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S President Donald 
Trump is expected to 
unveil a more aggres-
sive strategy against 
Iran by the end of the 

month that is not likely to escalate 
military operations but will almost 
certainly point to a tougher line by 
the intelligence agencies that could 
include seeking regime change in 
Tehran.

After months of debate over how 
to handle the Islamic Republic, 
widely viewed as more of a long-
term threat to Middle Eastern sta-
bility than even the Islamic State 
(ISIS) or al-Qaeda, Trump appears 
to be weighing a more confronta-
tional approach.

Trump’s foreign policy team is 
filled with hawks on Iran, although 
thus far the lack of action on the 
ground “has not significantly dif-
fered from Obama’s,” observed 
Reuel Marc Gerecht of the rightist 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies.

“President Trump has about six 
months to reverse course and lay 
out a path to roll back the Islamic 
Republic in Syria and Iraq or see 
those two lands become permanent 
satrapies of an expanding Shiite 
empire,” he said.

US Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son affirmed before the House For-
eign Affairs Committee on June 16 
that the administration supports 
“a philosophy of regime change” 
in Tehran – the first senior member 
of Trump’s administration to admit 
that.

The hardening attitude towards 
Iran was underlined by the June ap-
pointment of Michael D’Andrea, a 
senior CIA veteran lauded for mas-
terminding covert operations tar-
geting jihadist groups and Iran over 
the years, as head of the agency’s 
Iran operations.

The Islamic Republic is seen as a 
far greater danger than jihadism be-
cause Tehran seems determined to 
develop nuclear weapons, refuses 
to curtail its growing ballistic mis-
sile programme or rein in military 
support for Shia militias across the 
region as part of the Islamic Repub-
lic’s drive to become the Middle 
East’s paramount power.

The New York Times took the un-
usual step of naming D’Andrea af-
ter he was appointed and observed 
that it was “the first major sign that 
the Trump administration is invok-
ing the hard line the president took 
against Iran during his campaign.”

Trump branded Iran as “the No. 1 

terror state” and vowed to toughen, 
and even scrap, the landmark 2015 
nuclear agreement with Iran on the 
grounds that it did not clamp down 
hard enough on Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme or curb its expansionist 
designs.

D’Andrea has a reputation as a 
hard-charging leader with vast 
experience in the murky demi-
monde of clandestine operations. 
He is known within the intelligence 
community as “the Dark Prince” 
or “Ayatollah Mike” for his years 
leading the undercover war against 
Osama bin Laden that led to the 
al-Qaeda founder’s killing in a May 
2011 US special forces raid on his 
hideout in Pakistan.

D’Andrea, described by his inti-
mates as a profane, abrasive chain 
smoker, was appointed to head Iran 
operations by CIA Director Mike 
Pompeo, another Trump appointee 
who takes a hard line against Teh-
ran.

D’Andrea’s track record of suc-
cessful clandestine operations as 
head of the CIA’s Counterterrorism 
Centre during 2006-2015 suggests 
he will pull no punches in seeking 
to destabilise Iran. He is a convert to 
Islam who led the hunt for bin Lad-
en. It is widely said in intelligence 
circles that he was a key figure in 
the February 2008 assassination in 
Damascus – carried out in collabo-
ration with Israel’s Mossad agency 
– of Imad Mughniyeh, the elusive 
military chief of Hezbollah whose 
depredations killed hundreds of 
Americans. Mughniyeh was a key 
operative of Iran’s intelligence ap-
paratus.

During D’Andrea’s tenure in 
the counterterrorism centre, he 
launched the CIA’s controversial 
killer drone campaign against al-
Qaeda in Pakistan, Yemen and 
Somalia that decimated its leader-
ship cadres. These attacks killed 
thousands of jihadists, but also 
many more civilians, a toll that 
has incensed Muslims around the 
globe and undoubtedly sent many 
recruits into the arms of ISIS and al-
Qaeda.

Iran’s military involvement in the 
Syrian war as a key ally of President 
Bashar Assad has accelerated its 
long-held plans to become the Mid-
dle East’s dominant power, a strat-
egy that involves destabilisation of 
the entire region and support for a 
legion of proxy paramilitary groups. 
Tehran’s determination to develop 
powerful missile systems to hold 
the region in thrall and eventually 
threaten the United States is anoth-
er factor that Trump and D’Andrea 
must address.

Recent Iranian harassment of US 
warships in the Arabian Gulf is seen 
as a concerted effort to prevent ef-
fective monitoring of Iran’s most 
sensitive technologies.

“Such warnings point to the pos-
sibility that Iran’s most recent mis-
sile activities are part of an acceler-
ated test and training programme to 
create a viable deterrence and rap-
id-attack capability against strategic 
US Navy assets at ranges unattain-
able by most of its existing anti-ship 
missiles,” analyst Farzin Nadimi of 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy warned in March.

“The president’s reported de-
mand for intelligence to support 
his policy preference to withdraw 
from the Iran nuclear deal risks po-
liticising intelligence analysis, with 
potentially grave consequences not 
only for national security decision-
making but also for our ability to ad-
dress a wide range of international 
threats,” former CIA deputy director 
David Cohen warned in an August 
4 opinion piece in the Washington 
Post.

With the Iranians carving out a 

new Persian empire in Iraq and Syr-
ia and with their eyes on a similar 
expansion into the Gulf monarchies 
to the south, a tough Iran policy, 
if that’s what Trump adopts in the 
weeks ahead, will carry political 
and security risks that could lead to 
wider regional conflict. This could 
involve Iran’s archrival, Saudi Ara-
bia, with which Iran is already wag-
ing a shadow war that shows every 
sign of worsening.

An aggressive CIA campaign by 
a US administration as incoherent 
as Trump’s against the Islamic Re-
public, whether it involves sabotage 
and assassination or simply stirring 
up trouble for the Tehran regime in 
its own back yard, could have un-
foreseen consequences in a region 
where nation states are already dis-
integrating.

“The risks of misunderstanding 
and dramatic escalation cannot be 
over-estimated, especially if Iranian 
investigators come to genuinely 
believe or at least suspect a con-
nection between ISIS-inspired at-
tacks, Saudi-funded terrorism and 
CIA-led espionage and subversion,” 
US-based security analyst Mahan 
Abedin has warned.

“While the CIA’s war on Iran, and 
the Iranian response, will be fought 
mostly in the shadows… repeated 
terror attacks, be they ISIS-inspired 
or conducted by local groups fund-
ed or directed by the Saudis, may 
well force an open confrontation.”

Israel, which has waged a con-
stant intelligence war with Iran 
and its Lebanese proxy, Hezbollah, 
for more than three decades, could 
also – deliberately or inadvertently 
– complicate the US efforts.

Israeli leaders have made it clear 
that any new conflict between the 
Jewish state and Hezbollah will, for 
the first time, undoubtedly directly 
involve Iranian forces as well.

Both sides seem to be preparing 
for war as Iran’s Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps and its Lebanese 
allies build up what will likely be 
a permanent military presence in 
Syria. Israel says it will never accept 
that.

The danger there is that the Is-
raelis want the Americans to back 
them up, although US military 
commanders, currently focused on 
crushing ISIS, argue against such 
adventurism.

Ed Blanche is Analysis Editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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T 

he 1953 coup in Iran that 
toppled popular leftwing 
Prime Minister Moham-
mad Mossadegh, engi-
neered by the Central 

Intelligence Agency and Britain’s 
Secret Service, lies at the root of Ira-
nian animosity towards the United 
States.

The CIA’s dominant role in the 
coup, which ousted the democrati-
cally elected Mossadegh when he 
sought to nationalise Iran’s oil re-
serves, restored pro-Western Shah 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi on Iran’s 
Peacock Throne.

That action, which eventually led 
to his 1979 overthrow in Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini’s Islamic Revo-
lution and the subsequent rise of 
Islamic radicalism, has made the 
agency a particular target of Iranian 
venom ever since.

The CIA inflicted “enormous and 
long-lasting trauma on the collec-
tive Iranian psyche… and contin-
ued to inform Iranian attitudes to 
the US,” observed US-based secu-
rity analyst Mahan Abedin.

Since 1979, the CIA, along with 
its British counterpart and Israel’s 

intelligence services, has striven 
to penetrate the Tehran regime, 
but has invariably been outfoxed 
by Iran’s highly effective counter-
intelligence apparatus.

In the late 1980s it was revealed 
that Iranian counter-intelligence 
had known since 1985 the complete 
CIA network in the Islamic Repub-
lic and had even turned some of the 
operatives into double agents send-
ing false information to CIA head-
quarters in Langley, Virginia. Some 
of these agents were later executed.

The CIA has, however, had some 
successes in this shadowy clandes-
tine war.

In 2010, the Americans and Is-
rael’s Mossad immobilised Iran’s 
nuclear programme by injecting 
its computer system with a com-
puter worm known as Stuxnet in a 
ground-breaking intelligence strike 
codenamed Operation Olympic 
Games.

That led the Iranians to develop 
their own cyberwar system, on 
which they have spent billions of 
dollars. This is likely to be one of 
the primary targets of the new in-
telligence operation the CIA is now 
expected to unleash against the Is-
lamic Republic.

The risks of 
misunderstanding 
and dramatic 
escalation cannot be 
over-estimated.

US-based security analyst 
Mahan Abedin 
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