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Iran’s Washington lobby walks a thin line
Rasha Elass

Washington

S 

afeguarding the Iran nu-
clear deal and reversing 
new US visa waiver regula-
tions top the agenda for the 
nascent lobbying efforts by 

Iranian-Americans in Washington. 
Meanwhile, geopolitical issues, such 
as the crisis in Syria and relations 
with Sunni Arab states, remain on 
the horizon, according to the head 
of the National Iranian American 
Council (NIAC).

“We’re clear-eyed about the fact 
that, just because there’s a deal, that 
doesn’t mean it’s going to stay. Many 
want to sabotage it,” NIAC President 
Trita Parsi said, referring to congres-
sional efforts and promises by Re-
publican presidential candidates to 
reverse the nuclear agreement.

“Just being where we are right 
now is not enough. This opening 
that has been created needs to be 
widened or things could slide back 
towards a military confrontation.”

NIAC was founded in Washing-
ton after the September 11th, 2001, 
attacks to represent Iranian-Ameri-
cans to US lawmakers and the Amer-

ican public. It mostly shied away 
from publicly engaging in the debate 
on Iran-US relations, which has until 
recently been a bête noire in Wash-
ington circles.

The nuclear deal appears to have 
changed the political tide in what 
critics describe as “getting on the 
bandwagon” to normalise US rela-
tions with the Islamic Republic de-
spite its role in regional mayhem 
and its poor human rights record.

NIAC officials say they often must 
tread a narrow line as opponents on 
both sides accuse the council of her-
esy. The organisation is condemned 
by hardliners in Iran because, to 
them, it represents the voice of Ira-
nian dissidents in exile. It is also 
scrutinised by a highly motivated, 
anti-Iran political coalition in Wash-
ington, which is quick to recoil at 
any semblance of Iranian lobbying 
and accuses the group of peddling 
Iran’s interests, even calling it “the 
ayatollah’s lobby”.

Parsi, son of a Zoroastrian aca-
demic who was jailed by the shah 
and later by an ayatollah before flee-
ing to Sweden, dismissed the ques-
tion about NIAC acting as an apolo-
gist for the Iranian regime. He said 
the organisation has always pushed 
for scrutiny of Iran. Such efforts in-
clude lobbying to send a rapporteur 
from the UN Commission on Human 
Rights to Iran in 2010 to produce an-
nual reports.

“We played a critical role in that 
but human rights is not just about 
a young Iranian thrown in jail for 
writing a blog, which, of course, is 
totally unacceptable and shouldn’t 
happen,” he said. “Human rights is 

also about preventing war, which is 
the worst human rights violation. If 
you’re rightfully upset about some-
one being thrown in jail for writing 
a blog, you should be very worried 
about a war.”

For this reason, he explained, 
NIAC started full-fledged lobbying 
of the US Congress to cultivate allies 
who would support the nuclear deal 
in a volatile political climate.

Also high on the organisation’s 
agenda are the regulations passed 
by Congress to deny Iranian dual 
citizens the visa waiver courtesy 
afforded their compatriots. This 
came amid anti-Islamic State hyste-

ria when Congress, with the backing 
of the White House, passed a law in 
January that forbids Europeans and 
other “visa waiver” citizens from 
entering the United States without 
a visa if they have in the past five 
years visited Syria, Iraq, Sudan or 
Iran or if they hold a dual citizenship 
from any of those countries.

The law sparked outrage among 
civil liberties groups, which accused 
legislators of creating “second-class 
citizens” and jeopardising the rights 
of Americans with dual citizenship 
from those countries.

As for Iran’s role in the war in Syria 
and other regional dynamics, Parsi 

said this was not on the NIAC’s im-
mediate agenda, though he offered 
a perspective on the Iranian-Saudi 
rivalry.

“Rivalries will never go away, so 
it’s about taming them, creating 
ways of how Iran and Saudi Arabia 
can compete in positive ways in the 
future. Like in the EU, there’s a codi-
fied way that France, UK or Germa-
ny compete… [without which] we 
wouldn’t have had 70 years of peace 
there,” he said.

An ambitious vision, Parsi admits, 
given the situation in the region. 
Sunni-Shia bloodshed is the deadly 
manifestation of the geopolitical 
rivalry between Iran and Saudi Ara-
bia. He said while Iran must “own up 
to the fact” that it started this rivalry 
with the Islamic revolution and its 
subsequent bid to own the narra-
tive on Islam and destroy the Saudi 
monarchy, the kingdom should also 
change its worldview and accept 
that Iran is part of the region and will 
inevitably play a significant role.

“Dividing the region between Ar-
abs and non-Arabs, it cements di-
vision,” he said, referring to Saudi 
Arabia’s constant demands for Iran 
to “stop meddling in Arab affairs”.

“And I don’t think that on the 
Saudi side there’s even an aware-
ness of this because what it’s saying 
is that… Iran can change its policy 
but cannot change its ethnicity. So it 
dooms Iran to illegitimacy in the re-
gion and that line of thinking is sow-
ing the seeds of perpetual conflict,” 
he said.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Trita Parsi, president of the National Iranian American Council

What does Canada’s refocused mission against 
ISIS have to offer?
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

C 

anada’s decision to triple 
the number of its military 
advisers and trainers in 
Iraq marks a significant 
increase in its contribu-

tion to the international war against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and 
Syria.

“Our goal is to allow local forces 
to take the fight directly to [ISIS], to 
reclaim their homes, land and fu-
ture,” Canadian Prime Minister Jus-
tin Trudeau said in a mid-February 
speech in parliament.

The number of Canadian advis-
ers and trainers deployed in Iraq is 
to go up to 207 and the number of 
Canadian armed personnel would 
increase to 830 from 650.

Trudeau said the “non-combat” 
mission is the right role for Canada 
in the fight against ISIS and that 
his government’s plan is compre-
hensive and will achieve long-term 
success. “Equipping, advising and 
assisting local troops is the best 
way that Canada can support,” he 
said.

Since Canada started its training 
mission in Iraq in 2014, the only 
forces the Canadian troops have 
trained are Iraq’s Kurdish peshmer-
ga forces. Backed by air strikes by 
the US military and its allies, pesh-
merga forces have held off major 
ISIS offensives and have taken back 

much ground. The Canadian pro-
gramme has helped but Canada’s 
focus on training Kurdish forces 
has been criticised.

Some argue that putting more 
Canadian trainers on the ground 
in Iraq to only train Kurdish forces 
could develop into assisting Kurd-
ish aims to establish an independ-
ent state in northern Iraq.

Amnesty International in Janu-
ary accused Kurdish militias of eth-
nic cleansing against non-Kurdish 
communities in northern Iraq. Am-
nesty said peshmerga forces had 
“bulldozed, blown up and burned” 
thousands of homes in Arab com-
munities in northern Iraq and 
barred Arab residents from return-
ing to recaptured areas.

The Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment (KRG) said the damage 
was caused by fighting between 
its peshmerga and ISIS, air strikes 
and booby traps set by retreating 
militants. A KRG official pointed 
out that many Kurds had been pre-
vented from returning to front-line 
villages and that some 700,000 
Arab refugees from elsewhere in 
Iraq were being accommodated in 
northern Iraq.

Peggy Mason, president of the 
Rideau Institute, an Ottawa-based 
research organisation, said the goal 
of Kurdish peshmerga forces was 
not to liberate Iraq from ISIS but 
rather to create an independent 
Kurdistan. She said the new plan 
for Canadian involvement should 
offer more inclusivity and incor-
porate various parties in Iraq to de-
grade ISIS.

“What is the endgame of the 
peshmerga?” asked Mason. “The 
only effective way to counter Islam-
ic State is to isolate it and it cannot 
be isolated… unless the Sunnis are 
brought in.”

Mason also expressed scepticism 
regarding the effectiveness of Can-
ada’s stated mission. “There is this 
assumption that we [Canadians] 
are great trainers but the evidence 
suggests otherwise,” she said, cit-
ing language and cultural differ-

ences as obstacles to training.
“We spent 14 years training in Af-

ghanistan… It wasn’t successful.”
The Liberal government has em-

phasised the importance of what it 
calls “renowned” Canadian exper-
tise in training.

Although Canada in February for-
mally ended its contribution of six 
CF-18 jets to the US-led coalition’s 
bombing campaign, the new plan 
would provide the international 
coalition with one CC-150 Polaris 
aerial refuelling jet and two CP-140 
Aurora aerial surveillance aircraft.

Canadian personnel would pro-
vide intelligence services and as-
sist coalition forces in identifying 
targets.

Furthermore, Canada’s new pol-
icy includes measures that aim to 
“build local capacity” in Jordan and 
Lebanon to assist with longer-term 
development projects, support 
counterterrorism initiatives and 
increase the Canadian diplomatic 
presence in the region. The plan 
would cost more than $ 1.2 billion 
over three years.

Canada has started to be more 
engaged with the UN-brokered Syr-
ia peace talks in Geneva. Canadian 
Foreign Minister Stéphane Dion 
visited Turkey in February and met 
with representatives of the Syrian 
opposition.

Though Ottawa is becoming more 
involved in the Syrian political pro-

cess, its new policy for Syria — and 
Iraq — is primarily directed towards 
the campaign against ISIS and does 
not address the wider civil war and 
broader political issues.

Mason said she welcomed that 
the new plan includes aspects of 
enhancing diplomacy, supporting 
the peace process and assisting in 
governance but she said she was 
worried about what she said was 
the overemphasis on the military 
track of the mission.

Insisting there were no military 
solutions for the political problems 
in Syria and Iraq, she said: “There 
has been far too much focus on the 
military dimension and not on the 
political dimension.”

Canada Prime Minister Justin Trudeau (second from right) answers a question as he is joined by, 
left to right, Minister of National Defence Harjit Sajjan, Minister of International Development and 
La Francophonie Marie-Claude Bibeau and Minister of Foreign Affairs Stephane Dion during a news 
conference in Ottawa, last February.

 The organisation is 
scrutinised by a 
highly motivated, 
anti-Iran political 
coalition in 
Washington.

“Equipping, advising 
and assisting local 
troops is the best way 
that Canada can 
support.”

Justin Trudeau


