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Iran: Response to Soviet Disunion

Summary

The rapid decline of central authority in the USSR will present
President Rafsanjani with yet another serious foreign policy
challenge. Rafsanjani has invested heavily in improving relations
with the Soviet Union-looking to Moscow as Iran’s main source of
modern military equipment, as a source of some economic
assistance, and as a counterweight to US influence in the Middle
East. We believe that Tehran will now strive to craft a policy that
preserves its ties to Moscow and allows it to gain influence in the
republics. An immediate concern will be to ensure that the changes
in Moscow do not jeopardize the arms relationship and to limit the
danger that instability in the Soviet Muslim republics will spread to
Iran. Iran also will focus on building official ties to the individual
republics. Tehran will more actively seek to spread its Islamic
ideology among Soviet Muslims—especially if it believes Turkey
and Saudi Arabia are gaining influence in the republics—but we
believe Iran’s appeal will be limited in the near term in large part
because of the ethnic and sectarian differences with most Soviet

Muslims. I
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Irani Response to Soviet Disunion

The central theme of Iranian policy toward Moscow since the aborti

19-2; ﬂmuﬂhubmﬂumﬁw{ﬂmuflmd relations. ?m*swﬂ
mmmﬂpmpmumswmmmlum the Supreme Council for
HWSNm{ty--mmpﬁﬂa;MHIurludmhipdhunmlnmchl
session and announced that it was following the events in Moscow with "care
and sensitivity, " according to Iranian press. Foreign Minister Velayati
subsequently stated publicl that Soviet developments were an internal issue
mTpmaqhisu that the changes would not-affect the *favorable -
trend” in Iranian-Soviet relations. Upon President Gorbachev's return o
power, both Rafsanjan} and Velayati congratulated him on the "retum to law
and order® and called for the expansion of relations between the two countries
according to Lranian press reports, N '

Tehran's Dilemmy

M&mmwhﬂummmmwgw Id prefer
o see IMMWMMMHWWMIM.
unuu_m_nfmm. the Tehran Times, which generally reflects
Rafsanjani's views, ran an editorial opposing “any weakening® of Gorbachev's

commentary across the political spectrum strongly suggests that Tehran
suspects Russian President Yﬂuinwﬂlhmwgnclmmh“ﬁu. W

Tehran's desire to maintain what both and Velayati

Iran’s *strategic relations* with mwwmwmmm
Uﬂﬂmlmmhdpplicyu]cuhﬂmsmﬂﬂudiﬂeﬂﬁupoﬂﬁwhn |
byﬂg-:mlhpuuf!mﬁm. Rafsanjani has invested heavily in improving
m}unmwiqn the USSR, Jooking to Moscow a3 a reliable source of modemn
mlﬁwqmm.ﬁrudmhmmdnﬂnpmt.mnl

counterweight to US influence in the Middle East, At the same ti
%_ that Tehran has sought 1o e !EE
republics, uﬁmhsbmdmadnmlﬁ:ﬂ;":lhcmnﬂ:mm
mmﬂwhﬁnmmwﬂmum;muummmm

of the coup. Mﬂw.hmh.whmﬂngﬁmbﬁjm‘ hardling
Prﬂidwnhluulihwinﬁhnnwhmﬂulhurﬁumpmwﬁ?. L
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Iran"s need for & sirong pariner to balance Western influence in the region and
help rebuild Iranian power probably will push Tehran ioward a policy
emphasizing continued cooperation with Moscow, even as it adjusts Lo the new
realities in the republics and secks to gain influence there, 'We believe Iran
will focus on three main goals in its Soviet policy: '

0 Preserving the arms and trade relationships.
o Encouraging stability in the Cavcasus and Central Asia.

o Expanding Iranian influence. [
Preserving the Arms and Trade Relatlonships

i we believe Iran will
seek to avoid actons WUl IZ& i3 Con acoess to Soviet

equipment and spares. Tehran has made the strategic decision ko rebuild ju
military strength with primanly Soviet equipment, and the USSR has become
Iran's chief supplier of modem weapon systems. Tehran already has taken
delivery of MiG-29 and Su-24 from Moscow as well as missiles,
artillery, and munitions, Iran may also
receive transport and early warning aircraft, submarines, armored vehicles,
and advanced surface-to-air missile systems,

I Becauss Western arms have y ied Iran
during the last decade, Tehran perceives it has no good alternative 1o Soviet
systems, and Iran's efforts to rebuild its miliary forces-—devastated in the Iran-
Iraq war—will be dependent on Moscow's continued willingness w supply
modern arms. Tehran's desire not to jeopardize its continued access to Soviet
equipment and spares will, for at least the near term, temper Iran's willingness
to offend Moscow as it conducts relations with the Soviet republics, although
Tehran probably recognizes that, as one of Moscow's top customers, it will
have considerable leeway before the Soviets consider culting off the arms

supply. T
Iranian trade wilh the Soviet Union is also important, although it is relatively
small compared with Iran's trade with the West, Iranian trade with the USSR
in 1990 totalled $333.4 milliocn—roughly | percent of its total trade--while
trade with the OECD countries reachad $18.6 billlon, Nevertheless, the
Soviets are [ran's only customer for natural gas, exports of which we estimate
amounted to between $200 and $300 million in 1990,

gas with Moscow for &t least some of the advanced Soviel weapons It
is acquiring, sllowing il to preserve its limited hard currency, Tehran also
Pplans to use natural gas exports to partially finance some $7 billion in
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almest certainly will rein '3 interest in maintaining good relations
I '

with the Soviet central government.
Encouraging Stability In the Caucasus and Central Asla

Instability in the Soviet Muslim republics, and ways to limit its impact, are
growing concemns in Tehran, Senior Iranian leaders are worried about the
polential for Soviet unrest degenerating into an ethnic civil war similar to
Yugoslavin's: Interior Minister Nuri has publicly expressed concern that
instability could provoke an exodus of Soviet to Imn, which slready
hosts more than one million Afghan and Iraql refugess. Because of these
fears, and because Tehran's ties to the Soviet republics are primarily with the
existing ruling elites, we believe that for the near term Iran will encourage the
current republic governments 1o remain in power, (o maintain domestic order,
and possibly to retain close ties to Moscow. Indeed, the Tehran Times has
cautioned blics againat "extremist nationalistic move “and [l

o the coup,
chran was quietly u OSCOW republics. Since the
coup, It has been reported that Iranian clerics prominently shared the stage
with jani President Mutalibov at & political rlly supporting him in

The potential impact of Soviet "extremist aationalistic movements” on Iranisn
domestic stability will be a further incentive for Iran o stability in
the Muslim republics.

for Iran if the Muslim republics were to become too restive. In particular, we
may inspire similar separatist aspirations among Iran's ethnic minorities. The
history of separatist revolts in northern Iran following both world wars and the
generally secular, nationalist nature of the Azeri and Central Asian
independence movements will continue to color the Iranian response to Soviet
eventd. Iran's most immediste problem will be its chronically restive Kurdish
minority, but over the longer term it may have o confront the of
scparatist sentiments among Iran’s roughly 14 million Azeriy,
Swiﬂﬂﬁ:l mn:limﬂlumlnmmwh
s and that, rebellion in Soviet Azerbafjan in January
1990, Iranian authorities reacted harshly to small, pro-Azeri demonstrations in
Iranian Azerbaijan, which viewed as secessionist.
many Iranian Azeris are well asum e
, And this will serve o limit the immediate appeal of

3
Azeri nationalism. |
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Expanding Iranlan [Influence

Iran is likely to view improved tes 1o the existing governmenis of the Muslim
republics as the best way 1o build influence in the republics withoul
jeopardizing relations with Moscow. Tehran has quiedly expanded trade and
political links 1o the republics during the past year, sending trade or political

delegations to Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, and Kazakhstan,
m&qhm% Sinuliwwup.'l‘dmnh.u
offered its pood offices to help ve ispute between Azerbaijan and

Armenia, and the Tehmn Times has suggested that the leaders of the six Soviet
Muslim republics meet in Tehran to adopt & coondinated spproach W the -
emerging polidcal structure in the USSR. In a clear sign that wp Iranian
policymakers are closely following and responding o the changes in the

USSR, the Supreme Council of National h:milrdac‘hmdlurtwfnrh
new union agreement concluded in Moscow and announced Iran®s readiness 1o
cooperate with all the republics in politics, economics, and cultural affairs.
Rafsanjani reiterated these themes in a sermon delivered on 6 September and
urged Moscow o give fair and equal treatment to all e reputlics. [

In the coming months, Tehran probably will seek to establish an official
presence in the republics and to broaden commercial contacts, Tt may seek o
open consulates or trade offices; the US Embassy in Moscow reports thal last
spring Iranian officials discussed with a Tajik delegation the opening of a
consulate in Dushanbe. The commerical efforts will be mostly symbolic
inasmuch as their economies are non-complementary #

daspihﬂnmmﬂmlmnun
agreement with Taj November 1990, as of April 1991 there were no
concrete results because of disorganization in both Tehran and Dushanbe. Iran
might also seek to include some or all of the republics in the Economie
Cooperation Organization, a trilateral economic grouping of Turkey, Iran, and
Pakistan, that press reports indicate some of the nepublics have expressed an
interest in joining. Some papers reflecting the views of hardline Iranian
idenlogues have urged the government to recognize the independence of the
republics, but Tehran is likely to carefully weigh the effect of such recognition
on its relations with Moscow before taking such a step. Tehran, for example,
did not recognize the Baltie states until several days after Moscow did.

Iran almost certainly will try to limit the growth of Saudi or Turkish religious
or political influence among Soviet Muslims and will more vigorously promote
its Islamic ideclogy. Iran probably will not hesitate to use overt methods to
proselytize and will stress pan-Tslamic themes to counter the nationalist
impulsz—which might infect Iran and also cause the largely Turkic Soviet
Muslims to look o Turkey a3 a model, Iranian clerics have visited

and some Soviet Azerl seminarians plan to study theology in Qom, mdm;
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to press reporting. 'V
broadcasts Islamic fundamentalist and anti-Saudi radio programs into the

USSR, and, although such propaganda has been a longstanding feature of !
InmmpwwnmmThMmyllumhdfwuiMﬂﬂpdcﬂwmu '
has in recent years. i

Tehran almost certainly will also make covert attempls to exploit radical
lslamic elements in the Muslim republics as another avenue of influence,
up:ir::ﬁfﬂ:mmtluduﬂnipmwmnuiu ives o more
prog or nationalist forces,

Iran is supporting fundamentalism in Azerbaijan and Central

Soviet press Iusmpmnduluamlmldmurmlmhninuuim

mthelmhuhsmduuﬂuuuﬁmummuuﬂlmnﬁvimh
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, or Turkmenistan, Iranian efforts o open cultural
mmhhmﬂi&w&hnﬂhmumﬁﬂmmm
Islamic movements, would be one good indicator that Tehran s trying to build

up its active measures assets in the USSR. "
Implications i

I'h'!ﬁmlt I’nﬁ“ policy challenge. Moscow's di m::hrlrlymd
i gn s m'llw-irf :
willingness Washington

will require all of his political skills to balance these competing interests, and
for the next year Iranlan policy toward the USSR is likely to be cautious.
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Y

Events in the USSR will lead Tehran (o seek new ways (o try 10 counter US
influence in the region. Imn will iry to continue to use its reladonship with
Moscow, although Tehran almost certainly believes that Moscow will be an
increasingly weak lever against Washington, especially given the rise of Boris
Yelisin, whom the Iranian press has identified as pro-West. Asa
conzequence, Iran probably will sccelerale its efforts to mend relations with
states it has identified as political counterweights against the United States:

o Tehran has already identified France s one power that might use
diplomatic and sconomic influence to counter Washington in the
Persidn Gulf, and from time o time Germany, Japan, or the European
Community are also touted for that role in the Iranian press,

o Tehran Iiyﬁﬂmkwﬂrmphmﬂuwﬂllmﬁ_ﬂdnlitua
potenti wgpluornﬂll tach and as an additional counter to
the United States that, like France the Soviet Union, sits - - -
permanently on the UN Security Council.

o Iranian officials believe events in the USSR require Iran to expand
relations not only with China but also with 10 better resist US
inflaence in the region.

A3 the Muslim republics begin to act more independently of Moscow, there is
1 good prospect for a reprise of the *Great Game® of competition for influence
in Central Asia and Caucasia, with Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia as
protagonists. The Iranian press has already warned of the danger of growing
Turkish--and therefore NATO—influence in the region,

Azertaijan, and cultural
speaking--bul Sunni—Tajiks into some political influence. Its own economic
and political problems do not make it & particularly alttractive model for
emulation by Soviet Muslims, and
the ethnic and sectarian differences with most Soviet Muslims will be an
additional obstacle to Iranian export of the revolution (o Central Asia or
Azerbaijan. [
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Tehran probabl secs an opportunity in Soviet upheaval to obtain & settlement
mmmmmiw-bhuiui_mm ﬂqlnnhnpmsmw

Moscow now may be less insistent on maintaining Afghan President Najibuilah
inpuwu.udlmh:mﬂtﬂu:inhplﬂtuunmﬂuwhhth:hﬁmh

and the Sunni and Shia Afghan resistance groups to try o come o &
mﬁmﬂdpﬂﬁﬂmm:pﬂiﬁﬂiﬂﬂmhﬂﬂnﬁﬂlﬂﬁvﬂw.m _
D s il spengbenrt 1o Ihococe 8 o egcn, |
fghanistan could serve ad & |
#ﬂ}mﬂmlmhm mﬁmﬂﬁhnﬁmﬂﬂnﬂum

and U5 influence in Kabul.

The changes in nion may pro A
incentive for Tehran to resolve the main points of friction between
Iran and the United States. [N
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Soviet-Iranlan Relations: The View from the USSR After the Coap

The Soviet leadership I Interesiad in maintaining relations
with , especial] mmmudmwmwm
following the Persian ruillllldlhe% Prosidentlal adviser
Primakov's visit o Iran this moath suggests

appreciate Tehran's for the retum of the legitimate Soviet
government in the Although the new hudu-ﬁiﬂlhﬂ ]
assume &n even more cooperative relationship with the United States In the
Hﬂh&mhwﬂlmﬂnuuﬂwpﬂr&dauwiﬂ:hln-mh

n?c;:‘ntndﬁ han settlement and for any Soviet scurlty
initiatives. It is Likely %o honor all current agreements for arms sales and
mmﬁwﬁmmmmmmnwymh
Curmency. :
will

“The new Soviet leadership may believe improved relations with Tehran
mﬁlmﬁm mdwng%ﬂ:w—eﬁﬂ:mmmh #ﬂii::nud
blics Azerbaljan, lkely to remali; ‘:m
Iranian of such unrest. Moscow therefore
polential for mmpwﬂm Turkish and Saudi ties to the Central Asian

republics to counter any I‘II dmhﬂmmm
language radiobroadcasts commented unfavorably on wome
Tranians for & more ummﬂnmhijumdﬂmﬂmin
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