as the possibility of being subjected to 
sanctions by the Trump administration.
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 The Craft of Rosary



PART 1

GLOBAL DEVELOPMENTS

In 2024, the global arena witnessed substantial shifts across multiple di-
mensions, marked by evolving institutional frameworks, intricate power 
dynamics, significant economic changes and the emergence of new threats 
in non-traditional security. The 2024 Annual Strategic Report (ASR) provides 
an in-depth analysis of these transformations, evaluating their implications 
and forecasting potential trends for 2025. This section of the report reviews 
key issues that defined the 2024 geopolitical landscape worldwide, including:

 ª Complexity of Conflict Resolution Within the International System
 ª Reassessing US Hegemony: Key Challenges and Strategic Considerations
 ª The Indo-Pacific Dispute: China’s Complex Challenges
 ª Global Economic Developments in 2024
 ª The Russia-Ukraine Conflict: A War of Attrition
 ª Non-traditional Security Issues
 ª The Religious Landscape in the Islamic World
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Complexity of Conflict Resolution 
Within the International System
International developments during 
2024 indicate an expansion of chaos 
and conflicts, continuing the trajectory 
outlined in the 2023 ASR. The reality re-
veals a significant increase in the inten-
sity of conflicts at a global level, whether 
internal or international. While inten-
sive efforts have been undertaken by 
many parties to manage these conflicts 
in the hope of reaching settlements ac-
ceptable to all stakeholders, the forces 
of the international system have yet to 
resolve these conflicts. This inability 
threatens international peace and secu-
rity, especially if these conflicts escalate 
to hazardous levels. The truth is that the 
responsibility for not resolving global 
conflicts lies with these international 
actors. However, despite the current 
international threats and the limita-
tions they entail, the primary question 
remains: Why have international actors 
failed to resolve international conflicts 
despite the tools, mechanisms, and ca-
pabilities available to them — wheth-
er at the state level or via international 
organizations? This topic covers the 
developments that the international 

 (1) Three observer states (Afghanistan, Belarus, and Mongolia) and six dialogue partners (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Türkiye, Sri Lanka, Cambodia and Nepal) expressed interest in
attaining full membership.

system has been undergoing and the 
factors contributing to the failure to ad-
dress international conflicts.

The 2024 ASR analyzes recent devel-
opments within the international sys-
tem, pinpointing the root causes of its 
failures in conflict resolution. It exam-
ines the dilemmas faced by traditional 
alliances amid the rise of a diverse array 
of state orientations, the intensification 
of conflicts between global systems, 
and the decline of liberalism. The review 
highlights the convergence of power 
and the gradual narrowing of the power 
gap among international poles, as well 
as the inability of international insti-
tutions to maintain peace and security. 
Additionally, it addresses the stagna-
tion of both regional and international 
initiatives aimed at conflict resolution. 
Finally, the 2024 ASR presents an over-
view and forecast for 2025, anticipating 
a world grappling with uncertainty and 
increased risks.

The Dilemma of Traditional Alliances 
Amid the Multiplicity of Diverging 
State Orientations

Alliances are manifestations of divi-
sion among the major powers in the 
international system. They act as a 

tool of international competition and 
serve as mechanisms for deterrence 
and protection. For example, small-
er Eastern European countries have 
joined NATO to deter Russia from re-
gaining influence in their immediate 
surroundings.(1)

The world today is divided into 
groups of major alliances. The first 
group comprises Western alliances, 
represented by NATO, which includes 
the United States, Europe and their al-
lies. Other alliances include the Quad 
Security Dialogue (the United States, 
India, Australia and Japan), the AUKUS 
alliance (United States, Australia and 
the UK), as well as the US-UK-Canadi-
an-Australian-New Zealand military 
program, the security agreement be-
tween Australia, New Zealand and the 
United States, and the Five Eyes intel-
ligence alliance. These alliances aim 
to uphold an international system 
based on US hegemony.

The second group includes the al-
liances of China, Russia and North 
Korea, represented by the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO) com-
prising Uzbekistan, Pakistan, Russia, 
China, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Ka-
zakhstan, India and Iran),(1) and the 
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Collective Security Treaty Organi-
zation (CSTO), which includes Rus-
sia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, 
Kyrgyzstan and Armenia. Additional-
ly, distinctive bilateral partnerships 
have recently strengthened among 
Russia, China and North Korea. These 
alliances oppose the unipolar system 
dominated by the United States and 
seek to transform the global system 
into a multipolar one.

The third group consists of rising 
powers in the Global South, such as 
BRICS+, which includes Brazil, Rus-
sia, India, China, South Africa, Ar-
gentina, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran and the 
UAE. This group plays a global role 
by maintaining equal distances from 
conflicting international parties or 
diverging from the approach of US 
hegemony. Some even believe that 
the BRICS countries aim to establish 
a parallel global system that challeng-
es the global leadership of the United 
States.(2)

New alliances have also emerged 
outside competing alliances between 
global powers, such as the alliance of 
Arab and Islamic countries. The fea-
tures of this bloc have begun to crys-
tallize through successive meetings 
in Riyadh. The prominent powers in 
this bloc, led by Saudi Arabia, aim to 

amplify the Islamic and Arab voice 
on the global stage. The atmosphere 
of openness and mutual interests 
among the actors in this bloc — such 
as Saudi Arabia and Iran on one hand, 

and Saudi Arabia and Türkiye on the 
other — has enabled the formation of 
a unified position on the Palestinian 
issue. If Saudi Arabia continues this 
trajectory, it could lead to significant 
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value and weight for this group among 
the emerging global blocs.

Problems of Traditional Alliances
Traditional alliances face numer-
ous challenges that may affect their 
role and future. For example, NATO 
is contending with differences over 
the effectiveness and credibility of 
its most significant ally. During the 
first Trump administration, Europe-
an allies were urged to share the bur-
den of their defense, with Washington 
expressing reluctance to bear most 
of the costs. However, the Democrat-
ic Party emphasizes the necessity of 
continuing and strengthening the 
alliance, as it is seen as a key pillar in 
maintaining the international system 
based on US hegemony. Consequent-
ly, Biden’s administration sought to 
reform and strengthen existing alli-
ances and partnerships while creat-
ing new ones.

Another issue lies in the commit-
ment level of major powers to their 
allied countries. Many of these coun-
tries face direct regional confron-
tations with the opposing party tar-
geted by the alliance — for instance, 
Europe confronting Russia. In such 
scenarios, neighboring countries bear 
the highest direct costs of conflict, 

especially given the fluctuations in 
logistical and economic support from 
the United States, which depends on 
the internal calculations of the Dem-
ocratic and Republican parties.(3)

NATO is also witnessing ongoing 
disagreements, including a signif-
icant dispute between France, the 
United States and the UK following 
the tripartite AUKUS agreement in-
volving Australia, the United States 
and the UK. This agreement led to the 
UK concluding a nuclear submarine 
deal with Australia, which resulted in 
the cancellation of France’s conven-
tional submarine contract. Addition-
ally, there are growing European calls 
for strengthening independence from 
the United States, as many European 
countries find it challenging to fully 
align with the United States in facing 
China and Russia due to their inter-
connected economic and strategic in-
terests with these nations.(4)

Diverse Partnerships
Countries increasingly prefer form-
ing diverse partnerships. For exam-
ple, some of China’s partners engage 
in broad security partnerships with 
the United States, while some of 
Russia’s partners maintain coopera-
tive relations with NATO. Similarly, 

Washington’s European allies contin-
ue to maintain strong ties with China, 
and Türkiye, a US ally, has tried to join 
the BRICS group.

Many emerging middle powers, 
such as Brazil, India, Indonesia, Saudi 
Arabia, South Africa and Türkiye, aim 
to establish themselves as indepen-
dent forces characterized by realism 
and a focus on national and regional 
interests.(5) For instance, Saudi Ara-
bia is pursuing an eastward shift in its 
policies while maintaining positive 
relations with the West. It seeks to 
diversify its partnerships and engage 
with all international powers without 
tying its interests to any single global 
pole. Saudi Arabia strives to balance 
its relations with both Beijing and 
Washington, avoiding alignment with 
one at the expense of the other, thus 
supporting its new aspirations and Vi-
sion 2030.(6)

India provides an excellent example 
of successfully balancing conflicting 
alliances. It maintains strategic rela-
tions with both Russia and the Unit-
ed States while actively participating 
in multilateral platforms such as the 
G20, the SCO and the BRICS group to 
maximize its national interests.(7)

As such, the global trend is increas-
ingly moving toward creating diverse 
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international partnerships and pur-
suing national interests in collabora-
tion with all global powers.

The Intensification of Conflict and 
the Global Erosion of Liberal Values

The Western liberal system consists 
of the United States, Western Europe, 
and their allies in the East: Japan, 
South Korea, Australia and several 
emerging Asian powers. It is based on 
several foundations: economic open-
ness, working through multilateral 
institutions, security cooperation and 
democratic solidarity. This system 
spread across the world after the end 
of the Cold War, as countries in East 
Asia, Eastern Europe and Latin Amer-
ica achieved democratic transitions. 
The goal of liberals was to promote the 
Western model and make the world 
more secure and stable by reducing 
wars, improving systems to prevent 
the spread of weapons of mass de-
struction and terrorism, and reducing 
human rights violations. However, 
liberals failed to sustain a model that 
achieves justice and equality, leading 
to the decline of the liberal system it-
self.

Indicators of the Decline of the Liberal 
System
The American thinker John Ikenber-
ry identified several indicators of the 
decline of the liberal system. These in-
clude the emergence of populist, na-
tionalist and xenophobic tendencies 
within democratic systems. Addition-
ally, the liberal system has lost its iden-
tity as a Western security group, evolv-
ing instead into a sprawling platform 
for trade and multilateral cooperation. 
The liberal world is no longer primari-
ly an “Anglo-American” domain, with 

non-Western countries increasingly 
joining the liberal system. Moreover, 
the social purpose of the liberal system 
has been undermined by growing eco-
nomic insecurity and injustices across 
the Western industrialized world. Ac-
cording to Ikenberry, there are no viable 
alternatives to the liberal system, as nei-
ther China nor Russia offers an attrac-
tive model for the rest of the world.(8)

Professor of Political Science at 
the University of Chicago John Mear-
sheimer argues that US liberal hege-
mony during the administrations of 
George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George 
W. Bush and Barack Obama failed to 
achieve its goals. The United States 
fought seven different wars during this 
period and was unable to spread its 
democratic model to countries such 
as Iraq and Afghanistan, leaving them 
in chaos, which eventually led to the 
emergence of the Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria (ISIS). Liberal foreign policy, 
originally intended to foster coopera-
tion and peace, thus became a tool for 
conflict and instability.(9)

The Russia-Ukraine war also high-
lighted the erosion of several liberal 
values. For instance, private proper-
ty rights were violated when Western 
countries froze the assets of Russian 

US liberal hegemony during the 
administrations of George H. W.
Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. 
Bush and Barack Obama failed 
to achieve its goals. The United 
States fought seven different 
wars during this period and was
unable to spread its democratic 
model to countries such as Iraq 
and Afghanistan.
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companies operating in various sec-
tors as well as Russian bank accounts. 
Additionally, there was a boycott of 
Russian athletes and artists. This 
raises questions about how Western 
countries can appoint themselves as 
judges in a conflict in which they are 
active participants.(10)

The West has also been criticized 
for its double standards on many is-
sues, including the United States’ bias 
toward Israel. This bias is evident in 
the political and military support pro-
vided to Israel during its aggressive 
response to Hamas’ attack on Israeli 
settlements on October 7, 2023.

In 2024, the Biden administration’s 
policies further expanded the scope 
of the conflict under the pretext of 
“Israel’s right to defend itself.” This 
allowed Israeli forces to encroach on 
southern Lebanese territory, target 
Hamas and Hezbollah leaders and de-
stroy Hezbollah’s wireless communi-
cation devices (pagers).(11) The US bias 
toward Israel was also evident in its 
military escalation against Iran, be-
ginning on April 1, 2024, with the tar-
geting of the Iranian consulate in Da-
mascus. Iran responded on April 12, 
2024, by targeting sites within Israel, 
which led to further Israeli retaliation 
against a military base in Tehran. This 

cycle of attacks continued, with the 
United States consistently and openly 
siding with and supporting Israel.

Currently, the Western world is 
dominated by what is called “liberal 
meritocratic capitalism,” represent-
ed by the United States, Europe and 
their allies. This system is contrasted 
with “political capitalism,” adopted 
by China, Russia, and some develop-
ing countries. While “political capi-
talism” is characterized by high eco-
nomic growth, “liberal meritocratic 
capitalism” has produced an elite that 
enjoys diversity in terms of gender 
and ethnicity but has also deepened 
inequality under the guise of mer-
it. Consequently, “political capital-
ism” may increasingly replace “liber-
al meritocratic capitalism” in many 
countries worldwide.(12)

Democracies Versus Dictatorships
Shortly after President Biden’s in-
auguration, he spoke of a “battle be-
tween democracies and authoritarian 
regimes,” asserting that authoritarian 
powers and illiberal democracies aim 
to undermine key aspects of the liber-
al international order.(13) Biden warned 
that if China becomes the dominant 
global power, it will work to promote 
authoritarianism in allied countries. 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine re-
inforced Biden’s argument, as he 
cautioned that a world led by illiberal 
countries would be more violent. He 
emphasized that Ukraine represent-
ed the central front in a “larger bat-
tle for basic democratic principles.” 
The Biden administration succeeded 
in forming an expanded democrat-
ic alliance across the Atlantic and in 
strengthening its bilateral alliances 
with countries such as Japan, Austra-
lia, India and Taiwan.(14)

The Convergence of Power and the 
Successive Shrinking of the Power 
Gap Between International Poles

Indicators of the convergence of pow-
er among international poles have in-
creased, as no single country now pos-
sesses absolute power to impose its 
vision for resolving conflicts. This trend 
is evident through various indicators, 
including the global power ranking. 
The United States ranks first (0.0699), 
followed by Russia (0.0702) and China 
(0.0706).(15)

At the level of conventional forces, 
the three powers are in a state of relative 
convergence, with each army having 
certain advantages. The Russian army 
has the largest number of personnel 
(5.569 million), followed by China (3.865 
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million) and the United States (2.245 
million).(16)

In terms of air power, the US military 
is superior, possessing 13,233 aircraft 
compared to Russia’s 4,144 aircraft and 
China’s 3,260 aircraft. However, Rus-
sia leads in ground forces, with 13,000 
tanks (before the war in Ukraine), com-
pared to 6,100 tanks for the United 
States and 3,205 tanks for China. Re-
garding naval forces, China and Russia 
are ahead, with 777 and 603 naval assets 
respectively, while the United States 
has 490. Nevertheless, the United States 
stands out with its 11 aircraft carriers, 
compared to one for Russia and two for 
China.(17)

On defense spending, data from the 
Stockholm International Peace Re-
search Institute (2023) shows the Unit-
ed States as the largest spender global-
ly, allocating $916 billion, followed by 
NATO at $1,341 billion. China spends 
$296 billion, Russia $109 billion, India 
$83.6 billion and Japan $50.2 billion.(18)

As for nuclear weapons, estimates in-
dicate that the United States possesses 
approximately 3,708 nuclear warheads 
ready for use and maintains a reserve 
stockpile of 1,938 warheads.(19) Russia 
has around 4,380 nuclear warheads, 
1,112 in storage and 1,558 non-strategic 
warheads.(20) China’s arsenal includes 

approximately 440 nuclear warheads, 
with an estimated 60 additional war-
heads produced. A 2023 Pentagon re-
port to Congress estimated that China’s 
nuclear arsenal had reached 500 war-
heads and projected that it would grow 
to 1,000 by 2030.(21)

The military balance is further com-
plicated by growing military coopera-
tion between Russia and China, as both 
nations enhance each other’s capabili-
ties. They have conducted joint military 
maneuvers since 2012 in the Western 
Pacific to counterbalance US-South Ko-
rea exercises.(22)

The nuclear deterrence policy re-
mains a key factor. Russian officials 
have issued warnings against Western 
support for Ukraine, including supply-
ing weapons and attempting to integrate 
Ukraine into NATO. Russian President 
Vladimir Putin announced in March 
2023 that Moscow would be prepared to 
use nuclear weapons if its sovereignty 
or independence were threatened.(23) On 
May 6, 2024, he instructed the Gener-
al Staff to prepare for tactical nuclear 
weapons maneuvers and ordered the 
transfer of such weapons to Belarus.(24) 
Additionally, Russian leaders reviewed 
their nuclear doctrine in response to 
Washington allowing Ukraine to use 
long-range missiles against Russia.

In parallel, South Korea has openly 
discussed using its nuclear arsenal if its 
sovereignty or existence is threatened. 
Russia’s nuclear rhetoric has been a key 
factor in Ukraine’s failure to join NATO, 
while North Korea’s possession of nu-
clear weapons has ensured its security 
from external aggression.(25) Similarly, 
China views its nuclear arsenal as a tool 
for greater geopolitical influence and 
believes that a larger stockpile would 
compel Washington to treat Beijing 
with greater respect and caution.(26)

The situation is further exacerbated 
by competition in military technolo-
gies, which has become a cornerstone of 
deterrence and national security. Coun-
tries are increasingly integrating tech-
nology into the military domain, and 
future military capabilities will be mea-
sured not by spending or the number of 
weapons and personnel but by techno-
logical advancements, efficiency, and 
defensive capabilities. Artificial intel-
ligence (AI) technologies are expected 
to shape the future of warfare by intro-
ducing new patterns of conflict and ex-
tending the scope of wars to hybrid and 
multi-domain contexts.(27)

P
a

r
t
 1

R
a

s
a

n
a

h

GLOBAL DEVELOPMENTS 31

P
a

r
t
 2

P
a

r
t
 3

P
a

r
t
 4

A
n

n
u

a
l 

S
t
r
a

t
e

g
ic

 R
e

p
o

r
t
 2

0
2

4
 -

 2
0

2
5



The Failure of International Institu-
tions to Maintain International Peace 
and Security

After the League of Nations failed to 
maintain world peace, the founding fa-
thers of the UN emphasized in its char-
ter that one of the primary purposes of 
the new organization was to maintain 
international peace and security. The 
five major powers monopolizing the 
right of veto in the Security Council was 
intended to ensure peace and security. 
However, the victorious allies of World 
War II became divided into two camps: 
the Eastern Soviet bloc and the Western 
US bloc. This division quickly escalated 
into a conflict that persisted until the 
collapse of the Soviet Union.

Recently, this conflict has been re-
ignited between the United States — 
seeking to maintain its position as the 
sole global superpower, despite inter-
nal divisions and the decline of its glo-
balization-based model — and China, 
which is rising rapidly to the apex of 
the international system, and Russia, 
which aims to restore the influence of 
the former Soviet Union. Both China 
and Russia share a rejection of US he-
gemony and seek to change the current 
international system, a goal reflected in 
ongoing international conflicts.(28)

The United States views the contin-
uation of the Russia-Ukraine war as an 
opportunity to weaken Moscow, while 
Russia sees it as a chance to enhance 
its global standing. Both sides reject 
the idea of retreat, as the war’s outcome 
will represent a loss for the defeated 
and a gain for the victor in the broader 
context of international competition. 
Consequently, each party has used its 
veto power to protect its interests and 
those of its allies.

This dynamic has led to the Security 
Council’s failure to adopt key resolu-
tions. For example, a draft resolution 
condemning Russia’s military opera-
tion in Ukraine was blocked by a Rus-
sian veto, while Russia failed to pass a 
draft resolution related to the human-
itarian situation in Ukraine. Similarly, 
in Gaza, draft resolutions calling for a 
ceasefire were thwarted by the US veto, 
sometimes because the drafts did not 
criticize Operation Al-Aqsa Flood, or 
because they called for an immediate 
cessation of fighting. Examples also 
include the Russian draft resolution on 
October 13, 2023, the Emirati draft res-
olution on December 8, 2023, the Alge-
rian draft resolution on February 20, 
2024, a draft resolution recommend-
ing Palestine’s full membership in the 
UN on April 18, 2024, and the Brazilian 

draft resolution on October 16, 2024. 
Conversely, China and Russia used 
their veto power to block a US draft res-
olution calling for an immediate cease-
fire in Gaza on March 22, 2024.

These events have prompted repeat-
ed calls for reforming the UN, partic-
ularly the Security Council. In this 
context, the UN secretary general pre-
sented a new peace plan in July 2023, 
based on proposals from the “Our Com-
mon Agenda” report issued on Septem-
ber 10, 2021, on the 75th anniversary of 
the UN’s founding.(29) The report rec-
ommended 12 measures to enhance 
multilateral action, which were dis-
cussed at the UN Summit of the Future 
in September 2024. The outcomes were 
consolidated in a “Charter for the Fu-
ture,” reaffirming commitments to the 
core principles of the UN Charter, such 
as sovereignty, non-interference in in-
ternal affairs, peaceful dispute resolu-
tion, harnessing diplomacy for peace, 
developing mechanisms for managing 
conflicts and eliminating violence in 
all its forms.(30)

In the same vein, Saudi Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Prince Faisal bin Far-
han called for UN reform in his speech 
at the Future Summit, describing it as 
an urgent necessity. He cited the fail-
ure of international institutions to 

w w w . r a s a n a h - i i i s . o r g

32



address the Palestinian catastrophe, 
resolve the Middle East conflict and 
establish global peace. He stressed that 
these goals cannot be achieved amid 
contradictions and double standards.(31)

However, the reality is that these 
reforms will remain ineffective with-
out political will from the permanent 
member states to grant the UN a re-
newed mandate to achieve its objec-
tives, especially maintaining interna-
tional peace and security.(32)

The international institutions 
faced another test on November 12, 
2024, when the International Crimi-
nal Court (ICC) issued two arrest war-
rants against Israeli Prime Minister 

Benjamin Netanyahu and former De-
fense Minister Yoav Gallant for war 
crimes and crimes against humanity. 
The court held them responsible for 
directing deliberate attacks against 
civilians in Gaza. The pressing ques-
tion is whether the ICC can withstand 
US-Israeli threats to impose sanctions 
on its members. Additionally, can any 
of the 124 member states of the ICC ar-
rest Netanyahu if he enters their terri-
tory, especially in light of the European 
Union’s (EU) pledge to implement the 
arrest warrants, the United States’ cat-
egorical rejection of the ICC’s decision, 
and Israel’s demand for Washington to 

impose sanctions on any country that 
complies with the court’s ruling?(33)

The Stagnation of Regional and Inter-
national Initiatives in Conflict Reso-
lution

For various reasons, international and 
regional initiatives to resolve conflicts 
have been marked by failure and stag-
nation. Regarding the Gaza crisis, nu-
merous regional and international ini-
tiatives have been proposed to achieve 
a settlement. Almost all of them agreed 
on key points, such as a ceasefire be-
tween the parties, the provision of hu-
manitarian aid, the withdrawal of Is-
raeli forces, the release of prisoners and 

India and China have initiated a thaw in relations marked by the 
first in-person meeting between Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi and Chinese President Xi Jinping on the sidelines of the BRICS 
summit in Russia after five years of escalated border tensions. 
Following this, India’s External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar met 
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi on the sidelines of the recent G20 
Summit in Brazil and discussed the developments on the border...

Recent Developments in India-China Engagement: 

Efforts to Address Lingering Tensions
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detainees, and plans to rebuild Gaza. 
Among the most notable were the Egyp-
tian-Qatari-US initiative and the UK’s 
five-point initiative, which included a 
proposal for senior Hamas leaders in 
Gaza to leave for another country.(34) The 
UAE also suggested establishing a tem-
porary international mission to restore 
law and order and lay the groundwork 
for a qualified government to unify 
the West Bank and Gaza.(35) Addition-
ally, China proposed a three-step ini-
tiative, beginning with a Middle East 
peace conference and culminating in 
full UN membership for Palestine and 
a commitment to the two-state solu-
tion.(36) While US President-elect Don-
ald Trump promised to resolve crises in 
the Middle East, skepticism surrounds 
these promises, as they are perceived 
as electoral rhetoric difficult to imple-
ment, particularly given US bias toward 
Israel.

Initially, Qatari mediation, with 
Egyptian and US support, succeeded in 
brokering a temporary humanitarian 
truce on November 24, 2023. This truce 
lasted a week, during which 240 Pales-
tinian detainees were released from Is-
raeli prisons in exchange for over 100 
hostages held by Gaza resistance forces, 
including about 80 Israelis.(37) Propos-
als for implementing past initiatives 

varied in duration, from 90 days to two 
months or one month, and in stages. 
However, Israel opposed withdrawing 
its forces during the first stage,(38) while 
Hamas demanded guarantees for im-
plementing subsequent stages of the 
agreement. Hamas emphasized that it 
could not release all the hostages in the 
initial stage due to concerns that Isra-
el might resume military operations. 
Meanwhile, Netanyahu objected to 
ending the war as part of any ceasefire 
agreement, while a permanent cease-
fire was one of Hamas’ main demands.(39) 
Netanyahu later set conditions for the 
destruction of Hamas, its removal from 
the Palestinian political scene and the 
disarmament of factions in the Gaza 
Strip. In response, Hamas leader Yahya 
Sinwar asserted that the movement was 
determined to defeat the Israeli army 
and would not yield to “occupation con-
ditions.”(40)

The primary reason for the failure 
of these initiatives lies in the inability 
of major powers to exert effective and 
binding pressure on both parties. Fur-
thermore, US bias toward Israel played 
a significant role. On April 9, 2024, US 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken de-
clared that Hamas must disarm and sur-
render to end the war. However, what is 
truly needed is for the United States to 

adopt a neutral and effective role with 
integrity.(41)

Similarly, initiatives aimed at end-
ing the Russia-Ukraine war have also 
failed to yield results. The African Ini-
tiative in May 2023 sought to establish 
an initial ceasefire and initiate negoti-
ations, incorporating a series of “confi-
dence-building measures.”(42) However, 
the initiative collapsed due to precondi-
tions from both sides. Ukraine refused 
to negotiate without Russia’s withdraw-
al from all annexed territories, while 
Russia demanded Ukrainian recog-
nition of its sovereignty over Crimea, 
which it annexed in 2014.

The Chinese peace plan in February 
2023 included 12 points for achieving 
a comprehensive solution to the crisis, 
focusing on a ceasefire and initiating 
peace talks. However, Western powers 
accused China of siding with Russia, 
viewing China as a competitor to the 
United States and a threat to its glob-
al standing. The Arab proposal in April 
2022, put forward by Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, 
Algeria, Sudan and the secretary-gen-
eral of the Arab League, also failed to 
achieve progress, as the conflict re-
mained unresolved due to the lack of a 
military resolution between the parties.(43) 
In June 2023, the Indonesian defense 
minister proposed a plan involving the 
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establishment of a demilitarized zone 
and UN-supervised referendums in 
disputed territories. However, this plan 
was rejected by European leaders, with 
EU foreign policy chief Josep Borrell 
stating that peace in Ukraine must be 
based on acceptable terms and should 
represent “just peace,” not a “peace of 
surrender.”(44)

The failure of these initiatives can be 
attributed to the intransigence of the 
parties involved, who have set demands 
that are unacceptable to their adversar-
ies. Additionally, major powers’ involve-
ment in the conflict has further com-
plicated resolution efforts, with Russia 
directly engaged and the United States 
indirectly supporting Ukraine.

Conclusion: Future of Risks and Un-
certainty

There is no doubt that the internation-
al system is facing serious conflicts, 
and these conflicts will persist as long 
as their root causes remain and as long 
as the obstacles to resolving them en-
dure. The real problem lies in the fact 
that the world is witnessing a signif-
icant struggle among major powers 
competing for leadership of the inter-
national system — powers that are os-
tensibly capable of resolving crises and 

conflicts. This competition inevitably 
impacts the alliances to which each 
major power belongs, even though 
many middle power countries prefer to 
remain neutral. Indicators of this con-
flict are evident in the differing iden-
tities and models represented by the 
major powers, as well as in the distinc-
tions between these powers and other 
identities, particularly those within 
the Islamic and developing world.

This conflict has been further fueled 
by the military balance of power, with 
each major player possessing its own 
tools of deterrence. As a result, the 
UN’s conflict resolution mechanisms 
have failed. In this context, the efforts 
of other countries to mediate and set-
tle conflicts have largely proven inef-
fective.

Ultimately, conflicts are likely to 
continue in the foreseeable future, 
making it essential to work toward ra-
tionalizing and managing them. No-
tably, despite the intensity of the Cold 
War, none of the great powers resort-
ed to using nuclear weapons. There 
was a degree of rationality and mutu-
al understanding of security needs, 
as demonstrated during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. Unless the major pow-
ers make concerted efforts to control 

conflicts, the world is undoubtedly 
heading toward the possibility of a 
third world war, which would result in 
unprecedented destruction, devasta-
tion and the loss of thousands or even 
millions of lives, particularly if nucle-
ar weapons are employed. Some ma-
jor powers might resort to using such 
weapons in the event of significant ag-
gression or a humiliating defeat.

The future of humanity, therefore, 
hinges on the ability of international 
actors within the global system to re-
solve or contain conflicts. It is impera-
tive for the world to channel its efforts 
toward addressing emerging global 
challenges such as environmental 
risks, climate change and terrorism. 
To this end, the major powers must 
urgently take steps to convene an in-
ternational conference to develop a 
roadmap for identifying and address-
ing international conflicts, preventing 
their escalation and working diligently 
toward their resolution. Additionally, 
other countries must hold the major 
powers accountable for their actions. 
Without such measures, the future 
will become increasingly uncertain, 
security and peace will remain elusive, 
hunger and poverty will rise and social 
unrest will prevail.
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Reassessing US Hegemony: Key 
Challenges and Strategic Consider-
ations
As the most influential and dominant 
power in the international system, the 
world is significantly affected by devel-
opments in the United States and the 
domestic and foreign policies it adopts. 
Therefore, this year’s 2024 ASR 2024 
will shed light on domestic develop-
ments in the United States. The United 
States witnessed an exciting election 
year, the repercussions of which ex-
tended beyond its borders, capturing 
global attention as an indicator of the 
extent of US influence on the global 
stage. In the ASR 2023, the focus was on 
US-China competition in the South Chi-
na Sea, Washington’s role in the Middle 
East, its relations with Iran against the 
backdrop of Israel’s war on Gaza, and 
its position on Russia and transatlan-
tic relations considering the conflict in 
Ukraine. These developments reflect-
ed Washington’s efforts to maintain its 
global role and address the challeng-
es to its international leadership. This 
year’s report examines the significant 
developments in the US domestic arena, 
most notably the intense electoral com-
petition between former and imminent 
President Donald Trump and cur-
rent Vice President Kamala Harris. 

Harris entered the race after President 
Joe Biden withdrew, culminating in 
Trump’s stunning return to the White 
House. The electoral campaign’s ac-
companying developments revealed 
profound internal divisions between 
the Democratic and Republican parties. 
These rifts were not limited to internal 
issues such as immigration, the econ-
omy, abortion and climate change but 
extended to differing views on external 
matters, including the Russia-Ukraine 
war, the war on Gaza, relations with Chi-
na, transatlantic relations, and other 
global issues. These divergent perspec-
tives, both on domestic and strategic in-
ternational matters, sparked heated de-
bate regarding its impact on US politics 
and power, as well as on the limits of its 
international influence and its ability to 
maintain hegemony over the interna-
tional system.

The 2024 ASR examines the dimen-
sions and implications of US partisan 
divisions on Washington’s foreign poli-
cy, particularly in the context of efforts 
to enhance its global superiority and 
standing. It reviews the presidential 
elections and partisan divisions over 
domestic issues, the crisis of US democ-
racy, and the disagreements regarding 
Washington’s role in international af-
fairs. It also analyzes the US response 

to various international conflicts and 
challenges, the influence of Israel on 
US regional policies, and the expanding 
conflict in the Middle East and its im-
pact on US policies toward the region. 
Finally, the 2024 ASR provides a fore-
cast regarding the potential implica-
tions of a second Trump term for both 
US domestic and foreign policies.

The Presidential Elections and Party 
Disputes Over Internal Issues

The year 2024 was an election year par 
excellence, with preparations begin-
ning early among the competitors. The 
Republican Party primaries concluded 
with Trump winning the party’s nomi-
nation after successfully taking the lead 
among Republicans, surpassing his 
competitor, former US Ambassador to 
the United Nations Nikki Haley. This was 
despite notable divisions within the Re-
publican Party regarding Trump, as well 
as disagreements with some of his pol-
icies, his personal and non-institution-
al approach, and the crises he created 
during his first term (2017–2021). These 
concerns were further compounded 
by the multiple judicial accusations he 
faced and apprehensions about the fu-
ture of the United States under his lead-
ership. Nevertheless, Trump’s ability to 
secure his party’s confidence, despite 
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these challenges, demonstrated his suc-
cess in reshaping the Republican Party 
according to his vision and significantly 
altering its orientations.(45)

As for the Democratic Party, Biden 
initially secured his party’s nomination 
and began his election campaign. How-
ever, all indicators and polls pointed to 
a decline in his popularity compared to 
his competitor, Trump. After the first 
debate against Trump, Biden’s weak 
performance and the visible impact of 
his age on his focus raised questions 
about his eligibility to continue in the 
electoral race. Under mounting pres-
sure from the party and growing fears 
of Trump’s resurgence, Biden withdrew 
from the race and endorsed the candi-
dacy of his Vice President Kamala Har-
ris. Harris quickly secured the Dem-
ocratic Party’s nomination, injecting 
significant momentum into the elector-
al competition. She appeared more en-
ergetic and, according to opinion polls, 
successfully narrowed the gap between 
herself and Trump in a short time. The 
presidential debate between Harris and 
Trump further boosted her popularity, 
as her performance stood in sharp con-
trast to Biden’s earlier debate perfor-
mance against Trump.(46)

The candidates’ election campaigns 
witnessed fierce competition that 

escalated to the point of violence and 
incitement, raising concerns about the 
future of internal stability and US de-
mocracy. These concerns were fueled 
by Trump’s threats and inflammatory 
rhetoric against the establishment and 
elites, including Republican elites who 
did not support him, as well as his right-
wing populist rhetoric. This rhetoric was 
particularly concerning, as many still 
remember Trump’s actions following 
the 2020 elections and his encourage-
ment of supporters to storm the Capitol 
building. These positions became a key 
focus of Biden and Harris’ attacks on 
Trump, accusing him of undermining 

US democratic achievements and re-
spect for the rule of law and threatening 
the country’s international standing 
due to his isolationist tendencies.

The competition revealed a signif-
icant divergence in the candidates’ 
views on critical domestic and foreign 
policy issues. On the domestic front, 
immigration emerged as a major issue, 
particularly as the Biden administra-
tion attempted to pass legislation to re-
form the immigration system. However, 
the Republicans obstructed the passage 
of this legislation, largely in response 
to Trump’s demands and to deny Biden 
a political advantage on a cornerstone 
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policy issue in Trump’s campaign. The 
crisis was further exacerbated by the 
actions of several states, most nota-
bly Texas, which defied federal law on 
immigration for partisan and elector-
al purposes. This dynamic heightened 
tensions between individual states and 
the federal government to an unprec-
edented level, preventing both parties 
from agreeing on a successful immigra-
tion policy free from partisan and elec-
toral pressures.(47)

Another contentious issue was 
abortion. Trump attempted to strike 
a balance between appealing to wom-
en voters and adhering to his party’s 
strict stance on abortion, taking a mid-
dle-ground approach based on rec-
ommendations from his advisers. In 
contrast, the Democrats unequivocally 
supported a woman’s right to access 
legal abortion services, with Harris 
emerging as a leading activist for repro-
ductive rights. She strongly criticized 
Trump for boasting about his role in 
overturning the 1973 Roe v. Wade ruling 
while emphasizing that she and Biden 
were urging Congress to restore the pre-
vious status quo.

The economy was the most prom-
inent issue in the race, as inflation 
rates and increasing financial burdens 
on citizens took center stage. Trump 

campaigned to fix the economy through 
another round of tax cuts for business-
es and individuals, aiming to stimulate 
growth and drive production, while 
Harris focused on reducing costs, en-
hancing economic opportunities for 
middle- and lower-class Americans, 
and lowering housing prices. Although 
internal economic indicators seemed 
to favor Harris, with statistics showing 
job growth in recent months, a decline 
in the unemployment rate to 4.1%, and a 
reduction in inflation, voters were deep-
ly divided over who was better equipped 
to improve the economy. Ultimately, 
the balance tipped in Trump’s favor, 
possibly due to economic struggles in 
certain areas, Trump’s economic record 
during his first term, and his decisive 
stance on immigration. Additionally, 
his early start to the campaign in 2022, 
compared to Harris’ sudden entry fol-
lowing Biden’s withdrawal, gave him an 
advantage. Most significantly, Trump 
successfully marketed his conservative 
values agenda, which included reject-
ing the Democrats’ calls for “homosex-
ual rights” and opposing the promotion 
of such topics in schools, to his base of 
conservative voters.(48)

The Political Model Crisis and Diverg-
ing Perspectives on Washington’s 
International Role
Some believe that the crisis faced by the 
US political model comes from within 
the system, and the candidacy of Trump, 
who, along with some of his supporters, 
still believes that the results of the 2020 
elections were stolen, has enough mo-
mentum to keep the discussion on this 
crisis alive. Trump continues to ques-
tion US institutions and the integrity of 
the judiciary, considering his trial and 
convictions in a number of cases, and he 
casts doubt on the future of the United 
States under Democratic leadership.

The truth is that Trump, who has a 
distinctive political personality and is 
charismatic, wields influence among a 
significant segment of Americans who 
view him as a savior. This gives him the 
strength to challenge some of the rules 
of the system. At the same time, these 
characteristics have left behind a sig-
nificant division among the elite, even 
within the Republican Party itself. This 
polarization has created an atmosphere 
of uncertainty and frustration, raising 
concerns about the risks facing the US 
political model.

On the one hand, a segment of Amer-
icans fears that Trump’s election would 
pose challenges to US democracy as he 
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would settle scores with his political op-
ponents, exert control over the judicia-
ry, and appoint loyalists to sensitive po-
sitions regardless of their competence. 
On the other hand, the Republicans, 
led by Trump, warned that if Harris 
was elected, it would destroy US values, 
leading to waves of uncontrolled immi-
gration.

According to a poll conducted by 
The New York Times in cooperation 
with Siena College in October 2024, 
about 76% of US citizens believe that “US 
democracy is currently under threat.” 
More than 60% of those surveyed said 
they believe that the US government 
largely benefits itself and the elite rath-
er than serving the public. Additionally, 
about 60% of voters said that Trump has 
exacerbated partisan divisions, while 
only 37% said the same about Harris.(49)

Naturally, the erosion of the political 
model from within threatens its abili-
ty to influence beyond US borders and 
undermines US leadership, which now 
faces increasing competition on the 
international stage, as well as an un-
precedented era of turmoil, geopolitical 
rivalry, and conflict. This divergence in 
visions has also extended to foreign pol-
icy and its priorities, with the two par-
ties presenting starkly different views 
on Washington’s international role.

Harris, following Biden’s lead, de-
fends the strategy of strategic compe-
tition, which emphasizes greater en-
gagement and leadership. Conversely, 
Trump advocates isolationism. These 
differing approaches are evident in 
their stances on major global issues. 
Regarding the Russian-Ukraine war, 
Harris supports Biden’s approach of 
backing Ukraine, leading a broad coali-
tion to assist Kyiv and aiming to inflict 
a strategic defeat on Russia. In contrast, 
Trump pledges to end the war, claiming 
it would not have occurred during his 
presidency. He has criticized the finan-
cial support provided to Ukraine and 
praised his “very good relationship” 
with Putin, suggesting this relationship 
might enable him to resolve the conflict.

As for the transatlantic relationship, 
Trump and his running mate, JD Vance, 
have focused on reshaping Washing-
ton’s ties with European allies. During 
the Munich Security Conference in 
2024, Harris and Vance sparked wide-
spread controversy due to their differ-
ing positions on relations with Europe-
an partners. Vance’s public statements 
echoed Trump’s views. Trump said that 
Washington would “encourage” Russia 
to attack NATO allies if they failed to 
sufficiently contribute to the Western 
military alliance.(50) These remarks drew 

strong criticism from Biden and his vice 
president, who stated, “Trump’s admis-
sion that he intends to give Putin the 
green light for more war and violence, 
to continue his brutal assault on a free 
Ukraine, and to expand his aggression 
to include the people of Poland and the 
Baltic states, is appalling and danger-
ous.”(51)

This statement sparked a wave of an-
ger among European officials, who are 
already concerned about the reliability 
of the United States as an ally under a 
second Trump administration. These 
concerns have been exacerbated by the 
decline in US support for Ukraine ear-
lier this year, caused by disagreements 
between the two parties in Congress. 
This occurred at a critical time when 
the Ukrainian army was running out of 
missiles and essential equipment on 
the front lines, hindering their counter-
offensive efforts, until Biden managed 
to convince the Republicans to reverse 
their position.

Regarding the conflict in the Mid-
dle East, the two parties may agree on 
supporting Israel in defending itself, 
but they differ in their positions on the 
suffering of the Palestinians. Harris has 
responded to the crisis from a humani-
tarian perspective, unlike Trump, who 
supports Israel almost unconditionally.
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Regarding Iran, Trump has been 
highly critical of the Biden administra-
tion, accusing it of weakness in the face 
of Iran and even laxity that has allowed 
Tehran to threaten US interests. He fo-
cused his election campaign on his sup-
posedly more effective approach during 
his first term toward Iran, contrasting it 
with Biden’s approach, which, he claims, 
has allowed Iran to threaten Israel and 
US interests in the Middle East. The 
Biden administration, however, holds 
Trump responsible for the current sit-
uation, citing his unilateral withdrawal 
from the nuclear agreement in 2015.

Regarding China, although both 
candidates consider Beijing a strate-
gic competitor, Harris follows Biden’s 
policy of strategic competition aimed 
at controlling this rivalry to prevent it 
from escalating into a broader conflict. 
Trump, on the other hand, presents a 
more assertive position toward China, 
expressing his reluctance to provide 
support to Taiwan in the face of Chi-
nese aggression and advocating a re-
turn to imposing tariffs to curb China’s 
economic influence in the US market. 
Biden’s coordinated policy, led by Harris, 
has faced skepticism from Trump and 
widespread criticism from the Repub-
licans. Trump proposes a more conser-
vative policy toward allies, particularly 

European allies, and tends toward isola-
tionism under his “America First” prin-
ciple. He seeks to achieve peace through 
strength, which the Biden administra-
tion has criticized as an approach that 
would cause Washington to lose its in-
ternational standing and provide its ad-
versaries with an opportunity to effect 
profound change to the structure of the 
international system.(52)

The US Response to Conflicts and 
Challenges on the International Stage

The conflict in the Middle East has re-
ceived significant US attention. Wash-
ington has provided Israel with unlim-
ited political, military and diplomatic 
support, with Biden boasting that his 
administration has provided Israel with 
more support than any other adminis-
tration. In this context, Washington has 
worked to provide a protective shield to 
prevent Israel from facing internation-
al censure or responsibility, including 
blocking the passage of any Security 
Council resolution condemning Israel 
or calling for an end to the war.

Although the Biden administration 
tried to present itself as a mediator, its 
lack of desire or ability to pressure the 
Israeli prime minister highlighted the 
weakness of Washington’s diplomatic 
role. This reluctance reflected Biden’s 

unwillingness to pressure Israel due 
to concerns about the potential impact 
on his party’s chances in the presiden-
tial election. While Washington has 
focused its efforts on containing the 
conflict within the occupied territories 
and preventing it from spreading to the 
West Bank, its support for Israel’s plan 
to change the status quo and eliminate 
Hamas has not prevented the conflict 
from escalating. Sanctions against set-
tlers and pressure on Netanyahu’s gov-
ernment have failed to change the Is-
raeli government’s extremist approach. 
Instead, attacks by Iran’s allies have ex-
tended to US bases and soldiers in Iraq 
and Jordan. Moreover, Tehran linked 
the conflict to regional support fronts 
in Lebanon, Yemen, Iraq, and Syria.

Although the United States has con-
ducted strikes on Iranian militias in 
Iraq, Syria and Yemen, its diplomatic 
efforts have averted a broader confron-
tation on Israel’s northern front with 
Hezbollah. The conflict expanded to 
include an Israeli ground attack on Leb-
anon before Washington mediated a 
truce agreement to halt the fighting on 
this front.

Based on its vital interests and re-
gional role, Washington has sought to 
contain Houthi attacks on ships in the 
Bab al-Mandab Strait and the Red Sea. 
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It formed Operation Prosperity Guard-
ian with the UK to protect freedom of 
navigation in the Red Sea and launched 
military strikes, in cooperation with its 
partners, against Houthi targets. How-
ever, this alliance has not stopped the 
Houthis’ military operations, and the 
conflict in the Red Sea continues to 
highlight the evolving threats and the-
aters of confrontation.

Nevertheless, the conflict has provid-
ed Washington with an opportunity to 
test its regional alliances and defense 
plans. The United States has coordi-
nated regional defenses with Western 
countries and some Arab states while 
countering Iranian attacks on the oc-
cupied Palestinian territories. In April 
2024, these efforts successfully coun-
tered such attacks. Amid escalating ten-
sions and mutual threats between Iran 
and Israel, Washington deployed the 
THAAD air defense system, addition-
al attack aircraft, aircraft carriers, and 
other military capabilities to protect 
Israel and prevent the conflict from ex-
panding.

These developments suggest that 
instead of pivoting toward Asia as ini-
tially envisioned by the Biden adminis-
tration, the United States has been com-
pelled to make a strategic return to the 
Middle East.

On the Ukrainian front, Washington’s 
efforts focused on inflicting a strategic 
defeat on Russia and rallying its West-
ern allies behind Ukraine to confront 
the Russian attack. However, Wash-
ington’s aid to Ukraine was disrupted 
due to disagreements between the two 
parties in Congress. After partisan de-
liberations, Washington approved a 
foreign aid package worth $95 billion, 
including $61 billion in military aid to 
Ukraine. Washington’s bet was that this 
aid would help Ukraine slow the Rus-
sian advance. Although this aid failed 
to change the reality on the ground, it 
played a role in strengthening Kyiv’s 
attacks on Russian territory, including 
entering the Russian Kursk region and 
attacking vital facilities and interests 
in the Crimean Peninsula and deep in-
side Russian territory, which created a 
new balance in the conflict. Washing-
ton’s focus was on preventing Putin 
from achieving a decisive victory after 
he managed to control the areas he an-
nounced were annexed to Russia.(53)

While the international arena is expe-
riencing destructive turmoil and con-
flicts, there has been a decline, to some 
extent, in the ability and will of the Unit-
ed States to reduce global tensions. This 
international competition has affect-
ed the effectiveness of international 

institutions in addressing conflicts, in-
cluding the Security Council. Washing-
ton has also lacked diplomatic initiative 
in dealing with these tensions, failing to 
play a constructive role in the civil war 
in Sudan. Its diplomatic initiatives in 
Geneva to bring the parties to the crisis 
together failed, largely due to the Suda-
nese government’s suspicions of Wash-
ington’s biases in the conflict.

The United States now faces challeng-
es in some of its areas of influence, such 
as the withdrawal of its forces from Ni-
ger and ongoing negotiations regarding 
the withdrawal of its forces from Iraq. 
On the contrary, Washington’s policies 
have fueled tensions, such as its overt 
support for Taiwan’s separatist efforts 
against China and the creation of alli-
ances to encircle its opponents in their 
regional environments. This has height-
ened tensions, as seen in the disputes 
between China and the Philippines in 
the South China Sea and other areas.

Israel’s Influence on Washington’s 
Regional Approaches

The United States’ role in the current 
conflict in the Middle East is pivotal, es-
pecially considering the United States’ 
strict commitment to protecting Israel, 
regardless of the legitimacy of its cur-
rent war against the Palestinians and its 
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disregard for international principles 
and values that Washington claims to 
uphold. Since the beginning of the con-
flict and throughout 2024, Israel has 
succeeded in obtaining unprecedented 
support from Washington, including 
the allocation of $17 billion in aid and 
securing diplomatic backing in the Se-
curity Council to block any condemna-
tion of Israel or calls to stop the war.

Washington reversed its regional 
strategy and redeployed military assets 
to the region, including aircraft carri-
ers, nuclear submarines, and strategic 
assets. It also launched Operation Pros-
perity Guardian in the Red Sea and con-
ducted direct strikes against militias in 
Iraq and Syria to defend and protect Is-
rael. Additionally, the United States de-
ployed forces and the THAAD defense 
system to protect Israel from Iranian 
attacks.

Although Washington has not aban-
doned diplomacy in its efforts to con-
tain the conflict and prevent its expan-
sion and has maintained adherence to 
the two-state solution on the surface, 
its initiatives have not yielded positive 
results. Biden’s proposal at the end of 
May 2024 and the subsequent rounds of 
negotiations were unsuccessful, part-
ly due to Israel’s apparent intentions 
to enact a strategic shift within the 

occupied territories and in the broad-
er regional strategic environment. For 
its part, Hamas insisted that any set-
tlement include a cessation of the war 
and an Israeli withdrawal from the Gaza 
Strip.

It can be argued that the United 
States approached this issue with the 
aim of regional reconfiguration to serve 
its interests. Supporting Israel, in part, 
weakens Iran’s regional axis, reinforces 
Washington’s influence and supports 
its aspirations for a regional framework 
that restores its influence and hegemo-
ny. This strategy also limits the influ-
ence of China and Russia and draws the 
Gulf states back toward Washington, 
countering their current policy of bal-
ancing ties between East and West.

However, the pressures on the Biden 
administration cannot be ignored. 
Biden has attempted to pressure the 
Israeli government to adjust its posi-
tions and ease the strain on his admin-
istration, which faces criticism over the 
genocide occurring in the Gaza Strip. 
Protests have erupted on US univer-
sity campuses, and opposition move-
ments to the Biden administration’s 
policy have gained traction and were 
influential in the electoral competition. 
These developments, coupled with the 
erosion of Washington’s image on the 

global stage, have further complicated 
the situation.

It is also undeniable that the Zionist 
lobby in the United States played a prom-
inent role in influencing Washington’s 
policy regarding Israel, its approach to 
the war on Gaza, and its stance in the 
region. During the year 2024, the lob-
by supporting Israel did not limit itself 
to interfering in the presidential elec-
tion and exploiting the contest. It also 
worked throughout the year to interfere 
in the congressional election, not only 
to exclude representatives who support 
Palestine but also to support represen-
tatives who back Israel. For example, 
AIPAC, through the United Democracy 
Project Committee, spent $14.6 million 
to exclude Jamal Bowman, the Demo-
cratic Party primary candidate in New 
York’s 16th Congressional District. It 
also spent $8.6 million against Missouri 
Representative Cori Bush, the congres-
sional candidate, due to her position in 
support of the Palestinian cause. In con-
trast, the “Pro-Israel Democratic Cur-
rent” group spent $1 million to support 
George Latimer, known for his pro-Is-
rael stance, in winning the Democratic 
Party nomination.(54)

While preparations for the US pres-
idential election were underway, the 
candidates took ambiguous and often 
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indecisive positions. Biden appeared 
unwilling to exert any pressure on Ne-
tanyahu or his government. He backed 
down from halting certain arms im-
ports to Israel and supported all the pol-
icies adopted by Netanyahu — from the 
invasion of Rafah to the occupation of 
the Philadelphi Corridor and the attacks 
on Lebanon — despite initially oppos-
ing these measures. However, it seems 
that even critical differences in views 
between the United States and Israel 
cannot affect the US commitment to Is-
rael, even if Netanyahu’s actions lead to 
a large-scale regional war.

It is worth noting that the Israeli gov-
ernment welcomed Trump’s victory in 
the presidential election with great en-
thusiasm, given the strong relationship 
between Netanyahu and Trump. During 
his election campaign, Trump demon-
strated unlimited support for Israel, 
particularly regarding its right to use 
force and eliminate Hamas. This aligns 
with Netanyahu’s desire to continue the 
war and implement his government’s 
extremist plans, including rebuilding 
settlement outposts in Gaza. Addition-
ally, Trump’s decisive positions on Iran 
may grant Israel greater leeway in ad-
dressing Iranian threats, including its 
nuclear program. Trump’s return to 
power might also impose restrictions 

on Iran’s ability to attack Israel and po-
tentially force a reevaluation of its posi-
tion on the current conflict.

The Expansion of the Conflict and the 
Impact on US Influence in the Middle 
East

The United States faces a changing re-
gional environment and unprecedent-
ed challenges in the Middle East. Since 
October 7, 2023, US forces have been 
subjected to more than 150 missile and 
drone attacks. The Houthis have also 
launched a systematic campaign to dis-
rupt navigation in the Red Sea, along 
with undeclared Iranian hostilities, in-
cluding cyberattacks. These assaults 
have directly harmed US interests and 
forces. In late January 2024, attacks by 
Iraqi militias on the Al-Tanf base in Jor-
dan killed three US soldiers and injured 
dozens more. Days before this incident, 
two US Navy sailors were killed in the 
Gulf of Aden while intercepting a ship-
ment of Iranian ballistic and cruise mis-
sile components.

These developments compelled the 
United States to strengthen its military 
assets and redirect its resources to the 
region to restore deterrence, along-
side its diplomatic efforts to contain 
adversaries. In this context, Washing-
ton moved aircraft carriers toward the 

Eastern Mediterranean, deployed more 
US soldiers and launched strikes against 
militias in Iraq, Syria and Yemen. The 
most prominent attacks included those 
conducted with its ally, the UK, against 
the Houthis, as well as the strikes target-
ing 85 sites in Iraq and Syria on February 
2, 2024, carried out using B-1 bombers 
launched from the United States. Wash-
ington also activated a regional defense 
system to repel Iranian attacks on Israel 
in April 2024 and deployed the THAAD 
air defense system in October 2024 for 
the same purpose, following mutual es-
calation between the two sides. In par-
allel, Washington imposed additional 
sanctions on Iran and its proxies in the 
region and utilized diplomatic tools to 
pressure Iran to halt its military escala-
tion through proxies targeting US bases 
and interests in the region.(55)

Indeed, these coordinated US efforts 
succeeded in controlling the conflict, 
achieving Washington’s priority of 
preventing its expansion and limiting 
threats and attacks. Although recipro-
cal strikes between Tehran and Tel Aviv 
heightened the level of confrontation 
between Tehran and Washington and 
increased the risk of a regional war on 
an unprecedented scale, the United 
States played a significant role in pre-
venting the situation from spiraling out 
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of control. Washington once again lev-
eraged its deterrence capabilities and 
diplomatic pressure to contain this un-
calculated escalation, which could have 
plunged the entire region into chaos.

However, Washington still faces sig-
nificant risks as the war continues. It 
is engaged in confrontations with mul-
tiple parties, which are increasingly 
coordinating their operations. Mean-
while, Washington is involved in this 
confrontation for the first time without 
explicit and clear regional support, par-
ticularly in its confrontation with Iran 
and its proxies. This was evident in the 
lack of participation by regional coun-
tries in Operation Prosperity Guard-
ian in the Red Sea and the Gulf states’ 
moves to distance themselves from the 
confrontation between Iran and Israel. 
This demonstrated that some of Wash-
ington’s regional allies are unwilling to 
participate in US-led joint missions.

US diplomacy is also struggling to 
convince its allies of its policies in the 
region. Now more than ever, Washing-
ton seems unable to propose initiatives 
for settlement or to restore stability. 
One of the most notable outcomes of the 
developments following the war in Gaza 
is that, instead of disrupting relations 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, the war 
appears to have strengthened them. The 
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onslaught against Gaza has also unified 
the positions of major Arab powers, 
while China’s influence and relations 
with the United States’ regional allies 
followed an independent path, distinct 
from Washington. This confirms that 
the region’s dynamics have shifted and 
highlighted the limits of Washington’s 
influence.

Moreover, the repercussions of the 
conflict in the region extend to the 
United States’ international standing, 
particularly in its confrontations with 
Russia and China. The United States 
may face difficulties waging wars si-
multaneously on multiple and distant 
fronts. Its adversaries are exploiting the 
United States’ preoccupation with the 
region to expand their influence and 
exert additional pressure on Washing-
ton, including militarizing sea lanes, 
imposing restrictions on trade flows to 
the West and potentially raising oil pric-
es if the conflict escalates.

Most importantly, Washington’s im-
age is being severely tarnished in this 
confrontation. Its blatant bias in favor 
of Israel and the double standards it has 
adopted in this crisis — compared to its 
stance on the Russia-Ukraine war — are 
undermining its credibility in defending 
an international system based on rules.

Conclusion: Trump 2.0 and the Future 
of US Leadership
Over the course of four years since 2021, 
the Biden administration has aimed 
to reaffirm the strength of the United 
States and its international leadership 
by focusing internally on reorganizing 
domestic affairs, restoring institution-
alism, strengthening the appeal of the 
US political model and enhancing com-
petitiveness. Externally, it has worked 
to strategically compete with adversar-
ies, revitalize its network of alliances, 
strengthen partnerships against com-
peting powers and defend the rules-
based international system. By the end 
of the Biden administration, this strat-
egy has borne some fruit in addressing 
certain challenges abroad, such as cre-
ating obstacles to Russia’s geopolitical 
ambitions and impeding China’s efforts 
to reshape the international system.

However, many indicators and chang-
es in the global environment suggest 
that the world may have moved beyond 
the era of unipolarity, even if it has not 
yet settled into a new duality or multi-
lateral framework. The international 
system remains in a deep transitional 
phase, marked by chaos, shifts in pow-
er and the resurgence of geopolitical 
competition. Trump’s return to office 
adds further ambiguity and uncertainty 

about the future of the internation-
al system and the extent to which the 
United States can maintain its global 
standing and leadership. His return, 
under the slogan “Make America Great 
Again,” signals a confrontational, popu-
list and right-wing foreign policy, seek-
ing to achieve peace through force and 
potentially reversing the previous ad-
ministration’s approach. This shift may 
be seen as confusion in the US strategic 
approach to external challenges and 
the defense of its leadership and inter-
national standing. Some may interpret 
this as a symptom of the dilemma fac-
ing the current global liberal system, 
with Trump challenging its rules, prin-
ciples and institutions.

Regardless, the coming period will 
test Trump’s approach. In the near term, 
it is expected that Trump will pursue a 
self-described “corrective revolution” 
domestically, targeting the establish-
ment and ruling elites in Washington, 
whom he describes as corrupt. His 
agenda will likely include dismantling 
the so-called deep state, fulfilling prom-
ises on issues such as immigration, im-
posing higher tariffs, abandoning green 
policies, granting greater mandates for 
oil exploration and increasing reliance 
on traditional energy sources. This 
agenda will be buoyed by the legitimacy 
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he gained through the election and the 
Republican dominance of Congress in 
both chambers. However, this could 
lead to the undermining of institutions 
and their established character, intensi-
fying polarization at home, diminishing 
trust in institutions and the system, and 
exacerbating partisan fighting. US de-
mocracy — and perhaps the nation as a 
whole — could face a significant test.

On the international level, Trump 
is expected to continue his “America 
First” approach and isolationist tenden-
cies, potentially reviving his trade war 
with China, and increasing pressure on 
the United States’ European allies. He is 
also likely to adopt a hardline stance to-
ward Iran and its proxies in the Middle 
East, deepen ties with the Gulf states, 
provide greater support to Israel and 
perhaps withdraw support for Ukraine. 
However, the global landscape Trump 
will face in 2025 is vastly different from 
the one he left in early 2021. It is marked 
by a more aggressive posture from in-
ternational powers, independent con-
flicts led by middle powers in their 
regions, and skeptical allies seeking a 
more pluralistic world order. Emerging 
formations, such as BRICS and the SCO, 
as well as alliances like the Gulf states’ 
collaboration with the Union EU, have 
gained influence. Major economic and 

financial partnerships are also shift-
ing dynamics, potentially complicating 
dealings with the United States and pre-
senting challenges for US policymakers.

Thus, Trump’s preferred approach to 
international confrontation will be test-
ed in a more chaotic and less compliant 
world, which could significantly impact 
the international system. US democra-
cy will also face a real test as it seeks to 
correct its course. However, it is import-
ant to note that Trump, who advanced 
a similar right-wing populist agenda 
in 2017, encountered significant obsta-
cles from within the establishment and 
from allied international powers. This 
scenario is likely to be repeated, with 
the United States and the world closely 
monitoring developments over the next 
four years.

The Indo-Pacific Dispute: China’s 
Complex Challenges
The 2023 ASR anticipated a contin-
uation of oscillation between calcu-
lated escalation and appeasement in 
US-China relations under the frame-
work of “cooperative competition.” 
This forecast largely materialized in 
2024, marked by sustained tensions 
stemming from unresolved core is-
sues such as international leadership, 
trade disputes, chip competition and 

overlapping conflicts in key strategic 
sub-regions. Simultaneously, cooper-
ation persisted as both powers sought 
to avoid uncalculated escalation, tak-
ing into account red lines and broader 
risks. Washington’s strategy factored in 
the interests of its European and Asian 
allies, while Beijing exercised caution 
over the impact of conflicts on its Belt 
and Road Initiative, particularly amid 
escalating international disputes in 
Europe and the Middle East. This 2024 
ASR file analyzes the complexities of 
the US-Sino conflict in the Indo-Pacif-
ic region through four key dimensions. 
The first examines Beijing’s efforts to 
counter Taiwan’s increasing separatist 
tendencies. The second focuses on the 
reciprocal tactics employed by the Unit-
ed States and China within their ongo-
ing strategic competition. The third ex-
plores regional perceptions of China in 
the strategic calculations of Washing-
ton’s allies. Lastly, the fourth identifies 
the outcomes and trends of this compe-
tition anticipated for 2025, particular-
ly in light of Trump’s return to the US 
presidency.

Beijing’s Moves to Curtail Taiwan’s 
Growing Separatist Tendencies

The Taiwanese crisis has entered a 
heightened phase of escalation between 
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China and Taiwan since the inaugura-
tion of the new US-backed Taiwanese 
president in May 2024. This escala-
tion surpasses the tensions witnessed 
during the tenure of former President 
Tsai Ing-wen, despite both leaders be-
ing members of the separatist-leaning 
Democratic Progressive Party. Current 
developments are marked by intensi-
fied political and military confronta-
tions, signaling a significant shift in 
cross-strait relations.

Taiwan’s Growing Separatist Tenden-
cies
Lai Ching-te, through his positions and 
ideological approach, demonstrates a 
more pronounced separatist inclina-
tion compared to his predecessor Tsai 
Ing-wen. As a member of a more ex-
treme faction within the Democratic 
Progressive Party, Lai has openly iden-
tified himself on multiple occasions as 
a “pragmatic worker for Taiwan inde-
pendence.”(56) Beijing interpreted the 
Taiwanese electorate’s decision to vote 
for him as a choice favoring conflict 
over peace. This separatist stance was 
evident from the day he assumed office, 
as reflected in his inauguration speech,(57) 
which contained bold assertions of in-
dependence. Lai emphasized the lack of 
a territorial unity basis between China 

and Taiwan, rejected any shared identi-
ty with the communist values dominant 
in mainland China, and highlighted the 
island’s embrace of Western democratic 
values over the past 75 years. According 
to Lai, the generations that once ad-
hered to communist values in Taiwan 
have entirely disappeared, solidifying a 
vision of Taiwan’s distinct identity.

The Taiwanese president escalated 
tensions further in his speech by re-
jecting the principle of “one China, two 
systems,” which traditionally frames 
the relationship between China and Tai-
wan by ensuring the island’s autonomy 
under China’s sovereignty. Instead, he 
proposed a two-state solution, calling 
on China to share security responsi-
bilities in the Taiwan Strait as an equal 
state partner. He went as far as to de-
scribe China as an “external power”(58) 
seeking to interfere in Taiwan’s affairs. 
Additionally, the president expressed 
his determination to enhance Taiwan’s 
defense capabilities and strengthen 
military alliances with democracies to 
establish deterrence against potential 
Chinese efforts to annex the island by 
force. These declarations were com-
plemented by concrete actions aimed 
at bolstering international recognition 
of Taiwan, including the 2021 submis-
sion of an official request to join the 

Comprehensive and Progressive Agree-
ment for Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(CPTPP).(59)

China’s Movements to Curb Lai
Lai’s speech provoked strong reac-
tions from Beijing, which labeled him a 
“stubborn separatist who will bring war 
and destruction to the island.”(60) Chi-
nese authorities viewed his address as 
an actionable blueprint for achieving 
Taiwanese independence under his 
leadership. In response, Beijing signifi-
cantly escalated its actions throughout 
2024, conducting high-profile mili-
tary maneuvers as punitive measures 
against Lai’s separatist stance. Notably, 
the Joint Sword-2024 A and B exercis-
es were carried out — first in May, im-
mediately following Lai’s inauguration 
speech, and then in October, just four 
days after Taiwan formally rejected Chi-
na’s claim to represent the island in in-
ternational forums during National Day 
celebrations (see Map 1.1). These actions 
underscored Beijing’s commitment to 
counter what it perceives as threats to 
territorial unity and sovereignty.(61)

The 2024 maneuvers marked a sig-
nificant escalation compared to those 
conducted in 2022 and 2023, with a no-
tably higher risk factor. Unlike previous 
exercises, China refrained from issuing 
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warnings to ships and aircraft to avoid 
the areas of operation,(62) heightening 
the potential for accidents or miscalcu-
lations that could have sparked a con-
flict. For the first time, these maneuvers 
sought to test the Chinese military’s 
ability to seize control of Taipei, block 
escape routes for Taiwanese politicians, 
and prevent US support from reaching 
the island. This contrasted with earli-
er exercises, which primarily aimed to 
simulate Taiwan’s complete encircle-
ment and isolation from the interna-
tional community.

The locations chosen for the 2024 
maneuvers underscored their strategic 
significance, enabling China to assert 
control over key aspects of Taiwan’s 
infrastructure. The northern region’s 
proximity to command centers, the 
eastern region’s major international 
shipping ports, and the southwestern 
region’s concentration of container 
shipping facilities and energy import 
centers allowed China to showcase its 
ability to disrupt critical operations. 
Control of the western region, includ-
ing the Taiwan Strait, further empha-
sized its strategic leverage. These ma-
neuvers delivered powerful deterrent 
signals to Taipei, a direct warning to Lai, 
and a demonstration of China’s military 
preparedness to act on its threats. They 

also served as a cautionary statement to 
external powers, discouraging interfer-
ence in the Taiwan Strait.

Beijing also made a rare move by 
hosting former Taiwanese President 
Ma Ying-jeou, leader of the Kuomint-
ang party. This party opposes separat-
ist movements and advocates for closer 
ties with Beijing under the One China 
principle. This gesture signals China’s 
intention to potentially increase its in-
fluence within Taiwan and put pressure 
on Lai to strengthen relations with the 
Kuomintang party. Countries that par-
ticipated in Lai’s inauguration, includ-
ing the United States, were labeled by 
Beijing as violators of the One China 
principle. In its response, Beijing used 
unusually harsh language, including 
terms like “treason,” “shame,” “smash-
ing heads” and “shedding blood,”(63) in-
dicating the possibility of China re-
sorting to force against the Taiwanese 
government. These statements point 
to a new and potentially more danger-
ous escalation of security tensions in 
East Asia under Lai’s leadership, with 
expectations that China will continue 
large-scale military activities around 
the island to showcase its strength and 
resolve the conflict in its favor.

Western intelligence estimates that 
the deadline for the Chinese military to 

act on reclaiming Taiwan is 2027, based 
on a statement from the Chinese presi-
dent instructing the army to evolve into 
a highly advanced military force with 
elevated readiness and combat capabil-
ities by that year. This directive has been 
interpreted by Western intelligence as 
preparation for a potential invasion of 
Taiwan. Just days after the October 2024 
maneuver, the Chinese president reiter-
ated, for the second time, his call for the 
country’s forces to be fully prepared for 
war.(64)

Reciprocal Tactics as Part of US-Sino 
Strategic Competition

US-China strategic competition cen-
ters on international leadership and the 
power hierarchy within the global sys-
tem. The United States is committed to 
maintaining unipolarity under its lead-
ership, striving to preserve its sole he-
gemony through policies that encircle 
competing powers. In contrast, China 
aims to reshape the international sys-
tem, seeking a new structure that would 
diminish the United States’ sole global 
dominance. As a result, each country 
employs tactics and policies aimed at 
countering the other in pursuit of its re-
spective goals.
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US Tactics to Encircle China
These US tactics encompass three main 
aspects. The first is the United States’ 
efforts to complicate the conflict with 
China in the Indo-Pacific to deter Bei-
jing from pursuing its international am-
bitions. In 2024, this was achieved not 
only by supporting the continued rule 
of the Democratic Progressive Party in 
Taiwan but also by backing the hardline 
separatist wing in the Taiwanese presi-
dency, alongside pledging to maintain 
military support for the island. Before 
US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
visited Shanghai in April 2024, the Sen-
ate passed a law authorizing $8 billion(65) 
in military aid to Taiwan and its allies in 
the Indo-Pacific. The law also called on 
Western and Eastern allies to push for 
Taiwan’s participation in international 
organizations, not merely as an observ-
er, thereby challenging the One China 
principle.

The second aspect focuses on ignit-
ing a trade war by imposing strict mea-
sures on specific and strategic Chinese 
imports to prevent their further pen-
etration into US markets. The goal is 
to impact the US-Sino trade balance, 
with both Republicans and Democrats 
agreeing that China’s growing global 
industrial influence threatens US eco-
nomic dominance. This concern arises 

not only from the risks of economic de-
pendence on Chinese products but also 
from efforts to curb China’s pursuit of 
global hegemony. The fear is that the 
world could fall under China’s eco-
nomic control in key industries that 
directly affect lifestyles across various 
regions, undermining the economic 
model established by the United States 
over many decades. This is particularly 
evident in the automobile sector, where 
China has already taken the lead, and 
its ongoing push to dominate the global 
electric vehicle market.

The Biden administration has imple-
mented new restrictions on the sale of 
numerous strategic Chinese products 
to the US market, significantly raising 
tariffs by rates ranging from 25% to 
100%. These tariffs will be gradually en-
forced during 2025 and 2026 (see Table 
1.1).(66) Affected items include advanced 
electronic chips, components used in 
chip manufacturing, chip manufactur-
ing machines, lithium batteries, key 
materials in the electric vehicle indus-
try, critical minerals for specialized 
applications, solar cells, marine cranes 
and port cranes. For instance, lithium 
batteries now account for 72% of US 
imports of such batteries, with the ma-
jority being used for the manufacture of 
electric vehicles.

The third aspect involves US accu-
sations that China is providing tech-
nological assistance to Russia for use 
in military industries and equipment 
necessary for the war with Ukraine, a 
claim that China has denied. However, 
the data indicates that the US escalation 
against China in 2024 was more calcu-
lated and less intense compared to pre-
vious years, primarily due to the United 
States’ focus on the ongoing conflicts in 
the Middle East and Ukraine.

Chinese Tactics to Establish 
International Equilibrium
In response, China has implemented 
a range of diplomatic, political, mili-
tary and economic policies and tactics 
to counter US encirclement strategies. 
These efforts aim to solidify its position 
as a regional hegemon and internation-
al balancer, while also expanding its 
global influence to establish a multipo-
lar international system.

Continuing its strategy of under-
mining the United States in various 
global arenas, Beijing has aimed to se-
cure diplomatic supremacy by expand-
ing its global presence with the largest 
number of missions worldwide. It has 
pursued comprehensive strategic part-
nership agreements and framed inter-
national relations through the concept 
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of partnership. This approach enables 
China to achieve its foreign policy ob-
jectives without resorting to force, of-
fering countries that engage with it 
greater flexibility compared to their re-
lations with the West. It provides a level 
of openness to nations worldwide, es-
pecially in contrast to the United States, 
which refuses to engage with countries 
like Venezuela, Cuba and Syria. China 
takes a pragmatic, unconditional ap-
proach to international relations and 
has also proposed mediation initia-
tives to resolve conflicts, such as be-
tween Saudi Arabia and Iran. As a result, 

China has surpassed the United States 
to become the leading global diplomatic 
power, according to the 2024 Global Di-
plomacy Index report.(67)

China has also made a significant 
global leap in the space sector, achiev-
ing a historic milestone by successfully 
landing a spacecraft on the dark side of 
the moon, collecting soil samples and 
returning them to Earth. This makes 
China the first country in human histo-
ry to reach this unexplored side of the 
moon. This achievement could help sci-
entists address critical questions about 
the solar system’s history and origin, 

the moon’s geological history, volcanic 
activity, weather forecasting, climate 
change and the potential locations of 
lunar mineral resources. The United 
States has expressed concern over this 
development, as it threatens to dimin-
ish its position as the leading global 
power in space exploration (for further 
details on the implications of China’s 
space breakthrough, refer to the discus-
sion on the subject of non-conventional 
security in the 2024 ASR.)

In line with its broader objectives, 
China has ramped up efforts to assert its 
dominance over the strategic South and 

Source: Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), “Analyzing China’s Escalation After Taiwan President William Lai’s National Day Speech.” ChinaPower, accessed 
December 8, 2024, https://chinapower.csis.org/china-taiwan-joint-sword-2024b-coast-guard/.

Map 1.1: The Geographical Remit of Chinese Military Exercises Joint Sword-2024 A (May 2024) 
and Joint Sword-2024 B (October 2024)
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East China Seas, which are vital for its 
oil imports and significant trade routes. 
Through a mix of persuasive and coer-
cive tactics, China is seeking to bring 
these seas under its control, particu-
larly targeting Asian nations allied with 
Washington that have ongoing territo-
rial disputes with China.(1) This strategy 
aims to undermine these countries’ ad-
vanced relations with the United States. 
By promoting the principle of “Asia for 
Asians,” China seeks to resolve region-
al conflicts internally while limiting US 
influence and intervention. In this con-
text, China criticized the United States 
for congratulating Lai on his victory in 
the Taiwanese presidential election, 
viewing this as a violation of the princi-
ple of unity. In response, China imposed 
sanctions on US defense companies and 
their executives, citing their involve-
ment in arms sales to Taiwan, as part of 
its strategy to challenge US support for 
the island.

China has significantly strengthened 
its presence and influence on the Afri-
can continent, with the volume of in-
ter-trade reaching $167 billion in 2024 
— $97 billion in Chinese exports and 
$70 billion in African exports, primarily 
raw materials. China has become one of 

(1) Such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam, the Philippines, Brunei, Thailand, which are members of ASEAN, South Korea, Japan, India and then Australia.

Africa’s largest trading partners and is 
on track to become the continent’s top 
trading partner by 2030.(68) Additionally, 
China has surpassed the United States in 
bilateral lending operations to numer-
ous African countries. During the Chi-
na-Africa Cooperation Forum in 2024, 
China committed to providing $50 bil-
lion in financial support to Africa over 
the next three years.(69) Furthermore, 
China has overtaken the United States 
as the foreign power with the most pos-
itive influence on African youth. This 
highlights the growing importance of 
Africa to China, as evidenced by the Chi-
nese president’s five visits to the conti-
nent since taking office. In contrast, US 
presidents Biden and Trump did not 
visit Africa during their terms, and US 
leaders have generally met with fewer 
African leaders at international events.

China supported countries calling for 
a ceasefire in Gaza, using its veto pow-
er to block US resolutions that would 
prolong the conflict. It criticized Israel’s 
response to Operation Al-Aqsa Flood, 
viewing it as exceeding the limits of 
self-defense. China also backed draft 
resolutions advocating for an immedi-
ate ceasefire and a two-state solution. 
Additionally, it hosted representatives 

from both Fatah and Hamas for recon-
ciliation talks and engaged with Arab 
officials to coordinate efforts for a 
ceasefire. However, these actions were 
seen as limited, as China did not partic-
ipate in certain initiatives, such as the 
Egyptian-Qatari efforts to end the war. 
This restraint might reflect concerns 
about the impact of its involvement on 
its relations with the United States re-
garding Indo-Pacific issues, or it could 
be a recognition that greater US involve-
ment in the conflict might benefit Chi-
nese interests. Additionally, China has 
economic and strategic ties with Israel, 
which it seeks to maintain.

China has also continued to bolster 
its military and economic power, un-
derstanding that without a formida-
ble military, it would be vulnerable to 
threats and unable to pursue its region-
al and international ambitions. In such 
a scenario, it would be forced to adopt a 
defensive strategy instead of an offen-
sive one. As a result, China persists in 
its efforts to narrow the power gap with 
the United States across various dimen-
sions:

 ª Annual military spending in-
creases: China’s military spending 
rose by approximately 7.2%, reaching 
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$232 billion by 2024,(70) making it the 
second-largest spender globally, after 
the United States. Although the gap re-
mains significant, China’s continuous 
annual increase in military expenditure 
is a cause for concern in Washington.

 ª Increasing nuclear warhead 
stockpiles: China has been steadily ex-
panding its nuclear warhead stockpile, 
surpassing 500 warheads. Washington 
projects that by 2030, China will possess 
around 1,000 nuclear warheads, many 
of which will be capable of reaching US 
territory.(71)

 ª Competition to Develop the 
Sixth Generation of Fighters: In re-
sponse to the United States’ develop-
ment of the B-21 Raider fighter, capable 
of establishing air dominance, China 
unveiled the advanced Baidi fighter in 
November 2024.(72) The Baidi fighter 
is said to be capable of supersonic at-
mospheric penetration, equipped with 
stealth capabilities, enhanced perfor-
mance and a more powerful engine. 
Additionally, China unveiled the J-35 
stealth fighter, claiming it to be compa-
rable with the American F-35, highlight-
ing China’s ambitions to achieve glob-
al superiority in the field of advanced 
fighter jets.

 ª Expanding its network of mili-
tary bases abroad: As part of its efforts 

to consolidate influence and safe-
guard international interests, China 
is strengthening its military presence 
abroad. Domestically, it is enhancing 

its military presence in the South China 
Sea by establishing new military head-
quarters and bases to protect vital sea 
routes for its economy and control East 

Product Current Tariff New Suggested Tariff In Force

Lithium-ion EV batteries 25% 7.5% 2024

Electric vehicles 100% 25% 2024

Medical face masks 25% 7.5% 2024

Electric vehicles 
lithium-ion EV batteries 25% 7.5% 2024

Solar cells 50% 25% 2024

Steel and aluminum 
products 25% 7.5% 2024

Syringes and needles 50% 0% 2024

Ship-to-shore cranes 25% 0% 2024

Critical minerals 25% 0% 2024

Semiconductors 50% 25% 2025

Lithium-ion non-EV 
batteries 25% 7.5% 2026

Rubber medical and 
surgical gloves 25% 7.5% 2026

Permanent magnet 25% 0% 2026

Natural graphite 25% 0% 2026

Table 1.1: Chinese Products Subject to Tariffs From 2024-2026

Data source: “FACT SHEET: President Biden Takes Action to Protect American Workers and Businesses From Chi-
na’s Unfair Trade Practices,” The White House, May 14, 2024, accessed January 13, 2025,  https://2u.pw/cXLZMx5b.  
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Asian passages, through which trillions 
of dollars in trade pass. This is also part 
of its preparations to counter any po-
tential Western military intervention 
related to Taiwan.(73) Furthermore, Chi-
na aims to expand its international mil-
itary presence, with existing bases in 
Djibouti and Cambodia, while seeking 
to establish additional bases in Sri Lan-
ka, Equatorial Guinea, Pakistan, Camer-
oon and Mauritania.

The intense trade war with the United 
States has prompted China to activate 
several of its economic strategies in re-
sponse to US policies. Beijing has imple-
mented a variety of measures, including 
imposing tariffs on US imports in retali-
ation, or devaluing its currency to boost 
the competitiveness of its exports. For 
instance, in late 2024, China took steps 
in anticipation of potential additional 
tariffs given Trump’s possible return to 
power. Furthermore, China has threat-
ened to sell off US Treasury bonds, le-
veraging its position as the second-larg-
est creditor of the United States behind 
Japan. This move could exert financial 
pressure on Washington and contribute 
to weakening the value of the US dollar 
globally. Additionally, China is pursu-
ing long-term strategies to develop ad-
vanced technology domestically in an 

effort to reduce its reliance on Western 
imports, particularly those from the 
United States (for a more detailed anal-
ysis of the trade war between the two 
countries, refer to the economic section 
within “Global Developments” in the 
2024 ASR).

US-Sino Cooperative Competition
Despite the ongoing strategic compe-
tition between the United States and 
China, both countries have maintained 
a policy of cooperative competition. As 
part of this approach, Washington sent 
two high-level envoys to Beijing in an 
effort to maintain stability. These in-
cluded the secretary of the treasury and 
the secretary of state in April 2024, fol-
lowed by the national security advisor 
in late August 2024. The discussions 
covered a range of key issues, including 
the US position on the Taiwan crisis, US 
measures concerning Chinese exports, 
China’s stance on the Russia-Ukraine 
conflict, and concerns raised by West-
ern media about China allegedly sup-
plying advanced technology to Russia 
for its war effort in Ukraine. In return, a 
Chinese trade delegation visited Wash-
ington in August 2024 to discuss the is-
sue of Chinese exports. During this visit, 
the Chinese ambassador to Washington 

emphasized that cooperation was the 
only viable path for bilateral relations. 
Following Trump’s electoral victory, the 
Chinese president expressed his coun-
try’s willingness to work with the new 
administration to enhance cooperation 
and resolve differences amid concerns 
that Trump might impose further trade 
restrictions on Chinese exports.

The cooperative competition policy 
between the United States and China in 
2024 aimed to reduce tensions, manage 
conflict and prevent reckless escalation 
that could lead to war. The United States, 
aware of the growing influence of Chi-
na on the international stage during 
President Biden’s remaining time in 
office, seeks to avoid an irresponsible 
escalation that could harm US interests. 
Washington understands the potential 
consequences of such an escalation, 
both for its own position and for China’s 
increasing capabilities, and is unwilling 
to become embroiled in a third interna-
tional conflict, alongside the ongoing 
crises in Ukraine and the Middle East. 
In contrast, Beijing remains firm on its 
red lines, which includes the One Chi-
na principle, its continued rise and the 
maintenance of its vision for the inter-
national order.
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The Regional Assessment of China in 
the Strategic Calculations of Washing-
ton’s Allies

Two clear indications that some Asian 
powers allied with Washington have 
reached an almost complete conviction 
about the necessity of rapprochement 
with neighboring China to enhance and 
protect their interests — especially in 
light of China’s regional superiority and 
the decline of US hegemony globally — 
are as follows:

Settling the Sino-Indian Border Dis-
pute
In October 2024, India and China 
reached an agreement to settle their 
longstanding border dispute, which had 
been a source of tension for decades. 
The border, the longest disputed border 
in the world, had led to armed clashes in 
recent years, further deteriorating rela-
tions between Beijing and New Delhi.

India has recognized the necessity of 
adopting a new diplomatic strategy to 
raise its profile on the global stage. This 
involves diversifying its internation-
al relationships and achieving greater 
independence in foreign policy, partic-
ularly in light of ongoing global trans-
formations and China’s emergence as a 
powerful international force with sig-
nificant regional and global influence. 

India is also keenly observing shifts in 
the foreign policies of many countries, 
particularly those once aligned with 
Washington, as they move to diversify 
their international options in response 
to Washington’s actions that prioritize 
US interests. This transformation is also 
reflected in India’s assessment of how 
many Asian nations are strengthening 
ties with China, recognizing that China 
is India’s primary trading partner. As 
a result, India is eager to demonstrate 
its commitment to safeguarding its na-
tional interests, a stance that is likely to 
enhance the Indian government’s pop-
ularity and status domestically.

The initial outcomes of the settle-
ment between India and China were 
evident in October 2024, with a meet-
ing between the Chinese president and 
Indian prime minister held on the side-
lines of the BRICS summit. Both coun-
tries agreed to withdraw their forces 
from disputed areas, signaling their 
desire to reduce the potential for mili-
tary escalation along their border. Both 
leaders also expressed a mutual interest 
in strengthening economic and invest-
ment relations. As a result, New Delhi 
is expected to ease and reconsider the 
trade restrictions it had imposed on 
Chinese exports. There is likely to be 
greater joint coordination in the context 

of international conflicts, and China is 
anticipated to increase its investments 
in India, particularly in solar panels and 
electric batteries. However, India is un-
likely to back down from its competitive 
stance with China concerning regional 
and international influence, and will 
continue its efforts to counter China’s 
rising power. Despite these develop-
ments, the settlement is not expected 
to have a significant impact on US-India 
relations, which have strengthened in 
recent years, particularly with US sup-
port for India as a counterbalance to 
China. Geopolitical competition, espe-
cially China’s growing naval presence in 
the Indo-Pacific and the strengthening 
of China-Pakistan ties, could also limit 
the extent to which relations between 
India and China evolve.

The Trilateral Sino-South Korean-Japa-
nese Summit
In May 2024, the South Korean capi-
tal hosted a tripartite summit between 
China, South Korea and Japan, the 
first of its kind in about five years. The 
summit aimed to alleviate escalating 
tensions in a region that has become a 
global economic hub, and to maintain 
communication channels that preserve 
the strategic interests of the three na-
tions. These countries are influential 
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economic powers that are central to 
the global economic system, and the 
summit was an effort to avoid polar-
ization and the formation of interna-
tional blocs. The final statement from 
the summit(74) emphasized the impor-
tance of common interests. Both South 
Korea and Japan particularly focused 
on the need to reduce tensions with 
China, which has been rising in promi-
nence on the international stage. This 
reflects a clear desire from both coun-
tries to move away from the traditional 
policy of purely aligning with the Unit-
ed States, in order to better secure their 
own national interests.

It seems that both Japan and South 
Korea have come to recognize the im-
portance of recalibrating their ap-
proaches toward China, given its grow-
ing influence in both regional and 
international systems. This shift in per-
spective might be influenced by their 
awareness of the significance of Chi-
nese concerns regarding the increasing 
cooperation between the United States, 
Japan and South Korea. Beijing has re-
peatedly warned about the potential 
consequences this cooperation could 
have on the strategic interests of Asian 
countries, particularly as it is wary of 
US moves to challenge its dominant 
position in East Asia. Moreover, Japan 

and South Korea likely understand the 
heightened Chinese frustration follow-
ing the 2023 tripartite US-South Ko-
rea-Japan summit, where a new phase 
of defense cooperation was announced. 
At that summit, Beijing was criticized 
for its actions in the South China Sea, 
which were described as dangerous and 
aggressive. The statement also held Chi-
na responsible for escalating tensions 
in the Taiwan Strait, citing Beijing’s at-
tempts to alter the status quo by force.

Tokyo and Seoul are increasing-
ly aware of China’s growing influence 
over global affairs, driven by its ex-
panding global capabilities. With the 
second-largest economy in the world, 
following the United States, and the 
second-highest military spending, Chi-
na is making strides to reduce the pow-
er gap between itself and the United 
States. This realization is prompting Ja-
pan and South Korea to reconsider their 
positions. Furthermore, both countries 
recognize China’s significant leverage 
over North Korea, which poses an on-
going threat to them. Given that China 
is North Korea’s most significant strate-
gic ally, Beijing can influence North Ko-
rea’s actions toward South Korea and Ja-
pan. By managing its relationship with 
Pyongyang, China can play a crucial role 

in containing North Korea and easing 
tensions in the Korean Peninsula.

The above highlights the growing 
recognition among Washington’s al-
lies that China has emerged as a major 
player in the Indo-Pacific region and is 
steadily establishing itself as a region-
al hegemon with the ability to influ-
ence both regional and global affairs. 
This shift signals that these countries 
may be reconsidering their strategies 
toward China, suggesting the world is 
transitioning away from the era of uni-
polarity dominated by the United States 
and moving toward a multipolar or even 
bipolar world. More specifically, this re-
flects the decline of US hegemony on 
the global stage.

Conclusion: The Impact of Trump’s 
Victory on US-Sino Competition in the 
Indo-Pacific in 2025

Based on developments in 2024, sev-
eral conclusions and predictions can 
be drawn regarding trends in US-Sino 
competition for 2025. Notably, Wash-
ington has diversified its strategies to 
encircle China in the Indo-Pacific, aim-
ing to complicate Beijing’s path and de-
ter its global ambitions. Alongside in-
tensifying the trade war and reinforcing 
alliances with Asian powers, Washing-
ton has seen the rise of a more hardline, 
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separatist leadership in Taipei, which 
could weaken China and entangle it in 
a protracted and draining conflict. This 
approach to encircle China aims to lim-
it its momentum toward international 
leadership. However, the United States 
has also acknowledged that provoca-
tions, such as high-profile visits to Tai-
wan by US officials, have not succeeded 
in drawing China into a direct conflict. 
At the same time, some of its Asian al-
lies are reassessing their policies, prior-
itizing their economic and strategic in-
terests with China over their alignment 
with Washington.

China, in response to US strategies, 
has pursued a dual role, acting as a re-
gional hegemon and international bal-
ancer. In this context, China adopted 
assertive measures and achieved no-
table successes in 2024. It escalated 
its stance against Taiwan, staging mil-
itary exercises that simulated seizing 
control and employing sharp rhetoric 
to signal growing impatience with Tai-
pei. Beijing also claimed victories in its 
competition with Washington across 
various domains: it demonstrated dip-
lomatic prowess on the global stage, 
achieved milestones in space explora-
tion, emerged as the foreign power with 
the most positive influence in Africa, 
and aligned itself with calls for ending 

the war in Gaza. Additionally, China has 
bolstered its material capabilities to ad-
vance its ambitions to achieve global 
military preeminence. Despite the mu-
tual escalation in tactics, both the Unit-
ed States and China maintained a poli-
cy of cooperative competition in 2024, 
striving to avoid catastrophic escalation 
and keep their rivalry from spiraling out 
of control. This approach underscores 
their shared understanding of the se-
vere consequences that an unrestrained 
conflict could bring.

Looking ahead to 2025, US-Sino rival-
ry is likely to intensify, particularly in 
the wake of Trump’s return to the pres-
idency. Trump’s ideological approach, 
marked by an uncompromising and 
combative political outlook which prop-
agates right-wing populism, suggests 
the potential for heightened tensions 
with Beijing. However, this escalation 
is expected to be measured, reflecting 
a calculated strategy aligned with his 
stated intention to address ongoing 
global conflicts. The anticipated inten-
sification of the US-Sino conflict is sup-
ported by several considerations. First, 
Trump’s administration is likely to 
adopt a tougher stance on issues where 
US and Chinese interests clash, includ-
ing trade, technology, Taiwan and the 
Indo-Pacific. Second, his historical 

emphasis on “America First” policies 
may lead to stronger efforts to count-
er China’s global ambitions. Third, the 
geopolitical dynamics of 2024, marked 
by increased US encirclement strate-
gies and China’s assertive regional be-
havior, may set the stage for an escalat-
ed yet strategic confrontation under the 
Trump administration which is rein-
forced by the following considerations:

 ª The significance of China in 
Trump’s doctrine: According to 
Trump’s perspective, China represents 
the most significant competitor to the 
United States in the quest for glob-
al leadership. He perceives China as 
a revisionist power determined to re-
shape the existing international order, 
equipped with the necessary tools and 
capabilities to challenge US dominance. 
This contrasts with his view of Russia, 
which, while sharing similar goals with 
China, lacks the means to compete in-
ternationally. Trump considers Russia 
less of a global competitor and more of a 
security threat to European allies.

 ª Trump’s first-term approach to 
Beijing: During his initial presidency, 
Trump adopted an aggressive stance 
toward China. This included launching 
a trade war targeting Chinese imports, 
accusing Beijing of espionage against 
the United States, and blaming it for the 
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spread of COVID-19, which he contro-
versially labeled the “China virus.” His 
administration also imposed multiple 
rounds of sanctions on Chinese com-
panies, reinforcing his confrontational 
approach.

 ª Economic confrontation  through 
tariffs and investment restrictions: 
Trump has pledged to significantly esca-
late economic measures against China, 
including imposing new tariffs of 60% 
or more on Chinese imports, a sharp in-
crease from the previous rates of 10% to 
25%. He has also proposed phasing out 
Chinese imports entirely, intensifying 
efforts to curb alleged Chinese espio-
nage, and imposing stricter investment 
restrictions. These measures aim to en-
sure that US capital does not contribute 
to China’s rise, thereby reinforcing the 
United States’ position as the global in-
dustry leader.

 ª Trump’s hawkish administra-
tion: Trump’s new administration is 
expected to include key figures known 
for their hardline stances on China. 
His nominees for treasury secretary, 
secretary of state and national securi-
ty advisor are all aligned with his con-
frontational approach. Additionally, he 
is likely to appoint prominent anti-Chi-
na hawks to pivotal roles such as De-
fense Secretary nominee Pete Hegseth, 

Treasury Secretary nominee Scott Bes-
sent, Secretary of State nominee Marco 
Rubio and National Security Adviser 
nominee Michael Waltz. It is also ex-
pected that Mike Pompeo, the former 
secretary of state, and Robert Lighthiz-
er, who played a critical role in trade 
negotiations during Trump’s first term, 
will assume prominent roles in the new 
administration. Beijing views these in-
dividuals as adversaries, signaling that 
the upcoming administration will pres-
ent significant challenges to China’s as-
pirations.

The likelihood of heightened eco-
nomic conflict between Washington 
and Beijing is expected to grow during 
Trump’s second presidency. His ad-
ministration is anticipated to diverge 
significantly from the Biden adminis-
tration’s policy of cooperative competi-
tion with China, favoring instead a more 
confrontational stance. This shift could 
have profound implications for the 
global economy and security landscape, 
both of which are already under strain 
due to ongoing international conflicts. 
As a result, US-Sino relations are likely 
to enter a new phase of tension, with key 
contentious issues expected to include 
the following:

 ª Trade and chips: Under Trump’s 
second presidency, tensions surrounding 

the chip industry are anticipated to in-
tensify significantly, marking a depar-
ture from the Biden administration’s co-
operative competition approach. While 
the Biden administration undertook es-
calatory measures within a framework 
of maintaining communication, Trump’s 
administration is expected to adopt a 
more aggressive stance.

Given the strategic importance of 
chips for future international power, 
Trump is likely to implement tight-
er restrictions on Chinese technology 
companies, particularly in the chip and 
AI sectors. His administration may also 
target Chinese technological firms with 
severe sanctions, potentially crippling 
their operations. Moreover, Trump’s ad-
ministration may pressure US allies who 
appear overly reliant on Chinese tech-
nology. This could include measures 
similar to those taken during the Biden 
administration, which pressured Japan 
and the Netherlands to join efforts to 
restrict the sale of critical chip-manu-
facturing equipment to China.

 ª The Taiwanese crisis: The United 
States’ approach to Taiwan is expected 
to remain consistent, with little room 
for Trump to implement significant 
changes. While his campaign rheto-
ric included statements casting doubt 
on the extent of his commitment to 
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supporting Taipei — such as suggesting 
that Taiwan should “pay the price” for 
US protection — his administration will 
likely face constraints in altering long-
standing US policy. Trump’s remarks 
may signal a transactional perspective 
on the US-Taiwan relationship, empha-
sizing cost-sharing or economic contri-
butions. However, the strategic impor-
tance of Taiwan in counterbalancing 
China’s influence in the Indo-Pacific re-
gion makes it improbable for his admin-
istration to reduce support substantial-
ly. This support is expected to continue 
through military sales, diplomatic en-
gagements and participation in region-
al alliances aimed at maintaining the 
status quo in the Taiwan Strait.

 ª Security in the Indo-Pacific: 
Trump is expected to intensify securi-
ty cooperation with allied Asian powers 
as part of efforts to contain China. This 
strategy will likely involve bolstering 
the US military and diplomatic presence 
in the Indo-Pacific region, which he 
views as a critical arena for shaping the 
future international order. Such moves 
are anticipated to significantly exacer-
bate geopolitical tensions in terms of 
US-Sino relations, as Trump perceives 
Beijing’s actions in the South China Sea 
as increasingly aggressive and necessi-
tating a firm response.

 ª Disputes over global leadership: 
In his second term, Trump is expected 
to significantly escalate his confronta-
tional stance against China and other 
revisionist powers, driven by his “Amer-
ica First” slogan and his commitment 
to preserving US hegemony. His admin-
istration will likely continue to oppose 
efforts by China and other rising powers 
to reshape the global order, particularly 
those advocating for a multipolar sys-
tem that would reduce US dominance. 
To assert US leadership, Trump is ex-
pected to maintain an obdurate stance 
on confronting China’s ambitions in the 
Indo-Pacific and beyond. This includes 
strengthening and activating military 
alliances that the United States has cul-
tivated in the region, such as the Quad 
(comprising the United States, India, Ja-
pan and Australia) and AUKUS (the tri-
lateral security pact between Australia, 
the UK, and the United States).

On the other hand, China has global 
pressure cards that pose challenges to 
Trump, perhaps limiting his negative 
momentum against China and forcing 
him to accept approaches and under-
standings to protect US interests. Chi-
na’s pressure cards include its efforts 
to reduce the value of its currency in 
exchange for the rise in the price of the 
US dollar, which would boost Chinese 

exports globally, and its ability to sell US 
Treasury bills, which would weaken the 
US dollar globally, as well as its ability to 
deal in kind by imposing restrictions on 
exports of raw materials that Washing-
ton needs for its strategic technologies, 
and exerting more pressure and escala-
tion against Taipei. China also realizes 
that Trump may need it to talk to Russia 
in order to end the Russia-Ukraine war, 
and China can also exploit potential 
US-European disputes resulting from 
Trump’s policy, as China is not a middle 
power that can be easily besieged, but 
rather an international pole seeking to 
transfer power so that it becomes the 
first regional and global power by 2049, 
the centenary of the founding of the 
People’s Republic of China.

To conclude, it appears that the trend 
will lean toward increased US escala-
tion against China, particularly since 
Trump sees himself as a pivotal figure 
in history following the Republican Par-
ty’s success in reclaiming the presiden-
cy and securing a majority in the Senate, 
which facilitates the implementation 
of his anti-China agenda. There is also 
widespread agreement among Repub-
licans about the gravity of the Chinese 
threat to US global dominance, given 
the steady growth of China’s econo-
my, which is now competing with the 
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US economy not just globally but also 
within the United States. This view is 
bolstered by a dominant US perspective 
that sees China as the next superpower 
poised to control the international sys-
tem in the near future, hence, both Re-
publicans and Democrats consider Chi-
na as a significant challenger and threat 
to the United States’ global standing.

The Russia-Ukraine Conflict: A War 
of Attrition
The 2023 ASR followed the develop-
ments of the Russia-Ukraine war and 
its repercussions on the parties to the 
conflict. It started with the failure of 
the Ukrainian counterattack, which 
was the most prominent event of that 
year, and its repercussions on the war 
by presenting an analysis of the military 
scene after two years of fighting and 
the cost of continuing the war for both 
parties to the conflict. It then moved on 
to the repercussions of NATO expan-
sion on European stability, highlighting 
the danger of direct confrontation, the 
economic repercussions of the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war on Europe and Russian 
“soft” tools to destabilize Europe. The 
report also examined Germany’s issu-
ance of its first national security strat-
egy, which revealed a new approach 
and an effort to rebuild hard power 

that was the subject of internal debate. 

The report concluded with a presenta-

tion of the trajectories of the conflict 

in Ukraine and its effects, especially af-

ter the events of October 7 in Palestine, 

which were in their early stages, and the 

two parties sought to employ the con-

flict in ways that served their interests. 

The 2024 ASR continues to track the de-

velopments of the Russia-Ukraine war.

The 2024 ASR provides a nuanced 

analysis of the most salient develop-

ments in the Russia-Ukraine war, dis-

cussing Russian gains from the war in 

Ukraine following the Gaza war, fluctu-

ations in Western aid to Ukraine and the 

impact of this on the ongoing conflict, 

the motives behind Ukraine’s advance-

ment into Russian territories (the Kursk 

region); and the impact of the US elec-

tion on transatlantic relations. Finally, 

it concludes with an overview of the 

2025 trends of the Russia-Ukraine war 

in light of international developments; 

mainly Trump returning to power and 

the engagement of North Korea in the 

conflict.

Russian Successes in Ukraine and the 
Impact of the Gaza War
Russia was shocked in 2022 by the fail-
ure of the “special military operation” 
to achieve its goals. Ukraine was able to 
repel the military attack in a way that 
surprised even its Western allies, and 
also took the initiative to regain some of 
the territories occupied by Russia, which 
bolstered Western support for the coun-
try. In 2023, Ukraine began preparing for 
a counterattack to regain control of all 
its territories, but Russia overcame the 
shock and was able to repel the counter-
attack, beginning a slow and gradual pro-
cess of occupying more land in eastern 
Ukraine. This occurred after Moscow re-
viewed its military strategy and then fo-
cused its military operations on the east-
ern region while targeting infrastructure 
deep inside Ukraine. Russia was aided by 
many developments, perhaps the most 
important of which was the slowdown 
in Western military support for Ukraine 
after the failure of the counterattack and 
the rise of voices opposing such support 
within Europe and the United States. 
The Israeli war on Gaza also removed 
some of the burdens from Russia in its 
war on Ukraine; it opened a new front for 
the United States, which became preoc-
cupied with the situation in the Middle 
East, especially after the expansion of 
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the confrontation to Hezbollah and then 
Iran.

On the ground, Russia is advancing 
continuously in eastern Ukraine, albe-
it slowly. After more than two and a half 
years since the outbreak of the war be-
tween Moscow and Kyiv, Ukraine is re-
treating from the battlefronts, especially 
on the eastern front in Donbas, where 
Russia announces almost daily the con-
trol of additional towns.(75) The Russian 
army began the year 2024 by seizing the 
city of Avdiivka in mid-February, mark-
ing its biggest victory since the capture 
of Bakhmut in May 2023.(76) In early May, 
Russian forces crossed the international 
border north of Kharkiv, the second-larg-
est city in Ukraine. This Russian advance 
came at the end of a four-month period 
during which the United States did not 
supply Ukraine with weapons due to 
a stalemate in the US Congress.(77) The 
Russian army has achieved some qual-
itative leaps on the battlefield. Accord-
ing to data from the American Institute 
for the Study of War, about 200 square 
kilometers of territory was captured in 
eastern Ukraine in July, mostly in the Do-
netsk region. This was more than twice 
the advance made by Russian forces in 
May, when they captured 449 square ki-
lometers (14.5 square kilometers per day) 

at the start of the new Russian offensive 
in the Kharkiv region, which has since 
stalled.(78) In October, 478 square kilome-
ters of Ukrainian territory was captured, 
a record since the first weeks of the war 
in March 2022.(79)

Fluctuations in Western Support for 
Ukraine and Opportunities to Estab-
lish a New Equation in the Conflict

Western countries hesitated to support 
Ukraine at the end of 2023 and the be-
ginning of 2024, particularly the Unit-
ed States, which provides the largest 
share of aid. This hesitation arose from 
domestic divisions over the feasibility 
of continued support considering the 
failure of the Ukrainian counterattack, 
economic crises faced by supporting 
countries, and the issue becoming a 
contentious electoral card during the 
US presidential election. During this 
period, Ukraine faced significant chal-
lenges, including shortages of ammu-
nition, air defense missiles and trained 
forces, all amidst increasing losses on 
the battlefield. These challenges were 
reflected during military operations on 
the eastern front, prompting Ukrainian 
officials, most notably President Volo-
dymyr Zelenskyy, to warn that his 

country “will lose the war” if the US 
Congress failed to approve military aid.(80)

Because of the new situation, 
Ukrainian forces were forced to with-
draw from some areas to more defensi-
ble lines. Although European support 
continued, it was insufficient to com-
pensate for the decline in US support. 
European governments faced similar 
pressures to those experienced by the 
US administration, particularly from 
left- and right-wing political factions. 
While Congress eventually approved 
the aid package after months of debate 
on April 20, 2024, the consequences of 
the delay persisted at various levels. 
Abundant cluster munitions from US 
stockpiles reached Ukraine less than 
a week after the Biden administration 
decided to send them, but other equip-
ment, such as M1 Abrams tanks and cer-
tain air defense system missiles, took 
longer to arrive.(81)

Later, Western support for Ukraine 
saw a breakthrough. Alongside con-
tinued European support and the re-
sumption of US aid, the leaders of the 
G7 countries reached an agreement 
in June to use the interest generated 
from frozen Russian assets in their fi-
nancial institutions to guarantee a $50 
billion loan to Ukraine. The agreement 
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was officially concluded on October 26, 
2024, with disbursements set to begin 
by the end of the year. This loan is guar-
anteed by future interest from frozen 
Russian assets amounting to 300 billion 
euros, which generate revenues of up to 
3 billion euros annually.(82)

The continuation of Western polit-
ical, financial and military support — 
despite fluctuations — did not fully ad-
dress some of Ukraine’s key demands, 
which remain largely unattainable due 
to the risk of escalating the conflict 
into a direct military confrontation be-
tween Russia and the United States, 
with the potential for world war. Such 
demands include Ukraine’s accession 
to NATO and the EU and the deploy-
ment of NATO forces in Ukraine. Simi-
larly, the demand to lift the ban on using 
Western weapons to strike deep inside 
Russia was consistently rejected until 
Trump won the US election. Following 
Trump’s victory, the Biden adminis-
tration allowed the Ukrainian army to 
strike deep into Russia with missiles, 
prompting many European countries to 
adopt similar policies. This shift was in 
response to Russia’s use of forces from 
North Korea in the war, which led Rus-
sia to amend its nuclear doctrine and 
deploy new hypersonic missiles, known 
as Oreshnik, to strike central Ukraine.

Motives and Impact of the Ukrainian 
Incursion Into Russia’s Kursk Region
Ukraine surprised its Western allies for 
the second time by launching an attack 
on the Russian Kursk region on August 
6, during which it occupied parts of the 
province estimated at more than 1,000 
square kilometers, including nearly 100 
towns. More importantly, the Ukrainian 
army was able to establish control over 
the region, as Russian attempts to repel 
and then expel Ukrainian forces from 
its territory failed. Kyiv achieved many 
goals through this attack, which can be 
summarized as follows:

 ª The Ukrainian army dealt a strong 
symbolic blow to Putin as this was the 
first time since World War II that a for-
eign force had launched an attack on 
Russian territory and managed to retain 
it. This undermined the image of Presi-
dent Putin as the leader of a great power 
that he seeks to etch in the minds of the 
Russian people.

 ª The Russian army failed to antici-
pate the attack and the fragility of its 
defensive positions exposed its weak-
nesses and recurring strategic errors. 
The Ukrainian incursion delivered a 
significant blow to the Russian military, 
undermining its ability to achieve ma-
jor military successes commensurate 
with its size. Conversely, the Ukrainian 

army regained some confidence in its 
capabilities after suffering successive 
setbacks since the failure of its counter-
offensive.

 ª By occupying Russian territory us-
ing Western weapons, Ukraine tested 
the credibility of Russia’s oft-repeated 
threats. The lack of a response match-
ing Russia’s rhetoric about crossing 
“red lines” encouraged Western allies 
to permit the use of their weapons to 
strike deep into Russian territory. This 
escalation paved the way for further es-
calatory steps by Ukraine and its allies.

 ª The attack restored faith in 
Ukraine’s relationship with its Western 
backers, particularly after the failure 
of its counteroffensive to reclaim Rus-
sian-occupied territories in the east. 
This success encouraged Western pow-
ers to continue their financial and mili-
tary support for Ukraine, enabling it to 
sustain its defense and exhaust Russia 
to push it toward the negotiating table.

 ª By occupying Russian territory, 
Kyiv gained a bargaining chip for any 
future negotiations to end the war. A 
“land-for-land” framework could pro-
vide a fair basis for a settlement, instead 
of Ukraine having to surrender parts of 
its sovereignty in exchange for Russia 
halting the war and ceasing further ter-
ritorial expansion.
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On the other hand, the attack failed to 
achieve one of its most important goals: 
relieving pressure on Ukrainian defens-
es and halting the advance of the Rus-
sian army in eastern Ukraine by forcing 
it to redeploy forces inland. Instead, 
Russian forces continued their offen-
sive operations and maintained steady 
progress.

Additionally, holding the occupied 
parts of the Kursk region for an extend-
ed period could become a burden on the 
Ukrainian army. At some point, Ukraine 
might be forced to abandon these areas 
to reinforce other advances or support 
them with additional forces. This could 
lead to greater defensive vulnerabilities 
and, consequently, the loss of strategic 
sites in eastern Ukraine, especially giv-
en the significant power disparity fa-
voring Russia and the uncertainty sur-
rounding the future of Western support 
for Kyiv. This uncertainty is particularly 
pronounced with the arrival of Trump, 
who does not support the continuation 
of the war.

Transatlantic Relations After the US 
Presidential Election

The differences between US President 
Trump and European leaders main-
ly revolve around economic consid-
erations, with Trump believing that 

the United States is at a disadvantage. 
Washington bears a large financial 
burden within NATO, whose prima-
ry mission is the security of Europe, in 
exchange for a smaller financial con-
tribution from European partners. As a 
result, European governments allocate 
the largest proportion of their budgets 
to economic sectors and a smaller pro-
portion to defense, which contributes 
to the development of their economies. 
This, in turn, tips the scales in trade 
with the United States. Accordingly, 
Trump worked during his first term to 
change this equation by pushing Euro-
pean countries to contribute more to 
NATO and allocate a larger proportion 
of their budgets to the defense sector. 
He intends to continue along the same 
path. Regarding trade relations, he also 
appears intent on raising customs du-
ties on European products to adjust the 
trade balance between the two parties.

Most European countries reject 
Trump’s policies and had significant 
disagreements with him during his first 
term. Consequently, they are seeking 
to intensify proactive efforts to unify 
their policies in dealing with Trump. 
Indications of this were evident at the 
European Political Group summit held 
in Hungary on the eve of Trump’s vic-
tory announcement, where French 

President Emmanuel Macron said, “Eu-
ropeans must not forever delegate their 
security to the Americans.” European 
powers will work to minimize the neg-
ative repercussions of Trump’s policies 
on them, whether in terms of trade re-
lations or NATO funding. They have 
already demonstrated this approach 
in their dealings with Russia, which 
sought to use gas to undermine Europe-
an support for Ukraine. European plans 
have proven effective in managing the 
energy issue by reducing consumption 
and seeking new alternatives.(83) This 
experience will likely encourage Eu-
rope to continue with its aim of strate-
gic autonomy from the United States, 
especially in the context of security, 
even though this will be extremely dif-
ficult to achieve. Europe will also face 
direct harm from Trump’s trade mea-
sures if tariffs are imposed on its goods 
exported to the United States, which 
are expected to range between 10% and 
20%. Indirectly, Europe could be affect-
ed if tariffs as high as 60% are imposed 
on Chinese goods, as excluding China 
from the US market would redirect it to-
ward European markets, making them 
vulnerable to oversupply caused by 
surplus Chinese manufacturing capac-
ity.(84) There is also concern in Europe 
about the potential failure of a unified 
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collective strategy. Some European 
countries, such as Italy and Hungary, 
which perceive themselves as having a 
special relationship with Trump, may 
seek to strike unilateral deals, under-
mining the cohesion of the EU.(85)

There is a strong conviction in Eu-
rope that Trump will follow through on 
his policies, however, the main concern 
is about the extent to which he will go to 
implement his policies. These policies 
are expected to have significant impacts 
on the structure of the international 
system, in which transatlantic relations 
constitute an important part. Transat-
lantic relations will likely experience 
turbulence if the United States enters 
a confrontation with China that would 
necessitate coordination with Europe, 
in this context, Europe may hesitate to 
respond to Trump’s demands.

Conclusion: Trajectories of the Rus-
sia-Ukraine Conflict Considering 
International Developments

The trajectories of the Russia-Ukraine 
conflict depend on the direction that 
new developments may take on the mil-
itary front, as well as international and 
regional circumstances. In addition, 
key factors include the extent to which 
Trump adheres to the positions he out-
lined during his election campaign 

— particularly his stance on the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war, his economic relations 
with Europe, his position on NATO, and 
the repercussions of all these factors on 
Western support for Ukraine. Finally, 
Russian behavior and the new dimen-
sions of the war, particularly after North 
Korea’s involvement alongside Russia 
and the responses to this, will play a sig-
nificant role in how the conflict evolves 
in 2025.

Ukraine’s resilience depends largely 
on continued support from its Western 
allies. According to the Kiel Institute’s 
Ukraine Support Tracker, estimates 
based on recent trends in aid allocation 
suggest that if Western donors main-
tain their current level of support, to-
tal aid in 2025 will reach just over 100 
billion euros. However, without new 
US aid packages — particularly under 
Trump’s presidency and a Republi-
can-controlled Congress — and with 
the potential reduction of support from 
some European countries, the total aid 
to Ukraine could be halved, dropping to 
approximately 55 billion euros. This re-
duction could result in a substantial aid 
deficit for Ukraine starting in 2025.(86)

The most pressing challenge for 
Ukraine is the shortage of weapons of 
various types, which European pow-
ers may be unable to fully replace if US 

supplies decrease. This could disrupt 
any offensive plans by Ukraine, poten-
tially halting its “victory plan” and forc-
ing it to focus solely on defense, aiming 
to prevent further advances by the Rus-
sian army and maintaining control over 
the Kursk region for as long as possible.

While sanctions against Russia 
have not entirely succeeded, they have 
caused varying degrees of economic 
trouble for the parties involved, partic-
ularly Russia. If the new US president 
intensifies economic sanctions on Mos-
cow to pressure it into ending the war, 
the effects on Russia are unlikely to be 
significant compared to the impact of 
declining Western support for Ukraine. 
The involvement of North Korea in the 
war brings additional complications. 
Although its participation is more sym-
bolic and political than militarily deci-
sive, it represents an escalation in the 
conflict and the repercussions could 
extend globally.

In the context of the battlefield, 
the entry of North Korean forces has 
prompted the United States and Euro-
pean powers to escalate against Rus-
sia by allowing Kyiv to strike Russian 
targets with Western weapons. Russia 
has responded by amending its nuclear 
doctrine and deploying new hypersonic 
missiles. At the global level, South Korea 
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has begun reconsidering its policy of 
not exporting weapons to countries en-
gaged in war,(87) announcing the possi-
bility of arming Ukraine with defensive 
weapons. This marks a departure from 
Seoul’s longstanding policy and could 
influence Trump’s approach to the war, 
especially if North Korean forces are 
deployed from Kursk to the frontlines 
in eastern Ukraine or Ukrainian forc-
es escalate by striking major targets 
deep within Russia. Such developments 
could provoke stronger responses from 
Russia, potentially extending beyond 
Ukraine’s borders.

Ukraine may survive the year 2025 by 
depending on the remaining US aid ap-
proved by the Biden administration and 
continued European support, which 
could even increase to compensate for 
reduced US assistance if Trump sticks 
to his electoral promise. However, in 
the medium and long term, other fac-
tors will shape the course of the war. 
Russia is likely to bet on the limitation 
of Western military and financial sup-
port for Ukraine, aiming to exhaust 
Kyiv by continuing its offensive until it 
secures control over the eastern region 
it seeks to annex, expels the Ukrainian 
army from Kursk, and further destroys 
Ukraine’s infrastructure to force it into 
submission. The possibility of a broader 

confrontation cannot be ruled out, par-
ticularly as European powers have al-
lowed Kyiv to use Western weapons to 
strike deep into Russia. This has esca-
lated the conflict to a new level, display-
ing characteristics similar to a world 
war, given that multiple countries are 
involved and the target is a major coun-
try that was once the second pole of the 
international system during the era of 
bipolarity.

Global Economic 
Developments in 2024
The 2023 ASR projected a deceleration 
in global inflation and interest rate in-
creases, alongside a gradual improve-
ment in economic growth — predictions 
that materialized over the subsequent 
year. Concurrently, the 2023 ASR high-
lighted escalating risks from geopoliti-
cal tensions, international conflicts and 
climate variability, emphasizing their 
adverse effects on global economic sta-
bility and the prices of certain raw ma-
terials and metals. It urged precaution-
ary measures to mitigate these risks at 
both macroeconomic and personnel 
levels. Some of these risks materialized 
during the year, as reflected in the 2024 
ASR. The 2024 ASR notes shifts in cen-
tral banks’ monetary policies to encour-
age investments and stimulate sluggish 

growth, alongside a marked surge in the 
prices of gold and certain food items. 
Strategic rivalries among major powers 
weighed heavily on global trade, cast-
ing doubt on the continued trajectory 
of commercial globalization, particu-
larly with the resurgence of protection-
ist policies. This competition extended 
into emerging domains like artificial AI, 
bringing both economic opportunities 
and challenges. Amid a series of global 
economic crises over the past five years, 
the report also documents the growing 
criticism of economics as a discipline. 
Experts have increasingly called for a 
reassessment of its frameworks and 
greater integration with other social sci-
ences to better address complex global 
challenges.

The 2024 ASR examines the key de-
velopments in the global economy and 
the major issues of 2024, analyzing their 
future implications in four sections. The 
first section explores the most signif-
icant trends in the global economy for 
2024/2025. The second delves into the 
growth of AI applications, highlighting 
their economic benefits and anticipat-
ed drawbacks, particularly concerning 
employment. The third focuses on the 
escalating trade war involving China, 
the United States and Europe, and its 
impact on these regions and the global 
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economy. The final section addresses 
the emerging critiques of economics, 
emphasizing the need for development 
in response to the repeated global eco-
nomic crises of recent years. The report 
concludes with an overview of the most 
prominent future trends.

The Directions of the Global Economy
This section focuses on two key as-
pects. The first aspect examines the 
conditions and trends of global infla-
tion, considering recent developments 
such as declining prices of major global 
commodities like oil, iron and essential 
agricultural crops critical to global food 
security, including wheat and corn, 
alongside record increases in others 
like cocoa and coffee, as well as precious 
commodities like gold and silver. The 
second aspect analyzes global growth 
trends in the context of shifts in inter-
est rates and monetary policies in major 
economies, the rise of potential future 
risks worldwide, and the influence of 
geopolitical tensions, escalating protec-
tionist policies and the waning wave of 
trade globalization, particularly under 
China’s leadership.

Global Inflation Trends and Prices of 
Basic and Precious Commodities
Global inflation decelerated in 
2024, particularly in major Western 

economies, compared to the previ-
ous two years. The global inflation rate 
stood at 5.8% in 2024, while the United 
States, Germany and China recorded 
rates of 3%, 2.4% and 0.4% respective-
ly. However, several emerging market 
economies continued to experience 
rising inflationary pressures, especially 
in regions like Africa, Central Asia, the 
Caucasus and South America, where in-
flation in some cases exceeded 25%.

The easing of global inflation in 2024 
was primarily driven by rising interest 
rates and reduced demand. This was 
further supported by the diminishing 
effects of earlier shocks that had signifi-
cantly fueled inflation over the past two 
years. These included supply chain dis-
ruptions during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, the surge in global demand following 
its resolution, and the impact of the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war on the prices of food, 
energy and essential raw materials.

In 2025, a relaxation in monetary 
tightening and reductions in inter-
est rates are anticipated to sustain the 
downward trend in global inflation. 
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
projects global inflation to decrease 
to 4.3% in 2025, with rates of 2% in ad-
vanced economies, 2.7% in emerging 
Asian markets, and approximately 

10.7% in the Middle East and Central 
Asia (see Map 1.2).

The prices of several key global food 
security crops declined over the year, 
including maize (-7%), soybeans (-24%), 
wheat (-12%), cotton (-15%), and sugar 
(-8%), driven by good harvests and fa-
vorable growing conditions.(88) In con-
trast, the prices of cocoa (137%), coffee 
(100%) and rice surged to record highs, 
influenced by climate change and trade 
restrictions between countries.

Gold emerged as the leading global 
precious commodity in 2024, with its 
price reaching record levels exceeding 
$2,750 per ounce. This surge was driven 
by strong demand from central banks 
seeking a safe investment amid de-
clining global interest rates and rising 
geopolitical tensions. The World Bank 
predicts that gold prices will stabilize 
next year after achieving these historic 
highs (see Table 1.2). However, it is es-
sential to note that gold prices typically 
rise during periods of heightened geo-
political tensions, sudden global con-
flicts, crises, or when interest rates and 
the strength of the dollar decline. Con-
versely the new US President Trump is 
expected to focus on strengthening the 
economy and the US dollar, a trend like-
ly to become evident in the first year of 
his presidency.
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In 2024, natural gas prices increased 
by 27% compared to the previous year, 
while Brent crude prices declined by 5%. 
Brent crude experienced fluctuations, 
rising to $92 per barrel early in the year 
amid escalating conflict in the Middle 
East, and later dropping to $68 per bar-
rel in September, marking its lowest lev-
el in three years due to slowing global 
growth, reduced oil consumption, and 
a production surplus within OPEC+ — 
OPEC+, consisting of OPEC (Organiza-
tion of the Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries) members plus other oil-producing 
countries (see Figure 1.1). Nonetheless, 
any escalation in global geopolitical 
tensions could drive oil and gas prices 
higher in the near future, particularly if 
stability is not achieved in Syria follow-
ing the fall of Assad.

If energy prices continue to decline, 
coupled with weak global industrial ac-
tivity and low demand for goods, global 
inflation levels are expected to decrease 
further in 2025. However, caution is 
warranted due to the growing risks that 
could trigger a return to high inflation, 
such as the escalation of regional con-
flicts, particularly in the Middle East 
and the Red Sea, prolonged monetary 

(1) The Global Economic Forum, a non-profit international organization that includes the world’s largest companies. Its goal is to develop business and economic policies, and 
holds regular meetings at the Swiss resort of Davos. These meetings typically involve prominent leaders, influencers, and businesspeople from around the world to discuss 
policies, challenges and economic opportunities.

tightening, and shifts toward protec-
tionist trade and industrial policies. 
These developments, especially be-
tween the key players in international 
trade — the United States, China and 
Europe —raise concerns, particularly 
with Trump’s return to the White House.

Global Economic Growth and Future 
Risks
Measuring economic growth perfor-
mance is a key indicator of overall prog-
ress in economic development, reflect-
ing the ability to meet growing human 
needs and improve living standards. 
The global economy experienced limit-
ed growth in 2024, still falling short of 
pre-pandemic levels. However, it saw 
the beginning of a shift in monetary 
policies in major Western economies, 
led by the US Federal Reserve, which 
moved toward reducing interest rates in 
response to more stable inflation. This 
shift aimed to stimulate modest growth 
in these economies (see Table 1.3) and 
encourage investment and employment 
after two years of high interest rates 
reaching 5.5%. The IMF projects a GDP 
growth rate of 3.2% for both 2024 and 
2025, with advanced economies seeing 
a growth of only 1.8%, while emerging 

and developing economies are expected 
to grow at a higher rate of 4.2%. Global 
growth estimates for the next five years 
are modest, averaging around 3.1%.

Despite the improvement in glob-
al growth compared to the pandemic 
years, concerns about the future persist 
across economic circles and institu-
tions. In this regard, the World Econom-
ic Forum has identified a range of chal-
lenges and risks for the next decade,(1) 
categorized into short-term risks for 
2024 and 2025. These include security, 
environmental and geopolitical risks 
such as misinformation, severe climate 
change, social biases, cyber breaches 
and armed conflicts. In the longer term, 
over the next 10 years,(89) environmental 
risks are expected to dominate, with key 
concerns including extreme climate 
fluctuations, ecosystem changes, loss 
of biodiversity, and the negative im-
pacts of AI, (as detailed in Table 1.4).

Despite the positive progress in in-
flation seen in 2024 and anticipated for 
2025, the global economy faces rising 
risks that could threaten its stability. 
These risks, including escalating geo-
political tensions in the Middle East 
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and Europe, shifts in trade and industri-
al policies and tightening global finan-
cial conditions, make economic growth 
increasingly fragile. If left unchecked, 
these factors could trigger a new crisis. 
To prevent this, countries must work 
together to resolve armed conflicts, 
implement measures for environmen-
tal sustainability, financial resilience 
and cybersecurity and remove barriers 
to smooth international trade. These 
efforts are crucial for restoring the 
economic growth levels seen before 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war.

Global growth prospects for 2025 are 
expected to remain weak, with an es-
timated growth rate of 3.2%. This sub-
dued outlook is largely attributed to 
concerns about the Chinese economy, 
which is facing weak domestic consump-
tion, declining exports, stagnation in the 
real estate market and rising tensions 
with the United States. Additionally, there 
is skepticism about the economic recov-
ery of Japan, the EU — especially Germa-
ny — and Latin American countries. This 
pessimism stems from the growing rise 
in protectionist policies, higher costs 
and declining global commodity exports 
as a share of global GDP. There are also 

 (1) The IMF defines AI as: one of the fields of computer science that focuses on building systems to simulate human behavior and detect machine intelligence. It encompasses
several types of AI, such as Generative AI and others.

concerns about the decline in commercial 
globalization, a trend long driven by China 
and its leadership.

AI Economic Opportunities and Chal-
lenges
With the rapid development of technology, 
AI has become a driving force for change 
in the global economy and labor market. 
This technological transformation rep-
resents both a challenge and an opportu-
nity, requiring a deep understanding of its 
positive and negative effects on the future 
of the labor market in particular, and the 
economy in general.

Expanding Uses of AI
In the past two years, certain AI platforms,(1) 
such as the widely known ChatGPT, have 
gained rapid popularity, particularly in 
developing economies. Its use has surged 
in countries like India, Brazil, Russia and 
across the Middle East, including Moroc-
co, Egypt and Saudi Arabia. Additionally, 
Western economies, notably the United 
States and European nations, have seen 
significant adoption. The primary users 
are young people aged 18 to 24, who are 
the most active in engaging with these 
technologies. The reasons for usage vary 
by country and culture, ranging from 
seeking answers to everyday questions or 

understanding school assignments, to as-
sisting in learning programming and tech-
nological skills.

AI aims to create new outputs by simu-
lating or imitating human behavior across 
various sectors. This concept is embodied 
in Generative AI, a form of machine learn-
ing that allows AI platforms to produce 
new content such as images, videos, text 
and numbers, all based on the data they 
have been trained on.(90) The scope of its ap-
plication is expanding into fields like edu-
cation, diagnosis, healthcare and science.

The Positive Impact of AI on Employ-
ment and the Economy
Some experts consider AI to be the fifth 
industrial revolution, characterized by 
the integration of humans, machines 
and technology to advance the global 
economy. Within this framework, the 
potential positive impacts of AI on the 
economy and employment can be out-
lined as follows:

 ª Boosting productivity: AI can sig-
nificantly enhance work efficiency by 
streamlining processes and reducing 
human error. In industries, for instance, 
it facilitates the automation of produc-
tion lines, ensures higher quality stan-
dards and minimizes mistakes.
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 ª Stimulating economic growth: In-
creased productivity directly translates 
into economic expansion, driving both 
local and global GDP growth. A special-
ized study estimates that AI could con-
tribute to a 26% rise in the GDP of local 
economies by 2030, potentially adding 
around $16 trillion to the global econo-
my.(91)

 ª Expanding employment opportuni-
ties in emerging sectors: AI fosters the 
creation of new jobs, such as roles in 
programming, data analysis, cybersecu-
rity and the maintenance of AI-related 
systems. Over time, it can also reshape 
the labor market by redirecting surplus 
labor into new sectors. A historical par-
allel can be drawn with the agricultural 
industry, where advancements like syn-
thetic fertilizers reduced labor needs, 
eventually shifting workers to service 
and production sectors.

 ª Enhancing financial and invest-
ment applications: AI is revolutioniz-
ing financial systems by analyzing vast 
banking data to improve economic fore-
casts, monitor risks and predict market 
trends. It optimizes logistics, supply 
chains and distribution. In retail, AI has 
significantly enhanced customer ex-
periences and personalized offerings, 
boosting global retail sales by over 10% 
in recent years.(92)

 ª Driving innovation across fields: AI 
continues to pioneer applications in ar-
eas such as healthcare diagnostics, ed-
ucation, financial services and e-com-
merce.

In the healthcare industry, AI is pro-
jected to generate economic benefits 
of up to $150 billion annually by 2026. 
This substantial gain is attributed to ad-
vancements in diagnostic accuracy and 
significant reductions in healthcare 
costs.

 ª Advancing nuclear energy for pow-
er generation: AI searches demand 
significantly more energy — about 10 
times that of a standard Google search 
— prompting nuclear energy firms to 
develop small nuclear reactors capable 
of producing low-cost, sustainable elec-
tricity.(93) Companies like Google, Ama-
zon and Microsoft have already signed 
agreements to source electricity from 
emerging firms specializing in this in-
novative energy sector.

 ª Addressing future global and hu-
man challenges: AI’s rapid vertical 
growth and escalating financial invest-
ments are enabling solutions for press-
ing challenges. Investments in AI have 
surged from $31 billion in 2015 to $98 
billion in 2023,(94) representing an im-
pressive growth rate of 216%.

AI’s Negative Impacts on the Economy
The rapid expansion of AI introduces 
several challenges with significant eco-
nomic implications. These challenges 
extend beyond employment-related is-
sues and encompass broader concerns, 
including public policy development, 
market dynamics, critical and creative 
thinking, the absence of robust ethical 
and regulatory frameworks and the po-
tential for misuse. The key aspects of 
these challenges are elaborated upon 
below:

 ª Job shortages in certain sectors: 
AI-driven automation is expected to 
reduce employment opportunities in 
areas like manufacturing, transporta-
tion, distribution chains and other tra-
ditional industries. Predictions suggest 
that around 30% of existing jobs may 
either change significantly or disappear 
entirely due to intelligent automation 
in the coming decades, particularly in 
manufacturing, basic services and rou-
tine employment. However, professions 
requiring applied skills, like medicine 
and education, may see AI as a comple-
ment rather than a replacement.

 ª Manipulation of policies, markets 
and public opinion: AI systems can 
be manipulated by feeding biased or 
strategic inputs to influence markets 
for the benefit of particular entities, 
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potentially causing financial instability 
or crises. Politically, AI has already been 
misused, as seen in a fabricated vid-
eo depicting the Ukrainian president 
falsely surrendering to Russian forces, 
demonstrating its potential to spread 
disinformation.(95)

 ª Erosion of critical and creative 
thinking: The overreliance on AI-gener-
ated results could diminish human ca-
pacity for critical and creative thinking. 
If AI becomes a primary decision-mak-
ing tool rather than a supportive aid, 
this dependency might lead to reduced 
logical reasoning and analytical skills. 
Such a shift could negatively affect 
mental development, human produc-
tivity and long-term economic growth.

 ª Electronic hallucination and in-
accuracy: AI systems sometime pro-
duce incorrect or nonsensical outputs, 
termed “electronic hallucination,” as 
they lack true comprehension of the 
information they generate. This risk is 
heightened if such outputs are used in 
critical applications, such as scientific 
research, without proper verification.

 ª Bias and marginalization: AI can 
amplify existing biases by relying on 
incomplete or inaccurate data, leading 
to skewed outputs that reinforce ste-
reotypes or marginalize certain groups 
or perspectives. For instance, over 57% 

of the open learning resources used to 
train AI systems are in English (see Fig-
ure 2), with minimal representation of 
other languages, including Arabic. This 
linguistic imbalance could result in lim-
ited understanding or misrepresenta-
tion of non-English-speaking cultures, 
underscoring the need for more robust 
and diverse content development.

 ª Lack of ethical and regulatory stan-
dards: AI lacks comprehensive ethical, 
legal and security frameworks that en-
sure its responsible use and adherence 
to intellectual property rights. This ab-
sence impacts the stability of economic 
performance and raises concerns about 
misuse, particularly in military oper-
ations, which can lead to catastrophic 

Source: “World Economic Outlook,” IMF, October 2024.
*Annual percentage change in average consumer prices

Map 1.2: Expected Annual Inflation Rate Ranges* for Countries  
for the Year 2025 (From Zero–Above %25)
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consequences. For instance, AI has been 
employed in military strategies, such as 
by Israeli forces during the war in Gaza, 
resulting in indiscriminate killings and 
the destruction of infrastructure.

Based on the foregoing, AI offers 
immense potential to transform econ-
omies and societies. Its advantages 
include enhancing productivity, cre-
ating new job opportunities, increas-
ing wages in specialized professions 
and addressing global challenges while 
driving economic growth. These ben-
efits underscore AI’s ability to reshape 
industries and improve efficiency, mak-
ing it a pivotal tool for the future. How-
ever, the rapid advancement of AI also 

comes with significant risks. Automa-
tion threatens the survival of traditional 
professions, potentially displacing large 
segments of the workforce. Additional-
ly, the absence of robust ethical and reg-
ulatory standards raises concerns about 
its misuse, particularly in areas such as 
security and intellectual property. AI’s 
current limitations in replicating hu-
man creativity, critical thinking, emo-
tional intelligence and interpersonal 
communication further emphasize its 
inability to fully replace human capabil-
ities. Looking ahead, there is consider-
able uncertainty about the trajectory of 
AI. While it may continue to grow and 
innovate, its future progress could be 

hindered if its risks outweigh its bene-
fits, particularly those with ethical, se-
curity and creative implications. None-
theless, AI represents a transformative 
opportunity to redefine skills and align 
jobs with the demands of future econo-
mies. To maximize its benefits and miti-
gate its risks, governments, institutions 
and individuals must proactively invest 
in education, training and policy devel-
opment. These efforts will ensure that 
AI is leveraged responsibly, benefiting 
individuals and economies while fos-
tering innovation and progress.

The Trade War Between the West and 
China and Its Implications

The combined economies of China, the 
United States and Europe account for 
roughly 60% of the global economy and 
around 45% of global trade. As compe-
tition intensifies between these major 
international powers to expand their 
influence, tensions have increasing-
ly turned into conflicts. Among these, 
the rivalry between the West and China 
stands out, taking on multiple dimen-
sions, including geopolitical and mili-
tary struggles over areas of influence, 
ideological conflicts aimed at spreading 
different systems, models and cultures, 
and notably, economic competition 
for global dominance. The commercial 

Item 2024* Annual 
Change 2025** Annual 

Change 2026** Annual 
Change

Gold $2,350 21% $2,325 -1.1% $2,250 -3.2%

Silver $28 19% $30 7.1% $31 3.3%

Platinum $1,000 3.5% $1,050 5% $1,100 4.8%

*Expected average for 2024: Note that the highest price during the year was $2,780 per ounce and the lowest price 
was $1,975 per ounce.
**Estimates.
Source: World Bank, October 2024.

Table 1.2: Prices of Precious Commodities and Their Annual Changes 
(2024-2026) — Dollars per Ounce
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aspect of this competition will be the 
central focus of this discussion.

First, there is a brief overview of the 
nature of the trade war between the 
West and China, with an emphasis on 
its most prominent tools. Second, there 
is an examination of China’s reactions 
and policies in response to the escalat-
ing economic conflict. Finally, there is 
an analysis of the economic effects of 
this trade war on both parties as well as 
on the global economy.

China and the West: The Escalation of 
the Trade War and the Tools Employed
The trade war between the West and Chi-
na is a battle for control over commerce 

and the protection of domestic econo-
mies. Both sides impose trade barriers 
or high customs duties on each other’s 
exports. Western countries seek to lim-
it the spread of low-cost Chinese goods 
and reduce their competitive impact in 
their local economies, particularly in 
strategic sectors. Meanwhile, China is 
focused on counteracting these mea-
sures and minimizing the economic 
losses it faces.

The trade war between the West and 
China is unfolding through various di-
mensions, including the imposition of 
high customs duties on Chinese exports 
of goods and technology to Europe (see 

Table 4). These duties particularly target 
sectors like electric cars and their bat-
teries, smartphones, renewable energy 
technology, and solar panels. Addition-
ally, fees are being levied on Chinese 
consumer products sold online. West-
ern countries are also working to limit 
China’s access to critical resources such 
as rare metals, semiconductors, aircraft, 
and artificial intelligence technologies.(96) 
Moreover, there are efforts to impose 
restrictions on Chinese investment and 
competition in global markets.

In 2018, the trade conflict between 
the United States and China intensi-
fied, with the Trump administration 
imposing tariffs on Chinese aluminum 
and steel imports ranging from 10% to 
25%. In response, China imposed tar-
iffs ranging from 5% to 25% on $34 bil-
lion(97) worth of US exports to China. 
Subsequently, the United States, under 
the Biden administration, restricted the 
export of technological products and 
semiconductors to China and imposed 
a 50% tariff on them. China is one of the 
largest trading partners of the United 
States, with their trade volume reaching 
$690 billion in 2023, including near-
ly $500 billion(98) in Chinese exports 
to the United States. This means that 
more than 70% of the bilateral trade 
volume is in China’s favor, rendering it 

Figure 1.1: OPEC Oil Barrel Prices in Dollars (2022-2024)

Source: Financial Times.
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significantly impacted by the US tariffs 
on its exports to the US market.

The trade conflict then spread to Eu-
ropean countries in what is known as 

the “butterfly effect,” particularly since 
2021. The EU focused on reducing reli-
ance on Chinese electric vehicles and 
clean energy items. As a result, the EU 

decided in October 2024 to significant-
ly increase customs duties on electric 
cars manufactured in China, reaching 
45.3%. Notably, China is Europe’s sec-
ond-largest trading partner after the 
ASEAN countries, with trade volumes 
reaching $856 billion in 2022 and $739 
billion in 2023.

China’s Reactions and Potential Poli-
cies

 ª Retaliation: China occasionally re-
sponds in kind by imposing similar tar-
iffs on US and European products, such 
as on European electric cars, or by re-
ducing imports of certain US goods, like 
agricultural products.

 ª Conservatism and a calculated ap-
proach: In some cases, China adopts a 
conservative and calculated approach 
to the economic war, preferring to avoid 
broadening confrontations and target-
ing specific entities rather than em-
ploying blanket measures. For example, 
instead of directly responding to the 
EU, China has focused its measures on 
specific countries within the EU, such 
as France, which takes a firmer stance 
toward China.(99) China may also resort 
to threatening to impose tariffs on key 
exports to the West or leverage its vast 
dollar reserves from US Treasury bonds 

State Estimated real GDP 
growth for 2024 (%)

Expected real GDP 
growth for 2025 (%)

The US 2.9 2.8

China 4.8 4.5

Japan 0.3 1.1

Germany 0.0 0.8

The UK 1.1 1.5

France 1.1 1.1

Italy 0.7 0.8

India 7 6.5

Brazil 3 2.2

Saudi Arabia 1.5 4.6

Türkiye 3 2.7

Egypt 2.7 4.1

Rising markets and emerging 
economies 4.2 4.2

Advanced economies 1.8 1.8

Average global GDP 3.2 3.2

Table 1.3: Estimates of Global Real GDP Growth for the Years 2024 and 2025

© 2024 Rasanah IIIS. 
Source: “World Economic Outlook,” IMF.
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as a potential tool for economic pres-
sure on the United States.

 ª Alternative policies: China pursues 
alternative confrontational policies, 
promoting domestic production and 
investing in research and development 
in advanced technology and innovation. 
This aims to reduce its reliance on im-
porting such products from the United 

States and Europe. Chinese policies like 
“Made in China 2025” have been an-
nounced to aid this goal, alongside ini-
tiatives to enhance the efficiency and 
independence of China’s supply chains.(100)

 ª Strengthening economic allianc-
es and new financial systems: China 
is working to strengthen economic 
alliances and promote new financial 

systems in cooperation with Russia. The 
country is also expanding the BRICS 
bloc and the SCO to pressure the United 
States and Europe. This includes efforts 
to create payment systems that com-
pete with the US dollar-based global 
financial system and Belgium cooper-
ative SWIFT, establish free trade zones, 
penetrate new markets, and boost com-
mercial and investment engagement 
across Asia, the Caucasus and Africa.

Future Economic Impacts of the Dis-
pute Between the Two Sides

After congratulating Trump on his 
presidential victory, China promptly 
reminded the new US president of the 
risks associated with escalating the 
trade war for both parties and the world 
as a whole. The Chinese Foreign Min-
istry’s statement(101) emphasized that, 
“There will be no winner in a trade war 
between China and the United States, 
which will not serve the world either.” 
In fact, the continuation of this conflict 
is expected to have various future eco-
nomic impacts on China, the United 
States, Europe and the world, most of 
which are negative, as explained below.

China
The escalation of the economic war 

with the United States and Europe will 

Risks for the Next 2 Years Risks for the Coming D ecade

Misinformation and disinformation Extreme climate changes

Extreme climate changes Radical change in ecological systems

Social polarization  Lack of biodiversity and collapse of the 
ecosystem

Lack of cybersecurity Decrease in natural resources

Armed conflict among nations Misinformation and disinformation

Decrease in economic opportunities Negative outcomes of AI

Inflation Forced migration

Forced migration Lack of cybersecurity

Economic recession Social polarization

Pollution Pollution

© 2024 Rasanah IIIS.
Data source: “Global Risks Report 2024,” World Economic Forum, January 10, 2024, accessed January 13, 2025, 
https://bit.ly/49y1xpC.

Table 1.4: 10 Risks Facing the Global Economy 
Within 2-10 Years Ranked by Importance
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impose serious challenges on China, the 

most significant of which are:

 ª Disruption of its supply chains, ne-

cessitating the relocation of some of its 

companies to Southeast Asian countries 

like Thailand and Vietnam or to Eastern 

European countries and Türkiye to by-

pass Western tariffs on Chinese exports.

 ª An increase in the cost of importing 

Western components if China decides to 

retaliate.

 ª The loss of job opportunities and the 
benefits of low-cost production within 
China.

 ª Higher production costs, leading to 
increased prices for finished products.

 ª Loss of market share for Chinese ex-
ports.

 ª These challenges may speed up Chi-
na’s development of domestic indus-
tries to replace imported Western goods, 
thereby increasing its influence in alter-
native markets.

The United States and Europe
For the United States and Europe, there 

are several benefits and challenges, the 
most significant of which are:

 ª The opportunity to support emerging 
industries and Western technology that 
face strong competition from Chinese ex-
ports, particularly in the automotive and 
solar energy sectors.

 ª The creation of new job opportunities 
and stimulation of growth.

 ª The acceleration of the Western goal 
to reduce dependence on China, diversify 
supply chains, and increase influence in 
Asian and European markets.

 ª On the downside, there is a high cost 
that Western economies will bear due to 
the escalation with China, especially the 
increase in inflationary pressures on the 
US and European economies, potentially 
leading to sustained inflation that may 
force central banks to raise interest rates 
again, negatively impacting investment 
and economic growth.

 ª Western economies will also suffer 
from the decline in their industrial ex-
ports to China due to reciprocal mea-
sures, particularly the United States, Ger-
many and France.

 ª China’s use of its holdings in US 
bonds as leverage to exert pressure and 

Map 1.3: Global Usage of ChatGPT Based on the Number of Visits in 
Millions up to March 2024

Source: World Bank.
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destabilize the US economy,(1) consider-
ing that China is the second-largest buy-
er of US bonds and a major creditor after 
Japan.

Global Economic Impact
 ª The ongoing escalation of the trade 

conflict threatens the stability and 
growth of the global economy, consider-
ing that the combined economies of Chi-
na, the United States and Europe account 
for nearly 60% of global GDP. These three 
regions are the driving forces of global 
economic growth and international trade.

 ª The conflict is also disrupting the 
smooth flow of international trade, as 
these three parties collectively account 
for nearly half of the global trade volume.

 ª The trade war is increasing produc-
tion costs, which will likely lead to higher 
global prices at a time when the world is 
still reeling from the effects of the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war and geopolitical tensions 
in the Middle East, meaning that con-
sumers will ultimately feel the impact.

 ª The ongoing tensions are reinforcing 
protectionist policies and strengthening 
economic blocs worldwide.

Given these developments, expec-
tations for the near future suggest an 

 (1) China holds approximately $870 billion in US bonds and can exert pressure with this tool in several ways, including gradually stopping the purchase of US bonds. This action
 puts pressure on the US Treasury and could push it to raise interest rates to attract other investors. Another method of pressure is for China to sell US bonds in large quantities,
 which undermines international confidence in them, increases interest rates to entice buyers, and thus places additional financial pressure on the US government, negatively
 impacting the dollar’s value in international currency markets. However, on the other hand, China understands the importance of using this weapon cautiously, as the dollar is part
of its monetary reserves and foreign assets, and its depreciation affects the competitiveness of its exports.

intensifying competition between the 
West and China to safeguard their do-
mestic industries and maintain the com-
petitiveness of their international trade. 
This will likely escalate the trade conflict 
between them. Under the administra-
tion of US President Trump, protection-
ist policies toward China could increase, 

particularly in key industries such as al-
ternative energy, renewable technology, 
semiconductors, rare metals and raw ma-
terials. However, both sides are aware of 
the risks associated with a complete and 
uncalculated escalation of the conflict, as 
it could destabilize their economies. As a 
result, there will likely be opportunities 

Positive Impacts Negative Impacts

Contributing approximately $16 trillion to 
the global economy by 2030

Changing the nature of 30% of jobs 
in routine tasks such as manufac-
turing and transportation

Increasing global retail sales by more than 
10% in real terms

Market manipulation or causing 
financial disruptions

Investment in the field has grown to excess 
of $98 billion

Misinformation and electronic hal-
lucinations

Providing savings and expenditures worth 
up to $150 billion annually by 2026

Reliance on predetermined out-
comes and hindrance of cognitive 
skill development

Accelerating the use of small nuclear reac-
tors to generate electricity for businesses Unscientific bias

Developing financial, healthcare and edu-
cational applications

Lack of ethical standards and ran-
dom destruction

© 2024 Rasanah IIIS.

Table 1.5: Positive Versus Negative Impacts of AI
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for diplomatic solutions and economic 
negotiations, aiming to balance the pur-
suit of national interests and goals with 
the need to avoid long-term economic 
costs.

New Trends in Developing Economics 
in the Face of Mounting Challenges

Despite its heavy reliance on predictive 
numerical and mathematical models, 
economics has faced significant criti-
cism for its failure to foresee major fi-
nancial and economic crises in the last 

 (1) In the 1970s and 1980s, following the emergence of the stagflation crisis, criticism was directed at traditional Keynesian capitalism that focused on aggregate demand to
 stimulate economic growth. This led to the rise of the neoliberal school advocating for free trade, price liberalization, and reduced government intervention. Economic theories
 such as the aggregate supply theory emerged, and the monetarist school gained prominence to address the challenges of that time. In the 1990s, neoliberal capitalism spread
 globally in contrast to the decline of socialism following the fall of the Soviet Union. Neoliberal ideas expanded as both the IMF and the World Bank promoted the principles of
 globalization, trade liberalization and increased economic interconnectedness. Behavioral economics began to take shape, attempting to integrate psychological factors into
 economic models and decision-making. After the global financial crisis in 2008, criticism of the over-reliance on mathematical economic models grew, particularly as they failed to
 predict economic crises. Calls for focusing on sustainability and environmental preservation increased. Following the Middle East revolutions since late 2010, there was a growing
 emphasis on social justice issues and reducing inequality, prompting economic theorists to reconsider traditional methods and models, with a heightened focus on behavioral
economics and the role of governments in combating poverty and reducing inequality.

two decades, such as the global financial 
crisis of 2008. It has also been criticized 
for not adequately addressing the severe 
economic consequences of these crises, 
including recession, inflation, inequal-
ity and rising poverty worldwide. Over 
the past five years, since 2020, the glob-
al economy has been severely impact-
ed by major global events, notably the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Russia-Ukraine 
war and tensions in the Middle East. 
These events have created deep finan-
cial and economic challenges that have 

adversely affected both governments and 
populations. The repercussions of these 
events are still felt today, with many is-
sues remaining unresolved, including 
the threat of a prolonged global recession, 
inflation, escalating levels of poverty, in-
equality, debt, unemployment and other 
ongoing economic difficulties.

Although economics has faced a long 
history of criticism and development 
over the past six decades,(1) there have 
been increasing calls in recent years from 
some economists for the adoption of 

Figure 1.2: Languages of Open Learning Databases Used to Train AI Systems

Source: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, (OECD.AI 2024).
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new approaches in both theoretical and 
applied economics. New critical move-
ments have emerged, advocating for a 
reevaluation of economic theories. These 
calls emphasize the importance of devel-
oping economics as a social science that 
deals with constantly evolving human be-
havior, which is difficult to predict, rather 
than treating it like a natural science such 
as physics, chemistry or mathematics, 
which is governed by fixed natural laws 
that yield predictable outcomes.

Recent trends in the development of 
science include a reevaluation of eco-
nomic policies and a call for a more ac-
tive government role in the economy 
to achieve necessary balances. There is 
also a growing focus on environmental 
issues, climate change, sustainability 
and the circular economy. Attention 
is being directed toward the welfare 
economy,(102) digitization and big data 
analysis. Additionally, there is a push to 
review the roles of major international 
financial institutions, particularly the 
IMF and the World Bank. Expanding the 
understanding of behavioral econom-
ics, increasing environmental aware-
ness and emphasizing social aspects 
and sustainable growth are also high-
lighted, moving away from a sole focus 
on accumulating physical capital and 
excessive consumption of resources. 

These shifts can be explained in more 
detail as follows:

Reevaluating Prevailing Economic 
Policies
This includes reconsidering neoliberal 
policies and globalization, as well as the 
exclusive focus on capital accumulation 
and market efficiency. There is a call to 
review the roles of the state in economic 
activity. Additionally, there is a push for 
greater attention to the welfare econ-
omy, with an emphasis on achieving 
social justice, reducing inequality, ad-
dressing the sharp disparity in wealth 
and income, and developing human 
capital alongside material capital.

An example of the theoretical revi-
sions proposed by some economists 
comes from Angus Deaton, an Ameri-
can professor at Princeton University 
and Nobel Prize winner in economics. 
He stated, “We as a group did not pre-
dict the financial crisis, and worse, we 
may have contributed to it through an 
overly ambitious belief in the efficien-
cy of markets.” He also expressed doubt 
about his previous claims, saying, “I also 
doubt what I and others have claimed in 
the past, that globalization was respon-
sible for the great decline in global pov-
erty over the past 30 years. I believe that 
the decline in poverty rates in India had 

little to do with global trade and that 
the reduction in poverty rates in China 
could have occurred in rich countries 
with less harm to workers.”

In the same context, Joseph Stiglitz, 
a Nobel Prize-winning economist from 
Columbia University,(103) argues that the 
United States itself violated the eco-
nomic principles it had followed for four 
decades when it intervened to save the 
US economy after the coronavirus pan-
demic. He describes this as “an obvious 
matter to compensate for forty years of 
failed neoliberal policies.”

Countering Western Dominance Over 
Specialization and Increasing Interest 
in History
In an article in Finance and Devel-
opment, the IMF’s premier research 
journal, Jayati Ghosh, a professor of 
economics at the University of Mas-
sachusetts Amherst, accused North 
Atlantic universities — particularly in 
the United States and Europe — of po-
sitioning themselves as “guardians of 
the profession.” She claimed that these 
institutions monopolize the field and 
dominate economic ideas, promoting 
them through leading journals while 
excluding or marginalizing alterna-
tive viewpoints over the past decades. 
According to Ghosh, this approach 
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assumes that “real knowledge is created 
in the North and disseminated abroad.” 
She called for economic theories and 
analyses to account for history(104) in or-
der to better understand current reali-
ties and predict the future.

It is notable that in October 2024, the 
Nobel Prize in economics was awarded 
to three Western researchers for their 
in-depth historical economic research 
focused on the study of income and 

wealth inequality and economic stabil-
ity between countries. This highlights a 
growing interest in economic history.

Increased Interest in Behavioral Eco-
nomics
There has been an increasing call to 
develop behavioral economics by in-
tegrating psychology with economics, 
giving more consideration to the effects 
of human behavior on individual eco-
nomic decisions. This approach offers 

an alternative to traditional economic 
models that assume complete rational-
ity in human behavior, an assumption 
that has proven unrealistic and result-
ed in inaccurate outcomes in the past, 
including the failure to predict future 
financial and economic crises.

Economic Digitization
There is increasing interest in inte-
grating big data, machine learning and 
Generative AI into economic model-
ing to help governments enhance eco-
nomic planning and resource manage-
ment. This integration also aids major 
financial institutions in making better 
investment decisions and responding 
more accurately to market changes. Ad-
ditionally, there is a rising trend to de-
velop technical methods for collecting 
large-scale data from open sources like 
social media, with the goal of re-analyz-
ing it to understand consumer behavior 
and preferences, thereby shaping more 
effective economic policies and accel-
erating responses to market shifts, all 
while addressing potential security 
challenges.(105)

Reforming International Financial 
Institutions
Criticism has been directed at the Bret-
ton Woods institutions, particularly the 
IMF and World Bank, urging them to 

European and US Tariffs on Chinese 
Goods Chinese Tariffs on Western Goods

US tariffs on Chinese aluminum and steel 
imports ranging from 10% to 25%

Chinese tariffs on $34 billion worth of 
US exports ranging from 5% to 25%.

US tariffs on Chinese clothing and goods 
exports at 15%, valued at $112 billion

Threat of tariffs on European meat 
and alcohol products

US tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles 
between 25% and 100%

Chinese tariffs on electric vehicle 
imports from Europe and the US 
ranging from 10% to 25%

US restrictions on the export of 
semiconductor chips to China and tariffs 
on semiconductors at 50%

Tariffs on US agricultural products 
like soybeans up to 25%

European tariffs on electric vehicles 
ranging from 17% to 38%

Threat of targeting French cosmetics 
products

© 2024 Rasanah IIIS.

Table 1.5: Examples of the Trade War Between the United States, 
Europe and China
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implement structural reforms, increase 
transparency, alleviate the pressures 
of major countries, ease lending con-
ditions for developing countries and 
ensure fairer representation for these 
countries. On the 80th anniversary of 
their founding, a joint memorandum 
from American economist Mohamed 
el-Erian and former British Prime Min-
ister Gordon Brown criticized the roles 
and structure of these institutions. 
They pointed out the lack of fairness in 
lending conditions, the disproportion-
ate control held by a minority in deci-
sion-making and the failure of the insti-
tutions to predict financial shocks.(106)

Sustainability and the Circular Econo-
my
There is a call for the economy to meet 
people’s needs without surpassing en-
vironmental limits, meaning it should 
not deplete natural resources, wealth 
and freshwater, nor should it contribute 
to air pollution or climate change. This 
approach aims to prevent long-term 
economic crises, such as famines or fu-
ture conflicts stemming from resource 
scarcity and competition.

In conclusion, calls for the modern-
ization of economics are a natural part 
of scientific development, and these 
trends do not diminish the significance 

of economics, which remains one of the 
most practical social sciences aimed at 
improving human life. As the simplest 
definition of economics suggests, it is 
the science that seeks to manage lim-
ited resources to satisfy humans’ un-
limited needs. It aims to analyze reality 
and predict the future with the greatest 
possible accuracy and the least amount 
of error. To achieve this, its principles 
should be based on solid theoretical 
foundations, drawing from history 
and real-world experience. Additional-
ly, economics should not be exploited 
to serve the interests of economically 
dominant global powers and outdated 
or inefficient ideas should be reconsid-
ered. There should also be more inte-
gration between economics and other 
social sciences, particularly history, 
psychology and sociology, as economics 
addresses ever-changing human behav-
ior, which is difficult to predict. This ap-
proach is gaining traction in economic 
circles and is expected to continue de-
veloping in the short to medium term, 
with the goal of improving the global 
economy and better managing future 
risks amid growing and interconnected 
challenges.

Conclusion: Fluctuating Economic 
Trends Amid Challenges

The stability of the global economy in 
the near future will largely depend on 
how effectively the growing geopolit-
ical risks, particularly in the Middle 
East and Europe, are managed. While 
prospects for economic growth remain 
weak, they are somewhat better than in 
previous years, with expectations for 
further interest rate cuts in 2025 aimed 
at stimulating investment, employment 
and growth. This may lead to improve-
ments in inflation levels, which could 
trend downward, unless geopolitical 
and environmental challenges, along 
with protectionist tendencies, worsen 
— especially with the return of Trump 
to the White House. An escalation of 
these challenges could negatively im-
pact the prices of metals, raw materials 
and basic food sources.

AI is expected to continue its rapid 
development, with potential positive ef-
fects on productivity, economic growth, 
risk management and the creation of 
new professions. It will also reshape ex-
isting jobs and industries, presenting 
an opportunity to adjust skills in line 
with new economic needs. However, AI 
will also pose competition for some rou-
tine and traditional jobs and introduce 
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security, ethical and psychological chal-
lenges that must be addressed.

China is expected to further its ef-
forts to strengthen its domestic alterna-
tive policies/approaches, intensifying 
the trade conflict between the West and 
China as both sides aim to protect their 
local industries and global trade inter-
ests. Fears of escalating the trade con-
flict and the decline of trade globaliza-
tion, led by China in recent decades, are 
growing, especially in light of the Trump 
administration embracing a tough-
er stance toward China and Europe’s 
push to protect its clean energy and 
renewable technology sectors. Never-
theless, the high costs of such conflicts 
may push all parties toward diplomatic 
solutions and economic negotiations to 
avoid long-term losses that would de-
stabilize the global economy.

In the coming years, economics is 
expected to undergo reviews and de-
velopment, integrating more with other 
social sciences like psychology and his-
tory. This will enhance its ability to offer 
realistic solutions to complex human 
challenges, predict volatile behavior 
and manage risks and issues impacting 
the global economy.

Non-traditional Security Issues
Developments in non-traditional se-
curity issues appear to have advanced 
since the publication of the 2023 ASR, as 
escalating competition between major 
powers during 2024 triggered conflicts 
extending to cyberspace and space 
exploration as well as resource-rich 
regions and those with reserves of 
traditional energy sources. The year 
2024 witnessed the heralding of a new 
technological era, where disruption 
has become the norm — transforming 
how people communicate socially, ad-
dressing previously incurable and irre-
versible health conditions, shrinking 
the size of tools, computers and vehi-
cles and even discovering water on the 
moon and mineral resources in space. 
Scientific and technological upheaval 
is poised to reshape social norms, eco-
nomic practices and perceptions of ex-
ternal threats. The year 2024 will likely 
be remembered for the intensification 
of the chip war between the world’s two 
superpowers, with the most destabiliz-
ing phenomenon being the excessive 
use of AI in devices and social media al-
gorithms.

The 2024 ASR discusses the role of so-
cial media platforms in provoking chaos 
and hatred; the advancement in human 
chip brain implants; cybersecurity and 

hacking and AI and its legal and moral 
challenges. Finally, it provides a fore-
cast of the future trends of security 
threats in 2025.

The Role of Social Media Platforms in 
Fomenting Chaos and Spreading Hate

Misuse and polarization have intensi-
fied at the technological level, spanning 
both the vertical and horizontal axes of 
society and nation-states. Social media 
and messaging apps, which became part 
of our lives over a decade ago, have now 
emerged as troubling threats at the na-
tional and global levels, undermining 
fundamental norms of truth and free-
dom of expression.

Some governments have begun to 
take action. The UK House of Commons 
is set to summon Elon Musk, owner of 
X, along with senior executives from 
Meta and TikTok, as part of a parliamen-
tary inquiry in early 2025. The inquiry 
will address “social media, misleading 
content, and harmful algorithms” that 
contributed to last summer’s riots. UK 
members of Parliament are examining 
the role of disinformation and Gener-
ative AI, which was used to incite an-
ti-Muslim protests following the kill-
ing of three schoolgirls in Southport. 
The inquiry also targets Silicon Val-
ley’s business models, which allegedly 
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“encourage the spread of misleading 
and harmful content.”(107) This follows 
disinformation-fueled violence in mul-
tiple cities across England and Wales, 
resulting in 741 arrests, including 32 for 
online incitement.(108) Musk has sug-
gested that he and others may also be 
summoned in the United States to ad-
dress concerns about platform censor-
ship and threats to US citizens.(109)

The case stems from a post by Musk 
during heightened tensions, where he 
shared misleading information on X, 
stating, “I don’t think anyone should go 
to the UK when they are releasing con-
victed pedophiles to jail people for so-
cial media posts.”(110) While the British 
government has been releasing some 
prisoners early due to overcrowding, 
sex offenders have not been includ-
ed. Musk also reignited controversy 
by reinstating banned extremists like 
Tommy Robinson and Andrew Tate and 
subsequently posting, “Civil war is inev-
itable.”(111) Earlier, Musk garnered public 
attention for engaging positively with 
Germany’s far-right party and provok-
ing a response from the German Foreign 
Ministry. After Musk criticized funding 
for NGOs rescuing migrants in the Med-
iterranean, the ministry replied, “Yes. 
It’s called saving lives.”(112) Musk, whose 
net worth is $250 billion, has also faced 

criticism for banning journalists criti-
cal of Israel on X. Under the UK’s Inter-
net Safety Act, X and other social media 
platforms are required to remove con-
tent that could incite violence or racial 
hatred, placing Musk’s platform under 
increased scrutiny.

In this climate, restrictive policies 
targeting social media platforms are 
gaining traction. Notably, TikTok is en-
gaged in an existential legal battle in 
the United States. Under federal law, 
the company is required to either divest 
its ownership or face a potential na-
tionwide ban early next year. The case 
is likely to reach the US Supreme Court, 
as the platform confronts allegations 
of privacy violations and accusations 
of spying on users for the benefit of the 
Chinese government.(113)

In Latin America, Brazil’s Supreme 
Federal Court suspended X from oper-
ating in the country between August 30 
and October 8, 2024, citing issues relat-
ed to “freedom of expression, far-right 
accounts, and misinformation.”(114) The 
platform, resumed service after com-
plying with the court’s demands, which 
included blocking certain accounts, 
paying fines, and appointing a legal 
representative in Brazil. X had been ac-
cused of unfairly supporting Jair Bol-
sonaro, the far-right Brazilian leader 

who has publicly praised Musk. Addi-
tionally, Brazil temporarily detained 
Meta officials for failing to retrieve fully 
encrypted WhatsApp messages.

On the Asian front, for nearly three 
years, X has complied with demands 
favoring the Indian government. Mean-
while, Türkiye, Pakistan and Egypt have 
temporarily blocked X for its failure to 
curb the spread of fake news and dis-
sent and for not appointing legal repre-
sentatives. In contrast, countries such 
as Russia, China, Iran, Myanmar, North 
Korea, Venezuela and Turkmenistan 
completely prevent their citizens from 
accessing this platform.

The platform has also drawn criticism 
from numerous lawmakers and the Eu-
ropean Commission under Europe’s 
Digital Services Act. This legislation 
requires very large online platforms to 
assess and report on their efforts to ad-
dress systemic risks, including illegal 
content, threats to electoral integrity 
and user safety concerns, which stem 
from the inherent design of their ser-
vices.

Telegram CEO Pavel Durov, who, like 
Musk, wholly owns the platform, has 
also faced legal challenges. He was re-
cently placed under arrest in France. 
Durov is facing charges for not coop-
erating in criminal investigations that 
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include cases of child sex trafficking, 
with a potential sentence of up to 10 
years if convicted.

Telegram operates with two distinct 
streams of activity: open, unencrypted 
social networks, such as group chats 
and person-to-person messaging, and 
encrypted secret chats. The latter offers 
a space for illegal activities, including 
child exploitation, terrorism, drug traf-
ficking and other criminal endeavors. 
Unlike Signal, Telegram’s encryption 
methods do not undergo public scru-
tiny, raising concerns about the plat-
form’s role in facilitating criminal activ-
ities.

Countries are implementing vari-
ous regulatory measures to safeguard 
their citizens, with a particular focus on 
protecting children, the most vulnera-
ble demographic. Following extensive 
public discussions, the Australian Par-
liament became the first globally to ban 
social media use for children under 16, 
although the exact age limit has not yet 
been determined. The new legislation 
mandates that tech companies must 
take “reasonable steps” to prevent un-
derage users from accessing their ser-
vices, with potential fines nearing $32 
million for non-compliance.(115)

“Social media platforms now have a 
responsibility to prioritize the safety 

of our children,” said Australian Prime 
Minister Anthony Albanese. He added, 
“We recognize that social media can 
serve as a tool for bullies, a source of 
peer pressure, a contributor to anxiety, a 
haven for predators, and, most concern-
ingly, a vehicle for online exploitation.”(116)

Therefore, with the inconsistent reg-
ulation of high-tech social media, there 
is a risk that a handful of billionaires 
could reshape reality by rapidly dis-
seminating fake news, creating serious 
existential challenges. So far, social me-
dia has mainly facilitated election in-
terference and xenophobic sentiments. 
With either a lack of oversight or limit-
ed moderation, these platforms could 
lead to full-scale conflicts between ri-
val nations. Adding to the complexity 
for governments like the UK, Musk’s 
controversial stance could strain rela-
tions with President Trump. In France, 
there is also a growing concern that the 
far right could strengthen its influence 
with the support of tech billionaires 
who enjoy massive, dedicated follow-
ings on these influential, adaptable and 
indispensable virtual platforms.

However, in 2025, the White House 
and the EU may find themselves at odds 
over social media regulation. Trump 
controls Truth Social, a rival platform 
to Musk’s X. Amid ongoing trade wars 

and broader geopolitical tensions; this 
could spark a digital clash of internet 
policies and values between the United 
States and the EU, with competing vi-
sions for regulation and control shaping 
the future of the digital landscape.

Advancements in Human Brain Chip 
Implants
Human-computer interaction technol-
ogy is advancing through a specialized 
form of AI known as the human brain 
chip. While this technology holds great 
promise, it also brings significant risks, 
as it can potentially access and influ-
ence the human mind. Neuroscientists 
are now able to alter neural activity to 
encourage or modify specific behaviors. 
For instance, researchers have demon-
strated that a brain chip can compel a 
laboratory animal to drink water not out 
of instinct or need, but by directly ma-
nipulating its neurons, showcasing the 
profound capabilities and ethical con-
cerns surrounding this technology’s fu-
ture potential.

Neural privacy could soon become 
outdated, as advances in neuroscience 
and technology make it possible to de-
code thoughts, including subconscious 
ones — those that individuals may not 
even be aware of. New devices might 
also create a divide among people, 
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categorizing them based on their men-
tal capacities and adaptability. An even 
more disturbing possibility is the direct 
transmission of biased or discriminato-
ry content into people’s brains, which 
could manipulate belief systems and al-
ter perspectives, fundamentally trans-
forming how individuals think, believe 
and interact with reality.

Mental health treatments could be 
revolutionized by implantable technol-
ogy that addresses issues at the neural 
level. Advances in neuroscience sug-
gest that mental illnesses might be di-
agnosed and treated through minimal-
ly invasive procedures. For example, a 
small device could be implanted in the 
brain through a routine procedure that 
only requires a small hole to be drilled 
— something a neurosurgeon performs 
regularly. This device could target spe-
cific regions of the brain, such as the ar-
eas associated with executive function 
or depression, to stimulate activity and 
alleviate mental health issues that med-
ication often fails to address. The proce-
dure would be quicker and less invasive 
than most cosmetic surgeries, such as 
a rhinoplasty, taking less than 30 min-
utes.(117)

Neural implant technology could 
offer groundbreaking treatments for 
a variety of mental health conditions, 

including post-traumatic stress dis-
order, attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder and obsessive-compulsive dis-
order. Beyond these, it may also play a 
crucial role in combating cognitive de-
cline associated with Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Scientists are working to restore 
neural activity in existing brain circuits, 
a process that could potentially slow or 
even prevent the onset of Alzheimer’s 
within the next decade. Electronic ther-
apy offers a future where mental health 
interventions are targeted, precise and 
more effective, leveraging advanced 
neuroscience to address neurological 
and psychological challenges that tra-
ditional treatments struggle to resolve.

Many of these advancements could 
be seamlessly managed through hu-
man-computer interface technology. 
One notable development is the elec-
trode-stent implant, which utilizes the 
brain’s natural blood vessels(118) — es-
sentially its internal highways — to 
connect with a catheter through a small 
incision in the skin. Though still in the 
experimental phase, this technology 
is aimed at detecting motor control 
brain activity, enabling individuals to 
regain voluntary movement directly 
through their thoughts. Participants 
in these studies could potentially use 
their minds to send text messages, 

illustrating the incredible promise of 
neurotechnology. Once refined and ap-
proved by regulatory authorities, such 
technology could revolutionize the lives 
of millions, offering new possibilities 
for mobility, communication, and over-
all quality of life.

Neurotechnology sets a high stan-
dard for non-invasive, wearable devices 
that offer user-friendly interaction. For 
instance, Meta’s Control Labs intro-
duced a wristband-like neurodevice six 
years ago, capable of reading thoughts 
and executing actions based on mental 
input. This innovative tool enables us-
ers to search for music or locate unread 
emails within smart glasses’ inboxes, 
allowing the brain to communicate with 
external devices just as effortlessly as it 
interacts with the hand.(119)

The competition to leverage neuro-
technology is rapidly advancing. Apple 
has recently pursued a patent for an 
earpiece featuring an electroencepha-
logram (EEG) to capture brain activity.(120) 
This device enables hands-free control 
of various functions, like checking and 
reading emails aloud while driving or 
jogging, using only brain-computer in-
terface. Meanwhile, OpenPC is working 
to democratize brain-computer interac-
tion by offering open-source biosensing 
and neuroscience tools. OpenPC aims 
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to integrate these technologies into 
consumer products ethically, ensuring 
user mental health(121) and safety remain 
a priority. Their mind-reading headset 
combines next-generation biometrics, 
mixed reality, eye tracking and vision 
integration into a single wearable plat-
form,(122) which has been in develop-
ment for four years and continues to 
push technological boundaries.

At Illinois Tech, researchers are test-
ing advanced implants containing 25 
miniature stimulators, each about the 
size of a pencil eraser and equipped 
with 16 tiny electrodes thinner than hu-
man hair. These implants have shown 
remarkable success in providing arti-
ficial vision to blind patients, enabling 
them to walk independently with min-
imal surgical intervention.(123) While ar-
tificial vision does not replicate natural 
sight, it significantly enhances orienta-
tion and mobility for blind individuals. 
A major challenge remains customizing 
the electrodes for each patient to opti-
mize performance. Notably, this tech-
nology became the first to receive US 
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 
approval for implantation in the brain 
of a blind person,(124) marking a signifi-
cant milestone in neurotechnology and 
assistive devices.

Neuralink, founded by Musk, has 
struggled to meet the ambitious ex-
pectations set by its founder. While the 
company secured approval from the 
FDA to proceed with implant tests in 
more patients, it remains tight-lipped 
about further developments and the 
specifics of these tests.(125)

Research and development in hu-
man-computer interaction technology 
are not confined to the United States; 
European nations like Spain, Germa-
ny and France are actively investing in 
this technology, while China and Rus-
sia remain less transparent about their 
human-computer interaction projects. 
However, it is clear that major global 
powers will not leave such a crucial re-
search area unregulated, particularly 
given the potential military applications 
of implant technologies. During the 
Trump era, US scientists noted that the 
FDA appeared more open to approving 
human testing of these implants, which 
could accelerate development with less 
stringent oversight. Therefore, address-
ing the ethical challenges of mind-read-
ing and brain hacking requires the es-
tablishment of clear safeguards before 
the FDA grants commercial approval, 
ensuring that the technology is devel-
oped and deployed in a responsible and 
regulated manner.

The Global Space Race
Advances in science and technology 
have ushered in a new era of space ex-
ploration, with significant implica-
tions for Earth’s population, both in 
terms of benefits and potential risks. 
Unlike in previous decades when gov-
ernment-funded agencies led space 
missions, private companies in the 
United States, China and the EU now 
dominate space travel and the exploita-
tion of resources,(126) which may appear 
surprising at first glance. The current 
geopolitical landscape, marked by in-
tense polarization, complicates the es-
tablishment of clear rules for the space 
economy and raises concerns about the 
militarization of space.

As private entities increasingly drive 
space endeavors, there is a pressing 
need for international agreements and 
cooperation to ensure ethical, sustain-
able and responsible exploration and 
exploitation of space resources.(127) Gov-
ernments are increasingly entering the 
competitive realm of space exploration. 
In 2023, China’s Chang’e-6 spacecraft 
achieved a milestone by landing on 
the dark side of the moon; while India 
became the fourth country to success-
fully, land on the moon with its Chan-
drayaan-3 mission near the moon’s 
south pole. However, not all missions 
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have been successful. Russia’s Luna-25 
probe crashed on the lunar surface just 
days before India’s successful land-
ing.(128) The failure was partly attributed 
to challenges in acquiring key technolo-
gies, as Airbus declined to sell a crucial 
navigation device for the mission due to 
international sanctions following Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine. This incident 
highlights the intersection of geopoli-
tics and space exploration, where dip-
lomatic tensions can directly influence 
technological capabilities and mission 
outcomes.

China’s recent mission brought back 
samples from the moon’s crust to study 
the universe’s history. With the far side 
of the moon having a thicker and dis-
tinct crust, China aims to uncover water, 
early-universe traces and rare minerals. 
The concept of an economic corridor 
between the moon and Earth has also 
been proposed.(129)

These soil samples are being analyzed 
by various institutes in China, which 
have pledged to share them with other 
space exploration entities, including 
the European Space Agency (ESA) and 
NASA.(130) Notably, it took the Chang’e-5 
mission two and a half years to share its 
lunar samples for global research after 
its 2019 landing.

China is the third country, alongside 
the United States and Russia, to operate 
its own space station, Tiangong, which 
accommodates three astronauts on 
six-month rotations. The China Nation-
al Space Administration, active since 
2021, plans to add two more stations, 
doubling astronaut capacity. Despite 
its compact size, China’s space base 
fully meets its needs, while its BeiDou 
system rivals the US Global Positioning 
System (GPS).

China plans to send a manned mis-
sion, including three astronauts, to the 
moon in 2029 as part of the 80th anni-
versary celebrations of the People’s Re-
public of China. Ahead of this milestone, 
Beijing intends to launch Chang’e-7 in 
2026 and Chang’e-8 thereafter, with 
plans to test 3D printing bricks using 
lunar soil as a step toward establishing 
a manned base.

The United States has largely shifted 
its focus from the moon to advancing 
knowledge and technology for study-
ing Mars, asteroids and the universe’s 
history. NASA is set to resume manned 
lunar missions in 2025, with China, ESA 
and Japan following suit.(131) The discov-
ery of water deposits on the moon could 
ignite renewed competition for space 
resources and military dominance.

If countries conducting lunar mis-
sions discover water on the moon’s sur-
face, a race will likely follow to deter-
mine its quantity, develop extraction 
methods under lunar gravity and sepa-
rate hydrogen and oxygen for fuel and 
human use. Seismometers are already 
in place to study lunar quakes, volcanic 
activity and soil temperatures.

Given the strategic significance and 
immense financial costs, no space or 
celestial body base would be exclusively 
dedicated to civilian scientific research. 
Such dual-use facilities would inevita-
bly focus on both mineral exploration 
and military capabilities.

The Artemis Accords, initiated in 
2020, are bilateral agreements between 
the US government and various coun-
tries to establish outer space standards. 
Signatories include Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE and Bahrain.

The United States operates multiple 
ground stations for deep-space com-
munications, while China has been pro-
moting the International Lunar Research 
Station since 2023, with participants in-
cluding Russia, Türkiye, Egypt and Pa-
kistan. Beijing is also constructing the 
Espacio Legano station in Neuquén, Ar-
gentina, alongside two stations already 
located within its own territory.

P
a

r
t
 1

R
a

s
a

n
a

h

GLOBAL DEVELOPMENTS 85

P
a

r
t
 2

P
a

r
t
 3

P
a

r
t
 4

A
n

n
u

a
l 

S
t
r
a

t
e

g
ic

 R
e

p
o

r
t
 2

0
2

4
 -

 2
0

2
5



De-
s p i t e 

i n c r e a s-
ing compe-

tition, the UN 
Working Group on 

Legal Issues, tasked with 
proposing principles for space resource 
exploitation by 2027, seems far from 
achieving its goals. This is compounded 
by renewed global competition in out-
er space and unprecedented political 
polarization since the Cold War’s end. 
Alongside private entities involved in 
space missions, the field now includes 
dual-use technologies, while the Outer 
Space Treaty remains outdated and inad-
equate.

If the moon serves as a testing ground 
for Mars, it could also become a model 
for building weapons factories and es-
tablishing satellite jamming stations for 
conflicts on Earth. The United States, 
Russia, China and India have already 
demonstrated their ability to launch 

satellites from Earth, and if any country 
attempts to do so from the moon, others 
are likely to follow.

Although the moon is roughly the size 
of the Asian continent and offers many 
attractive sites for resource exploitation, 
it will still require strict regulation. De-
fining the rules for both lunar habitation 
and the lunar economy is a significant 
challenge. Global competition and polit-
ical polarization further complicate the 
work of the UN Working Group studying 
legal issues related to space resource ex-
ploitation, with the first proposed princi-
ples not expected until 2027. The unregu-
lated space race presents unprecedented 
challenges to global security.

Strategic competition in space ranges 
from jamming GPS satellites to launch-
ing cyberattacks or using lasers to de-
stroy space assets. A military base in 
space is an imminent reality, and it is 
only a matter of time. While the Unit-
ed States and China may be the leading 
contenders, others are likely to follow. A 
manned lunar base opens up new possi-
bilities, with military applications that 
far outweigh the alleged peaceful civilian 
benefits. Given the strategic importance 
of the Starlink constellation for Ukraine 
in the Russia-Ukraine war, other space 
giants are preparing to launch their own 

satellites to disrupt or extend competi-
tors’ internet capabilities.

Cyber-security and Hacking

Cybersecurity is one of the most challeng-
ing areas for protecting national and cor-
porate interests despite its relative new-
ness. In 2024, both state and non-state 
actors engaged in cyberattacks targeting 
governments, militaries, energy pipe-
lines, hospitals, pharmaceuticals, banks, 
corporations, research institutions and 
individuals. The most spectacular attack 
this year involved the simultaneous ex-
plosion of pagers and walkie-talkies in 
the hands or pockets of hundreds of peo-
ple deemed non-state actors. The perpe-
trator was a state actor. Whether legal or 
not, this tactic exposed and paralyzed a 
dangerous armed organization. The cy-
bersecurity dilemma mirrors that of law 
enforcement: the public often only hears 
about the crime when the perpetrator 
wins, and successful hacks or intrusions 
are frequently covered up to preserve 
state prestige or corporate interests.

In 2024, cybersecurity faced unique 
and innovative challenges as state insti-
tutions struggled to develop regulations 
and laws to pursue perpetrators. Cyberse-
curity experts also worked to detect and 
thwart these threats. On September 27, 
the United States indicted three members 

w w w . r a s a n a h - i i i s . o r g

86



of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) for hacking into email ac-
counts associated with Trump’s 2024 
presidential campaign.(132) They used 
phishing techniques on a small number 
of campaign staffers, gaining access to 
key servers.

In July, Fuad Shukr, a senior Hezbollah 
commander known as al-Hajj Mohsen, 
was targeted. The caller, who appeared to 
be someone Shukr trusted due to his rare 
phone number, led him to the exposed 
seventh floor of the building where he 
was staying. Once there, a missile struck 
him in retaliation for the killing of 12 chil-
dren in the village of Majdal Shams in the 
Israeli-occupied Golan Heights.(133) Israel 
claimed the attack was part of the liqui-
dation of Hezbollah’s military leadership.

In July, a major global IT outage affect-
ed 8.5 million Microsoft Windows devic-
es, causing widespread disruptions to air-
lines, banks, healthcare providers, retail 
payment terminals and ATMs worldwide. 
While not attributed to a hacker group, the 
outage revealed a vulnerability caused by 
a flawed update to CrowdStrike’s cloud-
based security software.

On November 22, 2023, a woman from 
southern Lebanon received a phone call 
from an official who asked in fluent Ara-
bic if her family was home. Shortly after, 
a rocket attack struck her street in the 

village of Beit Yahoun, killing five Hezbol-
lah members.(134)

Hezbollah, after observing the losses 
suffered by al-Qaeda due to smartphone 
use in the 2000s, switched to old-fash-
ioned phones like the Nokia 3310, which 
had basic cellular communication and 
SMS. However, these older phones be-
came vulnerable in 2023, prompting the 
militant group to switch en masse to pag-
ers.

The IR-924 pagers that exploded are 
believed to have been linked to compro-
mised servers, which installed a script 
that caused an overload, likely overheat-
ing the lithium battery and leading to the 
explosion.(135) The server’s message over-
load may have resulted in an unusually 
high number of commands, contributing 
to the overheating.

MGM Resorts in Las Vegas was hit by 
one of the most damaging ransomware 
attacks in history, costing over $100 mil-
lion. The attack also disrupted other busi-
nesses on the Las Vegas Strip, including 
Aria, Mandalay Bay, New York-New York, 
and Bellagio.(136) The failure to secure cy-
berspace has damaged the reputation of 
the United States and its institutions.

In February 2022, Russian government 
hackers used stolen credentials to access 
a virtual private network (VPN) operat-
ed by satellite services company ViaSat, 

which provided the Ukrainian military 
with internet access for battlefield com-
munications. The hackers deployed mal-
ware called Acid Rain onto Viasat modems 
across Europe, crippling the network in 
an attack that remains a mystery in the 
field of satellite hacking. The Ukrainian 
military lost internet access just an hour 
before the Russian invasion.(137)

Cybersecurity experts and investiga-
tors encounter a wide range of hackers. 
Some are seasoned programmers driv-
en by power and money, with little to no 
social life. Others hack on behalf of their 
countries, such as Iran, North Korea or 
China. However, one group, like Russia, 
uses a combination of all these tactics. 
The Kremlin does not hold hackers ac-
countable unless they target a national 
company or a business the country relies 
on. Interestingly, many of these tactics 
rely heavily on social engineering — us-
ing knowledge of language, dialect and 
culture to trick victims into lowering 
their guard. This was seen in the Las Ve-
gas casino ransomware attack and the Vi-
aSat hack. Social outcasts, often active in 
online games and on the dark web, collab-
orate and recruit others for such efforts.

The threat in the cybersecurity domain 
has escalated to unprecedented levels, 
with the IMF warning about its poten-
tial impact on global financial stability. 
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Since 2020, the global financial sector 
has faced direct losses of approximately 
$2.5 trillion due to cyber incidents.(138) As 
defense systems become more sophisti-
cated, financial and military institutions’ 
readiness to repel cyberattacks only 
seems to provoke hackers to launch more 
advanced and frequent attacks for vari-
ous reasons. To effectively address these 
threats, there is a need for multilateral 
agreements akin to the Nuclear Non-Pro-
liferation Treaty or the Geneva Conven-
tion on Human Rights. However, coop-
eration against cyber threats is limited, 

national cybercrime legislation remains 
fragmented without common standards, 
and there is no cohesive cybersecurity 
framework in place.(139) While AI may of-
fer some hope in improving cyberdefense 
capabilities, a global consensus on this 
issue is unlikely by 2025, the first year of 
Trump’s presidency, which will be influ-
enced by key figures in encryption.

AI and Its Legal and Moral Challenges

AI has become a buzzword, often used 
without necessarily reflecting its true 
utility. The term generally refers to a 

collection of computer-assisted pro-
cesses and data analytics aimed at sim-
ulating human thought processes to 
perform tasks. This field is commonly 
referred to as machine learning, which 
involves algorithms that allow systems 
to improve their performance through 
experience and data analysis.

AI can be classified into seven types. 
Narrow AI is designed for specific tasks 
and is not capable of learning beyond 
its programmed actions. Generative 
AI is the most useful yet also the most 
feared form, as it can learn and simulate 

Human-computer interaction 
technology is advancing through 
a specialized form of AI known 
as the human brain chip. While 
this technology holds great 
promise, it also brings significant 
risks, as it can potentially access 
and influence the human mind. 
Neuroscientists are now able to 
alter neural activity to encour-
age or modify specific behaviors.
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thought processes. Superintelligence 
AI represents an advanced version of AI 
that would possess human-level knowl-
edge and capabilities. Machine-Reactive 
AI responds to external stimuli in real 
time but lacks built-in memory. Limit-
ed-memory AI uses acquired knowledge 
to learn and improve performance for 
future tasks. Theory-of-mind AI is de-
signed to give machines a level of cog-
nitive understanding similar to human 
minds. Finally, Self-Aware AI is the most 
advanced form, capable of recognizing 
emotions, forming self-perceptions and 
exhibiting superintelligence.

Generative AI is currently receiving 
significant attention and funding. This 
type of AI involves training algorithms 
to identify patterns and make predic-
tions from data without being explic-
itly programmed to do so, allowing the 
system to learn independently. The le-
gal and ethical implications of using AI 
in homeland security, national defense 
or military applications stem from 
the concept of “deep learning.” Deep 
learning involves layers of analysis that 
function like neural networks, learning 
through trial and error at various levels. 
These systems are trained with known 
data using supervised learning algo-
rithms, which evolve into self-learning 
capabilities(140) once the initial tasks 

are completed. This field of science be-
comes concerning when applied to ar-
eas such as surveillance, classification 
and munitions delivery.

The uses of AI extend beyond the 
military and police, raising significant 
concerns about privacy and credibili-
ty. Programs like ChatGPT, along with 
deepfakes, have sparked alarm among 
countries and individuals due to their 
potentially devastating consequences. 
For instance, stealing someone’s iden-
tity to commit crimes, carry out theft or 
manipulate elections has become easier 
than ever, posing serious threats to se-
curity and trust.

A pressing ethical question arises 
regarding the use of open-source data, 
particularly before the widespread in-
tegration of AI into social media plat-
forms. Social media users are contin-
uously tracked and commercial and 
security entities rely on automated 
data analysis to predict or detect var-
ious phenomena, from consumer be-
havior to potential political unrest and 
extremist ideologies.(141) For example, 
Mercury collects both open and secret 
information to forecast or detect signif-
icant events such as military activities, 
political crises and disease outbreaks.(142) 
EMBERS, another program, can process 
up to 2,000 messages(143) per second and 

purchase open-source data, including 
from social media giants that generate 
millions of messages daily. Numerous 
smaller programs also scan social me-
dia platforms to gather data, such as 
facial images, physical attributes and 
activity, often utilizing facial recogni-
tion for surveillance purposes. Clear-
View AI, a notable example, allows law 
enforcement agencies to upload a face 
image and match it against a database 
containing billions of images. The com-
pany allegedly harvested over 20 billion 
images from the internet and social 
media to build its global facial recog-
nition database. This raises concerns 
about privacy, consent and the ethical 
implications of such widespread data 
collection, especially when AI-driven 
tools enable unprecedented access to 
personal information. Security organi-
zations, including militaries in devel-
oped countries, are increasingly utiliz-
ing AI on satellite imagery to classify 
objects and identify threats and targets. 
Technologies such as image analysis, 
gait recognition, face and voice recog-
nition, natural language processing and 
algorithmic search and query functions 
enable agencies to analyze data in so-
phisticated ways. These tools allow for 
the examination of the interconnec-
tions between an individual’s social life 
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and society, offering new methods(144) to 
track and identify individuals or groups 
of concern. Additionally, social media 
data is collected and analyzed to en-
hance surveillance and monitoring ef-
forts.(145)

Another legal and ethical issue sur-
rounding machine learning is the use 
of data-driven models to make conclu-
sions about political, ethnic, racial and 
religious communities. These models 
are also applied to map urban gangs, 
create city-wide alert systems and pre-
dict crime scenes. However, over-reli-
ance on data to generalize the behavior 
and thinking of a community or group 
can lead to problematic outcomes. Tech 
companies and security agencies of-
ten defend such conclusions, claiming 
they are based on open-source, comput-
er-generated algorithms, a phenome-
non known as “tech-laundering.” While 
these systems may improve over time, 
the knowledge that we are being mon-
itored can lead to defensive behavior, 
where people adjust their actions to 
avoid detection, thus undermining civil 
liberties and free thought. Open-source 
public data is already being used in coer-
cive, non-consensual ways, as seen with 
facial recognition technologies, which 
are particularly popular among author-
itarian regimes. Facial recognition AI 

can be likened to plutonium due to its 
extreme danger and potential for abuse.(146)

There has been little progress in in-
ternational cooperation on the issue of 
AI in military decision-making since 
US President Joe Biden’s meeting with 
Chinese President Xi Jinping in 2023. 
Washington has pledged to ban the use 
of AI in autonomous weapons, such as 
drones, and in the control and deploy-
ment of nuclear warheads. However, 
China views this as an effort by the 
United States to freeze the situation 
due to its technological superiority. 
Meanwhile, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin has bet on microchip technology, 
stating over five years ago that whoev-
er leads in this field will dominate the 
world.(147) Moscow aims to reap econom-
ic benefits from its advancements in in-
formation technology, projecting $110 
billion in gains by 2030.(148) Meanwhile, 
Ukraine has sparked an AI arms race on 
the battlefield, particularly in the de-
velopment and use of unmanned aerial 
and ground vehicles.(149)

The growing mistrust and divergence 
between China and the United States 
have fueled the rapid development of 
AI, with both nations allocating massive 
budgets to this field. This has also es-
calated competition in microchip tech-
nology. In response to the US ban on the 

export of AI and microchips, China has 
filed a lawsuit against Nvidia, accus-
ing the company of violating Chinese 
anti-monopoly laws.(150) As tensions 
rise, the military-military framework 
between the two nations faces a bleak 
future, particularly in the first year 
of Trump’s second term in the White 
House.(151)

Russia, unlike China, remains exclud-
ed from global strategic discussions, 
largely due to its invasion of Ukraine. 
In 2023, the United States rolled out a 
series of AI initiatives, highlighting the 
potential threats AI poses to human 
rights and democratic values. Along 
with 31 other countries, the United 
States also launched an initiative to es-
tablish safeguards around the military 
use of AI. This non-legally binding reso-
lution urges signatories to conduct legal 
reviews and provide training to ensure 
military AI adheres to international law. 
It also calls for the cautious and trans-
parent development of the technology, 
the avoidance of unintended biases and 
ongoing discussions about responsible 
AI deployment.(152)

The rapid advancement of AI in re-
placing human involvement in both ev-
ery day and complex technological tasks 
calls for the establishment of a global 
civilian framework akin to the Nuclear 
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Non-Proliferation Treaty or the Geneva 
Conventions. The risks associated with 
the covert use of AI by non-state actors 
will persist as a reality until the inter-
national community acknowledges this 
phenomenon and classifies it as a global 
threat.

Conclusion: Security Threats in 2025
The threats related to non-traditional 
security issues are expected to intensi-
fy, exacerbated by the current laxity and 
division within the international com-
munity regarding the creation of laws 
that address these risks and establish 
limits on the use of modern technolo-
gies, which are now an integral part of 
human life. The year 2025 may further 
obscure the shift in social interaction 
from personal to virtual and holograph-
ic realms, with privacy potentially being 
lost almost entirely. It will likely require 
a global mass movement to reverse 
the widespread collection of metada-
ta without explicit consent, especial-
ly in light of the use of AI technologies 
in social media. The ethical and legal 
dilemmas surrounding this issue are 
more complex than those posed by bio-
logical, chemical and nuclear weapons. 
With figures like Trump in power glob-
ally, rational decisions based on con-
sensus seem increasingly unlikely. The 

race to combat climate change through 
carbon-free policies seems to have fal-
tered in favor of easier goals centered 
on more hydrocarbons. Global secu-
rity, already threatened by weak arms 
control regimes, increasingly relies on 
faster, smarter and more stealthy weap-
ons — not only on land and at sea but in 
space and even on the moon. As if the 
indiscriminate killing of Palestinians 
in Gaza, without distinction between ci-
vilians and militants, was not alarming 
enough, the use of AI to identify targets 
by the Israeli military signals future 
challenges. These challenges include 
legal and ethical nightmares alongside 
the security dilemmas of armed con-
flict, and the new technological arms 
race has already outpaced existing reg-
ulatory and ethical frameworks. The 
benefits of AI, algorithmic social media 
and space exploration are minuscule 
compared to the risks they pose, espe-
cially when considering the dangers 
posed by their convergence

The Religious Landscape in the Is-
lamic World
The 2023 ASR reviewed the ideological 
dispute and the status of fundamental-
ist movements and extremist groups 
worldwide and forecasted their poten-
tial trends in 2024. This year, it discusses 

the status of religious institutions in the 
Islamic world, exploring the Building 
Bridges Between Islamic Sects charter 
issued by the Muslim World League in 
Saudi Arabia and its influence on the 
philosophy of coexistence and the juris-
prudence of modernization. It also ex-
amines the religious institution in Mo-
rocco and the debates over the Family 
Code, as well as the religious establish-
ment in Iraq and its involvement in dis-
putes concerning the Personal Status 
Law. Further, it analyzes Al-Azhar, the 
Ministry of Awqaf and the Dar al-Ifta 
in Egypt, particularly following recent 
changes in the leadership of the latter 
two entities. The 2024 ASR also sheds 
light on the Great Mosque of Algiers, 
now an official religious institution, 
and the political messages conveyed 
through its construction and inaugura-
tion. Finally, it discusses the religious 
institution in Iran and the challenge of 
selecting a new supreme leader, espe-
cially in the aftermath of Raisi’s death. 
It provides an overview of the Sunni 
and Shiite religious institutions across 
the Islamic world, then it examines Is-
lamist groups, beginning with Tunisia’s 
Ennahda Movement and its role in the 
presidential elections. It also discusses 
the electoral defeat of the Movement 
of Society for Peace (MSP) in Algeria’s 
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presidential election and the contro-
versy surrounding the imposition of 
the veil on women in Libya, which re-
flects broader attempts to influence 
societal religiosity. This is in addition 
to analyzing the crisis within the Mus-
lim Brotherhood in Egypt, particularly 
concerning the electoral engineering 
in the International Union of Muslim 
Scholars. The report also reviews vio-
lent and radical groups, including ISIS, 
the Mujahideen Youth Movement and 
the Taliban. Special attention is given to 
the Taliban’s controversial legislation 
on promoting virtue, which has sparked 
significant international debate. It also 
examines the far-right and the crisis 
surrounding mosque imams in France, 
Islamophobic incidents in India, the 
events in Kayseri, Türkiye and the rise 
of neo-pharaonism in Egypt, which 
seeks to revive ultranationalism. Final-
ly, it provides a holistic overview of our 
key findings and the future trends in 
the Muslim world’s religious landscape 
in 2025.

Religious Establishments in the Is-
lamic World — Between Traditional-
ism and Modernization

The year 2024 witnessed significant de-
velopments impacting religious institu-
tions across the Islamic world, spanning 

from the Atlantic Ocean to the Arabian 
Gulf. Many of these interactions are 
tied to both social and political dimen-
sions. While some institutions have 
played a constructive role in fostering 
coexistence, elevating the status of the 
nation-state and combating violent and 
extremist ideologies, others have faced 
internal challenges stemming from di-
verse causes.

Saudi Arabia: The Muslim World 
League and the Document to Foster 
Unity
In March 2024, the Muslim World 
League convened the Global Confer-
ence for Building Bridges in Makkah, is-
suing a pivotal document titled “Build-
ing Bridges Between Islamic Schools 
of Thought and Sects.” Comprising 28 
articles, the document emphasized 
tolerance and unity among all Islamic 
schools of thought and sects. The state-
ment issued noted the formation of a 
joint coordinating committee named 
the Coordinating Committee Between 
Islamic Sects.(153) The first article high-
lighted a foundational principle: “Mus-
lims are one community, worshipping 
one Lord, reciting one book, following 
one prophet, and united — no matter 
how far their homes are — by one Qi-
bla.” It underscored the preservation 

of the objectives of Sharia, including 
the sanctity of life, protection of the 
mind and safeguarding property, while 
introducing a sixth necessity: “pre-
serving the homeland.” The document 
condemned excommunication (takfir) 
and reaffirmed support for key Mus-
lim causes, particularly the Palestinian 
cause.(154) Through this initiative, the 
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conference sought to promote a reli-
gious discourse centered on “via me-
dia” and align with Saudi Vision 2030, 
and highlight the aspects of religious 
renewal in Saudi Arabia. Such features 
of the initiative advocate rejecting takfir 
and embracing inclusivity for all Mus-
lims — regardless of their affiliations 
or confessions — provided they eschew 

violence and excommunication. In July 
2024, the Secretary-General of the Mus-
lim World League Muhammad al-Issa 
visited the Al-Khoei Foundation in Lon-
don, where both parties emphasized the 
importance of cooperation and laud-
ed the Global Conference for Building 
Bridges.(155) On the political level, Saudi 
Arabia showcased harmony between 

its religious and political institutions, 
reflecting a decisive political will to 
counter extremism and foster intercon-
fessional peace among all those who 
pray toward the Qibla. In May 2024, 
the Saudi ambassador to Iraq visited 
Karbala and Najaf, meeting with Aya-
tollah Ishaq al-Fayadh, a leading marja 
in Najaf and the Shiite world. This vis-
it, aimed at strengthening Saudi-Iraq 
relations, portrayed the kingdom as a 
unifying mother state for all Muslims. 
It reinforced a vision of coexistence 
that situates intellectual, religious and 
political differences within their appro-
priate contexts.(156)

Morocco: The Dispute Over Amending 
the Family Code
In February of this year, in a letter to the 
prime minister, the King of Morocco, 
Mohammed VI, called for a review of the 
Family Code and the establishment of a 
body for this purpose within a maximum 
period of six months. This call sparked 
sharp disagreements within Moroccan 
society, particularly between Islamists 
and the traditionalist establishment 
on the one hand and secularists on the 
other. One of the most prominent issues 
that sparked a clash between these two 
movements is the demand to abolish 
Article 490 of the Penal Code, which 
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criminalizes sexual relations outside 
of marriage. It stipulates that “any sex-
ual relationship between a man and a 
woman who are not married is a crime 
of corruption (which means adultery in 
Moroccan custom) and is punishable 
by imprisonment from one month to 
one year.” This article continues to pro-
voke significant controversy between 
its opponents and supporters. Moroc-
can Minister of Justice Abdellatif Wahbi 
has appeared in multiple media outlets 
defending the abolition of this article, 
which would mean lifting the criminal-
ization of sexual relations outside of 
marriage. However, he has quickly en-
countered positions that strongly reject 
the decriminalization of sexual rela-
tions outside of marriage.(157) The same 
controversy surrounds the issues of un-
derage marriage and gender equality in 
inheritance.

After the committee tasked with 
drafting the Family Code completed its 
work, the king directed the Moroccan 
Supreme Scientific Council, the offi-
cial religious body authorized to issue 
fatwas, to examine certain issues high-
lighted in the committee’s proposals. 
These directives emphasized adherence 
to the principles and rulings of Islam, 
instructing the council to issue a fatwa 
on the matters in question. According to 

Article 41 of the Moroccan Constitution, 
the Supreme Scientific Council is the 
sole institution qualified to issue fatwas 
officially recognized by the state.(158)

What stands out is the stance of Mo-
roccan Islamists, spearheaded by former 
Prime Minister Abdelilah Benkirane. At 
a public conference, he declared that 
any tampering with the Family Code 
equates to tampering with Sharia (Is-
lamic law). He called for a million-strong 
popular march to reject any articles in 
the proposed amendments that con-
tradict Islam. Benkirane accused his 
opponents of being “criminals and mur-
derers,” adding, “These are criminals 
who want to kill fetuses in their moth-
ers’ wombs!” He also opposed the abo-
lition of underage marriage, claiming 
it would lead to widespread spinster-
hood.(159) While the Islamists’ position 
aligned with that of the traditionalist 
establishment in resisting changes to 
the Family Code, their methods and 
motives diverged. Unlike Benkirane’s 
threat of street demonstrations, the tra-
ditionalist establishment focused on 
preserving the inherited juristic and re-
ligious legacy, regardless of distinctions 
between fixed rulings, adaptable princi-
ples, overarching objectives (maqasid), 
and necessities dictated by societal 
constraints or inevitable modern state 

changes.(160) On the other hand, the Isla-
mists’ stance appeared largely pragmat-
ic. While ostensibly aimed at upholding 
Sharia according to their interpretation, 
their position also seemed driven by the 
goal of mobilizing popular support and 
expanding their grassroots base, partic-
ularly after their electoral losses and in 
preparation for upcoming elections.

Iraq: Disagreements Over the Personal 
Status Law
Shortly after the developments in Mo-
rocco, a significant crisis erupted in Iraq 
between Shiite Islamists and tradition-
alists on one side and liberal and mod-
ernist movements on the other, sparked 
by a proposed amendment to the Per-
sonal Status Law. The Coordination 
Framework spearheaded efforts to in-
troduce sweeping changes to the Draft 
Law to Amend Personal Status Law No. 
188 of 1959. The Shiite factions sought to 
embed Jaafari jurisprudence for Shiites 
and Hanafi jurisprudence for Sunnis 
into the Personal Status Law. Howev-
er, the draft faced widespread rejection 
and sharp criticism from activists and 
civil society, who argued that the pro-
posed amendments would permit child 
marriage, undermine women’s rights 
and strip them of custody rights, among 
other concerns.
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The insistence of the Coordination 
Framework on pursuing these amend-
ments, despite the adequacy of the ex-
isting law and the absence of broad soci-
etal consultation to ensure consensus, 
stems from two key motivations: sectar-
ian and political.

 ª Sectarian motivation: The competi-
tion among Shiite factions for influence 
over their sectarian bases is evident. 
Earlier this year, Muqtada al-Sadr initi-
ated a sectarian contest by advocating 
for the recognition of the Day of Ghad-
ir as an official holiday, which the Iraqi 
Parliament eventually approved. This 
move highlighted the intense rivalry 
among Shiite actors.

 ª Political motivation: The amend-
ments reflect a broader struggle for 
grassroots support ahead of upcom-
ing elections, particularly between the 
Coordination Framework and the Sa-
drist Movement. The Sadrists’ recent 
successes, such as securing the official 
recognition of the Day of Ghadir as a 
holiday, and their growing influence in 
popular and hawza circles, have height-
ened the urgency for the Coordination 
Framework to push forward with this 
initiative. The bloc also appears to be 
seizing what it views as a favorable mo-
ment to expedite these changes, fearing 

that such an opportunity may not arise 
again in the near future.

Iraqis are sharply divided over the 
constitutionality and legality of the 
proposed amendments to the Person-
al Status Law. Two main opinions have 
emerged: one supporting the amend-
ments as constitutional and the other 
viewing them as fundamentally flawed. 
Supporters of the amendments base 
their stance on Article 41 of the Iraqi 
Constitution, which states: “Iraqis are 
free to adhere to their personal status 
according to their religions, confes-
sions, beliefs, or choices, and this shall 
be regulated by law.” They argue that 
this provision grants religious and con-
fessional groups the right to follow their 
own beliefs in personal status matters. 
This perspective envisions the estab-
lishment of Sunni and Shiite jurispru-
dential codes through their respective 
religious endowments, existing along-
side the current civil code. Judges would 
draw on these jurisprudential frames of 
reference when issuing rulings, such 
as in marriage contracts where couples 
could choose their preferred frame-
work for resolving disputes. Proponents 
further assert that the Coordination 
Framework, representing the parlia-
mentary majority, has the democratic 
right to legislate on matters it considers 

appropriate in accordance with majori-
ty rule.

Opponents, primarily from the civil 
movement, reject the amendments due 
to their implications for society. They 
argue that adapting the law to confes-
sional orientations institutionalizes 
divisions, entrenching confession-
alism within Iraq’s legal framework. 
Critics also highlight the potential for 
the amendments to enable regressive 
practices, such as child marriage, which 
they view as incompatible with mod-
ern societal values. Additionally, they 
contend that shifting the judge’s role 
to resemble that of a religious authori-
ty or notary public diminishes judicial 
independence and undermines consti-
tutional provisions safeguarding the 
judiciary’s authority. Opponents warn 
that these changes could undermine 
Iraq’s identity as a civil state, jeopar-
dizing efforts to maintain a unified, 
secular legal structure and dispropor-
tionately affecting women and other 
vulnerable groups. Opponents of the 
proposed amendments argue that the 
changes would undermine the judicia-
ry’s authority and compromise the prin-
ciples of a civil state. They contend that 
the amendments would diminish the 
judge’s role and prestige, effectively el-
evating marjas and marriage officiants 
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above the judiciary. This, they claim, 
contradicts constitutional provisions 
that safeguard the independence and 
integrity of the judicial authority. Fur-
thermore, critics assert that the amend-
ments would erode the foundational 
principles of the civil state, which the 
Iraqi Constitution was designed to up-
hold.(161)

Al-Azhar: The Debate Over Sufism and 
New Ambitions
In the middle of this year, a significant 
cabinet reshuffle took place in Egypt. 
Mukhtar Gomaa, who had served as the 
minister of endowments for 10 years, 
was dismissed from his post. He was 
replaced by Osama al-Azhari, an assis-
tant professor of Hadith and Its Sci-
ences at the Faculty of Fundamentals 
of Religion, Zagazig University. Azhari 
is closely associated with the school of 
thought of Sheikh Ali Gomaa, the for-
mer mufti of Egypt, and is considered 
one of his trusted disciples. Azhari pre-
viously served as a religious adviser to 
the Egyptian president and was also a 
member of the Egyptian Parliament. A 
media figure aligned with the Egyptian 
government reported that Azhari had 

 (1) The Official Gazette in issue No. 32, Supplement (A), published Presidential Decree No. 325 of 2024, signed by President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi. The decree appoints Nazir Ayyad
 as the mufti of the Arab Republic of Egypt for a term of four years, effective August 12, 2024. He will receive the salary and allowances stipulated for this position. The decision was
 made after referring to the Constitution, Law No. 103 of 1961 (which reorganizes Al-Azhar and its affiliated entities), the amendments to the Civil Service Law under Law No. 81 of
2016, and upon the recommendation of the grand imam of Al-Azhar.

been groomed for this position over sev-
eral years.(162)

With Azhari assuming the role of 
minister of endowments, Sheikh Go-
maa’s school, or “group,” has consolidat-
ed its influence over endowments and 
the issuing of fatwas, especially since 
the current Mufti Sheikh Shawqi Allam 
also belongs to the same school. Howev-
er, following the conclusion of Allam’s 
term and its non-renewal in August 
2024, a new mufti was swiftly appointed. 
Dr. Nazir Ayyad, a professor of philoso-
phy at Al-Azhar University and a close 
associate of Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, the 
grand imam of Al-Azhar, took over this 
position.(1) Ayyad’s appointment has 
sparked criticism due to his lack of spe-
cialization in jurisprudence and legal 
theory, areas that are traditionally es-
sential for the role of the mufti. Instead, 
he is known for his expertise in doctrine 
and philosophy. Critics argue that the 
position of the mufti should be filled by 
someone well-versed in jurisprudence, 
legal theory and objectives, rather than 
someone with a background in philoso-
phy and speculative theology.

An important question arises here 
about the post-Tayeb era: Who could as-
sume the position of grand imam after 
him, and are these changes a prelude in 
this regard? Ayyad is a possible candi-
date for the position of grand imam af-
ter Tayeb, but he is not a member of the 
Council of Senior Scholars. Additional-
ly, Azhari is also not part of the Council 
of Senior Scholars, and his young age (he 
is still an assistant professor) contrasts 
with the seniority typically required for 
the position of grand imam. If the law 
implemented after the January Revolu-
tion stipulated that the grand imam of 
Al-Azhar would be elected by members 
of the Council of Senior Scholars, the 
reality is far more intricate than this 
legal flexibility suggests. Many actors 
play a role in choosing the grand imam 
of Al-Azhar, including the presidency, 
security institutions, public opinion on 
the street and possibly some regional 
countries. These regional actors have 
influence and extensive relationships 
with various competing currents within 
Al-Azhar, as well as with the sovereign 
Egyptian state apparatus. In each case, 
it seems that various actors aim to lay 
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the groundwork for the post-Tayeb era 
by evaluating Ayyad’s ability in issuing 
fatwas and Azhari’s role in overseeing 
endowments. Although Azhari seems 
more aligned with the state’s institu-
tions, its interests and some regional 
dynamics, this assessment does not re-
solve the issue of approval within the 
Council of Senior Scholars. As a result, 
significant changes may be needed in 
the law governing the council and its 
powers, and possibly even in the con-
stitutional articles related to Al-Azhar 
and the Council of Senior Scholars, as 
was previously proposed. However, the 
problem lies with the current state of 
the Council of Senior Scholars. It lacks 
a full complement of members, and 
most of the existing members are el-
derly. Therefore, passing legislation to 
amend the powers of the council or to 
introduce new members aligned with 
the state’s interests remains a likely and 
plausible outcome.

At the level of the Egyptian Sufi com-
munity, Egypt experienced a significant 
controversy in 2024 , centered around 
moral accusations against Sheikh Salah 
al-Tijani. He had presented himself as 
the sheikh of the Tijaniyya order, but 
the order ultimately disowned him, 
claiming that his dismissal was neces-
sary to maintain the group’s unity. The 

leadership of the order issued an official 
statement accusing Tijani of miscon-
duct and formally disavowing him be-
fore the judiciary could conduct an offi-
cial investigation into the matter.(163) The 
controversy erupted when an Egyptian 
girl accused Tijani of both online and 
physical harassment. Soon after, other 
women also came forward with similar 
accusations against him. In his defense, 
Tijani asserted that the girl was like his 
daughter, claiming that his interactions 
with her did not constitute harassment, 
as his aim was to guide disciples at the 
mosque on the path of truth. He then 
accused the father of the girl who made 
the allegations of supporting the Mus-
lim Brotherhood.(164) This incident sheds 
light on the deeper issues within Sufism 
in Egypt, exposing internal problems 
within Sufi gatherings.

Algeria: The Great Mosque and Politi-
cal Messages
In February of this year, the Algeri-
an president inaugurated the Great 
Mosque of Algiers, also known as Dja-
maâ El-Djazaïr. This mosque serves as 
the cornerstone of an Algerian religious 
institution akin to Al-Azhar, Al-Zaytuna 
and Kairouan, following a tradition in-
herited across the Maghreb countries 
(Maliki, Ash’ari, Sufi Junaidi). Algeria 

aimed to strengthen its religious au-
thority and reference to counter “im-
ported” religious models, or what some 
refer to as the non-inherited approach.

The Great Mosque is the largest in Af-
rica and the third largest in the world, 
following the Two Holy Mosques in 
Saudi Arabia. Covering an area of over 
200,000 square meters, its architectur-
al design adheres to advanced anti-seis-
mic standards. The mosque houses the 
National Higher School of Islamic Sci-
ences, where students pursuing grad-
uate studies in Islamic disciplines are 
trained. Additionally, it contains the 
House of the Qur’an, which accommo-
dates 1,500 students. The project’s cost 
totaled $1 billion.(165) Notably, a large 
number of scholars from across the 
Islamic world attended the inaugura-
tion, alongside members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and individuals close to 
the Muslim Brotherhood, represented 
by the International Union of Muslim 
Scholars. These scholars praised Alge-
ria, its leadership, the president, and the 
nation as a whole.(166) On a broader geo-
political level, constructing the mosque 
aimed to convey political messages, 
primarily targeting France first, and 
then neighboring countries. There is 
an ongoing competition over establish-
ing a dominant religious reference and 
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model across the Maghreb region, with 
the goal of consolidating Algeria’s reli-
gious influence and authority through-
out the Arab world.

The Qom Hawza: The Next Supreme 
Leader Crisis
The Qom Hawza has entered the dis-
pute over the name of the next supreme 
leader, and seminarians have not ruled 
out the possibility that Mojtaba Khame-
nei will assume the position. Hawza 
cleric Sadegh Mohammadi(1) criticized 
Mousavi Jazayeri, a member of the As-
sembly of Experts, for claiming that the 
identity of the future supreme leader is 
a confidential matter and should not be 
revealed to the public, as doing so could 
endanger his life. Mohammadi argued, 
“This raises doubts among the people.(167) 
People will suspect that there is a partic-
ular individual behind the scenes being 
groomed for the position of the future 
supreme leader. I tell him that you have 
brought the Assembly of Experts into 
suspicion.” In response, Jazayeri de-
nied his statement, saying, “What you 
have said is fundamentally incorrect. 
The issue of the future supreme leader 
is not secret. Rather, the supreme lead-
er will be presented to the Assembly of 
Experts at the appropriate time, and 

(1) A prominent seminary professor and vice president of the General Assembly of Seminary Teachers.

the supreme leader will be determined 
by the consensus of the majority of the 
members of the Assembly of Experts.”(168)

Although Mohammadi entrusted the 
issue of selecting the supreme leader to 
the constitutional institutions, he con-
tradicted Jazayeri’s statement. He then 
laid the groundwork for Mojtaba, the 
son of the current supreme leader, to 
potentially assume the position of su-
preme leader. Mohammadi pointed out 
that the qualities of the supreme leader 
are outlined in the Constitution (specif-
ically in Article 109). The leader is the 
one who possesses the necessary aca-
demic qualifications to establish justice 
and piety, the correct political and social 
vision, ingenuity, courage and adminis-
trative skills, along with the full and suf-
ficient power to lead. According to Mo-
hammadi, Mojtaba meets these criteria 
as he is a Muslim jurist who has been 
studying jurisprudence and legal theo-
ry in the Qom Hawza for years. Hence, 
for Mohammadi he is a viable candidate 
for the position, and his exclusion from 
consideration would be unjustified.

Such statements are a prelude to Mo-
jtaba potentially succeeding his father, 
or they may reflect different viewpoints 
within the corridors of the hawza and 

the government. Another possibility is 
that the hawza seeks to play a role in se-
lecting the supreme leader and, there-
fore, is signaling that a decision regard-
ing Mojtaba must not be settled without 
its consultation. It is important to note 
that Mohammadi does not represent all 
seminarians but rather a specific group 
of them. There are other silent marjas 
who do not openly reject Mojtaba’s lead-
ership but remain discreet, and there 
are others who remain indifferent and 
do not concern themselves with who 
occupies the leadership position. In ad-
dition, there is another layer of mean-
ing in Mohammadi’s statements. He 
highlights Mojtaba’s studies and teach-
ing experience in the Qom Hawza, im-
plying his strong jurisprudential qual-
ifications and close ties to the hawza’s 
scholars. This sets Mojtaba apart from 
other members of the ruling elite, who 
typically avoid the hawza due to politi-
cal commitments and responsibilities 
within state institutions. Therefore, this 
signals to seminarians that Mojtaba is 
both a legitimate seminarian and quali-
fied from a jurisprudential perspective, 
making him a suitable candidate should 
he be chosen.
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Islamist Movements: Attempts at 
Revival and Engagement

The Ennahda Movement and Tunisia’s 
Presidential Election

Tunisia’s presidential election took 
place in October 2024, with President 
Kais Saied securing over 90% of the 
vote in the first round — a result his 
supporters described as a “landslide 
victory” due to his popularity having 
quadrupled since 2019. However, oppo-
nents questioned the legitimacy of the 
election outcomes, alleging manipula-
tion through intimidation, the disman-
tling of civil society and political arrests 
without trials.(169) The Ennahda Move-
ment appeared to sense the threat of 
its diminishing influence. In response 
to the election results, its leaders began 
advocating for dialogue and democracy.(170) 
The movement allowed its members to 
either participate in the electoral vote 
or abstain without mandating partici-
pation or a boycott, according to senior 
figures within the group. Regardless, 
the election outcomes highlight the En-
nahda Movement’s weakening popular 
support and ongoing internal strug-
gles. The movement has experienced 
a phase of decline due to leadership 
setbacks, internal divisions, and a poor 
record in governance, which has led to 

its exclusion from the political alterna-
tives that citizens are now considering 
for future elections. Consequently, the 
movement is attempting to regain in-
fluence and support by adopting a dis-
course centered on social and political 
grievances, positioning itself as a voice 
against perceived injustices.

The MSP and the Algerian Presidential 
Election
Algerian Islamists were divided in their 
stance on the presidential elections. 
The National Construction Movement, 
the second-largest Islamist party in the 
country, endorsed President Abdelmad-
jid Tebboune, praising his commitment 
to “the continued protection of nation-
al constants and the project of building 
a new Algeria,” as stated in an official 
party statement. Conversely, the MSP, 
Algeria’s largest opposition party, field-
ed its leader Abdelaali Hassani Cherif as 
a candidate under the slogan “An Op-
portunity for Change.” This marked the 
first time the MSP put forward a candi-
date in a presidential race since its late 
leader Mahfoud Nahnah took part in 
the November 1995 elections.(171) How-
ever, Cherif failed to secure significant 
support, garnering only 30% of the vote, 
which resulted in a deep internal cri-
sis within the movement. Abderrazak 

Makri, the former MSP leader, accused 
the current leadership of blocking his 
participation in the election campaign, 
attributing this to pressure from Pres-
ident Tebboune. Makri addressed his 
absence in a detailed post titled “Clar-
ification,” confirming his exclusion 
from supporting his party’s candidate. 
He speculated that his active pres-
ence threatened the leadership and the 
movement’s “new directions.” These 
“new directions” referred to statements 
from MSP leaders suggesting a poten-
tial return to government participation, 
12 years after the party’s departure from 
power following the political upheavals 
of the so called “Arab Spring,” which ul-
timately did not result in the regime’s 
downfall.(172)
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Libya and the Crisis of Imposing the 
Veil
In November 2024, Libyan Minister of 
Interior Imad Trablesi, representing the 
Tripoli/West government, announced 
that “the morality police patrols would 
return to work starting next month — 
December.” He emphasized that these 
patrols would stop young men and wom-
en from sporting hairstyles and cloth-
ing that did not adhere to the cultural 
norms of Libyan society. His directives 
included mandating that women wear 
the hijab, prohibiting travel without a 
male guardian except in specific cas-
es, and barring the mixing of men and 
women in cafes and public spaces. He 
stated unequivocally: “Those seeking 
personal freedom should go to Europe.” 
Furthermore, he asserted that female 
officers would enforce gender segre-
gation in public spaces, cafes and pre-
vent any breaches of these rules, add-
ing that anyone violating the decisions 
would face arrest. He also threatened 
to conduct raids in homes to uncover 
and address any involvement in what 
he termed as immoral acts.(173) Although 
these statements came amid Libya’s on-
going security, political and economic 
challenges, they reflect the beliefs of 
the minister of interior and the orien-
tation of the entire government. At the 

heart of their concerns is Libya’s urgent 
need for stability, a peaceful constitu-
tional transition, and the establishment 
of a culture of coexistence and unity 
while rejecting the militia presence to 
pave the way for a state based on law and 
governance.

Consequently, some view these state-
ments as a strategic move aimed at se-
curing electoral support ahead of the 
municipal elections, framing them as 
an electoral tactic rather than genuine 
policy intent. Others see Trablesi’s re-
marks as an honest expression of his 
vision and that of the government, giv-
en his background as leader of the no-
torious Public Security Agency militia, 
which has been accused of committing 
crimes against refugees and migrants, 
including torture and enforced disap-
pearances.(174) Amnesty International 
has condemned these measures, warn-
ing that they would likely reinforce dis-
crimination against girls and women, 
undermining their rights to freedom of 
expression, religion and beliefs.(175) Tra-
blesi’s comments also offend the true 
spirit of Islam by suggesting that those 
seeking personal freedom should move 
to the West. This echoes statements 
from critics who claim Islam curtails 
freedom and enforces societal control 
without public consent, as neither the 

public nor an elected Parliament ap-
proved these policies that are now set to 
be enforced.

The Muslim Brotherhood and the In-
ternational Union of Muslim Scholars: 
Shunning Politics and Electoral Engi-
neering
The crisis within the Muslim Brother-
hood in Egypt has persisted for years, 
marked by internal fragmentation re-
flected in the formation of distinct fac-
tions. The most significant factions 
include the Turkish wing led by Mah-
moud Hussein, and the London wing 
led by Salah Abdel Haq, who succeeded 
Ibrahim Mounir. Both factions claim le-
gitimacy as representatives of the group 
and its Shura Council, a division that 
has shaped their differing perspectives 
on political events and the group’s fu-
ture. On August 24, 2024, media outlets 
reported an initiative by Helmy el-Gaz-
zar, one of the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
leaders in exile. Gazzar proposed that 
the group would refrain from pursu-
ing power and cease political activities 
for 15 years in exchange for the release 
of detained members.(176) However, this 
initiative was met with sharp opposi-
tion from the other faction led by Hus-
sein who asserted that the group’s de-
cisions must come through its official 
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institutions, particularly the General 
Shura Council.(177) The clash over this 
initiative highlights the profound inter-
nal conflict within the Muslim Brother-
hood, driven by personal ambitions and 
struggles over control of the group’s re-
sources and leadership. Both factions 
vie for authority under the banner of 
the Shura Council, each aiming to con-
solidate their influence and secure the 
group’s financial and logistical support.

A surprising and unexpected devel-
opment occurred when the Egyptian 
state, through the Criminal Court and 
following an official request from the 
Public Prosecution, decided on Novem-
ber 24, 2024, to remove 716 individuals 
from the terrorist list. This group in-
cludes prominent figures and leaders 
from the Muslim Brotherhood such as 
Sheikh Youssef al-Qaradawi and busi-
nessman Youssef Nada.

In a statement issued just hours be-
fore the announcement of the names, 
the Public Prosecution declared, “Secu-
rity investigations have proven that 716 
people have stopped illegal activities 
against the state and its institutions, 
and therefore the relevant judicial au-
thorities decided to remove their names 
from the terrorist list.” The head of the 
Human Rights Committee in the House 
of Representatives viewed this decision 

as a chance to reconcile with individu-
als who “were deceived and engaged in 
crimes that did not involve bloodshed.”(178) 
However, the decision sparked debate in 
both official and semi-official media, as 
it was seen as a significant presidential 
directive to revise and review the people 
on the terrorist list. The Public Prosecu-
tion’s statement referred to “presiden-
tial directives to review the position of 
those included on the list of terrorist 
entities and terrorists.”(179) Critics raised 
concerns about this move, arguing that 
such interventions compromise the in-
dependence of the judiciary, which is 
traditionally expected to remain sepa-
rate from the executive authority.

There are numerous analyses about 
this sudden decision, as multiple sce-
narios are at play. The first scenario 
signifies an attempt to mend the social 
and political fabric within Egypt amidst 
significant regional changes since Oc-
tober 7, 2024. Egypt faces various se-
curity challenges, including threats on 
its eastern border due to a permanent 
Israeli presence in the Philadelphi Cor-
ridor. Some Egyptian strategists view 
this as a breach of the peace agreement 
by one party. Additionally, the Egyptian 
state perceives dangers in its south from 
Sudan, where the RSF pose a national 
security threat. Ethiopia also presents 

a risk due to the Renaissance Dam, with 
no agreement reached despite the con-
struction being fully completed. More-
over, the situation in Libya remains 
unstable, with two rival governments 
competing for legitimacy amidst inter-
national and regional divisions. There 
are also ongoing conflicts in Syria, Iraq 
and Yemen. Given these circumstances, 
some believe that the Egyptian leader-
ship aimed to stabilize the internal situ-
ation and prepare the nation to confront 
these regional challenges — a strategy 
suggested by the head of the Nation-
al Security Committee in the Egyptian 
Parliament. Another perspective is that 
the Egyptian regime is seeking to open 
the internal political arena, even if only 
partially, to strengthen ties with the 
United States under a potential Trump 
presidency. This could help secure un-
conditional aid and reinforce regional 
cooperation. Economically, this deci-
sion may be tied to Egypt’s financial dif-
ficulties, seeking support from regional 
and international players to alleviate 
the challenges posed by its econom-
ic crisis. This comes after Egypt faced 
conditions imposed by the Internation-
al Monetary Fund, which resulted in in-
flation spikes and a significant increase 
in prices that affected Egyptian citi-
zens’ daily lives. Regarding the Muslim 
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Brotherhood itself, it has been weak-
ened by sustained blows since 2013. 
These include the arrest of influential 
leaders, the deaths of prominent figures 
like Essam el-Erian, and a loss of stra-
tegic coherence. The group’s internal 
fragmentation into factions located in 
London, Istanbul and Egypt has further 
diminished its administrative struc-
ture and ability to coordinate nation-
wide efforts. Most of its connections 
and operational strength have been di-
minished, leaving only ineffective rem-
nants scattered across the country. This 
disintegration has left the group unable 
to conduct internal reviews, negotiate 
meaningfully with the regime, or strat-
egize effectively, ultimately rendering 
it incapable of regaining its influence or 
power across Egypt.

The internal struggles of the Muslim 
Brotherhood appear to extend beyond 
the group itself, as the International 
Union of Muslim Scholars (a scholarly 
body closely associated with the Mus-
lim Brotherhood) is now embroiled in 
its own leadership crisis. This discord 
became evident during the elections 
for the union’s president, which were 
marred by allegations of personal rival-
ries and procedural irregularities.

The union has faced persistent chal-
lenges since the passing of its prominent 

figure, Sheikh Youssef al-Qaradawi, and 
the subsequent resignation — or dis-
missal — of Sheikh Ahmed al-Raysuni.(180)

Hamas Following the Assassination of 
Its Leaders — Demise or Renewal?
Hamas suffered significant blows with 
the assassination of most of its leaders 
inside and outside Palestine, starting 
with Saleh al-Arouri, followed by Ismail 
Haniyeh, and culminating in the kill-
ing of Yahya Sinwar, the movement’s 
leader and primary decision-maker on 
the ground. Notably, Hamas has lacked 
prominent ideologues since the deaths 
of Ahmed Yassin and Abdel Aziz al-Ran-
tisi. Most of its current leaders are ac-
tivists or military figures who adhere 
to the movement’s founding princi-
ples, inspired by figures such as Hassan 
al-Banna, Izz al-Din al-Qassam, Abdul-
lah Azzam and Yassin. However, politi-
cal realities have compelled the group 
to adopt some pragmatic stances, such 
as expressing support for democracy 
and the modern state. These declara-
tions, however, largely remained su-
perficial media statements, failing to 
penetrate the movement’s educational 
frameworks or the ideological views of 
members. When Sinwar consolidated 
control over Gaza and the movement 
as a whole, theorizing was effectively 

sidelined, and authority shifted entirely 
to the military wing. This wing, known 
for its close ties with Iran and the IRGC, 
became deeply entangled in the events 
of October 7. Hamas was either drawn 
into or actively involved in an opera-
tion with significant Iranian influence. 
In the speech announcing the opera-
tion, Mohammed Deif declared that it 
was aimed at the liberation of Al-Aqsa 
Mosque. The movement maintained its 
hardline stance despite the civilian suf-
fering in Gaza and the rise of extremism 
within the Israeli right, which seized the 
moment to eliminate longstanding op-
position with Western and US backing. 
Theories within Hamas that once advo-
cated for moderation and a sustained 
resistance — focusing more on main-
taining the Palestinian issue’s relevance 
in the Arab and international spheres 
rather than the outright eradication of 
Israel — were jeopardized after the Oc-
tober 7 decision. This decision, attribut-
ed to Sinwar and Deif, was reportedly 
made unilaterally without consulting 
key leaders overseas. It focused solely 
on initiating an offensive strategy, ne-
glecting to develop a contingency plan 
for Israel’s potential retaliatory actions, 
including a full-scale reoccupation of 
Gaza.
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From this, two significant crises 
emerge. The first is a crisis of theory 
and thought that has plagued Hamas 
for years, coming to a head with the 
decision of October 7 and its repercus-
sions. The lack of a coherent theoretical 
framework or influential theorists has 
had far-reaching consequences. This 
deficiency not only hampers negotia-
tions and efforts to mitigate the damage 
caused by the unilateral decision made 
by Sinwar and his close circle but also 
threatens the movement’s long-term vi-
ability. Without intellectual leadership 
or a clear ideological foundation, the 
movement faces a precarious future, 
unable to adapt or recover effectively 
from its current predicament.

The second crisis pertains to the very 
survival of the movement and its abili-
ty to self-assess and evolve. Hamas has 
been severely weakened in Gaza follow-
ing the elimination of its top military 
and civilian leaders. Public criticism has 
intensified due to its failure to manage 
civilian affairs, including the equitable 
distribution of aid, alleviation of suffer-
ing and provision of basic necessities 
like food and medicine. Many view the 
movement as directly responsible for 
their suffering, attributing it to its deci-
sion to engage in an unequal war. Mean-
while, Israel has drastically changed its 

approach, seeking to exclude Hamas 
entirely from governing Gaza post-con-
flict. By suppressing the emergence of 
new public leaders and banning public 
events or military displays, Israel has 
abandoned the rules of engagement and 
mutual deterrence that previously de-
fined their interactions, treating Hamas 
as a terrorist organization comparable 
to ISIS.

Hezbollah: Revisions and Theorization
Hezbollah, one of the largest contem-
porary Shiite political Islamist groups 
and a key non-state actor, experienced 
significant challenges in 2024 due to a 
succession of blows that dismantled its 
leadership structure. The assassination 
of senior leaders such as Fuad Shukr, 
Hassan Nasrallah and Hashem Safied-
dine left the party in a vulnerable state, 
grappling with what can be described 
as a genuine leadership crisis. Safied-
dine, once considered the strongest 
contender to succeed Nasrallah, was as-
sassinated just hours after Nasrallah’s 
own death. This sudden loss forced the 
party to appoint Naim Qassem as secre-
tary-general despite his limited charis-
ma and less significant jurisprudential 
and religious stature compared to Nas-
rallah and Safieddine. The crisis is com-
pounded by the cultural and religious 

expectations surrounding Hezbollah’s 
leadership. The party’s leadership tra-
dition necessitates a “turbaned” figure, 
specifically a “sayyid” with a black tur-
ban, to maintain legitimacy among the 
Shiite masses and the party’s support 
base. This figure serves as a crucial in-
termediary between Iran’s leadership 
and Hezbollah’s followers in Lebanon, 
symbolizing the ideological and politi-
cal connection to the Iranian supreme 
leader. With the deaths of both Nas-
rallah and Safieddine, Hezbollah finds 
itself struggling to identify a leader ca-
pable of fulfilling these roles, exposing 
deep vulnerabilities in its leadership 
structure at a critical time.

On Wednesday, November 20, 2023, 
Qassem, the new secretary-general of 
Hezbollah who succeeded Nasrallah, 
delivered a speech outlining the party’s 
stance on key issues amidst ongoing 
tensions. He issued a direct threat to 
target Tel Aviv in response to any attack 
on Beirut and addressed the party’s res-
ervations regarding the US-proposed 
ceasefire. These reservations centered 
on two points: ensuring a comprehen-
sive ceasefire and safeguarding Leba-
non’s unity and sovereignty. Regarding 
the post-war phase, Qassem empha-
sized Hezbollah’s commitment to oper-
ating within the framework of the Taif 
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Agreement. He stated, “We will build 
together in cooperation with the state 
and the countries that will assist in re-
construction, and we will contribute to 
electing a president in a constitutional 
manner. Our political steps will remain 
under the Taif Agreement, and we will 
actively participate in the political are-
na to build and protect.”(181) Some observ-
ers viewed Qassem’s speech as a retreat 
from Hezbollah’s policies regarding 
its political rivals within Lebanon and 
its dominant influence over Lebanese 
state decisions. Others viewed it as a re-
flection of pragmatism resulting from 
successive defeats that weakened the 
party’s leadership and core capabilities. 
The party lost key theorists and top-lev-
el military and spiritual figures, which 
undermined its ability to wage the bat-
tle in the decisive manner observers 
had anticipated and that Hezbollah had 
repeatedly threatened.

It soon became apparent that Qas-
sem’s speech signaled an impending 
major agreement to end the war be-
tween Hezbollah and Israel. On No-
vember 27, 2023, a ceasefire agreement 
came into effect, one that was perceived 
as unfair to Hezbollah. This agreement 
followed earlier assurances from the 
party’s leadership, including Nasral-
lah, that Hezbollah would not stop 

fighting until Israel ceased its aggres-
sion against Gaza. However, the course 
of events, marked by Israel’s assassina-
tion of senior Hezbollah leaders — es-
pecially religious figures like Nasrallah 
and Safieddine — and the significant 
damage to Hezbollah’s infrastructure, 
ultimately forced the party to accept 
the ceasefire. Despite Hezbollah fram-
ing this outcome as a victory for its sup-
porters, the reality was that the party 
suffered an unprecedented blow since 
its founding. Most notably, the extent 
of intelligence penetration within Hez-
bollah’s ranks led to the assassination of 
the secretary-general and his successor 
in secret underground tunnels.(182)

Consequently, it appears that Hezbol-
lah’s future will face significant chal-
lenges following the deaths of Nasrallah 
and Safieddine, the growing influence 
of the Iranian leadership, and the death 
of Ebrahim Raisi. Given Hezbollah’s di-
rect ties to Iran and the supreme leader, 
the question arises whether the party 
can regroup, reorganize its ranks, and 
cultivate a charismatic leadership fig-
ure in the mold of Nasrallah and Safied-
dine. This prospect seems unlikely in 
the medium term, at least, due to the se-
vere blow the party has suffered. There 
has been a significant erosion of confi-
dence among fighters and supporters 

in the leadership’s competence and re-
liability, a trust that had been carefully 
built since 2006 and sustained until just 
before Nasrallah’s death. Furthermore, 
Hezbollah continues to experience the 
ongoing attrition of its members across 
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Yemen.

Violent Groups and Radical Move-
ments

ISIS and Attempts at Revival
Despite enduring significant setbacks, 
including the deaths of key leaders, 
founders and ideologues, as well as the 
dismantling of its leadership struc-
ture, ISIS remains determined to regain 
prominence and rebuild its strength. 
The group continues to seek opportu-
nities for revival, recruit new members 
and establish operational footholds. In 
2024, ISIS demonstrated its resilience 
through a series of attacks across mul-
tiple regions and countries, showcasing 
its ability to organize, plan and execute 
large-scale operations. Notably, ISIS 
carried out the Kerman bombings in 
Iran, targeting a large gathering com-
memorating Qassem Soleimani’s assas-
sination, which resulted in the deaths of 
over 100 people.(183) In retaliation, Iran 
conducted a missile strike on the Syri-
an city of Idlib, claiming it targeted the 
planners and perpetrators responsible 
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for the Kerman attack. Additionally, 
ISIS took credit for bombings in Türki-
ye, Russia and Oman.(184) The situation 
in Syria(185) toward the end of the year 
highlighted the resurgence of jihadist 
groups that had previously capitalized 
on Syria’s prolonged instability. These 
groups reemerged across the Syrian 
landscape, often composed of factions 
that had long been integral to ISIS. Fur-
thermore, the proliferation of uncoor-
dinated “lone wolf” attacks, carried out 
independently rather than orchestrated 
by the group’s central leadership, also 
pointed to the group’s ongoing and dis-
persed efforts to make a comeback, rais-
ing concerns about the growing scale of 
ISIS activity and influence.

Somalia’s al-Shabaab and the Concerns 
of Neighboring Countries
In August 2024, al-Shabaab carried out 
a deadly attack on the Beach View Hotel 
located on Lido Beach, near the entrance 
to the heavily fortified Villa Somalia com-
plex, which includes key government 
buildings such as the presidency, the 
prime minister’s offices and various min-
istries. The explosion resulted in the trag-
ic loss of at least 37 civilian lives and left 
212 others injured.(186) This attack under-
scored the Somali government’s strug-
gles to assert control and stability, despite 

ongoing efforts to dismantle the group. 
Several factors contribute to al-Shabaab’s 
persistence and expansion, despite the 
challenges it faces. These include the 
weak capacity of the Somali government, 
widespread financial and administrative 
corruption, and deep-rooted tribal dy-
namics. The competition for influence 
among Somali clans has resulted in some 
clans forming alliances with al-Shabaab, 
a development that the government has 
struggled to address.(187)

The Taliban and the Law on the Promo-
tion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice
Sheikh Hibatullah Akhundzada, the lead-
er of the Taliban, has officially approved 
the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention 
of Vice law, a new legal framework aimed 
at enforcing strict social and moral codes 
across Afghanistan. Drafted by the Minis-
try of Promotion of Virtue and Prevention 
of Vice and issued by the Ministry of Jus-
tice, the law grants extensive powers to 
this ministry to implement its provisions 
nationwide. The introduction of the law 
has drawn sharp international condem-
nation, with the United Nations and Eu-
ropean foreign ministers criticizing it for 
restricting women’s rights in Afghan so-
ciety, describing it as a step toward deep-
er oppression of women.

Sheikh Khalid al-Hanafi, the minister 
of the Promotion of Virtue and Preven-
tion of Vice, emphasized that this legisla-
tion is the first to be signed directly by the 
Taliban’s leader and is based entirely on 
Hanafi jurisprudence. He asserted that no 
criticism of the law could imply that the 
Taliban did not adhere to Islamic prin-
ciples. Afghan government spokesman 
Zabihullah Mujahid stated that the law 
“was written based on Islamic rulings, 
and anyone who criticizes it means that 
he is objecting to religion. There is a basic 
point that it will not be implemented by 
force and we will engage with the people 
gently, and no one has the right to object 
to it, whoever he is.” The new law consists 
of three chapters that outline the role of 
the muhtasib, detailing his powers and 
responsibilities in dealing with detainees 
and prisoners. A fourth chapter addresses 
various provisions concerning the law’s 
implementation. Article 13 of the law stip-
ulates that “a woman must cover her en-
tire body in the presence of men who are 
not members of her family,” and her face 
“for fear of temptation.”(188) The assertion 
that “a woman’s voice is an awrah” has 
provoked significant reactions from civil 
society groups and women’s rights advo-
cates.

It does not appear that the Taliban will 
reconsider approving or implementing 
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the law, as they understand that their 
legitimacy stems from their adherence 
to Sharia, particularly the traditional-
ist heritage interpretation of the Hana-
fi school in its subsidiary issues and 
the Maturidi school in its foundational 
tenets, a Deobandi approach that has 
been a defining feature for years. The 
movement’s leadership does not seek 
popular legitimacy because they gen-
uinely believe in these laws and frame 
their political worldview based on them, 
using them to shape their perceptions 
and relationships. Additionally, sup-
port from Russia and China has pro-
vided the Taliban with the leverage to 
reject US and European pressures. The 
movement also recognizes that the US 
military will not return to Afghanistan 
after departing without achieving its 
primary objectives, especially with the 
Taliban having retained their organiza-
tional and intellectual structure almost 
entirely. Instead, the West will settle 
for sanctions, which the Taliban can 
sometimes bypass or adapt to. Further-
more, the Afghan population, particu-
larly in rural and smaller towns, largely 
supports the Taliban’s legislation, as it 
aligns with longstanding cultural and 
customary beliefs that have been part of 
their social fabric for generations.

The Far-right and Its Uncalculated Rise
The term far right first emerged in Eu-
rope after the French Revolution and 
initially referred to traditionalists who 
upheld conservative views on established 
forms of government. In contrast, the left 
became associated with progressives who 
advocated for popular sovereignty and 
the authority of the people. In economic 
terms, the right generally supports a free 
market system with minimal government 
intervention, favoring lower taxes and a 
strong capital-driven economy. On the 
other hand, the left supports greater gov-
ernment intervention in the economy, 
imposing higher taxes on the wealthy to 
finance public services and infrastruc-
ture, ensuring funding for sectors like 
education, healthcare and social services. 
Over time, terms like far right and far left 
developed more distinct connotations. 
The far right came to be associated with 
an extreme form of nationalism, hostility 
toward Jews, Muslims and minorities and 
a belief system rooted in some Christian 
traditions. In contrast, the far left is char-
acterized by a commitment to revolution-
ary ideals and, in some cases, support 
for revolutionary violence.(189) In 2024, 
several significant issues have emerged, 
often driven by the right and far right or 
supported by governments seeking to 
align with right-wing interests. These 

issues can be outlined in the following 
key points:

France and the Crackdown on Imams
In February 2024, the French interi-
or minister introduced a new adminis-
trative framework for the selection of 
mosque imams, setting forth a series of 
criteria. These include the ability to speak 
French, completion of training courses 
on secularism and selection through local 
mosques and institutions. This decision 
is part of an ongoing initiative aimed at 
curbing the recruitment of foreign imams 
and halting the practice of receiving fund-
ing for their services from foreign states. 
Historically, countries like Türkiye, Al-
geria, Morocco and Egypt had frequently 
sent imams to France, both permanently 
and for specific occasions such as Rama-
dan. The new system led to the dismissal 
of over 300 mosque imams, with approx-
imately half of them being Turkish na-
tionals. The French government justified 
these measures as a necessary step to pre-
vent separatist ideologies and extremist 
influences from taking root within local 
mosques.(190)

India and Suspending Funding of Islamic 
Madrasas
The central government in India has de-
cided to withdraw funding for over 7,700 
Islamic schools in Uttar Pradesh. This 
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decision has left a group of imams in a fi-
nancial crisis, as their salaries have been 
suspended for two years by the Waqf Au-
thority.(191) These imams have accused the 
government of orchestrating this suspen-
sion. In response to these developments, 
Amnesty International issued a report 
condemning the Indian government for 
what it described as a systematic target-
ing of Muslim properties across the coun-
try. The report also criticized the Indian 
authorities for operating with impunity 
while pursuing a de facto policy of dis-
crimination against Muslims. Amnesty 
International called on the government to 
“immediately stop pursuing this policy of 
using demolition campaigns as a pretext 
to target Muslims.”(192)

Türkiye: Hostility Toward Syrians and 
the Kayseri Incidents
The wave of xenophobic intolerance in 
Türkiye persisted, extending even to for-
eign tourists, in addition to residents and 
refugees, particularly targeting Arabs. In 
June 2024, violent incidents erupted in 
southern Türkiye and the Kayseri prov-
ince, where Turkish citizens attacked 
Syrians. The conflict began after a vid-
eo went viral showing a Syrian refugee 
with a mental illness attacking a Turk-
ish girl, as per the official Turkish state-
ment. This incident sparked widespread 

attacks on Syrian homes and properties 
in the province, with the violence spread-
ing to other areas.(193) The attacks includ-
ed acts of burning shops and residences, 
assaulting Syrians and storming homes. 
The Turkish government indirectly con-
tributed to these tensions by reinforcing 
a distinction between Syrians and Turks. 
One notable measure was differentiat-
ing the license plates of Syrian vehicles 
from Turkish ones, which made it easier 
for ultranationalists to identify and tar-
get Syrians.(194) President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan addressed the situation by as-
serting that inciting xenophobia would 
not serve any purpose. He also politically 
exploited the incident by attributing the 
“painful” events to the rhetoric of the po-
litical opposition.(195) Meanwhile, Interior 
Minister Ali Yerlikaya announced the de-
tention of 474 individuals in connection 
with the provocations, noting that 285 of 
those detained had prior criminal records. 
Defense Minister Yaşar Güler warned 
that any attempts to disturb public order 
would be thwarted through the coordinat-
ed efforts of state institutions.(196) The in-
cident seems to have unsettled Türkiye’s 
security establishment due to its brutality 
and the extensive media coverage it gar-
nered. Additionally, it has damaged Türki-
ye’s global reputation and posed a signifi-
cant threat to Türkiye’s tourism.

Neo-pharaonism: Attempts at Reviving 
Ultranationalism in Egypt
An ultranationalist, independent and 
fanatical movement has begun to 
emerge in Egypt, spreading animosity 
against religious, cultural and identi-
ty-based others. Commonly known as 
“neo-pharaonism” it seeks to solidify its 
influence through populist social me-
dia discourse while leveraging Egyptian 
nationalism and the legacy of the Phar-
aonic civilization.

Kemet, an ancient term for Egypt, 
means “black land,” referencing the 
fertile silt deposited by the Nile’s an-
nual flooding. Although the movement 
appears to be a new development, it has 
roots that extend beyond recent times 
and is evolving into a social and cultural 
phenomenon that demands deeper ex-
amination. The movement has gained 
prominence, particularly following the 
influx of significant numbers of Syri-
ans, Sudanese, Yemenis and others into 
Egypt. This coincides with an ongoing 
economic crisis that affects a large seg-
ment of Egyptians, notably those from 
the lower, poor and middle classes. The 
neo-pharaonic movement has seized 
upon this situation as an opportunity 
to blame foreign “guest” residents for 
exacerbating the economic difficulties. 
One key characteristic of this movement 
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is its combative stance against Arabs 
and Islamic culture, sometimes even Is-
lam itself. It frames Islam as an import-
ed religion that undermined “Egyptian 
civilization” and eroded “the Egyptian 
character.” In doing so, the movement 
positions itself as a protector of the 
Egyptian people’s rights and identity, 
standing against the failed rule of Isla-
mists, opposing Arabs whom it views as 
a “foreign occupants,” and even singling 
out Islam as a deviation from the beliefs 
of the ancient Egyptians. The flaws in 
this approach and the disregard for his-
torical facts are evident. When Muslims 
conquered Egypt, it was under Roman 
occupation, and the Egyptian popula-
tion was suffering under Roman op-
pression. The vast majority of Egyptians 
remained Christian and were safe under 
Muslim leadership until the fifth centu-
ry AH, when most Egyptians began to 
convert to Islam voluntarily and in large 
numbers. Nevertheless, with the rise of 
this extremist movement, the targeting 
of foreigners and attributing economic 
and social crises to them has become a 
regular occurrence on social media. In 
some cases, this rhetoric spills over into 
real-life interactions, where individuals 
influenced by this discourse harass for-
eigners in streets and public areas, re-
flecting the growing social tensions and 

animosity fostered by the movement’s 
narrative.

The trend views the Egyptian iden-
tity as solely rooted in its ancient Phar-
aonic heritage, rejecting any Arab or 
Islamic influences. While discussions 
about identity have been present since 
the early 19th century, this perspective 
has recently gained prominence with 
unprecedented intensity, aggression 
and hostility. It is now not only direct-
ed at external and regional influences 
but also at Egyptians who believe their 
Egyptian identity can coexist with their 
Arab and Islamic identities.(197) As a re-
sult, this ultranationalist discourse has 
earned the nickname “the makers of ha-
tred,” reflecting their aggressive stance 
against refugees, immigrants and for-
eign residents in Egypt. Their actions 
include social media campaigns, public 
harassment and a broader effort to os-
tracize and marginalize these groups, 
framing them as threats to Egypt’s na-
tional character and identity.(198)

Some analysts suggest that certain 
groups are leveraging neo-pharaonism 
to deflect attention from pressing in-
ternal issues related to politics and the 
economy. There are also concerns that the 
movement poses a threat to Egypt’s na-
tional security, potentially undermining 
its social, religious and cultural cohesion. 

Despite its emphasis on ancient Egyptian 
identity, the movement often displays 
a flawed and superficial understanding 
of ancient Egyptian history. Its rhetoric, 
characterized by supremacy and political 
animosity,(199) sometimes includes efforts 
to intimidate foreign expatriates and res-
idents. Official Egyptian institutions re-
fer to these individuals as “guests,” while 
the movement labels them as “refugees,” 
using this terminology to diminish their 
status and attribute societal and eco-
nomic challenges to their presence. This 
dynamic has led some expatriates to 
leave Egypt, even though many had es-
tablished themselves with investments 
and businesses across various sectors.(200)

Conclusion: Intellectual and Ideologi-
cal Developments

Religious institutions are actively work-
ing to counter extremism and sectarian 
fanaticism, particularly from sub-state 
groups and organizations. The Saudi re-
ligious establishment, in particular, has 
championed a discourse of moderation 
and centrism. It has issued and endorsed 
significant initiatives aimed at rejecting 
takfiri ideologies, fostering brotherhood 
among different Islamic confessions and 
promoting coexistence among diverse 
communities. This commitment to unity 
is evident through official engagements, 
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such as the Saudi ambassador’s vis-
its to Najaf in Iraq, where he met with 
high-ranking figures like Sheikh al-
Fayadh, the most senior marja in Najaf 
after Grand Ayatollah Sistani. The Saudi 
strategy focuses on building religious 
unity, encouraging coexistence and re-
jecting extremism, with a strong empha-
sis on dialogue and mutual understand-
ing among confessions and believers. 
Meanwhile, other religious institutions 
have faced challenges, such as internal 
conflicts, regional political instability or 
domestic issues that demand their atten-
tion. In Egypt, a new phase is beginning 
with the appointment of a new minister 
of awqaf and a new grand imam, signal-
ing a transition from the leadership of 
Tayeb. These appointments seem to be 
part of strategic preparations for the 
post-Tayeb era, outlining the direction 
the Egyptian state might pursue. The 
current minister of awqaf is considered 
a frontrunner as Tayeb’s successor, due 
to his close ties with the state leadership, 
connections with key regional figures, 
and mentorship from Gomaa, a former 
mufti of Egypt.

In Morocco and Iraq, a dispute emerged 
over controversial amendments to family 
law, with the amendments being delayed 
due to the societal tensions that accom-
panied these discussions. In Algeria, the 

Great Mosque was inaugurated as a com-
prehensive national religious institution, 
comparable to Al-Azhar, Al-Zaytouna and 
Kairouan. Its leadership aims to chal-
lenge other regional institutions, foster-
ing competition through interactions 
with France and neighboring countries 
as part of a broader struggle for religious 
influence and regional leadership in the 
Maghreb. In Iran, a concealed religious 
dispute is unfolding over the succession 
of the next supreme leader, following 
speculation about Khamenei being suc-
ceeded by his son Mojtaba. This uncer-
tainty stems from the leadership vacuum 
left by the death of Raisi. As a result, the 
position of supreme leader remains high-
ly unstable in the post-Khamenei era. 
Internal forces, including the army, the 
IRGC and the marja-e taqlid, could clash 
or diverge in their views. Meanwhile, 
external regional and international ac-
tors will closely observe the succession 
process, secretly seeking to shape the 
post-Khamenei landscape.

At the level of Islamist groups, the MSP 
suffered a defeat in the presidential elec-
tion in Algeria amid significant internal 
conflict and disagreements among its 
senior leaders. In Tunisia, the Ennahda 
Movement failed to make a strong impact 
in the presidential elections. In Egypt, 
the Muslim Brotherhood attempted to 

present an initiative aimed at withdraw-
ing from political activity in exchange for 
the release of political detainees. Howev-
er, internal divisions within the group’s 
branches prevented consensus, and the 
government showed little interest in the 
proposal. Nevertheless, the Egyptian 
government unilaterally removed sever-
al names from the terrorist list, including 
some prominent Muslim Brotherhood 
leaders. This action sparked debate: some 
viewed it as an effort to initiate a new re-
lationship with the group, while others 
saw it as a strategic maneuver to test in-
ternal group dynamics, contain internal 
factions or apply pressure on regional 
and international actors amid Egypt’s 
ongoing economic challenges.

With regard to violent groups, ISIS re-
mains active in various operations, but 
these do not reflect a reorganization or a 
solidified leadership structure. Instead, 
they suggest a decrease in viable mili-
tary confrontation strategies, limited 
resources and difficulties in recruitment 
efforts. It is unlikely that ISIS will regain 
its former strength and territorial control, 
as seen before its defeat in its last strong-
hold in Syria in 2019. However, the group 
continues to execute attacks in major cit-
ies through lone-wolf operatives, a tactic 
it adopted to mitigate pressure following 
the deaths of its key founding leaders 
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and the pursuit of its fleeing members. 
The organization could potentially re-
emerge as a significant threat if conflict 
escalates between the Syrian regime and 
armed factions, resulting in instability 
beyond the control of local actors. Mean-
while, the Taliban movement in Afghani-
stan has implemented the law of enjoin-
ing good and forbidding evil, sparking 
global outrage and criticism for violating 
women’s rights. The Taliban’s leadership 
remains steadfast in upholding the law 
as an expression of Sharia principles, 
viewing any opposition as resistance to 

Islamic teachings rather than just the 
movement’s policies. The enforcement 
of this law underscores the Taliban’s 
commitment to their stance, even as they 
seek diplomatic engagement with coun-
tries like China and Russia to evade West-
ern sanctions.

Regarding the far-right, France and 
India have implemented restrictions on 
mosque imams, while Türkiye is work-
ing to address racism following the Kay-
seri incidents. In Egypt, efforts are be-
ing made to ease tensions with refugees 
— referred to as “guests”— as part of a 

broader initiative to address the rise of 
neo-pharaonism, even if only superfi-
cially. This movement aims to reshape 
Egyptian identity by promoting a popu-
list, ultranationalist discourse that seeks 
to sever ties with the Arab and Islamic 
cultural foundations of Egypt.

Although neo-pharaonism is a rela-
tively small and recent movement, inter-
nal factors and regional dynamics have 
contributed to its growth among young 
Egyptians, particularly those born at the 
beginning of this century.
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 (188) الجزيرة نت، تفاصيل قانون »الأمر بالمعروف والنهي عن المنكر« في أفغانستان، 
https://bit. ،(27 أغسطس 2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 17 أكتوبر 2024م

 ly/3NxHtsX

 (189) الجزيرة نت، مصطلح اليمين المتطرف ما معناه؟ ومتى ظهر؟، (11 يونيو 
 https://bit.ly/4eYd2bx،2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 29 أكتوبر 2024م

 (190) الجزيرة نت، فرنسا تعلن تطبيق وضع جديد لأئمة المساجد.. ما الشروط 
الجديدة؟، فيديو يوتيوب، 57: 01، (29 فبراير 2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 28 أكتوبر 

 https://bit.ly/4e8zoWC ،2024م

 (191) قناة الجزيرة، »بالكاد نعرف كيف نعيش، لكنن�ا لن نهجر المساجد..«، 
https://bit. ،(04 يوليو 2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 02 نوفمبر 2024م

 ly/3CbCrA8

 (192) منظمة العفو الدولية، الهند: يجب على السلطات وقف سياستها التمييزية 
العقابي�ة في هدم ممتلكات المسلمين، (29 ين�اير 2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 02 نوفمبر 

 https://bit.ly/3CdsiD6 ،2024م

 (193) العربي، أحداث قيصري.. ما مآلات التحريض على اللاجئين السوريين في 
https://bit. ،تركيا؟، (03 يوليو 2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 03 نوفمبر 2024م

 ly/3NTFCik

 (194) الحرة، هكذّا »انقلبت حياتهم« في قيصري..، (08 يوليو 2024م)، تاريخ 
 https://arbne.ws/4euoiM1 ،الاطلاع: 04 نوفمبر 2024م

 (195) سي إن إن عربي، اعتقال تركي هدد سياحًا خليجيين بسكين.. وبي�ان رسمي 
يوضح تفاصيل الواقعة، (02 يوليو 2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 11 ديسمبر 

 https://2u.pw/EIfHAhBp،2024م

 (196) الجزيرة نت، أحداث قيصري.. اعتقال المئات بتركيا وارتفاع عدد قتلى 
الاحتجاجات شمال سوريا، (02 يوليو 2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 04 نوفمبر 

 https://bit.ly/3ALUD2X ،2024م

 (197) سكاي نيوز عربي، أبن�اء كيميت.. وحوار مع أبن�اء عدنان، (24 يونيو 2024م)، 
 https://bit.ly/3CEd5Lk ،تاريخ الاطلاع: 24 نوفمبر 2024م

 (198) الاستقلال، بدعوى »نقاء العرق«.. مَن أبن�اء كيميت الذّين يحاربون اللاجئين 
https://bit. ،في مصر؟، (يونيو 2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 24 نوفمبر 2024م

 ly/3CF0kjV

 (199) حلول للسياسات البديلة، ماذا تعرف عن حركة أولاد كيمت؟ مع الدكتورة 
مونيكا حنا، فيديو يوتيوب، 59: 02، (18 يوليو 2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 05 

 https://bit.ly/3UDfoVg ،نوفمبر 2024م

 (200)  المنصة، أبن�اء كيميت وكتابهم المقدس، (12 مايو 2023م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 
 https://bit.ly/48yYc94 ،05 نوفمبر 2024م
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Available in both languages

The International Institute for Iranian Studies (Rasanah) 
has issued the English edition of the book entitled Iran’s 
Security and Intelligence Circles authored originally in 
Arabic by Iranian affairs researcher Dr. Saad Mohammed 
bin Nami. The 137-page book examines both the historical 
and modern security systems in Iran. The first chapter is 
entitled “Iranian Security Circles” and analyzes the coun-
try’s revolutionary institutions and security agencies 
with their different classifications. Iran’s revolutionary 
institutions include the Council of the Islamic Revolution 
— the first revolutionary institution established prior to 
Khomeini’s return from exile in France to Iran as the Shi-
ite cleric had chosen its members on December 24, 1978.

RASANAH 
ISSUES IRAN’S 
SECURITY AND 
INTELLIGENCE 

CIRCLES
Dr. Saad Mohammed bin Nami



Available in both languages

Journal for Iranian Studies (JIS) is a peer-reviewed scholarly 
journal offers a biannual survey in Iranian affairs, spanning 
a wide range of subject areas. It offers in-depth analysis and 
empirically grounded studies exploring key issues in Irani-
an culture arts, literature, linguistics, economics, politics, as 
well as in social, cyber and military sciences. JIS is published 
in three languages; English, Arabic and Persian. JIS is com-
mitted to maintaining high standards through carrying out 
stringent peer review; therefore, it seeks submissions from 
researchers experienced in the field of the proposed study.

JOURNAL FOR 
IRANIAN STUDIES

A Peer-Reviewed Biannual Periodical Journal
Specialized Studies
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PART 2

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENTS
The year 2024 witnessed significant developments across various regions. In the Middle 
East, the intensification of the geopolitical conflict, driven by Israeli and Iranian efforts to 
establish new dynamics of confrontation and deterrence, brought the region back into the 
global spotlight. Amid this conflict, the Gulf states sought to pursue neutral policies against 
the backdrop of escalating regional and international crises. Meanwhile, Türkiye recalibrat-
ed its strategies to secure regional and international gains, while the Central Asian coun-
tries collectively worked to enhance their foreign relations in response to global transfor-
mations. In Africa, instability persisted as internal crises collided with external pressures. 
Similarly, South Asia faced growing turbulence, with the escalating crises in Bangladesh 
presenting an emblematic case of regional volatility. This part explores the most significant 
developments and interactions across various regions, including the following:

 ª The War on Gaza: Complexities and Regional Implications
 ª Syria and Lebanon: Shift in Power Dynamics After the Fall of the Assad Regime
 ª Positive Neutrality: Gulf States’ Policies Amid Geopolitical Tensions
 ª Türkiye’s New Foreign Policy Amid Shifting Politics
 ª Africa: Domestic Turmoil and Great Power Competition
 ª Central Asia and the Caucasus: Collective Vision
 ª The Ripple Effect of the Bangladesh Crisis on South Asia
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The War on Gaza: Complexities and 
Regional Implications
The 2023 ASR anticipated escalating 
challenges and heightened complex-
ity in the Middle East, particularly 
regarding the Palestinian front, with 
a potential spillover to Lebanon. This 
prediction was tied to Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s am-
bitions, Tel Aviv’s rejection of region-
al and international calls to halt the 
destructive war in Gaza, and ongoing 
escalations by Iran-aligned regional 
proxies against Israel. By 2024, these 
scenarios were realized as the Gaza 
war intensified, further complicat-
ing the situation in the region. The 
conflict deepened fears of a broader 
regional war due to the hardline pol-
icies of Israel’s far-right government, 
which, despite intense internal pres-
sure and disagreements, sought to 
maintain power by continuing the 
war and expanding its fronts. Hamas, 
on the other hand, despite the loss of 
key leaders, persisted in leading the 
Palestinian resistance, holding firm 
to its demands and refusing to make 
concessions.

The outbreak of the Gaza war led to 
the growing involvement of the Houthi 
group in targeting international navi-

gation and Israeli cities with ballistic 
missiles. The military confrontation 
between Lebanese Hezbollah and 
Israel also intensified significantly 
before the ceasefire agreement. This 
escalation reached a critical phase af-
ter the assassination of key Hezbollah 
leaders, including its secretary-gen-
eral and his successor, and the Israeli 
army’s extensive attacks on the Leb-
anese front aimed at repelling the 
group’s forces from the border. Adding 
to the complexity, Iran-aligned Iraqi 
proxies entered the conflict, targeting 
Israel. The region also saw an escalat-
ing confrontation between Iran and 
Israel, marked by an imbalance of de-
terrence in Israel’s favor. This dynam-
ic stemmed from Israel’s successive 
strikes on Iranian targets both with-
in Tehran’s sphere of influence and 
inside its territory, which contrasted 
with Iran’s delayed and ineffectual 
responses. Meanwhile, the protracted 
Gaza war, now in its second year, has 
further complicated the crisis. The 
international community’s failure to 
adopt a unified and effective stance 
has exacerbated an unprecedented 
humanitarian disaster and posed a se-
vere threat to security and stability in 
the region.

The 2024 ASR focuses on five key 
topics. The first examines the Israeli 
government’s strategic calculations 
regarding the war in Gaza, while the 
second analyzes the factors influenc-
ing the Palestinian resistance factions’ 
approach to the conflict. The third 
delves into the escalation of armed 
militias in regions affected by Iranian 
expansion. The fourth explores shifts 
in the deterrence equation between 
Iran and Israel, while the fifth reviews 
the stances of Arab, regional and inter-
national actors toward the war. Final-
ly, the file concludes with projections 
for 2025.

Israel’s Calculations

A range of factors shaped the Israeli 
government’s calculations regarding 
its war on Gaza. These included the 
publicly stated objectives of the war 
and the political dynamics within 
the ruling right-wing coalition led by 
Netanyahu. The Israeli prime min-
ister, who has faced significant cri-
ses and a barrage of criticism since 
taking office, has been embroiled in 
conflicts with the opposition, some 
members of his own government and 
key figures within the security estab-
lishment.
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From the outset of the war, the Is-
raeli government outlined its prima-
ry objectives: securing the release of 
the hostages, dismantling Hamas and 
ending its governance of Gaza, neu-
tralizing the strip as a security threat 
to Israel, and ensuring the safe return 
of residents to northern Israeli areas 
— an objective later added in response 
to increased Hezbollah attacks in the 
north.(1) These objectives were tied 
to complex strategic considerations, 
including Israel’s long-term position 
and influence in the Middle East, 
shifts in deterrence dynamics and the 
balance of power with its adversaries 
across multiple fronts and Israeli po-
litical dynamics marked by sharp divi-
sions and disputes. The key consider-
ations influencing these calculations 
were the following:

Restoring the Force of Deterrence
The Israeli government viewed the 
comprehensive war on Gaza as an 
opportunity to project strength and 
recalibrate its deterrence strategy, 
which Operation Al-Aqsa Flood had 
significantly weakened. It sought 
to achieve this by deploying over-
whelming military force against its 
adversaries, including Palestinian 
resistance factions led by Hamas, as 

well as groups associated with the so-
called Shiite Crescent or Iran-backed 
Axis of Resistance. The aim was to 
inflict maximum damage on these 

groups and their support bases to in-
crease the cost of their involvement in 
the conflict and deter future attacks 
on Israel. This approach aligned with 
an ambitious objective of reshaping 
the Middle East’s strategic landscape 
to advance Israeli security and geopo-
litical interests.

Rendering Meaningless the Principle 
of “Unity of Arenas” Leading to the 
Emergence of Separate Fronts
Israel aimed to avoid overstretching 
its military resources across multi-
ple fronts in the future by intensifying 
pressure and launching intense strikes 
— both retaliatory and preemptive — 
against groups involved in the ongoing 
confrontation. This strategy was evi-
dent in the unprecedented military es-
calation accompanying the war on Gaza, 
which extended to the West Bank, tar-
geting potential resistance strongholds 
and Palestinian civilians, and Lebanon, 
Syria and Yemen, where Israel launched 
numerous strikes against its adversar-
ies. A central objective of these actions 
was to compartmentalize the various 
conflict fronts. Israel achieved partial 
success in this regard by pressuring 
Hezbollah into agreeing to separate the 
Lebanese front from the Gaza conflict 
through a ceasefire.
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Undermining Opportunities for a Two-
state Solution
The Israeli government used the Gaza 
war to advance its agenda of under-
mining opportunities for a two-state 
solution and eliminating the Palestin-
ian issue altogether. This agenda in-
cluded several significant measures: 
the Knesset’s approval of a law(2) reject-
ing the establishment of a Palestinian 
state and banning UNRWA activities,(3) 

accelerating settlement expansion in 
the occupied West Bank to unprece-
dented levels and announcing plans 
to impose Israeli sovereignty over the 
territory.(4) Additionally, there were 
plans to reestablish settlements in the 
Gaza Strip and continue the forced dis-
placement of Gaza’s residents to cre-
ate a military buffer zone in the north 
and reduce the enclave’s size. This was 
exemplified by the initiation of the so-
called Generals’ Plan.

Enabling the Ruling Right-wing 
Coalition to Tighten Its Grip on Power
The Israeli government’s ruling coali-
tion viewed the prolongation of the war 
as a means to prevent its collapse, al-
lowing Netanyahu to remain in power 
and avoid prosecution for alleged neg-
ligence leading to the October 7 events 
as well as to evade charges of corrup-

tion and abuse of power. Therefore, the 
coalition saw an opportunity in the on-
going and escalating conflict to restore 
its legitimacy, bolster its popularity 
and navigate severe internal challeng-
es, including growing public protests 
and deepening divisions among its 
members. These internal rifts were 
highlighted by the resignations of min-
isters Benny Gantz and Gadi Eisenkot 
in protest against Netanyahu’s war 
management and heightened tensions 
between Netanyahu and Defense Min-
ister Yoav Gallant, which culminated in 
Gallant’s dismissal. Disputes included 
disagreements over the military ser-
vice law and the recruitment of Haredi 
Jews, the prioritization of returning the 
hostages and the necessity of forming 
an official inquiry into the October 7 
events.(5) The crisis was further exacer-
bated by a breakdown in trust between 
political leaders and security officials, 
exemplified by leaks of classified doc-
uments from the Prime Minister’s Of-
fice.

Setbacks Endured by the Palestinian 
Factions: The Assassination of Sinwar
Following Operation Al-Aqsa Flood 
and for more than a year, resistance 
factions in the Gaza Strip, primarily led 
by Hamas, faced intense military pres-

sure from Israeli occupation forces. 
This led to the destruction of much of 
their military infrastructure and capa-
bilities, though it did not result in their 
complete collapse or elimination. The 
organizational structure of Hamas was 
further weakened by the assassination 
of key leaders, both in Gaza and be-
yond. In January 2024, Israel targeted 
and killed Saleh al-Arouri, the deputy 
head of the Hamas Political Bureau, 
along with two leaders of the al-Qas-
sam Brigades and four other members, 
in an airstrike on the southern suburbs 
of Beirut.

In mid-July 2024, Hamas military 
wing commander Mohammed Deif was 
targeted in an airstrike in Khan Yunis. 
His assassination was only confirmed 
by the Israeli army on August 1, al-
though Hamas refrained from officially 
acknowledging it. Prior to this, on July 
31, 2024, Ismail Haniyeh, the Hamas 
Political Bureau chief, was killed in a 
missile strike on his residence in Teh-
ran, where he had attended the inaugu-
ration of the Iranian president. These 
assassinations led to further complica-
tions and stagnation in negotiations for 
a prisoner release deal, highlighting Is-
rael’s efforts to escalate the conflict and 
prolong the war.
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On October 17, 2024, the Israeli oc-
cupation army announced the assas-
sination of Yahya Sinwar, the leader 
of Hamas in the Gaza Strip, who had 
assumed the leadership of the group’s 
Political Bureau on August 6, 2024, 
following the assassination of Hani-
yeh. This assassination, after a year 
of constant pursuance,(6) marked a 
significant loss for Hamas in terms of 
both organization and morale. Never-
theless, contrary to Israeli expecta-
tions, which viewed Sinwar’s death as 
a major achievement and a fatal blow 
to the resistance, his assassination 
did not result in any concessions from 
Hamas regarding the release of Israe-
li hostages. Nor did it weaken Hamas’ 
resolve to continue fighting or lead to 
its disintegration, as its resilience and 
continuity have proven to be indepen-
dent of its leaders, as evidenced by its 
experiences with the assassination of 
key figures, beginning with founder 
Sheikh Ahmed Yassin and extending 
to numerous other political and mili-
tary leaders.

On the humanitarian front, the ma-
jority of Gaza’s population, who form 
the popular base of Hamas, faced im-
mense pressure due to ongoing and 
brutal Israeli attacks across the strip. 

These assaults have resulted in tens 
of thousands of deaths, injuries and 
widespread destruction of residential 
buildings, schools, hospitals, places 
of worship, cultural sites and infra-
structure. The blockade, coupled with 
starvation and hindrances to human-
itarian aid, exacerbated the suffering, 
pushing the Gaza Strip into an acute 
and unprecedented humanitarian 
crisis. These dire conditions influ-
enced the Palestinian resistance fac-

tions, led by Hamas, to approach the 
war with several key strategic factors 
in mind.

Resilience and the Continuation of the 
Confrontation
The Palestinian resistance factions con-
tinued their military actions, despite the 
high cost, viewing it as the only means 
to prevent Israeli occupation forces 
from achieving their objectives in the 
war, or at least to delay those objectives. 
By prolonging the conflict, they aimed 
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to exhaust Israel and increase internal 
pressure on the Israeli government, po-
tentially pushing it to halt the war.

Reliance on the “Unity of Arenas” 
Principle
Despite facing significant challenges, 
such as intense Israeli military pres-
sure on Lebanese Hezbollah, which led 
it to abandon its insistence on linking 
the calming of the Lebanese front to the 
conclusion of the Gaza war, as well as the 
Israeli occupation forces’ heightened 
repression in the West Bank that pre-
vented a widespread uprising and the 

limited impact of attacks by the Houthi 
group and Iraqi militias on Israel, the 
Palestinian resistance in Gaza contin-
ued to uphold the principle of “unity 
of arenas.” This strategy had a relative-
ly significant impact in countering the 
vast power disparity between the resis-
tance and the Israeli occupation army. 
In this context, the resistance sought to 
maintain the relevance of this principle 
by repeatedly calling on all parties in-
volved in the conflict to intensify their 
attacks on Israel, while also urging a rise 

in resistance activities in the occupied 
West Bank.

Hostages as a Bargaining Chip to 
Achieve War Goals
The Palestinian resistance factions, led 
by Hamas, faced significant pressure af-
ter the substantial human and material 
losses in the Gaza Strip. However, aban-
doning their demands or making major 
concessions to Israel would have placed 
them in a highly difficult position, ex-
posing them to criticism from both sup-
porters and adversaries. Consequently, 
Hamas and its allies maintained their 
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demands, which included stopping the 
aggression, withdrawing Israeli forces, 
facilitating a fair prisoner exchange, 
returning displaced people, lifting the 
siege and allowing enough humani-
tarian aid. Initially, Hamas accepted a 
ceasefire proposal from US President 
Joe Biden on May 31, 2024, presented 
as an Israeli initiative, which involved a 
phased approach, including a six-week 
ceasefire, the withdrawal of Israeli forc-
es from Gaza’s populated areas and the 
release of hundreds of Palestinian pris-
oners in return for the release of certain 
Israeli hostages, including women, the 
old and injured.(7) However, after Israel 
backed out of the proposal, Hamas re-
fused to entertain any other initiatives 
that did not fulfill its demands, partic-
ularly the permanent cessation of the 
war.(8)

Escalation of Iran-backed Militias
With the onset of the Israeli war on the 
Gaza Strip following Operation Al-Aqsa 
Flood, Iranian spheres of influence, in-
cluding Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Yemen, 
experienced an unprecedented escala-
tion. This was due to the involvement of 
armed militias operating in these coun-
tries in the Israeli conflict, which sig-
nificantly heightened the intensity of 
the confrontation and raised concerns 

about the potential for it to evolve into a 
full-scale regional war.

Lebanon
From the initial days of the Israe-
li aggression against Gaza, Hezbollah 
opened a limited military front against 
Israel, targeting its northern areas ad-
jacent to the border with Lebanon. Hez-
bollah made it clear from the outset that 
it was not aiming for a full-scale con-
frontation but was focusing on a limited 
campaign of attrition to support the re-
sistance in Gaza. It emphasized that the 
campaign would not cease until Israel 
ended its war on the strip. This result-
ed in material and human losses in the 
northern Israeli areas near the border, 
leading to the evacuation of residents. 
In response, Israel bombed Lebanese 
border areas, causing widespread de-
struction and displacing over 100,000 
people.(9) On July 30, 2024, the escala-
tion intensified when Israel launched 
an airstrike on the southern suburbs 
of Beirut, leading to the assassination 
of Fuad Shukr, a prominent Hezbollah 
military commander. On August 25, 
Hezbollah retaliated by launching more 
than 320 Katyusha rockets at Israeli 
military sites.(10)

The Israeli cyberattack on Hezbollah 
on September 17, 2024, marked a signifi-

cant turning point in the conflict, severe-
ly disrupting the group’s operations and 
internal communications. The explosion 
of thousands of pagers used by Hezbollah 
members resulted in the deaths of doz-
ens, including key leaders, and injured 
over 2,800 people across Lebanon. The 
following day, the group’s other wireless 
communication devices exploded, kill-
ing at least 25 individuals and injuring 
more than 450 others. Between Septem-
ber 20 and September 26, Israel intensi-
fied its assault with violent airstrikes on 
Lebanese territory,  killing a large num-
ber of Hezbollah’s top military leaders.(11) 
These attacks highlighted severe secu-
rity and intelligence lapses within the 
group’s organizational structure.

On September 27, 2024, Israel dealt 
a devastating blow to Hezbollah when 
Israeli aircraft bombed the southern 
suburbs of Beirut, targeting the group’s 
command center and resulting in the as-
sassination of Hezbollah Secretary-Gen-
eral Hassan Nasrallah and other senior 
leaders. In the days that followed, Is-
rael also assassinated Hashem Safied-
dine, who was a potential successor to 
Nasrallah. Naim Qassem then assumed 
leadership of the group, reaffirming the 
continuation of Nasrallah’s approach 
and remaining committed to the war 
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plan.(12) Concurrently, Israel escalated 
its airstrikes on Lebanese territory, 
and on October 1, it launched a ground 
offensive in Southern Lebanon aimed 
at removing Hezbollah forces from the 
northern Israeli border, transforming 
the escalating conflict into an open 
war.

Apparently, Israel viewed the es-
calation on the Lebanese front as an 
opportunity to enhance its deter-
rent force and alter the rules of en-
gagement, allowing it to disengage 
from the Gaza Strip front by weak-
ening Hezbollah’s military capabili-
ties, which had grown significantly 
since 2006. Despite Israel’s signifi-
cant success in achieving this goal by 
launching severe and unprecedented 
strikes against the group’s organiza-
tional structure, missile arsenal and 
infrastructure, Hezbollah managed 
to withstand these blows. The group 
reorganized its forces and continued 
the confrontation, with its fighters 
successfully resisting Israeli forces 
attempting to penetrate Southern 
Lebanon. Hezbollah also maintained 
its missile attacks on various Israe-
li military sites and cities, including 
targeting the home of Netanyahu in 
Caesarea with a drone. Additional-

ly, on November 24, 2024, Hezbollah 
launched intensive attacks deep into 
Israeli territory.

On November 26, 2024, a ceasefire 
agreement was announced between 
Hezbollah and Israel, mediated by the 
United States. The agreement, which 
took effect the following day, stipu-
lated that Hezbollah would withdraw 
to the north of the Litani River, while 
the Israeli army would withdraw from 
Southern Lebanon within 60 days, 
with the Lebanese army assuming 
control of the area. The United States 
and France were to join the tripartite 
mechanism, established after the 
2006 war, to oversee the ceasefire’s 
implementation. Israel was granted 
the right to attack Lebanon if Hezbol-
lah violated the terms of the agree-
ment. Hezbollah appeared to accept 
the agreement due to the intense mil-
itary pressure it faced, compounded 
by significant losses in Lebanon from 
Israeli airstrikes, as well as increasing 
criticism from Lebanese political par-
ties accusing the group of bringing de-
struction to the country. Israel, on the 
other hand, accepted the agreement 
as it provided an opportunity to disen-
gage from both the Lebanese and Gaza 
fronts, allowing for a much-needed 

rest of its reserve forces, which had 
been depleted for over a year, and to 
refocus on escalating pressure on 
Hamas and addressing the Iranian 
threat.

Yemen
In response to the war in Gaza, the 
Houthi group intensified its attacks 
on ships linked to Israel or heading 
to its ports. Additionally, the group 
attempted to target US warships and 
destroyers in the Red Sea and the Bab 
al-Mandab Strait, effectively milita-
rizing this crucial shipping route and 
disrupting international trade. In re-
taliation, the United States and the 
UK launched multiple strikes against 
Houthi positions. The Houthis also 
directed a series of missile and drone 
attacks on Israel. The latter respond-
ed by carrying out an airstrike on July 
20, 2024, targeting Houthi militia 
sites and oil facilities at the port of 
Hodeidah. On September 29, Israel 
bombed the ports of Hodeidah and 
Ras Issa, along with power stations, 
in retaliation for the ongoing missile 
strikes from the Houthi group.

In general, this escalation is part of the 
broader geopolitical conflict between 
Iran, its allies and Israel. Iran aims to 
strategically exhaust or weaken Isra-

w w w . r a s a n a h - i i i s . o r g

126



el over the long term by surrounding it 
with a hostile military perimeter formed 
by armed groups loyal to Iran in Lebanon, 
Syria, Iraq and Yemen. Conversely, Isra-
el seeks to dismantle this perimeter, end 
its prolonged state of exhaustion and re-
store its deterrent power against the so-
called Axis of Resistance.

Syria
In the aftermath of the Israeli war 
on Gaza, some militias linked to Iran 
launched limited missile attacks toward 
the occupied Golan Heights and Israeli 
territories. In response, Israel signifi-
cantly escalated its attacks on Syrian 
territory, marking an unprecedented 
surge in military action. From October 
2023 to October 2024, Israel carried out 
over 147 attacks, targeting Hezbollah 
deployment sites within Syria, military 
barracks under the Syrian regime’s con-
trol as well as weapons depots and de-
ployment positions of Iranian militias.(13)

The most prominent of these attacks 
included the bombing of the Iranian con-
sulate building in the Syrian capital, Da-
mascus, on April 1, 2024, which resulted 
in the deaths of IRGC leaders, including 
Mohammad Reza Zahedi, a senior com-
mander of the Quds Force. Another sig-
nificant attack occurred on September 
10, when Israel targeted the Scientific 

Research Center in Masyaf, in the Hama 
countryside, which Israel linked to the 
IRGC and its use in the development of 
missiles for Hezbollah. This attack in-
cluded an Israeli special forces opera-
tion, involving an airdrop to seize docu-
ments from the center before destroying 
it. Additionally, on November 21, 2024, 
an attack on the city of Palmyra result-
ed in the deaths of dozens of members 
of Syrian armed groups loyal to Iran, the 
Iraqi Harakat Hezbollah al-Nujaba (HaN) 
and Lebanese Hezbollah.(14)

As the confrontation between Israel 
and Hezbollah intensified, Israel sig-
nificantly escalated its attacks on Syr-
ian territory to prevent weapons from 
reaching Hezbollah via the Bekaa Valley 
and to support its military operations 
in Southern Lebanon. In this context, 
Israel bombed weapons depots in Syria 
belonging to Hezbollah and conducted 
several targeted assassinations in the 
Mezzeh area in Damascus, primarily 
targeting Hezbollah leaders, including 
the armament official and the money 
transfer official.(15) On the other hand, 
pro-Iran armed groups operating in Syr-
ia increased their targeting of US forces 
stationed in the region, using drones and 
missiles in retaliation for US support for 
Israel. This prompted the US military to 

carry out several airstrikes against these 
groups, notably in February 2024. The 
US strikes targeted more than 85 sites 
linked to the IRGC in Syria and Iraq, in-
cluding nine targets in Syria on February 
11, 2024.(16)

Iraq
Pro-Iran armed groups intensified their 
missile strikes against US bases in both 
Iraq and Syria, citing US support for Is-
rael in its ongoing conflict in Gaza as 
their justification. In response, US forc-
es conducted multiple airstrikes tar-
geting these groups. Simultaneously, 
Iraqi armed groups stepped up their use 
of missiles and drones to attack Israel. 
While these actions largely resulted in 
limited damage, they led to threats from 
Israel to retaliate against targets within 
Iraqi territory.

The Shift in Iran-Israel Deterrence 
Dynamics

The recent escalation across regions 
of Iranian influence marks a signif-
icant shift in the Iran-Israel deter-
rence dynamic, pushing their conflict 
into an unprecedented phase of direct 
confrontation. A turning point oc-
curred when Israel bombed the Irani-
an consulate in Damascus, prompting 
Iran to launch its first direct military 
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attack on Israel on April 13, 2024, un-
der Operation True Promise. While 
Israel claimed to have intercepted 
99% of the incoming missiles, drones 
and shells, Iran countered by assert-
ing that half of its missiles reached 
their targets.(17) Days later, on April 19, 
Israel retaliated by striking an IRGC 
air base in Isfahan. However, Iran de-
nied the attack took place, and Israel 
refrained from officially claiming re-
sponsibility.

In a significant escalation, Israel as-
sassinated Haniyeh on July 31 in a mis-
sile strike targeting his guesthouse in 
Tehran. The assassination occurred 
shortly after Haniyeh attended the in-
auguration of Iranian President Ma-
soud Pezeshkian, exposing vulnera-
bilities within Iran’s internal security 
and highlighting the extent of Israeli 
intelligence penetration into Iran and 
its IRGC. The incident shocked and 
embarrassed Iran’s leadership.(18) On 
October 1, Iran retaliated by launch-
ing hundreds of ballistic missiles at 
Israeli cities and sites in Operation 
True Promise 2, claiming it was in re-
sponse to the assassinations of Hez-
bollah leader Nasrallah, Hamas leader 
Haniyeh, and IRGC Commander Abbas 
Nilforoushan. Israeli sources reported 

limited damage from the attack.(19) On 
October 26, Israel retaliated with air-
strikes targeting Iran’s air defense sys-
tems, military facilities and ballistic 
missile production plants, declaring 
that the raids successfully achieved 
their objectives. However, Iran down-
played the impact, stating that the 
strikes caused limited damage to cer-
tain sites. These exchanges highlight-
ed key aspects of the Iran-Israel stra-
tegic rivalry and the evolving balance 
of deterrence between the two sides, 
which can be summarized as follows:

 ª The conflict has shifted to a pattern 
of direct confrontation, moving away 
from the indirect deterrence previ-
ously observed. Israel had typically 
targeted Iranian influence in Syria, 
Lebanon and Iraq, while Iran respond-
ed through strikes carried out by allied 
armed militias.

 ª The two sides have surpassed the 
gray zone of conflict, leaving behind 
the shadow wars characterized by se-
crecy and plausible deniability. This 
shift has elevated the confrontation 
to an overt and more intense level, re-
ducing the space for low-level mutual 
deterrence that avoids full-scale war.

 ª The rules of engagement have been 
redefined, establishing new boundar-

ies for mutual deterrence. Israel has 
sought to restore its damaged deter-
rence following Operation Al-Aqsa 
Flood, asserting that no red lines exist 
in dealing with Iran or its allies. Con-
versely, Iran has abandoned its previ-
ous strategy of containment and stra-
tegic patience, especially in response 
to attacks on targets linked to its sov-
ereignty.

Overall, these developments have 
shifted the deterrence equation be-
tween Iran and Israel in favor of the lat-
ter. Iran’s responses and strikes have 
been characterized by limited impact 
and delays, in contrast to the inten-
sity and relative successes of Israeli 
attacks, which have bolstered Israel’s 
strategic deterrence. This dynamic has 
weakened Iran’s standing as a region-
al power and leader of the so-called 
Axis of Resistance. The exchange of 
strikes has forced Iran into a difficult 
position with two unfavorable op-
tions: either engaging in an open war 
with Israel, which could escalate into a 
broader conflict involving the United 
States and its allies, or stepping back 
and making significant concessions 
that could undermine its regional in-
fluence and strategic role.
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Regional and International Responses 
to the War on Gaza
Positions on the Gaza war have been 
varied and fragmented, contributing 
to the prolongation of the crisis. Arab 
and Islamic countries, along with other 
countries, have called for an end to the 
conflict and strongly criticized Israel 
for its violations and alleged crimes. In 
contrast, the United States and some 
of its allies have supported Israel, hin-
dering efforts to resolve the conflict, 
which has led to devastating humanitar-
ian consequences.

Arab and Regional Positions
Saudi Arabia has condemned the Israeli 
aggression, calling for its cessation and 
the delivery of humanitarian aid to the 
Gaza Strip. The kingdom has reaffirmed 
its firm stance against the genocide of 
Palestinians and warned against the 
ongoing escalation and expansion of 
the conflict, which it views as a threat 
to regional security and stability. Addi-
tionally, Saudi Arabia has made the es-
tablishment of a Palestinian state a pre-
requisite for advancing normalization 
efforts with Israel.

On September 26, 2024, Saudi Ara-
bia unveiled an initiative to form a 
global alliance aimed at advancing a 
two-state solution as the framework 

for resolving the conflict in occupied 
Palestine. The initiative, designed to 
de-escalate tensions and foster re-
gional stability, gained significant 
traction, with 90 countries joining 
the effort. It was seen as a counter-
measure to Israel’s attempts to im-
pose a unilateral resolution and a re-
affirmation of the international and 
Arab consensus on the Palestinian 
issue and the two-state solution. The 

initiative also sought to balance US 
bias toward Israel by rallying inter-
national support for a more equitable 
approach.(20)

Since the outbreak of the war, Sau-
di Arabia has worked to unify the 
Arab and Islamic stance on the crisis. 
In November 2023, it hosted an Ex-
traordinary Arab and Islamic Summit 
in Riyadh, followed by a second sum-
mit on November 11, 2024. The latter 
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summit called on the UN Security 
Council to adopt a binding resolu-
tion for a ceasefire in Gaza and Lebanon, 
and to prohibit the export or transfer of 
weapons to Israel. It also condemned 
Israel’s actions in Gaza as genocide and 
emphasized that peace would not be pos-
sible until Israel withdrew to the June 4, 
1967 borders.(21)

Egypt’s stance emphasized the ur-
gent need to end the war on Gaza and 
ease regional tensions. It rejected any 
plan to displace Palestinians and un-
dermine their cause, supported South 
Africa’s legal action against Israel at the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ) over 
violations in Gaza, opposed Israel’s con-
trol of the Rafah crossing, and refused to 
cooperate with Israel in its management. 
Egypt also engaged in mediation efforts 
alongside Qatar and the United States to 
bring about calm in Gaza. Jordan’s posi-
tion aligned closely with Egypt’s, call-
ing for an end to the war, a reduction in 
regional escalation and the rejection of 
any attempts to force Palestinian ref-
ugees into Egypt or Jordan. Qatar also 
rejected the Israeli war on Gaza and 
initially joined Egyptian and US efforts 
to mediate a ceasefire. However, it sus-
pended its participation, citing a lack of 
cooperation from both Israel and Hamas 

in reaching a ceasefire agreement. Later, 
Qatar resumed its involvement in medi-
ation efforts.

Türkiye took a firm stance against 
Israel’s aggression in Gaza, actively 
pressuring Israel to halt the war. It sus-
pended planned bilateral energy coop-
eration projects and ceased trade with 
Israel. Türkiye also supported South 
Africa’s lawsuit against Israel at the ICJ 
and called for the formation of an Islam-
ic alliance to counter what it described 
as Israel’s growing expansionist threat.(22) 
Additionally, Türkiye launched an in-
ternational initiative to stop the supply 
of weapons to Israel.(23)

International Positions
The US position was marked by strong 
bias toward Israel, which fueled the 
continuation of the war. The Unit-
ed States provided Israel with exten-
sive financial, military and logistical 
support, while also shielding it from 
attacks by regional adversaries. Po-
litically, the United States obstructed 
multiple attempts at the UN Security 
Council to pass resolutions calling for 
an immediate ceasefire or condemning 
Israel, and even justified Israel’s ac-
tions. It also sought to block decisions 
from the ICJ and the ICC against Isra-
el. At the same time, the United States 

called for a reduction in Palestinian ci-
vilian casualties, provision of human-
itarian aid for Gaza and made efforts 
to prevent the conflict from escalating 
into a regional war. This contradicto-
ry approach exposed the double stan-
dards in US foreign policy, highlight-
ing the tension between its advocacy 
for democracy and human rights and 
its support for Israel’s actions in Gaza. 
This stance raised moral concerns and 
signaled a setback in the values of the 
global system, which is based on West-
ern liberal principles.

The European position, while initial-
ly marked by strong bias toward Israel, 
shifted to more moderate stances as the 
crisis progressed. However, it remained 
ineffectual due to divisions among 
European countries regarding how to 
respond to the developments. The Eu-
ropean response was limited to sym-
bolic political calls for a ceasefire, with 
some countries taking modest action to 
pressure Israel. For example, Spain and 
France called for halting arms exports 
to Israel, and countries like Ireland, 
Spain, Norway and Slovenia recognized 
Palestine as a state.

Russia and China adopted a relatively 
balanced position, advocating for a UN 
resolution to call for a permanent cease-
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fire between Israel and the Palestinian 
resistance, rather than a temporary 
pause for humanitarian aid. Both coun-
tries also refused to single out Hamas 
for condemnation without addressing 
the violent actions of Israel, which they 
believed were putting civilian lives in 
Gaza at risk.

Other positive international posi-
tions emerged, such as South Africa’s 
decision to close the Israeli embassy 
and its leadership of an international 
legal initiative to pressure Israel for its 
violations by filing a lawsuit against it 
at the ICJ. Additionally, Colombia sev-
ered its diplomatic relations with Israel(24) 
and halted coal exports to the country in 
response to the ongoing war against the 
Palestinian people.

As for the positions of international 
organizations, the UN Security Coun-
cil’s response to the crisis was marked 
by its inability to take decisive action, as 
it failed to issue a binding resolution to 
stop the war due to the US veto. Howev-
er, the ICJ took a more positive stance. In 
January 2024, based on a lawsuit filed by 
South Africa, the court issued a decision 
ordering Israel to implement temporary 
measures to prevent acts of genocide 
against Palestinians in the Gaza Strip, 
and to take immediate and effective 

action to address the dire living condi-
tions of Palestinians.(25) In March, the 
court issued another decision adding 
additional measures, including ensur-
ing the unhindered provision of basic 
services and humanitarian aid. It also 
demanded that Israel ensure its mili-
tary forces do not commit acts violating 
the rights of Palestinians in Gaza. In 
May, the court ordered Israel to imme-
diately cease its military operations in 
Rafah, to open the Rafah crossing to al-
low humanitarian aid and facilitate the 
access of any investigation or fact-find-
ing committee related to the genocide 
charges.

The ICC also took a strong stance 
on the conflict, investigating lawsuits 
filed by human rights organizations 
and associations to prosecute Israel on 
charges of war crimes and genocide in 
the Gaza Strip. On November 21, 2024, 
the ICC issued an arrest warrant for Ne-
tanyahu and Gallant for their responsi-
bility in war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in Gaza.(26) This move marked 
an important step toward ending the 
impunity of Israeli leaders for the oc-
cupation’s crimes against Palestinians, 
placing Israel in a difficult legal and po-
litical predicament and contributing to 
its increasing international isolation.

Conclusion: The Future of the War on 
Gaza in 2025

The war on Gaza, spanning over more 
than a year, has led to several outcomes 
that will impact the future course of the 
conflict. Israel has succeeded in sig-
nificantly weakening Hamas and the 
resistance factions by destroying much 
of their military infrastructure, assassi-
nating several of their leaders and caus-
ing extensive damage in the Gaza Strip. 
Furthermore, Israel inflicted heavy 
losses on Lebanese Hezbollah, forcing 
the group to accept a truce and with-
draw from the conflict, which under-
mined the principle of the “unity of the 
arenas.” Additionally, Israel dealt severe 
blows to Iran, weakening its position as 
a regional power and leader of the so-
called Axis of Resistance.

However, Israel was unable to turn 
these tactical successes into strategic 
achievements, as it failed to completely 
eliminate Hamas as both a military and 
political entity, nor did it fully dismantle 
Hezbollah or disarm it. Additionally, the 
prolonged duration of the war caused 
significant human and economic losses 
for Israel, worsened internal divisions 
and increased its international isolation. 
On the other hand, the war contributed 
to heightening global awareness of the 
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Palestinian cause, sparking internation-
al discussions about the necessity of es-
tablishing a Palestinian state and finding 
a political solution to this complex crisis, 
which remains a major source of insta-
bility in the region.

In light of the previous inconclusive 
results, it appears increasingly probable 
that the Gaza war may come to a close 
in 2025. This expectation stems from a 
series of developments indicating that 
neither party in the conflict can secure 
further territorial or strategic gains from 
the war. The new US administration’s 
recent commitment to prioritizing the 
resolution of conflicts in the Middle 
East introduces a ray of hope; howev-
er, it is essential to underscore that any 
ceasefire achieved is unlikely to endure 
for long. The fundamental challenges lie 
in the inability of both Israel and Hamas 
to meet each other’s conditions, thus 
rendering the pursuit of a lasting peace 
a daunting endeavor — especially con-
sidering Israel’s entrenched positions. 
The people of the region are aware of the 
humanitarian crisis afflicting the Pal-
estinian people and fervently hope that 
the US administration will adopt a more 
balanced approach, one that addresses 
the complex realities on the ground and 

seeks to alleviate the suffering borne 
from this protracted conflict.

However, on the other hand, the con-
flict may move toward a period of calm 
due to several factors, the most signif-
icant of which include the increasing 
internal pressure on the Israeli govern-
ment to end the war to avoid further 
military and economic exhaustion. Ad-
ditionally, the success of the agreement 
on the Lebanese front could pave the way 
for a similar agreement in the Gaza Strip. 
There is also the possibility of rising US 
popular rejection of the continuation of 
the war, along with the chance that the 
new US administration under Trump 
may recognize the dangers of prolong-
ing the conflict and its expansion, which 
could draw the United States into a direct 
war in the region and negatively impact 
its broader military strategy against oth-
er rivals, particularly in East Asia and 
Eastern Europe. These factors might 
lead the United States to seek an end to 
the war through an agreement which 
heavily favors Israel, allowing for the 
resumption of the normalization pro-
cess, integrating Israel into the region-
al system and refocusing on economic 
priorities that are central to the new US 
administration.

Syria and Lebanon: Shift in Power 
Dynamics After the Fall of the Assad 
Regime

The 2023 ASR anticipated heightened 
regional tensions in 2024, driven by 
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu’s geopolitical ambitions and 
the involvement of Iran-backed mili-
tias in conflicts across Lebanon, Syria, 
Iraq and Yemen. These forecasts mate-
rialized in 2024, contributing to escala-
tions in the Middle East, particularly in 
the Syrian and Lebanese arenas, where 
significant shifts occurred. The rules of 
engagement between Israel and Hez-
bollah changed dramatically, enabling 
Israel to eliminate much of Hezbollah’s 
military and political leadership and 
destroy a large portion of its infrastruc-
ture, forcing the group to withdraw and 
accept a separation of fronts. Mean-
while, Syrian opposition factions, led 
by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), toppled 
the pro-Iran Syrian regime on Decem-
ber 8, 2024, ending over five decades of 
Baathist rule and seizing control of Syr-
ia. The 2024 ASR examines these devel-
opments under three main themes: the 
overthrow of the Assad regime and the 
losers in this outcome, the withdrawal 
of Hezbollah to the south of the Litani 
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River and anticipated transformations 
in Syria and Lebanon in 2025.

Assad’s Overthrow: Winners and 
Losers
Within a span of just two weeks, opposi-
tion factions led by HTS, under the lead-
ership of Ahmed al-Sharaa, successfully 
toppled the regime of former President 
Bashar al-Assad and seized control of 
Damascus and the Presidential Palace 
following Assad’s flight to Russia on 
December 8, 2024. The new adminis-
tration swiftly implemented measures 
to restore security and stability in the 
country. These included forming a 
caretaker administration, dismantling 
armed factions by integrating them into 
the Ministry of Defense, establishing 
a unified national army to centralize 
weaponry under state control, opening 
settlement centers for former regime 
affiliates in the Interior Ministry and 
army and releasing detainees from Sed-
naya prison, a site notorious for horrif-
ic torture that drew global condemna-
tion. Additionally, the administration 
launched a comprehensive security 
campaign to track down remnants of 
the former regime and hold them ac-
countable. Externally, the new leader-
ship declared the start of a fresh era of 
non-hostility and cooperation with all 

nations. It prioritized strengthening 
ties with Gulf and Arab states, begin-
ning with a visit to Saudi Arabia. Syria 
subsequently became a hub for Arab 
and international delegations, with the 
new administration aiming for formal 
recognition and legitimacy.

The overthrow of the Assad regime 
marks a significant loss for Iran and its 
allied militias in Iraq, Lebanon, Yemen 
and the Palestinian factions. This event 

has effectively removed Syria from Iran’s 
geopolitical orbit, resulting in the col-
lapse of its so-called Shiite geopolitical 
theory and the Shiite Crescent. Syria, 
which served as the critical backbone of 
the Iranian strategy, had functioned as 
the central mediator connecting various 
elements of Tehran’s regional project. 
With Assad’s fall, Iran has lost a vital mil-
itary supply route to its loyal militias in 
Syria and Lebanon, as well as a depend-
able ally of more than four decades. This 
disruption undermines Iran’s broader 
defense strategy, which depended on 
Syria as a buffer state and a frontline in 
its efforts to encircle and challenge Is-
rael. Additionally, Iran is now deprived 
of a strategic foothold in the Mediterra-
nean and any prospects of securing a fu-
ture energy corridor to Europe through 
Syria. Financially, the political change 
in Damascus represents a blow to Iran’s 
investments, estimated at $30 billion to 
$50 billion, though Tehran denies these 
figures. This includes debts ranging 
from $20 billion to $30 billion(27) owed by 
the Assad government and significant 
military expenditures to arm its loyal 
militias to maintain control over Syria. 
Furthermore, Iran stands to lose all long-
term contracts it had secured under the 
Assad regime across various sectors.
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Hezbollah’s Withdrawal From the 
South of the Litani River

During the first half of 2024, Israel and 
Hezbollah adhered to their tradition-
al rules of engagement, but a strategic 
Israeli shift later in the year targeted 
the broader “Axis of Resistance” and 
pressured Hezbollah into accepting 
a ceasefire.(28) This culminated in the 
implementation of UN Security Coun-
cil Resolution 1701 from 2006, which 
mandated the withdrawal of Hezbol-
lah’s weapons and fighters from south 
of the Litani River, the deployment of 
the Lebanese army and UNIFIL forc-
es in the area and Israel’s withdrawal 
from Lebanese territories.(29) The Israeli 
strategy against Hezbollah unfolded in 
three key steps. First, Israel disrupted 
Hezbollah’s operational capabilities by 
detonating booby-trapped communica-
tion devices, such as pagers and walk-
ie-talkies, in September 2024. These 
devices had been covertly supplied by 
Israeli-affiliated companies or manip-
ulated through intermediaries, includ-
ing a Taiwanese firm deceived into co-
operation with a Mossad-linked entity 
in Hungary.(30) This operation, revealed 
by Israeli intelligence on December 22, 
2024, effectively severed communica-
tion between Hezbollah’s fighters and 

leadership, undermining their field 
operations. The second step exploited 
Hezbollah’s resulting disarray, as Is-
rael launched targeted bombings that 
eliminated key figures, including Hez-
bollah Secretary-General Nasrallah, his 
potential successor Safieddine, and nu-
merous military leaders. These losses 
further destabilized the group. The final 
step involved systematically targeting 

Hezbollah’s military infrastructure and 
capabilities, leaving the organization 
significantly weakened.

The weakening of Hezbollah and the 
destruction of its power represent a sig-
nificant loss for Iran, as the group has 
long been the backbone of the so-called 
Axis of Resistance and a key military as-
set for Tehran in the region. Iran has pro-
vided the group with billions of dollars 
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in financial and military aid since its for-
mation more than 40 years ago, helping 
it evolve from a local armed group into a 
powerful military force with an exten-
sive arsenal of weapons and missiles. 
Hezbollah has become one of Iran’s main 
defensive shields and the spearhead of 
its geopolitical ambitions, playing a cen-
tral role in regional conflicts spanning 
Syria, Yemen, Iraq and Lebanon.

As Hezbollah’s influence diminishes 
in Lebanon, and its logistical and mili-
tary capabilities decline, a new political 
equation is emerging in the country, one 
where Iranian influence is reduced. The 
group now faces escalating internal cri-
ses, with growing public debate in Leb-
anon about its role in furthering Iran’s 
agenda at the expense of Lebanon’s in-
terests. There is increasing scrutiny of 
the group’s longstanding involvement 
in Syria, particularly its support for the 
Assad regime, which has led to the loss 
of thousands of young Lebanese Shiites. 
Additionally, international pressure is 
mounting to disarm Hezbollah and rein-
tegrate it purely as a political party with-
in Lebanon’s new political framework, 
with hopes of electing a new Lebanese 
president on the horizon.

(1) The area of the buffer zone controlled by Israel is approximately 235 square kilometers, which is about 60% of the Gaza Strip’s area.

The Future of Syria and Lebanon, 
Scenarios for 2025
The future trajectory of transforma-
tions in Syria and Lebanon in 2025 
hinges on several key variables, most 
notably the ability of the new Syrian ad-
ministration, led by Sharaa, to prioritize 
the interests of the state over those of 
HTS. Another crucial variable is the will-
ingness of political factions in Lebanon 
to establish a new equation that serves 
the country’s interests, particularly in 
light of Hezbollah’s weakened position. 
If Syria embraces state-centric gover-
nance and Lebanon moves beyond party 
politics, it could lead to the stabilization 
of Syria’s new administration and the 
election of a new Lebanese president. 
However, significant challenges remain 
that could destabilize these equations 
and provoke chaos. One such challenge 
is the potential for some armed oppo-
sition groups allied with Sharaa to de-
mand a shift toward prioritizing the HTS 
agenda, especially in response to exter-
nal threats such as Israeli geopolitical 
expansion. A more concerning scenar-
io could arise if Sharaa’s own allies op-
pose his state-centric approach, partic-
ularly on sensitive internal issues such 
as women’s rights, the veil and human 

rights. Furthermore, tensions could es-
calate regarding Israel’s growing ambi-
tions, exemplified by its occupation of 
strategic sites like Mount Hermon(1) and 
parts of the Golan Heights and the col-
lapse of the 1974 disengagement agree-
ment with Syria. These developments 
could precipitate a scenario of chaos, 
compounded by the administration’s 
internal challenges, including security, 
economic and political instability.

Iran and its armed militias in various 
regions are among the most prominent 
parties waiting for chaos in Syria to re-
store the so-called Axis of Resistance. 
Historical experience indicates that 
Iran has been expanding its geopolitical 
influence in the midst of chaos since the 
fall of the Iraqi regime over two decades 
ago, especially after suffering major loss-
es in Syria and Lebanon. The Iranian es-
tablishment bases its existence on a geo-
political project that it is not expected to 
abandon. This is reflected by post-Assad 
official statements. Iranian officials ex-
pect that stability will not be achieved 
in Syria following Assad’s departure. 
Iran sees opportunities in the instabili-
ty, particularly with Israel’s expanding 
geopolitical ambitions, which could cre-
ate openings for Iran to reassert its influ-
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ence. Iran also has various entry points 
into Syria, including the presence of ISIS 
in certain towns, where it has historical 
experience working with terrorist or-
ganizations. Additionally, Shiite groups 
that may be harmed by the new Syrian 
administration’s policies and armed 
militias on Syria’s borders with Iraq and 
Lebanon could provide opportunities 
for Iran to intervene. Another key factor 
is the Kurdish issue, which is a challenge 
for the new Syrian administration, given 
Iran’s longstanding ties with the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) and Kurdish 
groups in northern Aleppo, where Irani-
an militias had been active.(31)

That being said, Iran faces numerous 
challenges in attempting to restore its 
influence in Syria, Lebanon and other 
regions. Internally, the Iranian estab-
lishment is concerned about a poten-
tial popular uprising due to widespread 
discontent over the massive losses in-
curred through failed external projects, 
representing funds that could have 
been allocated for desperately needed 
national development. This discontent 
is compounded by rising inflation and 
the economic difficulties affecting var-
ious social segments that were once eco-
nomically stable but are now suffering 
due to inflation and the government’s 

economic policies. Regionally, Iran must 
contend with the new Syrian administra-
tion’s shift toward the Arab world, with 
Saudi, Turkish and Qatari support, and a 
new equation created by Israel focused 
on national security and resisting Irani-
an encirclement. Internationally, chal-
lenges are posed by the return of Presi-
dent Trump and his maximum pressure 
strategy against Iran, as well as US and 
European support for the Israeli stance, 
especially in light of Iran’s support for 
Russia in its war with Ukraine. Unless 
chaos ensues, Iran’s chances of regain-
ing its lost spheres of influence in 2025 
are slim. As a result, the Iranian estab-
lishment may focus on stabilizing the in-
ternal front to avoid mass protests which 
the West can capitalize on and may shift 
toward a policy of engaging with the 
West to settle the nuclear agreement, 
potentially easing external pressures, 
especially during Trump’s second term.

Positive Neutrality: Gulf States’ 
Policies Amid Geopolitical Tensions
The 2023 ASR predicted that the mo-
mentum of collective Gulf action would 
persist, aiming to mitigate ongoing 
regional and international conflicts 
through innovative and constructive 
approaches. These approaches priori-
tize the search for common ground and 

mutually satisfactory agreements to 
achieve settlements that ensure region-
al and international security and sta-
bility. These approaches truly aligned 
with Gulf policies and efforts observed 
in 2024. Despite the rapid escalation in 
the pace of global and regional events, 
the Gulf states demonstrated a strong 
resolve to ensure the success of their 
initiatives and to assert a degree of in-
fluence over the course of regional and 
international developments. They have 
continued their relentless efforts to 
navigate the successive crises affect-
ing the Middle East and the wider world 
by crafting innovative solutions and 
launching proactive initiatives aimed at 
mitigating emerging risks and securing 
a prominent position in the future geo-
political landscape. The outcomes of the 
Gaza crisis have tested the Gulf states’ 
ability to withstand the ramifications 
of the crisis and address its broader im-
plications. In response to the solutions 
proposed by regional and internation-
al actors, the Gulf states are pursuing a 
path that seeks to guide the region to-
ward greater coexistence and develop-
ment, as opposed to the entrenched ex-
clusionary conflicts that have plagued 
the region for decades. Such conflicts 
have not only failed to deliver any tan-
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gible results but have also plunged the 
region into a state of persistent tension 
and chaos. This is compounded by the 
succession and acceleration of global 
crises, from the COVID-19 pandemic to 
the Russia-Ukraine war and its after-
math, culminating in regional conflicts 
— the Israeli war on Gaza and Lebanon, 
and extending to Syria, Iraq and even 
Iran. Amid this turbulent landscape, the 
Gulf states consistently find themselves 
at the epicenter of regional and interna-
tional dynamics — a position dictated 
by their strategic geographical location, 
their Islamic identity and critical role in 
global energy markets.

The 2024 ASR delves into the future 
trajectory of the Gulf states’ positive 
efforts in addressing ongoing crises 
through three main themes. The first 
theme examines the Gulf states’ en-
deavors to neutralize confrontations by 
seeking constructive commonalities. 
The second theme highlights the Gulf’s 
pivotal role in efforts to end the region’s 
ongoing wars, focusing on peace-build-
ing initiatives. The third theme explores 
the strengthening of the development 
pathway, with an emphasis on diversi-
fying geo-economic options to enhance 
the Gulf states’ capacities for regional 
and international influence. Lastly, a 

conclusion is provided with a forecast of 
policy trends regarding positive neutral-
ity in 2025.

The Gulf States: Avoiding 
Confrontation and Finding Common 
Ground
For four decades, the region has en-
dured — and continues to endure — a 
state of acute polarization driven by 
conflict among regional players, such 
as Israel and Iran, with both seeking to 
maximize their strategic gains without 
regard for the suffering of the people or 
the resulting economic and social harm. 
The Palestinian issue has consistently 
been at the center of this dynamic. On 
one side is Israel, which does not seek 
to end the conflict in light of sustained 
Western support in the form of arms, 
financing and diplomatic backing. On 
the other side is Iran, which maneu-
vers for status and influence by pro-
claiming its support for the Palestinian 
cause. Throughout 2024, the situation 
has reached a point of significant ex-
posure, with the persistent failure of 
decades-old policies manifesting in a 
complete inability to establish calm or 
foster peaceful coexistence in the re-
gion.

Israel has been unable to impose 
its will on the region or achieve com-

prehensive peace without address-
ing the root cause of the conflict: 
the Palestinian issue. This failure 
has led to a regression, with the sit-
uation returning to the cycle of con-
flict, exemplified by the quagmire 
of the Gaza crisis. Conversely, coun-
tries that exploit the Palestinian 
issue, including Iran, have failed to 
support Gaza effectively when need-
ed. For example, the decision not to 
retaliate for the killing of Hamas 
Political Bureau Chief Haniyeh in 
Tehran and the prioritization of per-
sonal interests, reveal the opportun-
ism and hypocrisy of those exploit-
ing the Palestinian cause. In fact, 
such behavior and actions further 
embolden Israel to pursue its max-
imalist agenda for regional domi-
nance. Moreover, it enables Israel to 
continue advancing its objective of 
eliminating the Palestinian people 
through killing, displacement and 
embracing a scorched-earth policy.

The Gulf states, bound by geo-
graphical, religious and Arab ties 
to the Palestinian issue, cannot ig-
nore their responsibilities toward 
the region and its central cause. 
Consequently, they, particularly 
Saudi Arabia, remain committed to 

P
a

r
t
 1

R
a

s
a

n
a

h

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENTS 137

P
a

r
t
 2

P
a

r
t
 3

P
a

r
t
 4

A
n

n
u

a
l 

S
t
r
a

t
e

g
ic

 R
e

p
o

r
t
 2

0
2

4
 -

 2
0

2
5



exploring viable solutions to crises 
that have hindered regional devel-
opment and security. This sense 
of duty underscores their efforts 
to mitigate the burdens that these 
challenges impose on the region.

The Conundrum of Normalization 
and Saudi Arabia’s Conditions for 
Settling Regional Crises
Although the Abraham Accords, 
signed in September 2020, extend-
ed to include some Gulf states, 
namely the UAE and Bahrain, near-
ly four years later, Israel has not 
aligned its policies with this rec-
onciliation process. Instead, it has 
pursued what it considers a strat-
egy for achieving peace without 
making significant concessions 
on the Palestinian issue. The out-
comes of these accords have not 
persuaded countries such as Sau-
di Arabia to abandon principles 
they have consistently upheld as 
just. Saudi Arabia has continued to 
champion these principles within 
the Arab and Islamic framework, 
particularly the Arab Peace Initia-
tive, which is grounded in interna-
tional legitimacy and seeks to bal-
ance the interests of all concerned 

parties, thereby fostering a stable 
regional environment.

The devastating events in Gaza, 
the spread of destruction to Syria 
and Lebanon and Israel’s reliance 
on militarization as a solution to 
its problems have demonstrat-
ed a missed opportunity to build 

upon initiatives that could have 
maximized gains and resulted in 
regional peace instead of the tur-
moil currently witnessed. Regional 
countries hold cautious hope that 
the United States, under the leader-
ship of President Trump, will honor 
his electoral promises, including his 
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commitment to ending wars, nota-
bly the ongoing conflicts in the Mid-
dle East.

Dialogue With Iran to Ease Tensions 
and Avert Problems
Reflecting on the outcomes of the Sau-
di-Iranian reconciliation one year after 
its implementation, Iranian Ambassa-
dor to Saudi Arabia Alireza Enayati char-
acterized bilateral relations as “very 
positive,” noting that “both sides have 
accomplished much of what the lead-
ers recommended.” However, he added, 
“We are not saying that we have been 
able to achieve everything that meets 
our ambitions during the past period.” 
Regarding the trajectory of the renewed 
relationship, he remarked, “We are at the 
beginning of the road, but the journey of 
a thousand miles begins with walking 
one mile,” emphasizing that “the two 
brotherly and neighboring countries 
have taken bold steps in a short period 
since the reconciliation announcement, 
including exchanging ambassadors and 
opening diplomatic missions.”(32)

The visit of Iranian Foreign Minister 
Abbas Araghchi to the kingdom and the 
Gulf states, following the Israeli esca-
lation against Hamas and Hezbollah, 
included in-depth discussions on coor-
dinating neutral positions that do not 

compromise the interests of either the 
Gulf states or Iran. Iran acknowledges 
that it cannot count on Gulf support in 
confrontations with Israel due to differ-
ing stances on regional issues. However, 
it seems that Iran has started to approach 
its relations with the Gulf states more se-
riously, recognizing the Gulf’s extensive 
ties with international actors, particular-
ly Washington, and is striving to align its 
positions to mitigate the ramifications of 
the dangerous developments unfolding 
in the region.

This meeting was preceded by anoth-
er high-level meeting between Iranian 
and Gulf officials in which Saudi For-
eign Minister Prince Faisal bin Farhan 
met with Iranian President Masoud 
Pezeshkian in the Qatari capital, Doha. 
Pezeshkian conveyed to Prince Faisal 
his “satisfaction with the growing rela-
tions between Iran and Saudi Arabia,” 
emphasizing “Iran’s commitment to ex-
panding cooperation with Saudi Arabia 
in all fields.” During the same meeting, 
Pezeshkian stated that his country views 
Islamic nations, including Saudi Arabia, 
as brothers, stressing the importance 
of overcoming differences of opinion.(33) 
The meetings continued with the visit of 
the Saudi chief of staff to Tehran, accom-
panied by a military delegation, where 

they met with their Iranian counterparts. 
Later, the Iranian vice president attended 
the Extraordinary Arab and Islamic Sum-
mit in the kingdom, where discussions 
focused on Israeli escalation and the fu-
ture of the Palestinian issue.

Strengthening Relations With Türkiye
Relations between the Gulf states and 
Türkiye have been escalating since 
2024, following years of strained rela-
tions. Several rounds of negotiations 
have been initiated between the two 
sides in an effort to sign a free trade 
agreement, which, according to some, 
could create one of the largest free trade 
zones in the world.(34)

Many observers anticipate that this 
agreement will be signed soon, given the 
accelerating relations between Türki-
ye and the Gulf states. This reflects the 
efforts made by both sides to overcome 
political differences and enhance coop-
eration based on mutual interests, trust 
and sustainability. Such progress is ex-
pected to positively impact the handling 
of controversial regional issues, bringing 
viewpoints closer and unifying common 
visions.

The signs of growth in this relation-
ship began when the Gulf states quickly 
provided generous humanitarian aid 
following the devastating earthquake 
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in Türkiye in 2023. This included the 
kingdom providing a financial deposit 
of $5 billion to the Turkish Central Bank 
to support the Turkish economy during 
those difficult times.(35) These initiatives 
positively impacted the Turkish lead-
ership, despite the previous diplomatic 
froideur due to disagreements over cer-
tain issues. Subsequently, both Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE invested in the de-
velopment of these relations, expanding 
them to include defense investments and 
strategic partnerships.

The kingdom signed an executive plan 
agreement for defense cooperation with 
Türkiye, aimed at fostering collabora-
tion between the two countries’ defense 
ministries in areas such as military ca-
pabilities, defense industries, research 
and development and the production 
and development of defense military in-
dustries. The agreement also focuses on 
the exchange of expertise and the trans-
fer and localization of defense-related 
technologies. Additionally, the Saudi 
Ministry of Defense signed two acquisi-
tion contracts with the Turkish defense 
company Baykar to purchase several 
drones.(36) Meanwhile, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan signed numer-
ous strategic agreements and memo-
randa of understanding during his visit 

to the UAE in 2023,(37) with a total value 
estimated at $50.7 billion. Türkiye and 
Qatar also expanded their cooperation 
with eight agreements signed in Novem-
ber 2024, during the visit of the emir of 
Qatar to Türkiye for the 10th meeting of 
the Turkish-Qatari Supreme Strategic 
Committee, held in Ankara. These agree-
ments covered various sectors, aiming to 
further enhance bilateral relations.(38)

The Turkish president’s visit to the 
kingdom to attend the Extraordinary 
Arab and Islamic Summit highlights 
Türkiye’s strong interest in current re-
gional issues and its recognition of the 
kingdom’s leadership in efforts to re-
solve the longstanding crises in Pales-
tine, Lebanon and other countries in the 
region. The growing mutual dependence 
between the Gulf states and Türkiye in 
strategic projects is creating a strong 
alignment of interests and recalculat-
ing political approaches that, in the past, 
were marked by diverging orientations. 
This cooperation may serve as a key lever 
in finding solutions to regional problems, 
most notably the Syrian issue, where both 
sides are seeking to reach understand-
ings that could help reduce the intensity 
of polarization in the Middle East.

A Growing Gulf Role in Conflict 
Resolution

The Gulf Vision for Regional 
Cooperation
In March 2024, the secretary-general 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
unveiled the Gulf states’ vision for the 
future of regional security, which is 
focused on achieving security, stabil-
ity and peace in the region, alongside 
fostering coexistence in line with the 
principles of international peace and 
security based on international resolu-
tions. While outlining the objectives of 
the vision, the secretary-general high-
lighted several key axes, including the 
security and stability, economic and 
development and environment and cli-
mate change axes. These axes aim to 
address various challenges and threats, 
most notably security concerns, inter-
ference in the internal affairs of the GCC 
and neighboring countries, geopolitical 
shifts at the international level, and eco-
nomic, cultural and social challenges.

This vision is being presented in light 
of the current and future challenges 
facing the countries of the region, with 
the Gulf countries aiming to capitalize 
on positive opportunities to contribute 
to international efforts and mitigate or 
avoid potential negative shocks. This vi-
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sion is guided by the goal of creating a fu-
ture of coexistence, strengthening both 
regional and international roles, using 
dialogue as a bridge for communication 
and understanding, and expanding co-
operation with global partners. It is based 
on the belief that lasting peace requires 
joint efforts and genuine, sincere will.(39) 
The key features of this vision include 
the following: (40)

 ª Coordinating positions between the 
GCC countries on regional and interna-
tional issues is a crucial pillar of cooper-
ation and integration among the mem-
ber states. It plays a fundamental role 
in shaping their unified foreign policy, 
which has allowed the GCC to adopt com-
mon positions on key challenges faced 
by both the region and the world, partic-
ularly in the context of regional security 
concerns.

 ª These common positions are ground-
ed in the core principles of the GCC’s sys-
tem, as well as the norms of internation-
al law that govern inter-state relations. 
They emphasize the principle of non-in-
terference in the internal affairs of coun-
tries, mutual respect for sovereignty, po-
litical independence, territorial integrity 
and natural resources. Additionally, they 
advocate for resolving disputes through 
negotiation, diplomacy and dialogue 

while rejecting the use or threat of force 
to safeguard regional security and stabil-
ity.

 ª The vision also builds upon the basic 
framework of the GCC and the Joint De-
fense Agreement, emphasizing the indi-
visibility of the security of GCC countries, 
particularly in light of the instability cur-
rently affecting both the region and the 
wider world. This principle is closely tied 
to the idea of a shared destiny among the 
member states.

 ª Political, military and security in-
tegration within the GCC has played a 
significant role in establishing security, 
stability and economic prosperity. As 
a result, the GCC has become a trusted 
partner in global political, security and 
economic affairs. Furthermore, it has 
evolved into an international hub for 
thought, culture, science, sports and the 
arts. This model of cooperation is what 
the GCC aspires to realize both within the 
region and globally.

The Arab Peace Initiative and Saudi 
Arabia’s Fundamental Role

The speech delivered by the Saudi 
crown prince during the opening of the 
first year of the ninth session of the Sau-
di Shura Council emphasized the king-
dom’s unwavering stance on the Pales-
tinian issue, stating:

“The Palestinian issue is at the fore-
front of our country’s attention, and 
we renew the Kingdom’s rejection and 
strong condemnation of the crimes of 
the Israeli occupation authority against 
the Palestinian people, ignoring in-
ternational and humanitarian law in 
a new and bitter chapter of suffering. 
The Kingdom will not cease its tireless 
work towards the establishment of an 
independent Palestinian state with 
East Jerusalem as its capital, and we af-
firm that the Kingdom will not establish 
diplomatic relations with Israel with-
out that. We thank all the countries that 
recognized the Palestinian state as an 
embodiment of international legitima-
cy, and we urge other countries to take 
similar steps.”(41)

The GCC meeting held in Kuwait in 
early December 2024 praised the king-
dom’s efforts to implement the two-state 
solution, recognizing its efforts through 
engaging with both regional and inter-
national actors to resolve conflicts. The 
meeting also acknowledged the king-
dom’s role in forming an international 
coalition to support the two-state solu-
tion, emphasizing the importance of 
rejecting normalization before the es-
tablishment of a Palestinian state based 
on the June 1967 borders. The normaliza-
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tion process, as viewed by the kingdom 
and the Gulf states in general, is seen as 
a means to end the opportunism and po-
larization currently affecting the region, 
with the goal of building a region where 
its people share equal responsibility and 
benefit from its future.

Israeli intransigence in dealing with 
peace opportunities continues to play a 
destructive role in the region by fueling 
the activities of opportunistic countries 
and armed groups that operate outside 
the legitimacy of their respective na-
tions, thereby jeopardizing regional se-
curity. Iran, for its part, has consistently 
opposed and encouraged Palestinian 
factions to reject the Arab Peace Initia-
tive, contributing to the prolongation of 
the issue. Notably, the president of Iran, 
while speaking at the United Nations, 

claimed that Iran was ready to lay down 
arms and engage in dialogue, provided 
Israel was willing to do the same.(42) His 
statement reinforces the notion that 
both Iran and Israel are key factors in 
the region’s instability. The Arab Peace 
Initiative remains the only consistent 
proposal on the table, representing a 
Saudi-Gulf-Arab perspective that seeks 
to end the exploitation of the Palestinian 
issue by all parties in the region, includ-
ing the Palestinian factions themselves.

The new Saudi initiative, which aims 
to form an international alliance to rec-
ognize the Palestinian state, seeks to 
eliminate the pretexts used by countries 
that are working to obstruct solutions. 
It extends the foundations of the Arab 
Peace Initiative by mobilizing a pressing 
and growing international effort to im-

pose a new reality. This initiative aims 
to leave no room for countries obstruct-
ing peace efforts through their intran-
sigence and procrastination to further 
their own interests.

Qatari Mediation Between Israel and 
Hamas
The Qatari role in the Gaza crisis, despite 
the failure to reach a solution that would 
end the war between Israel and Hamas, 
was an important mediation channel 
aimed at easing tensions. Qatar faced 
significant pressure from both Israel and 
Hamas, as well as from the United States, 
which sought to pressure Hamas into 
accepting proposals that were seen as fa-
voring Israel.(43) Hamas, however, insist-
ed on an Israeli military withdrawal from 
the Gaza Strip in return for the release of 
Israeli hostages as preconditions for any 
peace agreement.

Enhancing Geoeconomic Status: A 
Catalyst for Development
The Gulf states consider economic diver-
sification essential to counter the global 
economic slowdown affecting energy 
consumption. Fluctuations in oil and 
gas prices remain a significant concern, 
prompting the Gulf states to capitalize 
on favorable oil and gas prices to create 
investment opportunities that acceler-
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ate their economic diversification ef-
forts. This strategy is central to develop-
ment plans like Saudi Vision 2030, which 
seeks to reduce dependence on oil. Si-
multaneously, forging new partnerships 
enhances the political influence and 
global standing of the Gulf states, help-
ing to balance international positions on 
pressing regional issues.

Saudi-Indian Strategic Partnership 
Council
One of the most notable Gulf strategic 
initiatives in 2024 is the establishment of 
a strategic partnership council between 
Saudi Arabia and India, led by the Saudi 
crown prince and Indian Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi. This partnership aims to 
strengthen cooperation across various 
sectors, with bilateral trade reaching $53 
billion in 2023. The Saudi foreign minis-
ter highlighted that the formation of this 
high-level council has paved the way for 
a new era of collaboration, emphasiz-
ing the importance of coordination on 
matters of mutual interest, particularly 
regarding international peace, security 
and economic development. The min-
ister expressed confidence that deep-
ening cooperation would benefit both 
countries, with Saudi Arabia being In-
dia’s largest trading partner in the Mid-
dle East.(44)

Investment in Future Energy
In 2024, Saudi Arabia made a strategic 
investment move in the mining sector 
to strengthen its future positioning in 
global mining markets. The Saudi min-
ister of industry and mineral resources 
played an active role in visiting South 
American countries, including Argen-
tina, Chile and Brazil, which are home 
to the “mining triangle” containing the 
largest lithium reserves in the world.(45) 
The kingdom aims to compete with ma-
jor manufacturing nations for lithium, 
a critical mineral used in clean tech-
nologies like electric car batteries, lap-
tops and smartphones. Additionally, the 
Saudi minister visited the United States 
to explore partnerships to enhance the 
kingdom’s capabilities in clean energy 
technologies, with minerals such as lith-
ium as a key component.(46)

Bolstering Partnerships With Major 
Groups and Powers
The UAE’s accession to the BRICS group 
marked a significant shift in the Gulf’s 
relations with major countries that are 
enhancing their economic, political and 
military influence. The UAE’s partici-
pation in the BRICS summit in Kazan, 
Russia, reflected considerable momen-
tum,(47) building on the high-level visit 
made by UAE President His Highness 

Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed to Mos-
cow, where he met with Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin. The meeting rein-
forced the strategic partnership signed 
in 2018 and underscored the growing 
momentum in Russia’s relationship 
with the Gulf region.(48) Meanwhile, Sau-
di Arabia is still weighing its options re-
garding joining BRICS, considering that 
remaining outside the group may align 
with broader strategic objectives. This is 
given that the kingdom’s strong bilater-
al ties with key BRICS countries are not 
significantly impacted by its non-mem-
bership in the bloc.

Strategic Cooperation With China and 
Competing Trade Corridors
On the sidelines of the G20 meeting in 
September 2023 in New Delhi, the eco-
nomic project known as the India-Mid-
dle East-Europe Economic Corridor 
(IMEC) was announced. This project 
consists of a sea-based route linking 
India and the Arabian Gulf, alongside a 
northern road connecting Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE to Europe via Jordan and 
Israel. While some view this initiative 
as a competitor to China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI), it is important to note 
that the scale and capabilities of the BRI 
are significantly broader and larger, sur-
passing those of the IMEC project.(49)
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The Gulf states, including Saudi Ara-
bia and the UAE, are part of China’s BRI 
and maintain close economic and tech-
nical interactions with Beijing. These 
countries view their involvement in the 
IMEC project not as a challenge to the 
BRI but as an opportunity to enhance 
regional and commercial connectivi-
ty. This corridor is seen as part of their 
broader strategy for economic diversifi-
cation, increasing independence in their 
options and positioning the region at the 
center of global logistics projects. Such 
initiatives align with the goals of Saudi 
Arabia’s Vision 2030 plan and help fos-
ter mutual interests among countries, 
thereby reducing competition and con-
flict within the region.

Despite the geopolitical competition 
between the United States and China in 
the region, the Gulf states, which main-
tain significant economic relations with 
China, are focused on ensuring that the 
objectives of their projects and partner-
ships do not conflict with their other al-
lies. Negotiations are ongoing between 
China and the Gulf states to finalize a free 
trade agreement, potentially by the end 
of the year,(50) pending assurances that 
Chinese goods will not negatively impact 
local industries.(51) This illustrates the 
Gulf states’ ability to maintain a balance 
of interests with various partners, with-

out aligning themselves with competing 
geopolitical axes. As mentioned earlier, 
the kingdom’s careful consideration of 
joining the BRICS group reflects this ap-
proach of diversifying and balancing re-
lationships with strategic international 
partners.

Conclusion: The Gulf’s Positive 
Neutrality in 2025
Over the past year, the Gulf states have 
positioned themselves in the midst of 
regional conflicts, not as participants, 
but as key actors in defusing tensions 
where both regional and internation-
al interests converge and diverge. 
Through a balanced approach, the Gulf 
states have gained significant interna-
tional trust, demonstrated an ability to 
propose solutions, and seized the initia-
tive from countries that have long held 
the region hostage to their ambitions 
and failure to adhere to international 
conventions. The recent Extraordinary 
Arab and Islamic Summit in Riyadh 
emphasized the Gulf states’ leadership, 
particularly Saudi Arabia, in uniting na-
tions that seek justice and peace. The 
summit underscored the responsibility 
of the international community to ad-
dress Israeli encroachments and con-
front the root causes of chaos in the 
Middle East, warning of the potential 

consequences of failing to manage the 
region’s instability, which could lead 
to broader global turmoil. Additionally, 
the Gulf states’ economic partnerships 
reflect the strategic alignment of their 
interests with influential countries. 
They are seizing opportunities, such as 
those in the mining and clean energy 
sectors, to bolster their political influ-
ence, diversify their economies and re-
duce dependency on a single commodi-
ty, ensuring the long-term strength and 
resilience of their economies.

With the arrival of a new US leader-
ship, the Gulf states will undoubtedly 
aim to engage positively with the new ad-
ministration, recognizing the opportu-
nities that may arise from such a signif-
icant relationship. At the same time, the 
Gulf states’ achievements over the past 
years — including their active involve-
ment in international affairs both polit-
ically and economically, as well as their 
cooperation with key global blocs — will 
undoubtedly enhance their importance 
in US strategic calculations.

However, the Gulf states must antici-
pate several challenges as they navigate 
the arrival of the new US administration, 
which is clearly determined to address 
regional conflicts. This comes at a time 
when the Gulf states have made signif-
icant strides, including Saudi Arabia’s 
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reconciliation with Iran and efforts to 
engage with the Syrian government, 
culminating in Syria’s return to the Arab 
League. These developments create a 
new dynamic that contrasts with the 
approach taken by the previous Trump 
administration. Consequently, it is es-
sential for the Gulf states to develop 
strategies that align with their regional 
goals and interests in order to effectively 
manage this evolving situation and avoid 
external pressures that may not align 
with their objectives.

Türkiye’s New Foreign Policy Amid 
Shifting Politics
The 2023 ASR anticipated that the in-
ternal challenges facing the Turkish 
government amid its efforts to elevate 
the country’s status among regional 
and global powers would emphasize the 
need for new strategies. The report pre-
dicted that Ankara would need to adopt 
a different strategy to address domestic 
issues while simultaneously position-
ing itself as a pivotal player on both the 
regional and international level. This 
forecast proved accurate as Ankara, by 
2024, demonstrated a notable shift in 
its approach to regional and global alli-
ances, distancing itself from rigid bloc-
based politics and aiming to redefine its 
role in a potentially bipolar or multipo-

lar world. This shift involved pursuing 
emerging alliances, reassessing ties 
with traditional Western partners and 
deepening relations with both regional 
and global powers.

Türkiye’s evolving policy reflects its 
aspiration to secure a more competitive 
position with regard to the West, or at 
least to establish flexible partnerships 
during the current transitional phase 
of the international system as it shifts 
toward a new world order. Against this 
backdrop, this ASR file reviews six key 
developments: Türkiye’s bid to join 
BRICS; rapprochement with the West; 
efforts to bolster partnerships with Arab 
countries, response to Israel’s war on 
Gaza, its strategy to expand influence 
in Africa and the outcomes of the fifth 
round of Turkish-Armenian negotia-
tions. Finally, it concludes with a fore-
cast of Türkiye’s policy trends in 2025.

Türkiye’s Determination to Join 
BRICS: A Pivot to the East?

Türkiye’s aspiration to join the 
BRICS group reflects a potential 
pivot toward emerging global pow-
ers and a broadening of its foreign 
policy objectives. While Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has voiced Türkiye’s interest in 
joining the bloc since 2018, BRICS 

stands as a highly appealing alliance 
for Ankara, encompassing nearly 
45% of the global population, 35% 
of international trade, 40% of glob-
al oil production, and a significant 
portion of global GDP. However, 
September 3, 2024, marked a cru-
cial moment in Türkiye’s pursuit of 
BRICS membership, as Ankara offi-
cially submitted its application to 
join the bloc on that day.

Türkiye’s intention to join BRICS 
was evident in June 2024, during a 
meeting between Turkish Foreign 
Minister Hakan Fidan and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. Fidan de-
scribed the discussion with Putin 
as proceeding “fantastically well” 
and conveyed Türkiye’s gratitude 
to Moscow for its strong backing of 
Ankara’s aspirations.(52) The Kremlin 
affirmed this support, stating, “We 
welcome Türkiye’s interest in the 
work of BRICS” and will “undoubt-
edly, we will fully support this aspi-
ration.”(53) By September 2024, Anka-
ra solidified its position by officially 
confirming its application for BRICS 
membership.(54)

Türkiye’s interest in joining BRICS 
reflects its strategic assessment 
that the global order is transitioning 
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from Western-dominated institu-
tions to more inclusive frameworks 
like BRICS. Membership in the bloc 
would grant Türkiye access to al-
ternative financial mechanisms, 
such as the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank, hence, reduc-
ing its reliance on Western-centric 
systems like the IMF and the World 
Bank. Additionally, Ankara seeks to 
balance its relations between the 
US-European bloc and the alliance 
led by China and Russia. This bal-
ance aspires to position Türkiye as 
an independent and mediating pow-
er amidst the competition between 
Eastern and Western powers, advo-
cating a “third way.” By signaling its 
readiness to cooperate with Eastern 
powers, Ankara aims to leverage 
this stance to pressure EU during 
negotiations over Türkiye’s EU can-
didacy. Moreover, Ankara seeks to 
secure waivers from US sanctions 
against Russia, enabling continued 
cooperation with Russian compa-
nies despite Washington’s econom-
ic policies.(55)

Domestic factors play a signif-
icant role in Türkiye’s bid to join 
BRICS, underscoring its broader 
geopolitical strategy. The ongoing 

war in Gaza has exacerbated ten-
sions between the West and the 
Global South, fueling a surge in an-
ti-US sentiment within Türkiye. 
This growing public discontent has 
manifested in nationwide protests, 
including demonstrations near the 
US military base at Incirlik(56) and 
an attack on US sailors in Izmir.(57) 
While Türkiye’s BRICS aspirations 
may seem focused on economic co-
operation, they are intricately linked 
to these geopolitical and domestic 
dynamics. Ankara’s approach re-
flects its ambition to leverage its 
unique geopolitical position and 
navigate an increasingly polarized 
global landscape. Although Türki-
ye has yet to achieve membership 
in BRICS, its bid signals a calculat-
ed effort to balance its Western ties 
with stronger engagement in East-
ern alliances. This strategy does not 
indicate a complete pivot away from 
the West but rather demonstrates 
Türkiye’s intent to maintain flexi-
bility and diversify its alliances to 
optimize its strategic influence.

Rapprochement With the West
While Türkiye’s interest in Eastern 
alliances has grown, it has not for-
saken its ties with the West. As a 

NATO member, Türkiye continues 
to play a fundamental role in the al-
liance due to its strategic position 
as a bridge between Europe and 
Asia. This dual alignment was evi-
dent in Ankara’s recent approval of 
Sweden’s NATO membership after 
months of hesitation, showcasing 
Türkiye’s readiness to cooperate 
with Western allies when it suits its 
national interests.

Türkiye has adopted a more assertive 
stance toward its Western allies, tran-
sitioning from a primarily cooperative 
approach to one that prioritizes reci-
procity and the safeguarding of Turkish 
sovereignty. This shift is most apparent 
in Ankara’s firm stance on its securi-
ty concerns, particularly opposition to 
Western support for Kurdish groups in 
Syria, which Türkiye designates as ter-
rorist organizations. Simultaneously, 
Türkiye’s growing defense industry — 
marked by the production of indigenous 
drones and fighter jets — underscores 
its aim to minimize reliance on Western 
arms suppliers. However, Ankara con-
tinues to pursue selective cooperation, 
such as its ongoing efforts to acquire F-16 
fighter jets from the United States.(58)
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Expanding Engagement With Arab 
Countries

Türkiye’s outreach to Arab countries 
has emerged as a significant aspect of its 
evolving foreign policy in 2024. Ankara 
has been recalibrating its diplomatic 
approach to strengthen relations with 
countries such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE 
and Egypt after years of tensions. Re-
lations with Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
have seen notable normalization, un-
derscored by high-level visits, economic 
agreements, and defense cooperation. 
Türkiye has sought to position itself as 
a strategic partner to these countries, 
capitalizing on its advanced defense in-
dustry, economic capacity and cultural 
connections. This growing collabora-
tion coincides with Gulf states’ efforts 
to diversify their alliances and lessen 
their dependence on Western powers.

Türkiye has significantly strength-
ened its ties with Gulf states, particular-
ly the UAE and Saudi Arabia, reflecting a 
strategic realignment in the Middle East. 
This shift is driven by shared economic 
priorities, mutual regional interests and 
the need to adapt alliances to evolving 
global geopolitical dynamics. Economic 
collaboration has become a cornerstone 
of Türkiye-Gulf relations, with trade and 
investment seeing a sharp increase since 

normalization efforts began in 2021. Re-
lations with Saudi Arabia have entered a 
new era of cooperation, underpinned by 
shared strategic objectives and econom-
ic goals. Bilateral trade surpassed pre-ri-
valry levels in 2023, with ambitions to 
reach $10 billion annually.(59) During Er-
dogan’s visit to Saudi Arabia in July 2023, 
the two countries signed agreements 
worth billions of dollars across various 
sectors, including energy, construc-
tion, tourism and defense. Additionally, 
Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund 
has prioritized investments in Türkiye, 
focusing on renewable energy and in-
frastructure projects, aligning with Ri-

yadh’s Vision 2030 strategy for econom-
ic diversification.

Saudi Arabia and Türkiye are explor-
ing cooperation in the defense sector, 
with Saudi Arabia showing interest in 
Türkiye’s advanced drone technology 
and military-industrial expertise.(60) As 
part of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, the 
kingdom aims to diversify its economy 
beyond oil and seeks opportunities in 
non-oil industries. Türkiye, grappling 
with economic challenges and eager for 
foreign investment, views Saudi Ara-
bia as a crucial strategic partner. Both 
countries aim to strengthen regional 
partnerships, which also address shared 
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concerns about potential instability in 
light of the war in Gaza. This normaliza-
tion aligns with broader efforts across 
the Middle East to reduce tensions, evi-
dent in initiatives such as Saudi Arabia’s 
reconciliation with Iran and Türkiye’s 
improved relations with Egypt and the 
Gulf states. The fall of Syrian President 
Bashar al-Assad’s regime on December 
8, 2024, could further alter the landscape 
by reducing or eliminating Iranian mili-
tias’ presence in Syria, thus paving the 
way for new areas of cooperation be-
tween Riyadh and Ankara.

The UAE has committed to investing 
over $50 billion in Türkiye, focusing 
on key sectors like energy, transporta-
tion, and defense.(61) This partnership is 
strengthened by agreements such as the 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
Agreement signed in 2023, which aims to 
boost bilateral trade to $25 billion within 
five years.(62) Defense cooperation also 
plays a crucial role, exemplified by the 
joint production of Bayraktar drones. 
Qatar remains Türkiye’s closest Gulf ally, 
with a longstanding relationship built 
on defense and economic cooperation, 
including military bases and substantial 
financial support. However, the UAE’s 
rapidly expanding investments in Türki-

ye have the potential to surpass Qatar’s 
economic influence.

The Gulf states are actively seeking to 
diversify alliances as the United States 
scales back its presence in the Middle 
East. Türkiye’s pragmatic approach to 
regional politics, combined with its ro-
bust defense industry capabilities, has 
positioned it as an attractive partner. In 
addition, enhancing relations with Tür-
kiye serves the Gulf states’ aim of foster-
ing regional stability.

Türkiye’s renewed emphasis on eco-
nomic stability, highlighted by the ap-
pointment of a pro-investment finance 
minister with close ties to the Gulf, has 
strengthened confidence on both sides. 
Both Türkiye and the Gulf states seem 
committed to capitalizing on their 
shared economic and strategic interests 
to create a more resilient regional struc-
ture. This approach aims to decrease re-
liance on Western powers while foster-
ing deeper intra-regional cooperation. 
Türkiye-Gulf relations are increasingly 
shaped by a pragmatic, economically 
driven partnership, even though full po-
litical alignment may take time.

In September 2024, Turkish Foreign 
Minister Fidan participated in the 162nd 
session of the Arab League Council of 
Foreign Ministers held in Cairo. This 

participation highlights Türkiye’s stra-
tegic efforts to mend and solidify ties 
with its Arab neighbors after years of 
strained relations. It marked the first at-
tendance of a Turkish foreign minister at 
the 22-nation Arab League summit in 13 
years. Ankara sees this engagement as a 
crucial step toward institutionalizing 
regional relationships, fostering deeper 
cooperation, and exploring opportuni-
ties for mutual economic and strategic 
interests.(63)

In the same vein, Türkiye is working to 
mend its relationship with Egypt after a 
decade of estrangement resulting from 
geopolitical tensions since 2013. Recent 
high-level meetings reflect a willing-
ness on both sides to move past political 
differences and focus on shared inter-
ests, such as energy cooperation in the 
Eastern Mediterranean and on regional 
stability. The reconciliation, which be-
gan with renewed dialogue and an ex-
change of ambassadors in 2022, gained 
significant momentum with Erdogan’s 
visit to Cairo in February 2024. Follow-
ing this visit, a crucial turning point was 
reached with Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah el-Sisi’s visit to Ankara in Septem-
ber 2024. This visit culminated in a com-
prehensive 36-point declaration that 
outlined strategic cooperation in trade, 
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security, energy, and ensuring regional 
stability.(64)

Although some areas remain sensi-
tive, such as competition in Libya and 
the Eastern Mediterranean, the two 
countries have transitioned from rivalry 
to collaboration. Their shared interest in 
achieving security in Gaza, Sudan and 
the Horn of Africa, highlights the neces-
sity of their partnership. Economic co-
operation is also a key focus, with efforts 
aimed at increasing bilateral trade to $15 
billion, further solidifying their expand-
ing relationship.(65)

Türkiye’s Response to Israel’s War on 
Gaza
Israel’s war on Gaza has placed Türki-
ye in a challenging position, requiring 
a delicate balance between supporting 
the Palestinian cause and maintain-
ing relations with Israel. As an Islamic 
country, Türkiye strongly advocates for 
Palestinian rights, with Erdogan openly 
criticizing Israel’s policies in Gaza.

Türkiye has strongly condemned the 
civilian casualties in Gaza and called for 
an immediate ceasefire, reaffirming its 
consistent stance on the conflict. Amid 
the ongoing situation, Türkiye’s position 
on Israel has escalated significantly. Er-
dogan announced intentions to sever 
ties with Israel, following a trade embar-

go implemented in May 2024 in response 
to the war.(66) These actions highlight 
Türkiye’s vehement criticism of Israel’s 
military operations in Gaza, which Erdo-
gan has denounced as targeting civilians 
and committing serious humanitarian 
violations.

Despite Erdogan’s threats to sever dip-
lomatic ties with Israel, the situation re-
mains uncertain. The Turkish embassy 
in Tel Aviv is still fully operational, and 
Israel has not received any formal con-
firmation of a severance in diplomatic 
ties. This ambiguity may suggest Turk-
ish political maneuvering or a policy 
that would be implemented in a gradu-
al manner. Domestically, Erdogan faces 
pressure from rising far-right factions 
and widespread public support for the 
Palestinian cause, both of which may 
drive him to adopt a more confrontation-
al stance against Israel. On the interna-
tional front, Türkiye’s decision holds the 
risk of straining ties with crucial allies, 
notably the United States, which could 
have far-reaching effects on Türkiye’s 
broader foreign policy landscape.

Türkiye’s position on Gaza reflects its 
broader strategy of establishing itself as 
a mediator and a representative voice 
for the Muslim world, while carefully 
safeguarding its economic and security 

interests in the region. This approach is 
a clear example of the nuanced and bal-
anced foreign policy Erdogan has pur-
sued.

Enhancing the Turkish Strategy 
Toward Africa
Türkiye’s engagement with Africa has 
become a key focus of its foreign policy 
in recent years, marked by a dynamic 
and multifaceted approach. Ankara has 
expanded its influence on the continent 
through the establishment of more dip-
lomatic missions, robust trade partner-
ships, and substantial development aid 
initiatives. Türkiye’s strategy in Africa 
also includes economic collaboration, 
cultural exchange and security coop-
eration. Turkish companies have taken 
on significant infrastructure projects 
across various African nations, while 
Türkiye has become a major arms sup-
plier for the continent. Additionally, in-
stitutions like the Turkish Maarif Foun-
dation and the Turkish Cooperation and 
Coordination Agency (TIKA) have been 
instrumental in fostering cultural and 
educational connections and strength-
ening ties across multiple African re-
gions.

Turkish Foreign Minister Fidan par-
ticipated in a two-day Africa-Türkiye 
partnership conference held in Djibouti 
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in November 2024,(67) highlighting Tür-
kiye’s commitment to strengthening 
ties with the African continent. Türkiye 
maintains particularly close relations 
with countries in the Horn of Africa, a 
region of significant commercial, stra-
tegic, and security importance. Geo-
graphically situated between the Red Sea 
and the Indian Ocean, the Horn of Afri-
ca offers a crucial strategic advantage. 
Unlike Western countries that impose 
sanctions on African regimes that were 
the outcome of coups, Türkiye has posi-
tioned itself as a vital partner for Sahel 
countries. For instance, in October 2024, 
Türkiye signed a cooperation agreement 
with Niger to develop the strategic min-
ing sector.(68) The Turkish General Direc-
torate of Mineral Research and Explora-
tion will begin operations on three gold 
deposits, with production anticipated by 
the year-end. This development follows 
a prior agreement in the summer of 2024 
in Niamey, aimed at tapping into Niger’s 
oil and gas potential.(69)

In Somalia, Türkiye showcased its en-
ergy exploration capabilities by deploy-
ing an exploration vessel off the Somali 
coast in October 2024.(70) The Turkish 
state oil company secured exploration 
rights across three maritime zones to-
taling 15,000 square kilometers. Soma-

lia, strategically located in the Horn of 
Africa, has become a key testing ground 
for Türkiye’s broader cooperation on the 
continent. Over the past two decades, 
Turkish companies have been active-
ly constructing vital infrastructure 
projects, including airports, hospitals, 
stadiums, schools and railways in the 
region. An important symbol of Türki-
ye’s engagement with Africa is Turkish 
Airlines, which now connects over 60 
destinations across the continent. In the 
defense sector, Türkiye has become the 
fourth-largest arms supplier to sub-Sa-
haran Africa, focusing on drones, heli-
copters, and armored vehicles.(71) Türki-
ye has signed cooperation agreements 
with 25 African nations to cement these 
partnerships. This military collabora-
tion gained prominence during the visit 
of Senegal’s new President, Bassirou Di-
omaye Faye, to Ankara in October 2024. 
In a meeting with Erdogan, Faye em-
phasized West Africa’s ongoing security 
challenges and stressed the necessity of 
bolstering defense cooperation.”(72)

Amid these African challenges, Tür-
kiye aims to establish itself as a media-
tor, as exemplified by its role to mediate 
between Ethiopia and Somalia. Despite 
their ongoing disputes since January 1, 
2024, both countries agreed on July 1, 

2024, to engage in indirect negoti-
ations facilitated by Türkiye. The 
choice of Ankara to take on this 
mediating role is noteworthy, es-
pecially given the presence of vari-
ous regional and global powers and 
established regional organizations 
active in the region. This mediation 
effort was explicitly sought by Ethi-
opian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, 
who formally requested Ankara’s 
involvement. The Ethiopian request 
was relayed by Mulatu Teshome, the 
former Ethiopian president and a 
former ambassador to Türkiye, to 
Erdogan in May 2024.(73)

Their preference for Türkiye is 
based on the fact that Ankara sup-
ports a federal Somalia and is one 
of Addis Ababa’s main investment 
partners — its second largest after 
China, hosting 200 Turkish compa-
nies. The Türkiye-Ethiopia partner-
ship has deepened in the aftermath 
of the Tigray war in the country from 
2020 to 2022, a conflict that saw 
support from Türkiye to the Ethio-
pian National Defense Force with 
TB2 drones. Against this backdrop, 
Ethiopia’s mediation request seems 
justified and strategic, particular-
ly as it would gain Somalia’s trust, 
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with which Türkiye has maintained 
friendship for over 15 years.

Through engagement with Tür-
kiye, Ethiopia aims to enhance its 
economic interests beyond the re-
gion, given Ankara’s globally recog-
nized standing. As for Türkiye, its 
proactive engagement with Africa 
is driven by a desire to diversify its 
global partnerships, capitalize on 
the evolving African markets and 
establish influence beyond its im-
mediate neighborhood.

Fifth Round of Turkish-Armenian 
Negotiations
The ongoing Turkish-Armenian 
normalization process marks a sig-
nificant effort to address one of 
the region’s most deep-rooted con-
flicts. In the fifth round of negotia-
tions held in July 2024, facilitated 
by special envoys, discussions cen-
tered on reopening the border and 
restoring diplomatic ties.(74) This 
round of talks took place at the 
Alikan-Margara border crossing 
and signifies another milestone in 
the gradual improvement of bilat-
eral relations.

Key representatives, including 
Türkiye’s Ambassador Serdar Kılıç 
and Deputy Speaker of the Arme-

nian Parliament Ruben Rubinyan 
reaffirmed earlier agreements while 
exploring new initiatives to improve 
cross-border connectivity. A ma-
jor focus of the discussions was the 
development of border infrastruc-
ture, with both sides agreeing to ex-
amine the technical requirements 
for reopening the Akyaka-Akhurik 
railway line — a crucial step for fa-
cilitating trade and travel. The talks 
also addressed simplifying visa 
procedures for diplomatic and offi-
cial passport holders and fostering 
easier engagements between citi-
zens of both nations. Both parties 
maintained their commitment to a 
normalization process without pre-
conditions, recognizing its poten-
tial to contribute to regional stabil-
ity. Nevertheless, Armenia clarified 
that relations with Türkiye would 
only improve following the signing 
of a treaty with Azerbaijan, a stance 
that represents a departure from its 
previous commitment to continue 
negotiations unconditionally, ac-
cording to Turkish official sources.(75)

These efforts are situated within a 
broader historical context of recon-
ciliation attempts, such as the 2009 
Zurich Protocols, as well as recent 

gestures of goodwill, such as Arme-
nian support during the 2023 Türki-
ye earthquake. The current regional 
dynamics, notably influenced by the 
2020 Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, 
have reignited efforts for coopera-
tion. These initiatives are support-
ed by influential regional actors 
like Azerbaijan and Russia, both of 
which see improved Türkiye-Arme-
nia relations as crucial for fostering 
regional stability, economic integra-
tion, and long-term peace.

These talks offer potential bene-
fits beyond bilateral ties, contribut-
ing to broader stabilization efforts 
in the South Caucasus. Türkiye’s 
willingness to engage with Armenia 
is a strategic move aimed at securing 
its borders and fostering regional 
cooperation. In addition, this initia-
tive aligns with Ankara’s objectives 
to promote economic integration in 
the South Caucasus while seeking 
to reduce the influence of external 
powers, particularly Russia, in the 
region.

This process encounters sub-
stantial challenges, such as the 
deep-rooted historical grievances 
and the intricate dynamics of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Never-
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theless, Türkiye’s efforts to normal-
ize relations with Armenia reflect 
its commitment to resolving long-
standing regional issues through 
diplomatic engagement.

Conclusion: Turkish Policy 
Trajectories and Outcomes for 2025
Türkiye’s shifting strategy in regional 
and global alliances highlights a prag-
matic and multifaceted approach to for-
eign policy. Ankara is positioning itself 
as a versatile and independent interna-
tional player by pursuing BRICS mem-
bership, redefining its ties with Western 
nations, bolstering relationships with 
Arab countries, deepening engagement 
with Africa, and fostering regional co-
operation initiatives.

This strategic adjustment reflects 
Türkiye’s awareness of the transform-
ing global landscape and its aim to max-
imize strategic autonomy. In light of 
ongoing challenges, Ankara’s capacity 
to balance competing interests and nav-
igate intricate geopolitical dynamics will 
be essential in defining its global influ-
ence. The power vacuum resulting from 
the US retreat or pivot toward Asia fur-
ther reshapes international dynamics, 
prompting Turkish policymakers to feel 
less bound by a US-led, Western-domi-
nated agenda.

Turkish reactions to the new Trump 
administration reflect a blend of opti-
mism and caution, shaped by Ankara’s 
strategic priorities and its past interac-
tions with Trump during his first term. 
Erdogan was one of the first leaders to 
congratulate Trump on his election vic-
tory. On a positive note, Turkish officials 
anticipate a potential improvement in 
defense relations in 2025, with the pos-
sibility of addressing longstanding is-

sues such as US sanctions on Türkiye’s 
purchase of the Russian S-400 missile 
system and its exclusion from the F-35 
program. Erdogan highlighted Trump’s 
understanding of Türkiye’s position, 
referencing Trump’s acknowledgment 
of the unfair imposition of sanctions on 
Türkiye. Therefore, there is an expecta-
tion that these defense-related disputes 
will be revisited under Trump’s new ad-
ministration.

Biden’s approval of the sale of F-16 
fighter jets to Türkiye represents a pos-
itive development for NATO and bilat-
eral relations, potentially paving the 
way for greater defense cooperation 
under Trump, who has shown interest 
in strengthening military ties with Tür-
kiye. Ankara’s strategic role in mediat-
ing conflicts, such as the war between 
Russia and Ukraine, is central to its rela-
tionship with the United States. Trump’s 
interest in resolving the Ukraine conflict 
could align with Türkiye’s position as a 
mediator for both Kyiv and Moscow, 
which may foster deeper cooperation. 
However, from a Russian standpoint, it 
remains uncertain whether Ankara can 
evolve beyond a technical mediator — 
such as facilitating grain deals — into 
a more influential player. Türkiye has 
provided substantial military support to 
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Ukraine and notably facilitated the re-
lease of Azov fighters, actions that chal-
lenge its legitimacy as a key mediator in 
the conflict.

Türkiye’s stance on Gaza and its re-
buke of Israel’s military actions in the 
region could create friction with the 
Trump administration, particularly if 
Trump aligns more closely with Israeli 
policies. Erdogan has condemned Israeli 
actions in Gaza as acts of “genocide” and 
remains a vocal supporter of the Pales-
tinian cause.(76) Türkiye’s expectations 
are based on the historically friendly re-
lationship between Erdogan and Trump 
during the latter’s first term, which may 
open avenues for renewed personal di-
plomacy between Ankara and Washing-
ton. Erdogan’s invitation for Trump to 
visit Türkiye in November 2024 under-
scores his commitment to robust diplo-
matic engagement. While Türkiye aims 
to foster practical cooperation, challeng-
es persist. US support for Kurdish groups 
in Syria and differing approaches to re-
gional conflicts could strain relations, 
even as there may be areas of agreement. 
The current power vacuum in Syria pres-
ents Türkiye with a great opportunity to 
collaborate with the United States and 
other regional and international actors 
to help stabilize the country and region.

Africa: Domestic Turmoil and Great 
Power Competition
The 2023 ASR anticipated that Africa 
would face numerous risks and threats, 
citing internal political instability, the 
inability of state institutions to resolve 
both domestic and inter-state conflicts, 
and the influence of external powers. 
This analysis unfolds through four 
key themes: coup attempts and popu-
lar protests across Africa, regional and 
international efforts to end the war in 
Sudan, Ethiopia’s pursuit of access to 
open waters and the resulting regional 
responses, and the intensifying Sino-US 
rivalry on the continent. Lastly, the file 
provides a conclusion and a forecast of 
Africa’s trajectory for 2025.

Coup Attempts and Popular Protests 
Across Africa
The ASR for 2023 noted that West Af-
rican countries experienced two mili-
tary coups that toppled elected govern-
ments — those of Mohamed Bazoum 
in Niger and Ali Bongo in Gabon. In 
2024, the wave of coups and military 
takeovers persisted, with attempted 
coups thwarted in countries such as the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) 
and Burkina Faso. Meanwhile, massive 
protests and unrest erupted in Kenya, 
Uganda and Nigeria, driven by econom-

ic and livelihood crises sweeping these 
nations. This section delves into these 
coup attempts and the political unrest 
across several African countries, fol-
lowed by an analysis of the outcomes 
and potential scenarios for 2025.

The Coup Attempt in DRC
DRC witnessed significant political tur-
moil following a coup attempt on May 
19, 2024 that targeted the government 
of President Felix Tshisekedi. The per-
petrators attacked the residence of the 
Minister of Economy Vital Kamerhe in 
Kinshasa, killing two security person-
nel and injuring others. Following vio-
lent clashes, Congolese security forces 
foiled the coup, eliminating its master-
mind, Christian Malanga, along with 
five accomplices. Malanga, a Congolese 
citizen residing in the United States, 
was a former military commander in 
the Congolese army. After running un-
successfully in the 2011 parliamentary 
elections, he was briefly detained un-
der former President Joseph Kabila. In 
the United States, Malanga established 
the United Congolese Party in 2010 and 
later formed a government-in-exile in 
Belgium in 2017, called the New Zairean 
Government in Exile, advocating for the 
restoration of Zaire.(77) It is worth noting 
that DRC, which gained independence 
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from Belgium in 1960, was renamed 
the Republic of Zaire in 1971 by Presi-
dent Mobutu Sese Seko. The country re-
verted to its current name in 1997 after 
Mobutu’s fall from power.

The coup attempt in DRC occurred 
against the backdrop of ongoing politi-
cal crises and turmoil. These challenges 
began with Tshisekedi’s re-election in 
December 2023, an outcome rejected by 
the opposition, which demanded a rerun 
amid allegations of widespread elector-
al fraud. Further exacerbating tensions, 
Tshisekedi delayed forming a new gov-
ernment and postponed parliamentary 
elections initially scheduled for May 18, 
2024 — just one day before the failed 
coup attempt.

The ruling coalition led by President 
Tshisekedi faced a severe political crisis 
over the presidency of the National As-
sembly, delaying internal elections to 
choose a new speaker for the assembly. 
Disputes over the issue escalated to the 
point where Tshisekedi threatened to 
dissolve the assembly and call for early 
parliamentary elections. The crisis was 
finally resolved on May 22, 2024 — just 
three days after the failed coup attempt 
— when deputies elected Vital Kamer-
he, whose residence had been violently 
attacked during the coup. Kamerhe’s 

close relationship with Tshisekedi and 
his election as speaker of the National 
Assembly, where the ruling party holds 
an overwhelming majority, helped expe-
dite the formation of a new government 
in DCR, five months after the presiden-
tial elections.

In September 2024, approximate-
ly four months after the failed coup 
attempt, a military court in Kinshasa 
sentenced 37 defendants to death in 
connection with the case. Among those 
convicted were three Americans, a Brit-
on, a Belgian and a Canadian, all charged 
with attempting to overthrow the presi-
dent.(78)

The Coup Attempt in Burkina Faso
Since Captain Ibrahim Traoré’s mili-
tary coup against Burkina Faso’s pres-
ident in September 2022, the capital 
Ouagadougou has witnessed five failed 
coup attempts, including two in 2024. 
On January 14, 2024, the government 
announced it had foiled a coup involv-
ing a network of military personnel, 
civilians, and expelled army officers. 
Later, on September 23, the transition-
al government led by Traoré revealed 
the thwarting of another coup attempt 
involving officers, soldiers and promi-
nent figures based in neighboring coun-
tries such as Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana and 

Nigeria. Among the accused was former 
President Paul-Henri Damiba, ousted in 
September 2022.

Traoré, who took power in 2022, ini-
tially pledged to fast-track Burkina Fa-
so’s transition to democracy by orga-
nizing presidential elections within a 
two-year period. However, in June 2024, 
he announced an extension of this tran-
sition to five years, attributing the delay 
to ongoing security issues in the north-
eastern regions. In these areas, the army 
is engaged in a struggle against two 
armed groups linked to al-Qaeda and 
ISIS, which control approximately 40% 
of the country. Traoré has faced signif-
icant criticism for the prolonged delay, 
with accusations that he is leveraging 
the security situation to strengthen his 
hold on power.

Burkina Faso’s authorities have ac-
cused Western intelligence agencies 
of orchestrating a conspiracy in the 
country, allegedly supporting terrorist 
groups to carry out operations targeting 
civilians and infrastructure. They even 
suggested that the Barsalogho massacre 
on August 24, 2024 — carried out by the 
al-Qaeda-linked Group for the Support of 
Islam and Muslims and resulting in ap-
proximately 300 fatalities — was part of 
this plan.(79)
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France is widely seen as a target of 
blame, with relations between Paris and 
Burkina Faso deteriorating significantly 
since the coup led by Traoré in Septem-
ber 2022. Shortly after taking power, 
Traoré terminated a military agreement 
with France, which led to the withdraw-
al of French forces from Burkina Faso. In 
the wake of this departure, Burkina Faso 
sought support from Russia, and Traoré 
has repeatedly stated that Russia is his 
country’s true partner.

Protests in Kenya, Uganda and Nigeria
Amid deteriorating economic condi-
tions, rising prices, unemployment and 
falling living standards, widespread 
protests erupted in several African 
countries, notably Kenya, Uganda and 
Nigeria, with young people taking a 
leading role. In June 2024, massive pro-
tests swept through various cities in 
Kenya in response to a proposed draft 
law that would have significantly in-
creased taxes beyond the population’s 
economic capacity. The protests esca-
lated into violent clashes between dem-
onstrators and police units, resulting in 
numerous fatalities, acts of sabotage, 
and the storming of public institutions, 
including the Kenyan Parliament in 
Nairobi.

The protests were driven by a new gen-
eration of young Kenyans, who represent 
nearly 70% of the country’s 54-million 
population and are under the age of 34. 
This demographic, grappling with high 
unemployment and widespread pover-
ty, played a crucial role in President Wil-
liam Ruto’s victory in the 2022 presiden-
tial elections. However, their optimism 
has faded as the promises Ruto made to 
create 1 million new jobs over two years 
remain unfulfilled, leaving many feeling 
disillusioned.(80)

As a result of the prolonged demon-
strations, Ruto was compelled to aban-
don a proposed tax increase bill and 
dismiss most of his cabinet. However, 
despite this concession, the protests 
persisted and shifted their focus from 
opposing the tax hike to demanding Ru-
to’s resignation altogether.

Although the government managed 
to weather the wave of protests, Ruto’s 
popularity took a hit. Ruto, often seen by 
the West as a prominent representative 
of Africa on the global stage, had recently 
emerged as a vocal supporter of Western 
policies in various international forums. 
This alignment led to the United States 
designating Kenya as the first major 
non-NATO ally in sub-Saharan Africa, 
potentially paving the way for increased 

support from Western nations. Addi-
tionally, the World Bank and the IMF 
expressed optimism about Kenya’s eco-
nomic future.(81)

Amid calls for Ruto’s resignation and 
domestic criticism, Western nations 
face the risk of losing one of their key 
allies in Africa. Ruto’s leadership is seen 
as crucial in maintaining Western influ-
ence on the continent, especially as ef-
forts intensify to counter the expanding 
presence and influence of Russia and 
China in Africa.

Despite Western support for Ruto, 
many Kenyans accuse his government 
of corruption and question the support 
provided by international institutions 
like the World Bank and the IMF, as well 
as the United States. Critics argue that 
this support continues even as Kenya 
grapples with widespread poverty, high 
unemployment, and inadequate infra-
structure.

Not long after the protests in 
Kenya, Ugandans organized a wave 
of protests on July 23, 2024, led by 
young activists through social me-
dia platforms. The protests were 
aimed at denouncing widespread 
government and parliamentary cor-
ruption, worsening economic con-
ditions, inflation and human rights 
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violations under President Yoweri 
Museveni’s leadership.

Museveni attempted to preempt 
the protests by warning demon-
strators not to “play with fire.”(82) In 
response, the police clamped down 
on the protests with extreme force, 
arresting dozens on charges related 
to public order offenses.

Nigeria, already grappling with 
longstanding economic challenges, 
saw a sharp increase in food prices 
in 2024 following President Bola 
Ahmed Tinubu’s decision to lift cer-
tain subsidies on petrol and elec-
tricity. Security issues, including 
attacks by armed bandits, forced 
many farmers to abandon their 
fields, exacerbating the food crisis. 
In response to these dire conditions, 
tens of thousands of Nigerians na-
tionwide protested for 10 days, de-
nouncing the high cost of living and 
demanding the government’s res-
ignation. In reaction, the Nigerian 
government charged 10 protesters 
with plotting war and inciting the 
army to rebel and overthrow Tinu-
bu’s administration.

The Implications and Forecasts 
Related to African Coups and 
Protests
The repeated military coups pres-
ent a significant threat to secu-
rity and stability, particularly in 
Burkina Faso, as they undermine 
the transitional government’s ef-
forts to strengthen security and re-
claim territory controlled by armed 
groups, which is estimated to cover 
over 40% of the country. Weaken-
ing the army and involving it in a cy-
cle of coups could result in a fragile 
security landscape and potentially 
allow armed groups to expand their 
influence. The ongoing coup at-
tempts, along with security and po-
litical unrest across various African 
countries, also risk the prospects of 
a peaceful transfer of power and the 
establishment of governments ca-
pable of addressing the needs and 
aspirations of the African people.

The popular protests in Kenya, 
Uganda and Nigeria share a com-
mon theme: calls for improved liv-
ing conditions amid significant 
economic challenges, widespread 
corruption and high unemploy-
ment rates. These issues raise con-
cerns about the potential for esca-

lating political instability across 
the continent. While some African 
nations have managed to leverage 
political and economic experienc-
es to achieve meaningful transfor-
mations and development, the per-
sistence of military coups threatens 
to deter investment. Such instabili-
ty discourages both foreign and do-
mestic investors, as the lack of secu-
rity and political stability creates an 
uncertain business environment.

The recent developments high-
light the rise of a politically aware 
and active African youth. This new 
generation, disillusioned with tra-
ditional political parties and de-
pending on their own methods to 
voice their ideas, is increasingly 
holding governments accountable 
and spearheading protests against 
authoritarian regimes. Such dy-
namics suggest that Africa could 
enter a cycle of protests and revo-
lutions. Meanwhile, coup leaders 
are often seen appealing to local 
populations by using anti-Western 
rhetoric. However, it becomes evi-
dent that post-coup governments 
eventually shift alliances, excluding 
some Western powers and seeking 
support and protection from other 
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nations to maintain their hold on 
power.

Regional and Global Initiatives to End 
the Infighting in Sudan

Since the Sudanese war began on April 
15, 2023, between the Sudanese army 
and the RSF, various regional and in-
ternational initiatives have been in-
troduced to end the conflict. However, 
these efforts have failed to resolve the 
crisis, which has resulted in thousands 
of deaths, millions of displaced individ-
uals, and widespread destruction of in-
frastructure and essential services. The 
following outlines the key initiatives, 
the reasons behind their failure, and as-
sesses the prospects for future efforts to 
bring an end to the war.

Proposed Initiatives to End the War in 
Sudan
Three weeks after the Sudanese war be-
tween the army and the RSF began on 
May 6, 2023, Saudi Arabia and the Unit-
ed States launched an initiative known 
as the Jeddah Negotiating Platform to 
end the conflict. This effort involved 
three rounds of indirect negotiations 
throughout 2023, which resulted in sev-
eral key agreements between the war-
ring parties. These agreements empha-
sized Sudan’s sovereignty and unity, the 

protection of civilians’ essential needs, 
the clear distinction between combat-
ants and non-combatants, the com-
mitment not to use civilians as human 
shields, and the voluntary, safe evac-
uation of civilians from conflict areas. 
Additionally, the parties agreed to safe-
guard private and public infrastructure, 
including medical, water, and electrici-
ty facilities, while not repurposing them 
for military use.(83) The agreements also 
included provisions for arresting prison 
fugitives, refining the media messaging 
on both sides, curbing inflammatory 
discourse and addressing individuals 
who incited violence.(84)

Although the negotiations led to 
agreements that seemed acceptable to 
both the Sudanese army and the RSF, 
these understandings were ultimately 
not implemented on the ground. The 
army demanded that the RSF fully with-
draw from urban areas, villages, citi-
zens’ residences and public and private 
spaces, while also lifting city blockades 
and allowing roads to be accessible for 
humanitarian aid. In contrast, the RSF 
viewed their presence in the aforesaid 
places as a crucial leverage point to force 
the army into concessions. They refused 
the army’s conditions but proposed a 
compromise: agreeing to vacate civilian 

homes in exchange for the establish-
ment of checkpoints on roads and near 
critical sites like hospitals and utilities. 
The army, however, opposed this ar-
rangement, arguing that such check-
points would pose a security risk to ci-
vilians.(85)

In another effort to end the conflict in 
Sudan, the Intergovernmental Authority 
on Development (IGAD) proposed mul-
tiple dialogue initiatives but was unable 
to facilitate a direct meeting between 
Sudanese army commander Abdel Fat-
tah al-Burhan and RSF leader Mohamed 
Hamdan Dagalo (Hemedti) On January 
18, 2024, Burhan refused to attend the 
IGAD summit hosted by Uganda, pro-
testing IGAD’s decision to invite Hemed-
ti to the discussions addressing the Su-
danese crisis.

The Sudanese Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs accused IGAD of attempting to 
legitimize the RSF by inviting them to 
a summit reserved exclusively for the 
heads of state or the governments of 
IGAD member countries, despite the 
RSF’s alleged violations against the Su-
danese people.(86)

Between November 2023 and January 
2024, secret negotiations took place in 
Manama, Bahrain, involving representa-
tives of the Sudanese army and the RSFs. 
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The Sudanese army was led by Lieu-
tenant General Shams el Din al-Kabashi, 
while Abdel Rahim Dagalo, brother and 
RSF deputy commander, represented the 
RSF. The resulting Manama agreement 
outlined 21 key articles, notably empha-
sizing Sudan’s territorial unity, address-
ing longstanding issues since Sudan’s 
independence in 1956, establishing a 
civilian and democratic government 
chosen through free and fair elections, 
implementing a federal system grant-
ing regional self-governance rights, and 
forming a unified, professional national 
army free from political or ideological 
affiliations. The agreement also called 
for a comprehensive national dialogue, 
ensuring the participation of all stake-
holders, both civilian and military, while 
excluding only the dissolved National 
Congress Party and its affiliated Islamist 
factions.(87)

Amid the ongoing Sudanese conflict, 
efforts to find a resolution continued as 
US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
spearheaded an initiative to restart ne-
gotiations in Geneva, Switzerland, on 
August 14, 2024. This round aimed to 
achieve a ceasefire and facilitate the de-
livery of humanitarian aid, with observ-
ers from the United Nations, the Afri-
can Union, Egypt and the UAE present. 

However, the Sudanese army boycotted 
these talks for two main reasons. First-
ly, the army insisted on adhering to the 
Jeddah platform agreements, requiring 
that prior commitments be met before 
joining any new initiatives. Secondly, 
despite assurances from US envoy Tom 
Perriello that the Jeddah agreements 
would be honored in Geneva, the army 
rejected Perriello’s insistence that it 
should represent the Sudanese military 
establishment rather than the transi-

tional government. The Sudanese army, 
which opposes any future inclusion of 
the RSF, views them as a rebel militia 
responsible for numerous atrocities 
against civilians. The army’s reluctance 
to engage with the RSF stems from a fear 
that such interactions would strength-
en their political influence, positioning 
them as a dominant force in Sudan’s fu-
ture political landscape.

The Sudanese army’s refusal to join 
the Geneva negotiations, despite US 
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pressure, was driven by its belief of hav-
ing a stronger military standing. This 
confidence comes from recent success-
es in reclaiming territories in the cap-
ital, Khartoum, and Sennar province, 
which had previously been controlled 
by the RSF.

Interpretations of the Failure of 
Proposed Initiatives
The significations arising from the 
failure of all the initiatives are as fol-
lows:

 ª One or both parties to the war still 
insist on their ability to resolve the cri-
sis militarily and not at the negotiating 
table.

 ª Despite the belief that the Jeddah 
platform is the closest to resolving the 
Sudanese crisis due to its success in get-
ting the army and the RSF to sign sever-
al previous truces and agreements re-
garding securing civilians and the flow 
of humanitarian aid, and the army’s 
announcement more than once that the 
Jeddah platform is the only platform for 
negotiating with the RSF, its provisions 
have not been implemented due to the 
lack of forces on the ground to separate 
the two warring parties and monitor 
any breach by either party.

 ª There are no political forces or par-
ties working to bring the views of the 

army and the RSF closer together, and 
most of them either support one of the 
parties to the conflict or their patrio-
tism is questioned with accusations 
of implementing foreign agendas. The 
presence of regional and international 
parties supporting both the army and 
the RSF with weapons leads to an insis-
tence on resolving the conflict militar-
ily.

 ª Regional and international inter-
ventions play a major role in the con-
tinuation of the war in Sudan, making 
it difficult for any initiative to succeed 
unless it meets the minimum goals of 
the countries involved in the war. Addi-
tionally, the multiplicity of initiatives 
may hinder resolution, as a single uni-
fied platform, with the commitment of 
all regional and international powers 
committed to ending the war, is needed.

Repercussions of the Failure of the 
Proposed Initiatives to End the War
In light of the failure of all regional and 
international initiatives to stop the 
war in Sudan, a number of trajectories 
emerge. The first is the imposition of 
a solution from the outside, whether 
through an international power such 
as the United States, or the withdraw-
al of regional and international parties 
from supporting the parties to the war. 

This would result in one or both parties 
reaching a state of exhaustion, leading 
to a willingness to negotiate an end to 
the war. The second is that the army and 
the RSF fail to achieve a decisive vic-
tory over each other, and the situation 
continues into 2025. In this scenario, 
the suffering of the Sudanese people 
would intensify, and more infrastruc-
ture would be destroyed. This remains 
the most likely possibility due to the 
adherence of both parties to a military 
solution, their unwavering stances, and 
the emergence of other pressing glob-
al issues, such as the war in Gaza, the 
collapse of the regime in Syria, and the 
strategic orientations of the new US ad-
ministration.

The third revolves around the Suda-
nese army continuing its advance on 
all fronts, successfully liberating more 
cities and provinces. This would force 
the RSF to consider one of two options: 
either retreat to their stronghold areas in 
the Darfur region, effectively moving the 
battles to western Sudan, or agree to the 
Sudanese army’s condition of withdraw-
ing from citizens; homes, government 
institutions, and foreign embassies in 
exchange for negotiations. In this situa-
tion, we might see a return to the Jeddah 
platform, which facilitated the largest 
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number of negotiation rounds between 
the army and the RSF. The agreements 
reached on the Jeddah platform were not 
implemented because of the condition 
the army had set.

The fourth and final trajectory centers 
on the possibility of the RSF successfully 
taking control of North Darfur state and 
its capital, El Fasher, thereby achieving 
dominance over all five Darfur states. 
In this case, they might pull back forces 
from other Sudanese states to establish 
a government resembling the Libyan 
model or even attempt to separate Dar-
fur from Sudan entirely. However, this 
scenario faces significant obstacles. The 
primary challenge lies in the presence of 
joint forces composed of various armed 
groups in Darfur, which are currently 
fighting alongside the Sudanese army 
on multiple fronts. These forces strong-
ly defend El Fasher and have successfully 
repelled numerous attempts to capture 
the city. Additionally, longstanding Arab 
and non-Arab ethnic groups in the Dar-
fur region, who have lived there for cen-
turies, oppose the idea of Sudan’s frag-
mentation and fear the implications of 
secession for their future in the region. 
A withdrawal by the RSF to Darfur would 
also provide an opportunity for the Suda-

nese army and its Darfur allies to tighten 
their hold over the RSF.

Ethiopian Efforts to Access the Open 
Sea

Landlocked Ethiopia presents a signif-
icant challenge for Prime Minister Abiy 
Ahmed’s government, as Addis Ababa 
aims to bypass border constraints by 
securing agreements that grant it free 
access to the sea for both economic and 
geopolitical advantages. To this end, 
on January 1, 2024, Ethiopia signed a 
bilateral memorandum of understand-
ing with the Somaliland government, 
allowing it a crucial outlet to the Red 
Sea coast. The agreement grants Ethio-
pia access to the port of Berbera on the 
southern coast of the Gulf of Aden, a 
strategic entry point into the Red Sea. In 
exchange, Ethiopia officially recogniz-
es Somaliland’s independence from So-
malia — a recognition that no other na-
tion or international body has extended 
since the region’s secession from Soma-
lia’s central authority in 1991. Addition-
ally, the memorandum includes provi-
sions for Somaliland to receive a stake 
in Ethiopian Airlines.

Significance and Motives
This agreement emerged as Abiy 
Ahmed’s government grapples with 

internal challenges and a civil conflict 
that has significantly impacted do-
mestic stability and Ethiopia’s already 
fragile economy. Beyond realizing the 
longstanding aspiration of accessing 
open waters, the agreement aims to es-
tablish direct access to global markets 
for Ethiopia and address longstanding 
developmental obstacles, particularly 
as one of Africa’s most densely popu-
lated nations. It also reflects Ethiopia’s 
strategy to navigate ongoing regional 
shifts in what is increasingly referred to 
as the “port war” in the Red Sea region. 
For instance, following Djibouti’s 2019 
decision to exclude Dubai Ports World 
from managing its port — which han-
dles over 90% of Ethiopia’s trade — the 
Emirati company signed a 2022 agree-
ment making Ethiopia a strategic part-
ner in the Port of Berbera in Somaliland 
with a 19% stake. This move aimed to 
draw Ethiopia away from its reliance on 
Djibouti’s government-controlled port.(88)

Ethiopia may have seen the regional 
instability triggered by the Israeli war on 
Gaza and the preoccupation of region-
al powers with this conflict, including 
heightened tensions in the Red Sea, as 
an opportune moment to impose a new 
reality by securing its physical presence 
on the Red Sea coast. This move could 
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potentially reshape the dynamics of in-
ternational and regional influence in the 
area.

This agreement is seen as a significant 
strategic step for Ethiopia, granting it an 
unprecedented advantage of access to 
open waters, which brings with it mili-
tary, economic and geopolitical benefits 
in one of the most fraught and strategi-
cally vital regions in global and regional 
politics. Through this move, Ethiopia 
aims to diversify its geopolitical and eco-
nomic strategies to capitalize on oppor-
tunities that facilitate the growing trade 
activity in the Horn of Africa. It seeks to 
create new markets for its expanding na-
tional goods and products while leverag-
ing its physical presence along the Gulf 
of Aden and the Bab al-Mandab Strait to 
reshape strategic balances in East Africa 
and the Horn of Africa in its favor, un-
dermining the influence of competing 
powers.

Reactions to the Agreement
The Ethiopian move sparked wide-
spread reactions. The Somali Parlia-
ment viewed the Ethiopian memoran-
dum as an infringement on Somalia’s 
sovereignty and an attempt to encroach 
upon its territory. In response, it sought 
to rally international and regional pow-
ers to denounce Ethiopia’s actions. This 

included urging the United Nations, the 
Arab League, the Organization of Islam-
ic Cooperation, the IGAD bloc, and the 
European Union to convene emergen-
cy meetings to address what it deemed 
Ethiopian violations that could have 
far-reaching consequences for the re-
gion as a whole.(89)

Somalia’s appeal received an imme-
diate response from the Arab League, 
which issued a statement on January 3 
reaffirming the unity of Somali territory 
and rejecting any deliberate violations 
or aggression by Ethiopian authorities. 
The Arab League regarded such actions 
as a disruption to peace efforts and an 
undermining of internal Somali recon-
ciliation initiatives between the central 
government and other federal regions. It 
also viewed the move as an endorsement 
of separatist tendencies that threaten 
both national and regional security and 
stability.(90) However, on the African re-
gional level, the Somali-Ethiopian crisis 
exposed the fragility and weakness of 
the African framework in all its forms 
and organizational structures, including 
the African Union and the IGAD bloc.(91)

At the level of regional powers, the 
Egyptian position stood out for its firm 
and intense emphasis on the unity and 
integrity of Somali territories, aligning 

with other states such as Türkiye, Saudi 
Arabia, Sudan, Djibouti, Eritrea, and So-
malia. In contrast, the UAE did not prac-
tically oppose the agreement. However, 
what set the Egyptian and Turkish po-
sitions apart was their practical actions 
to defend their threatened interests. 
Following the announcement of the 
Ethiopian agreement, Türkiye and So-
malia signed a 10 year defense cooper-
ation agreement, enabling the Turkish 
military to protect Somalia’s coastline 
and granting Ankara rights to exploit 
30% of the resources along the longest 
coastline in Africa. This agreement 
encompassed defense and economic 
collaboration, anti-piracy measures, 
prevention of foreign interference 
and illegal fishing and the training, 
equipping and building of Somali na-
val forces.(92)

Egypt, for its part, opened a diplo-
matic channel with Somalia, engaging 
in bilateral consultations at the sum-
mit level in both Cairo and Mogadishu. 
These negotiations culminated in the 
signing of a joint security agreement 
in August 2024, under which Egypt 
dispatched several aircraft loaded 
with weapons to Somalia’s capital, 
Mogadishu. Additionally, Egypt host-
ed a tripartite summit in Asmara in 
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LANDLOCKED ETHIOPIA AND THE

STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS OF

ATTEMPTING TO REACH OPEN WATER

Ethiopia seized an opportunity amidst ongoing developments 
by striking a bilateral memorandum of understanding (MoU) 
with authorities in the Somaliland region on January 2024  ,1. 
This agreement grants Ethiopia access to the port of Berbera, 
situated on the southern coast of the Gulf of Aden at the entrance 
to the Red Sea. In return, Somaliland’s governing bodies received 
stakes in Ethiopian Airlines, alongside official recognition of the 
region’s independence from Somalia and acknowledgment of 
its sovereignty. This agreement has stirred considerable debate 
and raised questions about its implications and strategic impact 
on the Horn of Africa region. This study aims to explore the 
effects of this understanding on Ethiopia’s regional standing, as 
well as the interests of other influential powers.
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October 2024, bringing together So-
malia and Eritrea. This move under-
scored Egypt’s intent to safeguard its 
regional interests and counter Ethio-
pia’s attempts to expand its influence 
in ways that could undermine Cairo’s 
interests and clout.

Regional and Global Implications
Ethiopia’s efforts to bolster its geo-
political position and achieve strate-
gic gains came at the expense of So-
malia’s sovereignty, disrupting the 
status quo in the Horn of Africa. This 
move intensified regional competi-
tion as key players are striving to so-
lidify their influence in the area. Such 
dynamics risk exacerbating insecu-
rity and instability in a region already 
grappling with protracted internal cri-
ses and cross-border conflicts fueled 
by overlapping demographics and the 
failure of states to achieve national in-
tegration.

If implemented, the agreement is 
likely to bolster the Somaliland gov-
ernment’s position and support its 
separatist aspirations, marking a step 
toward reshaping the political and geo-
political map of this sensitive region. 
Against the backdrop of tensions in 
Sudan and the Houthi attacks on Red 
Sea shipping routes, developments in 

Africa have gained prominence. With 
Egypt and Türkiye actively seeking to 
protect their interests in a region where 
the balance of power is shifting in favor 
of the US-Israeli project — potentially 
involving Ethiopia and the Somaliland 
government — further regional and in-
ternational tensions and clashes seem 
increasingly plausible.

Sino-US Competition in Africa
The global competition for influence in 
Africa has escalated following France’s 
withdrawal from several African coun-
tries over the past two years. Both China 
and the United States are striving to fill 
the resulting power vacuum and secure 
a foothold in the resource-rich conti-
nent, which also commands significant 
influence through its large voting bloc 
in international organizations. China 
has ramped up its efforts to expand its 
presence, particularly in the econom-
ic domain, by deepening ties with nu-
merous African nations. Meanwhile, 
the United States has intensified its 
initiatives to strengthen relations with 
Africa, aiming to counter China’s grow-
ing political clout and ensure access to 
vital resources. A key example of this 
is the United States’ push to establish 
a corridor linking DCR and Zambia via 
the port of Lobito in Angola. Below are 

the key manifestations of intensifying 
Sino-US competition:

Chinese Efforts to Bolster Influence in 
Africa
Since 2000, China and Africa have 
strengthened their ties through the Fo-
rum on China-Africa Cooperation, held 
every three years. Their collaboration 
has expanded significantly across ar-
eas such as trade, investment and in-
frastructure development, prompting 
concerns among Western countries, 
particularly the United States, about 
China’s growing influence posing a 
challenge to its long-term interests 
in Africa. In September 2024, China 
hosted the ninth session of this forum, 
which saw participation from represen-
tatives of 50 African countries. Under 
the theme “Joining Hands to Advance 
Modernization and Build a High-Level 
China-Africa Community With a Shared 
Future,” the forum highlighted China’s 
commitment to deepening cooperation 
and diversifying partnerships with Af-
rican nations as part of its strategy to 
secure an advantageous position in the 
ongoing geopolitical rivalry with the 
United States and Western powers.

During the forum, Chinese President 
Xi Jinping introduced the 2025-2027 Ac-
tion Plan, a comprehensive three-year 
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initiative focused on 10 key partner-
ship areas. This includes strengthening 
trade, developing African industrial 
chains, promoting education and cultur-
al exchange, ensuring common security, 
supporting development cooperation, 
improving healthcare, enhancing rural 
development and social welfare, advanc-
ing green development and bolstering 
continental integration. The Chinese 
president pledged around $50 billion in 
funding to support the implementation 
of this initiative, reflecting China’s com-
mitment to deepening its strategic en-
gagement with Africa.(93)

In addition to economic and develop-
ment agreements, China provided a sig-
nificant military and security aid pack-
age of $150 million to support African 
nations in strengthening their armed 
forces. This aid includes the training of 
6,000 soldiers, 1,000 police officers, and 
hosting 500 African military command-
ers on visits to China. Additionally, China 
implemented mine clearance programs 
to aid local safety initiatives.(94) China’s 
efforts to expand its military presence in 
Africa began in 2023, when it deployed a 
naval fleet led by the destroyer Nanning 
to Nigeria. This deployment aimed to 
foster cooperation with Nigeria to ad-

dress security challenges in the Gulf of 
Guinea.(95)

These military and security part-
nerships between China and Africa are 
likely to heighten concerns in Western 
countries, particularly the United States. 
Such alliances would potentially under-
mine US efforts to establish a dominant 
military presence on the African conti-
nent. Furthermore, Washington may be 
wary that this growing Chinese influ-
ence could inspire some African nations 
to emulate the experiences of Niger, 
Burkina Faso, and Mali — where local re-
bellions led to the expulsion of Western 
forces — thereby challenging and possi-
bly diminishing US influence in Africa 
altogether.

The international competition over 
Africa presents African leaders with a 
strategic opportunity to secure signifi-
cant advantages from China, ensuring 
that Africa does not become merely a 
secondary beneficiary of this partner-
ship. These advantages include signing 
agreements for financial aid and loans, 
securing continued support from China 
in the United Nations Security Council, 
and addressing trade imbalances by ne-
gotiating agreements that allow African 
countries to export agricultural prod-
ucts and natural resources to China. 

Additionally, African leaders are push-
ing China to fulfill commitments made 
during the 2021 summit, where China 
pledged to purchase $300 billion worth 
of African goods and products. They are 
also encouraging Chinese companies to 
establish manufacturing centers with-
in African countries, thereby fostering 
industrial development and enhancing 
local production capabilities.

The US Lobito Corridor in West Africa
In an effort to counter China’s expand-
ing influence in Africa and secure ac-
cess to critical resources and minerals, 
the United States announced its sup-
port for reviving the Lobito Corridor in 
September 2023. This initiative, in col-
laboration with the European Union, 
Angola, Congo, Zambia and various Af-
rican financial institutions, is funded 
by a $250 million investment from the 
US International Development Finance 
Corporation. The Lobito Corridor is a 
vital railway link that connects the co-
balt and copper resources of Congo and 
Zambia to US and European markets 
through the Atlantic port of Lobito in 
Angola (see Map 2.1). While the project 
is anticipated to be fully operational 
by 2029, the United States has already 
begun leveraging the corridor. By late 
August 2024, the first shipment of cop-
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per from DRC successfully reached the 
United States through this strategic 
route.

The significance of reviving the Lobito 
Corridor for the United States, a project 
originally built by the British in the early 
20th century and rendered inactive due 
to Angola’s civil war in the 1970s, lies in 
its strategic advantages.

 ª It offers the shortest route for the 
United States and its allies to access vital 
and scarce minerals in Africa, including 
cobalt, copper, aluminum, manganese, 
and lithium.

 ª The corridor also connects three Af-
rican nations that are rich in essential re-

sources. Angola has substantial reserves 
of oil and critical minerals, while DRC is 
a leading global producer of cobalt, re-
sponsible for around 75% of worldwide 
cobalt production.(96) Additionally, both 
DRC and Zambia rank among the top 
10 copper-producing countries in the 
world.(97)

 ª The revival of the Lobito Corridor 
is also seen as a strategic initiative to 
counter the BRI, which was launched 
in 2013. Under this initiative, 52 African 
countries signed memoranda of under-
standing with China to join it.(98)

 ª The Lobito Corridor offers a faster 
and more cost-effective route for trans-

porting important minerals like lithi-
um, copper and cobalt. This new route 
bypasses the traditional pathway that 
passes through Tanzania in the Indian 
Ocean.

 ª The growing demand for critical 
minerals has heightened the competi-
tion between the United States and Chi-
na, driving both countries to increase 
their investments in the infrastructure 
necessary to transport these resources.

China, having already invested bil-
lions of dollars in infrastructure projects 
across Africa, will not remain passive 
while the United States capitalizes on 
the Lobito Corridor. In response, during 
the China-Africa forum hosted by Bei-
jing in September 2024, the Chinese 
president signed an agreement with 
the presidents of Tanzania and Zambia 
to revive the 1,860-kilometer TAZARA 
railway,(99) which connects Zambia and 
Tanzania. This project is expected to in-
tensify competition in Africa and could 
potentially evolve into a battleground for 
major powers.

Impacts of Sino-US Competition in 
Africa
China is actively working to fill the void 
left by the diminishing Western pres-
ence in Africa. Over the past few years, 
it has invested heavily in various Afri-
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can countries across multiple sectors, 
including infrastructure development, 
mineral extraction, trade and industri-
al exchange. These investments have 
enabled China to surpass US and Euro-
pean contributions and become Afri-
ca’s largest economic partner. Despite 
China’s dominant presence on the con-
tinent, the United States is determined 
to regain a foothold in Africa through 
the strategic development of the Lobito 
Corridor. The United States views this 
project as a crucial initiative to chal-
lenge China’s growing influence and 
secure access to vital minerals like lithi-
um, copper and cobalt, which are essen-
tial to key US industries.

Conclusion and the Trajectory of 
Developments in 2025
The ongoing developments highlight 
the persistent structural and systemic 
challenges facing African nations. Suc-
cessive governments have struggled 
to establish an effective, efficient and 
sustainable model that would create 
strong states capable of resisting ex-
ternal interference and safeguarding 
national security. Governance has of-
ten been hindered by an imbalance of 
power, widespread corruption, military 
takeovers, and the misuse of national 
resources. Additionally, political pater-

nalism and a heavy reliance on foreign 
support have left citizens disillusioned 
about their future. These issues have 
contributed to frequent coup attempts 
and protests throughout 2024. Conse-
quently, the future remains uncertain 
and fraught with potential frustration 
in many African countries and regions.

Another significant issue is the influ-
ence of external factors on the continu-
ation of unrest and instability in Africa. 
The continent has become a central bat-
tleground in the competition between 
global powers due to its vast wealth, re-

sources, and valuable minerals. These 
resources enhance the influence of any 
pole that can establish control and dom-
inance over the continent, particularly 
amid ongoing conflicts. Such control 
strengthens a power’s position in the 
global hierarchy, aligning with its ambi-
tions to alter the international system. 
It also fosters strategic alliances at both 
regional and international levels, shap-
ing a power’s influence among various 
populations and contributing to a lasting 
and impactful presence that remains sig-
nificant on the world stage.

Source: “U.S., EU Unveil Next Steps in the Expansion of Angola’s Lobito Corridor Railway,” China Global South Project, 
September 11, 2023, accessed January 16, 2025, https://bit.ly/3EaiPNy.

Map 2.1: The Lobito Corridor
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In light of the developments that 
unfolded on the African continent 
during 2024, coupled with the on-
going structural challenges faced by 
many African nations, the intense re-
gional and international competition 
for influence, resources and wealth 
and the fierce battle for global lead-
ership, it is likely that instability will 
persist into 2025. This may include 
continued violence, protests and mil-
itary coups. Such outcomes are fueled 
by economic and political crises, the 
failure of governments to address 
the aspirations of their citizens, and 
the determination of some regimes 
— those that have experienced coup 
attempts or political unrest — not to 
resolve issues through constructive 
dialogue but rather through force and 
repressive measures.

The threat to the sovereignty of 
some African nations is growing, with 
various groups increasingly demand-
ing the right to self-determination. 
The situation is further complicat-
ed by international powers that are 
taking advantage of Africa’s fragility 
to intervene and settle scores, often 
transforming the continent into a 
battleground for their own interests. 
These powers continue to pursue am-

bitions of strengthening their influ-
ence in strategic regions, including 
the Horn of Africa, and establishing a 
presence in the heart of the continent. 
Their objective is to exploit Africa’s 
resources, plunder its wealth and rare 
minerals and secure economic gains 
without prioritizing development 
or promoting stability. Instead, this 
competition thrives on conflict, us-
ing it as a means to achieve geopoliti-
cal and economic objectives — a trend 
that is expected to persist through 
2025. Consequently, Africa’s future 
remains uncertain, with the ongoing 
interplay of internal weaknesses and 
external interference posing signifi-
cant risks and challenges.

The slogan “America First,” raised 
by US President Donald Trump, sig-
nals that the relationship between 
Washington and Beijing will be 
marked by conflict and competition 
in Africa — a region that was not a pri-
ority during Trump’s first term. How-
ever, given China’s growing influence 
on the continent and its significant 
investments, particularly in critical 
minerals and energy infrastructure, 
Trump may now prioritize Africa 
in his foreign policy agenda. This is 
particularly true given that the Unit-

ed States sees the Lobito Corridor as 
a crucial strategic asset to compete 
with China and reduce its influence in 
Africa. Therefore, Trump is anticipat-
ed to continue funding this project, 
driven by the United States’ reliance 
on minerals like lithium, copper and 
cobalt, which are critical to key US in-
dustries.

Central Asia and the Caucasus: 
Collective Vision
The 2023 ASR anticipated Central Asia 
and the Caucasus, an important region 
in global power rivalries and competi-
tion given its strategic location, coupled 
with vast energy resources, has contin-
ued to implement a collective approach 
toward evolving geopolitical dynam-
ics and the ongoing Russia-Ukraine 
war. The countries in this region have 
maintained strong ties with all global 
powers to ensure the achievement and 
protection of their regional and interna-
tional interests. They have also adopted 
collective measures to diversify their 
economic and strategic relations with 
major stakeholders, including China, 
Russia, the EU and the United States. 
Following the sanctions on Russia as 
a result of its war on Ukraine, Europe-
an shippers and transport operators 
increasingly shifted away from the 
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Northern Corridor, resulting in a 40% 
decrease in shipments between China 
and the EU along that route. This shift 
has significantly boosted the Middle 
Corridor as a key alternative, with in-
ternational financial institutions now 
placing greater emphasis on its devel-
opment. There have been significant ef-
forts to enhance the Middle Corridor in 
2024 through strengthening its role in 
facilitating trade between Asia and Eu-
rope — a trend that is expected to con-
tinue in the coming years as well.

As for 2024, the ASR addresses the 
major geopolitical developments in the 
region in 2024, focusing on the region’s 
attempts to diversify its partnerships as 
well as strategies to strengthen region-
al integration for trade and connectivi-
ty. It also explores key developments in 
energy, trade, and security cooperation. 
Finally, it analyzes the shift in Armenia’s 
foreign policy amid tensions with Russia 
and the developments concerning the 
Zangezur Corridor. Finally, it provides 
a conclusion and a forecast of develop-
ment in 2025.

Diversifying Regional and 
International Alliances to Safeguard 
National Interests

In 2024, Central Asian countries contin-
ued to diversify their economic and trade 

partnerships with Russia, China and the 
United States, as well as with some Eu-
ropean countries, as part of their plan of 
avoiding reliance on a single alternative.

Kazakhstan, for instance, took sever-
al measures to transform into a region-
al hub for global investments by forging 
partnerships in the energy, infrastruc-
ture, technology, and trade sectors. 
In April 2024, Kazakhstan and Russia 
signed an agreement to construct power 
plants.(100) Kazakhstan also signed sev-
eral agreements with the United States, 
France and Germany in energy, nuclear 
power, green hydrogen, and infrastruc-
ture development. In November 2024, 
the country signed investment agree-
ments with China worth $2.5 billion 
covering sectors like mining, metallur-
gy, renewable energy, and automobiles.(101) 
Kazakhstan also explored new partner-
ships and struck significant deals with 
countries across the Middle East, South 
Asia and Southeast Asia, focusing on in-
vestments in agriculture, digital infra-
structure, and trade.

Building on the trend of regional in-
tegration and connectivity and diver-
sified partnerships, Kyrgyzstan also 
made significant strides in strength-
ening its economic and strategic ties 
with neighboring countries and global 

powers. In June 2024, Kyrgyzstan, Chi-
na and Uzbekistan signed an agreement 
to launch a railway project connecting 
the three nations, reinforcing the BRI.(102) 
Kyrgyzstan also signed over 40 agree-
ments with China at the China-Eurasia 
EXPO, worth $1.5 billion, covering ener-
gy, logistics, trade, and mining.(103) The 
same month, Kyrgyzstan and the EU 
signed the Enhanced Partnership and 
Cooperation Agreement aimed at in-
creasing cooperation in trade, invest-
ment, education and connectivity.(104) In 
November 2024, Kyrgyzstan signed new 
agreements to strengthen the strategic 
partnership with Türkiye, covering sec-
tors such as security, energy, healthcare 
and culture.(105)

Tajikistan also signed some key 
agreements with China, including ener-
gy cooperation deals during President 
Xi Jinping’s visit and also took initia-
tives to enhance engagement with the 
EU.(106) Uzbekistan also strengthened 
ties with China through a strategic 
partnership to boost trade and enhance 
cooperation in renewable energy and 
education, while also partnering with 
the EU in regard to critical raw materials 
for the sake of transitioning to a green 
economy. In addition, Turkmenistan 
advanced energy cooperation with the 
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EU and Türkiye, including agreements 
on the Trans-Caspian Gas Pipeline and 
gas supplies to Europe, aligning with 
diversification goals. Turkmenistan 
and China strengthened ties through 
high-level visits, focusing on BRI coop-
eration.

Central Asian countries are priori-
tizing strategic partnerships in energy, 
trade and infrastructure to diversify 
economies and enhance connectivity. 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmen-
istan are advancing renewable energy 
projects, green transitions and critical 
resource corridors, reducing depen-
dence on Russia and China. These ef-
forts include Kazakhstan’s multi-bil-
lion-dollar deals with global powers and 
Turkmenistan’s push for the Trans-Cas-
pian Gas Pipeline to Europe. While pur-
suing regional integration, they balance 
competition among global powers, vy-
ing for wider influence that remains 
critical to keep the momentum in their 
economic growth.

Central Asian countries, recogniz-
ing the need for regional integration, 
adopted the Central Asia 2040 strategy 
at their sixth consultative meeting, em-
phasizing the need for strengthening 
regional security, economic growth, 
transport connectivity and a compre-

hensive water policy. Intra-regional 
trade has steadily increased, bolstered 
by key agreements on industrial, and 
logistical cooperation. In 2024, Ka-
zakhstan hosted the Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization (SCO) meeting in 
Astana which reflected its commitment 
in advancing multilateralism and re-
gional integration. The Astana Declara-
tion 2024 following the meeting of the 
Council of Heads of Member States of 
the SCO reaffirmed the commitment to 
fostering a just, multipolar world order 
that upholds sovereignty, equality and 
the development plans of all nations. 
The leaders called for inclusive UN re-
forms, condemned unilateralism, pro-
moted peaceful conflict resolution, and 
prioritized sustainable development 
and security in the region which reflects 
the collective interest in using organi-
zations like the SCO for asserting Global 
South aspirations.(107)

E xpanding Trade via the Middle 
Corridor to Strengthen Economic 
Connections
The Middle Corridor has gained strate-
gic importance driving a surge in infra-
structure investments as global supply 
chains shift away from the Northern 
Corridor due to sanctions on Russia (see 
Map 2.2). Amid fears of supply chain dis-

ruptions via high-risk areas like Iran, Af-
ghanistan and Russia, the Middle Corri-
dor has emerged as a practical solution 
to connect China to Europe. The EU has 
committed 10 billion euros for logistical 
projects in Central Asia, with plans to 
upgrade transport infrastructure in Ka-
zakhstan and beyond.(108)

C hina’s formal integration into the 
Middle Corridor is expected to enhance 
trade links between China and Europe. 
Beijing’s strategy underscores its pivot 
to overland trade routes, reducing reli-
ance on maritime chokepoints and the 
Northern Corridor.(109) In July 2024, Ka-
zakhstan ratified agreements with Chi-
na to further advance the development 
of the Middle Corridor, focusing on the 
enhancement of both road and rail in-
frastructure. Kazakhstan and Azerbai-
jan have become critical logistical hubs, 
supported by infrastructure upgrades 
like rail modernization, port expansions 
and the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars (BTK) railway. 
The Middle Corridor, spanning rail and 
sea routes, offers a cost-effective and ef-
ficient alternative to traditional routes, 
benefiting Central Asia, Azerbaijan and 
Türkiye. In July 2024, Kazakh President 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev ratified agree-
ments with China to invest $3.7 billion in 
developing the corridor’s logistical infra-
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structure, including establishing a con-
tainer hub at Kazakhstan’s port of Aktau 
to boost trade and transit capabilities.(110) 
The modernized Georgian segment of 
the BTK railway resumed freight opera-
tions in May 2024, increasing its annual 
capacity from 1 million tons to 5 million 
tons.(111) Azerbaijan and Georgia are also 
establishing a joint venture to optimize 
the railway’s operations. China-backed 
projects like Georgia’s Anaklia deep-sea 
port will likely further enhance the corri-
dor’s efficiency.

Cargo volume along the Trans-Caspi-
an International Transport Route (TITR) 
surged 70% in 2024, with container ship-
ments tripling.(112) The Middle Corridor 
is expanding, with increased container 
trains from China and plans for enhanced 
coordination among participating coun-
tries. There have been reports that Cen-
tral Asia is now facing a warehouse space 
shortage due to rising trade via the Mid-
dle Corridor.(113) According to reports, the 
tariffs in the Middle Corridor rival or ex-
ceed those in major global transit hubs. 
The World Bank has identified key areas, 
particularly infrastructure and trade fa-
cilitation upgrades, to enhance connec-
tivity across Central Asia, the Caucasus 
and Eastern Europe.(114)

The Middle Corridor aligns with sus-
tainability goals, boosts regional connec-
tivity, and strengthens Central Asia’s role 
in Eurasian trade and economic integra-
tion. Its strategic importance continues 
to grow, offering an alternative to tradi-
tional routes that now face geopolitical 
and economic risks due to supply chain 
disruptions and Western sanctions.

Advancement of the Fourth Phase of 
the China-Central Asia Gas Pipeline
Currently, Turkmenistan is China’s larg-
est supplier of natural gas, followed by 
Russia, and China, in recent years, has 
actively sought to strengthen the ener-
gy partnership with Turkmenistan. The 
construction of Line-D of the Central 
Asia-China gas pipeline has been de-
layed a few times primarily due to price 
disputes between participating coun-
tries. In February 2024, Tajikistan’s 
Energy Minister Daler Juma said that 
Construction of the Central Asia-China 
gas pipeline’s Line-D in Tajikistan was 
delayed due to pricing disagreements 
among participating countries, despite 
Tajikistan’s resolution of all issues 
related to its section of the pipeline.(115) 
The 966-kilometer pipeline will deliver 
25 bcm to 30 bcm of gas annually and 
attract over $3 billion in Chinese invest-
ment to Tajikistan.

The project provides a direct route for 
Central Asian countries whose econo-
mies are largely dependent on energy 
exports. This partly aligns with their 
domestic economic reforms aimed at 
securing robust energy partnerships 
and diversifying their exports as well 
as providing access to a vast market to 
increase their revenues. For Beijing, the 
project strengthens its energy securi-
ty and geopolitical influence, aligning 
with its BRI. The pipeline’s ongoing ex-
pansion, particularly with the addition 
of Line-D, aims to boost capacity to 85 
bcm annually, with Turkmenistan being 
China’s largest gas supplier. In October 
2024, reports indicated that Kazakh-
stan was in talks with China to increase 
natural gas exports. The plan would 
require significant investment, with 
construction expected to take two to 
three years.(116) Uzbekistan’s gas exports 
to China doubled in September 2024, 
reaching $97.4 million.(117) The Line-D 
expansion underscores a strategic syn-
ergy, where Central Asian countries 
leverage and increase energy exports 
while China cements its energy securi-
ty and geopolitical influence through its 
BRI.

The Line-D project underscores the 
growing energy interdependence be-

w w w . r a s a n a h - i i i s . o r g

170



© 2024 Rasanah IIIS.

tween Central Asia and China. In the 
coming years, Central Asia’s energy 
exports to Beijing are projected to in-
crease, taking into consideration the 
enhanced capacity and economic inte-
gration efforts that could also pave the 
way for economic dependence on Bei-
jing for countries like Turkmenistan.

Central Asia’s Growing Relations 
With Ascendant India

Central Asian countries have contin-
ued to deepen their ties with India, par-
ticularly in defense, trade, investment 

and energy. They have also engaged 
with India on intelligence and count-
er-terrorism issues and both have sev-
eral converging interests in Afghani-
stan. Countries like Kazakhstan have 
embarked on new economic reform 
agendas that aim to liberalize entrepre-
neurship and attract private investors, 
paving the way for more engagement 
with countries like India.

Several agreements to enhance trade 
with India were signed in 2024. In Sep-
tember 2024, India’s Finance Minister 

Nirmala Sitharaman visited Uzbeki-
stan to attend the Asian Infrastruc-
ture Investment Bank (AIIB) Annual 
Meeting in Samarkand and signed a 
Bilateral Investment Treaty aimed 
at enhancing trade and investments 
across diverse sectors. In November, 
Indian Rare Earths Limited and Ka-
zakhstan’s UKTMP JSC signed an 
agreement for titanium slag produc-
tion in India.(118)

Central Asian countries have over 
the years bolstered their defense ties 
with India through joint military ex-
ercises, focusing on counterterror-
ism, tactical training, and enhancing 
interoperability — which continued 
in 2024. India and Kazakhstan held 
the annual joint military exercise 
KAZIND-2024 from September 30 
to October 13, 2024 in Uttarakhand. 
The fifth India-Uzbekistan joint 
military Exercise Dustlik was held 
in Termez, in April 2024. Uzbeki-
stan focused on enhancing bilateral 
defense ties through joint tactical 
drills, multi-domain operations and 
specialized combat training. The In-
dia-Kyrgyzstan Joint Special Forces 
Exercise Khanjar took place in Him-
achal Pradesh, focusing on enhanc-

Map 2.2: The Three Routes Linking China and Europe — Distance and Duration
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ing counter-terrorism and combat 
skills.(119)

Central Asia’s relations with India 
are increasingly shaped by regional 
geopolitical and geoeconomic dy-
namics. Central Asia remains a crit-
ical region for India due to its stra-
tegic location making it pivotal for 
India’s connectivity ambitions, es-
pecially amid conflicts and tensions 
in its traditional trade routes. Moreover, 
Central Asian countries and India have 
opted for a similar approach in address-
ing global geopolitical changes and bal-
ancing ties with Russia and the West. 
Central Asia’s abundant energy resourc-
es and India’s rising energy needs create 
strong synergies for sustainable part-
nerships. Also, Kazakhstan’s economic 
reforms and Uzbekistan’s measures to 
increase foreign investment along with 
regional attempts to enhance trade 
partnerships and cooperation, especial-
ly in technology, healthcare, trade and 
education position India as an import-
ant stakeholder. Moreover, deepening 
defense and counter-terrorism cooper-
ation aligns with their mutual concerns 
and shared interests, particularly con-
cerning regional stability.
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Armenia’s Pivot to the West Amid 
Growing Tensions With Azerbaijan 
and Russia

Armenia’s westward turn driven by frus-
tration over Russia’s inaction in the Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict has reshaped 
South Caucasus geopolitics as Armenia 
now seeks closer ties with the West. In 
June 2024, Armenia’s Prime Minister 
Nikol Pashinyan announced the coun-
try’s withdrawal from the Collective 
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), 
accusing it of siding with Azerbaijan 
during the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. 
Pashinyan expressed his interest in EU 
membership and the European Parlia-
ment has supported this pivot, endors-
ing closer ties with Armenia.(120) The EU 
has initiated visa liberalization talks 
with Armenia, signaling deeper engage-
ment and support, including non-lethal 
military aid.

Following severed ties with Russia, 
Armenia has moved closer to NATO to 
deepen collaboration. The two sides fi-
nalized a new Individually Tailored Part-
nership Programme (ITPP) focusing on 
defense modernization and strategic re-
forms.(121) NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg emphasized Armenia’s po-
tential for expanded cooperation during 
his South Caucasus tour. Russia has crit-

icized NATO’s growing influence in the 
region and Russian Foreign Ministry 
Spokeswoman Maria Zakharova stated 
in July 2024 that Armenia’s tilt toward 
NATO caused “regret and concern,” 
warning of potential destabilization in 
the South Caucasus.(122)

Armenia’s energy security is largely 
reliant on Russian gas, which supplies 
over 85% of its needs, making it vulnera-
ble to risks in light of strategic distancing 
from Russia. Despite efforts to diversify 
energy sources, including boosting nu-
clear and solar capacity, Armenia faces 
challenges due to limited alternatives 
and complex regional politics. The gov-
ernment has moved toward market liber-
alization to enhance self-sufficiency and 
expand electricity exports.

Armenia has also sought to reduce its 
reliance on Russian arms. Recent acqui-
sitions include Indian rocket and air de-
fense systems, along with French radars 
and planned Mistral air defense systems, 
following setbacks in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. In February 2024, Armenia signed 
a contract with French arms manufac-
turer PGM for precision rifles. French 
Defense Minister Sebastien Lecornu 
also pledged a military adviser for Arme-
nia’s air defense.(123) The deals, amid ten-
sions with Azerbaijan, signal stronger 

Armenia-France military ties. In Novem-
ber 2024, a NATO delegation led by Vice 
Admiral Gunnstein Bruasdal visited 
Armenia to discuss Armenia-NATO co-
operation, focusing on defense reforms 
and future collaboration.(124) The dele-
gation also toured the Vazgen Sargsyan 
Military Academy and the Peacekeeping 
Brigade. Armenia and the United States 
also engaged in joint military exercises 
like Exercise Eagle Partner 24 focusing 
on weapons training and interoperabil-
ity. As per reports, The United States is 
reviewing Armenia’s request for a 123 
Agreement to transfer civil nuclear tech-
nology, following a 2022 memorandum 
on nuclear cooperation.(125)

There have been US-mediated peace 
talks between Armenia and Azerbaijan 
and as per reports in November 2024, 
Armenia and Azerbaijan have made sig-
nificant progress in peace talks, with 
Armenia expressing optimism that a 
final agreement could be reached. Both 
sides have been working cooperatively, 
and after a positive meeting between 
Armenian Prime Minister Pashinyan 
and Azerbaijani President Aliyev in Oc-
tober, negotiations continue, albeit with 
some unresolved issues like border de-
limitation. Armenia’s close engagement 
with NATO, the EU and United States 
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underscores the urgency of its strategic 
realignment in pursuit of more strategic 
autonomy. However, its continued reli-
ance on Russian energy and defense and 
the lingering regional disputes will pose 
challenges to this shift without broader 
international support.

The Zangezur Corridor: Recalibrating 
Power Dynamics in the Caucasus
The Zangezur Corridor became more 
prominent in 2024 as the project 
plays a major part in complementing 
the Middle Corridor, thereby foster-
ing East-West trade ties. The railway 
and road construction on the Azer-
baijani side of the Zangezur Corridor 
is advancing swiftly, while Armenia 
has yet to take any action on the proj-
ect.

Iran opposes the Zangezur Cor-
ridor, citing concerns over border 
changes. However, the underlying 
reason is that Iran would have dimin-
ished geostrategic leverage once the 
corridor becomes fully operational. 
Tehran fears the corridor will by-
pass Iran, reducing its transit role 
and influence over Armenia, while 
strengthening Azerbaijan-Türkiye 
ties due to which there have been di-
vergences between Iran and Russia 
on this issue. This also raises domes-

tic concerns about Türkiye’s grow-
ing influence in the South Caucasus. 
Turkish authorities have taken a keen 
interest in advancing the project. 
Turkish Energy Minister Alparslan 
Bayraktar emphasized that the open-
ing of the Zangezur Corridor would 
boost trade, logistics and energy co-
operation between Türkiye and Azer-
baijan.

Iran’s Foreign Minister Abbas Ara-
ghchi criticized Russia’s support 
for the Zangezur Corridor, deeming 
border changes a “red line.”(126) The 
Zangezur Corridor’s development 
underscores competing geopolitical 
interests, with Azerbaijan, Türkiye 
and Russia pushing for enhanced 
trade and regional connectivity. At 
the same time, Iran and Armenia re-
sist due to concerns over diminished 
influence and territorial integrity. 
These developments highlight the 
corridor’s potential to reshape power 
balances in the South Caucasus. The 
operationalization of the corridor will 
also align with Western interests as 
they seek to diversify energy routes 
away from Russia.

Conclusion and Scenarios for 2025
Central Asian economies are ex-
pected to grow by 5.9% in 2025, 

with strong contributions from in-
vestment, tourism, and regional 
cooperation.(127) Kazakhstan’s GDP 
is forecasted to grow by 5.5% and 
Uzbekistan’s economy is projected 
to expand by 6.0% in 2025. Kazakh-
stan will capitalize on its uranium 
exports and nuclear partnerships to 
strengthen its global energy influ-
ence and economic resilience in the 
coming years. Kazakhstan plans to 
raise uranium mining taxes in two 
phases starting in 2025, introducing 
differentiated rates based on pro-
duction volumes and uranium pric-
es to support economic reforms and 
balance the budget. Other countries 
like Uzbekistan are also projected to 
achieve greater regional and global 
attention for investments, trade, and 
energy partnerships. Uzbekistan’s 
2025 fiscal reforms aim to boost its 
GDP projecting it to touch $126 bil-
lion. The positive economic outlook, 
aligned with IMF and World Bank 
projections, strengthens investor 
confidence that could complement 
and support regional economic de-
velopment.

Despite growing competition from 
the West and China, Russia’s influ-
ence in Central Asia remains signif-
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icant due to its historical military 
and security ties, substantial foreign 
investments, and dominance in key 
sectors like energy and minerals, 
particularly in Kazakhstan. In 2025, 
Central Asian countries are expected 
to increase cooperation with China 
and India and explore and enhance 
the connectivity trying to manage 
persisting issues and concerns and 
taking advantage of mutual commer-
cial interests. The Middle Corridor 
remains a priority for China, Europe 
and Central Asian countries and is 
expected to garner more investments 
for its development in 2025.

The growing demand for rare earth 
minerals will also help Central Asian 
countries to expand their trade foot-
print. This is evident from the devel-
opments in the last two years and it is 
expected to continue in the coming 
years as well. The United States will 
continue to support alternate ener-
gy routes and forge partnerships in 
energy, rare earths, uranium, and 
infrastructure investments in Cen-
tral Asia. Under Trump, engagement 
would focus primarily on economic 
interests, with less emphasis on dem-
ocratic reforms or concerns about au-

thoritarianism, and an active US role 
in regional security is not likely.

Armenia’s pivot to the West is ex-
pected to gain momentum as reflect-
ed by greater EU and NATO cooper-
ation in 2024. However, there will 
be challenges and limitations em-
anating from Armenia’s energy de-
pendency on Russia and unresolved 
tensions with Azerbaijan. This re-
alignment reflects broader region-
al trends, where regional countries 
have invested in recalibrating their 
foreign policies to balance tradition-
al alliances and partnerships with 
emerging opportunities. Central Asia 
and the Caucasus will continue to be 
focal points of geopolitical tension 
and competition, while also paving 
the way for new opportunities for co-
operation across various sectors. As 
regional countries pursue econom-
ic diversification through strategic 
budgets and development plans, they 
are seeking to enhance their global 
standing taking advantage of their 
natural resources and geostrategic 
location. The shifting balance of pow-
er and regional alignments will likely 
present new prospects for countries 
to forge stronger partnerships, espe-

cially in energy, infrastructure and 
defense.

The Ripple Effect of the 
Bangladesh Crisis on South Asia
The 2023 ASR predicted that East 
and South Asia would enter a phase 
of instability driven by intense inter-
national competition among major 
powers vying for global leadership. 
This competition was predicted to be 
characterized by strategies of encir-
clement and counter-encirclement, 
as evident in East and South Asia in 
2024. East Asia, being a pivotal re-
gion with significant global econom-
ic centers, has become a focal point 
of geopolitical conflict as it plays a 
crucial role in shaping the interna-
tional order. In South Asia, insta-
bility erupted in Bangladesh amid 
widespread chaos. This was marked 
by Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina — 
the longest-serving prime minister 
in Bangladesh’s history — fleeing 
to India in early August 2024. Her 
departure followed the storming 
of her residence by demonstrators 
amid mass protests against her rule, 
which spanned nearly a decade and 
a half. The 2024 ASR focuses on the 
implications of the Bangladesh crisis 
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for South Asia,(1) recognizing the coun-
try as a critical arena for international 
power rivalry. The analysis covers three 
key areas: the root causes of the crisis 
in Bangladesh, the responses of region-
al and global powers, and the impact of 
the crisis on international competition 
in South Asia. The file concludes with a 
forecast of developments in 2025.

Drivers and Interpretations of the 
Bangladesh Crisis

Analysis in the wake of Hasina’s sudden 
overthrow overwhelmingly suggests 
that the causes were not solely internal. 
While her government’s policies, often 
described as exclusionary and margin-
alizing, played a significant role, reports 
also identify external factors as critical 
explanations for the turmoil in South 
Asia, underscoring the interplay be-
tween domestic governance issues and 
regional and international dynamics in 
shaping the crisis.

Internal Drivers
After the ruling Awami League secured 
victory in the 2024 parliamentary elec-
tions, Hasina was inaugurated for a 

(1) The quota system dates back to the era of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the founder of the ruling Awami League and father of Sheikh Hasina, in the early 1970s after Bangladesh’s 
independence in 1971. It was established to reward the fighters who contributed to the country’s liberation and independence by participating in the war against the Pakistan 
army to free East Pakistan (modern-day Bangladesh). The quota system remained in place until Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s assassination in 1975. It declined under subsequent 
governments but was reinstated during Sheikh Hasina’s first term in 2006, allocating 30% of quotas to freedom fighters. This system was abolished in 2018 in response to student 
protests and Hasina’s ambition to secure a third term. The abolition persisted through her third term. After winning a fourth term in the 2024 elections, the Bangladesh Supreme 
Court reinstated the quota system, albeit with a reduction, sparking massive protests that eventually forced Hasina to flee.

fourth consecutive term as Bangladesh’s 
prime minister in January 2024. Howev-
er, her tenure was swiftly marred by al-
legations of electoral fraud, vote rigging 
and the coercive suppression of oppo-
sition forces. These accusations gained 
traction with international criticism of 
Bangladesh’s non-democratic practices 
during her previous three terms. Conse-
quently, the Awami League’s popularity 
steadily eroded, and public discontent 
with its policies expanded significantly 
following Hasina’s initial rise to power.(128)

The student protests that broke out in 
June 2024 against Hasina’s government 
marked a pivotal moment in escalating 
public discontent and resentment to-
ward her policies. These demonstrations 
led to the emergence of the quota reform 
movement, formed by students and fac-
ulty from government universities in 
Bangladesh. The movement opposed the 
reinstatement of the quota-based em-
ployment system* for government jobs 
after its earlier abolition, calling for its 
elimination. Protesters argued that the 
system was discriminatory, violated the 
principle of equal opportunity, and was 

a key factor in the rising unemployment 
rates among the population in Bangla-
desh.(129)

The government’s rejection of the 
protesters’ demands led to a surge in 
massive and violent demonstrations, 
ultimately compelling the government 
to abolish the quota system. However, 
the unrest did not subside, as the gov-
ernment and Awami League supporters 
adopted a policy of intimidation and re-
pression against the leaders and prom-
inent figures of the protest movement. 
Protest leaders were labeled razakars, 
a term implying treason and collab-
oration, with opponents of the quota 
system being denounced as seditious.(130) 
This narrative further inflamed ten-
sions, escalating the protests into vio-
lent and bloody clashes that resulted in 
hundreds of deaths.

Amid the escalating mass protests 
and the army’s withdrawal of support, 
Hasina announced her resignation on 
August 5, 2024. As a large crowd of angry 
protesters approached her residence 
and fearing for her safety, she sought 
permission to flee to India. New Delhi 
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swiftly agreed to her request, effective-
ly ending her rule in Bangladesh. Nobel 
laureate Mohammed Yunus was sworn 
in as interim prime minister on August 
8, 2024. He formed an advisory council 
comprising representatives from the 
country’s political and civil forces and 
initiated efforts to hold Awami League 
leaders, including advisors in Hasina’s 
government, accountable for corrup-
tion.(131)

Critics of the quota system viewed it 
as a strategic mechanism employed by 
Hasina to appoint loyal supporters to 
key positions, consolidating her grip on 
the country’s administration and pro-
longing her rule. This approach signifi-
cantly worsened the youth unemploy-
ment crisis. At a time when Bangladesh 
was pursuing economic development, 
the quota system was perceived as re-
stricting opportunities for young peo-
ple, intensifying the frustration and 
discontent that ultimately contributed 
to Hasina’s downfall.(132)

External Drivers and Interpretation of 
the Crisis
Beyond internal challenges, Bangla-
desh’s situation is greatly affected by 
the external dimension, owing to the 
country’s strategic location and grow-

ing importance in geopolitical compe-
tition. With its large population and dy-
namic, expanding market, Bangladesh 
occupies a vital position in South Asia. 
This has made it a focal point in the 
geopolitical rivalry between the United 
States and China in the Indian and Pa-
cific Oceans. Situated in China’s west-
ern sphere, it represents an area that the 
United States aims to encircle as part of 
its Indo-Pacific strategy. Despite eco-
nomic difficulties, Bangladesh ranks 
second in GDP among South Asian na-
tions and hosts local and multinational 
industries that produce high-quality 
goods sought after in global markets. 
Therefore, its strategic importance and 
influence have increased, rendering it a 
critical target in the policies and strat-
egies of global powers seeking promi-
nence and influence in the Indo-Pacific 
region.

The South Asian landscape is further 
complicated by US strategies aimed at 
encircling China, a region marked by 
countries with limited economic and re-
source capacity. Many observers see this 
as part of a broader cold war between the 
United States and China, playing out in 
the Indian and Pacific Oceans as a com-
ponent of a strategy the Biden admin-
istration has been pursuing since 2022(133) 

to secure a geopolitical advantage. Chi-
na’s Deputy Chief of Staff of the Joint 
Staff Department of the Central Military 
Commission Lieutenant General Jing Ji-
anfeng has accused the United States of 
adopting a cold war mindset, aiming to 
build allied systems to maintain its glob-
al dominance.(134) This geopolitical clash 
intensifies as Washington contends with 
Beijing’s efforts to enhance regional in-
frastructure across countries like Ban-
gladesh, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Sri Lan-
ka and Nepal under the BRI.

It is notable that four neighboring 
countries directly or indirectly sup-
porting China’s BRI have witnessed the 
downfall of their governments, with sub-
sequent leadership shifts aligning more 
closely with US interests. In Pakistan, 
Shehbaz Sharif assumed power in April 
2022 after the ousting of Imran Khan. In 
Sri Lanka, Ranil Wickremesinghe, who 
is pro-Western, assumed his sixth term 
in July 2022. He was granted powers by the 
former President Gotabaya Rajapaksa be-
fore leaving office due to massive popular 
protests. Wickremesinghe continued as 
the interim president until he lost the pres-
idential election in 2024. In Nepal, a par-
liamentary amendment in July 2024 led to 
KP Sharma Oli’s ascendance, replacing the 
Maoists with ties to China’s Maoist legacy.
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The Awami League publicly accused the 
United States of attempting to destabilize 
Bangladesh’s electoral process by backing 
violent protests against Hasina. Various 
media outlets highlighted Hasina’s direct 
accusations against Washington, claiming 
that this criticism contributed to her oust-
er. She alleged that her continued rule was 
contingent upon rejecting US demands to 
cede control over Saint Martin’s Island,(1) a 
strategic location in the Bay of Bengal, to 
establish a US military base. In June 2023, 
she stated that Washington aimed to se-
cure the island in exchange for facilitating 
the victory of the opposition Bangladesh 
Nationalist Party in upcoming elections. 
Hasina rejected this arrangement, argu-
ing that the aforesaid party would sell the 
island to the United States if it assumed 
power, a move she said was impossible 
while she was in power. She also asserted 
that such a deal would undermine Bangla-
desh’s sovereignty and harm regional sta-
bility, particularly by weakening relations 
with China.(135) These accusations highlight 
the longstanding, fraught relationship be-
tween Hasina’s government and the Unit-
ed States.

The United States was concerned about 
the potential strengthening of Bangla-
desh’s ties with both China and Russia 

(1) Saint Martin Island is a landmass of three square km in the northeastern of the Bay of Bengal.

under Awami League leadership.(136) Some 
Awami League leaders disclosed that a 
high-ranking US diplomat visited Dhaka 
in May 2024 to pressure Hasina into tak-
ing a stance against China.(137) Director 
of the Center for South Asian Studies at 
the Shanghai Institutes for International 
Studies Liu Zhongyi suggested that Hasi-
na’s disagreements with the United States 
on various matters could be a reason be-
hind Washington’s attempts to remove 
her.(138) Media outlets also pointed out that 
the appointment of Yunus as Hasina’s suc-
cessor reflected US influence, given his 
longstanding and often contentious rela-
tionship with Hasina and his close connec-
tions with US administrations. This situa-
tion aligns with the broader narrative that 
external factors, particularly geopolitical 
rivalries between major global powers, are 
contributing to the internal challenges and 
political shifts in Bangladesh.

Positions of Regional and Global Powers

India
Hasina’s ouster represents a significant 
strategic setback for India, which had 
been a key ally and supporter of her gov-
ernment. India maintained strong ties 
with Bangladesh under Hasina, offering 
substantial logistical and technical sup-

port throughout her time in office. New 
Delhi also played a crucial role in safe-
guarding her regime and garnering re-
gional and international support for it. 
India’s cooperation with Bangladesh was 
driven by strategic interests, including 
security concerns and shared religious 
ideological ties, notably the presence of a 
significant Hindu population in Bangla-
desh. A testament to the close relationship 
between India and Bangladesh is Hasina’s 
escape to India, with New Delhi refusing 
to comply with Bangladesh’s demand to 
extradite her.(139)

China
Unlike the India-Bangladesh rela-
tionship under Hasina, which relied 
on the strong ties between the two 
ruling regimes, China approaches 
its relationship with Bangladesh 
through a more state-centric lens. 
Beijing focuses on maintaining 
strategic interests with the Ban-
gladeshi state as a whole rather 
than prioritizing any specific po-
litical party. Consequently, China 
responded favorably to the interim 
government that succeeded Hasi-
na, emphasizing that its trade, eco-
nomic interests and investments 
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remain unaffected by changes in 
political leadership. China’s wel-
coming of the new administration 
reflects its commitment to safe-
guarding its interests in Bangla-
desh regardless of political shifts.(140)

Pakistan
Pakistan has shown solidarity with 
the Bangladeshi people, express-
ing hope for a peaceful resolution 
to the ongoing unrest. It has also 
acknowledged the determination 
and resilience of the protesters, 
who opposed the previous regime, 
which was marred by corruption, 
unemployment, marginalization 
and social exclusion. This position 
aligns with Pakistan’s strategic in-
terests, as it seeks to shift regional 
dynamics by building its influence 
in Bangladesh. Given Hasina’s alli-
ance with India, Pakistan’s support 
for regime change in Bangladesh 
reflects an interest in diminish-
ing Indian influence in South Asia 
while strengthening its own pres-
ence and influence through collab-
oration with the new Bangladeshi 
government.

The United States
Media reports and expert analysis 
indicated that the United States 

played a significant role in fueling 
the opposition movement against 
Hasina’s government. Before the 
2024 parliamentary elections, in 
which the Awami League secured 
a victory and Hasina’s leadership 
continued, Washington sought to 
complicate the electoral process 
and influence citizens’ attitudes 
against the Awami League. To 
achieve this, it imposed restrictions 
on granting visas to a large number 
of Bangladeshis and mobilized its 
Western allies to adopt the same 
measures against Bangladeshis.

When Hasina visited Washing-
ton to attend a World Bank meet-
ing in May 2024, she did not meet 
with US President Joe Biden. These 
measures provided an opportunity 
for the opposition to escalate their 
efforts against her. Consequently, 
before her overthrow, she openly 
criticized Washington and Western 
capitals, accusing them of working 
to bring about regime change in 
Bangladesh.(141) After the elections, 
Washington questioned the integri-
ty and fairness of the electoral pro-
cess(142) and supported the protest 
movement against Hasina’s govern-
ment. Furthermore, it quickly wel-

comed the interim government af-
ter Hasina fled, a development many 
observers interpreted as part of the 
United States’ broader strategy to 
contain competing international 
poles. This strategy includes efforts 
to limit the new administration em-
bracing policies that challenge US 
global dominance and hegemony.

The UK and Germany
There is a clear alignment between 
European positions and the US 
stance regarding the crisis in Ban-
gladesh. Spokespeople for the Brit-
ish prime minister and the German 
Foreign Ministry expressed hope 
for restoring and maintaining de-
mocracy in Bangladesh, particular-
ly after a noticeable decline in dem-
ocratic processes. They strongly 
condemned the significant loss of 
life, which included students and 
law enforcement officers, as entire-
ly unacceptable. The UK specifical-
ly emphasized the urgent need to 
implement measures to restore de-
mocracy, promote peace and secu-
rity for the Bangladeshi people, and 
safeguard the right to peaceful pro-
test. The Starmer government also 
called on the authorities to release 
all peaceful demonstrators.(143)
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The Crisis and Global Competition in 
South Asia

The South Asian region, and Bangladesh 
in particular, occupies a central posi-
tion in the competition among major 
international powers: China and India, 
as well as the United States and West-
ern nations. This dynamic is apparent 
in the regional rivalry between China 
and India for dominance and influence 
in the Indo-Pacific, and the global com-
petition between the United States and 
China to establish leadership over the 
international system. These competing 
interests have significantly influenced 
and deepened the Bangladeshi crisis in 
South Asia. As a result of these rivalries, 
the future stability and development of 
Bangladesh could be impacted by the 
regime’s overthrow. This regime previ-
ously maintained loyalty to Chinese and 
Indian interests. Europe and the United 
States are actively working to establish 
a regime aligned with Western interests 
as part of a broad strategy aimed at con-
taining competing rivals. This interna-
tional competition might hinder Dha-
ka’s ability to fully benefit from Chinese 
and Indian initiatives aimed at bolster-
ing economic ties. Consequently, this 
scenario would limit Bangladesh’s ca-
pacity to diversify its economic invest-

ment opportunities and infrastructure 
development projects.(144)

Chinese Efforts to Protect Its Interests 
in Bangladesh
Dhaka’s decision to join China’s BRI in 
2016 was a pivotal moment in the ongo-
ing international competition for influ-
ence over Bangladesh. This agreement 
marked the intensification of the rival-
ry between China, India and the United 
States over strategic interests in the re-
gion. China significantly strengthened 
its influence in Bangladesh by offering 
substantial financial support. Over the 
course of eight years, China invested 
around $24 billion in Bangladesh’s in-
frastructure projects.(145) Additionally, 
China contributed roughly $2.3 billion 
in development aid, which facilitated 
key projects, such as the construction 
of the Padma Multipurpose Bridge, the 
Bangabandhu Tunnel, the Dasherkandi 
Sewage Treatment Plant and the devel-
opment of the Sonadia Port. China also 
solidified its strategic ties with Dhaka 
by becoming the only country to sign a 
defense cooperation agreement with 
Bangladesh. This partnership made 
China the largest arms supplier to the 
Bangladesh military. According to data 
from the International Peace Research 
Institute, China accounted for approxi-

mately 73% of the value of arms imports 
to Bangladesh between 2018 and 2022.(146)

Beijing stands as one of Dhaka’s key 
trading partners and the second-larg-
est source of foreign investment in the 
country. China has played a significant 
role in developing Bangladesh’s infra-
structure, completing projects such as 
railways, highways, and power plants. By 
2024, the relationship between Beijing 
and Dhaka had deepened substantially. 
This was highlighted by the signing of 
a comprehensive strategic partnership 
agreement during Hasina’s visit to Chi-
na, which took place roughly a month 
before she fled to India. During this vis-
it, the two nations agreed to establish di-
rect flight operations and signed around 
21 agreements aimed at bolstering trade 
and investment ties.(147) However, Bei-
jing did not shy away from exerting in-
fluence over Dhaka when it perceived 
its interests to be at risk. China issued a 
stern warning against Bangladesh’s po-
tential inclusion in a military quadrilat-
eral alliance composed of Japan, India, 
Australia, and the United States. Beijing 
strongly emphasized that such an acces-
sion would severely damage their bilat-
eral relations.
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Indian Efforts to Enhance Its Clout in 
Bangladesh
India views the growing Chinese influ-
ence in Bangladesh with deep concern, 
as it seeks to bolster its regional pres-
ence and challenge China’s expand-
ing influence in the Indo-Pacific. Ban-
gladesh holds significant strategic 
value for India, prompting New Delhi 
to strengthen its ties with Dhaka as a 
counterbalance to China’s influence.

To achieve this goal, India provided 
Bangladesh with a $5 billion credit line 
and loan, aimed at improving infra-
structure. This amount represents the 
largest credit line India had ever extend-
ed to a single country worldwide, posi-
tioning India as a viable alternative to 
China. Additionally, India made efforts 
to resolve border disputes with Dhaka 
and increased its investments in key 
sectors, such as electricity, railway in-
frastructure, energy projects and pipe-
line extensions.(148) A major milestone 
in India-Bangladesh relations occurred 
in 2024, when significant projects were 
agreed upon during Hasina’s visit to 
India in June. These projects included 
a railway line development and an ini-
tiative to connect the India-Bangladesh 
railway network with the Indian-Bhuta-
nese border. Such projects were expect-

ed to boost trade and stimulate tourism 
among India, Bangladesh and Bhutan.

US Moves to Draw Bangladesh Away 
From Rival Powers
The United States sees Bangladesh as 
a crucial battleground in its strategy to 
contain competing global powers, even 
while maintaining a strong relationship 
with its traditional ally, India. Washing-
ton’s intervention in Bangladesh aimed 
to limit China’s influence in South Asia 
by leveraging issues of democracy and 
human rights to shape the policies of 
the Bangladeshi government before Ha-
sina’s departure. To achieve this goal, 
the United States maintained sanctions 
against individuals it identified as hu-
man rights violators in Bangladesh, in-
cluding those accused of compromis-
ing the integrity of the 2024 elections. 
It also implemented restrictions on 
granting entry visas to Bangladeshi na-
tionals. Washington pressured Dhaka 
to align with its Indo-Pacific strategy, a 
request that Dhaka resisted due to Chi-
na’s substantial economic investments 
in the country. Furthermore, the United 
States sought control over the strate-
gic island of Saint Martin’s as part of a 
broader plan to strengthen its military 
presence near the vital Strait of Malac-
ca — a crucial route for China’s foreign 

trade and essential for economic con-

nectivity across Asia.(149)

During the protests, as previously 

mentioned, the Awami League accused 

the United States of meddling in Bangla-

desh’s internal affairs, calling on Hasi-

na’s government to uphold the right to 

peaceful protest. In addition to US pres-

sure, India and Japan also joined in urg-

ing Dhaka to abandon the Sonadia port 

project. In exchange, they proposed a 

new Japanese port project in Matarbari, 

located in close proximity to Sonadia. 

The cancellation of the Sonadia project 

was driven by these countries’ concerns 

about maritime competition, particular-

ly the fear that such a port would grant 

China a strategic advantage in the Indi-

an Ocean. More recently, both New Delhi 

and Beijing have invested in the develop-

ment of the Mongla port, Bangladesh’s 

second-largest port, highlighting the on-

going geopolitical rivalry. China remains 

vigilant about the shifting alliances and 

regional dynamics in Bangladesh, striv-

ing to safeguard its interests against US-

led strategic containment efforts.
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Conclusion: South Asia’s Geopolitical 
Competition in 2025

Based on the foregoing, an important 
conclusion emerges: there is a sig-
nificant similarity in the strategies 
employed by international powers in 
the ongoing geopolitical competition 
across regions where global leadership 
contests are unfolding. US policies 
aimed at encircling China in East Asia 
mirror its approaches in South Asia and 
the Middle East, with a consistent will-
ingness to prioritize US interests even 
at the expense of its traditional allies. 
Washington’s intervention in Bangla-
desh to facilitate regime change direct-
ly clashed with India’s interests, despite 
India being a longstanding US ally. Hasi-
na’s departure from power represented 
a substantial loss for India. As a result, 
many countries allied with the United 
States in various regions are recalibrat-
ing their foreign policies to establish 
greater independence. India is among 
these nations, seeking to prioritize 
its strategic goals and interests and 

distancing itself from Washington to 
assert its regional ambitions and safe-
guard its national interests.

The United States is also striving to 
integrate Bangladesh into its broad-
er strategy for the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans as part of efforts to encircle 
China. However, this goal has not sig-
nificantly impacted China, as Beijing 
prioritizes maintaining relationships 
with states rather than with specif-
ic political systems — unlike India, 
which ties its alliances in South Asia 
to governments and leadership struc-
tures. As a result, China stands to lose 
little from the fall of Hasina’s regime, 
given its robust strategic ties with 
state institutions. An ironic twist in 
South Asian geopolitics is that while 
the United States seeks to stir compe-
tition between China and India to di-
vert Chinese focus and prevent it from 
pursuing global ambitions, it ultimate-
ly undermines the interests of both its 
ally (India) and a regional competitor 
(China) to serve its own strategic objec-
tive of encircling China — an endeavor 

aimed at securing a dominant position 
in the global contest for the world’s 
leading pole.

As the ongoing crisis in Bangladesh 
reflects the global competition be-
tween major international powers vy-
ing for leadership, the developments 
in South Asia in 2025 will be shaped by 
the policies adopted by President-elect 
Donald Trump concerning the In-
do-Pacific region. This includes balanc-
ing efforts to contain China while simul-
taneously considering India’s strategic 
interests in South Asia.

The primary victim of US policies in 
this context is not only China but also In-
dia, a key US ally, due to the overthrow of 
Hasina’s government. However, unlike 
more intense and unstable issues seen 
in US-China relations — such as the Tai-
wan crisis, which involves the Taiwanese 
president’s strong separatist ambitions 
and policies that prioritize Taiwan’s 
self-proclaimed state sovereignty over 
subordination to China — South Asian 
competition remains more stable and 
less prone to direct conflict.
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PART 3

SAUDI ARABIA’S 2024 POLICY

In 2024, Saudi Arabia intensified its efforts to achieve the objectives outlined 
in Vision 2030, thereby reinforcing its strategic positioning on both regional 
and global fronts. This section of the 2024 ASR delves into significant inter-
nal and external developments within the kingdom during this year.

 ª The Vision’s Resilience in Addressing Challenges
 ª The Saudi Response to Arab and Regional Developments
 ª Saudi Policy: Navigating Global Shifts
 ª Saudi Policy Trajectory in 2025
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The 2023 ASR analyzed the strategic 
shifts experienced by Saudi Arabia 
throughout the year, using the goals of 
Vision 2030 as a benchmark to evaluate 
progress. The report highlighted ad-
vancements in modernization and good 
governance, the kingdom’s expanding 
role in promoting peace and regional 
stability, its progress in economic di-
versification away from oil dependence 
and developments in military modern-
ization and manufacturing to bolster 
defense capabilities against potential 
security threats. The 2024 ASR builds 
on this assessment while incorporating 

Saudi Arabia’s responses to major re-
gional developments during the year. It 
evaluates achievements by examining 
the following three key areas: nation-
al policies and responses to challenges 
within a flexible national vision, Saudi 
Arabia’s engagement in Arab and re-
gional developments and its position-
ing within the context of global trans-
formations.

The Vision’s Resilience in 
Addressing Challenges
Since the announcement of Vision 2030 
on April 25, 2016, Saudi Arabia has un-
dergone a remarkable transformation, 

securing top positions in numerous 
global development rankings. The king-
dom’s ministries and agencies have 
approached Vision 2030 not as a mere 
aspirational plan, but as a concrete ini-
tiative to be followed and realized. As a 
result, the kingdom has remained com-
mitted to advancing its Vision 2030 
goals, focusing on its three core pillars: 
a vibrant society, a thriving economy 
and an ambitious nation.

Developments and Interactions 
Related to Vision 2030
The 2024 results confirmed that Vision 
2030 is progressing toward successful 

Indicator Baseline 2023 Target Actual Value 2030 Target

Pilgrims from outside the kingdom (millions) 6.2 10 13.56 30

Number of Saudi landmarks on UNESCO World 
Heritage List (site) 4 6 7 8

Average life expectancy (years) 77.06 ——- 78.10 80

Percentage of residential areas, including pe-
ripheral areas, covered by healthcare services 84.13% 96% 96.41% 99.5%

Percentage of adults (18 years and older) engag-
ing in physical activity for 150 minutes weekly 49% 51% 62.3% 64%

Table 3.1: Vision 2030: Key Performance Indicators (KPIs)
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Percentage of Saudi households owning a hous-
ing unit 47% 63% 63.74% 70%

Percentage of beneficiaries with subsides who 
can work and are empowered
(Percentage of job-ready welfare recipient en-
abled)

1% 32% 32.3% 38.3%

Global ranking by GDP (billion) $716 $809 $790 $1.730

Non-oil GDP (billion ) $405 $515 $505 $1,327

Private sector contribution to GDP 40.3% 45% 45% 65%

Loans to small and medium enterprises as a 
percentage of bank loans 2% 8.6% 8.3% 20%

Share of local content in oil and gas sector 37% 59% 63% 75%

Total value of exports from industries related to 
oil and gas-(billion SAR) $34.4 $132 $161 $564

Share of local content in non-oil sector spending 52% 59% 56.8% 75%

Percentage of military industry localization 7.7% 9% 10.4% 50%

Total value of assets under management (AUM) 
of the Public Investment Fund (PIF), (billion) $192 $720 $749 $2,670

Share of non-oil exports as a percentage of non-
oil GDP 18% 36% 24.1% 50%
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Unemployment rate among Saudis 12.3% 8% 7.7% 7%

Percentage of technical and vocational educa-
tion graduates employed within six months of 
graduation

13.9% 46.6% 45.8% 65%

Percentage of university graduates entering the 
labor market within six months of graduation 13.3% 41.2% 41.2% 75%

Percentage of working persons with disabilities 
who are able to work 7.7% 12.3% 12.6% 15%

Percentage of women’s participation in the 
labor market 22.8% 35.1% 34% 40%

Economic Participation and Opportunity 
Sub-index (point) 0.33 0.592 0.637 0.736

Government Effectiveness Index (score) 63 70.8 70.8 91.5

Saudi Arabia’s ranking in the United Nations 
e-Government Development Index (EGDI), 
(rank)

36 31 31 5

Number of volunteers (thousands) 22.9 670 834 1,000 (1 million)

Percentage of major companies offering corpo-
rate social responsibility programs 30% 57% 64.8% 90%

Non-profit sector contribution to GDP 0.2% 0.51% 0.87% 5%

Percentage of employees in the non-profit sec-
tor from the total workforce 0.13% 0.39% 0.55% 3.1%

Source: “Vision 2030: Annual Report 2023,” Vision 2030, accessed January 19, 2025, https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/en/annual-reports.
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implementation, supported by 
the central role of the vision 
and its “institutionalization” 
within the state apparatus. Var-
ious ministries and institutions 
have aligned their efforts with 
the vision’s objectives, estab-
lishing unified achievement 
standards. Coinciding with the 
eighth year since its launch, the 
annual report for Saudi Vision 
2030,(1) released in April 2024, 
highlighted the targets met in 
2023 as well as the impact of 
programs in 2024 (see Table 3.1 
and Figure 3.1).

During the royal speech de-
livered at the opening of the 
ninth Shura Council session 
in September 2024,(2) Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
highlighted the kingdom’s sig-
nificant achievements under 
Vision 2030. He noted that non-
oil activities reached their high-
est contribution to real GDP 
in 2023, while unemployment 
among Saudi men and women 
dropped to a historic low in the 
first quarter of 2024. In tour-
ism, targets were surpassed 
ahead of schedule, positioning 
Saudi Arabia as the 16th most 

competitive nation globally. 
The crown prince also empha-
sized the kingdom’s emergence 
as one of the world’s largest 
reservoirs of natural resourc-
es. These achievements have 
bolstered international confi-
dence in the kingdom, position-
ing Saudi Arabia as a prime des-
tination for global corporations 
and institutions and earning it 
the opportunity to host Expo 
2030 and prepare for the World 
Cup in 2034.

The annual Vision 2030 re-
port aimed to present indi-
cators with transparency, ac-
knowledging that some 2023 
targets were not fully met, with 
varying shortfalls outlined in 
Table 1. It emphasized the im-
portance of maintaining real-
istic benchmarks rather than 
inflating achievement indica-
tors without actual progress. 
Notably, the Saudi government 
took steps to enhance the an-
nual report’s effectiveness. The 
Royal Court’s Office of Strate-
gic Management collaborated 
with the private sector, inviting 
companies and institutions to 
review the report and provide 

Figure 3.1: Vision 2030 Programs in 2024
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feedback. This initiative aimed to en-
sure that the reports deliver meaningful 
insights and value to their audience.

The Vision 2030 indicators high-
light the importance of treating it as a 
flexible, open initiative. While its goals 
remain clear, projects and timelines 
can be adjusted and reallocated based 
on shifting Saudi priorities, a prac-
tice common in national development 
plans worldwide. Some projects may ad-
vance as scheduled, while others could 
face delays or downsizing due to global 
changes that have significantly altered 
the landscape since the launch of Vision 
2030 nearly a decade ago. Following the 
Council of Ministers’ approval of the 
2025 fiscal budget, Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman underscored the 
interconnectedness of the Saudi econo-
my with global economic developments, 
emphasizing the need to tackle global 
challenges proactively. He reaffirmed 
the kingdom’s commitment to the me-
ticulous and transparent implementa-
tion of the budget and the completion 
of Vision 2030 programs and projects.(3)

The Saudi Economy: Oil and 
Renewable Resources

In 2024, Saudi Arabia advanced its ef-
forts to diversify its economy, aiming 
to reduce reliance on oil and prioritize 

renewable resources — a key objective 
of Vision 2030. The minister of industry 
and mineral resources reported a $19 
billion increase in industrial exports 
during the year, driven by the growth 
of new sectors and the introduction of 
products beyond petrochemicals.(4)

The general budget approved by the 
Saudi Cabinet for 2025, which was ap-
proved with an expected deficit of 101 
billion riyals, confirmed that the king-
dom is taking bold steps toward trans-
formation, as this deficit is mainly the 
result of increased spending on projects 
and economic transformation plans. 
According to the vision — expressed 
by the Minister of Finance Mohammed 
al-Jadaan, after announcing the 2025 
budget, he believes that it is possible 
to expand spending despite the budget 
deficit because the return to the econ-
omy is greater than the cost of borrow-
ing to cover this deficit. After approving 
the budget, the minister stated that the 
kingdom is looking forward to reaping 
the fruits of spending 271 billion riyals 
over eight years to diversify its economy 
within Vision 2030. He also indicated 
that the government is adopting a long-
term financial planning methodology to 
ensure focus on the stability of strategic 
transformational spending that aims 

to achieve economic gains and sustain-
able growth.(5)

On June 24, 2024, Saudi Arabia 
launched a groundbreaking geograph-
ical survey project for renewable ener-
gy, involving the installation of 1,200 
stations to monitor solar and wind 
energy across the kingdom. Covering 
over 850,000 square kilometers, the 
initiative, described by Energy Min-
ister Prince Abdulaziz bin Salman as 
the world’s most extensive in terms of 
geographical coverage, aims to identify 
optimal sites for renewable energy proj-
ects based on resource availability and 
development priorities. Later, on De-
cember 3, Prince Abdulaziz announced 
plans to launch 20 gigawatts of renew-
able energy projects in 2024, following 
a fourfold increase in production from 
700 megawatts to 2.8 gigawatts. He 
emphasized Saudi Arabia’s ambition 
to become a leading global exporter of 
clean and green hydrogen, highlighting 
the $8.5 billion financial closure of the 
Neom green hydrogen project and the 
signing of a memorandum of under-
standing for the IMEC during the G20 
Summit in 2023, which is set to bolster 
energy exports.

In 2024, Saudi Arabia forged multiple 
partnerships to boost its renewable en-
ergy production and advance its transi-
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tion to clean energy under Vision 2030. 
Energy Minister Prince Abdulaziz bin 
Salman emphasized that localization is 
a cornerstone of the kingdom’s energy 
strategy, aiming to secure a sustainable 
energy future by developing the entire 
supply chain — from raw materials to 
final products — and maximizing lo-
cal value.(6) Saudi Arabia’s energy pol-
icy follows a dual-direction strategy, 
balancing efforts to expand renewable 
energy resources while optimizing tra-
ditional energy sources with reduced 
carbon emissions. This approach aligns 
with forward-looking projections of ris-
ing oil demand in Asia and the Global 
South. In line with this balanced policy, 
the kingdom has completed adminis-
trative preparations for nuclear regula-
tory work and has also fulfilled the re-
quirements under the Comprehensive 
Safeguards Agreement. It continues to 
implement its national nuclear energy 
project.

Developing the Minerals Sector and 
the National Strategy for Industry

In 2024, Saudi Arabia advanced its min-
ing development program as part of Vi-
sion 2030, aiming to position mining as 
the third pillar of national industry and 
to diversify the economy. The kingdom 
seeks to secure vital minerals such as 

copper, nickel, lithium and iron ore to 
establish itself as a key hub for electric 
vehicle battery manufacturing and to 
bolster its domestic automotive indus-
try. Saudi Arabia has set an ambitious 
goal of producing 500,000 electric ve-
hicles by 2030.

Saudi Arabia’s incentive policies have 
transformed it into one of the most 
competitive mining regions globally, 
with a significant reduction in the tax 
rate from 45%. According to a June 2023 
report by Mining Journal Intelligence’s 
World Risk Report 2024 featuring Mine-
Hutte Ratings, the kingdom achieved 
the fastest global growth in the past five 
years by enhancing its investment envi-
ronment. In January 2024, Saudi Arabia 
raised its estimates of untapped miner-
al resources from $1.3 trillion to $2.5 tril-
lion (9.4 trillion riyals), a 90% increase. 
The minister of industry and mineral 
resources attributed this rise to recent 
surveys revealing additional reserves 
of phosphate, gold, zinc, copper and the 
discovery of other critical minerals es-
sential to various industries, as well as 
a reevaluation of existing mineral re-
sources.

In July 2024, the Saudi Cabinet ap-
proved the establishment of the Nation-
al Minerals Program under the Ministry 
of Industry and Mineral Resources, con-

tinuing efforts to stimulate investment 
in the mining sector.(7) According to the 
ministry’s publications, the program 
aims to solidify Saudi Arabia’s position 
as a regional and global mining hub, 
address increasing demand for miner-
als, develop local capabilities and sup-
port exploration activities. Throughout 
2024, the ministry issued numerous 
licenses, with its spokesperson report-
ing 2,453 active mining licenses as of 
March.(8) Additionally, the deputy min-
ister of industry and mineral resources 
for mining affairs announced in De-
cember that the kingdom has allocated 
$32 billion to projects including steel 
production, the extraction of battery 
minerals and copper mining.

In July 2024, the Ministry of Industry 
and Mineral Resources launched the 
kingdom’s first-ever mineralized belts 
for competition, spanning 4,788 square 
kilometers. The initiative aims to expe-
dite the exploration and exploitation of 
Saudi Arabia’s mineral resources. The 
mineralized belts included three explo-
ration licenses in the Jabal Sayyad belt, 
covering 2,892 square kilometers, and 
two licenses in the Al-Hajjar site with-
in the Wadi Shawas belt, covering 1,896 
square kilometers. The ministry also 
concluded the fifth round of mining li-
censing, awarding exploration licenses 
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for six mining sites. In November, it an-
nounced that 11 local and international 
companies had secured these licenses 
across different regions of the king-
dom. By January 2024, investments in 
the mining sector surpassed $400 bil-
lion. The sector received a further boost 
with the Jeddah Islamic Port’s listing on 
the London Metal Exchange (LME) as a 
new delivery center for copper and zinc. 
This development positions the port as 
a global hub for storing metals traded 
on the LME, enhancing Saudi Arabia’s 
role in the international metals supply 
chain.

Technical and Digital Developments 
and Artificial Intelligence

In his November 2024 speech, Minister 
of Communications Abdullah al-Sawa-
ha highlighted that the digital economy 
in Saudi Arabia had grown from 298 bil-
lion riyals to 460 billion riyals. He also 
noted that nearly 370,000 young men 
and women are employed within the 
digital economy. He also projected that 
the kingdom’s AI market would reach $2 
billion by the end of 2024, with an an-
nual growth rate of 29%. This growth is 
expected to propel the market to exceed 
$9 billion by 2030.

In 2024, Saudi Arabia made signifi-
cant strides in the field of AI, highlight-

ed by the organization of several key 
summits. The Saudi Data and Artificial 
Intelligence Authority (SDAIA) hosted 
the World Artificial Intelligence Sum-
mit from September 10 to September 12, 
themed “Artificial Intelligence for the 
Good of Humanity.” During the summit, 
SDAIA secured partnerships with lead-
ing AI companies, including Microsoft, 
Dell and Oracle, along with various na-
tional entities. Additionally, SDAIA or-
ganized the inaugural global edition of 
the International Artificial Intelligence 
Olympiad (IAIO) in collaboration with 
the International Center for Research 
and Ethics in Artificial Intelligence (IC-

AIRE) and the International Research 
Center for Artificial Intelligence (IRCAI) 
in Slovenia, under the patronage of UN-
ESCO. SDAIA’s goal in organizing the 
IAIO is to create a global platform for AI 
competitions, fostering talent and skill 
development while providing a forum 
for scientists and stakeholders world-
wide to share experiences. In Septem-
ber, the first edition of the FinTech 24 
conference was also launched in Riyadh 
to enhance the global financial system. 
During the conference, the minister of 
finance highlighted that Saudi Arabia 
had exceeded its target of 168 technol-
ogy companies in the financial sector, 
reaching 224 companies by the end of 
the second quarter. The aim is to in-
crease this number to 525 companies 
by 2030, as part of Saudi Arabia’s ambi-
tion to become a global hub for financial 
technology. FinTech 24 is planned to be-
come an annual conference and one of 
the largest gatherings of fintech in Asia, 
Europe and North Africa. In November 
2024, the third edition of the Riyadh 
Global Biomedical Summit was also 
launched. This summit underscores the 
Saudi leadership’s interest in the bio-
medical sector, which plays a key role in 
sustainable development and support-
ing the national economy. It aligns with 
the objectives of the National Biotech-

The digital economy in Saudi
Arabia has grown from 298 bil-
lion riyals to 460 billion riyals. 
And nearly 370,000 young 
men and women are employed 
within the digital economy.

Minister of Communications
 Abdullah al-Sawaha
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nology Strategy, unveiled by the Saudi 
crown prince in early 2024. This strate-
gy outlines Saudi Arabia’s vision to de-
velop advanced biotechnologies across 
medicine, agriculture, environment 
and industry, aiming for the kingdom 
to become a leading biotechnology hub 
in the Middle East and North Africa by 
2030, and globally by 2040.(9)

In November 2024, Cyberani, one of 
Aramco’s digital companies, launched 
four cybersecurity products developed 
by Saudi engineers. Each product serves 
a different function aimed at enhanc-
ing the sector, including technologies 
designed to protect sensitive data and 
operational systems. At GITEX Global 
2024 in Dubai, Saudi Arabia showcased 
its technological capabilities through 
a pavilion that featured 40 Saudi com-
munication and technology compa-
nies, operating under the slogan “Saudi 
Made.” This participation was focused 
on boosting the global presence of Sau-
di companies and promoting techno-
logical innovation. In September 2024, 
Aramco Digital partnered with Grok, 
an AI reasoning specialist, in a project 
aimed at establishing Saudi Arabia as 
the first country to host the world’s larg-
est global data center for AI reasoning. 
Additionally, in June 2024, the National 
Semiconductor Cluster was launched 

with the goal of localizing the manu-
facture and design of electronic chips, 
positioning the kingdom as a regional 
hub for semiconductors. This initia-
tive seeks to attract semiconductor de-
sign companies, localize 50 specialized 
companies by 2030, train 5,000 Saudi 
engineers in integrated circuit design 
and attract over 1 billion riyals in invest-
ment for deep technology by 2030.

Culture and Sports: Spearheading 
Arab Soft Power

In December 2024, a landmark event 
occurred when FIFA announced on De-
cember 11 that Saudi Arabia had won the 
exclusive right to host the 2034 World 
Cup. Earlier, on December 4, Saudi Ara-
bia’s bid had received an unprecedented 
rating of 419.8 out of 500, the highest 
technical rating ever given by FIFA to a 
World Cup host bid. This achievement 
was bolstered by substantial support 
from local federations across Asia, Af-
rica, North and Central America and 
Europe, with the number of countries 
backing Saudi Arabia’s bid surpassing 
half of FIFA’s 211 registered local feder-
ations.

FIFA’s evaluation of Saudi Arabia’s bid 
was the culmination of the kingdom’s 
extensive efforts across economic, so-
cial, technological, digital and cultural 

domains in recent years. It underscored 
that the country had fulfilled the infra-
structure requirements for hosting the 
World Cup, which include entertain-
ment facilities, road networks, football 
stadiums and tourist attractions. This 
evaluation also reflected confidence 
in the sustainability of the Saudi econ-
omy. Thus, FIFA’s rating serves as a 
certificate of appreciation for the king-
dom’s accomplishments, which are the 
result of Vision 2030’s strategic plan-
ning, supported by continuous political 
leadership. This evaluation not only ac-
knowledges past achievements but also 
motivates the kingdom to pursue fur-
ther national successes in the next de-
cade. Hosting the World Cup represents 
a significant opportunity to boost eco-
nomic development, enhance the tour-
ism sector and showcase Saudi Arabia’s 
cultural heritage, presenting a modern 
image of the kingdom as a global desti-
nation that embraces diversity, innova-
tion and excellence.(10)

In July 2024, the Board of Directors 
of the Sports Boulevard Foundation, 
chaired by Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman, announced the approval 
of designs for the Global Sports Tower, 
a key feature of the Sports Boulevard 
project located on Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman Road in Riyadh. As the tall-
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est sports tower in the world, it is set 
to become one of the most prominent 
landmarks of the project. The tower will 
play a pivotal role in achieving the goals 
of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, including 
enhancing the quality of life in Riyadh 
and positioning the city among the 
world’s top 10 largest city economies. 
This initiative is expected to signifi-
cantly strengthen Saudi Arabia’s econ-
omy and bolster its international stand-
ing as a leading sports hub.

In 2024, Saudi Arabia witnessed a re-
markable cultural boom, with the year 
standing out for its vibrant cultural, 
artistic and entertainment events, so-
lidifying the kingdom’s role as a central 
hub for Arab art and culture. One of the 
standout events was the fourth edition 
of the Red Sea International Film Festi-
val, held in the Jeddah Historic District 
on December 6. The festival has become 
a global platform, enhancing Saudi Ara-
bia’s standing in the film industry and 
supporting promising films and cine-
matic projects from around the world. 
Films supported by the festival have 
garnered success at prestigious film 
festivals such as Cannes, Venice, Toron-
to and even the Oscars.(11) In an effort to 
further enrich the region’s film industry 
and support creative talents, General 
Entertainment Authority (GEA) Turki 

al-Sheikh launched on September 9 the 
Golden Pen Award, dedicated to hon-
oring the most impactful literary and 
artistic works in the Arab world. This 
award aims to spotlight popular novels 
with the potential for adaptation into 
cinematic works, fostering a deeper 
connection between literature and film 
in the region.(12)

In July 2024, Saudi Arabia success-
fully listed the eighth heritage site in 
the kingdom on the UNESCO World 
Heritage list, after the archaeological 
area of Al-Faw, located south of Riyadh, 
was included during the World Heri-
tage Committee meetings in New Delhi. 
This achievement aligns with the goals 
of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030. The addi-
tion of the Al-Faw archaeological site to 
the UNESCO list follows the inclusion 
of other significant heritage sites, such 
as the city of Hegra in Al-‘Ula, the At-
Turaif District in ad-Dir’iyah, Al-Balad 
(also known as Jeddah Historic District), 
Rock Art in the Hail Region, the Al-Ahsa 
Oasis, the Hima Cultural Area in Najran, 
and the ‘Uruq Bani Ma’arid Reserve.(13)

Honoring National Talent, Attracting 
Expertise and Indigenizing Sciences
The Saudi leadership is adopting a 
strategy aimed at replacing jobs and re-
sponsibilities held by non-Saudis with 

promising Saudi talent. The kingdom 
places great emphasis on empowering 
and strengthening national competen-
cies, striving to increase their presence 
across various sectors. At the same time, 
Saudi Arabia does not hesitate to attract 
foreign experts, distinguished individ-
uals and skilled professionals who can 
contribute sincerely and knowledge-
ably to the country’s development. This 
approach was demonstrated by the ap-
proval of the Saudi Council of Ministers 
on May 17, 2022, to establish the Premi-
um Residency Center, a move designed 
to attract leading international experts 
and offer them a range of services and 
benefits in the kingdom.(14)

In October 2024, the Saudi Ministry 
of Human Resources and Social Devel-
opment, in partnership with the Min-
istry of Health, announced an increase 
in the localization rates for four health 
professions in the private sector: radiol-
ogy (65%), medical laboratory (70%), 
therapeutic nutrition (80%)(15) and 
physiotherapy (80%). Additionally, the 
ministry launched the second edition of 
the Waad national training campaign, 
aimed at enhancing the capabilities of 
national workers, expanding training 
opportunities and encouraging the pri-
vate sector to contribute to empowering 
them. The campaign also seeks to raise 
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the participation of Saudi nationals 
in the labor market and increase their 
competitiveness both locally and glob-
ally. The National Training Campaign 
“Waad” complements the “Jadeer” 
program launched in November 2023, 
which prepares and trains recent gradu-
ates for jobs within the ministry by pro-
viding them with the essential knowl-
edge and practical experience needed 
in the workplace.(16)

After attracting the wealthy through 
the Premium Residency system, Saudi 
Arabia is now focusing on drawing tal-
ented minds that add value to Vision 
2030. The requirement for naturalized 
talents to be distinguished and creative 
reflects the leadership’s commitment 
to recruiting the highest standards of 
competence and professionalism.(17) In 
2024, Saudi Arabia launched five new 
types of Premium Residency, alongside 
the two existing types. These include 
the residency for exceptional talents 
(specialist-executive), residency for tal-
ents (sports-cultural), business inves-
tor residency, entrepreneur residency 
and real estate owner residency.(18) In 
July 2024, royal approval was granted 
to award Saudi citizenship to scien-
tists, doctors, researchers, innovators 
and distinguished individuals with rare 
skills. This royal decree aims to enhance 

VIA Riyadh is an architectural master-
piece inspired by Salmani architecture 
and urban aesthetics. It seamlessly harmo-
nizes with the local identity of the capital, 
preserving the city’s unique character. The 
VIA Riyadh complex boasts exceptional 
restaurants and stores, showcasing both 
international and local brands. Addition-
ally, it features seven cinema halls, each 
offering a distinctive entertainment ex-
perience, with Tuwaiq Hall standing out 
as it is designed in the style of traditional 
architecture from Saudi Arabia’s central 
Najd region.

فيــا ريــاض
Via-Riyadh
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the environment for attracting and in-
vesting in creative talents.(19) The list 
included 16 doctors, some of the most 
skilled professionals in the kingdom’s 
hospitals, specializing in rare subspe-
cialties.

Saudi Arabia has made exceptional 
progress in attracting professionals and 
talent. According to a study by Boston 
Consulting Group (BCG), in collabora-
tion with The Network and StepStone 
Group, titled “Decoding Global Talent 
2024,” the country has risen two places 
to rank 26th globally for talent reloca-
tion and resettlement. The study also 
noted Riyadh’s increasing international 
appeal, ranking 54th among the most 
attractive cities for professionals. The 
kingdom’s growing appeal is attributed 
to its mega projects, which reflect the 
government’s commitment to econom-
ic growth and innovation initiatives.(20)

Defense Policies: Enhancing Military 
Competence

During the state budget forum for fis-
cal year 2025, the minister of economy 
confirmed Saudi Arabia’s plan to con-
tinue spending on the defense sector 
for strategic reasons, including meet-
ing peaceful needs and achieving long-
term economic returns. The kingdom 
has allocated 272 billion riyals for the 

sector in the 2025 budget (about 21% of 
total expenditure) and aims to increase 
the localization of military industries 
to 20% by 2025, with a target of 50% by 
2030, according to the budget state-
ment.(21)

The most notable discussions regard-
ing the Saudi armed forces in 2024 cen-
tered on the potential defense agree-
ment between the kingdom and the 
United States. Despite several Saudi-US 
meetings throughout the year, the is-
sue remains unresolved. It has not been 
confirmed whether the agreement will 
be a comprehensive defense treaty, sim-
ilar to those the United States has with 
Japan or South Korea (in exchange for 
normalization with Israel and the es-
tablishment of a Palestinian state), or a 
more modest agreement on military co-
operation.

In the same context, Saudi Arabia has 
worked to strengthen military partner-
ships with countries like France and 
the UK, as seen in the visits of French 
President Emmanuel Macron and UK 
Prime Minister Keir Starmer, just sev-
en days apart (December 2 to Decem-
ber 9). During President Macron’s visit, 
the French presidential palace issued 
a statement confirming that the visit 
aimed to strengthen the partnership 
between the two countries, with a fo-

cus on security and defense. During 
the UK prime minister’s visit, the two 
sides agreed to make a qualitative shift 
in their defense partnership with an 
enhancement in military cooperation. 
According to the UK Prime Minister’s 
Office, the agreement covers all aspects 
of the defense relationship, including 
combat aviation.(22)

With regard to maneuvers, the Saudi 
Armed Forces conducted various ex-
ercises in 2024, including: the joint air 
exercise Spears of Victory 2024 in Feb-
ruary, with the Royal Saudi Air Force 
alongside forces from friendly coun-
tries; the joint exercise Sword of Peace 
12 in March, involving the Saudi Armed 
Forces, the Ministry of Interior, the Sau-
di Arabian National Guard, the Presi-
dency of State Security and other agen-
cies; the logistics exercise Native Fury 
24 in May with the US Marines on the 
Red Sea coast; the Red Wave 7 exercise 
in May to enhance maritime security in 
Red Sea-bordering countries; participa-
tion in the Eager Lion 2024 maneuvers 
in Jordan in May; units of the Armed 
Forces in the EFES 2024 multination-
al exercise in Izmir, Türkiye, in May; 
the Saudi-US joint exercise Protection 
Shield 4 in May; the joint exercise Indus 
Shield in October with Egypt and Türki-
ye in Pakistan; participation in Piercing 
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Arrow 2024 in Egypt in November; and 
the air exercise Tuwaiq 4 in December, 
with forces from the UAE, Oman, Qa-
tar, Jordan, Morocco, the UK, the United 
States, Greece and Bahrain and Egypt as 
observers.

As regards technology acquisition 
and arms purchases, the World Defense 
Show was held in Riyadh in February 
2024, where the Ministry of Defense 

signed 27 contracts and two memoran-
da of understanding with local and in-
ternational defense and security com-
panies. In March, His Majesty’s Ship 
Unayzah, the fifth ship of the Sarawat 
Project, was launched. In November, the 
first Saudi military drone boat, operat-
ing with AI technologies from manned 
to unmanned, was launched. In July, the 
Ministry of Defense signed a contract 

with Airbus Defense and Space to pur-
chase four Airbus A330 MRTT multi-
role refueling aircraft.

The Ministry of Defense hosted spe-
cialized training programs in military 
media in October. In November, the 
Prince Sultan Cardiac Center for the 
Armed Forces launched the Robotic 
Surgery program for open-heart surger-
ies. The ministry also signed a memo-
randum of cooperation with the Saudi 
Electronic University to enhance capa-
bilities, share expertise and implement 
best practices in education and training. 
Additionally, the ministry organized 
the first international forum for leading 
non-commissioned officers, centered 
on “Development and Empowerment.”

In November, Saudi Defense Minister 
Prince Khalid bin Salman and his Iraqi 
counterpart Thabet al-Abbasi signed 
a memorandum of understanding for 
military cooperation. In May, the sec-
ond meeting of the Security and Mili-
tary Committee under the Saudi-Qatari 
Coordination Council took place, fol-
lowed by the 10th meeting of the Sau-
di-Egyptian Military Committee in Cai-
ro in August.

Saudi Arabian Military Industries 
(SAMI) signed several significant agree-
ments, including three memoranda of 
understanding with leading Turkish de-

The Board of Directors of the Sports Bou-
levard Foundation, chaired by Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman, an-
nounced the approval of designs for the 
Global Sports Tower, a key feature of 
the Sports Boulevard project located on 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman Road in 
Riyadh.
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fense companies in aviation, space and 
technology, as well as two agreements 
with Lockheed Martin and Airbus Heli-
copters. A joint cooperation agreement 
was also concluded between SAMI 
Land Systems and Kia in infrastructure, 
alongside a strategic memorandum of 
understanding with Barzan Holdings 
of Qatar. Domestically, SAMI partnered 
with national companies to strength-
en their capabilities in the defense and 
security sectors, while also integrating 
digital solutions for transformation. 
Additionally, SAMI signed a contract 
with Zamil Steel Construction Compa-
ny to build the SAMI Land Systems In-
dustrial Complex (SLIC) in Al-Kharj.

The Saudi Response to Arab and 
Regional Developments

The key theme of Saudi policy toward 
developments in the Arab and regional 
arenas in 2024 was balance and effec-
tiveness. Despite significant distur-
bances in the region, continuing from 
the previous year with Operation Al-Aq-
sa Flood and the Israeli war on Gaza, the 
kingdom maintained a disciplined and 
balanced foreign policy. Its diplomacy 
remained active across various levels, 
addressing multiple issues, as demon-
strated below:

Saudi Arabia’s Commitment to the 
Palestinian Cause and Condemnation 
of Israel
In 2024, Saudi Arabia placed significant 
emphasis on the Palestinian cause, rec-
ognizing its central importance in the 
region and the Arab world, especially 
amid the dangers posed by Israel’s ag-
gressive policies in Gaza and Lebanon. 
Key elements of Saudi policy included: 
reiterating rejection of Israel’s actions, 
reaffirming Palestinian statehood as the 
only viable solution and hosting Arab 
and Islamic summits to oppose Israeli 
aggression. Notably, the kingdom sup-
ported and hosted the Global Alliance 
for Implementation of the Two-State 
Solution and continued its humanitar-
ian efforts through relief initiatives for 
the Palestinian and Lebanese peoples.

Saudi Arabia remained a central hub 
for Arab and regional political events. In 
November, it hosted an Extraordinary 
Arab and Islamic Summit to address Is-
rael’s ongoing aggression against Pales-
tine and Lebanon. During the summit, 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
emphasized that Israel’s actions against 
innocent civilians hinder peace in the 
region and called for the preservation of 
Lebanon’s sovereignty. He condemned 
Israel’s obstruction of humanitarian aid 
to Palestinians.(23) The Riyadh Summit 

called for the classification of Israeli 
settlers and settlement movements as 
terrorist groups, advocated for interna-
tional support for Palestinian statehood 
in the UN and held Israel accountable 
for the failure of ceasefire efforts in 
Gaza due to its breach of agreements.

A key regional initiative on the Pales-
tinian issue in 2024 was Saudi Arabia’s 
announcement in September, on behalf 
of Arab, Islamic and European partners, 
of the launch of the Global Alliance for 
the Implementation of the Two-State 
Solution. This took place during a min-
isterial meeting on the Palestinian issue 
and peace efforts, held on the sidelines 
of the UN General Assembly’s high-lev-
el week in New York. Following this, Ri-
yadh hosted a high-level meeting of the 
Global Alliance for the Implementation 
of the Two-State Solution from October 
30 to October 31, with diplomats and en-
voys from various countries and region-
al and international organizations. The 
meeting aimed to present a clear time-
table for establishing a Palestinian state 
and advancing the two-state solution, 
paving the way for lasting peace in the 
Middle East.

Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man reaffirmed the kingdom’s stance 
on normalization with Israel. During his 
speech on September 18, at the opening 
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of the ninth session of the Shura Council, 
on behalf of King Salman bin Abdulaziz, 
he made it clear that Saudi Arabia would 
not establish diplomatic relations with 
Israel until the establishment of a Pal-
estinian state. He further emphasized, 
“The Kingdom will not cease its tireless 
work towards the establishment of an 
independent Palestinian state with East 
Jerusalem as its capital.”(24)

The kingdom strongly opposed Isra-
el’s decision to ban the activities of the 
United Nations Relief and Works Agen-
cy for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA). On 
October 29, Saudi Arabia condemned 
the Israeli Knesset’s approval of draft 
laws that would prevent the agency 
from operating in the occupied Pales-
tinian territories. The Saudi Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs described the move 
as a blatant violation of international 
law and a direct breach of international 
legitimacy, especially in light of the se-
vere humanitarian crisis facing the Pal-
estinian people.(25) Throughout the year, 
Saudi Arabia continued to provide hu-
manitarian assistance to Gaza and Leb-
anon through ongoing air bridges. Addi-
tionally, the King Salman Humanitarian 
Aid and Relief Centre (KSRelief) deliv-
ered significant aid packages, including 
food supplies via Jordan, to Gaza. These 
efforts were part of a broader Saudi ini-

tiative to support the Palestinian peo-
ple, including the launch of both an 
air and sea bridge for relief shipments 
and the passage of hundreds of con-
voys through the Rafah Border Cross-
ing. Similar assistance was extended to 
Lebanon during the Israeli aggression 
against the country.

Saudi Arabia’s Approach Toward Arab 
Nations in Crisis
Saudi Arabia employs a distinctive 
strategy in addressing Arab crises, cen-
tered on promoting security, stability 
and peaceful resolutions. The kingdom 
consistently advocates for rejecting vi-
olence and fostering internal reconcil-
iation within nations. Upholding the 
principle of non-interference in the 
internal affairs of other states and re-
specting national sovereignty, Saudi 
Arabia remains steadfast in supporting 
ceasefires and peaceful negotiations. 
This foundational approach guides its 
stance on various crisis-hit Arab coun-
tries, including Yemen, Lebanon, Iraq, 
Syria, Sudan and Somalia.

With relative stability observed in 
crisis-hit nations like Libya, Iraq and 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia has shifted its 
primary focus to addressing newer 
crises, particularly in Sudan and 
Syria. The kingdom has intensi-

fied its peaceful efforts to mediate a res-
olution to the Sudanese crisis, urging 
conflicting parties to cease hostilities, 
end the violence and ensure humanitar-
ian aid reaches those in need. During its 
November 5 meeting, the Saudi Council 
of Ministers reaffirmed that a political 
solution is the only viable path to resolv-
ing the Sudanese conflict, emphasizing 
adherence to the commitments out-
lined in the Jeddah Declaration signed 
on May 11, 2023.(26) Additionally, Saudi 
Arabia is an active participant in the 
Aligned for Advancing Lifesaving and 
Peace in Sudan (ALPS) Group, which in-
cludes the United States, Switzerland, 
the UAE, Egypt, the African Union and 
the UN. This group operates under the 
framework of the Jeddah Declaration 
and with the king-
dom’s spon-
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sorship to foster peace and stability in 
Sudan.(27)

In July, Saudi Arabia welcomed a 
statement by the Office of the UN Spe-
cial Envoy for Yemen Hans Grundberg 
announcing an agreement between the 
Yemeni government and the Houthis 
on de-escalation measures concerning 
the banking sector and Yemen Airways. 
The Saudi Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
expressed optimism that this agree-
ment would pave the way for the Yeme-
ni parties to engage in dialogue under 
UN auspices. The ministry emphasized 
the importance of addressing econom-
ic and humanitarian issues as a foun-
dation for achieving a comprehensive 
political resolution to the Yemeni crisis, 
aligned with the roadmap for support-
ing the peace process in Yemen.(28)

In December 2024, amidst the 
emerging Syrian crisis following the 
overthrow of the Syrian regime, Saudi 
Arabia reaffirmed its support for initia-
tives that would ensure Syria’s security, 
stability, sovereignty, independence 
and territorial integrity. The kingdom 
expressed its solidarity with the Syri-
an people and their aspirations during 
this critical juncture, urging measures 
to prevent the country from descend-
ing into chaos or division. Saudi Arabia 
called on the international community 

to support the Syrian people and collab-
orate in ways that serve Syria’s interests 
while refraining from interference in its 
internal affairs.(29) Two days later, on De-
cember 9, the kingdom issued a second 
statement condemning Israeli actions 
in the Golan Heights and attacks on Syr-
ian territory. The statement highlighted 
Israel’s continued violations of interna-
tional law and its detrimental impact 
on Syria’s chances of regaining stability 
and security. Saudi Arabia emphasized 
the importance of international con-
demnation of these violations, respect 
for Syria’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity and recognition of the Golan 
Heights as occupied Arab Syrian land.(30)

The Kingdom and Red Sea Security
In 2024, the Red Sea’s strategic impor-
tance was underscored for Saudi Arabia, 
the region and the world at large. This 
vital waterway linking East and West, 
and central to regional dynamics, faced 
significant disruptions due to Houthi 
attacks on ships passing through its 
southern corridor, the Bab al-Mandab 
Strait. These attacks intensified follow-
ing Operation Al-Aqsa Flood on October 
7, 2023, and the subsequent Israeli war 
on Gaza and Lebanon. The continuation 
of these hostilities brought the Red Sea 
into the forefront of regional conflicts, 

further entangling it in the complexi-
ties of the Palestinian issue. The Unit-
ed States’ announcement of Operation 
Prosperity Guardian to counter Houthi 
threats reflected heightened geopolit-
ical tensions in the region. These de-
velopments disrupted the regular nav-
igation system of the Red Sea, forcing 
numerous vessels to reroute via the 
Cape of Good Hope. This shift adverse-
ly impacted ports along the Red Sea and 
significantly reduced the revenues of 
the Suez Canal, which lost half or more 
of its earnings.

The kingdom consistently empha-
sized the importance of keeping the 
Red Sea free from tensions, reiterating 
this position on numerous occasions. 
Saudi Arabia called on all parties in-
volved in the conflict to cease escala-
tion without exception. Its stance re-
flected a balanced approach rooted in 
its extensive experience with regional 
conflicts. This perspective guided the 
kingdom’s decision not to participate 
in the Prosperity Guardian coalition 
established by the United States. It also 
shaped its response to the Israeli at-
tacks on Yemen’s Hodeidah port on July 
20, 2024. The Saudi Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs issued a statement the following 
day, condemning the attacks as actions 
that would “aggravate efforts to end the 
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war on Gaza.”(31) The statement further 
urged all parties to exercise the utmost 
restraint and to protect the region and 
its inhabitants from the perils of war.

The kingdom’s stance on the Red Sea 
underscores its strategic and geopolit-
ical significance within Saudi Arabia’s 
national development agenda, Vision 
2030 and the pillars of its broader re-
naissance. This vision was exemplified 
on December 3, 2024, when His Royal 
Highness Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man, crown prince and prime minister, 
launched the National Strategy for the 
Sustainability of the Red Sea (see Fig-
ure 3.2). The initiative aims to safeguard 
the Red Sea ecosystem, foster collabo-
ration for its sustainability, empower 
communities and support a transition 
to a sustainable blue economy, align-
ing with the overarching goals of Vision 
2030. Through this strategy, the king-
dom is positioning the blue economy as 
a foundational element of its economic 
framework. By 2030, the strategy aims 
for a significant increase in the cover-
age of marine and coastal protected ar-
eas from 3% to 30%. It also aims to boost 
the contribution of renewable energy 
to comprise 50% of the targeted ener-
gy mix while generating thousands of 
job opportunities linked to blue econo-
my activities. These efforts collective-

ly contribute to the kingdom’s goals 
of economic diversification and GDP 
growth.(32)

The Kingdom’s Policies Toward the 
GCC

The kingdom’s relations with the GCC 
member countries experienced sig-
nificant progress in 2024, marked by 
strengthened cooperation and coordi-
nation. A key highlight was the atten-
dance of Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man, crown prince and prime minister, 
at the 45th session of the GCC Supreme 
Council in Kuwait, where he led the 
kingdom’s delegation. Additionally, the 
crown prince made a private visit to the 
UAE on December 1, 2024, further solid-
ifying ties with the Gulf states. Notable 
developments also included the visit 
of Prince Mishaal Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah 
to Saudi Arabia at the end of January 
2024. This visit culminated in a joint 
statement between the two countries 
addressing the Dorra gas field dispute. 
The statement emphasized respect for 
national sovereignty and international 
treaties, while categorically rejecting 
claims by any external party (implicitly 
referring to Iran) regarding rights in the 
Dorra field and the submerged divided 
zone.(33)

The year 2024 saw significant ad-
vancements in economic, financial and 
security cooperation between Saudi 
Arabia and its Gulf partners, showcas-
ing the kingdom’s commitment to re-
gional collaboration and development. 
A key milestone was the signing of a 
memorandum of understanding be-

Figure 3.2: the Kingdom’s National 
Red Sea Sustainability Strategy
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tween Saudi Arabia and Oman on April 
25, aimed at financing infrastructure 
projects in various Omani industrial 
zones. This initiative sought to boost 
private sector activity, provide essential 
infrastructure services and stimulate 
the growth of supporting industries and 
economic activities. Saudi-Qatari rela-
tions also witnessed notable progress. 
On September 1, the Executive Commit-
tee of the Saudi-Qatari Coordination 
Council convened under the leadership 
of Saudi Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Prince Faisal bin Farhan and Qatar’s 
Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdul-
rahman bin Jassim Al Thani. Their dis-
cussions culminated on October 3 with 
the signing of a memorandum of under-
standing to enhance financial sector co-
operation. This agreement emphasized 
the exchange of financial information 
to support international transparency 
standards. In the realm of security, Sau-
di Arabia and Bahrain continued their 
collaborative efforts. The third meeting 
of the Security Coordination Commit-
tee, a key component of the Saudi-Bah-
raini Coordination Council, was held at 
the end of October, reflecting the ongo-
ing commitment to strengthen region-
al security architecture. Adding to the 
year’s achievements, Saudi Arabia and 

Kuwait signed an agreement on Decem-
ber 4 addressing income tax. The agree-
ment, facilitated by their respective fi-
nance ministries, aimed to prevent tax 
evasion and eliminate double taxation.

In May, the Saudi Ports Authority 
(Mawani) and DP World announced the 
launch of a significant project to estab-
lish a DP World logistics zone at Jeddah 
Islamic Port. This project, strategical-
ly located along the key shipping route 
between Asia and Europe, is designed to 
enhance global connectivity and facili-
tate access to international markets. By 
providing multi-modal logistics solu-
tions, the initiative aims to support the 
ambitious goals of Saudi Vision 2030, 
further positioning the kingdom as a 
hub for international trade. Additional-
ly, in October, the Federation of Saudi 
Chambers organized the third edition 
of the Saudi-Emirati Economic Forum 
in Riyadh, aimed at deepening the eco-
nomic partnership and integration be-
tween Saudi Arabia and the UAE. This 
forum was an extension of the joint 
working mechanism established under 
the Ala’azm (Determination) Strategy, 
which focuses on fostering cooperation 
and implementing strategic projects 
that serve as models for regional eco-
nomic integration.

Saudi Arabia and Its Neighbors (Iran, 
Türkiye and Ethiopia): The Kingdom’s 
Strategic Perspective
In 2024, Saudi Arabia’s relations with 
neighboring countries such as Iran, 
Türkiye and Ethiopia saw significant 
developments. These three nations 
are of particular importance in Saudi 
strategic thinking due to their national 
projects and regional influence.

In 2024, the Iranian regional project 
faced significant setbacks due to Israeli 
strikes on Hezbollah and Hamas, which 
weakened their influence in the region. 
The collapse of the Iranian axis was 
further confirmed with the fall of the 
Syrian regime, severing the supply and 
communication lines between Tehran, 
Damascus, Beirut, as well as Iraq and 
Yemen.

Saudi Arabia’s balanced regional pol-
icy principles played a crucial role in 
strengthening relations between the 
kingdom and other Gulf states. Amid 
regional fluctuations and the outbreak 
of Israeli confrontations with Iran, the 
kingdom maintained a neutral stance, 
which helped build trust and stabilize 
relations. In September, Saudi Arabia, 
along with Qatar, the UAE, Bahrain and 
Kuwait, announced that it would not al-
low its air bases to be used for launching 
military operations against Iran, reaf-

P
a

r
t
 1

R
a

s
a

n
a

h

SAUDI ARABIA’S 2024 POLICY 205

P
a

r
t
 2

P
a

r
t
 3

P
a

r
t
 4

A
n

n
u

a
l 

S
t
r
a

t
e

g
ic

 R
e

p
o

r
t
 2

0
2

4
 -

 2
0

2
5



firming its neutral position in the ongo-
ing Tehran-Tel Aviv conflict.

Saudi Arabia and Iran continued to 
foster a new relationship based on hon-
est dialogue to prevent misunderstand-
ings, as emphasized by Saudi Foreign 
Minister Prince Faisal bin Farhan on 
October 31. This was further demon-
strated by the exceptional visit of Saudi 
Armed Forces Chief of Staff Lieutenant 
General Fayyad bin Hamed al-Ruwaili 
to Iran in November. The visit took place 
amidst Israeli-US pressure on Iran and 
the collapse of the Iranian axis, mark-
ing a period of Iranian vulnerability in 
the regional confrontation. This high-
lighted Saudi Arabia’s policies aimed 
at maintaining regional balance and 
stability. The second meeting of the 
Saudi-Chinese-Iranian Joint Tripartite 
Committee in Riyadh on November 19, 
which focused on following up on the 
Beijing Agreement, reinforced this stra-
tegic direction, with both Saudi Arabia 
and Iran reaffirming their commitment 
to the agreement’s full implementation.

Finally, Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman’s statements reflect-
ed the significant developments in the 
relationship between Saudi Arabia and 
Iran, both politically and psychologi-
cally. During his speech at the Extraor-
dinary Arab and Islamic Summit in 

Riyadh, he called on the international 
community to compel Israel to “respect 
the sovereignty of the sisterly Islamic 
Republic of Iran and not to violate its 
lands.”(34) This shift in tone and senti-
ment marks a departure from the more 
adversarial relationship between the 
two countries in previous years.

Saudi Arabia continues to strengthen 
its relations with Türkiye, a trend high-
lighted by Saudi Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Prince Faisal bin Farhan during 
his visit to Ankara on July 14. He noted 
that he was the fourth Saudi minister to 
visit Türkiye in one month.(35) In terms 
of trade, the volume of commerce be-
tween the two countries surpassed $8 
billion in 2024. The Saudi-Turkish Busi-
ness Forum, organized by the Federa-
tion of Saudi Chambers in Riyadh in De-
cember, hosted a Turkish delegation of 
40 companies exploring export oppor-
tunities and partnerships with Saudi 
investors. In the same month, the Sau-
di-Turkish Bilateral Military Coopera-
tion Committee held its sixth meeting 
in Jeddah, discussing ways to enhance 
defense capabilities, technology trans-
fer and defense research and develop-
ment in line with Saudi Vision 2030. 
Both countries plan to activate a joint 
coordination council protocol to elevate 
their cooperation.

The kingdom’s relations with Türkiye 
are expected to deepen further in 2025, 
as the two countries are likely to engage 
on various regional issues. This comes 
in light of developments in Syria, broad-
er shifts in the Middle East, the ongoing 
demands of the Palestinian cause, the 
repercussions of the Israeli war on Gaza 
and Lebanon and the setbacks faced by 
Iran and its allies.

In 2024, Saudi-Ethiopia relations saw 
significant progress. In May, the sixth 
meeting of the Saudi-Ethiopian Joint 
Ministerial Committee took place in 
Riyadh, resulting in an agreement to 
strengthen cooperation in areas such as 
peace, security, trade, investment, live-
stock, agriculture, infrastructure, ener-
gy and minerals. Both countries com-
mitted to enhancing their diplomatic 
and economic ties. Additionally, in 
June, Saudi Arabia and Ethiopia signed 
an agreement to establish a joint Sau-
di-Ethiopian Business Council, aimed 
at promoting economic collaboration. 
This agreement was concluded during 
the Saudi-Ethiopian Business Forum 
in Addis Ababa. The establishment of 
the business council is designed to in-
crease Saudi Arabia’s market presence 
in Ethiopia and support various sec-
tors in the kingdom.

w w w . r a s a n a h - i i i s . o r g

206



Saudi Arabia’s interest in Ethiopia is 
driven by the latter’s strategic role in Af-
rica and the Horn of Africa region, par-
ticularly in light of recent developments 
in the southern Red Sea. These include 
the ongoing mutual attacks between the 
Houthis and Israel, which pose a threat 
to maritime navigation in the Red Sea, 
as well as the evolving dispute between 
Ethiopia and Somalia. Additionally, the 
repercussions of Ethiopia’s agreement 
with Somaliland to lease a port on the 
Red Sea have further heightened Saudi 
Arabia’s focus on Ethiopia’s position in 
regional geopolitics.

Violent Extremism and 
Counterterrorism Policies

With the rise in terrorist activities at 
both regional and global levels, Saudi 
Arabia has adopted a resolute stance 
against terrorism, creating lists of ex-
tremist and terrorist entities. Over the 
years, the kingdom has shaped its secu-
rity doctrine to address terrorism as the 
primary threat to the region. In line with 
this policy, Saudi Arabia condemned 
various terrorist attacks in 2024 and 
continued its robust support for glob-
al counterterrorism efforts. The king-
dom’s commitment to combating ter-
rorism also featured prominently in its 
political discourse at the international 

level, as well as in bilateral and collec-
tive meetings. For instance, during 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s 
visit to Egypt in October, a joint Egyp-
tian-Saudi statement underscored 
both nations’ agreement on the need to 
strengthen cooperation in promoting 
moderation, tolerance and combating 
extremism, hate speech and terrorism, 
as well as confronting practices that op-
pose Islamic and Arab values.(36)

In December 2015, Saudi Arabia 
launched and hosted the Islamic Mil-
itary Counter Terrorism Coalition 
(IMCTC), announced by Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman, with the goal of 
unifying Islamic countries to confront 
terrorism. The coalition consists of 42 
countries. On February 3, 2024, a meet-
ing of the defense ministers of coalition 
countries was held in Riyadh, under the 
theme “Fighting Terrorism is a Shared 
Responsibility.” During the meeting, 
the participants emphasized strength-
ening cooperation to combat terrorism 
and coordinating joint efforts to miti-
gate its dangers. In early December, the 
coalition launched its program to com-
bat terrorism in the five Sahel countries 
— Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso 
and Chad — in the Mauritanian capital, 
Nouakchott. These countries have long 
been among the regions most affected 

by terrorist attacks, which have resulted 
in the loss of thousands of civilian lives. 
The program aims to strengthen local 
and regional capabilities to combat ex-
tremism and terrorism in the Sahel, 
raise awareness and support integra-
tion efforts to effectively address ex-
tremism and confront terrorist groups. 
It also emphasizes promoting values of 
tolerance and moderation, spreading 
peace and ensuring stability.(37)

Minister of Defense and Chairman 
of the Council of Defense Ministers of 
the Islamic Military Alliance to Fight 
Terrorism Prince Khalid bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz announced the kingdom’s 
support for the Islamic Alliance Initia-
tives Fund with an amount of 100 mil-
lion Saudi riyals.(38) In December, train-
ing programs provided by the kingdom’s 
government were launched at the head-
quarters of the Islamic Military Alliance 
in Riyadh, which included 46 training 
programs directed at candidates from 
the alliance’s member states. These 
initiatives reflected the kingdom’s 
commitment to supporting, financing 
and qualifying international efforts to 
combat and eliminate terrorism in var-
ious fields. These training programs 
represent a significant step in building 
the capabilities of member states and 
contribute directly to strengthening re-
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gional and international security in the 
long term.(39)

The importance of the Arab, Islam-
ic and international institutions and 
mechanisms launched by Saudi Ara-
bia to combat terrorism is expected to 
grow in the coming years, given the on-
going geopolitical transformations in 
the region and shifts in Sunni and Shi-
ite power dynamics in conflict-ridden 
Arab countries, particularly Syria, Iraq 
and Yemen as well as the repercussions 
of Israeli aggression. These factors in-
crease the likelihood of another wave of 
terrorism driven by both international 
and regional interests, further high-
lighting the crucial role of the IMCTC in 
addressing this critical threat.

Saudi Policy: Navigating Global Shifts

Global and regional geopolitical trans-
formations are accelerating, driven by 
the ongoing Russia-Ukraine war, the 
protracted Israeli conflict in Gaza and 
Lebanon and developments in Syria, 
alongside tensions with Iran. These 
shifts are compounded by risks to the 
security of the Red Sea, including ex-
panding military operations south of 
the Red Sea and Houthi attacks on mar-
itime navigation, as well as continuing 
crises in Sudan, Libya, Iraq, Somalia, 
Yemen and Lebanon. Amid these chal-

lenges, regional and international pow-
ers increasingly rely on Saudi Arabia 
due to its global position, policies and 
vision. Given this context, much of the 
future of the region in 2025 depends on 
Saudi Arabia’s stance, positioning the 
kingdom at the heart of pivotal strate-
gic issues in the region. Notably, while 
conflicts and military options intensify, 
Saudi Arabia is presenting an alterna-
tive model based on diplomatic and po-
litical solutions.

Against this backdrop, the following 
section examines Saudi Arabia’s rela-
tions with major powers and the king-
dom’s approaches within international 
organizations in 2024.

Saudi-US Relations

In 2024, Saudi Arabia played a signifi-
cant role in the visits and discussions 
of US officials in the region. Visits to Ri-
yadh continued, with prominent figures 
such as US National Security Advisor 
Jake Sullivan and Secretary of State Ant-
ony Blinken engaging in discussions 
focused on the defense agreement be-
tween the two countries, Saudi Arabia’s 
stance on regional issues and the Israeli 
war on Gaza, which were top priorities 
for US officials.

Throughout the year, discussions 
regarding the defense pact focused on 

Saudi Arabia’s demands for increased 
security commitments, approval for 
new arms sales to the Saudi military, US 
support for the kingdom’s civilian nu-
clear program, Saudi Arabia’s plans for 
uranium enrichment and storage and 
the easing of restrictions on importing 
the latest generation semiconductor 
chips used in developing AI tools. Re-
garding relations with Israel, the king-
dom conditioned them on the establish-
ment of a Palestinian state roadmap.

However, 2024 saw little progress in 
finalizing the Saudi-US strategic agree-
ment, despite indications that it was 
close to being signed at various points 
throughout the year. A semi-final ver-
sion of the agreement, which had been 
negotiated for many months between 
the two sides, was prepared. The wars 
in Gaza and Lebanon, along with the US 
presidential elections, contributed to 
delaying the conclusion of the agree-
ment.

For his part, US Ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia Michael Ratney shared his per-
spective on the agreements between 
Riyadh and Washington and the rea-
sons for their delay. In an interview with 
Asharq Al-Awsat newspaper on August 
25, 2024, he explained, “It is more than 
just a single agreement. It’s really a 
package of agreements that need to be 
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agreed upon, negotiated and signed 
together. Part of that is a strengthened 
US Saudi strategic partnership and 
military agreement. The second piece 
is normalization of relations between 
Saudi Arabia and Israel. There’s an 
economic component. And of course, 
an important piece of this relates to 
the Palestinians. It includes a credible 
pathway with benefits toward state-
hood for the Palestinian people. All of 
these are part of a package, and you 
really can’t disentangle one from an-
other.” He stressed that this would be 
a “historic agreement” between the 
United States and Saudi Arabia, one 
that would significantly alter the re-
gion’s dynamics.(40)

On another note, on July 16, 2024, 
Saudi Arabia and the United States 
signed a strategic cooperation agree-
ment in the field of exploration and 
use of outer space for peaceful pur-
poses. The agreement aims to enhance 
cooperation in space and scientific ex-
ploration, increase joint investment in 
various commercial activities and es-
tablish a comprehensive legal frame-
work that facilitates the exchange 
of expertise and the development of 
joint programs. It also outlined areas 
of joint work between the two parties, 
including space and earth sciences, 

In the last decade, regional rivalry has significantly impacted relations between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran, notably shaping perceptions of Saudi Arabia within Iran. 
Iranian official discourse has often portrayed Saudi Arabia in a negative light. 
However, there has been a recent shift, with the Saudi development model 
attracting regional and global attention. This newfound recognition holds 
significance domestically and internationally, as evidenced by various indicators 
and statistics placing Saudi Arabia in a prominent position on the regional and 
international stage. Iran has been one of the countries where the influence of 
the Saudi model has become apparent, particularly among the elite and a broad 
segment of the Iranian public. This development may have provoked discontent 
among certain elements within the Iranian establishment and its institutions. 
This is especially true given that the establishment perceives Saudi Arabia as a 
regional rival, and any positive view of the Saudi model torpedoes its narrative 
about the country, causing embarrassment and undermining its legitimacy.

The Impact of the Saudi 

Development Model on the 

Iranian Home Front
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aeronautics, space missions, education 
and other areas of mutual interest.(41)

In 2025, Saudi-US relations stand at 
the threshold of a new era, with the re-
turn of President Donald Trump, who 
has brought in a qualitatively different 
presidential team not rooted in US po-
litical institutionalism and bureaucra-
cy. This shift aligns, in part, with the 
unconventional ideas advanced by the 
kingdom under Vision 2030, potential-
ly giving a boost to bilateral relations. 
The arrival of President Trump and 
his team raises key questions: will the 
completion of aspects of the Saudi-US 
agreement and the normalization deal 
occur on new terms? What will be the 
point of agreement between the Trump 
and Biden administrations on this 
deal? How will Trump’s new team, dis-
tinct from his first term, engage with 
the kingdom? And will Trump’s second 
term be fundamentally different from 
the first? Additionally, what impact will 
the presence of unconventional fig-
ures such as Elon Musk have on Saudi 
projects like The Line and Neom? The 
answers depend on the degree of pol-
icy continuity between the Biden and 
Trump administrations, as well as be-
tween Trump’s first and second term.

The kingdom’s vision extends beyond 
the conclusion of a defense agreement 

or normalization with Israel and the es-
tablishment of a Palestinian state. Saudi 
Arabia’s sense of responsibility toward 
the Gulf, the Arab world and broader 
Middle East reflects a greater ambition: 
to reduce escalation and end conflicts 
in the region. This vision includes the 
possibility of Saudi Arabia playing an 
unmatched mediation role in major re-
gional matters, working between var-
ious countries to restore stability and 
security to the region. This mediation 
could extend beyond just the king-
dom’s involvement between Iran and 
the United States, leading to a historic 
agreement between the Arab world, Is-
rael and Iran, ending hostilities. Such 
an agreement would involve the Unit-
ed States, Iran, Israel, Türkiye and the 
Arab countries, with its core being the 
recognition of a Palestinian state and a 
return to the principles of international 
law. The kingdom’s potential role goes 
beyond mere politics, embodying a mis-
sion rooted in its Islamic identity, which 
has been increasingly strengthened by 
its internal progress, especially under 
Vision 2030. This role would facilitate 
the realization of peace and prosperity 
across the region and beyond.

Saudi-Sino Relations
In its pursuit of achieving a strategic 
balance in international relations, Sau-
di Arabia has focused on strengthening 
its ties with the People’s Republic of 
China. This aligns with the kingdom’s 
vision of positioning itself as a balanc-
ing force between East and West, partic-
ularly in light of China’s growing global 
influence. Indicators such as high-level 
mutual visits, the expansion of bilateral 
trade and collaborative events highlight 
the significant progress in the king-
dom’s relationship with China.

In June 2024, Saudi Defense Minister 
Prince Khalid bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
traveled to Beijing for discussions with 
his Chinese counterpart Admiral Dong 
Jun. The visit underscored Saudi Ara-
bia’s ambitions to modernize its defense 
sector and enhance domestic manufac-
turing capabilities. China, keen to ex-
pand its regional arms sales, expressed 
readiness to share technology to sup-
port these goals. The visit also reflect-
ed Saudi Arabia’s efforts to diversify its 
defense partnerships amid constraints 
on acquiring weaponry from the United 
States and European countries.

In September 2024, China’s State 
Council Premier Li Qiang visited Riyadh 
to participate in the fourth session of 
the Saudi-China High-Level Joint Com-

w w w . r a s a n a h - i i i s . o r g

210



mittee, co-chaired by Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman, who led the Saudi 
delegation. Premier Li emphasized that 
strengthening ties with Saudi Arabia is a 
cornerstone of China’s public diploma-
cy, particularly in the Middle East. Both 
sides lauded the robust economic, trade 
and investment relations between their 
nations. As China’s top trade partner 
in the Middle East and Saudi Arabia’s 
leading trade partner globally, bilateral 
trade reached approximately $48 bil-
lion by mid-2024, evenly split between 
$24 billion in Saudi exports to China 
and $24 billion in Chinese exports to the 
kingdom.(42)

In December 2024, the Saudi-Chinese 
Joint Business Council Forum facilitat-
ed the signing of 24 agreements aimed 
at strengthening economic collabora-
tion between the two nations. The fo-
rum highlighted key sectors, including 
healthcare, biotechnology and foreign 
and private investments, aligning with 
the objectives of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 
2030 reform agenda.

The Kingdom’s Relations With Russia 
Amid Global Developments and the 
Russia-Ukraine War

Saudi-Russia relations have advanced 
significantly in recent years, with 2024 
marking a notable milestone. Amid the 

ongoing Russia-Ukraine war — a major 
crisis between Russia, the United States 
and the West — Saudi Arabia has main-
tained a balanced and neutral stance, 
focusing on mediation efforts to help 
end the conflict. A key Saudi contri-
bution was its mediation in a prisoner 
exchange, facilitating the release of 
24 detainees: 16 returned to the West 
from Russia, and eight to Russia from 
the West. Russian President Vladimir 
Putin acknowledged this effort, prais-
ing Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man’s “active role” during the Eastern 
Economic Forum in Vladivostok. Addi-
tionally, Russian Security Council Dep-
uty Chairman Dmitry Medvedev, in a 
November 23 interview with Al Arabiya, 
described Saudi-Russia ties as “excel-
lent and friendly,” highlighting their co-
operation in ensuring stability in global 
energy markets.(43)

As part of its mediation efforts, Sau-
di Arabia hosted Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelenskyy in Riyadh in Feb-
ruary 2024, where he met with Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman. Follow-
ing the meeting, President Zelenskyy 
shared on his X account that their dis-
cussions focused on Ukraine’s “formula 
for peace.” He expressed confidence in 
Saudi Arabia’s role in fostering equita-
ble solutions, stating, “Saudi Arabia’s 

leadership can help find a just solution” 
and highlighting the kingdom’s support 
as pivotal to the anticipated first peace 
summit.(44)

On July 18, 2024, Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman held a phone 
conversation with Russian President 
Putin to discuss bilateral relations and 
explore opportunities for collaboration 
across various sectors. Later, on Sep-
tember 9, Russia extended an invitation 
to the crown prince to participate in the 
BRICS summit, which took place in Ka-
zan from October 22 to October 24.

Oil and energy cooperation remained 
a pivotal aspect of Saudi-Russia rela-
tions in 2024.(45) In November, Saudi En-
ergy Minister Prince Abdulaziz bin Sal-
man joined a tripartite conference call 
with Russian Deputy Prime Minister Al-
exander Novak and Kazakhstan’s Ener-
gy Minister Almasadam Satkaliyev. The 
discussion underscored the importance 
of maintaining stability and balance in 
global oil markets, emphasizing coop-
eration among OPEC+ members, adher-
ence to the production agreement, vol-
untary output cuts and compensation 
for any overproduction. Also in Novem-
ber, Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman and Russian President Pu-
tin affirmed their commitment to close 
coordination within OPEC+ during a 
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phone call, according to the Kremlin. 
That same month, the OPEC+ coali-
tion, led by Saudi Arabia and Russia, 
announced the extension of a voluntary 
oil production cut of approximately 2.2 
million barrels per day through Decem-
ber 2024. Subsequently, on December 
5, OPEC+ member states held a virtual 
meeting where they agreed to maintain 
the 1.65 million barrels per day cuts, im-
plemented in April 2023, until the end 
of December 2026, as confirmed by the 
Saudi Ministry of Energy.(46)

The Kingdom’s Policies Toward the 
Indian Subcontinent
The Indian subcontinent holds signifi-
cant strategic importance for Saudi Ara-
bia due to its historical ties, the substan-
tial Islamic population in the region, the 
large workforce from the subcontinent 
employed in the kingdom, and the ro-
bust economic and military relations 
with its nations. Additionally, the re-
gion’s importance is amplified by the 
IMEC, unveiled during the G20 summit 
in New Delhi in September 2023, which 
aims to connect India with the Arabian 
Gulf and Europe.

Economic cooperation between In-
dia and Saudi Arabia saw significant 
advancements in 2024. In February, 
the Federation of Saudi Chambers host-

ed the Saudi-Indian Business Forum, 
bringing together 100 companies from 
both countries to explore business op-
portunities. In late October, Folk Ma-
rine Services Company inaugurated a 
new regional shipping route connecting 
Dammam and Umm Qasr with two of 
India’s largest commercial ports, aimed 
at bolstering trade and supporting the 
growing strategic partnership. Addi-
tionally, the second ministerial meet-
ing of the Economic and Investment 
Committee of the Saudi-Indian Stra-
tegic Partnership Council took place 
in Riyadh in late October. Earlier in 
the year, the formation of a High-Level 
Task Force (HLTF) was announced, co-
chaired by Saudi Energy Minister Prince 
Abdulaziz bin Salman and the principal 
secretary to the Indian prime minister. 
The task force held its first meeting on 
July 28, 2024, identifying key invest-
ment opportunities to be pursued in the 
near future.

In November 2024, Saudi Arabia and 
India took a significant step toward 
strengthening their ties by agreeing 
to establish a partnership council, co-
chaired by Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman and Indian Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi. This initiative, an-
nounced during the second meeting of 
the Ministerial Committee on Political, 

Security, Cultural and Social Affairs, 
aims to enhance cooperation between 
the two nations. On the military front, 
the first round of the Saudi Arabia-India 
Joint Military Exercise “Sada Tanseeq” 
was conducted in Mahajan, Rajasthan 
in January 2024. Additionally, the Sau-
di-Indian Committee for Defense Coop-
eration held its sixth meeting in Riyadh 
in September, further reinforcing the 
growing defense collaboration between 
the two countries.

In December 2024, Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman met with Pakistani 
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif in Ri-
yadh, on the sidelines of the One Water 
Summit. Following this meeting, Saudi 
Arabia extended the term of a $3 billion 
deposit in Pakistan for another year, as 
announced by the State Bank of Paki-
stan. The Saudi-Pakistani Business Fo-
rum was held in October, where numer-
ous memoranda of cooperation were 
signed between business leaders from 
both nations across various sectors. In 
April, a high-level Saudi delegation led 
by Foreign Minister Prince Faisal bin 
Farhan visited Islamabad, accompanied 
by ministers from several key sectors, 
including investment, water, agricul-
ture, environment, industry, mineral 
resources and energy. The visit focused 
on enhancing economic cooperation, 
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boosting trade, supporting mutual in-
vestments and strengthening security 
and strategic ties. On the military front, 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
also met with Pakistan’s Army Chief 
General Asim Munir in November. The 
two sides continued their collaboration 
through various military exercises and 
maneuvers, further deepening their de-
fense cooperation.

The Kingdom’s Approximations 
Within International Organizations
Saudi Arabia, through its active mem-
bership in various international or-
ganizations across different regions 
and sectors, aims to foster a culture of 
peace, cooperation and balance glob-
ally. The kingdom remains committed 
to supporting just causes worldwide, 
grounded in its unique Islamic civiliza-
tional principles. Its primary objective 
is to reduce conflicts and encourage 
nations and societies to work toward a 
compassionate world that prioritizes 
peace-building and constructive devel-
opment, rather than engaging in wars 
and conflicts. In 2024, Saudi Arabia in-
tensified its focus on emerging global 
issues, particularly water management 
and desertification, demonstrating its 
commitment to addressing these criti-
cal challenges on the world stage.

In 2024, Saudi Arabia intensified its 
commitment to global environmental 
issues by hosting significant interna-
tional events focused on water and de-
sertification. On December 3, Riyadh 
hosted the One Water Summit, co-or-
ganized by France, Kazakhstan and the 
World Bank, in partnership with Saudi 
Arabia. This summit aimed to acceler-
ate action on Sustainable Development 
Goal 6 (clean water and sanitation) and 
incubate innovative solutions in prepa-
ration for the next UN Water Conference 
in 2026. Concurrently, from December 2 
to December 13, Riyadh hosted the 16th 
session of the Conference of the Parties 
to the United Nations Convention to 
Combat Desertification (COP16).

In a joint statement on November 
14, IMF Managing Director Kristalina 
Georgieva and Saudi Finance Minis-
ter Mohammed al-Jadaan highlighted 
the growing global challenges, such as 
conflicts, geo-economic fragmenta-
tion, pandemics, climate change, food 
insecurity and the digital divide. They 
warned that failing to address these is-
sues could threaten the progress made 
in improving living standards in emerg-
ing market economies, potentially de-
stabilizing global growth and finan-
cial stability. To tackle these pressing 
concerns, Saudi Arabia and the IMF 

announced plans to co-host an annual 
high-level conference in Al-‘Ula, Saudi 
Arabia. The first conference, scheduled 
for February 16 to February 17, 2025, will 
focus on addressing the challenges and 
opportunities facing emerging market 
economies.(47)

In November 2024, Saudi Minister of 
Justice Walid al-Samaani held discus-
sions with President of the Hague Con-
ference on Private International Law 
Christophe Bernasconi to explore ways 
to strengthen collaboration between 
the Ministry of Justice and the Hague 
Conference in promoting justice and 
human rights. That same month, Saudi 
Arabia successfully retained its seat on 
the Executive Council of the Organi-
zation for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons, a position it has held since 
1997, following its reelection for a term 
ending in 2027. This reflects the king-
dom’s ongoing commitment to enhanc-
ing international peace and security. 
Additionally, at the 10th Conference of 
the Alliance of Civilizations held in the 
Portuguese capital, Lisbon, Saudi Ara-
bia reiterated its call for greater cooper-
ation among governments, civil society, 
and educational institutions to pro-
mote values of cooperation and peace-
ful coexistence, aiming to build a future 
marked by diversity and harmony.
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Pursuing Balance on International 
Issues, Initiatives to Settle Regional 
and International Crises and Relief 
Efforts
Saudi Arabia plays a unique and sig-
nificant role globally in humanitarian 
and development efforts, though this is 
often underreported in the media and 
public discourse, perhaps due to the 
kingdom’s commitment to certain val-
ues. The kingdom prioritizes strength-
ening cooperation with nations world-
wide and remains committed to its 
humanitarian mission, particularly in 
aiding countries and populations af-
fected by natural disasters and human-
itarian crises.

In October 2024, Saudi Arabia host-
ed the Donors’ Conference to Support 
Displaced Persons and Refugees in the 
Sahel and Lake Chad Region in Jeddah. 
Later in the year, on November 18, Sau-
di Foreign Minister Prince Faisal bin 
Farhan led the kingdom’s delegation 
to the G20 Summit in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil, themed “Building a Just World 
and a Sustainable Planet.” During his 
speech on behalf of Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman, the minister high-
lighted the increasing global tensions, 
military conflicts and humanitarian 
crises that impede progress toward the 
2030 Sustainable Development Goals. 

He emphasized that true development 
cannot be achieved amidst death and 
destruction and expressed support for 
Brazil’s Global Alliance Against Hunger 
and Poverty, reaffirming Saudi Arabia’s 
alignment with this initiative, which re-
flects its own global development aspi-
rations.(48)

As part of its ongoing efforts to me-
diate peace in Sudan, Saudi Arabia 
joined the group Allied to Save Lives 
and Achieve Peace in Sudan, which also 
includes the United States, Switzer-
land, the UAE, Egypt, the African Union 
and the UN. Additionally, in Sudan, the 
King Salman Humanitarian Aid and Re-
lief Center launched the Noor Project 
in August, a volunteer initiative aimed 
at combating blindness and related 
diseases in the regions of Atbara, Port 
Sudan, Kassala and Ad-Damazin. The 
center also successfully completed vol-
unteer medical projects, including urol-
ogy surgeries in Port Sudan and neuro-
surgery and spinal surgeries for both 
children and adults in the same city.

As reflected in statistics, Saudi Ara-
bia’s global relief and humanitarian ef-
forts are substantial. From 1975 to 2024, 
the kingdom provided nearly half a tril-
lion Saudi riyals ($131 billion) in devel-
opment aid across 171 countries, fund-
ing over 7,090 humanitarian, relief and 

development projects worldwide. Since 
its establishment, the King Salman Hu-
manitarian Aid and Relief Center has 
implemented 3,117 projects in essential 
sectors, impacting 117 countries. These 
projects, valued at more than $7.113 bil-
lion, have benefited millions of vulnera-
ble and needy individuals in the target-
ed regions, without discrimination.

Saudi Policy Trajectory in 2025

The events of 2024 underscore the con-
tinued progress of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 
2030, nearly a decade after its launch, 
with notable advancements across var-
ious sectors. A significant milestone 
came with the FIFA evaluation of Saudi 
Arabia’s bid to host the World Cup. On 
December 11, FIFA announced that the 
kingdom had won the exclusive right to 
host the 2034 World Cup.

The economic benefits of Vision 2030 
demonstrate its potential for continued 
success and sustainability across its so-
cietal, economic and technological pil-
lars. These benefits are evident in the 
spheres of sport, culture and tourism, 
which, in turn, contribute to the broad-
er economic landscape. This creates a 
cycle of ongoing success and achieve-
ment, marked by strong integration and 
support. The detailed indicators from 
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2023 and 2024 further highlight the 
progress and impact of Vision 2030.

All of these efforts enhance the king-
dom’s image, boosting its political stat-
ure both regionally and globally. They 
also reinforce its model of moderniza-
tion and its soft power, positioning Sau-
di Arabia as the most capable country 
for mediating and intervening in dis-

pute resolutions, as well as hosting ma-
jor conferences on global issues.

Despite the significant global chal-
lenges, regional crises, conflicts and 
trade wars, Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 
is progressing strongly. This demon-
strates that the kingdom has become 
a model not only of wise political lead-
ership, stability and financial strength, 
but also of effective economic progress 

and soft power. These successes have 
drawn international recognition, trans-
forming the kingdom into a global hub, 
drawing the best and brightest from all 
fields across the globe. With the publi-
cation of Rasanah’s 2024 ASR, further 
progress toward the fulfillment of Saudi 
Arabia’s Vision 2030 goals appears im-
minent in 2025.
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 (1) “Vision 2030 Annual Report 2023,” January 2023, accessed 
January 20, 2025, https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/en/annu-
al-reports.
 (2) “On Behalf of the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, HRH 
the Crown Prince Inaugurates First Year of Ninth Session of 
Shura Council,” SPA, September 19, 2024, accessed January 20, 
2025, https://www.spa.gov.sa/en/N2173820.
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تعزيــز قــوة ومتانــة ومرونــة اقتصــاد الســعودية، (26 نوفــمبر 2024م)، تاريــخ الاطلاع: 

https://2u.pw/oWB17nYX 25ديســمبر2024م، 
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https://2u.pw/AydnzvLU،2024م)، تاريخ الاطلاع: 25ديســمبر2024م
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The Riyadh Metro is a rapid transit system serving Riyadh, the 
capital of Saudi Arabia. It is part of the King Abdulaziz Project 
for Riyadh Public Transport and is the longest driverless metro 
in the world. The system consists of six lines connecting 85 
stations over a total length of 176 kilometers, with a speed of 80 
km per hour. The Riyadh Metro features six lines, each assigned 
a unique color and number, covering 176 kilometers. The 
project cost $22.5 billion. King Salman bin Abdulaziz officially 
inaugurated the Riyadh Metro on November 27, 2024, and it 
began operating on December 1 of the same year, launching the 
first phase, which includes three main lines (Blue, Yellow, and 
Purple). Two additional lines (Red and Green) were opened two 
weeks later, on December 15, and finally, the Orange Line was 
opened onJanuary 5, 2025.
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SAUDI 
ARABIA 
WINS BID TO 
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WORLD CUP
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Saudi Arabia has won the right to host the 
2034 FIFA World Cup after the FIFA General 
Assembly voted to select the kingdom’s bid. 
FIFA President Gianni Infantino said that 
the decision to award Saudi Arabia hosting 
and organizational rights for the World 
Cup 2034 underlines the country’s growing 
reputation as a world-class international 
destination and host of sporting events.
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PART 4

IRAN OVERVIEW

In 2024, Iran underwent critical political, economic, social and military shifts that significantly influ-
enced its domestic and foreign policy strategies. Regionally, Iran encountered unprecedented challeng-
es, particularly in Syria and Lebanon, prompting a reevaluation of its traditional geopolitical strategies in 
light of diminishing influence. On the international stage, Iran’s diplomatic relations with both global and 
regional powers experienced notable shifts, affecting its strategic leverage and laying the groundwork for 
potential implications moving into 2025. This section of the ASR delves into the nuances of Iranian de-
velopments across national, domestic and regional frameworks, encompassing the following key topics:

INTERNAL DEVELOPMENTS
 ◼ The Return of the “Reformists” to the Iranian Political Landscape
 ◼ Iran’s Economic Situation Under Pezeshkian’s Government
 ◼ Assessing Iran’s Military Capabilities Amid Developments and Crises
 ◼ Fulfilling Campaign Promises to Iran’s Minorities: Policy Challenges for the New Government

IRAN’S POLICIES TOWARD ARAB COUNTRIES
 ◼ A Comparison of Pezeshkian and Raisi’s Policies on Militia Support in Conflict Zones
 ◼ The Resilience of Gulf-Iran Relations Amid Testing Circumstances
 ◼ Cautious, Calculated Progress in Iran’s Rapprochement With Egypt and Sudan

IRAN’S RELATIONS WITH REGIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL POWERS
 ◼ The Future of the Nuclear Talks Under Pezeshkian’s Government
 ◼ The Future of Iran’s Relations With the Eastern Bloc Under Pezeshkian’s Government
 ◼ The US-EU Position on Iran in 2025
 ◼ Iran and Türkiye: The Continued Iran-Türkiye Conflict in the Caucasus, Iraq and Syria
 ◼ Developments in Yemen
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The Return of the “Reformists” to 
the Iranian Political Landscape
In 2024, Iran passed through a delicate 
historical juncture after the death of 
President Ebrahim Raisi and his Foreign 
Minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian 
in a helicopter crash in northwestern 
Iran. The sudden death of Raisi shocked 
those who trusted him to run the coun-
try during the next stage and perhaps to 
succeed the supreme leader. However, 
his death restored momentum in Iran’s 
political life. The other surprise was the 
return of the “reformists” to the polit-
ical scene with the victory of Masoud 
Pezeshkian in the early presidential 
election on June 28, 2024. Although the 
“reformists” had played a pivotal role 
in former President Hassan Rouhani’s 
election and strongly participated in 
his government, Pezeshkian is the first 
“reformist” president after former 
President Mohammad Khatami, who 
ruled Iran from 1997 to 2005.

This 2024 ASR attempts to monitor 
the key developments regarding the 
victory of Pezeshkian and the return of 
the “reformists” to the Iranian politi-
cal landscape through two main topics: 
firstly, the factors behind Pezeshkian’s 
victory in the presidential elections, 
and secondly, the challenges ahead 
for Pezeshkian. It concludes with the 

possible repercussions following the “re-
formists’” return to the political scene in 
the country.

Factors Behind Pezeshkian’s Electoral 
Victory

The victory of Pezeshkian in the presi-
dential election came in spite of multi-
ple hypotheses that envisaged the end 
of the era of the “reformist-conserva-
tive” duality. According to these hy-
potheses, the “reformists” would not 
have a future role in the structure of 
the Iranian political system in light of 
“conservative” dominance over all in-
stitutions. However, these hypotheses 
anticipated a shift in the conditions 
governing the electoral process, the 
general strategies of the leadership and 
the possible use of new tactics to ensure 
the survival, continuity and adapta-
tion of the political system against the 
backdrop of Iran’s internal and external 
challenges. Pezeshkian received un-
precedented support from “reformist” 
and “moderate” figures, such as former 
presidents Khatami and Rouhani, and 
even from prominent “reformist” fig-
ures who are under house arrest such 
as Mehdi Karroubi. However, the other 
factors that propelled the “reformists” 
back into the political limelight were 
equally important in this victory. Voter 

INTERNAL 
DEVELOPMENTS
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turnout in Iran’s last two elections, 
presidential in 2021 and parliamentary 
in March 2024, declined significantly. 
Since the Iranian establishment deems 
a high turnout as evidence of its legiti-
macy and standing among the Iranian 
people, it was necessary for it to allow 
a “reformist” candidate to heat up the 
competition between candidates and 
raise electoral turnout.

Moreover, Khamenei and his officials 
have become more concerned about the 
growing popular discontent and disillu-
sionment regarding the establishment’s 
policies, resulting in the country’s dire 
economic crisis and increased restric-
tions on social freedoms. Therefore, the 
establishment had no choice but to in-
troduce a “reformist” candidate, help-
ing to defuse the popular discontent and 
protests that have sharply increased in 
frequency over the past few years.

Iran faces many challenges and crises; 
namely the survival of the political sys-
tem and eliminating internal and exter-
nal pressures, which are also Khamenei’s 
priorities. Electing a “hardliner” figure 
like Saeed Jalili, who rejects any rap-
prochement with the West, would have 
heightened tensions inside Iran, poten-
tially adding further fuel to the protests 
witnessed across the country.

Before the first round of the presi-
dential election, the “conservatives” 
pressured the candidates Jalili and 
Mohammad-Bagher Ghalibaf to with-
draw in favor of the other and focus 
efforts on one candidate to avoid the 
“conservative” vote bank being split; 
however, none of the candidates accept-
ed this suggestion. In the second round, 
which Pezeshkian and Jalili moved to, 
Parliament Speaker Ghalibaf decided 
to support Jalili. However, a number of 
Ghalibaf’s supporters who voted for him 
in the first round switched their support 
to Pezeshkian.(1) Their move was likely 
a reaction to Jalili’s refusal to withdraw 
in favor of Ghalibaf, as well as concerns 
about Jalili’s uncompromising stance on 
various issues.

A large section of the Iranian people 
predicted that either Jalili or Ghalibaf 
would win the presidential election, 
given the absolute domination of the 
“conservative” current over the estab-
lishment’s institutions and apparatus-
es such as the Guardian Council, radio, 
television and state media. Hence, they 
did not turn out in large numbers to 
cast their votes in the first round of the 
election. When the election moved next 
to the second round and the dynam-
ics changed, they decided to turn out 

and vote for the “reformist” candidate 
Pezeshkian.

Challenges Facing Pezeshkian

The election of Pezeshkian is a new 
test for the “reformists,” who have long 
been accused of failing to implement 
their goals and “reformist” projects. 
Pezeshkian made a set of promises in 
the context of domestic and foreign 
policy. Internally, he promised to com-
bat discrimination against women and 
ethnic and religious minorities and lift 
internet restrictions. In addition, he 
pledged to curb the activities of the mo-
rality police, address the cost of living 
crisis, strengthen the national economy 
and resolve the suffocating economic 
situation that Iran has suffered from 
over the years. Externally, he promised 
to open up to the West. He said, “We are 
not supposed to introduce new policies, 
as the supreme leader’s general poli-
cies are clear.” His remarks raise doubts 
about whether he will fulfill his prom-
ises, especially given his inclination to 
avoid clashes or disagreements with the 
supreme leader and the “hardliners.” 
However, this approach of Pezeshkian 
could be tactical given the “reformists’” 
desire to return to political life and a re-
action to what they experienced after 
the presidential election in 2021 and 
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the “conservatives’” attempts to per-
manently exclude them from political 
life. It is expected that Pezeshkian will 
submit to the dictates of the supreme 
leader and the “hardliners” or make 
concessions to ensure that the “re-
formists” return to the Iranian political 
landscape. In doing so, this may anger 
those who voted for him as they backed 
Pezeshkian in the belief that he would 
make real structural reforms to the po-
litical system. To align himself with 
the goals of the supreme leader and the 
“hardliner” current and distance him-
self from “reformist” slogans, there is 
a potential for deep disagreements be-
tween Pezeshkian and the “reformist” 
current in the future.

Donald Trump’s return to the White 
House is disturbing for the Iranian lead-
ership because of his previous policies 
against Iran. Trump rejected the 2015 
nuclear deal, withdrew from it in 2018, 
initiated a maximum pressure cam-
paign against Iran and assassinated 
IRGC-affiliated Quds Force Commander 
Qassem Soleimani. Although Iranian 
officials stressed that Trump’s election 
would not significantly change both 
countries’ relations, Vice President 
for Strategic Affairs Mohammad Javad 
Zarif said that Trump “must show that 
he is not following the wrong policies of 

the past.”(2) Former Iranian officials and 
journalists have also publicly called for 
dealing with the Trump administration, 
avoiding past mistakes and adopting a 
pragmatic and multidimensional poli-
cy.(3) These calls signal Iranian concerns 
that Trump may return to the policy 
of maximum pressure to weaken and 
force Iran to make concessions regard-
ing its nuclear program and regional in-
terventions. In addition, the hijab issue 
has become a security challenge for the 
Iranian establishment, especially af-
ter the death of Mahsa Amini, a young 
Kurdish woman who was arbitrarily de-
tained and killed by the so-called moral-
ity police. Pezeshkian promised to ease 
restrictions on social freedoms, lobby 
for leniency when it comes to the poli-
cy of wearing the hijab and abolish the 
morality police and its patrols or limit its 
activities. To these ends, Pezeshkian is 
expected to face fierce opposition from 
“conservative” elements in the Iranian 
establishment.

The Pezeshkian government has criti-
cized the low gasoline prices in the coun-
try on several occasions. The govern-
ment believes that the fuel subsidies are 
excessive and unreasonable. However, 
the economic and living conditions 
of the people, along with their discon-
tent with gasoline prices, could lead to 

instability and a resurgence of protests 
on the streets of Iran.

Conclusion: The Possible 
Repercussions of the “Reformists’” 
Return to the Iranian Political 
Landscape

In light of the “reformists’” return to the 
Iranian political scene after Pezeshkian 
won the presidential election in June 
2024, a number of trends are expected 
during 2025.

The “reformists” will push to achieve a 
breakthrough in the policy of opening up 
to the West, as announced by Pezeshkian 
during his election campaign. It could 
be challenging for Pezeshkian to fulfill 
this pledge, given the tight control of 
the “hardliners” over this file, Trump’s 
return to power and tensions with Israel.

There are several indicators of a po-
tential change in foreign policy and a 
break in the stalemate regarding Iran’s 
nuclear program through a newfound 
policy similar to what the supreme lead-
er allowed in 2013, just before the talks 
with world powers that led to the 2015 
nuclear deal. This is despite the fact that 
the “hardliners” have placed pressure on 
Pezeshkian and the “reformists,” their 
political opponents, as they believe that 
any understandings with the Trump ad-
ministration is a “betrayal of the blood of 
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the martyr Soleimani” and the “dignity 
of the “Islamic Republic.”(4) The “hardlin-
ers” forced Pezeshkian to secure Iran’s 
nuclear deterrence to counter Israel and 
the United States. However, Khamenei’s 
support for Pezeshkian, especially his 
approval for him to run in the presiden-
tial election, allows the “reformists” to 
rally behind him, and the supreme lead-
er’s assurance to the new government 
that “there is no harm in engaging with 
the enemy,” is an indication of a possi-
ble change in Iranian foreign policy and 
a break in the stalemate regarding the 
Iranian nuclear program. The regional 
sphere is a special priority for the Iranian 
government at the moment. The posi-
tions and mutual visits between Iranian 
officials and their counterparts of neigh-
boring states reveal that Pezeshkian is 
committed to moving forward in the 
direction of reconciliation as outlined 
by his deceased predecessor, Raisi. 
Therefore, Pezeshkian is likely to con-
tinue strengthening relations with Arab 
and Gulf countries in general, and with 
Saudi Arabia in particular, in response 
to the directive of Khamenei to follow in 
Raisi’s footsteps.

(1) The current president and former physician Masoud Pezeshkian is considered aligned with the “reformist” camp. During his 2024 electoral campaign, Pezeshkian emphasized 
the necessity of lifting economic sanctions on Iran as a critical factor for improving the economic situation and attracting much-needed investment. He also stressed the impor-
tance of accepting the recommendations of the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) and developing peaceful relations with the world. Domestically, he called for the non-interfer-
ence of government and military institutions in the economy, while encouraging the private sector and cooperatives and granting the economy freedom, except in the sectors of 
health and education. Additionally, he supported currency liberalization and rejected compulsory pricing, monopolies and corruption.

Pezeshkian has spoken about the role 
of the supreme leader in his presidential 
victory. He announced to the Parliament 
that all the ministers of his government 
were nominated in consultation with the 
supreme leader. The government of na-
tional accord was formed, including “re-
formists,” “hardliners” and “moderates.” 
This alignment with the supreme leader 
and the “conservatives” may create pro-
found differences between Pezeshkian 
and some “reformist” parties in the fu-
ture, especially those that reject the pres-
ence of a “reformist president without 
reforms.”

The setbacks for the Iranian project in 
Syria and Lebanon may have disastrous 
consequences for Iran. This could help 
Pezeshkian in delivering the promises 
he made to the people, because focusing 
on domestic issues is likely necessary to 
ensure the cohesion and survival of the 
political system. Iran has realized that 
the tens of billions of dollars spent on its 
regional project have been a wasted exer-
cise, especially after the fall of the Assad 
regime which is a big blow to Iranian re-
gional plans and economic integration.

Iran’s Economic Situation Under 
Pezeshkian’s Government
Rasanah’s 2023 ASR forecasted that the 
anticipated rise in Iranian oil revenues 
would fail to address the country’s fi-
nancial deficit or lead to significant im-
provements in the day-to-day lives of 
Iranian citizens, nor would it catalyze 
a robust economic rebound in 2024. 
This forecast has since manifested, as 
evidenced by an escalation in financial 
shortfalls, increased domestic borrow-
ing and a further decline in the value 
of the local currency during the tenure 
of former President Raisi. Additionally, 
the report indicated that Iran’s stance 
on the Gaza conflict would hinder prog-
ress in ongoing nuclear talks aimed at 
sanctions relief, further aggravating the 
country’s economic crisis.

In mid-2024, President Pezeshkian, a 
“reformist” politician,(1) assumed office 
under significantly adverse economic 
conditions. His presidency followed the 
death of his predecessor, Raisi. It coin-
cided with ongoing sanctions against 
Iran and heightened geopolitical ten-
sions in the Middle East, including the 
Iran-Israel tit-for-tat retaliatory attacks. 
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Additionally, the Trump presidency 
in 2025 raises concerns, given his his-
torically hardline stance toward Iran. 
These factors adversely affected Iran’s 
economic landscape in 2024 and are ex-
pected to further impact the country’s 
trajectory in 2025.

The 2024 ASR discusses Iran’s real 
economic performance in 2024 and the 
significant future economic challenges 
facing the new president in light of on-
going sanctions. Finally, it forecasts the 
potential economic situation in Iran if 
the Trump administration imposes new 
sanctions on Iran.

An Overview of Iran’s Economic 
Performance in 2024
According to Iran’s Parliament Research 
Center, the country’s seventh five-year 
plan (2024-2028) aims to achieve eco-
nomic growth of 8%, limit liquidity and 

(1) The IMF expects the GDP to record a moderate growth rate of no more than 3.7% for 2024, decreasing to approximately 3% in 2025.

inflation to 13.8 and 9.5%, respectively, 
and increase non-oil revenues by 23%, 
in addition to other objectives,(5) which 
are optimistic despite the challenges 
the country faces.

This discussion sheds light on signif-
icant economic performance indicators 
in 2024 to better understand the reality 
of Iran’s economy and its future trends 
in 2025. These indicators include eco-
nomic growth and contributing sectors; 
oil and non-oil trade; inflation rates, li-
quidity and exchange rates; the budget 
and reserves; corruption and economic 
freedom; and the misery index.

 ◼ Economic growth and contributing 
sectors: In the first quarter of the fiscal 
year (March 21-June 2024), the Iranian 
economy experienced a growth rate of 
3.2%, as the Central Bank of Iran report-
ed.(6) By September 2024, this growth 

moderated to 1.9% compared to the same 
period in 2023 — less than the expecta-
tions of the IMF.(1)* The service sector 
emerged as the primary driver of this 
growth, contributing 53% to the overall 
economy and serving as the largest em-
ployer. This was followed by the indus-
trial sector, which recorded growth of 
under 30%, and subsequently the petro-
chemical sector.

The oil and mining sectors remain 
the cornerstone of the Iranian econo-
my, playing a crucial role in funding the 
national budget and public expenditure 
while being the principal source of for-
eign currency inflows. Despite this, the 
Iranian economy has faced significant 
challenges since the reimposition of oil 
sanctions six years ago. The oil sector is 
struggling due to a lack of moderniza-
tion and investment; foreign investment 

Economic Index 2023
Actual

2024
Estimated

2025
Expected

Population
(million per capita) 85.8 86.6 87.5

Real economic growth rate % 5 % 3.7 % 3.1

Net foreign investment flows
(billion USD) 1.4 1.4 1.5

Table 4.1: Iran’s Economic Performance Index, 2024
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in production sectors is nearly non-exis-
tent, as illustrated in Table 4.1. To achieve 
its economic growth target of 8%, Iran 
requires an influx of $250 billion in in-
vestment. However, according to the 
newly elected president, the country 

(1) Iran employs various methods to evade US oil sanctions, such as transporting oil on vessels under different nationalities, transferring and reloading cargo at sea, turning off 
tanker tracking systems and other circumventive tactics. However, these Iranian maneuvers result in increased operational costs, longer delivery times and the need to offer price 
concessions estimated at approximately 20% below the global market price.

currently possesses only half of this nec-
essary capital.

 ◼ Oil and non-oil trade: The average 
rate of Iranian oil exports has seen a no-
table increase, reaching approximate-
ly 1.6 million barrels per day — a rise 

compared to last year. This is particularly 
significant given Iran’s ability to circum-
vent US sanctions.(1) However, it is essen-
tial to note that export levels remain con-
siderably below the pre-sanctions peak, 
which stood at 2.3 million barrels per 

Sources: “Focus Economics,” Standard Bank, 2024; “World Economic Outlook- October 2024,” IMF; “Benchmarking Reserves 2024,” Central Banking Institute, and Rasanah IIIS.
Note: Estimates by Rasanah IIIS are calculated according to the average growth in value of the US dollar, which was 57% during 2017-2024.

Economic Index 2023
Actual

2024
Estimated

2025
Expected

Inflation rate
(change in annual consumer 
price)

40.7% 31.7% 29.5%

Liquidity growth 27% - -

Unemployment rate 8.1% 8% 8.4%

Currency exchange rate
(toman against one USD) 51, 000 toman to one USD 77,000  toman to one USD 120,000

toman to one USD*
Average of oil exports
(million barrels per day) 1.4 1.6 1.55

Budget deficit to GDP 2.8% 3.1% 3.4%

Current account balance
(billion USD) 10.3 12.5 14

Public debt to GDP 34% 34.6% 34.9%

 Accessible net international 
reserves (NIR)
(billion USD)

20.7 24 -

Total reserves in months of 
imports 3 months 3-3.5 months

Estimated -
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day. China is the predominant consumer 
of Iranian oil, accounting for around 90% of 
exports, with purchases averaging over 1.4 
million barrels per day. This has positioned 
China as Iran’s key supporter amid sanc-
tions, leveraging discounts offered by Iran, 
and in return, China purchases large vol-
umes of oil. Oil revenues contributed nearly 
$35 billion to the Iranian treasury, signifi-
cantly lower than the $100 billion recorded 
in 2011. The 2024/2025 budget anticipates 
a further increase in oil exports, expecting 
an average of 1.83 million barrels per day 
at a valuation of $63 per barrel. However, 
should the Trump administration intensi-
fy restrictions on Iranian oil exports, as wit-
nessed during his previous term, achieving 
this export target may be difficult for Iran.

Regarding non-oil exports, Iran’s pri-
mary trading partners are China, the UAE, 
Türkiye and Iraq (refer to Table 4.2). Over 
the first seven months of the fiscal year 
(March-October 2024), Iran’s non-oil trade 
reached a substantial $72 billion, with ex-
ports totaling approximately $32 billion, 
reflecting an annual growth rate of 15%. 
The bulk of these exports is made up of pet-
rochemical and mining products. When 
accounting for oil exports, the overall ex-
port figure for Iran rises to $60 billion, 
juxtaposed against imports amounting 
to $40 billion during the same timeframe. 
Notably, two-thirds of these imports 

consist of agricultural commodities, in-
cluding wheat, corn, soy, rice, sugar and 
vegetable oil.

 ◼ Rates of Inflation, Liquidity and 
Currency Exchange: Iran’s economy has 
shown a decline in annual inflation rates, 
decreasing from 44% in January to 34% 
by October. While these levels remain sig-
nificantly high, they indicate progress as 
the newly established Pezeshkian govern-
ment implements policies aimed at curbing 
liquidity growth. Notably, inflation has de-
creased from 42% two years prior to 28% in 
August 2024.(7) Simultaneously, the Iranian 
toman has undergone considerable depre-
ciation against major foreign currencies. 

As of November 2024, the exchange rate 
for the US dollar escalated to 70,000 to-
mans, marking a 37% increase from the 
previous year, when the rate stood at 51,000 
tomans per dollar. This depreciation can be 
attributed mainly to ongoing geopolitical 
tensions between Iran and Israel, com-
pounded by economic sanctions restrict-
ing access to foreign currency reserves. By 
the end of 2024, the exchange rate further 
climbed to 77,000 tomans per US dollar, 
influenced significantly by the instability 
following the collapse of the Assad regime 
in Syria, a key ally of Iran.

 ◼ Government budget and reserves: Iran 
is facing a growing budget deficit, as nearly 
a quarter of its budget revenues were not 

Figure 4.1: Importers of Iran’s Crude Oil, Condensate Gas (2024)

©2024 Rasanah IIIS.
Data source: “Iran Tanker Tracking,” United Against Iran, January-October 2024.
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realized during the first four months of the 
Iranian fiscal year (March 21–July 21, 2024).(8) 
This budget shortfall is primarily due to in-
sufficient oil and non-oil revenues.(1) The 
budget deficit is expected to reach 3.4% of 
GDP in 2025, and the public debt-to-GDP 
ratio is expected to rise to approximately 
35% due to increased domestic borrowing 

(1) Examples include the sale of bonds and revenue from taxes and customs. The deficit is covered by withdrawals from the National Development Fund (funded by oil revenues), 
as well as withdrawals from the deposits of state-owned enterprises, pension funds and insurance funds.
(2) The timeframe for Iran’s reserves to cover imports, estimated at three months, is at the minimum threshold required to ensure economic stability against external shocks and 
sudden crises. In comparison, the global average in 2024 is 6.5 months. For further context, the coverage rate in Türkiye is five months, in Egypt eight months and in Saudi Arabia 
over 15 months. For more details, see: Reserve Benchmarks 2024 Report, Central Banking Institute.

to cover the deficit and the limited availabil-
ity of oil and non-oil revenues. While Iran’s 
debt ratio remains within moderate limits 
for developing economies, the ongoing 
sanctions have significantly impacted the 
country’s accessible international reserves, 
estimated at only about $24 billion. This 
amount is sufficient to cover roughly three 

months of imports, representing the mini-
mum required to ensure economic stability 
against external shocks. This reserve level 
is notably lower than the global and region-
al averages for Middle Eastern countries 
such as Saudi Arabia, Türkiye and Egypt.(2)

 ◼ Corruption and economic free-
dom: The IRGC and the investment and 

Exports Imports

China 8.6 UAE 12

Iraq 7.3 China 10.2

UAE 4.2 Türkiye 6.6

Türkiye 3.3 Germany 1.4

Afghanistan 1.3 Russia 1

Pakistan 1.2 India  900$million

India 1.1 Hong Kong  700$million

Total exports  32.5$billion Total imports 39.5$
billion

©2024 Rasanah IIIS.
Data source: Iran Customs Administration.

Table 4.2: Iran’s Non-oil Exports and Imports With Major Trade Partners (March 21–October 20, 2024)
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(1) The Debsh Tea scandal is one of the largest 
corruption cases in Iran, involving $3.7 billion. The 
case revolves around the involvement of the Debsh Tea 
Company in currency smuggling and illegal trading in 
the parallel market. High-ranking officials were impli-
cated, including the former minister of agriculture in 
the previous administration of President Raisi, who 
faces a three-year prison sentence. The case involves 
more than 60 defendants, including 43 political and 
banking officials.
(2) Iran’s low ranking in the 2024 Index of Economic 
Freedom highlights the challenges it faces. This index 
considers factors such as the strength of the currency, 
the size of the government, freedom of international 
trade, and laws regarding property rights. For compari-
son, Saudi Arabia is ranked 58th, the UAE 45th, Türkiye 
107th, Egypt 130th, Italy 51st, South Korea 32nd, Ger-
many 16th and China 144th.

endowment institutions associated with 
the clergy play an interventionist role in the 
Iranian economy, often competing with the 
private sector. This competition severely 
hinders economic growth. The economic 
power of the IRGC and the clergy reinforces 
their influence, creating fertile ground for 
corruption. Therefore, Iran is ranked 149 
out of 180 in the Corruption Perceptions 
Index conducted by Transparency 
International.(9) This low ranking reflects 
the reality of corruption in the public sec-
tor, which overwhelms the private sector, 
in addition to declining governance and 
the rule of law. The most notable corruption 
case that garnered significant attention in 
2024 was the Debsh Tea scandal, which in-
cluded top government officials.(1) Also, 
Iran was ranked 163 out of 165 in the 
Index of Economic Freedom in 2024.(2)

Figure 4.2: Destinations of Iran’s Non-oil Exports (March 21-October 20, 2024)

©2024 Rasanah IIIS.

©2024 Rasanah IIIS.

Figure 4.3: Destinations of Iran’s Non-oil Imports (March 21- October 20, 2024)
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Misery Index: The Misery Index in 
Iran surged by 29.5 points,(1) reaching 
48.8 in 2023, a significant escalation 
from 19.3 in 2016.(10) This represents a 
dramatic increase of 153% over seven 
years, indicative of a considerable de-
terioration in the quality of life due to 
systematic mismanagement by succes-
sive governments. Iran’s rising position 
on the Misery Index encapsulates the 
mounting economic and social challeng-
es the Iranian populace faces, includ-
ing heightened crime rates, increased 
emigration and a future fraught with 

(1) The Misery Index is measured using algorithms that assign each country a score based on unemployment rates, inflation, interest rates and real GDP growth. It serves as an 
indicator of economic well-being; a higher index reflects a decline in individual economic welfare, while a lower index indicates improvement.
(2) Abdolnaser Hemmati, a “reformist” economist and former governor of the Central Bank of Iran (2018–2021) during the presidency of Hassan Rouhani, has been appointed min-
ister of economic affairs and finance by the current President Masoud Pezeshkian.

concerns and risks over potential up-
heavals that can erupt at any time.

According to a study published by the 
Iranian Parliament Research Center,(11) 
the increase in Iran’s Misery Index 
ranking is directly associated with sev-
eral long-term factors. These include 
economic uncertainty regarding the 
future, which influences spending and 
investment decisions; fluctuations 
in black market exchange rates that 
affect price levels; and the implica-
tions of sanctions imposed on Iran.

Economic Challenges Faced by the 
Pezeshkian Government in Light of 
Ongoing Sanctions

In reviewing the key economic perfor-
mance indicators of the Iranian econo-
my for 2024, it is evident that progress 
has been quite limited. The Iranian 
economy experienced only an increase 
in GDP and exports, which did not trans-
late into financial and monetary stabili-
ty or improvements in the living stan-
dards of Iranian citizens. Consequently, 
newly elected President Pezeshkian has 
taken steps to address the longstanding 
economic challenges inherited from 
previous administrations by appoint-
ing experienced economists to key gov-
ernment positions. This includes the 
appointment of Economy Minister Ab-
dolnaser Hemmati(2) and other officials 
who have previously held executive 
roles in past governments.

The new government is expected to 
face a host of serious challenges in the 
short term, given the continuous US 
sanctions imposed on the Iranian econ-
omy or if the government readopts the 
old economic policies of the previous 

Table 4.3: Iran’s Rankings in International Indexes

Index of Economic Freedom (EF) 2024 163 /165

Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) 2023 149/180

Human Development Index (HDI) 2024 79/191

 Global Innovation Index (GII) 2024 64/133

Data sources: Heritage Organization, Transparency International, WIPO.
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governments. The most serious chal-
lenges are as follows:

 ◼ Sharp decline in foreign investment: 
Iran needs foreign investment worth 
$100 billion annually, yet the amount of 
foreign investment did not reach $2 bil-
lion annually. The country needs $100 
billion—$150 billion of new foreign in-
vestment to achieve its economic growth 
target of 8%. The lack of foreign invest-
ment will cause notable economic insta-
bility and a decline in the quality of life of 
Iranian citizens.

 ◼ Lack of energy supplies: The Iranian 
government may face a problem in pro-
viding energy supplies for daily needs, 
such as electricity and gasoline, due to 
an increase in energy consumption of 
6% and the inability to increase energy 
production to meet emerging needs. 
Therefore, nationwide power blackouts 
pushed the government to increase elec-
tricity prices by 8% due to a lack of gas 
supplies — even though Iran has the sec-
ond largest gas reserves in the world af-
ter Russia. The country is experiencing a 
severe shortage of investment and tech-
nology necessary to maintain its power 
supply. Additionally, there has been an 
erosion of capital assets in the energy 
sector and a rising demand for gas for 
domestic and industrial use, particular-
ly in petrochemical and heavy industry 

factories. As a result, the government 
may encounter significant challenges in 
meeting the domestic gasoline demand, 
which could lead to a decision to import 
it. Another option might be to lift fuel 
subsidies to limit the growing demand. 
However, this approach risks triggering 
widespread protests, making it difficult 
for the government to pursue this action. 
Consequently, the government faces a 
growing crisis resulting in further public 
disillusionment.

 ◼ Decline in the local currency  value, 
brain drain and capital flight: The per-
sistent deterioration of the local cur-
rency will continue due to simmering 

geopolitical tensions in the Middle 
East and Iran’s strained relations with 
Israel, Europe and the United States. 
The Iranian currency lost approximate-
ly 94% of its value against the US dollar 
and other foreign currencies within 
seven years (2017-2024). The exchange 
rate of the toman against the US dollar 
increased to more than 1,566% during 
the same period (see Figure 4.4), i.e., an 
annual average of 57%.

The devaluation of the Iranian curren-
cy directly corresponds with rising infla-
tion, reaching more than 30%. Coupled 
with harsh living conditions, this has 
pushed highly skilled workers in critical 

Figure 4.4: The Exchange Rate, the US Dollar Against the Toman (2017-2024)

©2024 Rasanah IIIS.
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sectors such as education, health and en-
gineering to emigrate to Europe and the 
United States, causing an annual drain 
on human capital estimated at nearly 
$50 billion at least.(12)

 ◼ Further sanctions under the Trump 
administration and continuous eco-
nomic deterioration: The ongoing US 
sanctions pose a significant challenge 
to the Iranian economy. These sanctions 
have led to numerous crises, and Iran 
continues to suffer the consequences, 
resulting in the loss of billions of dollars. 
Assuming that the Iranian economy lost 
at least $100 billion in one year due to the 
decline in GDP and reductions in both oil 
and non-oil revenues, along with missed 
direct investment opportunities and 
capital flight, as well as a significant drop 
in the national currency’s value, it can 
be estimated that approximately $600 
billion has been lost over the past six 
years. This amounts to nearly half of the 
Iranian economy, and the crisis remains 
unresolved. Suppose the new US admin-
istration imposes further sanctions. In 
that case, the economic situation will 
worsen, mainly if sanctions target oil ex-
ports and the network of countries that 
cooperate with Iran, whether China or 
neighboring countries.

 ◼ Strict austerity measures: The 
tightening of sanctions and the ongoing 

economic crisis may compel the Iranian 
government to implement strict auster-
ity measures, potentially leading to pub-
lic discontent. These measures could 
involve raising gasoline, electricity and 
gas prices and reducing subsidies and 
preferential exchange rates for import-
ed goods. Additionally, the government 
may decrease the value of the national 
currency and raise the US dollar’s offi-
cial exchange rate in the budget to help 

reduce the deficit. It is important to note 
that the Iranian government anticipates 
a 40% increase in its 2024/2025 budget, 
primarily through increased sales of oil, 
gas and financial assets. These expec-
tations appear overly optimistic, given 
the ongoing challenges. The Iranian 
Parliament Research Center questions 
these forecasts and anticipates that the 
budget deficit will reach 18% in the up-
coming year.

Challenge Cost

Attract foreign direct investment to in-
crease economic growth to 8% Investment deficit of $100 billion

Financial deficit Reduce spending or increase in liquidity 
and inflation

Bridge the shortfall in gasoline and elec-
tricity production

Choose between increasing prices or facing 
popular discontent

Increase in the price of the US dollar Average of 57%

Loss of human capital due to emigration $50 billion per year

Lost capital due to sanctions $600 billion in 6 years, at least

Combat corruption Conflict with interest groups reduces the 
size of the private sector

Banking risks Cyberattacks and financial shocks

Table 4.4: Key Economic Challenges Faced by the Pezeshkian Government in 2025

©2024 Rasanah IIIS.
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 ◼ Difficulties in addressing corrup-
tion: In its quest to strengthen the private 
sector, the Pezeshkian government faces 
major obstacles. It may clash with inter-
est groups and traditional active powers 
in the Iranian economy, or Pezeshkian 
will be forced to accept the status quo. 
The Iranian economy, therefore, will face 
a difficult situation. Needless to say, Iran 
ranks 158th out of 165 in the Economic 
Freedom Index for 2024.

 ◼ Banking risks: The banking sector 
in Iran has become increasingly vul-
nerable to crises stemming from long-
standing and accumulated issues such 
as inadequate capital, noncompliance 
with international banking standards, 
sanctions imposed on Iranian banks, de-
teriorating risk management practices 
and fragile financial technology – which 
have resulted in a rising number of cy-
berattacks and instances of blackmail 
targeting both individuals and financial 
institutions. The threats are likely to es-
calate in the future, particularly given 
the strained relations between Iran, the 
West and Israel, which could expose the 
Iranian economy to greater financial 
instability and crises. For more insights 

(1) Iran primarily targets China in monetary linkages due to the substantial volume of trade between the two countries. It also aims to strengthen alliances with partners like 
Russia, either bilaterally or within regional organizations such as BRICS and the SCO, among other emerging trade alliances. The goal is to reduce Iran’s trade isolation and open 
access to consumer markets in its Asian and Arab surroundings. However, Iran still needs to address gaps and challenges in its banking sector to ensure the success of these trade 
plans. While it has implemented local currency trade agreements with Russia, their impact remains limited due to the low trade volume between the two nations, accounting for 
only about %3 of Iran’s total global trade.

into the Iranian banking sector, refer to 
the Iran Case File published by Rasanah 
in September 2024. Additionally, it is 
essential to note that in October 2024, 
the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) 
retained Iran on its blacklist of high-risk 
countries.

Options and Future Trends in Case 
of Intensifying Sanctions Under the 
Trump Administration

Challenges and economic decline will 
continue if sanctions persist at their 
current level without further escala-
tion. However, the aforementioned 
challenges will increase if sanctions are 
intensified under Trump’s administra-
tion. The Iranian economy will have few 
options to cope with the government’s 
“resistance economy” strategy, which is 
often employed to respond to sanctions. 
Additionally, it will face new emerging 
challenges and threats. In the future, 
key aspects of Iran’s economic policy 
can be summarized as follows:

 ◼ Enhancing trade alliances with re-
gional partners and improving mone-
tary partnerships: Iran may pursue this 
strategy if it faces further sanctions. 

Therefore, China and the UAE are likely 
to remain Iran’s primary trading part-
ners. Simultaneously, Iran aims to en-
hance trade ties with its network of Arab 
and Asian partners, with a particular 
focus on Iraq. It is worth mentioning 
that China stands as the largest import-
er of Iran’s petrochemicals and the sec-
ond-largest exporter to Iran, following 
the UAE. These two countries serve as 
crucial lifelines for Iran in the event of 
heightened sanctions. Additionally, 
Iran will strive to open new markets and 
expand its trade by conducting transac-
tions in currencies other than the US dol-
lar and cross-border international mon-
ey transfers using SWIFT. This initiative 
could be supported by cooperation with 
BRICS countries.(1) However, Iran is still 
in the early stages of this approach, as the 
bloc remains cautious; President Trump 
has threatened to impose sanctions if 
Iran conducts non-dollar transactions.

 ◼ The deepening of economic crises: 
An increase in oil sanctions, banking 
sanctions, or both will sever the crucial 
lifeline of the Iranian economy: its oil ex-
ports. This will result in a growing finan-
cial deficit and further deterioration of 
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the local currency, which has already lost 
94% of its value since the reimposition 
of sanctions. The economy is expected 
to fall back into stagflation, leading to an 
accelerated outflow of talent and capital. 
Additionally, the escalating economic 
hardship will intensify social suffering 
among the Iranian people, potentially 
resulting in security instability within 
the country.

 ◼ Fixed production levels and inabil-
ity to achieve sustainable growth: The 
Iranian economy is unlikely to achieve 
stable or sustainable development in the 
long term. Key to this growth is the im-
provement of living conditions and over-
all economic performance. Sustainable 
growth is connected to advancements in 
production components: labor, capital 
and technology. Unfortunately, these 
components have not seen improvement 
in over a decade. As a result, we can ex-
pect little tangible progress in living con-
ditions in the future — unless unfore-
seen changes occur, such as the lifting of 
sanctions or a rise in oil prices.

To further validate this argument, the 
workforce and capital index have not 
changed for over a decade. The index of 
production components is 106 units for 
labor and 105 units for capital before 13 
years. In 2023/2024, the index of labor 

and capital reached 105 units, i.e., the 
production components remained fixed 
during this long period.

 ◼ Decline in quality of life and living 
standards: Iranians will need 17 years 
to significantly improve their standard 
of living compared to their current situ-
ation, based on real GDP per capita. The 
ongoing decline in the value of the na-
tional currency and high inflation rates 
are reducing purchasing power, leading 
to lower living standards and increased 
poverty, as illustrated in Figure 4.5. 
Additionally, these factors contribute 
to greater social misery and depression. 
Consequently, the intensification of 
sanctions will likely worsen these con-
ditions.

 ◼ Increase in demographic threats: 
Demographic challenges will adversely 

affect economic development. A de-
cline in population growth threatens the 
economy, as it will result in an aging soci-
ety. This shift will likely increase health-
care costs, diverting funds from other 
vital sectors such as education and in-
frastructure. Additionally, a decrease in 
the youth labor force, a key driver of eco-
nomic growth, will further exacerbate 
these issues. This situation may worsen 
if immigration rates rise.

The decline in population growth, 
decreasing from 2.3% in 2015 and 3.9% 
in 1990 to approximately 0.7% in 2024, 
raises serious concerns about the future 
of the young workforce. It is important 
to note that marriage rates have fallen by 
45% over the past 12 years.(13) One of the 
most significant factors contributing 
to this decline in population growth is 

Figure 4.5: Official, Non-official Poverty Rates
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families’ challenging living conditions.(1) 
This issue is undoubtedly linked to the 
recurring economic sanctions imposed 
on Iran over the past 40 years, as well 
as the ongoing tensions in the Iranian 
government’s relations with the outside 
world.

In summary, the Iranian economy is 
expected to face several challenges in 
2025 as US sanctions remain in effect. 
The most significant issues include the 
ongoing decline in the value of the na-
tional currency, increased pressure on 
the daily lives of Iranians, rising pover-
ty rates and a reduction in operational 
revenues within the budget. These chal-
lenges will impact the government’s 
ability to provide essential services such 
as electricity, healthcare and subsidized 
animal products. Consequently,  the gov-
ernment may be forced to implement 
austerity measures. The economic de-
terioration, which has persisted for six 
years, is projected to continue, affecting 
economic growth, foreign investment 
and oil and non-oil trade. The situation 
may worsen if Trump escalates sanctions 
against Iran or if Israel launches attacks 
on critical targets within the country.

(1) Additionally, government campaigns in previous decades promoted family planning after population growth rates surged significantly during periods of economic openness 
in the 1990s and the improvement of Iran’s relations with the world following the end of the Iran-Iraq War.

Iran will enhance its trade and invest-
ment cooperation with regional and in-
ternational partners, particularly China, 
Russia, Iraq and Türkiye, to tackle these 
potential challenges. The country will 
persist in circumventing sanctions us-
ing all available means and will seek to 
strengthen financial and monetary part-
nerships with key trading partners from 
neighboring countries.

The fall of Bashar al-Assad’s regime in 
Syria may not trigger a significant eco-
nomic shock for Iran; however, it could 
jeopardize Iran’s broader economic 
ambitions in the region, particularly in 
Iraq and Lebanon. The ousting of the 
pro-Iran Assad will deliver a substantial 
blow to Iran’s geopolitical aspirations. 
Although Iran stands to lose some 
economic leverage in Syria, the overall 
impact is likely minimal, considering 
the relatively weak trade volume be-
tween the two countries and the in-
herent fragility of the Syrian economy. 
Iran may lose limited oil exports to the 
Syrian regime, as well as some raw ma-
terials sourced from Syria. Additionally, 
Iranian companies engaged in tourism, 
trade or contracting sectors may be 
compelled to withdraw, especially those 

closely affiliated with the Iranian estab-
lishment, including Khatam al-Anbiya 
Construction Headquarters.

Assessing Iran’s Military 
Capabilities Amid Developments and 
Crises
Iran’s military muscle has diminished 
compared to last year. Its air defense 
is scant and critical factories that pro-
duce sophisticated weapons systems 
are confronted with a depleted supply 
chain. In 2023, Iran readily received 
two squadrons of Russia’s 4++ gener-
ation fighter jets – Su 35S – besides an 
undisclosed number of S-400 Triumf 
batteries, which are insufficient given 
the country’s large size and potential 
multiple fronts. The course of the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war changed beyond Rus-
sia’s expectations, not only weighing 
heavily on its military but also its arms 
production capability; hence, the ad-
vanced fighter jets were commissioned 
to the Russian Air Force (RuAF) instead. 
Nonetheless, it restored diplomatic 
relations with its Arab neighbors and 
even held joint military exercises with 
Azerbaijan, a neighbor it felt immensely 
threatened by a year ago.
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The developments impacting Iran’s 
military capabilities in 2024 necessitate 
analyses from the prism of the balance of 
power in the region and the trajectories 
of geopolitics likely to develop in 2025.

Air Force, Drones and Air Defenses

Facing persistent delays in the transfer 
of fighter jets from Russia, Iran is turn-
ing toward China. Tehran has been woo-
ing Beijing to sell J-10 fighter jets besides 
gunship helicopters and submarines. 
Beijing has so far been reluctant due to 
Tehran’s cash crunch, besides tilting 
the balance of power in the Gulf and 
beyond.(14) The commencement of the 
Trump administration in 2025 further 
compounds China’s cautious approach 
toward defense collaboration with Iran.

In August, Iran inaugurated an air-
base named Martyr Major General 
Mahmoudabadi Airbase in the north-
western city of Urmia, the capital of West 
Azerbaijan province. The new air base is 
meant to boost Iran’s defense capabili-
ties and is expected to be a prized asset 
for the country and its military forces.(15)

The base is assigned to cover Iranian 
Kurdish opposition groups in Iraq, 
Azerbaijan’s expanded border after 
Nagorno-Karabakh’s independence 
and the Nakhchivan exclave flanking 
Türkiye. Tehran’s decision to establish 

the base is necessitated by the pros-
pects of Azerbaijan’s takeover of the 
Zangezur Corridor, severing Armenia’s 
land connection with Iran.(16) Perplexed 
at Azeri-Turkish plans to establish a 
land route, Iran has been holding fre-
quent combined arms drills. Recently, 
Iran’s relations with Azerbaijan have im-
proved, notwithstanding the persisting 
threat-perception in the long run.

The crash of President Ebrahim Raisi’s 
helicopter laid bare the fatal flaws in 
Iran’s much-hyped drone force, which 
could not locate the wreckage on its 
own. The Iranian government faced 
two options: continue searching for the 
crash site into the night and the next 
day amid inclement weather using its 
resources or seek foreign assistance 
from neighboring countries such as 
Türkiye and Azerbaijan. By midnight, 
Iran contacted Türkiye for support in 
the search and rescue operation. The 
Akinci drone from the Batman Airfield 
entered Iran and searched for the miss-
ing helicopter for six hours. The high-al-
titude, long-endurance, twin-engine 
multirole drone located the crashed 
helicopter’s heat signature 20 kilome-
ters from Azerbaijan’s border(17) and left 
for the base to draw a crescent and star 
over Lake Van on the flight radar to mark 
Türkiye’s technological forte.

For decades, Iran projected itself as 
a top drone power, yet its diverse fleet 
was unable to make its mark when the 
moment arrived. Its drone capabilities, 
especially cameras and censors, fell 
woefully short of successfully conduct-
ing the mission. In a cunning move, the 
Akinci drone equipped with sophisti-
cated cameras and other sensors flew 
over a significant number of sensitive 
Iranian military sites, i.e., the Amand 
rocket site, Khoy Airport, Tabriz Airport 
and the Iranian army’s rapid response 
base near Tabriz. Iran’s drone power did 
not receive any significant technological 
boost and its reputation as a drone power 
continues to diminish.

Space Program

On September 14, the IRGC launched the 
Qaem-100 solid-fuel satellite launcher 
and sent the Chamran-1 satellite into 
a 550-kilometer orbit. The success of 
the IRGC’s second orbital mission via 
the Qaem space launch vehicle (SLV) 
highlights Iran’s prioritization of its 
military space program.(18) Chamran-1 
is declared a “research satellite” that 
tests hardware and software systems 
as well as in-orbit maneuvering tech-
nologies. Iran’s Defense Ministry sent 
three satellites simultaneously via 
the Sorayya satellite into orbit with an 
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IRGC rocket in January. The satellites 
— Mahd weighing 32 kilograms, and 
two less than 10 kilograms (nano) sat-
ellites, named Kayhan-2 and Hatef-1, 
“were put at altitudes between 450 
kilometers and 1,100 kilometers above 
the Earth’s surface.”(19)

In February again, Iran sent a do-
mestically developed imaging satellite, 
Pars-1, into a 500-kilometer orbit from 
Russia’s Vostochny spaceport using 
the Soyuz rocket. The 134-kilogram sat-
ellite is equipped with three cameras. 
It orbits 500 kilometers in space.(20) It 
was accompanying two more military 
satellites about which no details were 
released, which are thought to be geo-
graphic information system (GIS) sat-
ellites. For a satellite to be in sun-syn-
chronous orbit, it should have been 600 
kilometers from Earth. Iran’s Minister 
of Communications and Information 
Technology Issa Zarepour described 
the Pars-1 satellite as “100% Iranian.”(21) 
Iran has so far launched 13 satellites in 
the last two years.

The Head of the Iranian Space Agency 
(ISA) Hassan Salariyeh said, “In less 
than two and a half years, 12 satellites 
have been successfully launched into 
space.”(22) Tehran is said to be working 
to stabilize the technology for sending 
satellites into low earth orbit (LEO).

ISA revealed that two new biologi-
cal capsules are under construction to 
“send humans into space” but no dead-
line for crewed space flights was made 
public.

The satellites are to test narrow-
band communication and geoposi-
tioning technology. “The IRGC will 
conduct the test launch of Qaem-105 
next year. Within the next three years, 
Iran will test launch the Qaem-120 sat-
ellite carrier, which is planned to send 
satellites into an orbit 36,000 kilome-
ters above Earth,” Commander of the 
IRGC Aerospace Force’s Space Division 
General Ali Jafarabadi stated.(23) Iran’s 
first military satellite, Noor-I, was 
launched in April 2020, followed by 
Noor-II in March 2022 via the Qassed 
SLV. Like most space-faring nations, 
Iran’s program is a hybrid of civilian and 
military applications.

Naval Power

Iran’s submarine research and produc-
tion is achieving a key milestone given 
various recent developments, includ-
ing the air-independent propulsion 
(AIP) system showcased at the DIM-
DEX 2024 exhibition in Qatar.(24) Teh-
ran claimed that its Fateh-class sub-
marines are set to be equipped with an 
AIP plug. The propulsion, once tested 

and deployed, will markedly improve 
the operational capabilities of the sub-
marines, such as an increase in under-
water endurance. The AIP submarines 
have longer endurance than ordinary 
ones which have to resurface after five 
weeks to pump oxygen for storage af-
ter conversion into liquid state (LOX) 
for submerged use. In line with its tra-
dition, Tehran boasted about the AIP 
capability before fully installing and 
commissioning it in the Fateh-class 
submarine. It is reported to take a year, 
and if successfully done, all submarines 
in the class will be upgraded too. The 
improvement is dubbed as “a qualita-
tive leap from its predecessor, the Gh-
adir-class with a modest displacement 
of 120 tons, whereas the Fateh-class 
displaces around 600 tons.”(25) After 
three Russian-supplied Kilo-class sub-
marines, the Fateh-class submarines 
are already the Iranian navy’s most po-
tent under-sea asset due to their fire-
power, i.e., four 533-millimeter torpedo 
tubes in the bow besides mines and an-
ti-ship missiles. Acquired in the 1990s, 
the Kilo-class displaces 3,000 tons 
(submerged). Sutton, a naval technol-
ogy expert, believes that “AIP will not 
make the submarine top-tier; it is still 
a small and relatively basic boat, but it 
makes it comparatively stealthier.”(26)
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Arms Production and Deals

Iran’s new Defense Minister Brigadier 
General Aziz Nasirzadeh announced 
a hyper-ambitious plan to bolster the 
country’s military muscle and exports 
alike. Under his leadership, the minis-
try plans to develop “jump jets” or short 
take-off and landing (STOL) aircraft, 
heavy destroyers, a constellation of sat-
ellites and AI-powered drone swarms.(27) 

Nasirzadeh seeks to upscale Iran’s space 
technology by launching over 20 satel-
lites into orbit. He also stresses expand-
ing Iran’s aerial and naval warfare capa-
bilities, missile technology, air defense 
systems and aerospace division. Other 
lofty aspirations of Nasirzadeh’s include 
the development of heavy multi-mis-
sion destroyers “through acquiring new 
technologies and increasing the pro-
duction of high-speed vessels capable 
of launching cruise missiles.”(28)

The minister is confident that Iran’s 
military diplomacy will propel its latest 
products for export to neighboring coun-
tries as well as Latin America and Africa. 
The Pezeshkian government lacks the 
money to finance such an ambitious plan 
not to mention the lack of technological 
expertise. Quite evidently, Nasirzadeh 
has high hopes for enhanced defense co-
operation with Russia.

On the arms sales front, Iran achieved 
a breakthrough with Armenia. Tehran 
and Yerevan reached the biggest arms 
deal in their recent history amounting to 
$500 million, involving the acquisition 
of Shahed-136, Shahed-129, Shahed-197, 
Mohajer drones and air defense sys-
tems such as 3rd Khordad, Majid, 15th 
Khordad and Arman.(29)

Iran is reported to have supplied 400 
Zolfaghar ballistic missiles of the Fateh-
110s family, though there is no evidence 
so far of Russia firing them against 
Ukrainian targets yet. The first reports 
of the Iran-Russia deal on the transfer 
of Fateh class ballistic missiles surfaced 
in late 2022.(30) This road-mobile missile 
is capable of striking targets at a dis-
tance of between 300 kilometers and 
700 kilometers. The transfer reported-
ly took place in January in at least four 
shipments of missiles, by the Caspian 
Sea and air. Since the UNSC sanctions 
on Iran’s arms deals expired in October 
2023, Iranian officials have not denied 
the reports. “There is no reason to hide 
it. We are allowed to export weapons to 
any country that we wish to.”(31)

Conclusion: Expected Iranian Steps to 
Bolster Its Military Capabilities

Iran’s military strength requires consid-
eration of the impact of Israeli strikes on 

its crucial assets. The Operation Days of 
Repentance became the single largest 
attack in Israel’s history comprising 100 
jet fighters, spy planes and refueling 
aircraft, which flew 1,000 kilometers to 
hit 20 vital targets in Iran. Contrary to 
its claims, several fighter jets entered 
and struck the targets from within Ira-
nian airspace for absolute accuracy. 
The attacks left Iran without the cover 
of credible air defense as all its S-300 
and S-200 batteries and its domestically 
improvised copies were damaged, espe-
cially radars and missile launchers. Tel 
Aviv also inflicted significant damage to 
missile and drone production and solid 
fuel production plants. Its undeclared 
and suspected nuclear sites were not 
spared either.

In the year 2025, Tehran will not only 
plug the gaps in air defense by acquiring 
systems from Russia and China but will 
also purchase 4++ generation fighters. It 
needs six to eight squadrons of advanced 
fighter planes, which are unlikely to be 
raised in less than three years as Tehran 
has yet to receive its first advanced jet. It 
remains to be seen whether Russia will 
deliver the pledged 24 Su-35s. Tehran 
will invest in enhancing its drone capa-
bilities, which are lagging far behind its 
neighbors and rivals alike. The windfall 
effect of retrieved Western equipment 
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on the Ukrainian front will yield results 
in a few years as Russia and Iran both 
lack plants and/or raw materials for ad-
vanced metallurgy and processors. The 
year 2024 took a toll on Iran’s military 
leadership, doctrine and its warfare and 
defense capabilities.

Fulfilling Campaign Promises to 
Iran’s Minorities: Policy Challenges 
for the New Government
The ethnic factor emerged as a salient 
aspect of Iran’s political landscape in 
2024, both during and after the elec-
toral process. Analysts attributed cer-
tain voting patterns to ethnic consid-
erations, reflecting a more profound 
ethnic influence on citizens’ electoral 
behavior. Following the election, po-
litical engagement by minority groups 
gained momentum, spurred by Presi-
dent Pezeshkian’s pledges to address 
their demands. These included prom-
ises to increase their representation 
in state institutions and involve them 
in decision-making processes. Adding 
to the debate, former Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javad Zarif stirred contro-
versy by suggesting that ethnic back-
ground should be among the criteria for 
selecting ministerial candidates.

The 2024 ASR examines the role of 
Iranian minorities during the electoral 

process, their position in the aftermath 
of the elections, Pezeshkian’s capacity 
to deliver on his promises and the pros-
pects for minority groups in 2025.

The Role of Minorities in the Electoral 
Process

The ethnic and religious diversity of 
Iranian society ensures that the eth-
nic factor remains a significant aspect 
of the political landscape, particularly 
during elections. Minorities in Iran of-
ten express grievances over the denial 
of their political, economic and cultural 
rights. These groups typically align with 
the “reformist” movement, which advo-
cates for changing policies long upheld 
by the “hardliner” establishment. This 
alignment was evident in the stark con-
trast between the election platforms of 
“hardliner” candidate Jalili, who omit-
ted minority issues entirely, and “re-
formist” candidate Pezeshkian. The 
latter’s campaign highlighted minori-
ty demands(32) and pledged to promote 
social justice, balanced development, 
structural reforms,(33) religious free-
doms and minority rights.(34) He stated, 
“The Kurds, Arabs and everyone who 
lives in this country must have their 
place based on merit, and the country 
must be built by all Iranians, not just one 
group or faction.”(35) Pezeshkian vowed 

to combat injustice, discrimination 
and restrictions while advocating for 
the rights of ethnic and marginalized 
groups.(36) He also emphasized nation-
al solidarity, warning that divisions — 
whether within the nation’s leadership 
or among minority groups — would hin-
der Iran’s progress.(37)

Following Pezeshkian’s electoral 
victory, some analysts attributed his 
success to the Azerbaijani provinces, 
suggesting that his affiliation with this 
ethnic minority played a decisive role. 
Tasnim News Agency asserted that votes 
for Pezeshkian were driven more by eth-
nic loyalties than by political or econom-
ic considerations, noting that this phe-
nomenon of voting based on ethnic ties 
or candidates’ origins was unprecedent-
ed in previous elections. However, varia-
tions in voter behavior across provinces 
indicate that ethnicity was not the sole 
determinant of his victory.(38) Despite 
this, the influence of ethnic groups in 
securing Pezeshkian’s presidency re-
mains undeniable. His independent po-
litical stance and advocacy for minority 
rights attracted widespread support 
from Turkish, Kurdish, Arab and Balochi 
voters, demonstrating the appeal of his 
inclusive platform.(39)

The pivotal role of minorities in the 
2024 Iranian election is evident in 
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several key aspects, most notably the 
ethnic origins of the presidential candi-
dates, with Pezeshkian hailing from the 
Azerbaijani minority. His outreach to mi-
norities, including visits to their regions 
and promises to improve living condi-
tions and boost their representation 
within the political system, significantly 
influenced their electoral behavior.

However, this dynamic presents a 
substantial challenge for Pezeshkian’s 
presidency. He will need to strike a del-
icate balance between addressing the 
expectations of minority groups and 
navigating resistance from “hardliner” 
elements within state institutions that 
may seek to obstruct his efforts to fulfill 
minority demands.

The Place of Minorities Within the 
Political Process Post Election
The “reformist” background of Pezesh-
kian and his campaign promises advo-
cating freedoms and minority rights 
inspired many minority groups to sup-
port him in the election. However, these 
same commitments have fueled height-
ened expectations among these groups, 
who are now urging the new president 
to translate his promises into tangible 
political, cultural, and economic gains. 
Leaders of religious and ethnic minori-
ties used meetings and congratulatory 

messages to remind Pezeshkian of his 
pledges, but there are significant struc-
tural and constitutional constraints and 
limitations in fulfilling these, especial-
ly as the supreme leader holds ultimate 
authority.(40) One prominent example of 
this tension is the reaction to statements 
by Zarif, appointed by Pezeshkian as 
vice president for strategic affairs. Zarif 
emphasized the principle of positive 
discrimination when selecting minis-
terial candidates, highlighting minori-
ty representation as a priority. “Hard-
liner” media outlets strongly criticized 
this approach, arguing that it conflicts 
with national unity and undermines the 
Shiite doctrine as the official ideology. 
Zarif’s remark that “being a Shiite is not 
a privilege,(41) but being from other sects 
can be a privilege”(42) was seen as a signal 
of Pezeshkian’s intent to form a nation-
al unity government. This government 
would aim to include representatives 
from ethnic and religious minorities as 
well as other political factions, includ-
ing “hardliners,” underscoring the pres-
ident’s challenge in bridging “reform-
ist” ideals and “hardliner” resistance.

After Pezeshkian’s election victory, 
his government appointments became 
a critical test of his commitment to mi-
nority rights and his reformist agen-
da. Faced with balancing his campaign 

promises against the constraints im-
posed by Parliament and Supreme 
Leader Ali Khamenei, Pezeshkian ini-
tially failed to appoint minorities to his 
“government of national accord.” This 
omission sparked criticism and disap-
pointment among minority communi-
ties, with some regretting their electoral 
support for him. In response, Pezeshkian 
revisited the appointments and made a 
historic move by naming Abdul Rahim 
Hussein Zadeh, a Kurdish Sunni parlia-
mentarian, as vice president for rural de-
velopment and deprived areas(43) — the 
first Sunni member of the Iranian gov-
ernment in 45 years. The appointment 
elicited mixed reactions. Hasil Dase, a 
Kurdish political activist and Sunni rep-
resentative, argued that it fell short of 
Sunni aspirations for ministerial or dip-
lomatic roles. However, he praised the 
move as a groundbreaking achievement 
that addressed a longstanding Sunni de-
mand and fulfilled part of Pezeshkian’s 
promises. He urged continued appoint-
ments of this nature to foster greater in-
clusivity.(44) Following this, Pezeshkian 
expanded his efforts to diversify gov-
ernment representation. Areh Zare Tan, 
a young Sunni “reformist,” was appoint-
ed governor of Kurdistan,(45) Mansour 
Bijar, a Sunni Balochi, was named gov-
ernor of Sistan and Balochistan,(46) and 
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Mohammad Reza Movalizadeh became 
the first Arab governor of Khuzestan 
(Ahwaz) province.(47) These appoint-
ments signaled government efforts to 
promote ethnic and religious diversity 
in leadership roles and to challenge the 
traditional dominance of a single group 
in decision-making processes. Despite 
these steps, minority groups remain dis-
satisfied, arguing that their participation 
in governance needs to be substantive, 
not merely symbolic.

Economically, the state’s limited re-
sources and pressing challenges hinder 
its ability to fully address the demands 
of minorities. The border locations of 
Sunni provinces further complicate the 
situation, as these areas are often sub-
jected to security-focused policies and 
associated tensions and violence. Under 

such constraints, the most minorities 
can expect during this period is the im-
plementation of some development 
projects aimed at demonstrating that 
the state is not pursuing a systematic 
policy of exclusion against them. Within 
this framework, it is also possible that 
the government may allocate marginal 
positions to individuals from minority 
groups as a placatory gesture.

Conclusion: The Status of Minorities 
in 2025
These developments suggest that eth-
nic issues will feature prominently in 
the political landscape during Pezesh-
kian’s presidency, potentially becom-
ing a source of contention between him 
and “hardliner” forces. Even if Pezesh-
kian manages to deliver on some of his 

promises, these are unlikely to meet the 
full aspirations of minorities, partic-
ularly given “hardliner” resistance to 
this approach and Pezeshkian’s likely 
preference to avoid a zero-sum conflict 
with the “hardliners.” In 2025, minority 
communities may experience growing 
frustration and discontent, with limit-
ed progress expected on social fronts. 
This will be exacerbated if addition-
al sanctions are imposed on Iran by 
Trump, further straining the country’s 
economic resources and hindering de-
velopment projects in minority regions. 
Furthermore, such conditions could be 
exploited in the event of an escalation in 
military tensions between Iran and Isra-
el, potentially fueling armed operations 
aimed at undermining the security and 
stability of the Iranian establishment.
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A Comparison of Pezeshkian and 
Raisi’s Policies on Militia Support in 
Conflict Zones
The 2023 ASR predicted that Iran would 
continue to support the armed militias 
in Yemen, Lebanon, Iraq and Syria to en-
gage in the war raging in Gaza and Leb-
anon under what Iran calls the “unity of 
the arenas.” This strategy aimed to pres-
sure Israel to stop the Gaza war, which 
remains ongoing. On Iran’s instruction 
and with its support, the involvement 
of militias in the four countries con-
tinued as part of the Israeli-led war in 
Gaza and Lebanon. This was before Is-
rael weakened the Lebanese front, the 
Syrian armed opposition successfully 
controlled Syria and President Bashar 
al-Assad fled to Russia on December 8, 
2024.

The change of presidency in Iran with 
the death of “conservative” Raisi and the 
victory of “reformist” Pezeshkian in July 
2024 raises questions about its impacts 
on Iran’s foreign policy. These questions 
particularly relate to Iran’s longstanding 
policy of support to regional militias, a 
key tool for strengthening Tehran’s re-
gional influence, and the heavy losses in 
its spheres of influence, especially after 
the fall of the Assad regime in Syria. As 
a result, Iran has lost two key countries 

in its expansionist regional project: 
Lebanon and Syria. In light of these de-
velopments, the 2024 ASR compares the 
two presidents’ policies toward the mili-
tias in the arenas of escalation, the “unity 
of the arenas” strategy and its results and 
impacts on Iran’s project during 2024. 
Finally, it concludes with the outcomes 
of Pezeshkian’s policy toward its proxy 
militias and its expected impact on Iran’s 
expansionist project in 2025.

Iran’s Support to Militias in 
the Arenas of Escalation Under 
Pezeshkian

The Iranian policy toward region-
al developments from the beginning 
of Pezeshkian’s administration to his 
commitment to the directives of the su-
preme leader during his inauguration as 
president signaled that he would follow 
Raisi’s foreign policy.(48) This involves 
supporting militias in the arenas of es-
calation under the pretext of pressuring 
Israel to stop the Gaza war. Pezeshki-
an believes that the policy of openness 
is directed toward the capitals of the 
world except Tel Aviv due to its ongoing 
occupation and acts of genocide, ethnic 
cleansing and liquidation of Palestin-
ians.(49) However, this policy conflicts 
with the Pezeshkian government’s aim 
to open dialogue with the West. The 

IRAN’S POLICIES 
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signs of Pezeshkian following in the 
footsteps of Raisi in the arenas of esca-
lation are as follows:

 ◼ Yemen: Supporting and mobilizing 
militias in general and the Houthis in 
particular given their influential geopo-
litical position in terms of international 
trade which is an unquestionable prin-
ciple in Iran’s foreign policy and a long-
standing pillar of the Iranian geopolitical 
project. Raisi underlined the importance 
of the Houthi militia for Iran when he re-
ceived the Houthi delegation headed by 
Mohammed Abdul-Salam as the first for-
eign delegation after assuming office as 
president of the republic. He praised the 
role of the Houthis in the fight against 
Israel by targeting Israeli ships or those 
heading to Israel in the Red Sea and 
threatening the security of internation-
al navigation to put pressure on the West. 
Therefore, the Biden administration ac-
cused Iran of involvement in the Houthi 
attacks on vessels in the Red Sea.(50)

Only a few days after his inauguration, 
Pezeshkian appointed IRGC Air Defense 
Officer Ali Mohammed Ramadani as the 
new ambassador of Iran to the Houthis 
in Sana’a. Iran’s military support to the 
Houthis is still in place under his ad-
ministration. Houthi military capabil-
ities have stepped up significantly due 
to the support of the IRGC, Lebanese 

Hezbollah and Iraqi specialists, accord-
ing to Reuters.(51) The Houthis also an-
nounced the expansion of the target area 
in the Mediterranean and operations in 
the Red Sea. They also continue their at-
tacks on Israeli cities with Iranian-made 
ballistic missiles as classified by Western 
intelligence.

 ◼ Syria and Lebanon: Under the Raisi 
administration, Iran adopted an ap-
proach based on maintaining negotia-
tions with the United States as a bargain-
ing chip without allowing its proxies to 
be involved in an escalation against US 
interests in the Middle East. It contin-
ued with this approach until October 7, 
2023. The Hamas operation created a 
difficult reality for Iran, challenging its 
“unity of the arenas” principle, which 
Iran had continuously emphasized. It 
sought to draw Lebanon into the con-
flict. It launched 3,235 attacks from 
Lebanese territory, i.e., nearly 270 at-
tacks per month from October 2023 un-
til October 2024.(52) It failed to get Syria 
involved in the conflict as the former 
Syrian regime took a different position 
to Iran. However, the Israeli airstrike 
on the Iranian consulate in Damascus 
was a turning point, signaling the end of 
Iran’s balanced foreign policy approach. 
Therefore, Tehran was forced to adjust 
its policies and alliances to safeguard its 

strategic interests, hence, it replaced the 
broad military response to the Israeli es-
calation on the centers and figures of its 
influence in Syria with a diplomatic ap-
proach.(53) It withdrew its leaders in Syria 
and moved its militias to a safe area away 
from Israel’s reach.

Pezeshkian signaled an approach to 
keep in place Iranian support for the 
militias in Syria and Lebanon. He met 
with several militia leaders during his 
inauguration as president of Iran. He ex-
pressed his commitment to continuing 
Iran’s policy toward its regional proxies. 
A message was also sent to former Syrian 
President Assad and former Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah, 
who was killed in an Israeli strike at the 
end of September 2024, in which he 
stressed Iran’s unwavering support for 
the so-called Axis of Resistance. In his 
message to Nasrallah, Pezeshkian as-
serted, “The Islamic Republic of Iran has 
always supported the resistance of the 
people in the region against the illegiti-
mate Zionist regime ]….]. Supporting the 
resistance is rooted in the fundamental 
policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
and will continue with strength.”(54)

Although he followed his prede-
cessor’s policy of supporting the mi-
litias in Syria and Lebanon, his gov-
ernment was accused of being slow in 
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taking supportive action on the ground 
against Israel before Nasrallah and oth-
er militia leaders of the so-called “Axis 
of Resistance” were killed in Israel’s suc-
cessive attacks. This outraged “hardlin-
er” circles in Iran and the “hardliners” 
stepped up their condemnation of the 
Pezeshkian government’s positions 
compared to former governments.(55) 
This delay in response would not have 
happened without a consensus between 
the Office of the Supreme Leader and 
the current executive authority. This 
delay was because of Iranian concern 
about the incalculable response Iran 
may face and its effects on the future of 
the Iranian establishment.

 ◼ Iraq: The militias in Iraq represent 
the weakest link when it comes to pres-
suring Israel, especially in comparison to 
those in Lebanon and Yemen. Under the 
Raisi administration, Iran wanted the 
militias to follow the traditional rules 
of engagement and avoid attacking US 
troops in Iraq.(56) This was to prevent vio-
lent US retaliation, which could have se-
rious consequences for both the militias 
and Iran. In January 2024, the US admin-
istration accused Iran and its militias 
in Iraq of conducting military attacks 
on Tower 2, a US military outpost, in 
northeast Jordan, near the Syrian-Iraqi 

border, resulting in the deaths of three 
Americans.

Therefore, Iran sent Quds Force 
Commander Ismail Qaani to Iraq during 
the Raisi administration after the at-
tacks to pressure militia leaders to stop 
the attacks on US targets in Iraq. The 
militias suspended their attacks, but 
they shifted their attacks during the re-
maining period of the Raisi administra-
tion in 2024 and since the beginning of 
the Pezeshkian administration toward 
Israeli towns within the framework of 
the so-called unity of the arenas. The mi-
litias claimed around 47 attacks during 
October 2024, 35 attacks in September, 
six attacks in August and 13 attacks in 
July, using al-Arqab cruise missiles of the 
Quds series and Shahed drones.(57) They 
initially targeted Israeli ports and then 
shifted to military positions in the Golan 
Heights.

With the rise of armed opposition fac-
tions led by Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), 
which gained control over the entire 
Idlib and Aleppo regions and aimed to 
advance toward Damascus, the media 
began reporting on Iran’s efforts to pres-
sure influential countries to reactivate 
the joint operations intelligence room 
established in 2015 by Russia, Iran, Iraq 
and Syria.(58) The purpose of this oper-
ations room was to halt the opposition 

factions’ advance toward Damascus. Iran 
sent its Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi 
to Baghdad to urge Iraq to participate 
in the operations room, seeking to en-
sure Assad’s continued hold on power. 
Additionally, Iran summoned members 
of Lebanese Hezbollah, Iraqi Hezbollah 
and the Fatemiyoun Brigade to fight 
alongside the Syrian army against the 
opposition factions. However, in light of 
the rapidly changing situation and the 
advances made by the opposition forces, 
Araghchi met with his Turkish counter-
part Hakan Fidan to discuss Iran’s con-
cerns regarding Türkiye’s support for the 
armed opposition.

The Relevance of the “Unity of the 
Arenas” Strategy in Light of Regional 
Developments

The “unity of the arenas” precept pur-
sued by Iran is an essential part of its 
regional policy to enhance military and 
political influence by coordinating the 
efforts of the various fronts in which its 
armed factions are present in its arenas 
of influence. Although this strategy was 
apparent under Raisi and continued 
under Pezeshkian, its implementation 
faced many challenges. Many signs of 
division surfaced among its members 
during 2024 because it expanded the 
circle of hostilities on various fronts. 
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Israel was able to get involved in a mul-
tifront war and attempted to dismantle 
the narrative Iran had been promoting 
for years on Israel’s inability to confront 
the arenas. Israel’s escalation against 
Iran and its axis and the accompany-
ing regional developments resulted in 
Iran’s apparent failure and exposed the 
failure of the “unity of the arenas” strat-
egy. Consequently, Iran was forced to 
change from a defensive position to an 
offensive stance and promote the isola-
tion and separation of the arenas as an 
alternative to their unity during 2024 
for many reasons such as the following:

 ◼ Differing political and military con-
ditions across multiple arenas — Iran 
failed to unite the fronts of confronta-
tion against Israel simultaneously. In 
Lebanon, Hezbollah seemed reluctant 
to get involved in a large-scale war due 
to domestic pressure and fear of inter-
national condemnation. In Syria, the re-
gime distanced itself from involvement 
in the “unity of the arenas” principle due 
to internal economic, political and mil-
itary pressures. The shifts in regional 
and international alliances and ongoing 
Israeli threats led to the separation of the 
Syrian arena from the other Iranian are-
nas. In Iraq and Yemen, the political and 
military balances hindered a large-scale 
escalation that matched Iran’s strategy.

 ◼ The high cost of the “unity of the 
arenas” — The Gaza war proved that the 
opening of multiple fronts would be ex-
tremely costly for Iran, both economical-
ly and military.

 ◼ Israel’s counter-response to this 
strategy — Tel Aviv adopted the same 
confrontational approach, but converse-
ly, with unexpected modern technologi-
cal tools, by carrying out preemptive and 
simultaneous strikes in more than one 
arena, such as Syria, Lebanon and Iraq. 
It targeted Iran’s military commanders, 
strategic sites and factions in different 
arenas, weakening coordination be-
tween the “Axis of Resistance” factions.

 ◼ The corrosive effects of sanctions 
— Iran is currently facing significant re-
gional and international pressure due to 
the compounding effects of sanctions. 
Despite its aspirations to mitigate these 
challenges, the nation has struggled to 
navigate this complex landscape. This 
ongoing predicament has precipitated 
a series of internal crises, manifesting 
in acute economic instability and social 
unrest.

 ◼ The loss of coordination and cen-
tral leadership — Although Iran sought 
to play a leading role in upholding the 
“unity of the arenas” principle, the di-
vergence of interests and priorities of its 

allies hindered the realization of a uni-
fied strategy.

 ◼ The imbalance of power between 
Iran and Israel — The Gaza war exposed 
the limited capabilities of the “Axis of 
Resistance” compared to Israel’s mili-
tary superiority, revealing that unifying 
the arenas was not a viable option in the 
absence of a balance of power.

Conclusion: Outcomes and the Future 
of Pezeshkian’s Policy of Supporting 
Militias During 2025

Iran’s recent shift to a “reformist” presi-
dent following years of “hardliner” rule 
did not significantly affect its foreign 
policy position. This is because support 
for militias constitutes a critical lever of 
the Iranian geopolitical project. Presi-
dent Pezeshkian worked under “con-
servative” domination of state appara-
tuses and declared his loyalty from the 
first day of his rule to the supreme lead-
er. Pezeshkian realized that support for 
the militias remains unconditional for 
the establishment. He also retained the 
strategy of “unity of the arenas,” which 
Israel rendered meaningless at the end 
of 2024.

The so-called “Axis of Resistance” and 
the “unity of the arenas” strategy suf-
fered unprecedented blows which will be 
difficult to recover from. This led many 

P
a

r
t
 1

R
a

s
a

n
a

h

IRAN OVERVIEW 247

P
a

r
t
 2

P
a

r
t
 3

P
a

r
t
 4

A
n

n
u

a
l 

S
t
r
a

t
e

g
ic

 R
e

p
o

r
t
 2

0
2

4
 -

 2
0

2
5



experts to talk about the collapse of the 
resistance axis, with Iran losing the 
crown jewel of the Syria–Lebanon proj-
ect, representing colossal material and 
human costs for Iran over the past years. 
During 2025, Iran will likely continue 
to monitor the Syrian scene in order to 
seize the opportunity to secure a new 
foothold in case of a chaotic scenario and 
internal fighting between local Syrian 
actors. It may collaborate with ISIS to 
stoke chaos and instability. However, its 
endeavors may collide with a new Syrian 
government that may ultimately resort 
to severing ties. The new Syrian govern-
ment may cautiously build relations with 
Iran in light of Syrian public outrage over 
Iran’s interference in domestic affairs. It 
is no exaggeration to state that Iran will 
never return to the Syrian arena in the 
short and medium term. It aided and 
abetted the Assad regime in commit-
ting the most heinous crimes against 
Syrians for almost a decade and a half. It 
may also collide with Israeli ambitions to 
secure additional victories and historical 
achievements. Upon his return, Trump 
will restore the policy of maximum pres-
sure, making it difficult for Iran to return 
to the Syrian arena. In addition, its influ-
ence in Iraq will decline.

Therefore, Iranian ties with Syria will 
only be minimal during the next stage 
if things settle on Syria’s part. Iran will 
be allowed to have diplomatic repre-
sentation without interfering in Syrian 
affairs, continuing with demographic 
change or projects of sectarianism, ex-
panding and investing in Syria, threat-
ening neighboring countries, commu-
nicating with Hezbollah in Lebanon and 
helping it smuggle weapons through 
Syria. This can be within a conditional 
and very cautious Iranian-Syrian recon-
ciliation framework. Syria, given the new 
stage, will ask Iran to pay compensation 
to the victims who Iranian militia mem-
bers killed as part of official apologies 
for Iranian crimes in Syria during the 
Assad regime. Iran-Syria relations will 
be overshadowed by confrontation and 
severance if Iran adopts policies and 
employs tools that destabilize the situa-
tion in Syria in an attempt to fuel chaos 
and gain a new foothold in the country. 
In addition, the leaders of the new Syrian 
equation will likely reject the establish-
ment of diplomatic relations with Iran 
so as not to affect Syrian relations with 
parties that fear the Iranian threat. In 
any case, normal relations between Iran 
and Syria are unlikely to resume in light 

of the new government in Syria and the 
current government in Iran.

The Resilience of Gulf-Iran Relations 
Amid Testing Circumstances
Gulf-Iran relations demonstrated sig-
nificant dynamism in 2024, shaped by 
key regional developments from the 
previous year, including the rapproche-
ment agreement between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran brokered by China, the events 
of October 7 and the subsequent shift 
in the Israel-Iran conflict from proxy 
wars to direct military engagement. 
These developments spurred intensive 
diplomatic efforts to contain the re-
sulting escalation. Consequently, Gulf-
Iran relations face critical tests, such 
as overcoming the crisis of mutual dis-
trust, navigating the complexities of 
maintaining positive neutrality in the 
Israel-Iran conflict and managing long-
standing contentious issues. These dy-
namics will determine whether the re-
gion can establish a new framework for 
relations that neutralizes areas of con-
tention while promoting security and 
stability on both sides of the Gulf. This 
2024 ASR explores three primary devel-
opments in the Gulf-Iran relations: the 
test of trust-building, the challenge of 
neutrality in the Israel-Iran confronta-
tion and the handling of traditional dis-
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putes. Finally, it concludes with future 
scenarios for Gulf-Iran relations in light 
of regional and global developments.

Navigating the Crisis of Confidence
Marred by decades of accumulating 
crises and repeated failed attempts at 
rapprochement, simmering tensions 
have been the hallmark of Gulf-Iran 
relations. A deep-seated crisis of trust 
has often driven these relations toward 
direct confrontation, notably follow-
ing the severance of Saudi-Iran ties in 
2016. Central to these tensions is Iran’s 
regional expansionist project, which is 
ideologically driven and characterized 
by its use of sectarian dimensions to 
achieve strategic objectives. This ap-
proach has involved destabilizing the 
security of the Gulf states and inter-
fering in their internal affairs. As a re-
sult, the divergence in orientations has 
evolved into conflicts of interest, with 
the instigation of crises emerging as an 
enduring feature of Iranian policy to-
ward the Gulf to which the Gulf states 
respond in a bid to counter these per-
sistent challenges.

International and regional powers 
have leveraged these tensions to advance 
their interests in the region, exacerbat-
ing instability and affecting all parties 
involved. Iran, in particular, has borne 

significant consequences due to its 
strained relations with key international 
powers, sanctions related to its nuclear 
program, and the financial burdens of its 
expansionist projects, which have come 
at the expense of domestic development. 
Consequently, Iran has increasingly rec-
ognized that antagonizing its neighbors 
and undermining their security yields 
no tangible benefits. Instead, genuine 
reconciliation has emerged as a more 
viable pathway to shift relations from 
conflict to calm, with the potential for fu-
ture cooperation. Against this backdrop, 
the Saudi-Iran agreement, brokered 
by China, has opened a new chapter in 
Gulf-Iran relations, underscoring Saudi 
Arabia’s pivotal role within the GCC.

The détente between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran has undergone several signifi-
cant tests within a relatively short time, 
yet critical barriers remain, particular-
ly those tied to deep-seated ideological 
differences. These ideological issues, 
central to Iranian political discourse, 
present a notable challenge to rebuild-
ing trust. For instance, during height-
ened tensions between Iran and Israel, 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei 
invoked sectarian narratives in an X 
post (formerly Twitter). He referred to 
the Sunni-Shiite dichotomy, describing 

the conflict as “the battle between the 
Hussaini front and the Yazidi front.” In 
his remarks, he quoted Imam Hussain 
on the nature of resistance to injustice: 
“The Messenger of God, may God bless 
him and his family, said: ‘Whoever sees 
an unjust ruler.’ The issue is the issue of 
injustice and oppression; the Hussaini 
front is today resisting the Yazidi front, 
that is, the front of injustice and oppres-
sion.”(59) To move beyond such challeng-
es, both sides must avoid inflammatory 
narratives, engage in meaningful dis-
course and make conciliatory moves. 
These measures could contribute to re-
storing mutual trust over the medium 
term. Encouraging signs have emerged 
from Gulf leaders, particularly Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman. 
In his speech at the Extraordinary Arab 
and Islamic Summit in Riyadh, he em-
phasized the importance of respecting 
sovereignty and urging the internation-
al community to oblige Israel “to respect 
the sovereignty of the sisterly Islamic 
Republic of Iran and not to violate its 
lands.”(60)

The Challenge of Maintaining Positive 
Neutrality in the Israel-Iran Dispute
The foreign policy approaches of the 
Gulf states demonstrate noticeable vari-
ations, particularly regarding specific 
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regional issues. However, they remain 
united in their stance on shared securi-
ty challenges. A clear illustration of this 
alignment is their unified perspective 
on the ongoing conflict between Israel 
and Iran. This unity became particularly 
significant after the escalation of direct 
military confrontation between Tehran 
and Tel Aviv following the recent events 
in Gaza. The conflict has raised critical 
questions about the Gulf states’ posi-
tions, especially given their interme-
diary role between Iran and Israel. The 
situation is further complicated by the 
presence of US military bases in some 
Gulf states, which could, directly or in-
directly, become involved in any poten-
tial Israeli action against Iran.

In light of these concerns, Iranian 
Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi con-
ducted multiple diplomatic tours across 
Gulf state capitals as part of Tehran’s ef-
forts to mitigate the risks of an Israeli at-
tack. A key objective was to prevent such 
an assault by leveraging influential Gulf 
powers to pressure the United States into 
halting Israeli plans or at least limiting 
the scope of any operation. Tehran feared 
that without these assurances, an Israeli 
strike could escalate into a broader re-
gional conflict, posing significant risks 
to Iran’s security and stability. Another 
crucial goal for Iran was to ensure that 

the Gulf states would remain neutral 
in any conflict, particularly by denying 
Israel or the United States access to their 
airspace for a potential attack. Iranian 
concerns were compounded by the in-
creasing US role in the confrontation, 
highlighted by the deployment of the 
THAAD missile defense system in Israel 
and enhanced US-Israeli coordination 
regarding the nature, timing and target 
selection for a potential strike.

The Gulf states have affirmed their 
commitment not to participate in any 
military strike on Iran, particularly as it 
was revealed that Israeli aircraft passed 
through Syrian and Iraqi airspace. It 
is also plausible that some Gulf states 
played a role in persuading the US ad-
ministration to exert pressure on Israel, 
urging it to limit the number of attack 
targets in order to prevent the situation 
from escalating into a broader regional 
conflict. This Gulf approach reflects a 
self-driven conviction rooted in nation-
al interests, as outlined in the GCC’s vi-
sion for regional security, published in 
March 2024. This vision marked a shift 
in the GCC’s traditional understanding 
of security, moving toward a multilay-
ered interpretation. In this context, the 
process of de-escalation between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia, and by extension be-
tween Iran and the GCC, is not merely 

a tactical maneuver but represents a 
strategic shift. If this leads to stable re-
lations, it could signify the adoption of a 
new approach, informed by the evolving 
perceptions of decision-makers on both 
sides.(61)

The possibility of a confrontation be-
tween Iran and Israel remains a looming 
threat, particularly with Iran’s warning 
of retaliation against any Israeli attack 
and Israel’s own pledge that its next 
response will be even more extensive. 
However, the Gulf states have indicat-
ed a firm commitment to maintaining a 
stance of positive neutrality, refraining 
from assisting in any military action. At 
the same time, they are actively pursuing 
efforts to de-escalate tensions, mediate 
a ceasefire and support international 
initiatives aimed at finding long-term 
solutions to the Palestinian issue, which 
remains at the heart of the regional con-
flict. The Gulf states’ unique position, 
along with their complex and inter-
twined relationships with global and re-
gional powers — including Israel, with 
whom some Arab nations have normal-
ized ties — puts them in a delicate bal-
ancing act. US President Donald Trump 
may attempt to complete the normaliza-
tion process, but he is likely to encoun-
ter stronger support for the “two-state 
solution” proposed by international 
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organizations, Arab and Islamic coun-
tries and major global powers. This 
broader consensus could help facilitate 
the integration of Gulf-Iran relations and 
steer the region away from returning to 
polarized axis-based policies.

Managing Longstanding Contentious 
Issues

The Gulf states are maintaining their 
firm positions on contentious issues 
with Iran, such as the occupied UAE is-
lands, the Dorra field and the nuclear 
program. While they are working toward 
improving relations with Iran, they con-
tinue their vigorous efforts to rally in-
ternational support for their stances on 
these matters. After Russia and China 
backed the Gulf vision for resolving the 
dispute over the occupied UAE islands, 
despite Iranian objections,(62) the EU also 
aligned with the Gulf position during 
the first EU-GCC summit on October 
18, 2024. In its joint final statement, the 
EU called on Iran to end its occupation 
of the three islands — the Greater Tunb, 
Lesser Tunb and Abu Musa — declaring 
that this occupation violated the sover-
eignty of the UAE and the principles of 
the United Nations Charter.(63) Similarly, 
the Gulf states consistently assert that 
the Dorra field lies entirely within Ku-
wait’s maritime zones, with the natural 

resources in the submerged area adja-
cent to the Saudi-Kuwaiti Divided Zone 
being co-owned exclusively by Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait. Both nations hold 
full rights to exploit these resources.(64) 
Additionally, during the 161st session of 
the GCC Ministerial Council on Septem-
ber 19, 2024, the council emphasized the 
necessity of Iran adhering to uranium 
enrichment limits required for peaceful 
uses and urged Iran to fully cooperate 
with the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA), underlining the impor-
tance of compliance with international 
nuclear obligations.(65)

Reaching solutions to these complex 
issues is challenging and it is unlikely 
that the positions of the Gulf states and 
Iran will change significantly due to 
differing visions, particularly as these 
issues are closely tied to national sover-
eignty. However, the mutual challeng-
es faced by both parties, along with the 
pressing need to implement develop-
ment plans aimed at advancing their 
economies, encourage efforts to neu-
tralize these problems and avoid allow-
ing them to trigger a new wave of con-
flict. Notably, the debate has remained 
within the framework of peaceful diplo-
macy, even though discussions can be 
strict and at times sharp from both sides. 
Furthermore, the success of regional 

security cooperation has the potential 
to serve as an entry point for addressing 
and eventually resolving these conten-
tious issues over the long and medium 
term.

Conclusion: Directions of Gulf-Iran 
Relations in 2025

Gulf-Iran relations have successfully 
navigated the challenges of 2024, par-
ticularly by avoiding involvement in the 
military confrontation between Iran 
and Israel. However, risks remain due to 
the ongoing war in Gaza, developments 
in Syria, and the uncertainty surround-
ing Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu’s policies. His refusal to alter 
his war goals, which led to the dismissal 
of Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, along 
with the continued resistance of Hamas 
despite heavy Israeli strikes, has cre-
ated a volatile environment that could 
lead to further escalation. Additional-
ly, the rise of tensions in Syria adds to 
the potential for further escalation be-
tween Israel and Iran. The long-term 
prospects for an agreement to end the 
war in Gaza and achieve a comprehen-
sive settlement of the Palestinian issue 
are increasingly uncertain, especially 
with the return of Trump to the US pres-
idency. His administration’s approach, 
which includes supporting Israel and 
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imposing sanctions on Iran, could push 
the Gulf states to apply more pressure 
on Tehran. However, both Gulf and 
Iranian positions in 2024 indicate an 
awareness of the dangers of escalation, 
which makes 2025 a critical year for the 
future of their relations. The most likely 
scenario appears to be the continuation 
of calm diplomatic engagement, with 
both sides recognizing the importance 
of avoiding a return to past tensions, 
given the significant losses they en-
dured.

Tensions remain a looming possibility, 
particularly due to the decisions issued 
by the IAEA against Iran concerning its 
nuclear program and Iran’s increasingly 
aggressive nuclear activities. This could 
lead to new sanctions from the United 
States or the activation of the snapback 
mechanism, which would result in a 
comprehensive economic embargo on 
Iran. Additionally, the risk of an Israeli 
attack on Iranian nuclear facilities could 
escalate tensions, potentially destabiliz-
ing the region and negatively affecting 
the Gulf states and their relations with 
Iran. However, this scenario is consid-
ered unlikely, given the pragmatism of 
the Iranian establishment and the lead-
ership of Pezeshkian, whose govern-
ment has signaled a desire to improve 
international relations.

Cautious, Calculated Progress in 
Iran’s Rapprochement With Egypt 
and Sudan

The 2023 ASR highlighted the possibil-
ity of rapprochement between Iran and 
the Arab sphere amid regional develop-
ments, particularly following the Sau-
di-Iran agreement to restore relations 
under Chinese mediation in March 
2023. This agreement marked the start 
of a new regional phase, characterized 
by reconciliations, until the outbreak of 
the Israeli war on Gaza in 2024. During 
this period, Iran intensified its efforts 
to build closer ties with Egypt and Su-
dan, leveraging regional developments, 
such as the Gaza conflict along Egypt’s 
border and the turmoil in Sudan due 
to the conflict between the Sudanese 
army and the RSF. These circumstances 
created opportunities for Iran, as Egypt 
and Sudan sought regional and inter-
national support to address security 
threats. This 2024 ASR examines Iran’s 
calculated progress in its rapproche-
ment with Egypt and Sudan, focusing 
on three main aspects. First, it analyzes 
Iranian efforts to strengthen relations 
with Egypt. Second, it explores Iran’s 
moves to build closer ties with Sudan. 
Finally, it provides a forward-looking 
perspective on the potential trajectory 

of Iran’s relations with both Egypt and 
Sudan in 2025.

Iranian Efforts to Reconcile With 
Egypt
Egypt-Iran relations entered a new 
phase of rapprochement following 
the Saudi-Iran settlement agreement, 
which paved the way for broader Gulf-
Iran reconciliation. This shift intro-
duced a degree of flexibility in the re-
lationship between Cairo and Tehran. 
It also alleviated, at least partially, the 
constraints posed by Gulf states on 
Egypt’s alignment with Iran.

The Gaza War and Egypt-Iran 
Rapprochement

The pace of rapprochement between 
Egypt and Iran has accelerated in the 
wake of the conflict in the Gaza Strip, 
which has thrust the Middle East back 
into the center of international tensions. 
This situation has introduced overlap-
ping threats and challenges, prompting 
regional countries to mobilize efforts 
and intensify diplomatic activity to ad-
dress emerging security risks. The es-
calation strategy pursued by the Israeli 
government, particularly its attempts to 
leverage the war to achieve long-term ob-
jectives that pose a threat to Egyptian na-
tional security, has further underscored 
the urgency of such cooperation.
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The Israeli war on Gaza introduced 
new security threats to Egypt’s nation-
al security, compelling the Egyptian 
authorities to reassess the regional 
landscape to counter these challeng-
es and safeguard the country’s secu-
rity and interests. Recognizing early 
signs of Israel’s alleged plan to displace 
Palestinians from Gaza into the Sinai and 
those from the West Bank to Jordan as a 
step toward liquidating the Palestinian 
cause, Egypt declared a firm and categor-
ical rejection of any such displacement 
and reaffirmed its commitment to pre-
serving Palestinian rights. Additionally, 
the Houthi involvement in the conflict, 
marked by threats to target Israeli com-
mercial ships and vessels heading to 
Israeli ports at the southern entrance 
to the Red Sea, further complicated the 
situation. This escalation caused many 
shipping companies to reroute via the 
Cape of Good Hope rather than the Suez 
Canal due to security concerns. The re-
sulting decline in Suez Canal traffic had 
significant repercussions on Egypt’s 
already strained economy, given the ca-
nal’s critical role as a vital source of na-
tional revenue.

Iran could not escape the impact of 
the Gaza war, despite its immediate de-
nial of any involvement in Operation 
Al-Aqsa Flood. The conflict eventually 

drew Tehran into active engagement by 
deploying its regional proxies. However, 
Israel deviated from the traditional rules 
of engagement, escalating the Iran-
Israel hostility into a direct confronta-
tion marked by missile exchanges. This 
heightened tensions, exposing Iran’s 
strategic assets to significant threats, 
particularly its critical oil infrastruc-
ture and nuclear program. The situa-
tion intensified following high-profile 
assassinations, including the deaths 
of Hamas Political Bureau Chief Ismail 
Haniyeh in Tehran, Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah and other key 
Hezbollah leaders. These developments 
pushed Iran to seek closer ties with influ-
ential Arab states.

Regional Escalation and Enhancing 
Rapprochement
Faced with threats to their nation-
al interests, both Egypt and Iran have 
pursued distinct but interconnected 
strategies during the Gaza war. Egypt 
has worked to garner regional and in-
ternational backing for its vision of 
a unified Arab and Islamic stance to 
pressure Israel to halt the conflict. To 
this end, Cairo has actively engaged re-
gional and international actors to push 
for a ceasefire. In this context, Egypt’s 
openness to dialogue with Iran reflects 

a pragmatic approach rooted in its stra-
tegic interests. On one hand, Iran is rec-
ognized as a significant regional power 
with substantial influence due to its 
close ties with Hamas and its support 
for various armed groups active in the 
conflict against Israel. This influence 
could escalate the war into a broader 
regional confrontation with serious im-
plications for Egypt. On the other hand, 
Egypt views Iran as a potential lever to 
address Houthi aggression in the Red 
Sea, which undermines Cairo’s efforts 
to de-escalate the conflict and prevent 
its expansion. Consequently, consul-
tations with Iran may aid in reducing 
Houthi attacks and aligning regional ef-
forts toward achieving a ceasefire.

Iran recognizes Egypt’s pivotal role in 
regional dynamics and the Palestinian 
cause, prompting Tehran to pursue en-
hanced cooperation and dialogue with 
Cairo. This strategy aims both to address 
shared security concerns and to capital-
ize on the current circumstances facing 
Egypt. To this end, Iran has intensified 
its engagement with Egypt through var-
ious channels and levels of communi-
cation. Notable progress has been made 
through bilateral meetings on the side-
lines of international forums. The first 
such meeting between the Egyptian and 
Iranian presidents occurred during the 
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Extraordinary Arab and Islamic Summit 
in Riyadh in November 2023, convened 
to address Israeli aggression against the 
Palestinians. Another significant en-
counter occurred at the BRICS summit 
in Kazan, Russia, in October 2024.

In 2024, high-level diplomatic en-
gagement between Iran and Egypt in-
tensified, with multiple talks between 
their foreign ministers. Notable meet-
ings included those held in February on 
the sidelines of the UN Human Rights 
Council sessions in Geneva, in May 
during the 15th session of the Islamic 
Summit Conference in Gambia, and 
again on September 28 during the 79th 
session of the United Nations General 
Assembly. These meetings primarily fo-
cused on the fallout from Israel’s actions 
in Gaza, regional security and the unre-
solved issues between the two nations. 
Further emphasizing the strengthening 
of relations, Iranian Foreign Minister 
Abbas Araghchi visited Egypt on October 
17, 2024, marking the first visit by an 
Iranian foreign minister in 10 years, fol-
lowing Ali Akbar Salehi’s visit in 2013. 
Araghchi, arriving from Jordan as part 
of a regional diplomatic tour, sought to 
coordinate efforts to halt Israeli aggres-
sion and push for a ceasefire in Gaza 
and Lebanon, following the Iranian 

Operation True Promise 2 launched on 
October 2, 2024.(66)

Iran’s Rapprochement With Sudan

Sudan-Iran relations, which had been 
strong for over 30 years, shifted dramat-
ically starting in March 2015 when for-
mer Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir 
decided to join the Saudi-led coalition 
supporting Yemeni legitimacy against 
the Iran-backed Houthi rebels. This 
move marked a turning point in bilater-
al ties. On January 4, 2016, the Sudanese 
president announced the complete sev-
erance of diplomatic relations, expel-
ling the Iranian diplomatic mission and 
ending all forms of the Iranian presence 
in Sudan. This decision was driven by 
the growing influence of Iranian sectar-
ianism in Sudan and was made in soli-
darity with Saudi Arabia, following the 
storming and vandalism of the Saudi 
embassy in Tehran and its consulate in 
Mashhad.

Evolution of Sudan-Iran Ties
After seven years of diplomatic es-
trangement, Sudan and Iran announced 
in July 2023 their intention to restore 
relations. This decision came after a 
meeting between the foreign minis-
ters of both countries during the Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM) meeting in 

Baku, Azerbaijan. Subsequently, the two 
nations officially resumed diplomatic 
ties on October 9, 2023, through a joint 
statement from their foreign ministries. 
The statement emphasized that the res-
toration of relations was the result of 
recent interactions between senior offi-
cials and aligned with their national in-
terests.(67) By July 2024, Sudan and Iran 
had reopened their embassies, marking 
the formal resumption of diplomatic ac-
tivities after years of rupture.

The Resumption of Ties Against the 
Backdrop of Regional Crises
There are several regional shifts that 
have contributed to the resumption of 
Sudan-Iran ties, most notably:

 ◼ The path of regional de-escalation 
following Saudi-Iran reconciliation: 
Saudi-Iran relations were resumed fol-
lowing the agreement brokered by China 
in March 2023, which led to the normal-
ization of ties between the two nations. 
This agreement marked the end of the 
rivalry between competing axes and the 
escalating confrontation between Iran 
and its allies on one side and Saudi Arabia 
and its allies on the other. In light of this 
shift, Iran has sought to strengthen or 
restore its relations with Arab countries, 
including Sudan, as part of its broader 
strategy to rebuild ties in the region.
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 ◼ The conflict between the Sudanese 
army and the RSF: Since mid-April 2023, 
Sudan has been embroiled in a devas-
tating war triggered by the failure of the 
Sudanese army and the RSF to reach an 
agreement on completing the transi-
tional phase. The RSF’s rejection of a 
merger plan under a unified national 
military command and its subsequent 
coup attempt to seize power by force 
deepened the conflict. Regional powers 
have played significant roles, with both 
sides seeking external support to bolster 
their military positions. Amid this chaos, 
Iran saw an opportunity to reassert its 
influence in Sudan. The Sudanese army, 
following the failure of various crisis 
resolution initiatives and an influx of 
weapons to the RSF, found itself in need 
of support. Initially, Iran stayed neu-
tral, likely to avoid taking sides between 
the Sudanese army, led by Lieutenant 
General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, and 
the RSF, led by Lieutenant General 
Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo (Hemedti). 
This stance was influenced by Iran’s 
preference for dealing with regular 
armies and Hemedti’s longstanding dis-
trust of Tehran, along with the RSF’s ties 
to the UAE; the RSF had been involved in 
Yemen’s conflict against the Iran-backed 
Houthis.(68) However, in recent months, a 

series of secret meetings between Iran 
and Sudanese officials have led to mil-
itary support for the Sudanese army. 
Iran supplied various weapons, includ-
ing drones, particularly the Mohajer-6, 
which have played a pivotal role in shift-
ing the course of the war. Information 
indicates that the Sudanese army’s ex-
panded use of drones in 2024 contribut-
ed significantly to its recent successes, 
especially in Khartoum and the recovery 
of Sennar State, altering the balance of 
power on the ground in favor of the army.

Conclusion: Prospects for Iranian 
Rapprochement With Egypt and 
Sudan in 2025
Egypt-Iran relations have been marked 
by severance and stagnation for de-
cades, shaped by Egypt’s consistent 
stance. This Egyptian stance combines 
avoiding direct confrontation with Iran 
while refraining from adopting policies 
against the country, and at the same 
time, firmly rejecting Iran’s geopolitical 
ambitions and interference in the inter-
nal affairs of Arab states. Despite some 
signs of Iranian efforts to improve rela-
tions with Egypt, the Egyptian response 
has been notably slow, characterized by 
a cautious and traditional perspective 
that upholds Egypt’s longstanding pol-
icy toward Iran.

The outbreak of the Gaza conflict has 
altered regional dynamics, compelling 
Egypt to reassess its priorities amid on-
going economic crises. In this context, 
Egypt has been prompted to engage 
with Iranian rapprochement efforts at 
the summit level, marking a shift from 
the past when such efforts were limit-
ed to the ministerial level. This shift re-
flects Egypt’s need for both regional and 
international support to press Israel into 
halting the Gaza war and preventing its 
broader objectives, while also addressing 
the Houthi attacks on commercial ships 
near the Red Sea’s southern entrance, 
which impact the Suez Canal. However, 
this new phase of Egypt-Iran rapproche-
ment is driven primarily by Egypt’s im-
mediate national interests rather than 
a desire to completely align with Iran. It 
does not signify the end of the historical 
competition between the two countries, 
with Egypt’s approach to Iran remaining 
cautious and dependent on how region-
al events unfold in 2025, with significant 
attention paid to those that will directly 
threaten Egyptian national security.

The resumption of relations between 
Egypt and Sudan may have significant 
repercussions and lead to various trends 
for both countries and the wider region 
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in 2025. These trends can be summa-
rized as follows:

 ◼ Iran regains its influence in Sudan 
and the African continent: While Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf states have worked 
to weaken Iran’s influence in Sudan and 
some other African nations in recent 
years, Iran is poised to regain a foothold 
in Sudan amid the current crisis. By 
aligning with the Sudanese army, Iran 
aims to re-establish its influence, which 
could have strategic implications for the 
region, particularly in East Africa and the 
Horn of Africa. Sudan provides Iran with 
a gateway to strengthening its position 

along the Red Sea coast, leveraging its 
relative proximity to the African conti-
nent’s eastern and western shores.

 ◼ Stopping the normalization process 
between Israel and Sudan: The resump-
tion of diplomatic ties between Iran and 
Sudan could potentially halt Sudan’s 
normalization process with Israel. This 
shift could disrupt the security dynam-
ics of the Red Sea region, especially giv-
en Israeli concerns over Iran’s growing 
presence in the area, particularly in the 
context of Iran smuggling weapons to 
Hamas amid the Gaza conflict.

 ◼ Supporting the Sudanese army and 
strengthening Iran’s military presence 
in Sudan: Iranian military support to 
the Sudanese army has already started 
to make an impact, with the army re-
gaining territories from the RSF. This 
collaboration is likely to increase, with 
Iran potentially providing more military 
aid, including equipment and person-
nel, similar to its involvement in Syria, 
Iraq and Yemen. Such support would 
further solidify Iran’s strategic position 
in Sudan.
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The Future of the Nuclear Talks 
Under Pezeshkian’s Government
Rasanah’s 2023 ASR anticipated that 
Iran might leverage the current region-
al climate to advance its nuclear ambi-
tions, including potentially militarizing 
its nuclear program — a prediction that 
developments have validated. Along-
side policies of nuclear ambiguity and 
increasing production of highly en-
riched uranium, some Iranian officials 
have hinted at altering the country’s 
nuclear doctrine, citing intensified con-
frontations with Israel and a perceived 
decline in Iran’s deterrence capabilities. 
Notably, this shift in rhetoric coincides 
with President Pezeshkian’s efforts 
to de-escalate tensions with the West, 
emphasize diplomacy, and revive ne-
gotiations over Iran’s nuclear program. 
However, with Trump’s return to office, 
the Pezeshkian government will face 
critical challenges, especially if Trump 
revives his “maximum pressure cam-
paign” against Iran and imposes further 
sanctions.

The 2024 ASR explores the most sig-
nificant developments in Iran’s nuclear 
program, in addition to Iran’s options 
for addressing the mounting pressure 
from the United States and the interna-
tional community. It is expected that 
this pressure will intensify the closer 

Iran approaches its nuclear threshold. 
This section discusses two key topics: 
Pezeshkian’s diplomacy and domestic 
pressure to change the nuclear doctrine, 
as well as the Western pressure to con-
tain Iran’s nuclear program. Finally, it 
forecasts the future of the nuclear talks 
in light of the policies of both Pezeshkian 
and Trump.

Pezeshkian’s Diplomacy and 
Domestic Pressure to Change the 
Nuclear Doctrine

The death of Raisi in May 2024 marked a 
significant turning point that unsettled 
the Iranian establishment. The arrival 
of President Pezeshkian, accompanied 
by the return of former Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javad Zarif — the architect 
of the nuclear deal — as a strategic af-
fairs adviser, appeared to be a calculat-
ed move by the establishment to regain 
stability. This leadership shift signaled 
an effort to reassess nuclear negotia-
tions and seek an understanding with 
Western powers, recognizing that such 
a course is crucial to alleviating the im-
passe Tehran faces. Pezeshkian’s pro-
gram prioritized dialogue with Wash-
ington and fostering agreements on the 
nuclear issue. Pezeshkian’s government 
aimed to ease the pressure on Iran’s 
economy, which has been significantly 

IRAN’S 
RELATIONS WITH 
REGIONAL AND 
INTERNATIONAL 
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strained under international sanctions. 
Additionally, the new approach sought 
to navigate Iran out of its regional cri-
ses, mitigating the risks of escalating 
tensions that could potentially lead to 
a direct confrontation with the United 
States.

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei au-
thorized Pezeshkian to resume indirect 
negotiations with the United States re-
garding Iran’s nuclear program. “There 
is no harm in dealing with the enemy,” 
Khamenei remarked during a meeting 
with the new government, signaling 
a pragmatic shift amid mounting na-
tional challenges. This statement came 
against the backdrop of an Iranian econ-
omy nearing collapse due to crippling 
sanctions, surging inflation and wide-
spread dissatisfaction among the coun-
try’s youth. In response, Pezeshkian an-
nounced from the UN podium that Iran 
was prepared to resume adherence to 
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) provided that all parties hon-
ored their commitments. Moreover, he 
expressed Iran’s willingness to engage 
in dialogue on additional matters once 
the nuclear issue was addressed.(69) This 
development paved the way for Oman to 
sponsor indirect negotiations between 
Tehran and Washington, which ex-
tended beyond the nuclear program to 

include discussions on regional de-es-
calation and avoiding the expansion of 
confrontations in the Middle East.

However, these negotiations encoun-
tered significant obstacles, with Iranian 
Foreign Minister Araghchi announcing 
in October 2024 that the indirect talks 
mediated by Oman with the United 
States had been suspended. Tehran, he 
explained, found “no basis for dialogue 
amid the wars and escalating tensions in 
the region.” This marked a pronounced 
shift in the rhetoric of Pezeshkian’s 
government.(70) This rhetorical devia-
tion exposed the lack of a unified inter-
nal consensus on the path Pezeshkian 
was pursuing. The Iranian president’s 
authority over the nuclear file is nota-
bly constrained, with multiple factions 
influencing the country’s strategic de-
cisions. Some of these factions actively 
opposed Pezeshkian’s approach, includ-
ing Khamenei. His reported withdrawal 
of support for Pezeshkian’s negotiation 
efforts, encapsulated in his assertion 
that “the United States cannot be trust-
ed,” effectively undercut the president’s 
ability to implement his agenda before 
any practical steps could be undertaken.

Although Pezeshkian advocates for 
diplomacy, escalating tensions, par-
ticularly following reciprocal military 
strikes between Iran and Israel, have 

intensified discussions about the po-
tential need for Iran to revise its nucle-
ar doctrine. This debate gained traction 
after Kamal Kharrazi, the supreme lead-
er’s adviser and former foreign minister, 
stated that Iran might be compelled to 
alter its nuclear doctrine if confront-
ed with an existential threat. His re-
marks came in the aftermath of Iran’s 
missile and drone attacks on Israel in 
April 2024. Adding to this, Commander 
of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) Nuclear Protection Unit 
Brigadier General Ahmad Haq-Talab 
indicated that a review of Iran’s nucle-
ar policies and doctrine was underway, 
suggesting a departure from previously 
declared positions. Notably, this marked 
the first instance of a military official ex-
plicitly addressing the subject of nuclear 
weapons.

This development appears to have 
paved the way for 39 members of the 
Iranian Parliament to send a letter to the 
Supreme National Security Council, urg-
ing it to reconsider the nation’s nuclear 
doctrine. While this initiative did not 
result in any explicit policy changes, it 
underscored the intensity of the internal 
debate on this critical issue. The letter 
also served as a dual signal: it conveyed 
a message to the United States about 
Iran’s evolving stance and sought to 
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bolster Iran’s deterrence capabilities to 
restore strategic parity with Israel. This 
occurred against the backdrop of signif-
icant strategic setbacks inflicted on Iran 
and its regional allies by Israel, with the 
backing of Washington. Such parliamen-
tary action, alongside broader political 
rhetoric, aligns with Western and US re-
ports suggesting that Iran may be on the 
verge of altering its nuclear doctrine.

Western Pressure to Contain Iran’s 
Nuclear Program
Throughout 2024, Tehran intensified 
its nuclear activities by enriching urani-
um to 60%, expanding the installation 
of advanced centrifuges and construct-
ing additional nuclear facilities. These 
developments occurred alongside 
measures to restrict the operations of 
international inspectors, significantly 
limiting the International Atomic En-
ergy Agency’s (IAEA) ability to moni-
tor Iran’s nuclear program effectively. 
Iran also failed to provide satisfactory 
explanations regarding the discovery 
of man-made uranium particles at its 
sites,(71) further straining its relations 
with the IAEA. Additionally, the agency 
reported a loss of “continuity of knowl-
edge” concerning Iran’s production and 
stockpiles of critical nuclear materials, 
including centrifuges, rotors, heavy 

water, and uranium ore concentrates, 
raising serious concerns about the 
transparency and purposes of Tehran’s 
nuclear activities.(72)

IAEA Director General Rafael Grossi 
made consistent efforts throughout 
2024 to address the growing crisis sur-
rounding Iran’s nuclear program. In 
May 2024, Grossi visited Tehran and 
engaged in consultations with Iranian 
officials, seeking to restore the agen-
cy’s oversight and obtain explanations 
for traces of enriched uranium found 
at three sites. Despite these efforts, the 
negotiations yielded no tangible results. 
Subsequent IAEA reports, issued be-
tween May 27 and June 13, highlighted 
Iran’s ongoing expansion of its nuclear 
program in ways which were deemed to 
lack any credible civilian purpose. The 
reports also revealed that Iran’s stock-
pile of highly enriched uranium, at 60% 
purity, had reached approximately 164.7 
kilograms. These developments prompt-
ed European countries and the United 
States to submit a draft resolution to the 
IAEA Board of Governors condemning 
Iran’s actions.(73)

Despite mounting concerns and 
reports from the IAEA, the agency re-
frained from adopting any resolution 
to condemn Iran’s actions, likely to 
preserve the potential for diplomacy. 

Consequently, Iran continued its nu-
clear activities unabated. By October 26, 
2024, the stockpile of highly enriched 
uranium (60% purity) had grown to 183.2 
kilograms (see Figure 4.6). This increase 
in Iran’s stockpile, along with its ad-
vancements in heavy water production 
and the deployment of more advanced 
centrifuges, signaled a clear violation of 
the 2015 JCPOA.

The Iranian nuclear issue has increas-
ingly become a significant source of con-
cern for the international community, 
especially with growing internal calls for 
Iran to alter its nuclear doctrine. Reports 
from the United States have raised alarm 
over Iran’s accelerated production and 
operation of centrifuges for uranium 
enrichment. The IAEA and the European 
Troika have assessed that Iran has accu-
mulated enough highly enriched ura-
nium, which, if enriched to 90%, could 
theoretically be used to manufacture 
up to four nuclear explosive devices. In 
response, pressures on Iran have inten-
sified once again, as the international 
community seeks to address these devel-
opments and prevent further escalation.(74)

These mounting pressures appear to 
have led Iran to reconsider its escalatory 
approach, as demonstrated by its return 
to dialogue with the IAEA. In mid-No-
vember 2024, Iran hosted Grossi and 
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presented an offer to limit its stockpile of 
60% enriched uranium to 185 kilograms, 
which was the amount it had accumulat-
ed prior to making the offer. Additionally, 
Iran proposed allowing four more in-
spectors to monitor its facilities and the 
progress of its nuclear program.

This flexibility can be interpreted as 
part of Iran’s efforts to contain the ongo-
ing crisis. It appears to be a preemptive 

move to calm tensions as Trump returns 
to the White House, aiming to reposition 
itself and possibly create a rift between 
Trump’s stance and that of European 
countries. This strategy seems designed 
to prevent the nuclear file from return-
ing to the Security Council. More cru-
cially, it precedes a meeting of the IAEA, 
where European nations were preparing 

to hold Iran accountable — an outcome 
that indeed materialized.(75)

Although Iran announced the acti-
vation of new and advanced centrifug-
es in response to the IAEA’s resolution, 
which passed with the support of the 
United States and Europe by a majority 
of 19 votes to 3, and with 12 abstentions, 
Iran simultaneously initiated talks on 
its nuclear program with the European 
Troika in Geneva on November 29, 2024. 
Iran also expressed its readiness to sign 
a new agreement, which aligns with the 
demands made by Trump during his first 
term. This could signal Iran’s desire to 
de-escalate and seek a path toward calm-
ing the situation.(76)

Conclusion: The Future of the Nuclear 
Talks in Light of Pezeshkian and 
Trump’s Orientations

The nuclear negotiations have been 
effectively stalled since mid-2022, but 
hopes for their resumption were re-
newed in 2024 following the election 
of “reformist” President Pezeshkian. 
Iran’s room for maneuver has become 
increasingly limited with Trump’s re-
turn to the White House, but Pezeshki-
an faces opposition from “hardliners” 
within Iran who advocate for the acqui-
sition of a nuclear deterrent to counter 
Israel and the United States. This stance 

Source: “Iran’s New Leaders Stand at a Nuclear Precipice,” The Economist, May 20, 2024 accessed January 1, 2025, 
https://n9.cl/3zpzm0.

Figure 4.6: Iran’s Enriched Uranium Levels Before and After 
the US Withdrawal From the JCPOA
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is reinforced by the fact that Iran is ap-
proaching the nuclear threshold, both 
in terms of time and technical knowl-
edge. Therefore, Iran may approach the 
nuclear issue from an ideological per-
spective, driven by internal pressure to 
change its nuclear doctrine, and could 
be working secretly toward developing a 
nuclear bomb, either at an accelerated or 
gradual pace. This is plausible given the 
quantities of highly enriched uranium 
Iran has accumulated recently, which 
are seen as an important investment in 
the survival of the Iranian republic. A 
nuclear weapon would serve as an effec-
tive means of strategic deterrence, help 
maintain the regional balance of power, 
and provide economic benefits. This op-
tion is further supported by the fact that 
Iran is facing a critical situation, where 
its traditional deterrence capabilities 
are insufficient to secure the establish-
ment’s survival. The nuclear file might 
also be used as leverage in broader ne-
gotiations regarding its regional inter-
ests. Additionally, Iran’s experience in 
overcoming sanctions and receiving 
support from Russia and China, cou-
pled with pressure from the “hardlin-
ers” who view any negotiations with the 
Trump administration as a “betrayal of 
the blood of Martyr Soleimani” and an 

affront to the dignity of the Iranian re-
public, make this path even more likely.(77)

There is, however, a more pragmat-
ic perspective: Iran could replicate the 
strategy it followed after Trump’s with-
drawal from the nuclear agreement in 
2018, continuing until the end of his 
first term in early 2021. This strategy 
involved relying on a policy of strategic 
patience, navigating through pressures 
and sanctions, while resuming cooper-
ation with the IAEA to avoid creating a 
US-European consensus that could lead 
to the reinstatement of international 
sanctions. It is notable that Pezeshkian 
himself emphasized the importance 
of managing the relationship with the 
United States following Trump’s suc-
cess, “We must treat our friends gener-
ously, and treat our enemies patiently.” 
Additionally, Iran’s announcement of 
dialogue with European parties and its 
readiness to negotiate a new agreement 
with Trump suggest that this approach 
could be a viable alternative.(78)

What compels Iran to consider this 
direction is the anticipation of Trump’s 
approach and his unpredictable policies, 
which could include the restoration of 
maximum pressure and the potential 
targeting of nuclear facilities if Iran re-
fuses to sign a new agreement with his 
administration, or if Israel is supported 

in doing so. Iran also fears that Western 
powers, through the IAEA Board of 
Governors, may call for the Iranian nu-
clear file to be referred to the United 
Nations Security Council. This increases 
the likelihood of restoring international 
sanctions on Iran, especially if one of 
the European Troika members invokes 
the snapback mechanism for sanctions 
outlined in the nuclear agreement and 
Security Council Resolution 2231 be-
fore October 2025. This looming threat 
serves as a significant pressure point 
on Iran, which may compel it to adopt a 
more pragmatic approach and resume 
diplomacy, possibly agreeing to a new 
deal, especially since Pezeshkian is po-
sitioned to bear the burden and cost of 
this option.

To conclude, Tehran will face a critical 
decision: either sign a new agreement 
that aligns with Trump’s priorities and 
the pragmatic approach of Pezeshkian 
and Zarif, or adhere to ideological man-
dates, as advocated by Iranian “hardlin-
ers,” including the IRGC. This would ex-
pose Iran to pressures more intense than 
those it faced during Trump’s first term, 
with the potential for military strikes on 
its nuclear facilities, posing existential 
risks to the establishment. However, be-
fore making any decision, Iran is likely 
to test its ability to buy time and exercise 
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strategic patience, hoping to navigate 
through Trump’s term with minimal 
losses and commitments, just as it did 
during the early years of his first term.

The Future of Iran’s Relations With 
the Eastern Bloc Under Pezeshkian’s 
Government
Developments in Iran’s relations with 
the two major leading powers of the 
Eastern bloc, China and Russia, during 
2023 indicated continued progress. 
This trend was noted in Iran’s relations 
with each of them during 2024. These 
relations prevailed despite the shift in 
the presidential landscape from “con-
servative” dominance to the return of 
the “reformists,” marked by the death 
of former Iranian President Raisi in 
a helicopter crash in May 2024, and 
the election of “reformist” President 
Pezeshkian at the beginning of July of 
that same year. Iran also maintained, 
under Pezeshkian’s rule, its “Look to 
the East” policy established during 
Raisi’s presidency, despite “reformist” 
inclinations toward opening up to the 
West in the hope of lifting sanctions as 
an effective and swift solution to ad-
dress complex crises. The 2024 ASR dis-
cusses the future of Iran’s relationship 
with the Eastern bloc during both the 
presidencies of Raisi and Pezeshkian. 

It reviews regional and international 
developments through two main top-
ics: the first tackles China’s diplomatic 
balancing approach toward Iran, and 
the second discusses the pragmatism of 
Russia-Iran relations. Finally, this part 
concludes with the expected trajecto-
ries regarding Iran’s relations with the 
Eastern bloc in 2025.

China’s Diplomatic Balancing Act 
With Regard to Iran
China is viewed as a potential inter-
national power capable of shaping the 
future global order, thanks to its global 
tools that aim to transform the world 
into a system that moves further away 
from the absolute dominance of the 
United States. Thus, China holds great 
importance in Iranian strategy. This 
was evident in 2024, as Iran continued 
to pivot toward China to enhance eco-
nomic relations within the framework 
of the strategic partnership agreement 
signed by the two countries years ago. 
This strategy was part of Iran’s efforts 
to strengthen ties with a significant 
international ally to reduce its isola-
tion, while also aligning with China’s 
initiative to deepen relationships with 
a regional power that opposes US in-
fluence in the Middle East. This align-
ment serves China’s interests and helps 

address its growing energy demands 
amidst its extensive global production 
across various sectors.

The year 2024 saw a significant in-
crease in trade between the two coun-
tries, growing by 30% compared to the 
previous year. Iranian oil exports to 
China rose by approximately 13% of 
China’s total oil imports, solidifying 
China’s position as the largest buyer of 
Iranian oil. During the first 10 months of 
2024, average daily exports reached 1.5 
million barrels, representing over 90% of 
Iran’s total oil exports.(79) This indicates 
a growing mutual economic dependen-
cy: for Iran, China is the primary desti-
nation for its oil exports, providing cru-
cial support to an economy affected by 
sanctions on key sectors. For China, the 
partnership with Iran offers a reliable 
source of energy at competitive prices, 
which is vital for meeting its increasing 
energy demands and sustaining its in-
dustrial growth. Additionally, China has 
emerged as Iran’s largest trading part-
ner, encompassing direct investments 
and trade, thereby playing a crucial role 
in the Iranian economy.

In the investment sector, partner-
ship between the two countries grew 
stronger during 2024, as China contin-
ued to advance vital projects, includ-
ing railway construction, power station 
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development and the expansion of nat-
ural gas networks. These developments 
illustrate the intention of both countries 
to pursue mutual economic integration, 
stemming from the trust they share as 
significant alternatives for one anoth-
er within their respective regional and 
international contexts. This progress is 
also consistent with China’s strategy to 
invest in the infrastructure of develop-
ing nations and supporting Iran’s goal 
of boosting domestic energy production 
while improving the quality of its current 
infrastructure which has hindered Iran’s 
involvement in global logistics projects. 
These projects include either estab-
lished agreements like the IMEC proj-
ect. This emphasis has enabled China to 
finance critical projects in the Middle 
East. Furthermore, the expansion of gas 
networks allows Iran to boost its capacity 
to export gas to new markets. Although 
many of these projects were initiated 
the previous year, 2024 has witnessed 
significant advancements and a height-
ened commitment to executing these 
strategic initiatives.

China-Iran relations are not solely fo-
cused on commercial ties, despite the 
fact that trade forms the foundation of 
their relationship. That said, political 
dynamics also play a significant role 
in these relations. Each country wields 

considerable political influence in the 
strategic considerations of the other, 
influenced by China’s capabilities and 
its position as a global power competing 
with the United States for international 
leadership. Meanwhile, Iran serves as an 
influential regional force on critical is-
sues in the Middle East, despite the com-
plications arising from Israeli strikes 
and ongoing conflicts in Syria and be-
yond. Nevertheless, China’s support for 
Iran has remained largely rhetorical, as 
it seeks to maintain a safe distance to 
prevent the escalation of conflicts that 
could affect the entire region and jeop-
ardize its own interests in the Middle 
East.

China has articulated its diplomatic 
approach amid the direct escalation be-
tween Iran and Israel through a carefully 
crafted political strategy. This stance is 
evident in the statements made by the 
Chinese foreign minister, who conveyed 
Beijing’s support for Iran in “defending 
its sovereignty, security, and national 
dignity.”(80) Beijing’s diplomatic com-
munications have not only refrained 
from directly criticizing Iran for its ac-
tions against Israel but have also framed 
Tehran’s position in a defensive light, 
thus portraying the situation in a way 
that highlights Iran’s intention to de-
fend itself.(81) China interprets the Israeli 

conflict in Gaza as the primary catalyst 
for regional escalation. Notably, China 
has significant investments in Tel Aviv’s 
advanced technology and infrastructure 
sectors and has worked to protect these 
interests since the outbreak of the con-
flict between Iran and Israel, aiming to 
mitigate the risks of jeopardizing its eco-
nomic relationship with Israel through 
its verbal support for Iran.

China, in light of its balanced ap-
proach to supporting Iran while avoid-
ing further conflicts with the United 
States over unresolved issues between 
the two global powers in various regions 
around the world, has applied selec-
tive pressure on certain Iranian activ-
ities in the Middle East. This includes 
urging Iran to restrain the activities of 
the Houthis in the Red Sea, which fun-
damentally conflicts with Chinese in-
terests and could endanger the settle-
ment agreement signed between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia, the first major secu-
rity agreement sponsored by China in 
the region. This maneuver is primarily 
aimed at safeguarding China’s growing 
diplomatic influence in the Middle East 
and protecting its essential economic 
interests.(82) Additionally, the issue of 
the occupation of the three UAE islands 
became a point of contention in Tehran’s 
relations with Beijing in 2024, as China 
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supported the UAE’s claims to these is-
lands. This backing led to Iranian crit-
icism of China, with demands for the 
Chinese ambassador to retract Beijing’s 
statements in order to preserve the stra-
tegic relationship between the two na-
tions. This scenario mirrors similar ac-
tions taken by Tehran two years earlier 
regarding comparable statements from 
Beijing, with Iran’s response being lim-
ited to simply condemning those state-
ments on both occasions.

While Iran perceives China as a com-
peting global power and an alternative 
to the United States, Chinese policies to-
ward Iran in 2024 demonstrate China’s 
focus on balancing its commercial in-
terests. China is cautious about jeop-
ardizing its investments in the region. 
Furthermore, Beijing strives to main-
tain a balanced strategic distance — one 
of the key characteristics of its policies 
in 2024 — in its regional interventions. 
It also aims to influence events without 
directly involving itself in the intricate 
conflicts of the region. Beijing recogniz-
es that an imbalanced relationship with 
Iran could raise concerns among neigh-
boring countries and the United States, 
which views this partnership as a threat 
to its interests and strategic influence in 
the Middle East, potentially reshaping 
the alliances with China in the region.

Pragmatism in Russia-Iran Relations
Many reports from major global intelli-
gence agencies, senior strategists and 
defense officials around the world have 
warned about the increasing level of 
military cooperation between Russia 
and Iran. Consequently, Western coun-
tries have expressed concern over what 
they classified as a level of “growing 
defense partnership” between the two 
sanctioned states, as Iran has become 
the largest military supporter of Rus-
sia in the field of drones and ballistic 
missiles in the Russia-Ukraine war. The 
number of meetings between senior 
military officials from Russia and Iran 
increased notably during 2024, with se-
nior officials from both countries con-
firming the shift in the characterization 
of military cooperation.

The relationship between the two 
sides has shown notable growth in recent 
years in general and especially in 2024, 
particularly militarily, due to two main 
factors: first, Western sanctions, and 
second, the Russia-Ukraine war, which 
has provided both parties with oppor-
tunities to enhance cooperation. Russia 
needs appropriate Iranian weapons for 
the war, such as short-range ballistic 
missiles and inexpensive drones, while 
Iran needs to modernize its air fleet. In 
2024, there were serious negotiations 

regarding a Russian-Iranian agreement 
to supply Iran with SU-35 fighters, which 
are comparable in capabilities to US he-
licopters and aircraft such as the F-35. 
Additionally, discussions included pro-
viding Iran with the advanced S-400 
defense system and progressing toward 
the signing of a “comprehensive strate-
gic partnership agreement,” which was 
postponed indefinitely following the 
SCO summit in Kazan, Russia, in October 
2024.

UK intelligence reports from January 
2024 revealed that Iran was equipping 
its drones with technologies and tech-
niques supplied by Russia, leading to 
the development of a new drone known 
as the Shahed-107. This drone features 
advanced technology designed for strik-
ing strategic targets in the conflict, such 
as Western missile launch platforms 
and systems utilized in Ukraine’s mil-
itary operations against Russia. Part 
of the Shahed-101 family, the drone 
boasts a range of approximately 1,500 
kilometers. According to reports, the 
Shahed-107 is fitted with a transmit-
ter that streams live footage directly to 
Russian officials in military operations 
rooms, enabling precise identification 
of high-risk targets on the front lines for 
accurate strikes.(83)

P
a

r
t
 1

R
a

s
a

n
a

h

IRAN OVERVIEW 265

P
a

r
t
 2

P
a

r
t
 3

P
a

r
t
 4

A
n

n
u

a
l 

S
t
r
a

t
e

g
ic

 R
e

p
o

r
t
 2

0
2

4
 -

 2
0

2
5



Throughout 2024, several high-level 
meetings took place between ministers 
from both countries, with the most nota-
ble being the encounter between former 
Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu 
and former Iranian Defense Minister 
Mohammad Reza Ashtiani on the side-
lines of the SCO meeting in April. Shoigu 
conveyed his country’s willingness to 
strengthen cooperation with Tehran, 
highlighting that Tehran has become 
a strategic partner for Moscow. In re-
sponse, Ashtiani remarked that bilateral 
relations are deepening and evolving to 
new levels.(84)

Additionally, in August 2024, Russian 
Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov, 
who had previously dismissed the char-
acterization of the Russia-Iran relation-
ship as “allies” in 2019, indicated that 
military cooperation between Moscow 
and Tehran would not be influenced 
by Western pressure. He emphasized 
that both countries maintain indepen-
dence in their foreign policies from the 
Western bloc.(85) Previously, Ryabkov 
viewed the bilateral relationship as not 
yet at the level of an alliance, consider-
ing it to be tied to common interests in 
the context of Syria. However, in 2024, he 
began to refer to Iran as a strategic part-
ner. This change in Russia’s perception 

regarding the relationship and Iranian 
military support for Russia coincides 
with the escalating intensity of the 
Russia-Ukraine war.

Iran, as a result of regional and inter-
national developments that have com-
plicated matters for the new Iranian 
president, who seeks to improve his 
country’s relations with the West, has 
maintained its “Look to the East” poli-
cy. In October 2024, the Russian pres-
ident met his Iranian counterpart in 
Ashgabat, reflecting the desire of both 
countries to enhance their strategic re-
lationship amid regional developments 
(the intensification of the Iranian-Israeli 
conflict) and international circumstanc-
es (the continued Western support for 
Kyiv). This meeting occurred at a time 
when both were facing significant pres-
sures due to sanctions. The meeting 
led to Putin extending an invitation to 
Pezeshkian to visit Russia and suggest-
ed that the signing of the comprehensive 
strategic partnership agreement was ap-
proaching. Thus, this meeting highlights 
the ongoing joint efforts of the two coun-
tries to confront challenges by strength-
ening their partnership.

However, despite the significant ad-
vancement in relations between the two 
parties, the challenges that emerged 

during the same year reveal a pragmatic 
aspect to their relationship. That being 
said, tensions arose in 2024 over cer-
tain issues, particularly regarding the 
Zangezur Corridor and the “reformists’” 
calls, upon their return to power, to turn 
to the West as the most effective means 
of addressing the ongoing Iranian crises 
since the imposition of US sanctions at 
the beginning of Trump’s first term.

Dispute Over the Zangezur Corridor
The Russian president’s declaration of 
support for Azerbaijan — an arch-ene-
my of Iran — in establishing the Zange-
zur Corridor during his two-day visit to 
Baku in August 2024, presented a major 
challenge to Russia-Iran relations amid 
their increasing military cooperation 
and conflicting interests.

Moscow supports Baku against 
Yerevan, an Iranian ally, despite its 
knowledge of Iran’s concerns regard-
ing the corridor. This support is driven 
by geopolitical interests in the South 
Caucasus and aligns with Moscow’s 
broader strategic aims. The Russians 
see the corridor as a vital route that 
could enhance their influence in an area, 
they believe NATO may target to isolate 
Armenia from the Eurasian sphere. 
Putin’s visit to Baku coincided with an 
upcoming trip by the French president 
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to Yerevan, intended to counter NATO’s 
presence in the Caucasus. Furthermore, 
the corridor’s opening offers Russia im-
portant economic opportunities nec-
essary for revitalizing its war-affected 
economy, particularly as Russian gas ex-
ports to Europe are currently hampered 
by sanctions. Additionally, Russia seeks 
to impede the “reformist” direction of 
Pezeshkian’s government, which is pur-
suing a westward trajectory, and to block 
any potential initiatives by the “reform-
ists” to supply gas to Europe if relations 
normalize and disputes over the nuclear 
agreement are settled.

In contrast, Putin’s visit to Azerbaijan 
was met with severe criticism from both 
official and unofficial Iranian parties, 
including the “hardliners” who support 
the “Look to the East” policy and the 
establishment of strong relations with 
Russia and China. Tehran expressed its 
outright rejection of Putin’s statements 
regarding the corridor due to its poten-
tially dangerous implications for Iran’s 
geopolitical situation and strategic inter-
ests. Consequently, the Iranian Foreign 
Ministry summoned the Russian am-
bassador in Tehran in September 2024 
to inform him of Iran’s formal and abso-
lute objection to Putin’s remarks. Iranian 
Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi stated 

that any threat directed against the ter-
ritorial integrity of neighboring states 
or any geopolitical alteration near the 
Iranian borders constitutes a red line for 
his country.(86)

Iran has also insisted that Russia con-
sider its opposition to the establishment 
of the corridor, as it aims to close one of 
Iran’s access routes to Europe. The pro-
posal for this corridor also has the poten-
tial to create a new flashpoint near Iran’s 
northern borders. In that sense, Iranian 
media employed negative language to 
describe Russia’s actions toward Iran, 
highlighting the significant official and 
unofficial anger and resentment regard-
ing Putin’s visit and his remarks about 
the corridor. They characterized it as a 
Russian geopolitical maneuver against 
Iran, an effort by Russia, Türkiye and 
Azerbaijan to suffocate Iran, and depict-
ed it as a betrayal.

The following are the primary reasons 
behind Tehran’s rejection of this corri-
dor:

 ◼ Iran is concerned about being cut off 
from Armenia, which would adversely 
affect its land connections with Central 
Asia and the Caucasus, potentially re-
sulting in the loss of a neighboring state. 
Furthermore, this corridor could under-
mine Iran’s aspirations to expand gas 

networks into Europe, as Armenia serves 
as a crucial transit route for Iranian 
goods destined for European markets. 
Consequently, the loss of this economic 
opportunity could have significant neg-
ative implications for the Iranian econ-
omy.

 ◼ The corridor could negatively affect 
Iran’s position in the BRI, providing an 
alternative route through Azerbaijan and 
Türkiye to Europe.

 ◼ Azerbaijan’s increasing influence fu-
els separatist sentiments among Iranian 
Azerbaijanis, the country’s second-larg-
est ethnic group, especially in the north-
western regions. This concern is height-
ened by past efforts of this ethnic group 
to pursue independence. Additionally, 
Tehran fears that the establishment of 
the corridor could strengthen Israeli in-
fluence along its northern borders, con-
sidering the close ties between Baku and 
Tel Aviv.

 ◼ The implementation of the corri-
dor would diminish Iranian interests 
and influence in Central Asia, versus 
bolstering the Turkish presence in the 
region. Tehran considers Ankara and 
Azerbaijan among the biggest benefi-
ciaries of this corridor due to the direct 
connection it would provide between 
Türkiye and ethnically Turkish Central 
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Asia, significantly strengthening and 
supporting Türkiye’s ambitions and 
projects in the region, while substantial-
ly reducing Iranian influence.

Russian Apprehensions Regarding the 
“Reformists’” Shift Toward the West
The return of the “reformists” to power 
in Iran, following President Pezeshki-
an’s victory after mid-2024, along with 
his expressed desire to engage with the 
West —as highlighted in his statements 
during the presidential election cam-
paigns — has raised fresh concerns in 
Russia. These worries stem from the 
“reformists’” inclination toward solid-
ifying ties with the West, which is seen 
as adversarial to Russia, and their aim to 
revive nuclear negotiations.

Russia is wary of the “reformists” in 
general, and Pezeshkian in particular. 
Pezeshkian believes that the policy of 
pivoting eastward and the approach 
of economic diplomacy embraced by 
President Ebrahim Raisi to undermine 
the effectiveness of sanctions will not 
succeed in alleviating the repercussions 
of these sanctions nor will they reduce 
the level of protests. He contends that 
these strategies are designed for the 
long term, while Iran’s crises demand 
immediate and medium-term solutions, 
achievable only through the lifting of 

sanctions. Consequently, the foremost 
priority for the “reformists” is to resume 
nuclear negotiations to remove the sanc-
tions.

Russian media has expressed Russia’s 
concern regarding the future of relations 
with Iran, indicating that Iran needs to 
balance the potential shift toward the 
West with its relationship with Russia, 
which has reached unprecedented lev-
els in the past two years, at a time when 
Russia’s relations with the West have 
plummeted to their lowest ebb since 
the onset of the Russia-Ukraine war. It 
is noteworthy that despite the domes-
tic support for a westward orientation, 
Trump’s presidential victory could sig-
nificantly limit this orientation, poten-
tially reverting Russia-Iran relations to 
their previous state.

Conclusion: Trends in Iran’s Relations 
With the Eastern Bloc Throughout 
2025

The findings suggest that the “conser-
vative” and “reformist” views on the 
“Look to the East” policy differ con-
siderably, with some regional develop-
ments prompting both sides to change 
course. The “reformists” generally fa-
vor a Western orientation or, at the very 
least, aim for a balance between the two 
blocs, as their relations with the Eastern 

bloc often come at the expense of Irani-
an interests. Both China and Russia ex-
ploit Iran’s contentious issues with the 
West to further their own agendas, with 
reports indicating that China imports 
oil while exporting low-quality products 
to Iran. Consequently, if not for sanc-
tions, China would likely not adopt such 
an approach toward Iran or support the 
UAE’s stance on the three islands. The 
same is true for Russia, which tends to 
move closer to Iran when its relations 
with the West decline and distances it-
self when relations improve. Thus, the 
“reformists” recognize the need to bal-
ance ties with the Eastern bloc, as high-
lighted by Pezeshkian during his elec-
tion campaign.

The metrics also indicate that prag-
matic considerations continue to be 
the primary influence on the relations 
between China and Russia with Iran. 
Both countries take advantage of Iran’s 
conflicts with the West to advance 
their own objectives, often at the ex-
pense of Iranian interests. Putin’s vis-
it to Azerbaijan and his backing of the 
Zangezur Corridor, despite being aware 
of Iranian interests and concerns, ex-
emplify this, particularly as Iran sup-
plies the Russian military with drones 
and ballistic missiles. Russia is wary of 
Pezeshkian’s pro-Western inclinations, 
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especially in light of recent shifts in ex-
ecutive power in Iran.

The Caucasus region continues to 
serve as a significant test of Russia-Iran 
relations. In evaluating the regional 
dynamics, it can be observed that their 
cooperative military ties are current-
ly reliant on a temporary alignment of 
interests driven by sanctions and the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict.

Given the ongoing regional and in-
ternational developments by the end 
of 2024, it is likely that Iran will persist 
in its “Look to the East” orientation in 
2025, unless Trump manages to end the 
Russia-Ukraine war. If he is successful 
in resolving this conflict, it could facili-
tate the resolution of disputes between 
Russia and Europe, potentially normal-
izing relations. In such a scenario, char-
acterized by challenges, there could be 
a warming of ties between Russia and 
Europe, while relations between Russia 
and Iran might cool off. However, recent 
events leading up to the end of 2024 — 
such as Washington lifting restrictions 
on Ukraine’s use of weapons capable 
of striking deep into Russian territory, 
Russia retaliating with previously un-
used missiles against targets in Ukraine, 
and Putin signing a law altering nuclear 
policy — indicate that tensions between 
Russia and the West are escalating as 

Biden’s term comes to an end. Therefore, 
Russia’s need to maintain its relation-
ship with Iran remains significant. 
Furthermore, any future aggressive 
policies from Trump toward Iran would 
likely prompt Iran to continue its east-
ward orientation unless Pezeshkian can 
secure an agreement with the US admin-
istration to resume nuclear negotiations, 
at which point his government might 
make strides in its strategy to pivot to-
ward the West.

The US-EU Position on Iran in 2025
In May 2024, after the death of former 
Iranian President Raisi, “reformist” 
candidate Pezeshkian won the presi-
dential election. President Pezeshkian 
pledged to implement significant eco-
nomic reforms and enhance Iran’s dip-
lomatic relations with Western nations, 
aiming for a new nuclear agreement. 
However, given the escalating tensions 
between Iran and Israel, coupled with 
European dissatisfaction regarding 
Iran’s hostage diplomacy and its arms 
sales to Russia, Pezeshkian failed to 
fulfill these pledges. The IAEA adopted 
a more stringent approach regarding 
Iran’s nuclear program, intensifying ef-
forts to mitigate Iran’s advancements 
in nuclear capabilities. This shift came 
in response to Tehran’s signals of a po-

tential withdrawal from the Treaty on 
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation of Nucle-
ar Weapons (NPT) and its ambitions to 
cross the nuclear threshold. With the in-
auguration of Trump as president of the 
United States, Iran is poised to encoun-
ter a series of complex challenges and 
has the following strategic options: it 
may either engage in negotiations to es-
tablish a nuclear agreement that impos-
es restrictions on its nuclear program or 
opt to disregard diplomatic overtures, 
thereby persisting with its nuclear pro-
gram while contending with increasing 
external pressures from the West. The 
2024 ASR examines the positions of the 
US and the EU regarding Iran’s poten-
tial nuclear escalation. It also explores 
the likelihood of alignment between 
the Trump administration and the EU 
in their policies toward Iran. Finally, it 
concludes with an analysis of potential 
trends in US-EU relations concerning 
Iran in 2025.

US-EU Position on Iran’s Potential 
Nuclear Escalation

When asked about the chance of the 
United States going to war with Iran 
during his presidency, Trump told Time 
magazine in a December interview, 
“Anything can happen. Anything can 
happen. It’s a very volatile situation.”(87) 
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The statement is neither definitive nor 
reassuring. For the United States’ al-
lies in Europe and the Middle East, it 
is alarming. Is the president posturing 
and hedging? If Trump’s first term can 
be any guide, he did what he threatened 
regarding Iran. With the fall of Assad 
and the weakening of Iran’s mercenar-
ies across the board, the threat of Iran 
assembling a couple of nuclear bombs 
seems acutely plausible. In its last 2024 
update, the IAEA revealed a dangerous 
increase in Iran’s enrichment activities 
at the Fordow enrichment plant. Since 
December 5, Iran has been feeding 20% 
enriched uranium (up from 5% low en-
riched uranium) in two interconnected 
IR-6 cascades at Fordow to achieve 60% 
enrichment.

The UN watchdog also reported that 
Iran accepted tougher monitoring at 
the Fordow site.(88) “Iran agreed to the 
Agency’s request to increase the fre-
quency and intensity of the implemen-
tation of safeguards measures at the 
Fordow Fuel Enrichment Plant (FFEP) 
and is facilitating the implementation of 
this strengthened safeguards approach,” 
reported Reuters quoting an IAEA con-
fidential report.(89) Iran’s talks with E3 
— the UK, France and Germany — have 
not yielded any results(90) as the trio re-
main adherent to their stated position 

following the publication of the IAEA 
report.(91) The E3 has filed a motion to 
censure Iran for non-adherence to the 
JCPOA.

US-EU Consensus on Iran During 
Trump’s Second Term?

Iran faces an acute risk of a return of 
the UN Security Council sanctions as 
the nuclear deal formally expires in 
October 2025. The IAEA stated in its 
November 19 report that as of October 
25, Iran’s stockpile of highly enriched 
uranium (60%) in the fissile isotope 
U-235 weighed 199 kilograms.(92)

When enriched to 90% weap-
ons-grade level, Tehran is estimated 
to have fissile material for six nuclear 
payloads, weighing 25 kilograms each. 
It must also be considered that Iran 
maintains a stockpile of 20% low-en-
riched uranium when upon refining 
to weapons-grade level would produce 
a little above three more bombs. The 
most recent upscaling of enrichment 
to 60% with two connected cascades 
suggests that Iran could produce fissile 
material for 15 nuclear bombs within 
four to six months.

“Iran is setting up a three step, in-
terconnected enrichment process at 
Fordow, going from natural uranium up 
to 5 percent enriched uranium in up to 8 

IR-6 cascades in unit 1, from 5 to 20 per-
cent in six current IR-1 cascades in unit 
2, and 20 to 60 percent in the two inter-
connected IR-6 cascades in unit 2. This 
three-step process works as a system to 
produce 60 percent HEU from natural 
uranium, with the capability to rapid-
ly switch to making WGU.”(93) The UN 
sanctions on Iran expired in October 
2023. Besides the United States, the 
E3 decided against the lifting of curbs, 
citing Iran’s “consistent and severe 
non-compliance with its JCPOA com-
mitments.”(94)

At the outset of Trump’s presidency, 
concerns over Iran’s nuclear breakout 
are more alarming than speculative. 
The UN watchdog’s latest report ac-
knowledged that Iran had stepped up 
its enrichment measures more quick-
ly than it could respond to with safe-
guards measures. Given Iran’s moves 
toward higher enrichment and per-
sistent reluctance to allow IAEA inspec-
tions, Pezeshkian’s offer for talks to re-
solve outstanding issues seems utterly 
irrelevant.(95) Since his assumption of 
office, Tehran has taken no signifi-
cant confidence-building measures. 
Regional geopolitical tensions remain 
high against the backdrop of the tit-for-
tat spat with Israel.
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Europe may not see eye to eye with 
Trump when it comes to global issues of 
concern but its policy toward Iran will 
remain firm. Tehran’s effort to engage 
the E3 in talks and offer insignificant 
improvements in monitoring and in-
spections are merely time-buying tac-
tics.

Over the past two years, Brussels 
dealt with Tehran’s bargaining for 
its convicted nationals including 
diplomats in exchange for innocent 
European citizens arrested in the coun-
try on fabricated charges. These strong-
arm tactics hardened public opinion 
against Iran which did not matter for 
Tehran given the significance of its op-
eratives being bartered.

Iran’s supply chain of arms to Russia, 
including ballistic missiles, which it 
denies and which the Kremlin has not 
deployed as yet, is a major obstacle in 
effecting a rapprochement with the EU. 
Ukraine is Europe’s first line of defense 
and if Tehran requires any concessions, 
it is required to step back on its arms 
supply front. The EU’s chief negotia-
tor Enrique Mora said, “Iran’s military 
support to Russia that has to stop, the 
nuclear issue that needs a diplomatic 
solution, regional tensions (import-
ant to avoid further escalation from all 
sides) and human rights.”(96)

Conclusion: The Potential US-EU 
Policy Toward Iran in 2025
Iran’s failure to woo Europe to pur-
sue a divergent policy from the United 
States ahead of the Trump presidency 
makes it vulnerable to a host of diplo-
matic, economic and security threats. 
Europeans, increasingly frustrated with 
Iran’s approach, see the United States’ 
foot-dragging on Ukraine’s defense 
against Russia and its allies’ onslaught 
as dangerously frightening for its se-
curity. Brussels and Washington might 
move in lockstep vis-a-vis Iran as they 
attempt to contain the leadership’s de-
stabilizing regional stratagem as well as 
increasing the cost of supporting Rus-
sia’s war against Ukraine.

For Iran, the options are limited. It 
will most likely indicate its intention to 
quit the NPT, following in the footsteps 
of North Korea. “If an existential threat 
arises, Iran will modify its nuclear doc-
trine. We have the capability to build 
weapons and have no issue in this re-
gard,” Kharrazi told Al Mayadeen.(97)

Given the current divisions among 
EU member states and the differenc-
es between the EU’s policies and those 
of Trump regarding Iran, one can ex-
pect to see new security challenges and 
increased instability. This situation 
may also arise from Iran potentially 

increasing its support for Russia in the 
war in Ukraine. If Iran decides to with-
draw from the NPT, it would lose an 
important bargaining chip and become 
more vulnerable to international isola-
tion and stricter sanctions. Such action 
would likely worsen the country’s eco-
nomic situation and provoke public dis-
content against the Iranian government.

Iran and Türkiye: The Continued 
Iran-Türkiye Conflict in the 
Caucasus, Iraq and Syria
In 2023, Türkiye-Iran relations expe-
rienced a complex strategic interplay 
across several geographical areas, in-
cluding the Caucasus and the Middle 
East. While the two neighbors adopted 
a pragmatic approach to their interac-
tions with their surroundings, avoiding 
direct confrontations, regional com-
petition and rivalry persisted in 2024. 
This rivalry intensified due to shifting 
global and regional dynamics triggered 
by the Russian invasion of Ukraine and 
the Israeli war on Gaza, prompting both 
countries to align their respective re-
gional strategic priorities in line with 
these shifts.

This competition became evident 
in 2024 through Türkiye’s efforts to 
collaborate with Azerbaijan on the 
Zangezur Corridor and secure the route 
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through southern Armenia. The rivalry 
also manifested in Iraq and Syria, with 
Türkiye seeking to integrate both coun-
tries into its security project to mitigate 
Kurdish threats and bolster its political 
and economic influence in the region. 
Meanwhile, Iran accused Türkiye of 
supporting armed factions in Syria amid 
the recent escalation of tensions on the 
Syrian front.

The 2024 ASR regarding this issue 
explores three key developments: the 
South Caucasus as a new arena of com-
petition between Ankara and Tehran, 
Türkiye’s advances in challenging 
Iranian influence in Iraq, and Tehran’s 
calculations of gains and losses from the 
rapprochement between Ankara and 
Damascus. It concludes by outlining the 
trends in Iranian-Turkish competition 
for 2025.

South Caucasus: A New Episode in 
the Competition Between Ankara and 
Tehran

Several factors have driven the ongo-
ing competition between Iran and Tür-
kiye in this region, including the 2020 
Nagorno-Karabakh war, the ongoing 
Russian invasion of Ukraine since Feb-
ruary 2022, Azerbaijan’s control of the 
territory in September 2023 — disput-
ed with Armenia since the 1990s — and 

the subsequent withdrawal of Russian 
peacekeeping forces in September 
2024, along with the outbreak of con-
frontations in Syria. These events not 
only created a geopolitical vacuum but 
also brought regional competition and 
the struggle for dominance back to the 
forefront for many countries. Türkiye 
sees the shifting power dynamics as pre-
senting unprecedented opportunities 
to strengthen its strategic partnerships, 
particularly with Azerbaijan and Turk-
menistan. As a result, Türkiye’s role 
became more prominent in 2024, with 
ambitions to establish an influence cor-
ridor extending from the Bosphorus to 
the South Caucasus. This role involved 
Türkiye enhancing its presence in the 
economic, energy(98) and transporta-
tion sectors, especially concerning the 
Zangezur Corridor,(99) and focusing on 
military considerations, particularly 
through growing relations with Baku.(100)

Iran voiced its opposition to this 
Turkish project, driven by several fac-
tors, including concerns that activat-
ing the Zangezur Corridor and the gas 
initiatives from Turkmenistan would 
revive Iranian fears of Türkiye by-
passing Iran and diminishing its in-
fluence in the region’s energy market 
and transit corridors.(101)

Beyond Iran’s concerns over Turkish 
competition in the energy market and 
transit corridors, Tehran’s broader 
geopolitical apprehensions center on 
the shifting regional balance of pow-
er. While resolving the Azerbaijan-
Armenia conflict regionally aligns with 
Tehran’s security interests, the intensi-
fication of Türkiye’s role in managing 
this conflict raises alarms. Specifically, 
Türkiye’s strengthened political, eco-
nomic and military partnerships with 
both Azerbaijan and Armenia, along-
side its ambitions to revive the “Turkish 
Crescent” project linking Ankara to 
Central Asian countries,(102) amplify 
fears of Tehran’s regional role being 
diminished.(103) These fears are height-
ened by Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan’s explicit declaration 
of Türkiye’s intention to join the BRICS 
group, signaling potential competition 
with Tehran in relations with Moscow 
and in shaping political and security dy-
namics across Eurasia.

Moscow’s announcement of its sup-
port for Azerbaijan’s right to activate 
the Zangezur Corridor(104) added further 
complexity to Iran’s position. Beyond 
Iran’s concern that the corridor could 
help Russia reduce its reliance on Iranian 
routes, a greater worry stems from 
Russia’s alignment with its traditional 
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rivals, Azerbaijan and Türkiye. This 
alignment positions the corridor as a 
tool to pressure Iran and disregards 
Tehran’s “red lines” in regional politics. 
In response to these developments and 
the growing tensions and challenges it 
faces, Iran has sought to reposition itself 
as a key player in reshaping the region 
by strengthening its relations with both 
Armenia and Azerbaijan to reinforce its 
role and counterbalance Türkiye’s ex-
panding influence.

Türkiye Stepping Forward to Compete 
With Iran’s Clout in Iraq

Iraq represents another arena of competi-
tion between Iran and Türkiye, with their 
rivalry in recent years centering on polit-
ical, economic, and security influence. In 
2024, Türkiye sought to expand its role in 
Iraq across various sectors. This was par-
ticularly evident during the presidential 
meeting between the leaders of Türkiye 
and Iraq in Baghdad,(105) which included 
the signing of multiple agreements that 
focused on enhancing cooperation in en-
ergy and trade — most notably the strate-
gic Development Road project — and on 
security cooperation, particularly con-
cerning the Kurdish issue.

The agreements and understandings 
Ankara pursued with the Iraqi govern-
ment aim to achieve several objectives, 

including neutralizing threats from 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). 
Following the signing of the security 
memorandum of understanding, Türkiye 
conducted incursions into the region 
and intensified cross-border strikes on 
PKK strongholds in the latter months of 
2024. Additionally, Türkiye places signif-
icant emphasis on the Development Road 
project, aligning it with its goal of estab-
lishing itself as a key economic hub con-
necting Asia, Europe and Africa. Türkiye 
views this project as complementary to 
its broader corridor initiatives amid the 
security and economic instability in the 
Middle East.

Türkiye is exerting significant political 
and military influence in Iraq, aiming to 
establish more comprehensive relations 
with the Iraqi government. However, Iran 
views shifting Turkish-Iraqi relations 
from a multi-dimensional perspective. 
On the one hand, Iraq is one of Iran’s most 
crucial areas of influence and dominance 
in the Middle East, and it must remain 
free from the influence of rival powers. 
Strengthening Türkiye’s political and se-
curity presence in Iraq, especially its mili-
tary footprint in northern Iraq is perceived 
as a threat to Iran’s influence. Iran has 
long sought to reshape the political and 
military landscape in Iraq, particularly in 

the northern regions, to ensure secure ac-
cess to the Mediterranean Sea.

Iranian concerns about Türkiye’s role 
in the Kurdish issue mirror another appre-
hension related to Türkiye’s Development 
Road project. While some Iranian view-
points argue that this project does not 
pose a direct threat to Iran, citing Tehran’s 
political influence within Iraq’s govern-
ment and its military presence on Iraqi 
territory, which allows Tehran to man-
age the Turkish project and align it with 
its own transit and trade interests, other 
opinions suggest that the completion of 
such a project could lead Iraq to reduce its 
economic reliance on Iran. This reduction 
could particularly affect Iran’s exports of 
electricity and gas, an outcome that Iran 
may view with at least some reservations, 
if not outright opposition or attempt to 
hinder the project’s implementation.

In this context, and while Turkish 
operations against PKK targets were 
expanding, Iranian President Masoud 
Pezeshkian chose Iraq for his first foreign 
mission, visiting several of its major cities. 
The most notable aspect of his visit was 
his trip to the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, 
which highlighted the ongoing compe-
tition between Tehran and Ankara over 
managing their respective interests in 
Iraq, particularly in its northern regions.
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Tehran’s Gains and Losses Calculus 
as a Result of Ankara-Damascus 
Rapprochement
Syria is the third key arena of competi-
tion between Iran and Türkiye, and in 
2024, this competition for political and 
security influence escalated as both 
nations sought to solidify their pres-
ence and achieve strategic interests in 
the country. In 2024, Turkish political 
decision-making circles increasingly 
focused on rebuilding communication 
channels with Syria for several reasons. 
Primarily, Türkiye aimed to assert con-
trol over its borders with both Syria and 
Iraq and to counter the influence of the 
PKK, a goal similar to its approach in 
Iraq. Additionally, Ankara views region-
al developments, including the ongoing 
Israeli war on Gaza since 2023, along 
with escalating tensions in Lebanon and 
Syria, as an opportunity for strategic ex-
pansion. This would strengthen Türki-
ye’s presence in crucial regions of Syria 
and Iraq, enabling it to bolster its posi-
tion and maintain a balance with region-
al and international powers amid a re-
shaping of alliances in the Middle East.

Although Iran, a key player in the 
Syrian arena, did not issue a statement 
against Turkish-Syrian rapprochement 
and even visibly welcomed dialogue 
between Syria and Türkiye,(106) it still 

harbored undeclared reservations about 
the potential expansion of Türkiye’s 
role in Syria. Iranian concerns became 
more evident in 2024 following a swift 
12-day attack that led to factions seizing 
control of Damascus and the fall of the 
Assad regime. Iran viewed this as a sig-
nificant blow to its prestige, strategy in 
Syria, and regional project, while it saw 
Türkiye gaining additional influence 
and strengthening its position in both 
Syria and the broader regional scene. 
This apprehension was reflected in the 
reactions of Iranian leaders, including 
Supreme Leader Khamenei,(107) and oth-
er political and military figures, who 
expressed clear concern over the dimin-
ishing Iranian role in Syria, where it had 
been a dominant force in recent years, 
while Türkiye emerged as the primary 
beneficiary of these developments. To 
address its fears of Turkish actions, Iran 
pursued several strategies, including the 
visit of Iranian President Pezeshkian to 
Iraq. This visit aimed to counter the po-
tential scenario of Türkiye cutting off 
the vital road connecting Iraq and Syria, 
thereby preventing its control over this 
route. Concurrently, Iran’s use of the debt 
card coincided with the intensification 
of Turkish rapprochement with Baghdad 
and Damascus.(108) In this context, Iran 
sought to ensure its involvement in any 

future negotiations regarding the Syrian 
conflict, thereby securing a seat at the 
table in the event that Damascus and 
Ankara engaged in discussions aimed at 
finding a resolution to the Syrian issue.

Conclusion: The Future of Iran-
Türkiye Competition in 2025

Given the competition between Iran 
and Türkiye in the Caucasus, Iraq and 
Syria throughout 2024, several conclu-
sions can be drawn, and trends extrap-
olated for 2025. Türkiye intensified its 
efforts to improve relations and manage 
differences with its regional neighbors 
— particularly in the Caucasus, Iraq 
and Syria — and made notable strides 
in certain areas. For example, Türkiye 
succeeded in advancing the Caucasus 
issue by facilitating a trade and energy 
corridor between Azerbaijan and Türki-
ye, and in Iraq, it secured security and 
economic agreements with the Iraqi 
government. This progress occurred 
alongside a decline in Iranian influence 
across these three sectors. However, de-
spite the various competitive files, both 
countries managed to navigate their ri-
valry with caution, avoiding direct con-
frontation. This careful balancing act 
suggests that while their competition 
remains intense, it is being managed 
diplomatically to prevent escalation.
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It is likely that the Iranian-Turkish ri-
valry will remain without major escala-
tion during 2025. This trend is supported 
by the following factors:

 ◼ Iran will continue to monitor the 
progress of its Turkish rival closely, 
particularly as it views with concern its 
diminishing role in vital trade and en-
ergy projects in the Caucasus and the 
increasing Turkish influence in the 
South Caucasus and Central Asia. This 
could prompt Tehran to take a tougher 
stance on Turkish ambitions, particu-
larly those that threaten its regional in-
terests. However, given Iran’s internal 
challenges and the fluctuating influence 
of its forces in Iraq and Syria, it may find 
itself unable to escalate its confronta-
tion with Türkiye. Instead, Iran is like-
ly to opt for a less confrontational ap-
proach, relying on diplomacy to manage 
its implicit competition with Türkiye. 
This could include strengthening its 
role as a mediator to calm tensions with 
Azerbaijan, maintaining close relations 
with Armenia, and preserving sufficient 
influence in the South Caucasus, which 
is critical for safeguarding its strategic 
interests.

 ◼ Moreover, Tehran is keenly aware 
that Türkiye is its primary competitor 
in Iraq, especially in the context of Iraqi 
politics and security. Despite Türkiye’s 

achievements in strengthening ties with 
Baghdad, including the signing of a stra-
tegic framework agreement and expand-
ed memoranda of understanding during 
President Erdogan’s visit to Baghdad, 
Iran recognizes that these agreements 
will not be effective without its partici-
pation. Iran will likely seek to maintain 
its dominant position in shaping Iraq’s 
political landscape by exerting pressure 
on the Baghdad government to slow or 
delay the implementation of security 
agreements and development projects, 
particularly those that could affect its 
presence in northern Iraq in the future.

 ◼ Iran’s need for Turkish support and 
maintaining some form of understand-
ing with Ankara is likely to persist, espe-
cially given the possibility of continued 
escalation with Israel and the United 
States in 2025.

 ◼ As for the future dynamics of the 
competition between Tehran and Ankara 
in Syria, the political landscape in Syria 
is expected to significantly influence the 
relationship between the two countries. 
The potential progress of Türkiye’s influ-
ence in Syria, in contrast to Iran’s declin-
ing role, will be a key factor. How both na-
tions manage their competition in Syria 
will be one of the critical challenges of 
the upcoming year. The nature of Syria’s 
new government, and its economic and 

security relationships with both Türkiye 
and Iran, will play a central role in the 
competition between the two countries 
in Syria. Additionally, Iran will likely de-
velop alternative strategies to safeguard 
its influence and prevent further erosion 
of its position to preserve its regional in-
terests in the coming period.

Developments in Yemen
In our 2023 ASR, we indicated that Iran 
might contribute to finding some solu-
tions to aid the Yemeni situation in 
2024, but these would not be sufficient 
to resolve the crisis in the country. We 
also touched on the need for continued 
UN, international and regional efforts 
to impose more pressure on the Houthis 
to engage in the Yemeni peace process. 
If such efforts were not undertaken, the 
Houthis were expected to continue with 
their military escalation to secure fur-
ther political gains. This trajectory was 
evident throughout 2024, as the militia 
escalated military tensions in the Red 
Sea, claiming support for Gaza as their 
pretext for doing so. This escalation 
was the primary factor in the political 
stalemate in 2024, allowing the Houthis 
to evade peace commitments on a fre-
quent basis in Yemen. Given the afore-
said context, the 2024 ASR focuses on 
three main developments: the political 
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stalemate in Yemen, the international 
response to the Houthis’ escalation in 
the Red Sea and the nature of the group’s 
military operations in the Red Sea.

The Yemeni Political Stalemate

The year 2024 was marked by political 
deadlock in Yemen, following unsuc-
cessful negotiations and talks spear-
headed by the UN envoy Hans Grund-
berg. Despite efforts to implement 
a proposed roadmap, no significant 
progress was achieved in advancing 
the Yemeni peace process or offering a 
clear vision for Yemen’s future peace. 
This impasse led to a decline in political 
and diplomatic momentum regarding 
the crisis, with negotiations reaching a 
standstill.

The reasons for this political stale-
mate throughout 2024 were primarily 
driven by the Houthis’ involvement in 
the conflict with Israel, which adverse-
ly affected the ongoing peace process 
among the Yemeni factions. This devel-
opment occurred during a period of ac-
tive diplomatic efforts by the UN envoy, 
Saudi Arabia and Oman to address the 
Yemeni crisis, with negotiations ap-
proaching a critical juncture in the con-
text of signing a roadmap agreement for 
a settlement in the country. The Houthis’ 
engagement in the Israel-Gaza conflict 

appeared to be a tactical move to delay 
their involvement in peace talks, there-
by buying time for increased media and 
military mobilization. This strategy was 
aimed at strengthening their future po-
sition at the negotiating table.

Consequently, the internationally 
recognized Yemeni government initiat-
ed strategic military adjustments, rede-
ploying National Shield Forces (NSF) or 
Dara al-Watan forces to the front lines 
to confront the Houthis in Tur Al-Baha 
alongside the Southern Transitional 
Council (STC) forces. This move antic-
ipated potential setbacks in diplomat-
ic efforts with the Houthis. Chairman 
of the Presidential Leadership Council 
Rashad al-Alimi declared from Marib 
Governorate, “We assure you that we will 
start from here and from all governorates 
to liberate the areas still under the con-
trol of the Iran-backed Houthi militia, 
and victory will be achieved through all 
armed forces in their various formations 
supported by the popular resistance.”(109)

Houthi Attacks in the Red Sea
In conjunction with the ongoing Israe-
li onslaught against Gaza and subse-
quently Lebanon, the Houthis contin-
ued their attacks on ships in the Red 
Sea, the Gulf of Aden and the Indian 
Ocean, in addition to attacks targeting 

some locations in Israel under the name 
“Gaza Support Front.” The Houthis ex-
panded their maritime attack scope in 
early 2024, targeting US and UK ships 
in response to strikes on its locations 
by the United States and the UK. The 
Houthis further expanded their attacks, 
targeting many vessels transiting the 
Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden using 
various military tools, including explo-
sive boats and unmanned submarines, 
which the group began using in early 
February 2024. Ultimately, these at-
tacks resulted in four civilian fatalities 
from among crew members. It is worth 
noting that there are doubts concerning 
the accuracy and validity of statements 
made by the Houthi military spokes-
man, especially those claiming to have 
targeted Israeli military sites.(110) This 
escalation did not appear to alter the 
broader conflict dynamics in Palestine. 
Instead, it appeared to serve as a stra-
tegic maneuver by the Houthis to gar-
ner internal support within Yemen and 
attract sympathy from some Arab and 
Islamic nations and factions. Further-
more, the Houthis sought backing from 
international players critical of Western 
policies, notably Russia and China.

With the noticeable change in in-
ternational public opinion toward the 
Palestinian cause and opposition to 
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Israeli policies, much criticism was di-
rected at Western countries for not deal-
ing seriously with the Houthis. Through 
their attacks on the Red Sea, the Houthis 
positioned themselves as key players 
in the so-called Axis of Resistance led 
by Iran, and as a group capable of influ-
encing the balance of conflicts and in-
ternational tensions in the Red Sea and 
Bab al-Mandab Strait. The group tried to 
militarize the Red Sea to gain interna-
tional recognition from parties opposing 
Western policies, particularly Russia, or 
to be supplied with advanced weapons 
or to acquire a strong and supportive po-
sition at the political level. Some reports 
indicate that the Houthi-Russia relation-
ship in 2024 was coordinated by Iran, 
particularly with regard to the group’s 
visit to Moscow, while Iran used Yemen 
as a pressure card in 2024 in the context 
of several outstanding files.(111) However, 
many observers believe that Russia’s 
handling of the Yemeni file does not 
conflict with the policies of countries 
seeking peace between the conflicting 
Yemeni parties, especially Saudi Arabia.

International Response to the 
Houthis’ Actions in the Red Sea
Globally, there was strong condemna-
tion of the Houthi attacks in the Red Sea 
that threatened international shipping. 

In January 2024, the United Nations 
Security Council adopted Resolution 
2722, condemning the attacks carried 
out by the Houthis on commercial ships 
and transport vessels in the Red Sea, de-
manding an immediate cessation of all 
attacks by the militia.(112)

International reactions to the Security 
Council’s decision varied, particularly 
between Russia, which refused to vote 
on the resolution, and the United States, 
which supported it. This divergence was 
attributed to the differences between 
the two countries regarding the Russia-
Ukraine war. It seems that Russia was 
indicating to regional countries that the 
United States was an unreliable guaran-
tor of stability. This was in the aftermath 
of US President Joe Biden explicitly ac-
knowledging that US forces failed to de-
ter the Houthis and that US military ef-
forts to keep global maritime routes safe 
and clear had led to a shortage of some 
of the United States’ most valuable and 
costly defense missile systems, namely, 
the SM-3 interceptors.

Furthermore, Moscow presented sev-
eral reasons for regional countries to 
achieve balance in their foreign policies 
by deepening engagement with China 
and Russia. In response to US support 
for Ukraine, Russia sensed a potential 
advantage in its conflict with the United 

States if the Houthis exacerbated ten-
sions in the Red Sea.(113)

The US approach to the Houthis aligns 
with its strategic interests and military 
presence in the region. Increased US and 
European military activities in the Red 
Sea are primarily responses to the threat 
posed by the group. Hence, the US ad-
ministration seeks to address this threat 
based on the framework of global com-
petition in the Red Sea. Notably, contin-
ued navigation challenges in the Red Sea 
and the Gulf of Aden affect China more 
significantly than the US or Israeli econ-
omies, given China’s substantial trade 
through these routes, valued at around 
$300 billion annually.(114)

In contrast to the Biden administra-
tion’s view regarding the Houthi threat, 
the US conservative center-right/right-
wing think tank American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI) views the militia as a glob-
al strategic threat to the United States in 
the Middle East. The institute confirmed 
that the continued Houthi escalation in 
the Red Sea presents a significant long-
term risk to the United States. The AEI’s 
article titled “The Cost of Inaction in 
Yemen” states that the ongoing Iranian 
presence and the valuable data the 
Houthis collected on US air defenses 
during their maritime attacks — which 
the group may share with Russia — will 
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likely enhance the Houthis’ offensive 
strategies, consequently endangering 
US influence in this strategically vital re-
gion. Therefore, the institute anticipat-
ed that the Trump administration would 
adopt a firmer stance against the militia 
as a result.(115)

Prospects for Yemen in 2025

In 2024, the Houthis intensified their 
militarization of the Red Sea to engage 
in international power dynamics, align-
ing with their political, military and 
negotiating interests, distinct from Ye-
men’s peace obligations and the rights 
of its people. This course adversely im-
pacted Yemen’s security and stability, 
complicating the Yemeni political land-
scape in 2025. Rising tensions in the 
Middle East, along with Israeli and US 
efforts to weaken or eliminate the Axis 
of Resistance, further complicate the 
situation.

Halting Houthi escalation hinges on 
the international community and key 
global powers, particularly the new US 
administration under President Trump. 
This includes encouraging the Houthis to 
back the legitimate Yemeni government, 

both economically and militarily, as it 
stands as the legitimate representative 
of the Yemeni people globally. It is note-
worthy that the Yemeni government is 
also tasked with safeguarding the Bab 
al-Mandab Strait, ensuring internation-
al navigation and maintaining security 
along the Yemeni coasts, thereby con-
tributing to Red Sea stability. Therefore, 
achieving this necessitates creating ro-
bust pressure points, whether through 
economic sanctions or military means, 
against Iran and its Houthi ally, steering 
them toward meaningful participation 
in the Yemeni peace process and resum-
ing political dialogue aimed at arriving at 
a lasting resolution to the Yemeni crisis 
and ensuring international navigation 
security.

Conversely, setbacks in Iranian proj-
ects in Lebanon and Syria, paired with 
the collapse of the Assad regime due 
to the withdrawal of support from Iran 
and Russia, could pressure the Houthis 
to avoid a similar downfall. This sce-
nario could bolster efforts to pressure 
them to embrace approaches that fa-
cilitate the resolution of the Yemeni 
crisis. It appears that the Houthis are 

likely to implement a range of measures, 
supported and coordinated by Iran, to 
strengthen their political position and 
enhance their domestic popularity fol-
lowing the collapse of the Assad regime. 
The Houthis will strive to win the back-
ing of the Yemeni populace, as well as 
various political parties and influential 
figures. In an effort to mitigate public 
discontent, they may take constructive 
action, such as restoring homes to their 
rightful owners and releasing detain-
ees. The likelihood of these positive ini-
tiatives materializing has increased fol-
lowing the Houthis’ announcement of a 
draft law aimed at paying government 
employees’ salaries, set to take effect 
in January 2025. Additionally, it seems 
probable that Iran will exert further pres-
sure on the Houthis to accept the peace 
initiative, at least in the short term, to en-
sure their continued presence in Yemeni 
politics and to avert any measures or in-
ternational moves that could complete-
ly remove them from the political land-
scape, particularly in light of potential 
measures by the Trump administration 
against the group.
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https://bit.ly/3OpOcWz

 See Dalga Khatinoglu, Turkey Excludes Iran from Turkmen Gas Transit
 Route, Iran International, 17 May 2024, accessed October 06, 2024,

.https://bit.ly/4fn58Zs

تــورانی  امپراتــوری  پــروژه  پشــت  غــربی  قدرت هــای  وزن  دلاوری،  دانیــال   )102( 
ــرداد  ــت؟، أكوايــران، )11 خ ــی گرف ــکو پیش ــه از مس ــوذ ترکی ــه نف ــان/ چگون اردوغ

https://bit.ly/3YCijif أكتوبــر2024م،   06 الاطلاع:  تاريــخ  1403ه.ش(، 

 )103( دیپلماســی ایــرانی، تأثیــر منفــی عادی ســازی روابــط ارمنســتان وترکیــه بــر 
مناســبات تهــران – ایــروان، )13 اســفند 1402ه.ش(، تاريــخ الإطلاع: 14 نوفــمبر 

https://bit.ly/3CFxy2n 2024م، 

 / اســت  ترکیــه  و  آذربایجــان  بــه  پوتیــن  هدیــه  زنگــزور  کریــدور  فــرارو،   )104( 
ــر منافــع ایــران ارجحیــت داد، )11 شــهريور  ــار دیگــر منافــع خــود را ب روســیه یــک ب
https://bit.ly/4dNeyg0 2024م،  نوفــمبر   06 الاطلاع:  تاريــخ  1403ه.ش(، 

 )105( دیپلماســی ایــرانی، رقابــت ایــران وترکیــه در عــراق، )25 شــهريور1403 ه.ش(، 
https://bit.ly/495J2IR ،تاريــخ الاطلاع: 14 نوفمبر 2024م

 )106( الشــرق الأوســط، طهــران تعلــن مــن دمشــق أنهــا »ســعيدة« باســتئناف 
التقــارب التركي-الســوري، )22 يوليــو 2024م(، تاريــخ الاطلاع: 04 نوفــمبر2024م، 

https://bit.ly/3YWiwga

ــول  ــوریه محص ــای س ــم رهبری، قضًای ــام معظ ــانی دفتر مق ــگاه اطلاع رس  )107( پای
تاريــخ  1403ه.ش،  آذر   21 صهیونیســتی،  ورژیــم  آمریــکا  مــشترک  فرمــان  اتــاق 

https://bit.ly/4f88BtX 2024م.  ديســمبر   16 الإطلاع: 

ـران علــى دمشــق لاسترداد ديونهــا عبر   )108( الشــرق الأوســط، تزايــد ضغــوط إيـ
https:// ،الاســتثمارات، )28 أبريــل 2024م(، تاريــخ الاطلاع: 15 نوفــمبر 2024م

bit.ly/3V9D83s

 (109) “PLC Head Holds Meeting with Marib’s Local 
Authority Leadership and Executive Offices,” Mar-
ib Governorate, April 29, 2024, accessed Decem-
ber 15, 2024, https://marib-gov.com/news_details.
php?sid=5191&lng=english.
أمــام  الفشــل  أمــريكا  تتعمــد  لمــاذا  الأحمــر.  البحــر  الصــراع في  بلقيــس«   )110( 

2024م( نوفــمبر   22 الاطلاع  )تاريــخ  2024م  نوفــمبر   20 الحوثــيين؟« 

 https://2u.pw/rw5xkr9p

 (111) “A Draw Is a Win: The Houthis After One Year of 
War,” Washington Institute, October 2024, accessed No-
vember 22, 2024, https://2u.pw/paKoDSEs.
 )112( الأمــم المتحــدة« مجلــس الأمــن يعتمــد قــرارا يديــن هجمــات الحوثــيين علــى 
ـر2024م ) تاريــخ الاطلاع 20 نوفــمبر 2024م(  الســفن في البحــر الأحمــر« 10ين�ايـ

https://2u.pw/x8CIgFT

 )113( معهــد واشــنطن “مواجهــة استراتيجيــة روســيا في تســليح وكلائهــا المناهــضًين 
لأمــريكا« 2 أغســطس 2024م )تاريــخ الاطلاع 20 نوفــمبر 2024م)

 https://2u.pw/M46zh4jn

ــل  ــردع التدخ ــم ي ــاذا ل ــد... لم ــن التصعي ــهر م ــد 8 أش ــط » بع ــرق الأوس  )114( الش
الأميركــي هجمــات الحوثــيين؟« 18يوليــو، )تاريــخ الاطلاع 21نوفــمبر 2024م(

 https://2u.pw/c3tfzm18 

 (115) “The Cost of Inaction in Yemen,” AEI, Novem-
ber 22, 2024, accessed November 23, 2024, https://2u.
pw/1yTZHTFP.
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The Art of Wicker Weaving



THE  ROAD AHEAD

The year 2024 was marked by extraordinary global events — wars, 
elections, assassinations and regime changes — that are set to re-
shape political, economic and military landscapes in 2025. These 
events present a bleak picture of a world marred by chaos, the un-
dermining of international norms, widespread double standards 
and the growing preference for coercion over diplomacy in con-
flict resolution. The 2024 ASR examines these events on regional 
and global levels, offering insights into Saudi Arabia’s strategic 
transformations and Iran’s evolving dynamics. In addition, it pro-
vides a foundation for forecasting near- and medium-term trends.
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Global developments indicate that cha-
os and conflict are likely to persist as 
major powers engage in intense geopo-
litical, economic and technological com-
petition, forming alliances that height-
en tensions. Without concerted efforts 
to manage this global competition, the 
world risks escalating toward a devas-
tating third world war potentially in-
volving nuclear weapons, especially if a 
major power faces significant aggression 
or defeat. The future of humanity hing-
es on the ability of international actors 
to address and contain conflicts while 
tackling global challenges like climate 
change, terrorism and environmental 
problems. Urgent action is needed to 
convene an international conference to 
outline strategies for de-escalation and 
conflict resolution. In the absence of 
such action, the world will face increas-
ing ambiguity, rising insecurity, growing 
poverty and widespread social unrest.

In a world characterized by chaos and 
strategic rivalry, international powers 
are vying for resources and challeng-
ing US hegemony. To maintain its posi-
tion, Washington is expected to adopt 
a proactive approach, grounded in un-
derstanding the ongoing shifts in the 
global balance of power. This includes 
closely monitoring China’s rise, Russia’s 
belligerent actions and the aspirations 

of emerging powers to reshape global 
leadership toward a more pluralistic 
and diverse order. Trump’s re-election 
signals significant internal changes and 
a renewed focus on consolidating US 
leadership through his “America First” 
policy. The latter will test Washington’s 
global influence, emphasizing peace 
through strength. Trump, who already 
faces domestic challenges, is set to deal 
with complex international crises, in-
cluding those in Ukraine, the Middle 
East and US-China relations — key bat-
tlegrounds for determining the future of 
US power on the global stage. The Unit-
ed States possesses sufficient tools to 
influence the global stage, enabling it to 
address ongoing chaos and manage con-
flicts. Nevertheless, the expanding capa-
bilities and room for maneuver of com-
peting powers have grown significantly, 
suggesting that while the US leadership 
remains prominent in the short term, it 
is experiencing a gradual decline; this 
aligns with the broader global trend of 
revisionist powers seeking to reconfig-
ure the global system’s structure over the 
long term. Notably, the United States has 
diversified its strategies to contain Chi-
na in the Indo-Pacific, frustrating Bei-
jing’s ambitions and deterring its global 
aspirations. In response, China’s efforts 
toward achieving hegemony manifested 

in escalatory measures against Taiwan, 
the conveyance of deterrent messages 
and notable successes in its competi-
tion with the United States across var-
ious domains. These Chinese policies 
are expected to continue through 2025. 
Despite their reciprocal tactics amid in-
tensifying competition, there remains 
a possibility that both the United States 
and China will incline toward a policy of 
cooperative competition. This possibili-
ty is driven by a shared desire to avoid a 
comprehensive confrontation or an un-
calculated escalation.

Economic tensions between Wash-
ington and Beijing are likely to escalate 
during Trump’s second term as he is ex-
pected to shift from the cooperative com-
petition approach that marked the China 
policy under the Biden administration. 
Instead, Trump is poised to adopt a more 
confrontational stance, which could 
have significant repercussions for the 
global economy and security amid on-
going international conflicts. Trump’s 
perspective on China’s rise is central to 
this shift. He views China as the United 
States’ sole rival for global leadership, 
equipped with the tools and capabilities 
to challenge US dominance and prepared 
for confrontation. His previous actions, 
such as sparking a trade war with China, 
as well as his campaign pledges to im-
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pose higher tariffs on Chinese imports 
and the appointment of officials with 
hardline views on China, signal a con-
tinuation of this adversarial approach. 
This stance is reinforced by a broader 
Republican consensus on the threat 
posed by China’s growing influence. The 
steady expansion of the Chinese econ-
omy, which now competes with the US 
economy not only at the global level but 
also within the US market across critical 
domains, underscores the gravity of Chi-
na’s challenge to US global hegemony.

US-China relations during Trump’s 
second term are likely to experience 
measured escalation with various issues 
at the heart of their rivalry, including 
trade, advanced chips, Taiwan, Indo-Pa-
cific security and competition for global 
leadership. While Trump may adopt a 
confrontational policy, the United States 
is aware of China’s significant global 
clout, which could constrain efforts and 
necessitate compromises to safeguard 
US interests.

China possesses numerous econom-
ic and geopolitical tools that could be 
utilized or deployed to counter US mea-
sures. These include devaluing its cur-
rency to bolster global exports, selling 
US Treasury bills to weaken the dollar’s 
global standing, restricting exports of 
raw materials critical for US emerging 

technologies and intensifying pres-
sure on Taiwan. Such moves could limit 
Trump’s ability to maintain a hardline 
stance and force Washington to explore 
understandings to safeguard its broader 
economic and strategic interests.

On the European front, the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war remains locked in a 
state of attrition, with neither side able 
to secure a decisive victory. Russia has 
expanded its control in eastern Ukraine, 
while Ukraine has made gains by taking 
control of Russia’s Kursk region. The in-
volvement of North Korea in the conflict 
and the Western provision of advanced 
missiles to Ukraine, enabling strikes 
deep into Russian territory, have further 
intensified the stalemate. Both parties 
remain steadfast in their objectives, pro-
longing the deadlock. Trump is likely to 
significantly influence the trajectory of 
the war. His campaign promises suggest 
he might seek a settlement —potential-
ly one viewed as unfavorable by Ukraine 
— or reduce US support, shifting the dy-
namics of the confrontation.

On the global economic front, infla-
tion levels are expected to stabilize in 
the near future, leading to a relaxation 
of stringent monetary policies unless 
significant geopolitical or climatic dis-
ruptions occur. Declining interest rates 
are anticipated to stimulate slow growth 

in major economies, potentially driving 
up the prices of precious metals like gold, 
silver and platinum as safe-haven assets. 
Global economic growth is projected to 
see slight improvement because of weak 
export growth, sluggish performance of 
economies in Europe and Japan, and di-
minishing confidence in a swift recovery 
of China’s economy amid intensifying 
trade disputes with the United States 
and Europe. The rise of protectionist 
trade policies worldwide, particularly 
under a Trump administration, threat-
ens to undermine the globalization trend 
of the past three decades, with China’s 
dominance facing heightened scrutiny. 
However, such policies risk disrupting 
global trade and destabilizing the prices 
of raw materials and goods, compelling 
the major powers to balance their stra-
tegic interests with efforts to mitigate 
significant economic losses from pro-
longed conflicts.

Meanwhile, investment in AI applica-
tions is expected to accelerate, particu-
larly to enhance sales and productivity. 
This will foster the creation of novel job 
opportunities and drive unconventional 
investments, such as electricity genera-
tion from small-scale nuclear reactors. 
This technological progress, however, 
will reduce demand for traditional jobs 
and lead to complex security and ethical 
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challenges that will require gradual reg-
ulation. Also, while Western economic 
models remain influential, they are like-
ly to undergo a phase of reassessment 
and refinement. The frequency of global 
economic crises has amplified calls from 
academics and experts to integrate eco-
nomics with social sciences such as psy-
chology and history. This approach aims 
to refine economic theories, making 
them better equipped to analyze com-
plex human behavior and address global 
challenges more effectively.

In the sphere of non-traditional se-
curity, space exploration in 2025 is ex-
pected to see heightened competition 
as countries seek to access the moon’s 
resources, particularly water and heli-
um. This will unfold alongside a signifi-
cant increase in the number of satellites 
launched into low Earth orbit, driven by 
state agencies and private companies 
from the United States, China, Japan, Eu-
rope and other regions. While the pursuit 
of lunar and space resources will contin-
ue, the growing presence of satellites in 
low Earth orbit will have broad econom-
ic, political and social consequences, 
particularly through enhancing global 
internet connectivity. However, the in-
creasing dependence on satellite-driv-
en security and commercial activities 
renders these systems vulnerable to 

hacking by competing nations and rogue 
actors. Despite the growing importance 
of space and cybersecurity, the likeli-
hood of a new international consensus 
to modernize the regulation of space 
and cyberspace appears slim, especially 
in the early part of Trump’s second term. 
Additionally, rising political polarization 
and Elon Musk’s attempts to exert influ-
ence over elections in sovereign nations 
could lead to heightened restrictions on 
social media platforms by states. This, in 
turn, may negatively affect businesses 
that depend on advertising revenue from 
these platforms.

Global expectations for arms devel-
opment are higher than they have been 
in the past two decades. Trump’s “Amer-
ica First” approach has prompted Eu-
ropean and East Asian nations to not 
only increase defense spending but also 
prioritize non-US cooperation in arms 
production. This shift is evident in the 
countries working on the development 
of sixth-generation fighter jets and naval 
equipment. China has already unveiled 
prototypes of what is likely a sixth-gen-
eration fighter and bomber. At the same 
time, its naval power continues to grow 
with the sea trials of an amphibious land-
ing ship and a third aircraft carrier. Rus-
sia’s fifth- and sixth-generation fighter 
jets, while promising on paper, face tech-

nological challenges, as President Vlad-
imir Putin focuses on strengthening the 
country’s ballistic missile program and 
modernizing its nuclear arsenal. Mean-
while, both the United States and Chi-
na are advancing in the development of 
nuclear weapons, hypersonic missiles 
and countermeasures, marking a shared 
trajectory in their military strategies. 
One significant development in military 
technology is the rise of AI. Although 
widely discussed, AI’s application in 
the nuclear and military domains is be-
coming increasingly real, especially in 
drone warfare, which has been notably 
demonstrated in the skies over Ukraine 
and Russia.

With regard to ideological and reli-
gious issues, throughout 2024, the Saudi 
religious establishment called for unity 
between the people, the rejection of ex-
tremism and the promotion of tolerance 
among the sects of Islam. It issued docu-
ments to this effect and is likely to con-
tinue with this approach in the future, 
aligning with the broader social reforms 
within the country. Other religious insti-
tutions are facing struggles and backlash 
because of changes to personal status 
codes, as seen in Morocco and Iraq. Addi-
tionally, some religious institutions are 
dealing with internal conflicts, particu-
larly the emergence of factions seeking 
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to alter the existing religious order in line 
with the schemes of regional countries 
or powerful interest groups. Regarding 
political Islam, the Movement of Society 
for Peace (MSP) has experienced a signif-
icant decline in support in Algeria, suf-
fering a major blow after losing the pres-
idential election. This defeat triggered 
a split and widespread discord among 
the movement’s leaders, suggesting the 
emergence of a crisis of confidence with-
in its ranks that may affect its future. As 
for Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, it re-
mains deeply divided and fragmented, 
with no unified leadership in sight for 
the foreseeable future. Regarding vio-
lent groups, although ISIS has faded and 
remains dormant, there are concerns 
about its resurgence, especially follow-
ing recent developments in Syria. The 
international coalition has responded by 
launching airstrikes on areas suspected 
of being active hubs for ISIS operations. 
In terms of the far-right, there has been 
a rise in its influence in countries like 
India, Türkiye, France and Egypt, fueled 
by racist nationalist ideologies. Efforts 
are underway to mitigate its impact, but 
in some cases, these groups are being 
used to strengthen political legitimacy 
or push through controversial decisions.

When analyzing regional develop-
ments, it appears increasingly probable 

that the Gaza war may come to a close 
in 2025. This expectation stems from a 
series of developments indicating that 
neither party in the conflict can secure 
further territorial or strategic gains from 
the war. The new US administration’s 
recent commitment to prioritizing the 
resolution of conflicts in the Middle 
East introduces a ray of hope; howev-
er, it is essential to underscore that any 
ceasefire achieved is unlikely to endure 
for long. The fundamental challenges lie 
in the inability of both Israel and Hamas 
to meet each other’s conditions, thus 
rendering the pursuit of a lasting peace 
a daunting endeavor — especially con-
sidering Israel’s entrenched positions. 
The people of the region are aware of the 
humanitarian crisis afflicting the Pal-
estinian people and fervently hope that 
the US administration will adopt a more 
balanced approach, one that addresses 
the complex realities on the ground and 
seeks to alleviate the suffering borne 
from this protracted conflict.

Future transformations in Syria and 
Lebanon and their geopolitical reper-
cussions will depend on several factors. 
These include the new Syrian adminis-
tration’s ability to uphold the “logic of 
the state,” the aspirations of Lebanese 
factions to reshape the political equation 
in favor of the country and whether the 

armed groups allied with Syrian leader 
Ahmed al-Sharaa continue to prioritize 
state interests over those of the group. If 
the interests of the group prevail, it could 
foster chaos that external actors, like 
Iran and its militias, may exploit. How-
ever, there are factors favoring stability 
in Syria, such as Gulf-Turkish support for 
the new Syrian administration, Israel’s 
stance against the return of Iran to Syria 
and international dynamics, including 
Trump’s return and his positive relations 
with the Turkish president.

In 2025, the Gulf states will maintain 
a policy of positive neutrality, fostering 
cooperative relationships with the new 
US administration, recognizing poten-
tial opportunities for further coordina-
tion with the superpower. At the same 
time, the Gulf states’ recent achieve-
ments, their active involvement in inter-
national affairs, and collaboration with 
key economic blocs will ensure their 
significant role in US considerations. 
However, challenges arise from the fact 
that the return of the Trump administra-
tion comes at a time when the Gulf states 
have made substantial progress, such as 
Saudi Arabia’s reconciliation with Iran.

Türkiye is expected to continue pre-
senting itself as an influential and active 
player on both regional and internation-
al fronts. Ankara’s influence over the 
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current Syrian political equation allied 
with Turkish President Erdogan’s push 
for BRICS membership, the recent reca-
libration of Türkiye’s relations with the 
West and strengthening ties with Arab 
nations and engagement in Africa will 
reinforce the country’s independent for-
eign policy calculus. Moreover, Türkiye’s 
strong relationship with the new US ad-
ministration is likely to play a pivotal role 
in its endeavors and ambitions. However, 
the Turkish stance on the Gaza war may 
become a point of contention with the 
Trump administration, particularly if, 
as expected, Trump aligns closely with 
Israeli policies.

In 2024, Africa experienced a signif-
icant increase in internal crises and ex-
ternal interventions, leading to height-
ened security, political and economic 
instability. This was marked by a series of 
wars, military coups, protests, regional 
interventions and intense international 
competition for influence, which collec-
tively worsened the situation across the 
continent. It is anticipated that these 
challenges will persist into 2025, partic-
ularly due to the lack of clear solutions 
to resolve African political and econom-
ic crises. Nevertheless, there remains a 
possibility for breakthroughs or resolu-
tions, particularly if the new US admin-

istration prioritizes Africa’s stability and 
supports efforts in this regard.

Central Asian countries are expected 
to maintain their strategy of forming 
partnerships with major internation-
al powers such as China, India, Russia, 
the United States and European nations 
to address contentious issues and pro-
mote mutual trade interests. Addition-
ally, they will likely focus on economic 
diversification to reduce dependence on 
a single country. The Middle Corridor, a 
key route connecting China to Europe 
through Central Asia, will remain a pri-
ority for both China and European pow-
ers, attracting more investment for its 
development. However, Central Asia and 
the Caucasus will continue to be a focal 
point of global geopolitical tensions. The 
shifting balance of power and evolving 
regional alliances will likely present new 
opportunities for Central Asian nations 
to strengthen partnerships, particularly 
in energy, infrastructure and defense.

The Bangladesh crisis is expected to 
have significant ramifications for South 
Asia in 2025, driven by competition 
among global powers for leadership. 
The trajectory of crises in the region 
will largely depend on Trump’s policies 
toward the Indo-Pacific, particularly 
how he balances efforts to contain Chi-
na while considering India’s interests in 

South Asia. While China will continue to 
be a central focus of US policy, it is India 
that will be most affected by the political 
instability in Bangladesh, particularly 
in the aftermath of the removal of the 
Sheikh Hasina government. In South 
Asia, competition is likely to remain bal-
anced and major conflicts will be avoid-
ed, unlike the more volatile issues be-
tween the United States and China, such 
as Taiwan. The Taiwanese president’s 
separatist ambitions and policies toward 
China are expected to continue to draw 
significant attention, potentially com-
plicating relations in the region.

In terms of Saudi Arabia, the coun-
try made significant strides in achiev-
ing its Vision 2030 goals, positioning 
itself as a benchmark of excellence in 
the crisis-ridden Middle East. In fact, 
the kingdom exceeded some of its tar-
gets, particularly in diversifying the 
economy to reduce dependence on oil. 
Key achievements in 2024 included 
major investments in renewable energy 
and mining, positioning Saudi Arabia 
as one of the most competitive mining 
countries globally. The kingdom’s dig-
ital economy expanded dramatically, 
from 298 billion riyals to 460 billion ri-
yals. The country is also seeking to be-
come the regional leader in AI.
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The kingdom’s development program 
also prioritizes hard power, with efforts 
undertaken in 2024 to enhance military 
efficiency by localizing military manu-
facturing, intensifying training and se-
curing more defense agreements. One 
of the year’s highlights was Saudi Arabia 
winning the bid to host the 2034 World 
Cup, which was seen as both a capstone 
achievement and a motivator for further 
development. Looking ahead to 2025, 
Saudi Arabia is expected to continue its 
upward trajectory, provided that global 
factors like geopolitical tensions do not 
force a reassessment of its priorities.

On the global stage, Saudi Arabia suc-
cessfully strengthened its internation-
al relations by concluding numerous 
bilateral agreements with a wide range 
of countries, thereby advancing its eco-
nomic development. The kingdom also 
shored up the GCC collective system 
and deepened ties with Arab countries, 
as well as regional neighbors, includ-
ing Iran, Türkiye and Ethiopia. These 
successes were accomplished despite a 
tumultuous regional and international 
environment, particularly in the Mid-
dle East, where the Israeli war on Gaza 
escalated into a direct confrontation be-
tween Iran and Israel, raising concerns 
about the potential for a regional war. 
Amid these challenges, Saudi Arabia 

maintained its commitment to a policy 
of positive neutrality and peace, actively 
engaging in diplomacy at multiple lev-
els. The kingdom worked to monitor and 
contribute to regional and international 
efforts to contain wars and crises, reaf-
firming its positions on key issues such 
as the Russia-Ukraine conflict. Saudi 
Arabia also hosted numerous global and 
regional events focused on efforts to halt 
the Gaza war and advance a two-state 
solution for Palestine. Moreover, the 
kingdom supported peace initiatives in 
various Arab nations, continued to me-
diate in the Sudanese conflict, worked 
toward stability in Yemen, Lebanon 
and Libya, and advocated for peaceful 
change in Syria.

Saudi Arabia is closely monitoring the 
potential challenges it may encounter 
in 2025, particularly in light of the un-
certainty surrounding the trajectory of 
various regional and international de-
velopments, influenced by the return 
of Trump. The kingdom is expected to 
continue pursuing its current strategic 
options while maintaining the flexibil-
ity to adapt to emerging challenges and 
mitigate the risks that could impact the 
achievement of its established goals.

In the context of Iran, the sudden 
death of President Ebrahim Raisi rep-
resented a significant setback for both 

the Iranian establishment and Supreme 
Leader Ali Khamenei, as Raisi was 
viewed as a crucial actor in helping the 
country navigate the upcoming phase. 
His absence shifted the balance of pow-
er between the country’s political cur-
rents, paving the way for the “reformist” 
faction to return to the political scene, 
which previously seemed unlikely due 
to the “conservatives’” complete con-
trol over state institutions. Pezeshkian’s 
government is expected to face numer-
ous challenges, including heightened 
economic pressures with the return of 
Trump and various threats that could 
lead to internal unrest and a resurgence 
of protests. To prevent this outcome, the 
“hardliners” may consider cooperating 
with Pezeshkian to pursue engagement 
with the West, focusing on reaching 
agreements with major powers concern-
ing Iran’s nuclear program.

The economic challenges faced by Iran 
in 2024 are expected to persist into 2025, 
affecting both the Iranian economy and 
people. With the prospect of a tough US 
administration, nuclear negotiations are 
unlikely to progress in the near future. As 
a result, the Iranian currency is expected 
to continue its decline, the budget deficit 
is likely to widen, and capital and skilled 
professionals may continue to leave the 
country, contributing to a significant 
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shortfall in investment and productiv-
ity. Moreover, Iranian oil exports, a key 
source of foreign currency and econom-
ic growth, could face severe setbacks if 
oil sanctions are enforced more strictly 
under the Trump administration, in con-
trast to the more lenient approach of the 
Biden administration. These economic 
difficulties will place considerable pres-
sure on Pezeshkian’s government, forc-
ing it to choose between implementing 
austerity measures to address the finan-
cial deficit or risking popular unrest and 
internal instability. With little prospect 
for an improvement in the purchasing 
power or living standards of the Iranian 
population in 2025, the establishment 
is expected to continue adapting to the 
challenging situation by finding ways to 
circumvent sanctions, seeking access to 
markets in neighboring countries and 
preserving its geopolitical interests, 
especially as its regional expansionist 
projects face increasing challenges. The 
erosion of the “Axis of Resistance,” with 
setbacks in Syria and Yemen, further 
complicates Iran’s regional ambitions.

Iran’s military capabilities in 2025 are 
expected to be shaped by the significant 
setbacks it has faced in both its military 
strength and geopolitical influence. In 
response to these challenges, Iran is 
likely to intensify its uranium-235 en-

richment efforts, pushing enrichment 
levels above 80% while also enhancing 
its ability to assemble nuclear devices 
with varying yields suitable for multiple 
delivery systems. In parallel, Tehran is 
expected to continue negotiations with 
the EU-3 and the United States to secure 
a new nuclear deal. Faced with declining 
defensive and offensive capabilities fol-
lowing Israeli counterstrikes, Iran may 
redirect its financial resources toward 
bolstering its domestic military needs, 
rather than relying on proxies. This 
could involve prioritizing the produc-
tion of Russian and Chinese fighter jets, 
air defense systems, tanks and subma-
rines through securing licenses. Howev-
er, Iran’s domestic industrial base might 
struggle to meet these demands. While 
the country is capable of assembling 
imported sets of military equipment, it 
may not have the full capacity to produce 
such advanced military equipment on its 
own. This could limit the pace at which 
Iran can enhance its military capabilities 
to keep pace with its evolving defense 
needs.

In 2024, the issue of minorities took 
center stage in Iranian society, overshad-
owing other social dimensions, largely 
due to its significant role in the presiden-
tial election that resulted in the election 
of “reformist” Masoud Pezeshkian as 

president. Pezeshkian’s campaign raised 
slogans that resonated with minority 
groups, contributing to the continued 
controversy surrounding their position 
in state institutions, where their repre-
sentation and inclusion remain conten-
tious. This debate extended beyond the 
election and continued into discussions 
about improving the living conditions of 
minorities, as they often face socioeco-
nomic challenges and discrimination. 
Given the ongoing economic difficulties 
and the persistent rivalry between the 
“reformists” and “conservatives,” it is 
expected that the issue of minorities will 
remain a contentious topic in Iranian so-
ciety throughout 2025. The debate sur-
rounding the rights and status of minori-
ties will likely be intertwined with other 
social issues, including the ongoing and 
divisive discussions about the hijab.

In 2025, Iran’s support for armed mi-
litias within its geopolitical expansion 
strategy is expected to be closely tied to 
the significant regional setbacks it con-
tinues to face. Syria’s departure from 
Iran’s sphere of influence is likely to 
have profound repercussions on Iran’s 
internal situation, especially given the 
already difficult economic conditions 
and increasing hardship felt by many 
segments of Iranian society. Additional-
ly, the potential reactivation of Trump’s 
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maximum pressure strategy against Iran 
in 2025 further heightens Tehran’s sense 
of vulnerability. As a result of these in-
ternal and external pressures, it is likely 
that Iran will scale back its support for 
the militias in its spheres of influence, 
especially as the Iranian establishment 
will focus on stabilizing its own internal 
situation. The fear of domestic unrest, 
particularly in the form of protests that 
could destabilize the establishment, will 
likely lead to a strategic withdrawal from 
its regional engagements. However, this 
shift could be reversed if unforeseen de-
velopments allow Iran to regain its foot-
ing and resume support for its militias, 
especially if the geopolitical landscape 
shifts in its favor or if its internal situa-
tion improves.

In 2024, Iran and the Gulf states man-
aged to navigate the delicate balance in 
their relations, particularly following 
the military escalation between Iran 
and Israel in the wake of the Israeli war 
on Gaza. The commitment to the terms 
of the Beijing Agreement by both Sau-
di Arabia and Iran played a pivotal role 
in steering Gulf-Iran relations toward a 
more positive trajectory. Although long-
standing issues such as the dispute over 
the occupied UAE islands, the Dorra gas 
field and the Iranian nuclear program 
remain unresolved, they are largely con-

tained within the realm of traditional 
disagreements, with both sides uphold-
ing their respective positions. The dip-
lomatic engagements throughout 2024 
reflected an awareness from both Gulf 
and Iranian leaders of the risks associat-
ed with further escalation, emphasizing 
the importance of restraint. As a result, 
2025 will be a critical year in determining 
whether these nations can sustain their 
cooperative stance, managing tensions 
while addressing the broader regional 
and international challenges they face.

Besides Gulf neighbors, Iran also 
made notable strides in improving re-
lations with regional countries, includ-
ing Egypt, Sudan and Bahrain in 2024. 
However, Egypt is expected to view rap-
prochement with Iran with caution and 
uncertainty until clarity is gained on 
regional developments and the West-
ern stance on Iran, including the new 
US administration’s handling of the Iran 
file in 2025. As for Sudan, Iran will like-
ly continue to bolster relations through 
providing support for the Sudanese army 
in its war against the RSF, paving the way 
for a more pronounced Iranian role in the 
country post-war.

Under Pezeshkian’s leadership, Iran’s 
room for maneuver in the nuclear nego-
tiations will be significantly constrained, 
as the country can no longer maintain its 

policy of nuclear ambiguity without risk-
ing severe consequences. To avoid the 
potential reimposition of the maximum 
pressure strategy under Trump, which 
could threaten the establishment’s le-
gitimacy, it is likely that the Pezeshkian 
government will prioritize opening dip-
lomatic channels with the United States. 
However, this does not imply that the 
negotiations will proceed smoothly. Iran 
is expected to engage in a strategic bal-
ancing act, seeking opportunities to ne-
gotiate with multiple parties, including 
the IAEA and European powers. The aim 
will be to buy time and avoid complete 
compliance with the nuclear demands 
of Trump and Israel.

The “conservatives” in Iran generally 
advocate for an eastward orientation, 
strengthening ties with countries like 
Russia and China. In contrast, the “re-
formists,” including Pezeshkian, have 
sought to pursue balanced relations 
with Western nations, a policy he cham-
pioned during his election campaign 
and has continued to emphasize after as-
suming the presidency. However, several 
challenges will complicate Pezeshkian’s 
efforts to open up to the West. These 
include the ongoing regional crises in 
which Iran is involved, the deadlock sur-
rounding the nuclear negotiations, and 
Trump’s return. Unless Iran agrees to en-
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gage in negotiations aimed at resolving 
the nuclear issue, its options will likely 
narrow, and the country may have little 
choice but to further deepen its relation-
ship with the Eastern bloc as a counter-
balance to Western pressure.

Iran’s regional interventions and nu-
clear program place it in a vulnerable 
position, exposing it to potential diplo-
matic, economic, security and even mil-
itary threats from the United States and 
Europe. Under Trump, there is a strong 
possibility that the United States will 
once again apply maximum pressure on 
Iran, aiming to extract concessions for 
its nuclear program. In this context, it is 
expected that Europe will align with the 
US stance, whether it leads to escalation 
or a renewed push for an agreement on 
the nuclear issue. If the United States 
and Europe pursue the maximum pres-
sure strategy, Iran could respond by es-
calating tensions, potentially withdraw-
ing from the NPT or altering its nuclear 
doctrine.

Iranian-Turkish rivalry saw signifi-
cant intensification in 2024, particularly 
in the Caucasus, Iraq and Syria. Türkiye 
made headway in strengthening its ties 
with Azerbaijan and Iraq, while Iran ex-
perienced a decline in its influence. In 
2025, this rivalry is expected to persist, 
albeit without major escalation. Iran 

will likely continue to monitor Türkiye’s 
progress with caution, opting for a dip-
lomatic approach centered on appease-
ment, especially in the Caucasus. In Iraq, 
Tehran will aim to preserve its influence 
and prevent any initiatives that could 
undermine its position within the Iraqi 
state. Meanwhile, in Syria, Iran will seek 
to adapt to the evolving political land-
scape and growing Turkish influence. 
Iran will work to block any Turkish-Syr-
ian rapprochement that could under-
mine its remaining interests in Syria.

The situation in Yemen in 2025 is ex-
pected to largely depend on the develop-
ments in Gaza, as the Houthis have used 
the Gaza conflict as a pretext for avoiding 
peace efforts in Yemen. If a settlement is 
reached in Gaza, the Houthis would lose 
their justification for escalation and 
military mobilization, which could force 
them to shift focus to engaging with Ye-
meni political currents to strengthen 
their negotiating position with the inter-
nationally recognized legitimate govern-
ment. It is plausible that Iran may play a 
key role in encouraging the Houthis to 
enter negotiations with the legitimate 
government in order to avoid further 
setbacks for its proxies. Meanwhile, Is-
rael might continue to view the Houthis 
as a strategic adversary, which could lead 
to the US administration imposing sanc-

tions, even if hostilities in Gaza come to 
an end. This dynamic may prompt sig-
nificant transformations within Yemen 
that could impact the status and future 
of the Houthis.

In summary, the global developments 
observed in 2024 confirm that the inter-
national system is beset with crises and 
challenges, with the prospect of trans-
formations in the global power hierar-
chy that could shift its current unilateral 
structure in the long term. Additionally, 
fundamental changes in regional envi-
ronments and their strategic balances 
could lead to the revival of local conflicts 
or geopolitical disputes. Trump’s return 
may add further complexity, opening 
greater doors to competition, which 
could have an unprecedented impact. 
The world appears to be in a critical tran-
sitional phase, during which econom-
ic, trade and corridor competition has 
evolved into an open geopolitical con-
flict. This competition extends to build-
ing alliances, acquiring scarce resources, 
imposing control over global resources 
— including in space and untapped ar-
eas — exploiting AI, developing weapons 
and enhancing unconventional capabil-
ities. The renewed conflict between the 
global poles is clearly visible in regions 
such as Eastern Europe, the Middle East, 
the South China Sea and Africa. Mean-
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while, the Global South continues to 
struggle with poverty, dependency, ep-
idemics exploitation and other crises 
that persist due to a lack of governance, 
transparency and efforts to combat cor-
ruption and violence. Some countries 
in this part of the world remain trapped 
by ideology or political incompetence, 
adversely affecting their internal con-
ditions and regional standing. Iran is a 
clear example of this, having suffered 

heavy losses due to its investment in a 
regional project that collapsed immedi-
ately, leaving the population in the midst 
of a severe economic crisis. Between the 
Global North and South, there is a rising 
power poised to establish its superiority 
and earn a place among the great powers, 
enhancing the push toward a more plu-
ralistic international system that appre-
ciates common values and rules. Saudi 
Arabia is this rising power, striving to 

assert its presence as an indispensable 
regional and international pole. This 
ambition is clearly reflected in its Vision 
2030 agenda, which continues to prog-
ress, making notable strides in 2024. It is 
expected that 2025 will witness further 
advancement, with the kingdom adapt-
ing its policies in accordance with new 
developments while remaining aligned 
with its ambitious goals.
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PARTNERSHIPS
OF THE INTERNATIONAL 
INSTITUTE FOR IRANIAN 

STUDIES (RASANAH)
Rasanah has been able to make much headway in forming partnerships 

with a number of think tanks, universities, and governmental parties in 

Saudi Arabia and abroad. These partnerships have allowed Rasanah to 

benefit from the cross-exchange of researchers, publications and the joint 

organization of events. With regard to building and enhancing relationships 

as well as offering its specialized consultation in the Kingdom, Rasanah is 

proud to have extended its relationship with a number of governmental 

parties with the prospect of signing MoUs in the near future.
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