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On 14 July 2015, Federica Mogherini, High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Javad Zarif, Iran’s Foreign Minister, jointly announced a historic agreement on a Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action between Iran, the permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, Germany and the EU.

The deal is a reciprocal arrangement in which Iran agrees to scale back its nuclear enrichment programme and allow for rigorous monitoring of that process, in exchange for a gradual loosening of the comprehensive international sanctions regime against Iran.

In this seminar we explored the implications of this agreement for Iran’s domestic policy and regional relations. How does Iran envision its foreign policy role in the Middle East and international community? Does this deal pave the way for greater strategic cooperation between the US and Iran, for example in combatting the rise of Daesh in Iraq and Syria? How might this impact the regional rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran, and its sectarian ramifications for the Middle East?

The seminar brought together a range of experts on Iran, including historians, political scientists, economists, journalists and environmental scientists, to discuss Iran’s position in the Middle East and assess the range of challenges the country now faces.

1. Iran’s foreign policy perspective and relations with the US

There are two main ways in which we can understand Iran’s approach to its foreign policy. Firstly, Iran seeks to maximise its security and extend its strategic depth in order to guarantee the survival of the Islamic Republic. This maneuvering occurs relative to the other major powers in the region, namely Saudi Arabia, Israel and Turkey. Iran’s security concerns also extend to Syria and Lebanon.

Secondly, Iran’s foreign policy is used to justify its domestic policy decisions. This creates a paradox, wherein Iran’s domestic and foreign policy agendas often interchange. The Palestinian issue has historically served as the main ‘peg’ upon which Iran relates its regional and domestic policy. During times of need, Iran’s foreign policy serves to ensure the survival of the Islamic Republic, and this is how the nuclear agreement is best understood from Iran’s perspective.

Traditionally, US foreign policy toward the Middle East has been informed by a realist approach, which focuses on stability, by means of extended deterrence, and ensuring that foreign policy serves the balance of power. However, the aftermath of the war in Iraq and the long held view that Iran must be contained rather than engaged with contributed to the disintegration of America’s position in the region. The nuclear agreement with Iran represents a classical realist strategy by the Obama administration; negotiating from a

position of strength while making the necessary concessions to allow Iran to become an acceptable nuclear state.

Conclusions

* There is widespread support for the nuclear agreement among realists in the US

* Although much of the Middle East is currently in a state of war, this also represents strong potential for a regional re-structuring of the order

* The nuclear deal with Iran could be the first step toward the attainment of an equilibrium of power in the Middle East. To that end, Iran needs to be incorporated into a new regional order.

* The outcome of US elections in November 2016 has implications for the sustainability of peace with Iran. Hilary Clinton is a liberal interventionist rather than a realist; she would be hawkish on Iran, and closer to Israel’s position. Donald Trump and Ted Cruz are both isolationists. They would likely revert to a policy of containment toward Iran.

* In Iran, President Rouhani and Foreign Minister Javad Zarif are both in favour of continuing the US-Iran rapprochement. Ayatollah Khamenei is much less so, and continues to assure his supporters that the status quo in relations between Iran and the US will not change.

* The prospects for continued rapprochement between Iran and the international community will require the continuous commitment of all involved, and face many challenges that could hamper these developments.

2. Security issues in the Middle East: Syria, Iraq and Iran’s role

Divergences within Iran’s political leadership have important implications for the sustainability of the nuclear deal, as well as Iran’s regional role. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) possess substantial autonomy within the Iranian political elite, an interest group in and of itself. The IRGC exhibits a distinct geo-strategic outlook, sectarian/religious identity and institutional interests in line with its overseas mission. The IRGC’s position differs substantially from that of Iran’s Foreign Minister (Javad Zarif) and President Rouhani on key issues, ncluding strategy over regional security matters and rapprochement with the international community.

The IRGC advocate a minimalist approach toward the normalisation of relations with the US, and has developed political preferences of its own in recent years through the development of regional networks and clients. Hizbullah is one of the most important clients of the IRGC and constitutes part of the dual confrontation with the US that has occurred since 2003. Whilst the IRGC does tacitly bargain with the US, it also contributes to the state of combat in Syria. Through its deployment of military advisors in Syria the IRGC is able to perform a bargaining role in negotiations between Iran and the US over Syria. At the same time, the IRGC can serve as a spoiler of Iran’s cooperation with the US on regional issues because of its strategic ties with its network of proxies, such as Hizbullah in Lebanon and militias in Iraq (Badr Corps, Mahdi army, Katib Hizbullah) and its unyielding support for the Assad regime in Syria.

Conclusions

* President Rouhani and Foreign Minister Javad Zarif will seek to use the Syrian and Iraqi crisis as an opportunity for further cooperation between Iran and US on common regional security issues eg. Daesh.

* Iran’s attitude to rapprochement with the US will reflect America’s, as it has done historically.

* Hizbullah remains an obstacle to full normalisation of relations between the US and Iran. Hizbullah also remains a hindrance to Iran’s political maneuvering on the future of Syria. The IRGC’s ability and/or willingness to reign in this actor will determine whether full normalisation can occur or not.

* Iran’s deployment of resources in Syria demonstrates that Daesh is not its current priority there. On the contrary, Iran has deployed its assets, particularly Hizbullah, in the Western regions of Syria where the Assad regime is strong.

* Iran is directing significant resources to support its major asset in Syria: Hizbullah. Iran is pursuing the creation of a buffer zone and strategic infrastructure in Syria that provides space for Hizbullah to maintain its arms race against Israel.

* In Iraq, Iran has played a much more substantive role in the battle against Daesh, and the presence of its fighters there have been a vital component of the government of Iraq’s ability to defend against Daesh. However, the current government of Iraq is seeking to resolve sectarian tensions in the country, which requires the reduction of Iran’s role in the country.

* Iran does not view Daesh as an existential threat or regional security priority. In Syria, the continued presence of Daesh enables Iran to herald the Assad regime as the lesser of two evils. Iran views Daesh as the priority of other regional and international actors.

3. Domestic politics, regional rivalries and sectarianism

The development of Iran’s nuclear programme was informed by the view that scientific progress should inform the country’s development as the best means of preserving the Islamic Republic. As support for Iran’s nuclear development grew among the political elite, the nuclear programme became a central tenet of the Islamic Republic’s mythology, alongside the Iran-Iraq war and the Islamic Revolution. The nuclear programme has produced its own martyrs - assassinated nuclear scientists. In addition to becoming a crucial element of Iran’s domestic policies, the nuclear programme now also serves as an important regional and foreign policy tool.

The issue of sectarianism, particularly in terms of the Sunni vs Shi’a schism is frequently overstated as a driver of conflict in the Middle East. However, both Iran and other regional actors e.g. Saudi Arabia have increasingly deployed sectarianism as a rhetorical tool. It is important to distinguish between the use of rhetoric and actual actions. Sectarianism is not in Iran’s long-term interests as a country surrounded by Sunni-Arab neighbours. In fact, Iran’s insistence on the Palestinian issue is in part an attempt to bridge the Persian/Arab divide. Iran’s actions, like other states in the region, are multilayered and cannot be reduced to sectarian motives alone.

Conclusions

* Iran’s nuclear programme will continue to remain a feature of the country’s domestic and international policy. However, it has reached a stage where its domestic significance is now secondary to the international importance it garners.

* Iran does not perceive the region through a simple sectarian dichotomy. Rather, Iran views the region in terms of the oppressors verses the oppressed. This can be understood in terms of hegemony and the need to resist that hegemony, or counter-hegemony.

* Iran perceives the threats to peace and stability in the region as extremism, Islamophobia in the international arena, sectarianism, and terrorism. These are all considered as hegemonic forces and the Islamic Republic considers it as Iran’s responsibility to combat them, peacefully.

* Iran wants to be recognised as a force for peace and stability in the region. However, this is not how states such as Israel and Saudi Arabia see Iran, particularly following the nuclear deal.

* The nuclear deal, and Iran's role in the fight against Daesh has upset regional dynamics. Previously Israel and Saudi Arabia could rely on Iran being perceived as a negative force in the region. This perception has been diffused; Iran is now needed in the fight against Daesh. This realignment contributes to rising sectarian tensions in the region; Iran’s stronger position is feared.

4. Iran’s Prospects for Economic Recovery

Following the implementation of the nuclear agreement, Iran should be allowed to re-join the international community. For a successful economic recovery, Iran requires international investment in terms of capital and technology. It is also vital that Iran complies with the terms and conditions of the nuclear agreement.

In the aftermath of the nuclear deal, President Rouhani is facing many pressures from more conservative political actors in the country, requiring him to balance several conflicting interests. The IRGC constitutes one of the most powerful internal challenges. This contest is driven by divergent political and economic priorities of the Iranian government and the IRGC.

In 2012 the U.S. Office of Foreign Assets Control gave permits to Iran as part of the tract two initiative for war veterans and humanitarian efforts. This example of engagement between Iran and the US demonstrates that the US views Iran as a success story for economic sanctions. The US will promote integration of Iran’s economy into the international system if adequate steps are taken by the government of Iran in this transitional period, particularly in terms of implementing financial regulation over the Iranian economy.

Conclusions

* Iran has a multiplicity of assets that render the country capable of attracting Western capital. It is the second largest producer of gas, fourth largest producer of oil and the

world’s largest producer of nickel. Iran is also situated in a geopolitically significant region, lying at the crossroads between Central and East Asia.

* Iran requires serious systemic internal reforms if it is to reach its potential for economic development. Presently, the single biggest challenge to economic growth and recovery is institutionalised corruption across all levels of the state. Many actors inside Iran view the potential opening of the economy as an opportunity to unlawfully enrich themselves. If Iran is to benefit from the economic opening, the country must champion transparency and an anti-corruption campaign.

* Conflicting interests between the Iranian government, IRGC and private enterprise could hamper the country’s economic transition when sanctions are fully lifted. President Rouhani will require long term support from the international community and NGOs if he is to be successful in leading Iran’s economic transition.

* The Iranian government must also address the issue of Iran’s future economic development. The choice is between Iran as a marketplace oriented towards consumption or Iran as a regional hub for manufacturing and exports. An equally important element of the Iranian economy is its banking infrastructure, greatly restricted by the international sanctions. The banking sector is a vital component of Iran’s post-nuclear agreement economic recovery and should be closely monitored after the sanctions are lifted.

* Iran must encourage the involvement of its diaspora. This community is endowed with significant financial resources that can be a source of foreign investment in the country. However, for this to occur, the Iranian diaspora require reassurance that they will not face persecution if they return to the country.

5. Iran’s Prospects for Sustainable Development

There has been some very encouraging progress within the provision of education in Iran over the past decade, particularly concerning tertiary education. This includes an overall literacy rate that now stands at 85%, which is significantly higher than the regional average of 30-40%. Even more encouraging is the 98% literacy rate amongst those within the age range of 15-24 year olds, which includes gender parity. This gives Iran a unique status in the region of gender parity in education.

Urbanisation has also increased, with around 70% of Iranians now living in urban centres. Urban areas allow for greater levels of interaction and cultural exchange between people from diverse backgrounds. Women have also entered into employment in larger numbers over the last 30 years. Iran possesses a diverse population in which men and women of different ethnicities can exchange fresh socio-cultural perspectives. Part of the reason for such culturally diverse urban areas is that students sit university entrance exams from all over Iran, creating very cosmopolitan education centres.

Sanctions have seriously hampered Iran’s developmental prospects, particularly in socio-economic terms. As has often been the case with other states that have been subjected to extensive international sanctions, this facilitated the further entrenchment of clientelism and corruption in Iran. Sanctions have disproportionately impacted the poor and working classes, while the elite have continued to live in relative comfort throughout the period of sanctions.

Iran faces numerous environmental challenges. Air pollution has become a serious concern in Iran, contributing to a “tsunami of cancer”, due to greater volumes of traffic, but also due to low quality fuels being used to power motor vehicles. Sanctions on the purchasing and refinement of oil led to a shortage of high quality fuels. Sanctions have also limited technological cooperation with other states, resulting in the use of inferior catalytic converters on vehicles, which has substantially contributed to air pollution. The result has been dangerously high levels of air pollution in urbanised areas, leading to premature deaths and chronic health conditions among the public.

Iran is also facing a serious water crisis. Mismanagement, primarily through inefficient farming practices, and unsustainable development, including the over-damming of rivers, has resulted in water shortages that have the potential to cause significant disruption. There is great public concern surrounding the future of Lake Urmia, which has shrunk by an estimated 90% since the 1970s.

Dust storms are becoming an increasing problem both within metropolitan and rural areas of Iran. Water scarcity, soil erosion and the exposure of these dried-up areas to strong winds have created a dangerous concoction. At times, these dust storms have been so severe that they have posed a threat to economic, agricultural and social activity throughout the country.

Conclusions

* Sanctions have contributed to increasing unemployment and inequality in Iran. 28% of youth are unemployed; female graduate unemployment rates are amongst the worst in the region.

* Neo-liberal reforms over the past 30 years have also had a differential gender impact. For example, when the welfare state is dismantled, it is the women who take care of the old, the sick and the young and it is thus women who are subsequently impacted when those services no longer exist.

* Despite boasting an incredibly well educated female population, women are still filling roles which are unstable and underpaid.

* Privatisation can be seen as a positive in some areas. In the arts, for example, the state has retreated from areas that it previously dominated. The state exercises less influence over the film industry for propaganda purposes, thus leaving filmmakers the ability to work relatively freely.

* The lifting of sanctions has the potential to improve Iran’s developmental prospects. However, it remains unclear whether the benefits of this process will be evenly distributed among the Iranian population.

* The lifting of sanctions also has the potential to address Iran’s environmental challenges. Cooperation with international companies has contributed technological solutions to water insecurity and the specter of dust storms. Two projects that have been touted include a floating island of solar panels and dust storm tracking technology.

* While international cooperation on these issues may be useful, significant internal reform in Iran is also essential, particularly concerning attitudes to water management.
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