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(U) Iran is likely to shift the focus of its Syrian influence-operations by redirecting its assets 

to rural eastern towns in Syria, which is likely in reaction to Russian gains, and if 

successful is almost certain to result in multiple key Iranian foreign policy victories. Iran 

and Russia are currently competing for contracts in various Syrian industries. Due to Russia’s 

success in the urban regions of Syria, Iran has increased its focus on the rural, underserved areas.i 

Iran is likely to continue pushing for the populations of these rural areas to convert to Shiism.ii   

● The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) has control over police stations and are 

using the power to distribute food and supplies to villagers in the area.iii Residents also 

reported that the IRGC offered up to $200 to those willing to convert to Shiism and join a 

local Shia militia, when this area is historically a Sunni-majority region.iv v 

● The Hussein Organization, an Iranian charity, has been extremely active in Deir ez-Zour, 

distributing food, generators, and school supplies to villages in the region in an attempt to 

raise further support for Iranians in the province.vi  

● Iran has committed to a railroad project, spanning from Shalamche, Iran to a border 

crossing in Basra, Iraq, finishing in Latakia, a Mediterranean port town in Syria. The 

railroad will give Iran additional economic and trade privileges within Syria and will be 

the first contribution to the Iranian land-bridge. vii 

 

(U) Iran will likely need to diversify its investments and sphere of influence towards rural 

eastern Syrian towns given the current power vacuum in the area, the opportunity to 

recruit vulnerable Syrians for Iran’s paramilitary model, and the losing zero-sum game 

country leaders are playing against Russia. Russia has carried significant influence over the 

Assad Regime after saving the regime from collapse in 2015, giving them significant leverage in 

the lucrative post-war reconstruction business. The Assad regime likely sees Russia as a 

benefactor that brings more international legitimacy to Syria when compared to Iran. To counter 

this, Iran has grown its presence in areas that have seen considerably less Russian development 

and aid through the growth of Shia paramilitary groups.viii  

● Eastern Syria is currently a vacuum for power. The region was previously dominated by 

Islamic State (IS) militants and is now under the control of a thinly spread Syrian 

Democratic Forces (SDF) and monitored by the United States’ al-Tanf military base. Iran 

is now attempting to fill this void as seen by the opening of the border in al-Qaim.ix 

● Deir ez-Zour has historically been a low-income area, and the effects of the civil war 

have magnified its issues with poverty, making the residents susceptible to recruitment 

into the various Shia paramilitary forces by the IRGC. x xi  As seen in Iraq with the 

Popular Mobilization Units (PMU), in Lebanon with Jihad al-Bina, and in Iran with the 

Basij, Tehran has used these domestically recruited forces to cement its influence in 

country and is now doing so in Syria with Jaysh al-Shabi, the National Defense Forces, 

and the Local Defense Forces. xii xiii xiv xv xvi 
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● Iran has made little progress on projects it announced in 2017, including oil refineries and 

phosphate mines. Meanwhile, Russian investments in Syria have grown with its recent 

developments in the phosphate and energy sectors.xvii 

 

 (U) If Iran successfully secures the eastern Syrian border, it is almost certain the land-

bridge from Tehran to the Mediterranean will be completed and Iran is to likely to see 

financial returns on its most substantial foreign investment and create another resource for 

circumventing international sanctions.  

● Iran has provided approximately $15 billion in support to the Assad regime since 2012, 

making it Iran’s most expensive foreign commitment.xviii xix Securing the border and 

finalizing the land-bridge to the Mediterranean would provide Iran with unfettered access 

to the Mediterranean as well as yield expanded connection with its sphere of influence 

across the Middle East.xx xxi 

● Iran is rapidly progressing towards its goal of engaging Israel in direct conflict. By 

attaining free shipment access to Syria, Iran creates yet another front and supply line 

Israel will have to defend if this war is to occur.   

● Earlier this year, Iran and Syria agreed to create a joint Chamber of Commerce between 

the relevant ministries of each country. The Secretary-General of the Federation of Syrian 

Chambers of Commerce Mohammad Hamshou stated that cooperation between Syria and 

Iran, “foils the embargo imposed on the two states,” and will work to circumvent 

international sanctions imposed on the two countries.xxii 

 

i Hatahet, Sinan. “Russia and Iran: Economic Influence in Syria.” Chatham House, 8 Mar. 2019. Retrieve fom: 

www.chathamhouse.org/publication/russia-and-iran-economic-influence-syria. 

 
ii Abdulrahim, Raja, and Benoit Faucon. “Iran Moves to Cement Its Influence in Syria.” The Wall Street Journal, 

Dow Jones & Company. 26 Mar. 2019. Retrieved from: www.wsj.com/articles/iran-moves-to-cement-its-

influence-in-syria-11553632926. 

 
iii “Iran Uses Weight to Spread Shiism in Deir-Ez-Zor.” The Syrian Observer. 11 Apr. 2018. Retrieved from: 

syrianobserver.com/EN/features/20732/iran_uses_weight_spread_shiism_deir_zor.html. 

 
iv Lister, Charles. “In Deir Ez Zour, Sunni…,".” Twitter. 27 Mar. 2019. Retrieved from: 

twitter.com/charles_lister/status/1110904887448092677?s=21. 

 
v “ANALYSIS: How Iran Continues Its Entrenchment in Syria.” Israel National News. Retrieved from: 

www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/261080. 

 
vi Ibid 2 

 
vii Zeed, Adnan Abu. “Iran Moving Forward with Railway Link to Syria via Iraq.” Al, 6 Dec. 2018. Retrieved from: 

www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2018/11/iran-iraq-syria-railway.html. 

 
viii “Iran Aims for the Shi’ification of Deir ez-Zor.” The Syrian Observer. 2 October, 2018. Retrieved 

from:https://syrianobserver.com/EN/features/46465/iran_aims_the_shi_ification_deir_zor.html 

                                                           



 UNCLASSIFIED//FOR EDUCATIONAL PURPOSES ONLY 

 UNCLASSIFIED//FOR EDUCATIONAL PURPOSES ONLY 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
ix Rasmussen, Sune Engel. “Iraq to Open Vital Border Crossing With Syria.” The Wall Street Journal, Dow Jones & 

Company, 18 Mar. 2019. Retrieved from: www.wsj.com/articles/iraq-to-open-vital-border-crossing-with-

syria-11552946617. 

 
x “Deir ez-Zor: Reporting the current situation, and the distribution of non-food items and food to more than 80,000 

people in need.” Samara’s Aid Appeal. 11 January, 2018. Retrieved from: 

https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/deir-ez-zor-reporting-current-situation-and-distribution-

non-food-items 

 
xi III, Lucio Blanco Pitlo, et al. “Iranian And US Troops 'Separated By A Few Hundred Yards In Syria'.” Eurasia 

Review, 28 Mar. 2019. Retrieved from: www.eurasiareview.com/28032019-iranian-and-us-troops-

separated-by-a-few-hundred-yards-in-syria/. 

 
xii Al-Tamimi, Aymenn Jawad. “Fawj al-Nasr: Local Defence Forces Unit.” Aymenn Jawad al-Tamimi’s Blog. 13 

December, 2018. Retrieved from:http://www.aymennjawad.org/2018/12/fawj-al-nasr-local-defence-forces-

unit 

 
xiii Abdulrahim, Raja, and Benoit Faucon. “Iran Moves to Cement Its Influence in Syria.” The Wall Street Journal, 

Dow Jones & Company, 26 Mar. 2019. Retrieved from: www.wsj.com/articles/iran-moves-to-cement-its-

influence-in-syria-11553632926. 
xiv Badawi, Tamer. “Iran’s Economic Leverage in Irag.” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 23 May, 

2018. Retrieved from: https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/76436 

 
xv al-Tamimi, Aymenn Jawad. “Reconstruction in Syria: Interview with Jihad al-Bina.” Aymenn Jawad al-Tamimi’s 

Blog. 4 January, 2019. Retrieved from: http://www.aymennjawad.org/2019/01/reconstruction-in-syria-

interview-with-jihad-al 

 
xvi Levitt, Matthew. “Shutting Hizballah’s ‘Construction Jihad’.” The Washington Institute. 20 February, 2007. 

Retrieved from:https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/shutting-hizballahs-construction-

jihad 

 
xvii McDowall, Angus. “Car Plant Shows Limits to Iran's Economic Ambitions in Syria.” Reuters, Thomson Reuters, 

14 Nov. 2018. Retrieved from: www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-iran-economy/car-plant-

shows-limits-to-irans-economic-ambitions-in-syria-idUSKCN1NJ1RE. 

 
xviii “The Assad Regime's Financial Viability.” Security Studies Group, 25 Oct. 2018. Retrieved from: 

securitystudies.org/assad-regimes-financial-viability/. 

 
xix “Iran Spends $16 Billion Annually to Support Terrorists and Rogue Regimes.” FDD, 24 Oct. 2018. Retrieved 

from: www.fdd.org/analysis/2018/01/10/iran-spends-16-billion-annually-to-support-terrorists-and-rogue-

regimes/. 

 
xx Rasmussen, Sune Engel. “Iraq to Open Vital Border Crossing With Syria.” The Wall Street Journal, Dow Jones & 

Company, 18 Mar. 2019. Retrieved from: www.wsj.com/articles/iraq-to-open-vital-border-crossing-with-

syria-11552946617. 

 
xxi Saidi, Mike & Carl, Nicholas. “Tehran Prepares for Post-War Syria.” Critical Threats. 29 March, 2019. Retrieved 

from: https://www.criticalthreats.org/briefs/iran-file/tehran-prepares-for-post-war-syria 

 
xxii Ghossoun. “Syria, Iran Agree on Establishing Joint Chamber of Commerce.” Syrian Arab News Agency, 21 Oct. 

2018. Retrieved from: www.sana.sy/en/?p=149294. 

 


