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The newly negotiated nuclear agreement with Iran still has to be reviewed by Congress,
but it offers the United States and its allies the historic opportunity to restrain Tehran’s
nuclear program and prevent the country from acquiring a nuclear weapon for at least
the next decade.1 This agreement is vital to U.S. national security, but it is important
to recognize that it has a specific purpose: reining in Iran’s nuclear program. It does
not address the rest of Iran’s malicious international behavior simply because it is not
intended to do so.
Accordingly, the United States and its close partners in the Middle East and Europe should
take active steps to crack down on Iran’s ability to foment chaos in the region—and the
Obama administration should lead the way. The nuclear agreement was a necessary step
to most effectively block Iran’s pathways to a nuclear weapon, but it is unlikely to change
Iran’s bad behavior—which in turn is causing great apprehension among the United
States’ allies in the region. By working together with a coherent strategy to counter Iranian
subversion, the United States and its partners are capable of meeting this challenge.

Iran’s destabilizing behavior
Iran’s subversion and proxy network is vast, stretching geographically from Latin
America to Afghanistan.2 This network conducts terrorism, organizes and supports
sectarian militias, and generally foments instability from Argentina to Iraq. These activities do not cost Tehran much financially—support for both Hezbollah and the Assad
regime in Syria is estimated to have cost Iran less than $10 billion last year3—but they
are sufficient to sow chaos in the Middle East and beyond.
Tehran has three main organizations through which it spreads regional instability and
sectarian strife: the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps—Quds Force, or IRGC-QF;
the Iranian Ministry of Intelligence and Security; and Lebanese Hezbollah.4 Though the
U.S. State Department identifies the Quds Force as “the regime’s primary mechanism
for cultivating and supporting terrorists abroad,”5 all three organizations work together
to further Iranian interests in the Middle East.
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Tehran’s fingerprints can be seen on virtually all of the region’s conflicts. It supplies missiles and rockets to Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in the Palestinian Territories, which
are then fired at Israel. Iran supplies the Assad regime with money, Iranian troops, and a
supply of foreign Shia militiamen and backs sectarian militias in Iraq that undermine the
authority of the government in Baghdad. More recently, Tehran has been accused of supplying arms to the Houthi rebels who have seized control of much of Yemen.6
In all, Iran has created an impressive network to foment instability across the Middle
East. Tehran backs militant groups from Palestine to Iraq and Lebanon to Yemen with
arms, training, and funds. This support invariably makes these militant groups more
effective and worsens existing conflicts—often by sharpening their sectarian edges.
Countering this web of Iranian proxies—and the chaos it creates—remains a core
American interest in the Middle East.

Policy options
There are no silver bullets to bring down Iran’s network of regional instability.
Countering Iran’s malignant regional behavior will instead require a series of actions
from both the United States and its Middle Eastern partners. Policymakers should be
modest in their expectations: The overall goal of the United States and its regional partners should be to degrade and disrupt Iran’s effort to destabilize the Middle East rather
than defeat it outright.
Steps the United States and its regional partners can take to counter Iranian meddling in
the Middle East include the following recommendations.

Impose arms embargoes against Iranian proxies
In April, the U.N. Security Council imposed an arms embargo against the Iranianbacked Houthi rebels in Yemen,7 giving international legitimacy to efforts by the United
States and the Saudi-led coalition to interdict Iranian vessels suspected of ferrying arms
to Yemen. Similar arms embargoes could be imposed on other Iranian proxies such as
Hezbollah, Hamas, and the Shia militias fighting on behalf of the Assad regime. Should
the U.N. Security Council pass arms embargoes against Iranian proxies, the United
States and its regional partners would have the authority and legitimacy to intercept
suspected Iranian arms shipments before they reach their destinations. It may prove
impossible for the U.N. Security Council to approve all of these embargoes, but the
United States could also build a multinational coalition effort to try to interdict Iranian
weapons transfers.
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Robustly implement U.S.-GCC summit agreements
Following the May 2015 Camp David summit between the United States and Gulf
Cooperation Council, or GCC, states, the White House published an annex to the
summit’s joint statement outlining areas of enhanced security cooperation between the
United States and the GCC.8 Many of these areas of cooperation are relevant to efforts
to counter Iran’s destructive regional influence.
Cybersecurity
U.S. regional partners have already been the victims of Iranian cyberattacks, most
notably a 2012 hack against Saudi Aramco, the Saudi state oil company.9 The United
States already has cybersecurity advisors embedded in relevant Saudi government
offices.10 The summit statement annex calls on the United States to provide GCC states
with additional cybersecurity aid. The United States should push to institutionalize
the cybersecurity arrangements outlined in the annex, with a view toward protecting
regional networks against Iranian cyberattacks. This cybersecurity forum should also be
extended to include regional partners beyond the GCC, such as Jordan.
Missile defense
At Camp David, the GCC states agreed to deepen their cooperation on ballistic missile
defense, and the United States agreed to provide technical assistance for the creation of
a Gulf ballistic missile early warning system. The United States should jump-start this
process and accelerate improvements to the GCC’s ballistic missile defense interoperability by expanding sales of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense, or THAAD, missile defense system beyond the United Arab Emirates and Oman.11 An integrated Gulf
missile defense system would also benefit from the Integrated Battle Command System,
or IBCS, which will integrate the separate elements of the missile defense system and
increase their effectiveness.12 A robust Gulf missile defense system can both hedge
against the Iranian ballistic missile threat and serve as a symbol of Gulf political unity.
Maritime security
The GCC states also agreed to take greater steps to share information and interdict
illicit arms smuggling, while the United States agreed to provide training and aid to the
GCC on maritime security issues. These steps should be taken as soon as possible, with
a primary focus on prohibiting illicit Iranian arms shipments to proxies. Other countries—both GCC neighbors and long-time U.S. allies from outside the region—should
be integrated into efforts to increase GCC maritime security capabilities.
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Special operations training
The United States pledged to examine options to increase special operations training
with its GCC partners. Many GCC states are building their special operations capabilities from scratch, so a concerted effort to train and equip these forces in GCC countries
will be required. But this effort should avoid the creation of a GCC equivalent to the
Quds Force. The last thing the Middle East needs is another state-sponsored network of
highly sectarian proxy forces. Instead, American efforts should concentrate on practical skills—such as conducting raids similar to the May 2015 operation that killed a
key Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham, or ISIS, financier—and interoperability with
American special operations forces.13

Establish a strategic framework with Israel to counter Iran
Throughout the negotiations process with Iran, Israel and the United States have missed
opportunities to establish a post-agreement strategic framework to counter Iran’s
regional influence because of the friction caused by major disagreements on the management of the negotiations. Now that an agreement has been reached and is likely to
move forward, this failure will become water under the bridge. Although it will be politically difficult, the United States and Israel should come to a strategic agreement similar
to the one reached between the United States and GCC states at Camp David. This
framework need not be hashed out at a high-level summit but can instead be worked out
by American and Israeli diplomats and defense officials. It should cover the same areas
as the U.S.-GCC summit communiqué and annex, outlining the steps both Israel and
the United States will take to counter Iran’s negative regional influence.
As part of this framework, the United States should agree to provide Israel with additional capabilities necessary to fend off Iranian proxies. These capabilities—such as
missile and rocket defense systems similar to the Iron Dome—should be funded as an
addition to the current $3 billion per year in military assistance Israel receives from the
United States.14

Bar IRGC-linked companies from regional air- and seaports
Regional partners can prevent aircraft and ships from IRGC-linked companies from
entering their territories. These companies serve as the logistical enablers of the IRGC,
transporting personnel, weapons, and cash in support of Iranian proxies around the
region. While many IRGC-linked companies have been sanctioned by the United
States,15 they still operate in the airspace and waters of America’s regional partners.
For instance, Mahan Air—designated as an IRGC enabler by the U.S. Treasury
Department—lists six GCC destinations on its website.16 Regional partners, particu-
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larly those where IRGC-tied companies operate, can crack down on these enablers and
restrict their regional freedom of movement. Barring these companies from regional
airports and seaports would hinder the IRGC’s ability to move personnel, equipment,
and money around the region.

Establish intelligence-sharing arrangements
Together, the United States and its regional partners should establish an intelligence
fusion cell focused on Iran’s support for proxies and its other destabilizing behavior
in the region. The main goal of this cell should be to develop a unified picture of Iran’s
disruptive regional activities—such as fomenting instability inside GCC states and
other American regional partners—to ensure that the United States and its regional
partners all have the same overall picture of these activities. An expressed commitment
to countering these aspects of Iran’s regional policy would go along way toward easing
GCC apprehension over the potential effects of the nuclear deal. As a first priority, this
cell should focus on mapping the logistical networks that allow Iran to support proxies
around the region and determine their weak spots.

Support regional military action against Iran’s proxies and logistics network
when necessary
When necessary, the United States should offer support to regional military action
against Iranian proxies and components of the logistics network that supports them,
such as Israeli strikes against Hezbollah arms shipments in Syria.17 Regional partners
should take the bulk of the risk in deploying forces on the ground, while the United
States should provide key support such as transportation and aerial supervision. These
raids should be rare and only conducted on mutual agreement, when based on solid
intelligence, and after a full risk assessment.

Conclusion
With or without a nuclear agreement, Iran will continue to present a severe threat to the
stability and security of the Middle East—primarily through its material and financial
support of proxies across the region. The United States and its regional partners will
confront this problem regardless and already should be preparing to counter Iran and its
proxies. While it is unlikely that the policies outlined here will fully defeat Iran’s efforts
in the region, they can constrain those efforts and impose higher costs on Tehran than it
has previously paid.
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Equally important, countering Iran’s policy of regional destabilization offers the opportunity for the United States and its regional partners—from Israel to the GCC—to pull
closer together after the strain caused by nuclear negotiations. Rather than indulging in
unconstructive behavior, the United States and its partners can engage in a constructive
effort to halt—or at least slow down—Iran’s destructive actions throughout the Middle
East. Vigorous action to constrain Iran’s malign regional behavior offers the United
States and its regional partners a fresh start—one they should take.
Peter Juul is a Policy Analyst at the Center for American Progress. Brian Katulis is a Senior
Fellow at the Center. Shlomo Brom is a Visiting Fellow at the Center and previously served as
brigadier general in the Israel Defense Forces.

6

Center for American Progress | Countering Iran’s Destabilizing Actions in the Middle East

Endnotes
1 European Union, “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action”
(2015), available at http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-eeas/
docs/iran_agreement/iran_joint-comprehensive-plan-ofaction_en.pdf.

9 Nicole Perlroth, “In Cyberattack on Saudi Firm, U.S. Sees Iran
Firing Back,” The New York Times, October 23, 2012, available
at http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/24/business/global/
cyberattack-on-saudi-oil-firm-disquiets-us.html.

2 Scott Modell and David Asher, “Pushback: Countering
the Iran Action Network” (Washington: Center for a New
American Security, 2013), available at http://www.cnas.org/
sites/default/files/publications-pdf/CNAS_Pushback_ModellAsher_0.pdf.

10 Christopher M. Blanchard, “Saudi Arabia: Background
and U.S. Relations” (Washington: Congressional Research
Service, 2015), p. 13, available at http://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL33533.pdf.

3 U.S. Treasury Department, National Terrorist Financing Risk
Assessment 2015 (2015), pp. 17–18; Matthew Levitt and
Kelsey Segawa, “Findings from the State Department’s
Annual Terrorism Report (Part 1): Hezbollah and Iran,”
The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, June 19,
2015, available at http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/
policy-analysis/view/findings-from-the-state-departmentsannual-terrorism-report-part-1-hezbolla; Eli Lake, “Iran
Spends Billions to Prop Up Assad,” Bloomberg View, June
9, 2015, available at http://www.bloombergview.com/
articles/2015-06-09/iran-spends-billions-to-prop-up-assad.
4 Modell and Asher, “Pushback,” pp. 9–12.
5 U.S. State Department, Country Reports on Terrorism 2014
(2015), Chapter 3, available at http://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/
crt/2014/239410.htm.
6 Jeffrey White, “A War Like No Other: Israel vs. Hezbollah in
2015,” The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, January
29, 2015, available at http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/
policy-analysis/view/a-war-like-no-other-israel-vs.-hezbollah-in-2015; Adam Entous, Charles Levinson, and Julian E.
Barnes, “Hezbollah Upgrades Missile Threat to Israel,” The
Wall Street Journal, January 2, 2014, available at http://www.
wsj.com/articles/SB1000142405270230436160457929061
3920542386; Dan De Luce, “Syrian War Takes Rising Toll on
Hezbollah,” Foreign Policy, July 9, 2015, available at http://
foreignpolicy.com/2015/07/09/syrian-war-takes-rising-tollon-hezbollah/; J. Dana Stuster, “The Limits of Iran’s Regional
Ambitions” (Washington: National Security Network,
2015), p. 3, available at http://nsnetwork.org/cms/assets/
uploads/2015/07/StusterLimitsIransRegionalAmbitions.
pdf; Philip Smyth, “The Shiite Jihad in Syria and Its Regional
Effects” (Washington: The Washington Institute for Near East
Policy, 2015), available at https://www.washingtoninstitute.
org/uploads/Documents/pubs/PolicyFocus138-v3.pdf; John
Ismay, “The Most Lethal Weapons Americans Faced in Iraq,”
New York Times At War Blog, October 18, 2013, available
at http://atwar.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/10/18/the-mostlethal-weapon-americans-faced-in-iraq/; Susannah George,
“Breaking Badr,” Foreign Policy, November 6, 2014, available
at http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/11/06/breaking-badr/;
Kirk H. Sowell, “After Ramadi, Militias in the Lead,” Sada,
July 1, 2015, available at http://carnegieendowment.org/
sada/2015/07/01/after-ramadi-militias-in-lead/ibb8; Stuart
Winer, “Iran boasts of rocket aid to Palestinians, Hezbollah,”
The Times of Israel, February 3, 2015, available at http://
www.timesofisrael.com/iran-boasts-of-rocket-aid-to-palestinians-hezbollah/; Yara Bayoumy and Mohammed Ghobari,
“Iranian support seen as crucial for Yemen’s Houthis,” Reuters, December 15, 2014, available at http://www.reuters.
com/article/2014/12/15/us-yemen-houthis-iran-insightidUSKBN0JT17A20141215.
7 Somini Sengupta, “U.N. Security Council Bans Sales of Arms
to Houthi Fighters in Yemen,” The New York Times, April 14,
2015, available at http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/15/
world/middleeast/yemen-houthis-saudi-airstrikes-armsembargo.html.

11 Andrea Shalal-Esa, “U.S. clears sale of Lockheed missile
defense system to UAE, Qatar,” Reuters, November 6, 2012,
available at http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/11/06/
us-lockheed-missiles-mideast-idUSBRE8A507J20121106;
United Press International, “Oman to buy $2.1B Raytheon
missile system,” May 21, 2013, available at http://www.upi.
com/Business_News/Security-Industry/2013/05/21/Omanto-buy-21B-Raytheon-missile-system/72381369166633/;
Jeremy Binnie, “IDEX 2015: Saudi, Qatari THAAD contracts in
the pipeline,” IHS Jane’s Defence Weekly, February 24, 2015,
available at http://www.janes.com/article/49344/idex2015-saudi-qatari-thaad-contracts-in-the-pipeline.
12 Richard Tomkins, “Northrop’s battle command system
brings down ballistic missile target,” United Press International, May 28, 2015, available at http://www.upi.com/
Business_News/Security-Industry/2015/05/28/Northropsbattle-command-system-brings-down-ballistic-missiletarget/7741432840655/.
13 Barbara Starr, Laura Smith-Spark, and Ray Sanchez, “Abu
Sayyaf, key ISIS figure in Syria, killed in U.S. raid,” CNN, May
17, 2015, available at http://www.cnn.com/2015/05/16/middleeast/syria-isis-us-raid/.
14 Julie Hirschfield Davis and Matthew Rosenberg, “U.S. Offers
to Help Israel Bolster Defenses, Yet Iran Nuclear Deal Leaves
Uneasy Ally,” The New York Times, July 15, 2015, available at
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/16/world/middleeast/
us-offers-to-help-israel-bolster-defenses-yet-nuclear-dealleaves-ally-uneasy.html.
15 Jay Solomon, “U.S. Sanctions Triggered by Plane Sale to
Iran’s Mahan Air,” The Wall Street Journal, May 21, 2015,
available at http://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-sanctionstriggered-by-plane-sale-to-irans-mahan-air-1432250073;
Rick Gladstone, “Sales to Mahan Air Blacklisted by U.S. Hang
Over Iran Talks,” The New York Times, June 9, 2015, available
at http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/10/world/middleeast/
sales-to-mahan-air-blacklisted-by-us-hang-over-iran-talks.
html; U.S. Treasury Department, “Treasury Announces
New Sanctions Against Iran,” Press release, May 31, 2013,
available at http://www.treasury.gov/press-center/pressreleases/Pages/jl1965.aspx; U.S. Treasury Department,
“Treasury Designates Iranian Commercial Airline Linked to
Iran’s Support for Terrorism,” Press release, October 12, 2011,
available at http://www.treasury.gov/press-center/pressreleases/Pages/tg1322.aspx.
16 U.S. Treasury Department, “Treasury Designates Iranian
Commercial Airline Linked to Iran’s Support for Terrorism”;
Mahan Air, “Our Route Network,” available at http://www.
mahan.aero/en/destinations/route-network (last accessed
July 2015).
17 Jack Khoury, Barak Ravid, and Gili Cohen, “Report: Israel
strikes Syrian military bases, Hezbollah targets near SyriaLebanon border,” Haaretz, April 25, 2015, available at http://
www.haaretz.com/news/diplomacy-defense/1.653448.

8 The White House, “Annex to U.S.-Gulf Cooperation Council
Camp David Joint Statement,” Press release, May 14, 2015,
available at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/05/14/annex-us-gulf-cooperation-council-campdavid-joint-statement.

7

Center for American Progress | Countering Iran’s Destabilizing Actions in the Middle East

