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Iran’ Re-engagement with some Latin America
Countries

Robert Evan Ellis

Abstract

The article presenls the resumption of Iran’s relations with Latin America and he
opportunilies this offers for political and economic interaction. It highlights Iran’s
aceeplance into the BRICS during the organizalion’s summil in Fohanneshurg in
2023, which aceeleraled the reestablishment of Iran’s conlacts with the inlernational
communily. In addition, China’s role in ils economic strengthening is mentioned, as
well as its encouragement Lo Latin American and Caribbean governments lo collaborale
without concern for the U.S. Overall, a broad view is offered on the current state of Iran-
Latin A\merica relalions and the challenges and opportunitics that this enlails.

Kevwords: Iran, Latin America, BRICS, China. USA.  International relations.
Opportunilies. Sanctions.

Introduction

The acceplance of Iran inlo the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, soulh
Alrica) during Lhe organizalion’s Augusl 22-24 2023 summil Johannesburg
South Alrica highlights Tran’s acceleraled reengagemenl wilh Lhe
inlernalional communily,® and with il, renewed opportunilies [or il nol
only lo normalize ils political and economic engagementls, bul lo more
complelely circumvenl sanclions and pursue aclivilies Lo Lhe delriment
of Lthe Uniled Slales. In Lalin America, Iran’s inclusion in the BRICS, will
give il acceleraled opportunities [or polilical and economic inleraclions

1 Katharina Buchholz, “Rise Of BRICS Bloc Continues Through Expansion |Infographic|”, Forbes
(August 25, 2023), https:/‘www.forbes.com/sites/katharinabuchholz/2023/08/25/rise-of-hrics-bloc-
continues-through-expansion-infographic/?sh=420dc8ho2z2sc

2 Magziar Motamedi. “*Continent of opportunities™ lran’s Raisi to go on Africa tour™, Aljazeera ( July
11, 2023). https:/www.aljazeera.com/mews/2023/7/11/continent-of-opportunities-irans-raisi-kicks-
off-africa-tourMaziar
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wilh currenl member Brazil, and [ulure member Argenlina’ Iran’s
reengagemenl wilh the region has aclually, however. been underway since
2020, wilh limiled allention by Washinglon or ils neighbors.

Iran’s aclivilies in Lalin America received subslanlial allenlion in
Washinglon during Lhe [irst decade of Lthe 21sl cenlury, as a US allenlion
locused on Lhe Global War Againsl Terrorism, while Iran’s then Presidenl
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad pursued high profilet engagemenls wilh anli US
populist leaders in Lhe region. parlicularly those in Venezuela. Bolivia.
Ecuador and Nicaragua. In 2010, Iran also eslablished a propaganda oullel
in the region, [Hispan TV which by 2021 was operaling in 17 countries in Lhe
region.® Al Lhe heighl ol allenlion Lo Iran’s aclivilies in Lhe region in 2012,
Lhe U.S. Congress passed Lhe "Counlering Iran in Lhe Weslern Ilemisphere
Acl.”7 obliging Lhe US Slale Departmenl Lo ormulate a stralegy and reporl
regularly Lo Congress on ils response Lo Iranian aclivilies.

During the Presidency ol Ahmadinejad’s successor, Iassan Rouhani,
Iran mainlained a much lower profile in Lalin America,® rellecling bolh
Rouhani’s less conlronlational slyle and Iran’s work Lo escape sanclions
Lhrough Lthe Joinl Comprehensive Plan of Aclion (JCPOA) agreemenlwilh Lhe

3 Julian Borger. “Brics to more than double with admission of six new countries”, The Guardian
(August 25, 2023). hitps:/www.theguardian.com/business/2023/aug/24/five-brics-nations-announce-
admission-of-six-new-countries-to-bloc

4 CNN, “Ahmadinejad wraps up Latin American tour”, CAN Wire Staff ( January 13, 2012), hitps:/
edition.cnn.com/2012/01/13/'world/americas/latin-america-ahmadinejad -visit/index. html

5 Douglas Farah and Alexa T'avarez, “Iran in Latin America: Malign Alliances, “Super

Spreaders,” and Alternative Narratives™. National Defense University Press (June 2021), hitps:/
ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/stratperspective/inss/ Strategic- Perspectives-34.pdf

i Joseph M. Humire, “Iran’s Pattern of Penetration in Latin America”, Dialogo A\mericas ( January
28, 2022), hitps:/dialogo-americas.com/articles/irans-pattern-of-penetration-in-latin-america/

7 Legislation, “H.R.3783 - Countering Iran in the Western Hemisphere Act of 20127 United
States  Congress  (December 28, 2012), https:/www.congress.gov/hill m2th-congress/house-
bill/3783#:~:text=Counteringzolran®%2oin%z2othe®2o0Western®%2oHemisphere®20Act%20

“ezoQods?zolorce’2C%zoand2o0Hezbollah

# Moises Rendon. Antonio De La Cruz, and Claudia Vernandez, “Understanding the lran-
Venezuela Relationship™, Center for Strategic and International Studies ( June 4, 2020), hitps:/www.csis.
org/analysis/understanding-iran-venezuela-relationship
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Uniled Slales and (ive olher nalions on nuclear proliferalion.” Rouhani did,
however, visil Venezuela and Cuba in Seplember 2016™ in conjunclion wilh
a summil ol the Non-Aligned movemenl in Margarila Island, Venezuela.”

The currenl Iranian Presidency ol Ebrahim Raisi has coincided wilh
increased Iran-US lensions and the 2018" Trump Administraltion withdraw
from the JCPOA, logelher leading Iran Lo a more aggressive inlernalional
poslure, including in Lhe US” own near abroad. As Lhe Raisi Administralion
has looked Lo Lalin America, among olher regions, in pursuil ol expanded
inlernational engagemenl and the conslrucltion ol alliances against Lhe
US, il has found a new generalion ol anli-US populisl regimes who have
consolidaled their power and who Lhemselves are looking [or new parlners
beyond Lhe region Lo oflsel US inlluence. More broadly, the Raisi regime’s
inilialives Lo expand ils partners in Lalin America also [inds lertile soil
in an unprecedenled number ol new governments on both the righl and
lefl unwilling Lo heed Washinglon’s concerns regarding Lheir conducl ol
domeslic, or loreign allairs.

Iran’s reengagemenl wilh Lalin America, as a subsel ol ils global
reengagemenl, is also occurring in the conlext ol a Washinglon DC,
paralyzed by domeslic divisions.” and and moving away [rom ils prior
allenlion Lo global Lerrorism, parlicularly [ollowing ils withdrawal [rom

9 Kali Robinson, “What Is the Iran Nuclear Deal?”, Council on Foreign Relations (June 2, 2023),
https:/'www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-iran-nuclear-deal

10 IFP, “President Rouhani to Visit Venezuela, Cuba, US™, [P Media Wire (September 13, 2016),
hittps: /ifpnews.com/president-rouhani-visit-venezuela-cuba-us/

11 AFP News Agency, “Non-aligned summit kicks off on Venezuela’s Margarita Island”, YouTithe
video 0:30" (September 15, 2016), hitps:/'www.voutube.com/wateh™=fgjwvcl TfrM

12 lact Sheets. “President Donald |. Trump is Lnding United States Participation in an
Unacceptable Iran Deal”, Tiump White House (May 8, 2018), hitps:/trumpwhitehouse.archives.goy
briefings-statements/ president-donald-j-trump-ending-united-states-participation-unacceptable-
iran-deal

13 Amber Phillips, “Why is \\ashmg‘mn so Dystunctional”, The Washington Post {Heptemhe; 30,
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Alghanislan.* lo locus on Lhe rise of China® and Russia’s invasion ol Lhe
Ukraine.” The challenge posed by Iran’s re-engagemenl wilh Lhe Weslern
Iemisphere is augmented by China, which has economically strenglhened
Iran Lhrough ils own engagemenl.” helped Iran Lo manage ils dislracling,
longslanding rivalry wilh Sauda Arabia.® China encouraged Lalin America
and Lhe Caribbean governmenls Lo [eel Lhe economic and polilical [reedom
Lo collaborale wilth Iran® withoul worrying aboul the Uniled Stales.

The presenl work looks al Iran’s re engagemenl in Lhe region. including
aclivities ol proxy groups such as Iezbollah, and the challenges they
presenl in the region. Il argues Lhal Lhe polential reach and impacls
Iran may be able Lo achieve in ils new engagemenl, and Lhe associaled
risks. go [ar beyond ils previous ellorls during Lhe era ol the populisl-
leftist “pink lide™ regimes.* due lo synergies belween Iran’s inilialive,
Lthe consolidation of power by anli-US governmenls in Lhe region, and Lhe
unprecedenled polilical shills in Lhe region away [rom cooperalion wilh

14 Adan Zeidan, Withdrawal of United State troops from Afghanistan United States-Afghan history
|z020-2021|", Britannica (September 15, 2023), hitps:/www.britannica.com/event/withdrawal-of-
United-States-troops-from-Afghanistan

15 Brad Lendon and Ellie Kaufman, “US military gets ‘laser focused’ on keeping up with China”,
CAN (Junen, 2o21), hitps:/edition.cnn.com/2o21/06/11/asia/us-military-focus-china-intl-hnk/
index.html=:~:text="k2%80%0C The%2omost2osignificant%2omilitarvothreat% zothat®.20

weluli2%8o%arets2ofocused.efforts®2oto%2osupplant® 2o American®.2omilitary%2opowerfs2oin%2o

Asia
16 Jonathan Masters and Will Merrow, “How Much Aid Has the U.S. Sent Ukraine? Here Are Six

us-sent-ukraine-here-are-six-charts

17 larnaz Fassihi and Steven Lee Myers, “China With § 400 Billion Iran Deal, Could Deepen
Intluence in Mideast”, New York Times (March 27, 2021), https:/www.nytimes.com/2021/03/27/world/
middleeast/china-iran-deal.litml

18 Al Jazeera and News Agencies, “China-hrokered Saudi-Iran deal driving ‘wave of reconciliation’,
says Wang”, Al Fazeera (Angust 21, 2023), https:/www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/8/21/china-brokered-
saudi-iran-deal-driving-wave-of-reconciliation-says-wan

19 Evan Ellis, “I'he ‘I'ransitional World Order: Implications for Latin America and the Caribbean”,
The Global Amervicans (March 20, 2022), https:/theglobalamericans.org/2022/03/the-fransitional-
world-order-implications-for-latin-america-and-the-caribbean/

20 SCE. “Commodities Boom and Growth™, Scholarly Community Encvelopedia (2023), hitps:/
encyclopedia.pub/entry/343337:~text=Some%20pink%zotide%.2ogovernments*.2C%z20such%20

OZram
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or deference Lo the Uniled Slales.

General Trends of Iran’s Re-Engagement in the Americas

From Lhe lime of lellisl populist Presidenl Iugo Chavez, Venezuela has
been Lhe Cenler ol Gravily [or Iran’s aclivilies in Lhe Americas, as well as
Lhe launch poinl [or ils currenl reengagemenl wilh Lhe regiorn. IL has also
served as a de [aclo Llemplale [or Lhe aclivilies Lhal Iran pursues wilh olher
counlries.

Iran’s reengagement generally began in 2020 wilh ils assislance Lo Venezuela
*s o0il seclor al a time in which Lhe Maduro regime in crisis [or inabilily Lo
produce. Iran also exlended arms sales and co-developmenl in Venezuela,
as well as agricullural cooperalion. In 2022 Iran also began Lo renew and
exlend ils Lies with other anli-US slales, including Nicaragua, Bolivia and
Cuba. The symbol ol this re-engagemenl was the 2023 trip by Ebrahim
Raisi, his Delense Minisler, and olher minislers Lo Venezuela, Nicaragua,
and Cuba, [ollowed shorlly Lherealler by receipl ol a Bolivian governmenl
delegalion Lo Iran, where il signed a delense cooperalion agreemenl wilh
ils Iranian hosls.

The visil ol the Iranian worship Makran. and iU’s escorl the Dena lo Rio
de Janeiro= highlights Iran’s inlention Lo expand ils re-engagemenl beyond
ils narrow group ol anli US aclors. Brazil's acquiescence Lo Iran’s limiled
bul symbolically importanl mililary geslure was enabled by Lhe relurn
ol Lula in Brazil, as well as Lhe arrival in power elsewhere in Lhe region
ol an unprecedenled number ol governmenlts willing Lo pursue a course
challenging Lo Lthe U.S. in political and securily allairs.

In lerms ol commerce, according lo Lhe Inlernalional Monelary Fund, in
2022, Lalin America exporled $4.9 billion in goods lo Iran.2 principally

21 SFS Team, “Vric Monitor N° 20: Latin America between war and peace”. Secure Free Society
(March 3, 2023), https:/www.securefreesocietv.org/research/monitorzg

22 IMI, “Exports, FOB to Partners Countries”, International Monetary Fund (2023), https:/data.
imf.org/regularaspxy’key=01013712
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Lo Brazil, by conlrasl lo $186 billion in goods and services Lalin America
exporled Lo Lhe People’s Republic of China.>® In a similar [ashion, Lalin
America imporled only $173 million in goods and services [rom Iran in
2022, by conlrasl Lo $310 billion ol goods the region imporled [rom Lhe
PRC Lhal year (almosl 2000 Llimes as much).»

Although as noled previously, Lhe style of Iran’s engagemenlwilh Lhe region
has varied signilicantly* [rom Lhe presidencies ol Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
Lo Hussan Rouhani, lo Ebrahim Raisi, Iran’s broad slralegic goals have
remained relalively consislenl. These include leveraging ils relationships
in Lalin America Lo evade sanclions, and lo escape [rom inlernalional
isolalion, as well as demonstraling Lo domeslic audiences ils abilily Lo do
so, while also developing asymmelric mililary oplions wilthin Lhe region
Lhal could be polentially used against the Uniled Slales.

The hislory ol Iran’s engagemenl in Lalin America shows ils conlinual
willingness lo lake aggressive aclions against US equilies, limiled by
relalive awkwardness in doing so. Examples include Iran’s role in running
agenls who planned Lhe 2007 allack againsl Lhe John F Kennedy airporl in
New York.” which was ullimalely exposed and [oiled.*® They also include
Iran’s receplivily Lo proposals in 2012 [rom a group ol compuler science
prolessors and studenls al Mexico's National Aulonomous Universily (UNAM)
Lo mounl allacks on DoD largels, exposed nol by inlelligence agencies, bul
by Univision.»» who had become aware of the plol and convinced one of

Ihid.
Ihid.
Ihid.

26 Moises Rendon, De La Cruz, and Fernandez, “Understanding the Iran-Venezuela...”.

27 Matthew Levitt, “I'he Men Responsible for the AMIA Bombing Are Known—and Still at Large”,
Advancing Fewish Thought Mosaic (August 12, 2010). hitps:/mosaicmagazine.com/response/jewish-
world/2010/08/the-men-responsible-for-the-amia-bombing-are-known-and-still-at-large/

28 CP, "Hezhollah Terrorists Caught in US Planning Attack™, Clarion Project (z023), https:/
clarionproject.org/2017/06/11/hezbollah-terrorists-caught-us-planning-attack/d

29 hSecure, “La amenaza irani: el culebron de UNAM, Venezuela, Irdn v EE. UL, Seguridad
Informdtica (January 16, 2012), https:/seguinfo.wordpress.com/2012/01/16/la-amenaza-irani-el-
culebron-de-unam-venezuela-iran-v-eeun/

30 Ihid.

Ul
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Lhe students lo lape the negolialions. In 2011, Iranian Qods [orce operalive
Gholam Shakuri* also soughl Lo recruil who he thoughl were members ol
[eared Mexican narcolraflicking carlel Los Zelas, Lo kill Lhe Saudi Arabian
ambassador in Washinglon DC.»* an operalion which turned oul Lo be a DEA
sling operalion.»

Iran’s primary instruments [or engaging in Lalin America conlinue Lo be
a combinalion of slale lools and proxy groups. These include developing
human nelworks, both directly through ils Qods forces, and indirectly
through the money raising and other aclivilies* in the region ol ils proxy
Ilezbollah.» Iran has also worked through Islamic cenlers in Lhe region,
once eslimaled Lo number al leasl 80, lo gain inlelligence and recruil
members, complemenling lhese in-region aclivilies wilh paid Lrips by
inleresled youlhs Lo religious indoclrinalion and Lraining programs in Iran
itsell’* Iran’s indoclrination for inlerested youth included a program ol
approximalely lwo months in Lhe Iranian cily ol Qom.” A key sponsor ol
such Lrips was Lthe organizalion Iran Ornale, run by Mosheen Rabbani,* lied
Lo Ilezbollah Lerrorist allacks on Lhe Israeli embassy in Buenos Aires in 1992,
and againsl the Jewish Communily Cenler in Buenos Aires. AMIA, in 1994.

31 Scott Shane, “U.5. Denies lran Claims That Saudi Plot Defendant Belongs To Exile Group”,
New York Times (October 19, 2o11), https:/‘www.nvtimes.com/201110/20/world/middleeast/ohama-
administration-denies-iran-claims-that-saudi- plot-defendant-gholam-shakuri-helongs-to-exile-
group.html

32 Charlie Savage and Scott Shane, “Iranians Accused of Plot to Kill Saudis U, S, Envoy”, New York
Times (October 11, 2on), https:/www.nvtimes.com/2011/10/12/us/us-accuses-iranians-of-plotting-to-

33 Ibid.

34 SC, “Before The nu6th Congress Senate Armed Services Committe”, United States Southern
Command (January 30, 2020), hitps:/www.southcom.mil/Portals/z/Documents/Post 1
Statements/SASC%2080U THCOM %20 Posture’s20Statement_ FINAL.pdfiver=2020-01-30-081357-360

35 Lawrence A. Iranklin, “lran Acquires 2.5 Million Acres of Venezuela”, Gate Stone Institute
(September 21, 2022), https:/www.gatestoneinstitute.org/ 18892/ iran-venezuela-land-purchase

36 Emanuele Ottolenghi, “Mystery Cargo: Senior Iranian and Venezuelan officials are traveling
around the world on a cargo plane. Argentina detained them. But what are they up to?", The Dispatch
(July 6, 2022), hitps:/thedispatch.com/article/mystery-cargo

37 'lereza Dvorakova, “How lran Uses Cultural Centers o Expand Its Intluence In Latin America”,
Global Security (May 17, 2020), https:/www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/news/iran/2020/iran-
200517-radiofardaos.htm

38 Ihid.
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Rabbani was also believed Lo have played a key role in running IHezbollah
agenls in Lhe region.

Iran has also collaboraled in Lhe arena ol arms, Lhe pelrochemical industry.,
and more recenlly. agricullure, as discussed in mor delail in subsequent
seclions. Iran’s superficially commercial partnerships have empirically
been in parl a vehicle [or hiding ils weapons co-developmenl aclivilies, and
[or evading sanclions.

Iran-Venezuela Engagement

Iran’s parlnership wilh Venezuela, Lhe hub ol ils engagemenl in Lhe
region, began wilh a coincidence in Lhe stralegic inlerests® belween Lhe
leflisl populist movemenl ol 1ugo Chavez, and the eflorls ol then Iranian
Presidenl Mahmoud Ahmadinejad Lo escape [rom sanclions, lo pursue
missile development and other military programs. lo demonslrale lo
domeslic audiences in each counlry thal ils regime was nol inlernalionally
isolaled, and Lo develop asymmelric mililary and other oplions againsl Lhe
Uniled Slales.

During Lhe ITugo Chavez era Lhe Iran-Venezuela relalionship expanded
through a large number of projecls and cooperalive agreements and more
than 8 high-level visils belween Lhe Venezuelan leader and his Iranian
counlerparl+ By Lhe end ol Lthe Chavez area, over 8o Iranian companies
were operaling in Venezuela." over 6o joinl venlures,” and over 270
memorandums ol understanding defline Lhe relalionship.® To varying
degrees. Lhese projects and agreemenls were a vehicle [or *mulual aid.”
In some cases. Iran also acled as a broker with ils olher pariners in Lhe

30 Reza laghizadeh, “I'he Unlikely Partnership Of Venezuela And Iran”, Radio Free Europe/ Radio
Liberty (October 18, zowo), https:/www.riferlorg/a’lhe Unlikely Partnership Of Venezuela And
Iran/z103000.html

40 1bid.

41 Joseph Humire, “Iran and Venezuela: A Strategic Partnership”, MNalogo \mericas ( June 10, 2021),
hitps:/dialogo-americas.com/articles/iran-and-veneruela-a-strategic-partnership/

42 lhid.

43 Ihid.
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Middle Easl on agricullural and olher delails. Sanclions-evading aclivilies
included the Iran-Venezuela Binalional Bank, eslablished in 2010.% The
Iran-Venezuela bank was sanclioned by Lhe US lreasury deparlmenl’s office
ol [oreign assels and control in 2018.%

Early Iranian-Venezuela arms collaboralion included work with Venezuela's
slale delense industry [irm CAVIM, probably in the developmenl ol missile
componenls and drones.** As an early indicalor of the mililary conlenl ol
Iran-Venezuela collaboralion. in 2008, Turkish aulhorilies inlercepled 22
shipping conlainers bound [rom Iran lo Venezuela with malerials Lthal could
be used for making sophislicaled explosive devices. Iran’s supply of drones
Lo Venezuela was conlirmed as early as 20127

During Lhe early period, as noled by a 2010 US Departmenl ol Delense
reporl,* Venezuela also became Lhe poinl of enlry in the region [or Iranian+
Qods forces. including regular [lighls by the Venezuelan airline Conviasa
[rom Iran through Syria lo Caracas, resumed in July 2023.5° In recenl years,
Lhe nominally Venezuelan airline EMTRASUR, appears Lo have become a
vehicle [or surreplilious Lravel by Qods operalives.” and olher senior Iranian
operalives Lthrough the region. As early as 2013, Iranian and Venezuelan
oflicials were also reportedly engaged in inlelligence cooperalion.”

44 1E, “lranian-Venezuelan Bi-National Bank”, fran Wafch (December 10, 2018), hitps:/www.
iranwatch.org/iranian-entities/iranian-venezuelan-hi-national-bank

45 Ihid.

46 Paola Flores and Daniel Politi, “Bolivia says it is interested in obtaining lranian drone technology
to protect its horders”, Associated Press News ( July 25, 2023), hitps: /apnews.com/article/iran-argentina-
novillo-tehran-drones-s7obziczcatibbbbbfocazsoech7sf28

47 Joanna Paraszczuk, “lran admits exporting drone tech to Venezuela®”, Ferusalem Post (December
12, 2012),  httpsi/www.jpost.com/iranian-threat/news/iran-admits-exporting-drone-tech-to-
venezuela

48 I'rane, “lran: Quds Force in Venezuela”, World View (April 22, 2010), hitps:/worldview stratfor.
com/article/iran-quds-force-venezuela

49 Erfan Fard, “A blooming threat in US: lranian IRGC in Venezuela™, Time of Israel (May 31, 2021),
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/a-blooming-threat-in-us-iranian-irge-in-venezuela

s0 MP, “Venezuela's Conviasa starts weekly tlights to Tehran”, Merco Press (August 1, 2022), https:/
en.mercopress.com,/2022/08/ou/ venezuela-s-conviasa-starts-weekly-tlights-to-tehran

51 Emanuele Ottolenghi, “Mystery Cargo: Senior Iranian and Venezuelan officials are traveling ..."

52 Sebastian Rotella, “T'he Terror Threat and [ran’s Inroads in Latin America™, Pro Publica ( July 11,
203), ittps:/'www. propublica.org/article/the-terror-threat-and-irans-inroads-in-latin-america
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The Chavisla regime’s providing ol illegilimale passporls, highlighled by
[ormer de jure Venezuelan presidenl Juan Guaido.” also arguably [acililaled Lhe
enlrance ol Iranians in the region. As Lhe principal poinl ol enlry [or Iranian
personnel, Venezuela also became a key hub [or Iran support Lo Islamic cullural
cenlers Lhroughoul the region which among olher purposes were used Lo
recruil youlh in the region inleresled in Islam, as well as engage in oulreach,
propaganda.”® and olher aclivilies in the region. One element ol Iran’s June
2023 agreemenl with Venezuela was Lo establish addilional cenlers.®

From al leasl 2019 and probably belore. Tarek al-Aissami played a key
role in Lhe relalionship with Iran,s along wilth other Chavista leaders
such as Neslor Reverol and ITugo Carvajals® 1lis role included pelroleum
cooperalion,” consistenl wilh his posilion al Lhe head ol PdVSA. bul also
reporledly included other areas such as Lhe aclivilies of Hezbollah in Lhe
country.”

Iram’s re engagemenl with Venezuela began Lo Lake ofl in 2020 as Lhe U.S.
o *maximum pressure” campaign againsl Lhe Maduro regime deepened ils
economic and polilical challenges. Collapsing Venezuelan oil produclion,
due Lo both sanclions and signiflicanl mismanagemenl ol the seclor by

53 Mustafa Alrawi, “Guaido: 17 Venezuelan passports are being handed out to lranians each day”,
The National News (January 23, 2020), https:/www.thenationalnews.com/world /the-americas/guaido-
17-venezuelan-passports-are-heing-handed-out-to-iranians-each-day-1.068689

54 John Richardson. “Iran in the US Backyvard®, Gate Stone Institute (May 8. 2018), hitps:/www,
gatestoneinstitute.org/12268/iran-latin-america

35 AJL “Iran’s Soft-Power Offensive in Latin America, anrl How ﬂle LS. C .ml ounter lt“ \dvancing
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Maduro, had caused severe gasoline shorlages® which paralyzed virlually
all economic aclivilies in the counlry dependenl on Lransporlalion and
electric generalors Lo supplemenl Lhe nalion’s collapsed power grid.”
deepening Lhe regime’s crisis.

In this moment ol crisis, Iran plaved a key role in repairing the regime’s
relineries and providing gasoline lo restore minimal [unclionalily Lo Lhe
Venezuelan economy, easing Lhe polilical pressures on Maduro. This
assistance visibly begun with a series ol [lighls in April 2020 by Iran’s
Mahan airlines,* bringing experls, componenls, and malerial needed Lo
repair Venezuela's Cardon Refinery. In May 2020, Iran also delivered Lhe
firsL five lankers shipmenls ol badly needed gasoline Lo Lhe counlry, 1.53
million barrels in lolal, valued al $43 million.*

This was [ollowed in subsequenl years by mulliple lanker deliveries ol olher
Iranian pelroleum® products lo be mixed wilh Venezuelan heavy crude Lo
make il markelable, and/or processed by Venezuelan reflineries.* Analysls
believe lhal Venezuelan gold, principally acquired [rom illegal mining
operalions in the Orinoco region of the counlry, was used Lo pay for Iran’s
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2019), hitps:/edition.cnn.com/2010/03/12/americas/venezuela-struggle-power-intl/index.html

iy HP, “Venezuela receives material from Iran to help restart refinery”, Hvdrocarbon Processing
(April 23, 2020), https:/www.hvdrocarbonprocessing.com/news/2020/04/venezuela-receives-
material-from-iran-to-help-restart-refinery

65 118, “Venezuela receives more airlifts of refinery materials from Iran”, Reuters (February 12,
2021), https:/www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-iran-refineries-idUSKBN2AC1AH

66 The lran Primer, “limeline: Iranian Fuel Shipments to Venezuela”, Unifed States Institute of
Peace (February 23. 2021), https: /iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2020/dec/ 21/ timeline-iranian-fuel-
shipments-venezuela

67 Mircely Guanipa, Marianna Parraga and Tibisay Romero, *Exclusive: After revamping Venezuela's
smallest oil refinery, Iran to fix the largest”, Reuters (May 23, 2022), https:/ www.reuters.com/business/
energy/exclusive-after-revamping-venezuelas-smallest-oil-refinery-iran-fix-largest-2022-035-23/

68 Marianna Parraga. “Venezuela begins imports of Iranian heavy oil for refining -PDVSA
document”, Reuters (May 9. 2022), hitps:/www.reuters.com/world/americas/venezuela-begins-
imports-iranian-heavy-crude-refining-pdvsa-documents-2022-03-09/

a’s2ofractionzoofz0gas%2o0pumps

PERUVIAN ARMY CENTER FOR STRATEGIC STUDIES



IRAN" RE-ENGAGEMENT WITH LATIN AMERICA

services and products.”” By 2022, Iran had also execuled a $16 million
agreemeril Lo repair Lthe El Palilo relinery,” and had commilled Lo repair
Lhe much larger Paraguana relinery complex.”

In the military domain, Iran expanded and broadened ils previous
collaboralion wilh Venezuela on drones and olher programs. In 2021,
delivered ol Zollaghar class allack boals.” Nasr-1 anli-ship missiles.™ and
more drones, each ol which were subsequently displayed in Venezuelan
mililary parades.” Iran-supplied armed drones were used by Lhe
Venezuelan mililary in allacks against FARC dissidents in Apure slale in
May 2022.%

In June 2021, Lhe Iranian warship Makran and ils escorl ship the Sahand™
made a high-prolile lransil [rom Alrica loward Venezuela™ carrving seven
military boals and olher equipmenl believed Lo be deslined for Venezuela's
armed forces,™ although in the [ace of Weslern pressure, Lhe ships reversed
course belore reaching Venezuela.™
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Wilh respecl lo collaboralion in lraining and exercises, slarling in
approximalely 2020, Iran also began inslrucling Venezuelan naval special
forces in ils facilily in Bandar Abbas, including a program instructing in
the conducl of underwaler demolitions. In July 2022, Iran parlicipaled,
along wilh Russia, China and other slales ol concern, Lhe "Sniper Fronlier”
mililary exercise hosled by Venezuela.®

As Iran conlinued Lo exlend cooperalion wilh Venezuela across a range
of areas, in June 2022, il signed a 20-year® mulli domain cooperalion
agreemenl covering science and lechnology. agricullure, communicalions
and lourism,* among olher areas.

Consislenl with Lthe new agreemenl. in Seplember 2022, Venezuela
Lransferred 2.5 million heclares (4,000 square miles)® ol land Lo Iran,
oslensibly Lo be used [or agricullural projects, including growing corn
and soybeans.® allhough Weslern analysls have expressed concern Lhal
Lhe large amounl ol land and ils relalively remole location could also
[acililale ils use [or mililary or lerrorisl lraining® and olher aclivilies ol
concern.®

In February 2023, Iran’s Foreign Minisler Hossein Amir Abdollahian traveled
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Press TV (July 6, 2022), https:/www,presstv.ir/Detail/2022/07/06/683164/ lran-China-Russia-to-flex-
muscles-in-America
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(September 21, 2022).
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Lo Caracas, as well as Managua and Ilavana ,* in whal laler became clear was
coordinalion and paving Lhe way [or a [ruillul agenda [or the subsequenl
June 2023 Slate Visil Lo each ol Lhe Lhree counlries by Presidenl Ebrahim
Raisi, accompanied by his Delense Minister Mohammad Ashliani. and other
ministerial level personnel. The Raisi slale visil Lo Venezuela produced an
addilional 12 agreemenls in a range ol areas [rom “academic exchanges™"
Lo the donation of cars® Lo Lhe purchase ol Venezuelan callle.”

Iran-Nicaragua Engagement

Iran s engagemenl wilth Nicaragua has [ollowed Lhe lemplale eslablished by
ils aclivilies with Venezuela, although inilially Iran’s inilialives in Nicaragua
were more limiled and mel with resistance. In 2007, [or example, [ollowing
ameeling belween Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and Nicaragua’s Daniel Orlega >
recenlly returned Lo power, and Lhe signing ol a series ol commercial
agreements,” Iran senl a survey leam Lo Monkey Poinl, a remole area on
Nicaragua’s Allanlic Coasl, seeking Lo evaluale the area [or construction ol
a $350 million port.”> The leam was. however. aggressively conlronled by
locals.» which [orced it lo leave wilhoul compleling ils business. Nor did
olher agreemenls belween Lhe lwo nalions subsequenlly bear subslanlial
[ruil. For Lhe nexl 15 vears, Lhe lwo counlries had only limiled high-level
inleraclions.

Nicaragua’'s reengagemenl wilh Iran began subslantially in 2022, [ollowing

87 SIS Team, “Vric Monitor N° 29: Latin America between war and peace”, Secure l'ree Society.

88 lhid.
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Lhal ol Venezuela. Iranian Mosheen Rezaei,” implicaled in Lhe 1994 Lerrorisl
allack against Lthe Jewish Communily Cenler in Buenos Aries, AMIA” was
preserl al Lhe inauguralion.” In May 2022, Iran’s pelroleum minister, Javad
Owiji. Lravel Lo Nicaragua, discussing collaboralion on a refinery, as well as
agricullural projecls.”® paralleling Iran engagemenl in Venezuela. Owji also
mel wilh Lhe Nicaraguan parliamenl, in which opposilion parlies had been
complelely eliminaled.”

The February 2023 slop in Managua by Iran’s [oreign minisler, [Tossein Amir
Ahdollahian,' paved the way [or the June 2023 Slale Visit by Ebrahim Raisi,™
accompanied by Defense Minister Ashliani and olher minislers. As with
Iran-Venezuela inleraclions, Iran and Nicaragua reporledly also discussed
delense cooperalion.” In Lthe commercial domain, as in Venezuela, where
Chavisla loyalisls were posilioned Lo profil [rom agricullural and other
cooperalion agreemenls wilh Iran, Daniel Orlega’s son Laureano. poinl man
[or inlernalional commercial engagements, played a key role in discussions
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Times of Israel (January 1, 2022), hitps:/www.limesofisrael,com/argentina-fumes-after-iranian-
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Times (Julv 25, 2022), hitps:/www.nvtimes.com/2022/07/22/world/middleeast/argentina-maossad-
hezhollah-bombings.html

g7 Sharon Nazarian, “Iran’s influence in Latin America is a dangerous reminder for regional
leaders™, Time of Israel (Vebruary 5, 2022). Iittps:/blogs.fimesofisrael.com/irans-influence-in-latin-
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ol renewed agricullural.” pelrochemical. and olher cooperalion.

Iran-Cuba Engagement

Iran s engagementl with Cuba, in lerms ol commercial projecls and other
over cooperalion, has been more limiled than thal with Venezuela. Overall
lrade belween Lhe lwo in 2022 was a mere $3 million,* almosl enlirely
Iranian exporls o Cuba. Nonelheless, Lhen Iranian presidenl ITassan
Rouhani visited Cuba in September 2016 Lo “reallirm [riendship™> belween
the two governmentls, and Lhe two authorilarian regimes have engaged on
slralegic issues on olher occasions.

In 2021, during Lhe laler slages ol Lhe pandemic, Iran and Cuba, each with
immalure biolechnology industry, collaboraled Lo develop a vaccine against
COVID-19." As wilh Venezuela and Nicaragua, in February 2023, Iranian
Foreign Minisler Hossein Amir Abdollahian traveled Lo avana.* [ollowed
in June 2023, by aSlale Visil by Presidenl Raisi and a delegalion Lhal included
Iran’s Delense Minisler Ashliani. During Lhe Raisi slop in Cuba."* Lhe lwo
counlries signed six agreements™ in cooperalion in Lhe polilical domain,"
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on “digilal™ issues, cusloms, eleclricily, biolech, and mining."> Although
relalions have hislorically been warm., rellecling shared enmily wilh Lhe
Uniled Slales,” Lhe meeling was a departure [rom previously more low-
level Cuban engagement. Cuba’s willingness Lo engage wilh Iran in such
a broad fashion in the commercial domain arguably parallels ils signing
ol economic cooperalion agreemenls wilth Russia," China,"s and others,
illustraling the desperalion ol the regime Lo allracl resources Lhal can help
keep Lthe economy viable.

iran-Bolivia Engagement

As wilh Nicaragua and Lo an exlenl Cuba, Iran’s engagemenl wilth Bolivia
has followed ils lemplale established by Venezuela. Previous lellisL populisL
Bolivian leader Evo Morales mel mulliple limes with his then Iranian
counlerparl, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. including Bolivia purchasing mililary
aircrall parls [rom Iran in 2007,"" and signing a slralegic cooperalion
agreemerl in 2008."7 In Oclober 2010, Lhe lwo leaders playved a symbolic
came ol soccer.,™ seeking Lo represent Lhe personal [riendship thal they
were cullivaling. The personal nalure ol Lhe Lie between Lhe lwo leaders,
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12 Nelson Acosta, "Cuba, Iran presidents meet in Havana, vow to confront “Yankee imperialism™,
Reuters (June 15, 2023), https:/www.renters.com/world/cuba-iran-presidents-meet-havana-vow-
confront-yvankee-imperialism-2023-06-15
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and Morales™ perceplion ol a shared projecl belween Lhe lwo nalions may
have conlribuled Lo his inilialive much laler, in Oclober 2020, aller having
been ousled [rom power [or an allempl lo rig the nalion’s 2019 nalional
election.™ In thal occasion, the [ormer Presidenl [lew Lo Caracas [rom
exile in Argenlina, Lo parlicipale in a meeling Lhere belween Raisi and
Venezuelan's de [aclo Presidenl Nicholas Maduro.*°

During Lhe earlier Morales period. in 2012, Bolivia and Iran also signed a
queslionable counler narcolics agreemenl,” despile litlle evidence ol
Bolivian cocaine going Lo Iran.

On the other hand. during the same period, Slill. even during that period.
Bolivia was slill conslrained Lo some exlenl in ils relalions wilh Iran by ils
public obligalions under inlernalional law. In 2zo11 [or example, Lhe Morales
governmenl was obliged lo expedile Lhe departure [rom Lhe counlry of
visiling Defense Minisler Ahmad Vahidi,”> who had an Inlerpol red nolice
againsl him.

Wilh respecl Lo Iran’s current re-engagement wilh Bolivia, Lhe nalion was
nolably nol included on the lrip by Iranian Presidenl Raisi. his Delense
Minisler and olher Cabinel minislters lo Lhe counlry, perhaps due lo
Bolivia's legal obligalions which had previously crealed an embarrassing
silualion for former Delense Minisler Vahidi. Nonetheless, within weeks
aller Lhe Raisi Lrip Lo Lhe region, a Bolivian delegalion including ils own
Delense Minsler Edmundo Novillo Aguillar traveled Lo Tehran where il

19 18, “Bolivian ex-president Morales leaves Argentina on flight to Venezuela: state news
agency”, Reuters (October 23, 2020), https:/'www.reuters.com/article /'us-holivia-morales-argentina-
venezuela-idUSKBN27o022
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signed a series ol agreemenls™ wilh Lhe Raisi regime on lopics including
narcolrallicing™ cooperalion and border securily capabililies.’ Iran called
Lhe agreemenl “a role model™ [or Iran’s cooperalion wilh other slales in Lhe
region.

Nolably, the agreement included Iran supplying drones Lo the country.” as
well as other ilems, allowing Lhe country Lo increase ils mililary capabililies
on Lhe sensilive [ronlier wilth Peru, where Lhe subslantlial Amara indigenous
populalion in the border region played a key role in the December 2022
prolesls over Lhe removal ol power of Pedro Caslillo come and associaled
violence, including Lhe dealhs ol 16 locals in violent prolests in Juliaca.'= The
Argenline governmenl also queslioned Iran’s supporl Lo Bolivian military
capabililies along Lhe Bolivia-Argenlina border.

Iran-Argentina Engagement

Prior lo Iram’s slralegic [riendship wilh Venezuela, eslablished under Lhe
regime ol TTugo Chavez, Argenlina was once an imporlanl base ol operalions
for the Islamic Republic’s projeclion ol power in lhe region. As noled
previously. Iranian diplomals such as Mosheen Rabbani, then Iran’s cullural
allaché in Buenos Aires, were believed by Argenline proseculors and olhers
Lo have played a role in Lhe allacks by lerrorist group Hezbollah** againsl Lhe
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Israeli embassy in 1992 which killed 29 people and injured 242, and Lhe 1994
allack on Lhe Jewish Cullural Cenler in Buenos Aires (AMIA) thal killed 85 and
injured over 300." Rabbani has also been implicated in running Iezbollah
agenls in the region, including Abdul Kadir and Abdel Nurwere.™ involved in
planning a [ailed allack in 2007 againsL New York’s John I Kennedy airporl.
Rabbani was [urther suspecled Lo be Lhe Iranian conlroller [or Muhammad
Amadar. arresled in Oclober 2014 in Surco Peru.™ wilh explosives believed Lo
be inlended Lo allack Jewish largels in Lthal country.

Due Lo the 1992 and 1994 Iezbollah lerrorist altacks on Argenline soil. the
mosl deadly Lo dale in Lalin America,” plus Lhe high-profile invesligalion
by Argenline proseculor Alberto Nisman Lhal lied Iran Lo ITezbollah in Lheir
planning, and Nissman’s dealh under queslionable condilions,™ Lhe role
of Iran in Lhe region has remained a sensilive issue in Argenlina. Thal
sensilivily has inhibiled lell ol cenler Peronisl governments, parlicularly
Lhal of Chrislina Fernandez de Kirchner, [rom pursuing closer relalions
wilh Iran, even il she wished lo.

Argenlina’s conlinuing willingness Lo cooperale legally in the ongoing
struggle againsl inlernalional lerrorism. whalever Lhe polilical posture of
the Argenline [ar lell toward Iran, has crealed problems for the Islamic
Republic as il has soughl Lo rebuild ils engagemenl in Lhe region. In
July 2022, Argenlina’s a plane belonging Lo Lhe Venezuela-regislered

129 Meir Javedanfar, “I'he Islamic Republic tries to maintain its hold in Latin America”, Times of
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cargo airline Emlrasur, exposing Lhal il had been [lying lo queslionable
deslinalions corresponding Lo key Ilezbollah operalional areas, ralther Lhan
logical roules [or a cargo liner, and wilh an Iranian crew lied Lo Iran’s Qods
[orce. including the pilol Gholamreza Ghasemi.™ a senior member of Lhe
organizalion.

Iran-Brazil Engagement

By conlrast lo Venezuela. Brazil has long been Iran’s mosl importantl
economic partner in Lhe region, accounling lor 85% of Lthe region’s imporls™
from Iran and 82% ol ils exporls o the counlry.” Despile ils weighl in Lhe
region’s economic relationship with Iran, however, Brazil has generally nol
previously [ollowed Lhe lead ol Venezuela and olher leflist populisl regimes
vou know high profile military cooperalive agreementls.

In ils commercial engagemenl, Iran has long been a supplier of [erlilizer
Lo Brazil. produced by ils pelrochemical industry. Wilh restriclions on
Brazil's abilily Lo purchase nilrale-based [erlilizers [rom Russia, Iran’s
portion of the Brazilian markel increased following supply disruptlions and
the imposilion of sanclions on Russia. Reciprocally. Iran’s mosl signilicanl
purchases [rom Brazil include grains and meal.»$

Because ol Lhe geographic proximily ol Brazil Lo Alrica across Lhe Allanlic,
and lhe commercial relationship belween Lhe lwo counlries, Brazil has
also been an imporlant logistics hub in Iran’s commercial relalionship Lo
Lhe conlinenl. Republic of Iran Shipping Lines (RISL) mainlains offices in
Brazil.™ In Augusl 2023, Iran assigned a commercial allaché Lo Brazil,»
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rellecling Lhe regime’s desire Lo expand ils imporlanl economic relalionship
wilh the Lula governmenl.

Beyond commerce, Lhe return ol Lula and his Workers Parly lo power in
Brazil in 2023 has deepened Lhe counlry’s inlerest in working wilh Iran as a
stralegic polilical partner. In 2010, the prior administration ol Lula soughl
Lo impose Brazil, along wilh Turkey, as a negolialor ol a nuclear agreemenl*+
belween Lhe Uniled Slales and Iran. Building on thal posture, Lhe more
radicalized Lula Lthal returned Lo power in 2023, in an inlernalional conlext
where working against the Weslern “rules based inlernalional order™ had
more momentum,* supported Lthe inclusion ol Iran in the expanded BRICS
organizalion.* culminaling in ils (ormal acceplance during Lhe BRICS
summil in Johanneshurg in Augusl 2023.'%

As noled previously Lula has also gone beyond Lthe commilmentl Lo stralegic
engagemenl wilh Iran, demonstraled during his prior lime in office, by
permilling Lhe Iranian warship Macron, and ils escorl ship Dena, Lo make a
porl call in Rio de Janeiro.*" in February 2023.

In elthnic lerms, cullurally diverse Brazil has an eslimaled 200,000 Muslims,
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allthough most are elhnic Arabs,¥ ol Lebanese/Syrian decenl, or converls,
ralher than Persian. In June 2023, Iran’s Minisler ol Culture and Islamic
Guidance Mohammad-Mehdi Esmaeili indicaled plans lo eslablish a new
Iranian cullural cenler in the country.

Conclusions

Iran’s renewed expansion ol ils polilical, military and olher engagement
wilth the Weslern Iemisphere is a subsel ol its broader return lo Lhe
elobal stage with the supporl ol Chinese money and an inlernalional
environmenl in which Lhe appelile for isolaling and disciplining illiberal
aclors as diminished considerably. Iran’s relurn has profound implicalions
for The Uniled Slales and Lhe region. With ils inlegralion inlo Lhe BRICS. a
consolidaled power base ol [riends like Venezuela, Nicaragua, Bolivia and
Cuba. and olher key players like Brazil increasingly willing Lo engage wilh
il, Iran has Lhe polenlial Lo develop deeper economic and olher lies in Lhe
region than belore.

Although Iran will conlinue Lo be resource-constrained and mosl [ocused
on ils own region. ils aclivilies in Lalin America will complemenl Lhe
dynamics ol olher extra-hemispheric aclors such as China. as well as
subnalional and lransnalional groups such as Ilezbollah thal Iran works
wilh globally as surrogales, complicaling Lhe calculus ol US slralegic
planners in the region.

While Lhe US governmenl already has an abundance ol stralegic challenges
in Lalin America and globally, il is importanl [or il Lo renew allenlion Lo
Iran’s reengagemenl and ils implicalions, given Lhal Lalin America is Lhe
region wilh which US prosperily and securily is mosl direclly Lied through
bonds of geography, commerce, and lamily.

147 I'l, “Iran to establish cultural centers in Venezuela, Brazil”, Tefiran Times (June 16, 2023).
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