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Strategic Rethinking 

By Paul Barker, PCV Iran 1971-76 

For over two years, since President Trump unilaterally withdrew the US from membership in and 

compliance with its obligations under the JCPOA – the Iran nuclear agreement -- we have endorsed the 

view that the route to addressing a myriad of other regional security and human rights issues of necessity 

first had to cross the mountain of restoring the US to membership in, and both the US and Iran to 

compliance with, their JCPOA obligations.  Hopes were raised by the springtime indirect negotiations in 

Vienna, but have withered over the summer following the election of President Ra’isi and installation of 
his hardline government.  While hope has refused to die, we are increasingly faced with the realization 

that nuclear advances mandated by the Iranian parliament almost a year ago have created a situation in 

which it will become impossible to return Iran to the limitations it had previously accepted and complied 

with under the JCPOA.  By the end of 2021 that line for restoring the JCPOA as originally negotiated will 

probably have been crossed. 

It is not just the JCPOA.  In a post JCPOA world we probably need to more explicitly expand the focus of 

our advocacy messaging.   We would continue to support diplomatic avenues to constrain Iran’s nuclear 
program to non-military uses; we would remain committed to preventing armed conflict between Iran 

and the United States and between Iran and Israel; and we would advocate for acts of good faith, trust 

building, cultural and educational exchange.  But how can we map that road to reach a fundamentally 

healthier relationship between our nations, our peoples and the neighborhoods in which geography and 

history have placed us?  The wisdom of PCIA Advocacy Bulletin readers is welcome as we seek to find the 

answers. 

Afghanistan developments reshuffle the chessboard. Complex regional interests need to be understood 

and addressed.  Iran welcomed the defeat of US in Afghanistan, but remains anxious about the uncertain 

future of its neighbor to the east.  For the past two years Iran has realized that Taliban were likely to win 

the current Afghan struggle and worked to mend Iran’s historically poor relations with them. 
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The Trump administration’s US-Taliban negotiations in Doha and ensuing agreement on US troop 

withdrawal empowered the Taliban.  It gave them international recognition and enabled them to 

negotiate without making significant concessions.  

Iran has vital interests in Afghanistan including protecting and expanding its 4th largest export market; 

ensuring the security of Afghan Hazara and other Shi’a populations; stabilizing the Sunni populations in 
Iranian Sistan and Baluchistan; curtailing the smuggling of opium and heroin across the border; and 

minimizing the flow of more refugees into Iran’s already stressed economy. 

While there are no solid numbers on the number of Afghan migrants currently in Iran (estimates vary 

between 1.5 and 3 million), the population of Afghanistan has doubled in the past 20 years, so the 

potential for destabilizing refugee flows to its neighbors and beyond is huge.  Iran would like to see a 

peaceful, diverse and inclusive Taliban run government, but the newly announced interim Taliban 

government excludes religious, ethnic minorities and women.  Iranian media and government have 

downplayed the possibility of Iranian-supported Fatemiyoun militias returning to Afghanistan to fight the 

new Taliban regime.  Iran fears the potential of ISIS-Khorasan gaining a stronger foothold in 

Afghanistan.  Iran has legitimate security interests and cannot discount the perception that Pakistan is the 

real force behind Taliban, and that there is no chance that Taliban on their own can manage a vastly 

changed Afghanistan.  Iran hopes Pakistan will be more circumspect in its support to the new Taliban 

regime, recognizing the threats posed to Pakistan from a revitalized greater Pushtunistan movement as 

well as the potential for heightened internal sectarian strife.  

It is not just Iran.  The increasing prominence of Qatar in Afghan affairs is noteworthy: it facilitated the 

US-Taliban agreement and together with Turkey facilitated the reopening Kabul airport; it maintains 

friendlier relations with Iran than most other Persian Gulf states; and it is the nation where the US has 

placed its diplomatic mission to manage relations with the Taliban and provide consular services to a 

flood of Afghans seeking refuge and asylum in the US.    

While Iranians don’t want to complicate JCPOA talks with issues which they believe are critical to their 
national security, they should be able to talk with the US and Europeans on areas where there are larger 

overlapping interests, particularly stability in Afghanistan and healthier relations with Arab 

states.  Realignments in regional power, including the interests and influence of China and Russia, could 

pose both threats and opportunities for progress on issues related to Iran’s nuclear program and regional 
behavior. 

To read the full September 2021 Advocacy Bulletin, open the link below. 
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Comments 
We welcome your thoughts and feedback. Please submit to Barker@peacecorpsiran.org. 
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