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Iran and Pakistan, a cold peace that could get hot

Washington

P 

akistan’s parliament has 
unanimously passed a 
resolution affirming the 
country’s neutrality in the 
Yemen conflict, rebuffing 

a Saudi Arabian request for fighter 
jets, ground troops and warships to 
join the Saudi-led Operation Deci-
sive Storm against Houthi rebels, 
who are aided by Iran.

That avoided, for now at least, a 
showdown between Pakistan and 
neighbouring Iran; the first the 
Muslim world’s only nuclear pow-
er, the other suspected of ambi-
tions to break that monopoly.

But just how long Pakistan’s 
neutrality in the Yemen conflict 
will last depends on two factors: 
Islamabad’s reading of the balance 
of power between the Iranian-led 
Shia bloc and the Saudi-dominated 
Sunni bloc, and, more importantly, 
on Tehran’s ability to peacefully 
manage the cold peace that exists 
with Islamabad.

A number of issues divide the 
two Muslim neighbours. Ever since 
the Islamic Revolution of 1979, Pa-
kistan’s leaders have held an am-
biguous position towards Iran’s call 
for an Islamic world revolution.

On the one hand, General Mu-
hammad Zia-ul-Haq, Pakistan’s 
military dictator between 1977 and 
1988, famously hailed Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini as the “symbol 
of Islamic insurgence”. But since 
then Zia, killed in a mysterious 
air crash, and his successors have 
moved closer to the United States – 
a power that Khomeini depicted as 
“the Great Satan” and arch-enemy 
of the Islamic Republic.

At times mediator, and other 
times balancer, this ambiguity has 
secured Islamabad considerable 
leverage over Iran, as well as those 
who fear Iran’s regional influence.

The examples abound: Pakistan 
has provided moderate support 
to the Iran’s nuclear programme, 
but may in the future be just as ac-
commodating to the requests for 
scientific and technical assistance 
from Tehran’s adversaries – includ-
ing Saudi Arabia, a long-time ally 
– which may desire to deter a pos-
sible Iranian bomb with a nuclear 
capability of its own.

Another constant irritant is Pa-
kistan’s tacit support for armed 
groups in the long-restive Iranian 
border province of Sistan-Balu-
chistan, which engage in terrorist 
attacks against bases of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), 
police stations and frontier guard 
posts.

Iranian military commanders 
have frequently accused Pakistan 
of providing a safe haven for those 
groups. However, on other occa-
sions Islamabad has extradited 
those same combatants if Tehran 
demonstrated a readiness to pay 
the price demanded by Islamabad.

Shia make up about  20% of Pa-
kistan’s 182 million Sunni-majority 
population; the largest Shia com-
munity outside Iran. They con-
stitute another source of conflict 
between Tehran and Islamabad. 
Khomeini, and since 1989, Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei, whose official website includes 
an Urdu section, have constantly 
sought to expand Iranian influence 
among their Pakistani co-religion-
ists.

A large number of Pakistani Shia 
seem to be enrolled at theological 
seminaries in the holy city of Qom 
and other Iranian cities. Separately, 
the Islamic Republic has financed 
charitable organisations such as 
the Imam Khomeini Aid and Relief 
Committee, operating in Pakistan, 
one of the most visible attempts by 
Tehran to influence Pakistani Shia.

Less visible are Tehran’s attempts 

to establish and train an armed 
Pakistani militia, as evidenced by 
recent funeral services in Paki-
stan for 15 Pakistani Shia killed in 
Syria and Iraq fighting alongside 
an Iranian “foreign legion” against 
Sunni-dominated, largely jihadist, 
forces.

The Pakistani Shia appear to be 
part of the newly established Zein-
abiyoun Brigade, an Urdu-speaking 
branch of the Quds Force, the elite 
and external operations wing of the 
Revolutionary Guards that controls 
these non-Iranian Shia groups.

The Pakistani volunteers of the 
Zeinabiyoun Brigade may well ex-
plain their desire to “protect the 
Shia shrines in Syria and Iraq” as 
the driving force behind their mo-
bilisation. But the veterans of this 
unit could potentially be deployed 
to Pakistan by Tehran.

Human Rights Watch attests that 
“thousands of Shia” have been 
killed in Pakistan over the years 
by Sunni extremists in sectarian 
violence which Islamabad is either 
unwilling or unable to stop. These 
issues raise questions concerning 
Iran’s ability to peacefully manage 
the cold peace with Pakistan.

While Tehran will most probably 
tolerate Pakistan’s attempts to play 
the role of mediator between Iran 
and Tehran’s regional adversaries, 

further terrorist incidents on Iran’s 
eastern borders could provoke a 
reaction from the IRGC, such as at-
tacking its enemy’s safe havens on 
Pakistani soil.

Regardless of whether Iranian 
nationals or the Zeinabiyoun Bri-
gade engage in such an operation, 
the conflict between Iran and Pa-
kistan could escalate fast. Such a 
scenario may also change the Pa-
kistani leadership’s calculations 
concerning the military interven-
tion of Sunni powers in distant 
Yemen.
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Conflicting calculations: Pakistani Army Chief General Raheel Sharif (R) talks with Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif in Rawalpindi.
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Where will Russian-Iranian relations go?
Washington

A s the June 30th 
“final deadline” 
approaches for a 
nuclear agreement 
between Iran and 
the six US-led world 

powers, it is far from sure 
whether a deal will be concluded, 
but if it is, it will open the door to 
improved ties between Iran and 
the West, as well as with China. 
So where will this leave Russia?

For years, Russian observers 
have spoken apprehensively about 
the possibility of an Iranian-
American rapprochement. An Iran 
open to investment and trade with 
the West will soon lead to greatly 
expanded Iranian production and 
exports of oil and gas — something 
that will serve to reduce others’ 
dependence on Russian energy 
supplies.

Further, if normalised Iranian-
American ties lead to oil and gas 
from the Caspian Basin countries 
flowing south through Iran to 
reach the world market, this will 
decrease Moscow’s transit rev-
enues from, and political leverage 
over, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan 

and Kazakhstan. Perhaps Iran will 
even begin buying arms from the 
West instead of Russia.

In short, the more that Iran’s 
relations with the West improve, 
the less Tehran will need to rely on 
Moscow.

Still, Iran and Russia do have 
common interests on several 
issues. Both support the Assad 
regime in Syria. Both support 
the governments that the United 
States raised to power in Baghdad 
and Kabul. Both fear the rise of 
Sunni jihadists throughout the 
greater Middle East since these are 
anti-Shia and anti-Russian as well 
as anti-Western and anti-Israeli. 
Finally, both have wanted to limit 
US influence in the region.

The worry for Moscow is that 
once a nuclear agreement is 
reached, Tehran and Washington 
may expand their cooperation 
to the realm of regional security 
issues.  Tehran’s goal of prevent-
ing the Taliban from returning 
to power in Afghanistan and the 
Islamic State (ISIS) from further 
weakening the Shia-led govern-
ment in Iraq are not just aims that 
it shares with Moscow, but with 
Washington as well.

And if improved Iranian-Amer-
ican ties lead to Iranian-American 
cooperation on resolving the 
conflict in Syria, Russia might be 
faced with acquiescing to whatev-
er these two agree upon with the 
Syrian opposition’s key support-
ers (Turkey and the Gulf Arabs), 
or becoming isolated from them 
all through continuing to support 
Assad regime intransigence on its 
own.

What, then, will Moscow do to 
preserve its interests if an Iranian 
nuclear agreement is reached? 
Some observers say that improv-
ing Iranian-American ties will 
lead to improved Russian-Arab (as 
well as Russian-Israeli) relations. 
Instead, though, Moscow seems 
to be anticipating the possibility 
of improved Iranian-American 
ties through improving Russia’s 
own relations with Iran before the 
agreement is reached.

Just recently — and despite 
objections from the United States, 
Gulf Arabs, and Israel – Moscow 
ended its self-imposed embargo 
on shipping S-300 air defence mis-
sile systems to Iran. The West, Gulf 
Arabs and Israel all worry that if 
Iran possesses these missiles, Teh-
ran may calculate that it can de-
velop a nuclear weapons capability 
that can survive an Israeli, or even 
US, attack and so feel emboldened 
to behave more aggressively than 
it does now.

If Moscow had offered to end its 
embargo on transferring S-300s 
to Iran in exchange for Tehran 
agreeing to P5+1 demands, this 
might have served as an important 
inducement to Iranian leaders to 
be reasonable in the nuclear ne-
gotiations as well as reassured the 
United States and its Western allies 
that Moscow was being coopera-
tive. 

But the fact that Moscow made 
this unilateral concession to 
Tehran well before the June 30th 
deadline suggests that Russian 
President Vladimir Putin may have 
other motives.

One might simply be that if 

Putin really does fear Iran will start 
buying Western weapons after 
signing a nuclear agreement, then 
he wanted this previously signed 
Russian-Iranian deal to go through 
so that Iran will continue to import 
some (if not all) weapons from 
Russia.

Another motive might be that 
Putin is hedging his bets in case a 
nuclear agreement is not reached. 
In this event, he may simply want 
to be in a position to exploit the 
likely deterioration in Iranian-
Western relations that will result.

Indeed, by agreeing to end the 
Russian arms embargo on the 
S-300s, he may hope that this will 
result in both Tehran and Wash-
ington becoming less willing to 
compromise and no nuclear accord 
being reached. With Russian ties 
to the West likely to continue to 
remain strained over Ukraine, 
Putin would undoubtedly prefer 
an Iran that also has poor relations 
with the United States and its allies 
than one that has improving ties 
with them.

These two possibilities, of 
course, are not mutually exclusive. 
It may be that by ending the Rus-
sian embargo on S-300 transfers 
to Iran, Putin may seek to be 
positioning Moscow to have good 
relations with Tehran whether an 
Iranian nuclear accord is achieved 
or not.
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