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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

In May 2025, Iran experienced a flurry
of developments spanning the political,
military, economic, social and ideolog-
ical spheres. At the same time, its rela-
tions with several Arab countries grew
increasingly complex, raising the likeli-
hood that these evolving dynamics will
significantly influence Tehran's foreign
policy trajectory in the coming period.

On the domestic political front,
uranium enrichment remains a key
obstacle in the ongoing nuclear nego-
tiations between Iran and the United
States. Talks currently underway in
Rome and Muscat have been complicat-
ed by Washington’s insistence that any
final deal must prohibit Tehran from
enriching uranium — a condition the
Trump administration has made clear.
Iran has firmly rejected this demand,
calling it a red line that threatens to de-
rail the entire negotiation process.

Tehran’s opposition to this condition
is rooted in several factors, chief among
these is the considerable financial and
human investment it has made over the
years in developing its nuclear program.
For many Iranians, uranium enrichment
represents more than just a technical
process; it is seen as a symbol of nation-
al scientific progress and sovereignty.
Agreeing to halt enrichment, in Iran’s
view, would amount to dismantling its
nuclear ambitions altogether. Moreover,
there are growing concerns in Tehran
that accepting such a condition could
result in a fragile agreement that lacks
long-term sustainability.

The economic front saw a notable
development in May 2025 with the Ex-
pediency Discernment Council's approv-
al of the Palermo Convention Against
Transnational Organized Crime and
Money Laundering (PARLEM), mark-
ing a significant shift after seven years



of rejection that had landed Iran on
the Financial Action Task Force (FATF)
blacklist. While this move is seen as a
step toward improving Iran’s investment
climate and lowering the costs of inter-
national trade, its impact remains limit-
ed unless paired with ratification of the
complementary Convention for the Sup-
pression of the Financing of Terrorism
(CFT).

However, the Iranian establishment
continues to resist endorsing the CFT,
citing concerns that doing so could ex-
pose its overseas financial operations
and networks used to bypass interna-
tional sanctions. As a result, the approv-
al of PARLEM — though symbolically
important — is largely viewed as a tac-
tical gesture aimed at advancing nuclear
negotiations with the United States and
potentially paving the way for sanctions
relief, rather than signaling a broader
policy shift.

On the military front, the country
announced the upgrade of its Haj Qa-
sem ballistic missile, originally unveiled
in 2020, signaling continued progress
in its missile capabilities. Iran also held
joint military exercises with Azerbai-
jan in the Karabakh region — recently
reclaimed by Baku — along the border
with Iran’s Ardabil Province. The Aras
2025 drills underscored Iran’s interest in
securing its northwestern frontier.

In parallel, Tehran expanded its mil-
itary diplomacy by deepening defense
ties with both Armenia and Belarus.
The Iranian defense minister held talks
with the secretary of Armenia’s Security
Council, focusing on bilateral defense
cooperation and the draft peace deal
between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Addi-
tionally, the deputy chief of the Belaru-
sian armed forces met with Iranian army
Commander-in-Chief Major General Ab-
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dolrahim Mousavi in Tehran, further ce-
menting military coordination between
the two countries.

On the social front, the Iranian es-
tablishment is increasingly alarmed by
the rising unemployment rate among
university graduates — a growing crisis
with deep political, economic, psycho-
logical and demographic implications.
The scale of this issue has prompted the
Pezeshkian government to introduce
new legislation aimed at ensuring a
more equitable distribution of the lim-
ited job opportunities available to young
Iranians. Measures taken include a ban
on the re-employment of retirees, re-
strictions on holding multiple public
sector roles and expanded support for
small businesses to stimulate job cre-
ation.

Ideologically, a significant devel-
opment occurred in neighboring Iragq,
where authorities unexpectedly banned
the Salafist Madkhali group, labeling
it as extremist and inciting violence.
The move surprised many Iraqis, as the
group is known for advocating obedi-
ence to the state and has no documented
involvement in violence or political ac-
tivity. Critics of the decision argue that
it overlooks armed Shiite factions that
pose more direct threats to national se-
curity. Observers suspect Iranian influ-
ence behind the ban, pointing to Teh-
ran’s longstanding opposition to Salafi
currents, which are more widespread in
Iraq than other Sunni groups with ties to
Iran, such as the Rabbat al-Muhammadi
group. The decision appears to be part of
broader efforts by Iraqi authorities and
allied actors to reshape the country’s
religious landscape, using bans and per-
missions as leverage to push religious
groups into compliance with preferred
political and ideological narratives.
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Regarding Iran-Gulf relations, Ira-
nian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi
embarked on a Gulf tour covering Saudi
Arabia, Qatar and the UAE, reportedly
aimed at coordinating positions and
clarifying the trajectory of nuclear ne-
gotiations between Iran and the United
States. This visit also preceded the US
president’s regional tour, seemingly as
part of Iran’s effort to prevent escalation
against it. Regarding Trump’s visit to the
region, several analysts in Iran criticized
his Gulf tour, downplaying the agree-
ments reached and describing these as
ill-advised. Some Iranian newspapers
also expressed dissatisfaction with the
decision to lift sanctions on Syria and
the meeting between Syrian President
Ahmad al-Sharaa and President Trump,
interpreting it as a reflection of a US ap-
proach that supports terrorism.

On the Iraqi front, the United States
is increasingly focusing its efforts on
curbing Iranian influence, viewing Iraq
as the next major arena for rolling back
Tehran's regional reach — particularly at
a time when Iran is grappling with a se-
ries of geopolitical setbacks. According
to reports, US policymakers are advanc-
ing a plan to liberate Iraq from Iranian
dominance with proposals that include
disbanding the Popular Mobilization
Forces (PMF) and dismantling various
Iran-aligned armed militias operating in
the country. However, Iran did not stand
idly by in response to its interventions
and influence, which have cost it enor-
mous financial and human resources
in a country central to its expansionist
strategy, such as Iraq. Western reports
have pointed to Iran’s efforts to strength-
en its military presence in Iraq by sup-
plying militias with a batch of advanced
missiles.

Regarding the Syrian front, there
has been unprecedented US and Euro-
pean openness to the new leadership in
Damascus, along with a gradual easing
of sanctions by both parties, and closer
cooperation between Syria and the Gulf
states and Tiirkiye in the energy and
economic sectors. These developments
point to a new path for Syria’s regional
repositioning, away from Iranian hege-
mony, raising Tehran's concerns about
the decline of its historical influence.
Moreover, Damascus’ rapprochement
with Ankara and the dissolution of the
Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) posed a
strategic challenge to Iran, which now
faces the erosion of its regional influ-
ence amid new alignments redrawing
the balance of power in the region at the
expense of Iran’s regional ambitions.

Lastly, on the Yemeni front, the
ceasefire agreement between the Houth-
is and the United States on May 6, 2025,
is a prominent political development
in the Yemeni arena. This agreement
had a significant impact in reducing
military escalation in the Red Sea and
Bab al-Mandab Strait and reducing the
threat to international navigation. The
agreement has multiple political dimen-
sions, most notably its coincidence with
the nuclear negotiations between the
United States and Iran. Iran played an
influential role in pushing the Houthis
to this agreement, out of its desire to en-
sure the success of negotiations with the
United States. This clearly indicates that
the Houthis are a tool serving Iranian
political and strategic interests, whether
through de-escalation or, at other times,
escalation with the United States and
Israel, and threatening freedom of inter-
national navigation in accordance with
Iranian interests.



DEVELOPMENTS
IN IRAN'’S
INTERNAL
AFFAIRS

In May 2025, Iran saw key develop-
ments across political, economic, mil-
itary, social and ideological spheres.
It responded to Washington’s calls to
halt uranium enrichment, weighed the
strategic implications of joining the
Palermo Convention and advanced its
ballistic missile capabilities through
joint training with Azerbaijan. The
Pezeshkian government grappled with
rising unemployment, while Iraq’s ban
on the Salafi Madkhali group added
further complexity to regional geopo-
litical dynamics.



Iranian Reactions to Washing-
on’s Calls for Halting Uranium

Enrichment as a Condition for

The nuclear talks between Iran and
the United States have entered a sen-
sitive phase. Despite repeated expres-
sions of optimism from both sides and
widespread expectations of a possible
agreement, a significant point of con-
tention has surfaced. Washington is
reportedly conditioning any potential
deal and sanctions relief on the sus-
pension of uranium enrichment—a
demand Tehran has firmly rejected.
Iranian officials have warned that if
the United States continues to insist
on this condition, Iran may withdraw
from the negotiations altogether. This
file examines two key aspects of the
standoff: Iran’s official position on the
call to halt uranium enrichment, and
the broader implications of its refusal.

Iran’s Official Response to the US
Demand to Suspend Uranium En-
richment

In a new development that has exac-
erbated tensions over the ongoing nu-
clear talks, US Special Envoy for Iran
Steve Witkoff declared that any future
agreement must include a complete
ban on uranium enrichment by Teh-
ran. His remarks sparked swift and
widespread backlash from Iranian
officials. Supreme Leader Ali Khame-
nei firmly rejected the condition and
voiced skepticism about the likelihood
of a successful outcome to the negoti-
ations.”) Meanwhile, Iranian Foreign
Minister Abbas Araghchi dismissed
Witkoff’s comments as “completely
detached from the reality of the talks,”
reaffirming that Iran will continue
uranium enrichment “with or without
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an agreement.” Araghchi further em-
phasized that Washington's unrealistic
demand is likely to impede progress in
the nuclear talks.®

Several Iranian newspapers and
news websites have cited areportbythe
UK daily The Guardian, which revealed
that regional mediators — namely
Oman and Qatar — had put forward
a proposal to help break the deadlock
in nuclear negotiations. According to
the report, the initiative called for Iran
to suspend uranium enrichment for
three years, during which time Russia
would supply the uranium needed for
peaceful purposes. After that period,
Tehran would be allowed to resume
enrichment at a limited level of 3.75%,
consistent with the 2015 nuclear deal.
The proposal also outlined commit-
ments by Iran: to renounce any pur-
suit of nuclear weapons, eliminate its
stockpile of highly enriched uranium,
restrict enrichment to civilian levels
and permit international inspectors to
oversee its nuclear activities. In return,
the United States would move to lift
economic sanctions on Iran.® Howev-
er, Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister for
Political Affairs Majid Takht-Ravanchi
dismissed the notion that such a pro-
posal had been formally presented at
the negotiating table. He also criticized
Washington's approach to the nuclear
file, accusing it of lacking consistency
and frequently shifting its positions.®

Iranian news websites have report-
ed that during the fifth round of nu-
clear talks —held in Rome on May 23,
2025 — Oman proposed a six-month
suspension of uranium enrichment
as a temporary confidence-building
measure. The plan would allow Iran
and the United States to continue ne-
gotiations with the aim of reaching a
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comprehensive agreement. Ahmad
Bakhshayesh Ardestani, a member of
the Iranian Parliament’s National Se-
curity Committee, confirmed that Teh-
ran had indeed received the proposal.®

A review of US negotiating strate-
gies over the five previous rounds indi-
cates that President Trump had shown
some flexibility on certain hardline
positions regarding Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram. Nonetheless, it remains evident
that the US strategy from the outset
has centered on securing a suspension
of uranium enrichment as a key ele-
ment of any deal.

For its part, Iran has consistently
rejected proposals to halt enrichment,
insisting on maintaining enrichment
activities on its soil — even at minimal
levels. However, growing US pressure
could eventually compel Iran to recon-
sider, especially in light of the risk of
renewed international sanctions. Teh-
ran may ultimately be forced to accept
one of the proposals on the table in
order to ease sanctions and avoid the
threat of military confrontation or the
activation of the snapback mechanism
by the European Troika — the UK,
France and Germany — which would
restore UN sanctions on Iran.

Significations of the Iranian Veto
Against Suspending Uranium En-
richment

Tehran continues to strongly defend
what it considers its legitimate right to
enrich uranium on its own soil, citing
a range of political, economic and na-
tional considerations:

Economic and human cost: Iranian
officials argue that the country has al-
ready paid a steep price to develop its
nuclear infrastructure. Beyond invest-
ing billions of dollars in building reac-

tors and enrichment facilities, Iran has
suffered massive financial losses due
to sanctions and reduced oil exports.
Moreover, they point to the assassi-
nations of several Iranian nuclear sci-
entists as evidence of the high human
cost paid in pursuit of the program.'®

Symbol of sovereignty and national
pride:Foralarge segment oftheIranian
public, uranium enrichment has come
to symbolize national sovereignty and
scientific achievement. Officials fear
that any move to suspend enrichment
would be interpreted domestically as a
retreat or even a full dismantling of the
nuclear program, undermining public
support and the establishment’s narra-
tive of resistance.

Lack of trust in long-term US com-
mitments: Tehran also questions the
durability of any potential agreement,
arguing that future US administra-
tions — regardless of current promis-
es — could reverse course and reignite
the nuclear standoff.

Deterrence and strategic leverage:
Some Iranian analysts and officials
believe that maintaining the country’s
nuclear infrastructure and current
stockpiles of 20% and 60% enriched
uranium enhances Iran’s strategic
leverage. They argue that these capa-
bilities act as a deterrent and must be
preserved as part of any negotiated
deal.

Skepticism over sanctions relief: Ira-
nian decision-makers remain deeply
skeptical about the full lifting of US
sanctions. They note that not all sanc-
tions fall under the authority of the
executive branch; many were legislat-
ed by Congress and would require a
vote to be lifted — an unlikely scenario
given the current political climate in
Washington."



Conclusion

The Trump administration’s recent
pressure campaign on Iran appears to
be driven by two key objectives: com-
pelling Tehran to make further con-
cessions on its nuclear program and
ensuring that any new deal is not a
reiteration of the 2015 agreement bro-
kered under the Obama administra-
tion — a deal that Trump and many Re-
publicans have repeatedly criticized.

However, Tehran's unequivocal re-
jection of Washington’s latest demand
for Iran to cease uranium enrichment
has led to yet another impasse in the
fraught negotiations. Despite Iran's
public insistence on continuing en-
richment, growing concerns about
potential US escalation, threats by Eu-
ropean signatories to trigger the snap-
back mechanism if talks collapse and
heightened Israeli rhetoric suggesting
possible military strikes on Iran's nu-
clear sites may push Tehran to recon-
sider its position. However, any retreat
from its current stance is expected to
take the form of a temporary freeze or
suspension of enrichment activities —
rather than a full cessation — allowing
Iran to maintain a symbolic and tech-
nical foothold in its nuclear program
while navigating mounting interna-
tional pressure.

Iran'’s Accession to the Palexmo
Convention Against Organized

Crime: Between Significance
and Maneuverability

After more than seven years of hesi-
tation, Iran's Expediency Discernment
Council has approved the country’s
accession to the Palermo Convention
Against Transnational Organized
Crime. However, it stopped short of
ratifying the accompanying Terror-
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ist Financing Convention (CFT). This
move is seen as part of Tehran’s efforts
to be removed from the Financial Ac-
tion Task Force (FATF) blacklist — a
designation that significantly compli-
cates Iran’s financial and trade deal-
ings with the outside world. The FATE,
a global watchdog combating money
laundering and terrorist financing,
maintains a blacklist and gray list of
countries that fall short of its financial
transparency standards. Inclusion on
these lists subjects countries to height-
ened scrutiny and tight restrictions on
international banking and financial
operations.

This file opens with an examination
of Iran’s history with the UN blacklist
against organized crime and terrorism
financing. Secondly, the file explores
the Iranian establishment’s apprehen-
sions about the agreement, despite its
economic significance. Finally, the file
assesses the potential benefits arising
from Iran's accession to the Palermo
Convention.

Iran’s History With the FATF
Blacklist

Iran’s entanglement with the FATF
blacklist began in 2008, when the in-
ternational body first designated the
country for failing to meet global fi-
nancial transparency standards which
most nations around the world had
already adopted. Today, only a handful
of countries remain on the blacklist,
notably Iran and North Korea. Iran
stayed on the list until 2016, when the
FATF granted a temporary reprieve af-
ter the signing of the nuclear deal with
Western powers. The country was then
moved to the FATF's gray list, signaling
conditional leniency pending further
compliance.

www.Rasanah-iiis.org
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In 2018, during Rouhani’s admin-
istration, Iran’s Parliament approved
a draft bill supporting the country’s
accession to the Palermo Convention
and CFT. However, the Guardian Coun-
cil rejected the proposal, citing over 22
instances where it allegedly violated
Islamic law and the Constitution. The
disagreement between the two bodies
led to the case being referred to the
Expediency Discernment Council, the
body responsible for resolving such in-
stitutional disputes.® For seven years,
the council failed to reach a decision,
leaving Iran on the FATF blacklist
throughout this period.

Following US President Donald
Trump's withdrawal from the nucle-
ar deal in 2018, the Guardian Council
doubled down on its opposition to the
two conventions. As a result, in 2020,
the FATF reinstated Iran on its black-
list — a status that has remained un-
changed. It was not until May 2025
that the Expediency Council broke the
deadlock by approving Iran’s acces-
sion to the Palermo Convention alone,
while continuing to withhold approval
for joining the CFT.

Iran’s Hesitation to Ratify the CFT
Despite Its Economic Importance

Compliance with the standards set
by the Palermo Convention Against
Transnational Organized Crime and
CFT plays a crucial role in facilitating
global trade and investment. These
standards offer reassurance to foreign
investors about the safety and stability
of their capital, help ensure smooth fi-
nancial transfers to and from the host
country and lower the costs associated
with international transactions. For
Iran, remaining on the FATF black-
list has created major obstacles in its

banking sector, driven up the costs of
foreign trade and significantly limited
its ability to attract foreign investment.

Despite the Iranian economy’s ur-
gent need to attract foreign invest-
ment and lower the costs of inter-
national trade amid longstanding
sanctions, the “hardliner” current op-
poses compliance with these financial
standards — particularly the CFT. This
opposition largely comes from groups
supporting the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps’ (IRGC) operations
abroad, as accepting FATF rules would
limit funding for armed groups backed
by the IRGC-affiliated Quds Force.
Meanwhile, Iran’s “reformist” current
advocates for full adherence to the
agreement, viewing it as essential to
curbing the country’s ongoing finan-
cial and economic losses."

The “hardliner” current views the
Palermo and CFT agreements as major
avenues for foreign interference and
external pressure on Iran’s policies to-
ward armed groups abroad. They ar-
gue that such ratification violates the
Iranian Constitution, which indirectly
endorses foreign involvement in oth-
er countries’ affairs under the guise
of “supporting the oppressed.” These
critics fear that approving the con-
ventions would expose Iran’s financial
transactions and weaken its capacity
for “economic resistance,” especially
since the country still relies on unoffi-
cial channels to sell oil amid ongoing
sanctions. Reflecting this stance, 150
members of Iran's 290-seat Parliament
sent a letter to the head of the Expedi-
ency Discernment Council demand-
ing a halt to any progress on ratifying
these agreements.

On the other side, proponents con-
tend that ratifying the UN conventions



is crucial to easing Iran’s financial iso-
lation and lowering trade costs, even
with key partners like China, Tiirkiye
and neighboring countries. They argue
it would open the door to much-need-
ed investment in vital sectors — such
as oil, gas, electricity, industry and avi-
ation — that have suffered from years
of sanctions and stagnation.

Iran’s Accession to the Palermo
Convention — Potential Benefits

There is no doubt that joining the Pal-
ermo Convention and CFT agreements
— and subsequently being removed
from the FATF blacklist — offers sig-
nificant investment and trade benefits
for Iran. Key advantages include low-
ering the costs of foreign trade, restor-
ing investor confidence and boosting
domestic investment. Despite these
benefits, Iran continues to avoid ratifi-
cation of the CFT, choosing instead to
accept only the Palermo Convention.
This partial acceptance limits the over-
all effectiveness ofthe move. Neverthe-
less, Iran’s decision to join the Palermo
Convention marks an unprecedented
step, signaling a strong desire to ease
the impact of sanctions and advance
ongoing negotiations with the United
States with the aim to restore the coun-
try’s shattered economy.

Predicting whether the Iranian
establishment will ratify the CFT re-
mains challenging as it views it as
unconstitutional and at odds with the
core principles of the Iranian revolu-
tion. As such, the approval of the Pal-
ermo Convention may serve primarily
as a strategic move to advance nuclear
negotiations, especially since Iran’s
shift — after years of outright rejec-
tion — coincides with ongoing talks
between Tehran and Washington. In
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this context, the acceptance appears
aimed at maintaining a positive mo-
mentum in the negotiations until their
final outcome is determined. Howev-
er, even if Iran is eventually removed
from the FATF blacklist, there is no
guarantee that the United States will
not continue to pressure international
bodies or trade partners to hinder fi-
nancial and commercial transactions
with Iran should the nuclear talks fail
toyield a deal.

Conclusion

The Expediency Discernment Coun-
cil's approval of the Palermo Conven-
tion marks an unprecedented and im-
portant step for the Iranian economy
amid ongoing nuclear negotiations.
However, the true impact of this move
depends on the council’s eventual ac-
ceptance of the supplementary CFT
agreement, which hasyet to be ratified,
as well as tangible progress in nuclear
talks with the United States. A deep
internal divide persists over joining
such agreements. A key reason behind
Iran’s reluctance is the establishment'’s
fear that ratifying these conventions
would expose its financial transfers
to foreign inspection and expose its
long-established networks used to
circumvent economic sanctions. This
suggests that the establishment will
likely find it difficult to accept the
CFT in the future unless it can impose
safeguards or alternatives that protect
its decades-old overseas financial net-
works from disclosure.
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Iran’s Army Develops Ballistic
Missiles and Conducts Drills
With Azerbaijan

Iran’s military capabilities remain out
of the spotlight as indirect talks with
the United States continue. After suc-
cessive confrontations with Israel, Iran
has focused on developing its military
capabilities. In May 2025, Iran unveiled
an advanced ballistic missile and con-
ducted military exercises with Azer-
baijan. It also strengthened its mili-
tary diplomacy with friendly countries
such as Armenia and Belarus. This file
examines two axes: the enhancement
of the Haj Qasem ballistic missile and
the prioritization of military diploma-
cy as evinced by Iran's recent defense
drill with Azerbaijan’s military.

Upgrading the Haj Qasem Ballistic
Missile

Iran hasupgraded its Haj Qasem ballis-
tic missile, unveiled in 2020. The mis-
sile, which can reach speeds of Mach 11
during atmosphericre-entry and Mach
5 upon impact, has a range of 1,400 ki-
lometers and carries a payload of 500
kilograms. After the missile was inter-
cepted during Operation True Promise
1 and Operation True Promise 2, Iran
acknowledged the missile’s shortcom-
ings and upgraded it, naming it the
Qasem Basir.™ This advanced variant
retains its core features, including a
two-stage solid-fuel tactical design, a
500-kilogram payload and eight ma-
neuverable fins. However, the war-
head has been significantly modified
to evade air defense systems upon re-
turn. Instead of a thrust vectoring sys-
tem at the missile’s final destination,
the Qasem Basir missile is equipped
with eight more advanced aerodynam-
ic control surfaces or fins. The new

missile also features thermal imaging
and inertial navigation systems, re-
placing GPS to improve accuracy and
evade electronic warfare systems. The
navigation system has also been elim-
inated to increase the missile’s evasion
capabilities, which has increased the
missile’s weight and thus reduced its
range. However, the Qasem Basir mis-
sile’srange, reduced to 200 kilometers,
is still capable of reaching Israel. De-
fense Minister Brigadier General Aziz
Nasserzadeh commented on the mis-
sile’s entry into service, “The lessons
learned from Operation True Promise
have been channeled into the devel-
opment of the Qasem Basir. We have
strengthened vulnerabilities and ex-
panded our underground missile cities
to ensure readiness.”™

In response to the deterioration of
its air defense capabilities following
Israeli counterattacks, Iran is prioritiz-
ing the development of its air defense
capabilities. Chief of Staff of the Irani-
an Armed Forces Major General Mo-
hammad Hossein Bagheri claims that
air defense capabilities and prepared-
ness have seen a fivefold increase com-
pared to last year in the number of
radars, surveillance systems and mon-
itoring devices used to track enemy
movements. Iran has also significantly
increased its investments in strength-
ening its air defense arm."?

Iran’s Military Diplomacy With
Azerbaijan

At the military level, Iranian military
officials held a series of meetings with
their counterparts in Armenia and
Belarus within the framework of co-
operation and exchange of expertise.
Iran’s defense minister met with Ar-
menian Security Council Secretary Ar-



men Grigoryan in Yerevan. During the
meeting, the two sides discussed bilat-
eral defense cooperation and the draft
peace agreement between Armenia
and Azerbaijan. The Iranian defense
minister emphasized that peace will
prevail in the South Caucasus when
the independence, national sovereign-
ty and internationally recognized bor-
ders of states are fully respected."

In a separate development, Dep-
uty Chief of the General Staff of the
Armed Forces of Belarus Vladimir Ni-
kolaevich Kupriyanyuk met with Com-
mander-in-Chief of the Iranian Army
Major General Abdolrahim Mousavi
in Tehran. Iran’s defense minister held
similar talks last March in Minsk with
Belarusian officials, during which they
discussed military cooperation be-
tween the two countries.™

Military cooperation has resulted in
specialized training exercises between
the Iranian and Azerbaijani ground
forces. These exercises, which were
conducted in liberated Karabakh on
the border with Iran’s Ardabil Prov-
ince, were named Aras 2025. Despite
assurances by General Vali Madani,
deputy commander of operations for
the IRGC Ground Forces and com-
mander of the joint exercises, that the
war games aimed to enhance border
security and improve coordination in
responsetopotentialregionalthreats,"s
Iran appears to be working to improve
its strained relations with Azerbaijan.
This step was practically initiated in
the aftermath of the diplomatic ini-
tiative by President Masoud Pezesh-
kian to visit Baku in April 2025, with
the aim of bridging the gap between
the two countries and normalizing
relations with its northern neighbor.
This is consistent with Iranian goals
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of mitigating the risks it may face due
to Azerbaijan’s close relations with the
United States, Tiirkiye and Israel.

Conclusion

The recognition of the shortcomings
of the Haj Qasem missile and its sub-
sequent upgradation highlights Iran’s
pragmatic measures to increase the ca-
pabilities of its armed forces. Despite
its claims of enhancing its air defense
capabilities, Iran has yet to showcase
actual military equipment. However,
in light of the threats it faces, especial-
ly from Israel, Tehran is expected to de-
ploy its upgraded military equipment,
particularly air defense systems and
air force platforms such as the Su-3s5,
which was acquired from Russia but
has not yet been employed by Iran’s air
force.

1an Government
and the Challenge Posed by Un-

employment Among the Educat-
ed

Iranian media outlets have expressed
deep concern over the continuing rise
in the number of unemployed grad-
uates, viewing it as one of the most
significant social crises facing Iranian
society. This issue holds economic, po-
litical, psychological and demographic
implications in both the short and long
term. This file analyzes this persistent
crisis by identifying exacerbating fac-
tors amid internal and external pres-
sures and examines the efforts of the
Pezeshkian government to alleviate
the problem and promote equal job op-
portunities.

The Unemployment Challenge

Iranian society is powerless in the face
of one of the most significant prob-
lems affecting its youth, the country’s
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backbone and future renaissance: the
unemployment rate among university
graduates. Labor market experts con-
firm that the unemployment rate has
reached more than 7.2% for both male
and female graduates.®® The percent-
age of unemployed higher education
graduatesamong the totalunemployed
in urban areas is 43%, and in rural ar-
eas it is 22.4%. Statistics presented
by an official in the Iranian Ministry
of Science, Research and Technology
have also stirred public opinion in the
country regarding the number of un-
employed doctoral graduates, which
amounts to approximately 15,000.%7)
This crisis has resulted in the spread
of the phenomenon of people having
multiple jobs, especially in economic
holding institutions and companies."®
This indicates the existence of a defect
and corruption in employment poli-
cies and the distribution of job oppor-
tunities in the country as job opportu-
nities are restricted to certain classes.
In addition, this problem is linked to
the issue of job status and the way peo-
ple view work, as an unrealistic view
prevails among most unemployed ed-
ucated people, namely occupying ad-
ministrative and high-level positions,
and that their job qualifications must
be high in proportion to their academ-
ic degrees. There are also many dif-
ferent university scientific fields that
are not linked to the labor market."!
Graduates do not acquire the basic
skills that qualify and enable them to
enter it.® This indicates weakness in
educational policies that do not meet
the needs of the Iranian labor market,
in addition to the lack of motivation
among the creative youth to become
entrepreneurs, as Iran ranks 14th in
the field of entrepreneurship on a list

of 15 countries in the Middle East and
North Africa.®

It is worth noting that low wages,
income inequality and their dispro-
portion to the standard of living and
inflation, the exhausting nature of
work and long, inflexible working
hours for some jobs are factors that
drive job losses and keep Iranians in
the dark. The issue of employing for-
eigners from neighboring countries
such as Pakistan, Iraqg and Afghanistan
must not be overlooked, as this reduces
job opportunities for Iranians. A labor
market expert noted that the foreign
employment rate exceeds 10%. Thus,
the main competitor for the country’s
labor force is Afghan nationals, whom
some employers prefer to employ due
to their specialized craftsmanship,
lower costs and lack of health insur-
ance, as some of them enter the coun-
try illegally. According to the Ministry
of Labor, more than 3 million foreign-
ers are active in the Iranian labor mar-
ket.® This indicates the existence of
unequal competition between Iranian
and migrant workers.

Successive political tensions and
crises also play a significant role in this
issue, most notably the US economic
sanctionsimposed on the country. This
dilemma has many social and psycho-
logical effects. As a result of the lack
of a stable income, the unemployed
in Iranian society face harsh econom-
ic pressures and an inevitable fall in
living standards. With regard to the
psychological and health effects, these
conditions may expose unemployed
educated people to anxiety, psycholog-
ical illness, crime and addiction, ren-
dering them vulnerable to suicide.

As for the social effects that may
occur as a result of unemployment,



these are divorce, child delinquency,
reluctance to marry and late marriage
age, as the number of Iranian youth of
marriageable age has reached about 10
million,®) or refraining from having
children due to poverty, with Iranian
society aging as a result, or undertak-
ing illegal activities such as drug traf-
ficking and smuggling contraband
or engaging in acts that are contrary
to religion and morality. The impacts
also include the migration of students,
whose number has increased from
60,000 to 110,000, i.e. an increase of
about 80%, and Iran is one of the top
10 countries from which doctoral stu-
dents emigrate to the United States
where approximately 10,000 Iranians
study in US universities. The level of
emigration of specialized experts is
particularly high, especially in the IT
and engineering fields.®¥ The concern
of unemployment and the lack of job
opportunities is one of the most im-
portant reasons for the emigration of
students and educated people from
Iran.

The Iranian Government’s Stance
Regarding Widespread Unemploy-
ment

The Pezeshkian government is seek-
ing to alleviate this crisis by enacting
several laws to ensure equal access to
job opportunities for young Iranians.
These laws include the following:

Law on Prohibiting the Employment of
Retirees

This prohibits the employment of
individuals who have retired, whose
services have been terminated or will
be terminated in accordance with rele-
vant laws and regulations in executive
bodies subject to Article 5 of the Gov-
ernment Services Management Law,
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and all bodies that benefit in any way
from the state’s general budget.

Law on Limiting Concurrent Employ-
ment

No one may be elected as a general
manager or board member of more
than one company, part of whose capi-
talis owned by the state or non-govern-
mental public bodies or institutions.!

The government also intends to
provide the necessary conditions for
entrepreneurship and employment in
the country to create sustainable job
opportunities and improve the work-
ing environment. To achieve this goal,
the Minister of Cooperatives, Labor
and Social Welfare referred to the gov-
ernment’s 2025 unemployment reduc-
tion policy, which the supreme leader
called “investment in production.”
These government policies and pro-
grams include the following:

m Investment must be proportional
to each region’s capabilities.

m Triple the size of facilities and
amenities for small and home-based
businesses by 2024.

m Develop skills training by enhanc-
ing technical and vocational training
and upgrading equipment in technical
and vocational centers and providing
facilities that enable them to enter the
labor market.

The Seventh Development Plan
also focused on the goal of creating 1
million jobs, providing the necessary
platforms for entrepreneurship and
employment in the country and sup-
porting entrepreneurs and individuals
looking to start new businesses with
all their strength.®®
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Conclusion

Despite the Iranian government’s
attempts to control the problem of
unemployment among educated Ira-
nians, the measures taken will have
limited outcomes and will not bring
about a radical shift in this phenome-
non, given its connection to other in-
ternal and external dimensions. This
is in addition to the extent to which
new laws are implemented. The Ira-
nian government suffers from the in-
effectiveness of oversight bodies that
monitor compliance with policies and
regulations and their non-violation.
The government also suffers from the
inability to achieve justice in job dis-
tribution and equal opportunities, to
achieve sustainable development and
to work to localize professions and
raise wages in line with economic in-
flation. It is essential to ensure joint
cooperation between all sectors and
private and governmental institutions
in the recruitment process. It is also
necessary to make amendments and
updates to domestic educational, legal,
and commercial policies to keep pace
with and facilitate life changes. This is
in addition to amending foreign poli-
cies, achieving international cooper-
ation, attracting international invest-
ment and removing obstacles.

ernment Banning the Madkhali

Salafi Group

The Iraqi authorities have officially
moved to proscribe several religious
groups, with particular emphasis on the
Salafi Madkhali current (Jamiat al-Mad-
khaliyya). In its justification, the Iraqi
National Security Advisory character-
ized the group as dangerous, alleging
that it promotes extremist ideology and

advocates violence. However, this depic-
tion appears to stand at odds with the
group’s actual doctrinal orientation and
behavioral record within Iraq.

The Madkhali current is a branch of
quietist Salafism, distinguished by its
strict scripturalism, rejection of political
activism and a marked emphasis on un-
conditional obedience to the ruler (ta'a
to the wali al-amar) __a well-established
concept in Islamic legal and political
theory. Far from promoting violence, ad-
herents of this current are known for dis-
engaging from partisan politics, reject-
ing rebellion and often criticizing other
Islamist movements, particularly those
associated with political participation.

Given this ideological profile, the
Iraqi government’s decision to ban the
group raises significant analytical ques-
tions about the underlying motives of
the measure. It prompts scrutiny of the
role and influence of external actors
— most notably Iran, which maintains
deep ties with powerful Iraqi Shiite mi-
litias and political factions. Additionally,
questions arise regarding the motiva-
tions of Sunni rivals who may perceive
the Madkhali presence as a challenge to
their own religious authority or political
relevance.

This file aims to fully assess the im-
plications and broader strategic dimen-
sions of this decision by considering sev-
eral interrelated factors, including the
sectarian balance of power, the state’s
approach to religious regulation and the
regional geopolitical pressures shaping
Iraqg’s internal religious policy.

Timing and Context

The Iraqi government'’s decision to out-
law the Madkhali Salafi movement took
many observers — both domestic and
foreign — by surprise, including a signif-



icant portion of theIraqi publicitself. The
decision was accompanied by an aggres-
sive media campaign by state-aligned
outlets, which portrayed the movement
as a form of latent extremism, describing
it as “the other face of terrorism.” The
justification put forth accused the move-
ment of disrupting Iraqg’s religious and
ideological cohesion and undermining
national unity, presenting it as a destabi-
lizing force within the country’s diverse
religious landscape.®!

However, these accusations stand in
stark contrast to the known public con-
duct and doctrinal orientation of the
Madkhali current. During the tenure of
former Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki,
for example, the movement explicitly
prohibited participation in anti-govern-
ment demonstrations, reflecting its core
commitment to political quietism and
deference to the ruling authority.

It is true that Madkhali adherents ac-
tively engage in intra-Sunni theological
disputes, particularly through their use
of ‘ilm al-jarh wa al-ta dil (the science of
discrediting and accrediting religious
narrators and scholars). While this tra-
dition of narrative criticism originates in
hadith scholarship, Madkhali followers
have extended it into doctrinal polemics
against other Islamic groups. Still, such
activity remains firmly within the do-
main of religious critique and does not
cross into the political realm, nor does it
pose a threat to social peace in the way
violent extremist ideologies do.

This discrepancy raises serious ques-
tions about the selectivity and consisten-
cy of the Iraqi government'’s approach to
religious groups. While the state has of-
ten turned a blind eye to genuinely sub-
versive or radical currents, it has chosen
to criminalize a non-political, doctrinally
conservative movement, suggesting that
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the decision may be politically motivat-
ed or influenced by external pressures,
rather than driven by objective concerns
over national security.

The Role of Iran’s Proxies in Iraq

Some commentators have drawn com-
parisons between the Madkhali Salafi
movement and certain Shiite loyalist re-
ligious currents, particularly in response
to the Iraqi government's decision —
spearheaded by National Security Advi-
sor Qasim al-Araji — to ban the Madkh-
ali movement. Critics argue that while
Madkhalis are condemned and outlawed
for their non-violent and politically qui-
etist support of state authority, some
“armed” loyalist factions that also “grant
legitimacy to the ruler"®) are not only
tolerated but actively integrated into the
structure of the state. Notably, these fac-
tions are politically active and involved
in paramilitary operations, with direct
influence on governance, thus posing a
demonstrable threat to national security.

This inconsistency has led many ana-
lysts to suggest that the real motive be-
hind the ban is not security-related, but
rather geopolitical — specifically, Iranian
discomfort with the ideological spread
of Salafism in Iraq. Unlike other Sunni
currents that have developed pragmatic
or ideological affinities with the Iranian
axis or with Iran-aligned Shiite groups,
the Madkhali strain of Salafism is doc-
trinally incompatible with Twelver Shi-
ism and resistant to Iranian political in-
fluence, despite its non-confrontational
posture toward the state.

Moreover, it appears that Tehran and
its allies are seeking to reconfigure the
Sunnireligious landscape in Iraq by mar-
ginalizing Salafi groups — even those
that are pacifist — and bolstering rival
Sunni factions that are more amenable
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to cooperation with Iran-aligned Shiite
factions or that pose less of a challenge
to their influence. This maneuver re-
flects an effort to tilt the internal Sunni
balance in favor of actors who are either
politically docile or strategically aligned
with Iran’s broader regional agenda.

Taking Aim at Saudi Arabia

Several researchers and analysts con-
nected to the Iraqi state and Shiite fac-
tions have highlighted that the ban on
the Madkhali Salafi movement is primar-
ily aimed at Saudi Arabia and the Gulf
states, which they accuse of being the
official sponsors and financiers of such
groups.” Another line of argument
links the government’s response to the
controversy surrounding the Ramadan
crescent moon sightings, noting that the
Madkhalis adhere to the Saudi-based lu-
nar calendar, a stance that has led to mo-
bilizationbyShiitegroupsagainstthem.°

It is important to recognize that
Salafist thought dates back to the earli-
est generations of Islam (the Salaf) and
represents a distinct approach to Islam-
ic heritage and doctrine. Whether one
agrees or disagrees with their specific
interpretation, the Madkhalis embody
a particular hermeneutical tradition
within Sunni Islam, emphasizing strict
adherence to the practices and beliefs of
the pious predecessors.

Consequently, reducing the Madkha-
lis solely to Saudi influence overlooks
the complexity of their religious identi-
ty and appears as an attempt to delegiti-
mize Salafist groups within Iraqi society.
This is especially significant given the
existence of other factions that openly
bear arms, challenge the authority of
the Iraqi state and pledge allegiance to
Iran’s supreme leader through his fatwas

and religious rulings, yet face less public
scrutiny or official censure.

Tipping the Scale in Favor of al-Rab-
bat al-Muhammadi

The Rabbat al-Muhammadi group is a
Sunni Sufi organization closely aligned
with Iranian interests and the leadership
of Iraq’s Popular Mobilization Forces
(PME). This affiliation is demonstrated
through their joint participation in pa-
rades, reciprocal visits between Rabbat
al-Muhammadi and PMF leaders and
public declarations of praise for Iran, its
leadership and the PMF factions. With-
in Irag, many Sufi and Ash’ari leaders
welcomed the government’s decision
to ban the Madkhali Salafi movement,
viewing it as a move against the Salaf-
is due to longstanding theological dis-
agreements, rivalry for leadership and
religious-political representation within
the Sunni community and competition
for popular loyalty.

Some Sufi and Ashari voices justi-
fied the ban by accusing the Madkhalis
of excessive vilification — that is, abus-
ing the Islamic sciences of ‘ilm al-naqd
wal-tashih (the science of criticism and
authentication) to slander and under-
mine their opponents. Thus, the govern-
ment’s decision is seen as targeting only
a faction within Salafism rather than
the Salafi movement as a whole.® This
intra-Sunni conflict inevitably weakens
Sunni communal cohesion, a dynamic
well understood by Iran and its allied fac-
tions. Tehran strategically aims to bolster
select Sunni groups over others, either to
weaken their adversaries or to mold the
Sunni religious and political landscape
inaccordance with Iran’'s broader region-
al strategy and its vision for ideological
influence.



This approach aligns with the mes-
sage conveyed by Iraq’s National Secu-
rity Advisory, which can be interpreted
as a warning to Sunni factions: either
demonstrate absolute loyalty to the Iraqi
state and to Iran-aligned factions such as
those loyal to the supreme leader, similar
to the Rabbat al-Muhammadi group, or
face bans, surveillance and restrictions
on their religious activities — even if
those activities are conducted peacefully.

Salafism Defends Itself

It is important to highlight that the Mad-
khali movement does not operate as a
centralized or hierarchical organization
akin to political Islamist groups. Rath-
er, it constitutes an ideological current
whose ideas are disseminated through
digital platforms, scholarly publications,
mosques and similar channels. From
both a logical and legal perspective, the
ban on such a movement is problematic,
since the mere propagation of ideas is
not punishable under the law unless it
leads to violent acts that are themselves
criminal offenses. Consequently, the
spread of Salafi thought within mosques
or other venues cannot be legitimately
targeted simply because of ideological
disagreements.

In response to the ban, Salafi leaders
expressed clear opposition and appre-
hension about its potential consequenc-
es, including the possible suppression or
complete eradication of their presence in
Iraq. Prominent Iraqi Salafi figures em-
phasized that the Salafi Da'wa (religious
mission or call) plays a role in preserv-
ing Iraq’s security, grounded in one of its
core principles: the prohibition of rebel-
lion against the ruling authority.®? This
stance was intended to reassure the Iraqi
government, encouraging a measured
approach to the decision so as to avoid
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undermining Salafi thought broadly or
impairing the ongoing religious activi-
ties of the Salafi Da'wa across the coun-
try.

Conclusion

The Iragi government'’s decision to ban
the Madkhali Salafi movement took
many Iraqis by surprise, given that the
Madkhali Salafis have historically re-
frained from political engagement and
do not affiliate with unions or political
parties. A fundamental tenet of their
doctrine is obedience to the ruling au-
thority, regardless of sectarian identity.
Nonetheless, the widespread influence
of Madkhali ideas among the Sunni pop-
ulation appears to have unsettled the
Iraqi authorities. While the group itself
avoids direct political participation, its
confrontational stance toward sectarian
and doctrinal rivals may have raised con-
cerns within the government.

More plausibly, the Iraqi National
Security Advisory perhaps aimed to re-
shape the Sunni religious landscape to
favor the Madkhalis’ rivals — specifical-
ly, Sufi and Ash'ari factions such as the
Rabbat al-Muhammadi group, which
maintains close ties with the PMF and
Iran. Concurrently, the ban could serve
as a strong signal to other religious
groups in Iraq to conform to the state’s
interpretation of the law or risk similar
prohibitions. However, given that Salaf-
ism functions primarily as a diffuse ideo-
logical current rather than a formal hier-
archical organization, it is unlikely that
the movement's activities will cease. Its
ideas and methods cannot be effectively
suppressed unless laws are enforced im-
partially, consistently and without selec-
tivity.
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IRAN-ARAB
INTERACTIONS

The US president’s Gulf tour un-
settled Tehran, prompting its pro-
posal for a uranium enrichment
consortium with Arab states. In
Iraq, Washington escalated ef-
forts to curb Iranian influence,
while Tehran countered to main-
tain its position. Meanwhile, Syr-
ia’s evolving dynamics — US en-
gagement, stronger Gulf ties and
eased sanctions — raised concerns
about Iran’s marginalization. In
Yemen, a US-Houthi ceasefire
agreement, brokered by Oman
and backed by Iran, underscored
Tehran’s strategic maneuvers.



Iran's Position on Trump’s Re-
pional Tour and Its Stance on

Calls for the Suspension of Ura-
nium Enrichment

Following the major shifts in US poli-
tics following Donald Trump’s re-en-
try into the White House, the United
States has resumed its efforts to rede-
fine its global leadership economical-
ly, politically and militarily under the
slogan “Make America Great Again”
(MAGA). The Middle East was not im-
mune to these shifts, as major powers
competed for influence and interests.
US ties with the countries bordering
the Arabian Gulf are inherently con-
flicting, and this is reflected in US en-
gagement in the region. During May,
the United States and Iran held several
rounds of nuclear negotiations medi-
ated by Oman. The issue of uranium
enrichment remains a major obstacle
to resolving these negotiations. The
US president’s visit to several Gulf
states also triggered reactions charac-
terized by a shift in the region’s geo-
political landscape. This file examines
Gulf-Iran relations through three axes:
the Iranian foreign minister's tour of
several Gulf states; the US president’s
visit to the region and Iranian reac-
tions; and the Iranian proposal to form
a nuclear consortium comprising Gulf
states.

Araghchi’s Gulf Tour

Amid rising regional tensions and
preparations for renewed talks, Irani-
an Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi
began a Gulf tour on May 11, 2025, vis-
iting Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE.
The trip aimed to align positions and
clarify the direction of nuclear nego-
tiations between Iran and the United
States. It also preceded the US presi-
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dent’s visit to the region, as Iran sought
to avoid escalation and leverage Saudi
Arabia’s good relations with Washing-
ton to prevent a dangerous military
confrontation. The US president’s de-
cision to begin his foreign visits in the
Gulf underscored the region’s impor-
tance for strategic trade, investment
deals and countering China’s growing
influence. Iran is aware of US foreign
policy motives and recognizes the sig-
nificance of the nuclear issue, which
is a longstanding security concern
for the Gulf states. Tehran viewed the
visit as a critical moment that would
require Washington to consider Gulf
interests.

Observers interpreted Araghchi's
tour as an effort to ease Gulf concerns
and encourage the Gulf states to sup-
port diplomatic engagement between
Washington and Tehran. Araghchi
also sought to counter any US percep-
tion that Iranian rigidity in negotia-
tions might push the Gulf states to op-
pose Iran. The Gulf states themselves
have little interest in escalation, giv-
en their vast strides in development,
which could be derailed by conflict.
The region found some relief follow-
ing the fall of Bashar al-Assad’s regime
and the weakening of the Iranian axis,
which had obstructed regional calm.

Iranian media framed Araghchi’s
tour as a sign of Tehran's determina-
tion to win regional support, reduce
mistrust and improve ties with Gulf
countries.® Etemad newspaper high-
lighted the need for stable dialogue
between Iran and Saudi Arabia amid
Trump's upcoming visit, emphasizing
that lasting reconciliation requires
patience, understanding of mutual
interests, and rejection of zero-sum
thinking. The paper suggested that by
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pursuing a pragmatic and multifacet-
ed foreign policy, Iran could turn the
challenges of Trump’s visit into an op-
portunity to deepen cooperation with
Saudi Arabia, strengthen its region-
al standing, and bolster security and
prosperity over the coming decade.®
Similarly, Sharq newspaper noted that
Araghchi’s visits to Qatar, Saudi Arabia
and the UAE was reflective of Tehran’s
strategy to secure regional backing
and counter negative narratives. s
Overall, Araghchi’s brief Gulf tour
ahead of the US president’s visit to the
region, focusing on regional develop-
ments and bilateral ties, seemingly
represented an effort to preempt the
establishment of policies inimical to
Iranian interests in light of Tehran's
fraught relations with Washington.

Iranian Reactions to Trump’s Re-
gional Tour

The US president’s visit to Saudi Arabia
and other Gulf states from May 13 to May
21, 2025, attracted significant interna-
tional attention, with observers closely
tracking policy developments and out-
comes. Iranian media also gave the vis-
it wide coverage, citing that president
Trump described it as historic and com-
mended the Gulf states’ performance
and constructive role.?® Speaking at the
Saudi-US Investment Forum, the presi-
dent called on Iran to halt its support for
terrorism and proxy wars and voiced his
willingness to reach a peace agreement
with Tehran to make the world safer.57
Iranian media responses, however,
were varied. Many reports downplayed
the significance of the visit, criticized
the agreements signed and described
them as irrational. These outlets also
portrayed the Gulf states as dependent
on the United States and lacking control

over their own resources. Other analyses
interpreted the US president’s remarks
as delivering a dual message — issuing
threats to Iran while simultaneously ex-
pressing readiness for dialogue. This ap-
proach was seen as a pressure tactic and
part of psychological warfare against
Iran.t®

Some media outlets expressed dis-
content over the lifting of sanctions on
Syria and the meeting between the US
president and Syrian President Ahmad
al-Sharaa. According to Tasnim News
Agency, this was presented as evidence
of a US policy shift toward support-
ing terrorism, allegedly in partnership
with Saudi Arabia, both of which were
accused of fostering takfiri extremist
groups in the region.®

Certain commentators viewed the
president’s visit — without a stop in Is-
rael —as a departure from traditional US
diplomatic practice, though they noted it
did not suggest any fundamental change
in US-Israel relations or Washington’s
longstanding support for Tel Aviv.“)

It can be argued that the Iranian me-
dia campaign appeared aimed at casting
doubt on the US-Gulf partnership, por-
traying it as unstable and untrustworthy,
while warning Iranians against falling
for the propaganda messaging tied to the
visit and its associated deals. Some com-
mentary also conveyed implicit threats,
indicating that Iran would not remain
passive amid what was described as an
unofficial elevation of the Gulf states to
lead regional transformations.

An Iranian Proposal to Establish a
Nuclear Consortium

Five rounds of nuclear negotiations
between the United States and Iran
have taken place in an effort to reach a
mutually acceptable compromise that



would prevent further escalation. Iran
continues to assert its right to enrich
uranium for peaceful energy purposes,
while the United States maintains that
Iran's commitments cannot be fully
trusted. Washington is calling for a
complete halt to enrichment activities
within Iran to allow for more stringent
monitoring and to address concerns
raised by the growth of Iran’s stockpile
of highly enriched uranium, which
raises suspicions of military intent.

Although details of the negotia-
tions remain undisclosed, both sides
have described the talks as cautiously
positive. Meanwhile, the Gulf states
are watching the developments closely,
wary of any agreement that fails to ad-
dress their concerns about the future
of Iran’s nuclear program. As a result,
they are pressing the United States to
pursue an outcome that aligns with
the region’s security expectations.

Amid US insistence that Iran must
stop uranium enrichment as a precon-
dition for any deal, Tehran has sought
alternatives to preserve its enrichment
rights and avoid a total dismantling of
its nuclear program. During the fourth
round of talks, Iran proposed a joint
enrichment initiative to be conduct-
ed on Iranian soil, with participation
from Arab states and financial invest-
ment from the United States.

This proposal, however, has not
gained traction. It faces skepticism
from the United States and likely re-
jection from the Gulf states — partic-
ularly Saudi Arabia, which is pursuing
apeaceful nuclear project untainted by
the political and security concerns sur-
rounding Iran’s nuclear file. In addi-
tion, the issue of trust remains a major
obstacle. As such, the proposal could
represent a rare opportunity to be re-
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structured into a regional framework
that allows equal access to peaceful
nuclear technology under the over-
sight of the International Atomic Ener-

gy Agency.
Conclusion

The surge in diplomatic activity across
the Arabian Gulf in May 2025 —coin-
ciding with ongoing nuclear negotia-
tions, the US president’s regional visit,
and the lifting of sanctions on Syria
through Saudi mediation — suggests
that the region may be undergoing a
historic shift in the outlook of its elites
and decision-makers. The Gulf states,
with Saudi Arabia at the forefront,
appear determined to lead a new ini-
tiative focused on development and
regional stability, which includes rede-
fining strained relations and reducing
tensions.

Against this backdrop, the Unit-
ed States continues to pressure Iran
to halt uranium enrichment as a core
condition for reaching a nuclear agree-
ment. In light of this, Washington is
expected to reject any proposals from
Tehran that allow it to continue en-
richment activities on its own soil. If
both sides maintain their current po-
sitions, the result could be a stalemate
in negotiations and a renewed phase
of heightened tension between the two
countries.

The Succession of Mutual U
and Iranian Policies Toward the

Iraqi Arena

Following Iran’s significant strategic
setbacks in the region, US attention
has increasingly shifted toward Iraq as
a potential front for rolling back Irani-
aninfluence. This policy shift comes at
a time when Tehran is in a vulnerable
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position, prioritizing the preservation
ofits political system amid growing in-
ternal and external pressures.

Republican circles aligned with
President Donald Trump are report-
edly working on new legislative mea-
sures aimed at curbing Iran’s influence
in Iraq, particularly its network of al-
lied militias and political proxies. This
initiative raises several pressing ques-
tions: To what extent does the Trump
team understand the complex dynam-
ics and entrenched logic of militia
power in the country? How does Iran’s
influence in Iraq differ from its foot-
print in Syria or Lebanon? And how is
Tehran responding to this growing US
pressure?

Significations of the Iraq Libera-
tion Act

In a major escalation of efforts to cur-
tail Iranian influence in Iraq, a group
of US lawmakers — led by Republican
Representative Joe Wilson of South
Carolina —introduced the Iraq Liber-
ation Act to the House of Representa-
tives in April 2025. The bill proposes a
coordinated US government strategy
to be developed within 180 days of its
passage, involving the Departments of
State, Treasury and Intelligence, with
the overarching goal of dismantling
Iran-aligned militias and institutions
in Iraq, as the case was in Syria and
Lebanon. Key provisions in the pro-
posed legislation include:?

Dissolution of the Popular Mobili-
zation Forces (PMF) and affiliated
militias

The bill stipulates halting US intelli-
gence cooperation with Baghdad if the
Iragi government fails to dissolve the
PMF and remove Iran-aligned figures
from power.

Purge of militias from Iraqi state insti-
tutions

This requires the removal of mili-
tia-linked individuals from ministries
and a ban on their representation in
federal government roles.

Designation of armed groups and insti-
tutions as terrorist entities

This includes prominent militias like
the Badr Organization, Kata'ib Hezbol-
lah and Harakat Hezbollah al-Nujaba,
Rafidain Bank, the State Organization
for Marketing of Oil (SOMO), as well
as financial and oil-related entities be-
lieved to be affiliated with Iran’s Islam-
ic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).

Sanctions targeting influential Iraqi
political and military figures

This includes former Prime Minister
Nouri al-Maliki, Army Chief of Staff
Abdul Rashid Yarallah, Supreme Court
Chief Justice Jassim Abboud and Na-
tional Security Advisor Qais al-Araji,
alongside prominent militia leaders
such as Hadi al-Amiri, the leader of the
Badr Organization.

Support for Iraqi civil society and inde-
pendent media

This aims at countering Iranian narra-
tives, highlighting militia-backed cor-
ruption and abuses, and empowering
grassroots opposition voices.

Banning Iraqi imports of Iranian lique-
fied natural gas

This is part of a broader effort to re-
duce Iraq’s economic dependence on
Tehran.

These moves reflect a decisive pol-
icy shift under the Trump adminis-
tration, contrasting sharply with the
approach taken under President Biden
and previous administrations. This
legislative initiative signals a sharp-
er understanding within the Trump



administration of the entrenched mi-
litia-based power structure in Iragq,
which has long shielded Iranian influ-
ence from external pressure. By direct-
ly targeting this militia dominance, the
bill seeks not only to reduce Tehran’s
sway in Baghdad but also to reshape
the broader political landscape in Iraq.

This act marks a pivotal shift in US
policy toward Iraq, signaling an effort
to recalibrate bilateral relations based
on a clear priority: the dismantling
of Iranian influence in exchange for
sustained US support and a potential
freeze on US-Israeli military action
against militia targets. This proposed
legislation reflects a broader strategic
objective to remove Iraq from Tehran’s
sphere of influence and reassert US
leverage in the country.

The bill, already filed in Congress,
has been referred to both the Foreign
Relations Committee and the Legal Af-
fairs Committee, awaiting the Speaker
of the House's decision to schedule a
vote. If passed, it will proceed to the
Senate and, pending approval, be sent
to President Trump, who is widely ex-
pected to sign it —particularly given
his close relationship with Wilson, the
bill's sponsor, and his longstanding
opposition to Iranian entrenchment in
the region.

What sets this legislation apart
from previous US laws concerning
Iraq is its focus on containment, not
regime change. Rather than seeking to
overthrow the Iraqi government, the
bill aims to pressure it to dismantle the
PMF and Iran-aligned militias from
within, using a combination of politi-
cal pressure, sanctions and condition-
al support as leverage.
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Iranian Measures Counteracting
Trump’s Policies in Iraq

In response to the Trump administra-
tion's assertive push to curb Iranian
influence in Iraqg, Tehran has not re-
mained passive — especially given the
immense financial and human costs it
has invested in a country central to its
regional expansionist agenda. Instead,
Iran has adopted countermeasures, in-
cluding:

Reinforcement of Military Capabilities
According to The Times newspaper,*!
Iran recently supplied Iraqi militias
with a new batch of weaponry, includ-
ing — for the first time — advanced
surface-to-surface missiles with a
range capable of reaching European
territories. In addition, the Quds 351
cruise missile and the Jamal 69 ballis-
tic missile, both with shorter ranges,
were reportedly delivered.

If accurate, this development un-
derscores a desperate Iranian attempt
to deter Washington and Tel Aviv, both
of which have made disarming these
militias a strategic goal. More impor-
tantly, it reflects, if proven credible, a
widening gulf between Baghdad’s stat-
ed efforts to rein in the militias and the
ongoing Iranian militarization of its
proxies. This further implicates Iraq
in the Iranian axis, complicating its
diplomatic relations with the United
States and its regional allies.

Electoral Maneuvering and Strategic
Dispersion

On the political front, Iran is recali-
brating its approach to Iraq’s domestic
politics ahead of the November parlia-
mentary elections. Rather than overt
interference, Tehran is now distanc-
ing itself publicly from Shiite electoral
blocs, attempting to convey a message
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of neutrality to avoid further antago-
nizing the Trump administration.

This maneuver involves dispersing
the Coordination Framework forces
across multiple electoral lists.“ For
example, Prime Minister Mohammed
Shia’ al-Sudani is expected to form an
electoral alliance with Hadi al-Ami-
ri (Badr Organization) and Faleh al-
Fayyadh (PMF head). Meanwhile, Nou-
ri al-Maliki and Qais al-Khazali (Asa'ib
Ahl al-Haq) may contest the elections
independently, eschewing broader al-
liances.

Should the post-election environ-
ment become unfavorable to Iranian
interests, Tehran may again push for
post-electoral consolidation to con-
trol the parliamentary process. This
strategic approach mimics Iran’s 2009
electoral strategy, where former Prime
Minister Maliki ran independently,
only for Iran to unify the Shiite forces
post-election to block secular rival Iyad
Allawi.

Iran and the Arab Summit Held in
Baghdad

Media reports have revealed that the
visit of Iranian Quds Force Command-
er Esmail Qaani to Baghdad on May 15,
2025, was aimed at promoting a set
of Iranian demands ahead of the Arab
Summit held in Iraq on May 17, 2025.
These demands — which notably
lacked any broad Arab consensus —
focused on securing Arab backing for
the lifting of sanctions on Iran, urging
Arab states to support a new nuclear
agreement, and pressing for guaran-
tees from Washington that it would
not withdraw from such an agreement
again in the future.

Iran’s push was framed around the
broader regional interest in de-escala-

tion, with Tehran positioning itselfasa
party seeking stability amid escalating
tensions with the West over its nuclear
program.

In parallel, Iraqi sources disclosed
that certain pro-Iran figures within
the Iraqi government exerted political
pressure on Prime Minister Sudani in
the lead-up to the summit. Their goal:
to influence the guest list, particular-
ly by opposing the invitation of Syrian
President Ahmed al-Sharaa. "

These Iranian maneuvers represent
a clear deviation from the established
diplomatic norms that typically gov-
ern Arab summit agendas, which are
meant to reflect Arab consensus on
Arab issues and uphold the collective
Arab identity — not the interests of a
non-member state like Iran. Tehran’s
actions, particularly through its prox-
ies in Iraq, appeared aimed at politi-
cally infiltrating the Arab Summit and
using Iraq as a conduit for projecting
its regional ambitions.

By attempting to influence the
summit’s agenda, Iran not only sought
to signal its dominance in Iraq to both
Western and Arab capitals, but also to
assert its continuing relevance in re-
gional diplomacy despite its mounting
internal and external pressures. Teh-
ran’s underlying message was clear: it
still holds the upper hand in Iraqi af-
fairs.

This approach raised serious con-
cerns among Arab states. Many ob-
servers argue that the noticeable ab-
sence of several Arab leaders from the
summit may reflect their unease with
Iran’s behind-the-scenes maneuver-
ing, especially amid reports of Tehran
attempting to impose non-consensual
items on the summit agenda. If such
reports are accurate, they suggest that



Iran’s interference may have under-
mined the summit’s preparation and
diminished its credibility — not be-
cause of Iraqi shortcomings, but due
to Iranian pressure that complicated
Baghdad's ability to act independently.

Moreover, from Tehran’s perspec-
tive, a successful Arab summit in
Baghdad, free from Iranian orchestra-
tion, would challenge Iran’s grip on
Iraq and demonstrate that Iraq is ca-
pable of independent, balanced diplo-
macy. This vision of a strong, sovereign
Iraq stands in direct contrast to Teh-
ran’s strategic interest in maintaining
a weakened, Iran-aligned Baghdad.

Conclusion

As stated above, the Trump adminis-
tration has developed a deeper under-
standing of the entrenched militia log-
ic in Iraq, and this insight has shaped
its strategic approach. The proposed
Iraq Liberation Act — if successfully
implemented — represents a com-
prehensive plan to dismantle Iranian
influence across multiple layers: mili-
tary, political, economic, cultural, and
judicial. This reflects not just a tacti-
cal maneuver but a strategic ambition
to reconfigure Iraq’s internal power
structure.

Such a move would herald major
transformations in Iraq in 2025, poten-
tially tipping the balance toward the
logic of the state and away from the
logic of militias, which has dominat-
ed post-2003 Iraq. This would create
the necessary space for Iraqi national
alliances and civil forces to reassert
themselves, and possibly redraw the
country’s political equation in favor of
national sovereignty and state institu-
tions.
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The larger question is whether Iran
is willing to relinquish Irag, a cor-
nerstone of its expansionist strategy
and regional deterrence network, or
whether it will resist US efforts with
all available tools, including escalat-
ing military, political, or diplomatic
confrontations. Tehran's decision may
ultimately hinge on its cost-benefit as-
sessment: whether the price of cling-
ing to Iraq outweighs the threats posed
to its internal stability.

ran's Position Toward the New

May 2025 marked significant changes
in Syria’s political landscape, pointing
to a shift in regional and internation-
al approaches toward Damascus. This
period saw an unprecedented opening
from the United States toward the new
Syrian leadership under Ahmed al-
Sharaa, alongside a gradual easing of
US and European sanctions. Addition-
ally, coordination between Syria and
several Gulf states grew, particularly in
the areas of energy, trade and invest-
ment. A cautious rapprochement with
Tiirkiye also began to take shape, sig-
naling a notable regional realignment
that appears to be moving Syria away
from Iran.

These swift developments have
raised deep concerns in Tehran, which
views Syria’s reintegration and dimin-
ishing isolation as a serious challenge
to its longstanding influence in the
country. In light of this, this file exam-
ines the indicators of Syria’s potential
shift away from Iran as well as the po-
litical and economic ramifications of
these changes for Tehran.
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Indications of Gradual Disengage-
ment Between Syria and Iran

In May 2025, a series of political, eco-
nomic and diplomatic developments
unfolded in Syria, signaling a signif-
icant realignment in the country’s
regional and international posture
— one that appears increasingly in-
consistent with Iran's strategic vision
and interests. These shifts suggest
that under Sharaa, Damascus has be-
gun a gradual process of disengaging
from Tehran's influence compared to
the Bashar al-Assad era. Syria's evolv-
ing strategy emphasizes diversifying
alliances and forging closer ties with
the West, Gulf states and Tiirkiye — an
approach that poses a direct challenge
to Iran’s longstanding foothold in the
country. This is evident through the
following indicators:

Direct US and European Engagement
With Damascus

Official contact between the United
States and Syria was re-established,
culminating in a high-profile meet-
ing between Sharaa and US President
Donald Trump in Riyadh.“” Following
the meeting, Washington lifted sanc-
tions on Syria and appointed Thomas
Barrack, the US ambassador to Tiirki-
ye, as its special envoy to Syria. Bar-
rack commenced his post by meeting
Sharaa in Tirkiye as his regional tour
included visits to Istanbul, Riyadh,
Amman and Damascus, where he
raised the US flag over his residence —
a symbolic and diplomatic milestone
witnessed by Syria’s Foreign Minister
Asaad al-Shaibani. During his visit to
Damascus, Barrack also participated in
the signing of $7 billion worth of con-
tracts with Qatari-Turkish-US firms
for power plant development, aiming

to address Syria's critical electricity
shortages. These measures were ac-
companied by favorable remarks from
the US president regarding the Syrian
government, including calls to refrain
from interfering in its affairs, granting
it another opportunity for stability and
growth and enabling it to reclaim its
position in the international commu-
nity. At the same time, Washington is-
sued a clear condemnation of Iran for
itsrolein fueling regional instability.®!
This US diplomatic shift was echoed
by Europe. Notably, French President
Emmanuel Macron welcomed Sharaa
at the Elysée Palace — the highest-lev-
el Syrian-European engagement in
over a decade. France, along with oth-
er European capitals, began signaling
the easing of sanctions and support for
Syria’s reconstruction and reintegra-
tion into the global system. Besides en-
couraging investment and infrastruc-
ture development, these steps suggest
that the West is moving beyond the
history of strained relations with Syr-
ia. This new phase is centered on pro-
viding support for the new Syrian gov-
ernment while ensuring respect for its
sovereignty and insulating Damascus
from destabilizing external influences
— implicitly targeting Iran’s role.
Expanding Economic Cooperation with
Tiirkiye and the Gulf
In tandem with these diplomatic
moves, Syria has recalibrated its eco-
nomic partnerships. New agreements
were signed for electricity intercon-
nection and power infrastructure with
GCC states and Tiirkiye — projects that
effectively shut Iran out of sectors it
once dominated. These developments
underscore a broader shift toward eco-
nomic integration with Arab, Turkish



and Western partners, marginalizing
Tehran's investment footprint in Syria.
Financial aid and investment initia-
tives from the Gulf, Tiirkiye and West-
ern countries are accelerating, high-
lighting a concerted push to support
Syria’s reconstruction outside of the
Iranian orbit.

Accelerated Turkish-Syrian Rap-
prochement

Since Assad’s fall in late 2024, Syr-
ia-Tiirkiye relations have markedly
improved. In May 2025, Sharaa met
with Turkish President Recep Tayy-
ip Erdogan in Istanbul for the third
time in five months. The most re-
cent meeting occurred shortly after
the United States lifted sanctions on
Syria and just days after the Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) announced
its dissolution — a development with
deep implications for Iranian influ-
ence, given Tehran's longstanding fi-
nancial and military support for the
group and its affiliates in both Syria
and Iraq.

Collectively, these developments
mark a turning point in Syria’s for-
eign policy and represent a grow-
ing regional and international con-
sensus aimed at reshaping Syria's
post-Assad trajectory. For Tehran,
these signals reflect a strategic loss:
the erosion of its influence in Da-
mascus, the collapse of economic
projects and the shrinking space for
its political leverage. As Syria moves
toward deeper integration with the
Gulf, Tiirkiye and the West, Iran faces
increasing pressure to re-evaluate its
role and strategy in a region it once
considered a core axis of its regional
influence.
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Iranian Perceptions and Readings
of Western-Gulf Initiatives in Syria

Iran perceives the evolving dynamics
in Syria throughout May 2025 as a ma-
jor geopolitical shift with potentially
profound consequences for its regional
standing and influence. Iranian media
outlets have echoed these concerns,
highlighting how the new Syrian lead-
ership under Sharaa appears intent on
distancing Damascus from Tehran and
forging closer ties with the Gulf states,
the West,*9 and Tiirkiye. This strate-
gic repositioning not only threatens to
diminish Iran’s decades-long sway in
Syria but also signals a broader region-
al realignment that may solidify Iran’s
marginalization.

The swift lifting of US and European
sanctions on Syria further underscores
this shift and has resonated widely in
Iran. Some Iranian voices acknowl-
edged that Iran is already losing in-
fluence across many of its traditional
spheres — an erosion that could un-
dermine Tehran's long-term strategy
of accessing vital international trade
routes. The transformation of Syria
from an Iranian-aligned stronghold
into a potential hub for Western, Gulf,
and Turkish partnerships only deep-
ens this concern, especially as new
infrastructure and energy agreements
systematically exclude Iran.

Moreover, Iran views the growing
coordination between Syria and Tiirki-
ye —especially their shared efforts to
address the Kurdish issue in Iraq and
Syria — as a seismic shift in regional
calculations.® For years, Iran lever-
aged Kurdish movements as part of
its regional balancing strategy against
Ankara. The dissolution of the PKK, a
group long entangled in the geopoliti-
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cal tug-of-war between Iran and Tiirki-
ye, removes a key element from Iran's
regional toolkit. While Iranian state
media cautiously welcomed the PKK’s
move as a step toward stability,*" sev-
eral Iranian analysts voiced fears that
Tiirkiye could capitalize on the vacu-
um to extend its influence into Kurd-
ish-majority areas traditionally within
Iran's sphere.

Conclusion

Syria has recently embarked on a no-
table political and economic trajectory,
reinforcing its relations with influen-
tial regional and international powers
across vital strategic domains while
actively diversifying its alliances away
from dependency on Tehran. This shift
signals a deliberate recalibration of
Syria’s foreign policy under the lead-
ership of Sharaa, one that prioritizes
integration with active regional and
international powers over past align-
ments.

In stark contrast, Iran now con-
fronts a deeply unfavorable reality. Its
previous influence over Syrian sov-
ereign decision-making has signifi-
cantly diminished, eroding a critical
cornerstone of Tehran's regional geo-
political strategy. What was once a key
axis of Iranian regional projection has
effectively been transformed into a co-
operative partner of actors long seen as
rivals or adversaries by Tehran. This re-
orientation deprives Iran of one of the
most important pillars of its influence
architecture in the Levant, threatening
the viability of its broader regional am-
bitions and amplifying Tehran's sense
of strategic encirclement.

ment: Mediated by Oman and

Supported by Iran

In May 2025, Yemen experienced swift
political shifts marked by a reduction
in Houthi military activity around the
Red Sea and Bab al-Mandab, alongside
fewer attacks on international ship-
ping. This followed the US-Houthi
ceasefire agreement reached on May 6,
2025. The deal is closely tied to broader
regional and international dynamics,
particularly the shared interest of Iran
and the United States in advancing nu-
clear negotiations. This file examines
the ceasefire’s multiple dimensions,
highlighting Iran’s pivotal role and
strategy of leveraging the Houthis as a
bargaining tool to further its political
and diplomatic objectives, effectively
turning the group into a strategic asset
for Tehran.

The Ceasefire Between the Houthis
and the United States

Following intense US airstrikes on
Houthi positions in Yemen that began
in mid-March 2025, a ceasefire agree-
ment was announced on May 6, 2025,
halting US military operations against
the Houthis. This move reflects the US
administration’s shift toward diplo-
macy with both the Houthis and Iran,
aiming to avoid a prolonged and cost-
ly conflict. Contrary to the position of
some of Iran’s global adversaries, the
United States seeks to achieve peace
as reflected in the recent truce.®? The
ceasefire also aligns with the Gulf Co-
operation Council's (GCC) goals, led
by Saudi Arabia, to reduce military
escalation, safeguard international
shipping routes and advance regional
peace efforts. GCC Secretary-General
Jassim al-Badawi commended Oman



for its pivotal role in promoting stabil-
ity and supporting a peaceful resolu-
tion in Yemen. =)

Notably, the ceasefire agreement is
closely tied to the trajectory of Iran-US
negotiations. The United States ac-
cused Iran of backing Houthi escala-
tions in the Red Sea and Bab al-Mand-
ab which threatened international
shipping. Tehran's strong interest in
advancing the talks is seen as a key
factor behind the Houthis’ decision to
curb their military actions and agree
to a ceasefire with Washington. Ac-
cording to sources cited by The New
York Times, Iran played a direct role in
encouraging the Houthis to reach this
agreement.®

The Houthis — Iran’s Strategic
Asset

Iran’s involvement in the agreement
between the United States and the
Houthis has exposed how the Houth-
is are a strategic bargaining chip for
Tehran, particularly in its negotiations
with Washington. Both sides are keen
to ensure the success of the nuclear
talks and reach acceptable diplomatic
solutions. Notably, Israel was excluded
from the ceasefire deal negotiations
in light of its preference for military
action over diplomacy. Moreover, the
Israeli government was instructed by
the Trump administration to avoid
military confrontation with Iran®*—
an outcome that primarily benefits
Tehran.

Military escalation between the
Houthis and Israel remains a poten-
tial pressure tactic for Iran. However,
Israel's military options against the
Houthis are limited and complicated
by several factors, primarily the geo-
graphical landscape. The rugged ter-
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rain in Yemen greatly aids the Houth-
is by facilitating and concealing their
movements. Additionally, Yemen is
geographically distant from Israel,
complicating Tel Aviv's military oper-
ations. The country’s weak communi-
cations and technological infrastruc-
ture further hinder Israeli intelligence
efforts to track Houthi movements,
missile launches and operational ac-
tivities, rendering a military confron-
tation all the more challenging for Tel
Aviv.5)

Iran’s investment in and reliance
on the Houthis continues to exert
pressure on both Israel and the Unit-
ed States. Through Houthi escalation
against Israel, Iran stands to gain stra-
tegically on multiple fronts. Should
negotiations falter, Iran may escalate
its pressure further, including re-
newed threats to international mar-
itime navigation and attacks on US
interests via Houthi fighters. For the
Houthis, military escalation against Is-
rael serves to bolster domestic support
and strengthen their military capabili-
ties, positioning them to increase their
political influence in Yemen.

Conclusion

The ceasefire agreement between the
United States and the Houthis rep-
resents a significant step toward ad-
vancing the Iran-US negotiations and
fostering rapprochement between the
two sides. It also plays a crucial role in
easing regional tensions. However, the
agreement carries the risk of becoming
a ticking time bomb if talks between
Iran and the United States collapse.
In that case, Yemen could turn into a
battleground for Iran and the United
States to settle scores, as well as be-
tween Iran and Israel. Given the poten-
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tially high costs and widespread losses,
Iran is likely to continue leveraging the
Houthis to exert pressure on both the
United States and Israel — especially
since the current US administration fa-
vorsadiplomaticand negotiation-based
approach. Meanwhile, Israel, excluded
from the US-Houthi ceasefire deal and
facing ongoing Houthi attacks, along-

side the US Navy suspending the inter-
ception of Houthi missiles and drones
headed toward Israel, may respond by
ramping up intelligence operations in-
side Yemen to support military actions.
Israel could intensify strikes on Yeme-
ni targets to force the Houthis to cease
their escalations against it.
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