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Do you think there is a real risk of a US or

Israeli military attack against Iran in the
forthcoming months?

Murat Laumulin

Over the recent months the situation around the
Iranian nuclear program has been exacerbated. It
is clear that Tehran raises the bar for the confron-
tation with the West, the United States and the
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). For
their part, the United States and Israel are openly
discussing the possibility of a preemptive strike
on the nuclear facilities of the Islamic Republic of
Iran. Currently, the likelihood of an armed con-
flict between Iran and America is greater than
ever since the events of 1980-1.

The West has already taken covert attempts to
stop Iran's nuclear program. Cyberattacks, like

the Stuxnet computer virus of the nuclear man-
agement system, were successful in halting Iran's
uranium enrichment program. In addition, some
members of the Iranian nuclear community and
its nuclear scientists are being physically elimi-
nated (probably by Israeli intelligence) and mis-
sile bases could be bombed.

The Washington-based Council on Foreign Rela-
tions in collaboration with the Pentagon has al-
ready developed a strategy for action against
Iran: the United States should conduct an ex-
tremely precise and well-conceived operation,
where it should destroy Iran's nuclear facilities,
withstand the inevitable response of Tehran, and
then try to quickly reduce the degree of confron-
tation.

An attack on Iran would have disastrous conse-
quences for international security, global econo-
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my and Iran's domestic politics, and all these fac-
tors must be considered. As noted by some ex-
perts, US military actions could also ignite a full-
scale war in the Middle East. Of course, Tehran is
behaving provocatively, for example by announc-
ing the imminent start of a new uranium enrich-
ment plant, which annoys everyone, including
traditionally moderate Russia.

It is possible that the Iranian leadership will act
through its agents abroad, provoking clashes be-
tween Sunnis and Shiites in Iraq, undermining
the outcomes of the “Arab Spring,” as well as
sponsoring terrorist attacks against Israel and the
United States. Israel and other nations will then
be drawn into an armed confrontation, which
would encourage the US in response to escalate
the conflict further.

Iran can hit Israel or US military bases in the re-
gion and oil fields in the Gulf. Iranian ballistic
missiles do not represent a threat for the Ameri-
can warships but we could see small speedboats
packed with explosives on board and led by a
crew of suicide bombers trying to reach US tank-
ers in the Persian Gulf.

In response to US military action, Iran will also
attempt to block the Strait of Hormuz, through
which more than 20 percent of all oil is supplied
to various countries around the world. Even if
Tehran does not realize these threats, market
speculators, fearing possible disruption of sup-
plies, will raise oil prices, causing more devastat-
ing global economic consequences at a time when
the world is struggling to overcome the economic
recession.

Vafo Niyatbekov

It is too early to speak about a possible military
attack by the United States and Israel on Iran's
nuclear facilities. Today, the West is carrying out
a well-conceived strategy, aimed primarily at
weakening the Iranian economy. In particular, a
number of sanctions have been taken against the
Islamic Republic of Iran. In principle, this policy
has had a positive result with respect to Iraq.
Years of sanctions on Bagdad led to the increase
of public discontent with socio-economic policies,
which at a time of military undertakings resulted
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in local support for the Western troops. However,
there is an important difference between present
Iran and Iraq. In the former, elections are held
and take into account the will of the people, while
Saddam Hussein's regime was a dictatorship.

Another important point, which delays or ques-
tions the beginning of a military operation
against Iran, is the upcoming elections in the
United States, as well as domestic political prob-
lems in Israel. If the Republicans win the elec-
tions in the US, they will escalate the policy to-
wards Iran, which would be more hardline and
would not rule out military intervention in re-
solving the issue of Iran's nuclear policy. But in
the coming months, this is unlikely, as domestic
political and economic priorities will dominate
the US scene.

Guli Yuldasheva

I do not think so. First, there is not enough do-
mestic support for a US military attack against
Iran, with the exception of war hawks in Con-
gress. With the widening US budget deficit and
growing public discontent with socio-economic
situation, President Barack Obama sees it is more
important to keep the internal political balance
and win the presidential election than to get in-
volved in another military adventure.

Second, the United States does not have enough
international support for this action. The events
of recent years surrounding Iran, Afghanistan and
the Middle East along with the growing economic
problems have changed political preferences in
most European countries. Therefore, it is doubt-
ful that the European Union (EU) will support any
military action against Iran. Furthermore, as the
results of six-party negotiations with Iran indi-
cate, the EU is more inclined towards a compro-
mise settlement of the issue. Israel remains the
only supporter of military action. Yet, on the one
hand, there is no unity on this matter within Isra-
el itself, on the other hand, there are also tactical
and strategic disagreements on the Iran issue
between the US and Israel.

Third, the United States seeks to promote long-
term economic projects in the region with its
‘New Silk Road’ strategy. The strategy tries to
consolidate the political and economic transfor-
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mations of Afghanistan, to partner with the Cen-
tral Asian countries and Pakistan on transit of
goods, and has fostered the signing of an agree-
ment on the Turkmen-Afghan-Pakistani-Indian
gas pipeline (TAPI). This regional strategy con-
tradicts any war logics. Thus, a military conflict
with Iran is unlikely to happen until the end of
the year.

What would be the impact for the whole Cen-

tral Asia of an attack against Iran?

Murat Laumulin

The development of such events could seriously
complicate the strategic situation around Central
Asia. The escalation of military conflict with Iran
threatens to undermine stability in the vast re-
gion of Central Asia, Caspian Sea and both the
North and South Caucasus. An armed operation
against the Islamic Republic of Iran and the pos-
sible responses of Tehran would greatly decrease
security and stability in Central Asia, hitting a
blow for political and economic interests of Ka-
zakhstan.

Vafo Niyatbekov

In the analysis of the relationship between Iran
and Central Asia, it should be noted that Iran has
the most active cooperation in the region with
Tajikistan, which is explained by the historical,
cultural and linguistic relations between the two
countries. Today, Tajikistan has a number of joint
projects with Iran, which have a great signifi-
cance for the country’s development, namely the
construction of the hydropower station Sang-
tuda-2, the construction of tunnels, and a large
number of joint ventures in the trade sector.

As a consequence of military action against Iran,
Tajikistan might lose the projects for which
agreements have been already signed such as the
electricity project 500-kV Tajikistan-Afghanistan-
Iran; the gas pipeline project from Iran to Tajiki-
stan, Kyrgyzstan and China, passing through the
territory of Afghanistan; a railway project from
China to Iran, running through Kyrgyzstan, Tajik-
istan and Afghanistan; and imports of Iran’s pe-
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troleum products by Tajikistan. These projects
are important for the Republic of Tajikistan be-
cause it currently faces continuous transporta-
tion blockade and gas cuts by Uzbekistan.

Guli Yuldasheva

If some unforeseen actions are undertaken by
individual states and even short-term military
operations are launched by Israel or by the Unit-
ed States in alliance with Israel, radical Islamic
groups would immediately intensify their activi-
ties along the Iranian border (primarily, with
Afghanistan and Pakistan). In the Central Asia
region itself, groups such as the Islamic Move-
ment of Uzbekistan (IMU), Hizb ut-Tahrir, the
Haggani network and the Taliban would be
strengthened. As conservative Muslim population
dominate in rural Central Asia, it is possible that
some attempts might be taken to challenge the
existing governments and establish Islamic re-
gimes. We are already witnessing a strengthening
of political Islam in the Middle East. There is also
a risk of civil war and ethno-national conflicts,
such as the Uzbek-Kyrgyz confrontation, that may
spread beyond the region into neighboring coun-
tries. Armed conflicts will worsen the already
difficult socio-economic situation in the region,
leading to numerous victims among the popula-
tion, migration, and an influx of refugees into
neighboring countries.

Do you think Iran will organize retaliation
measures against your country, and if yes, of

what nature?

Murat Laumulin

No, Iran will not organize retaliatory measures
against Kazakhstan. However, Astana (together
with its allies) has capabilities and diplomatic
tools to stabilize the situation and develop it in a
positive direction. These tools include current
chairmanship of Kazakhstan in the Organization
of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), consultations with-
in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO),
and the Collective Security Treaty Organization
(CSTO), as well as bilateral and multilateral nego-
tiations with Iran.
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As regards towards the Iranian crisis, Kazakhstan
should proceed from the existing imperatives
that serve as a basis for many international set-
tlement plans. There are a number of primary
and explicit requirements for Tehran, which have
been repeatedly voiced by Kazakh allies (espe-
cially Russia), as well as by competent interna-
tional organizations (notably, [AEA).

These requirements include the following steps:
1) a broad and undisputable cooperation of Iran
with the IAEA; 2) a withdrawal of the demands
for Iran to abandon its uranium enrichment pro-
gram, which is unrealistic; 3) a UN Security Coun-
cil resolution on the inadmissibility of the use of
force or threat of force (including cyberattacks)
against any nuclear facilities in the Middle East
under IAEA safeguards; 4) Iran's voluntary action
to temporarily freeze its level of uranium en-
richment, as well as to freeze the number of cen-
trifuges at current levels, and abstain from in-
stalling new cascades and spinning centrifuges;
5) the decision of the UN Security Council to sus-
pend sanctions against Iran, subject to satisfacto-
ry cooperation between Iran and the IAEA and if
all issues of “the Iranian file” at the IAEA are re-
solved, all sanctions should be lifted; 6) the estab-
lishment of a climate of trust in the Gulf region
and possibly in the entire Middle East as regards
nuclear safety; 7) the launch of a Middle Eastern
regional dialogue on a whole range of nuclear
issues, from the formation of a zone free of nucle-
ar and other weapons of mass destruction in the
Middle East, with the participation of all Arab
states, Iran and Israel, to the creation of the
“Middle Eastern IAEA,” on the model of Euratom.

To protect and promote its own national inter-
ests, Kazakhstan could build its policies with Iran
as follows:

e Discourage the bellicose rhetoric of Tehran
at bilateral and multilateral level, restrain-
ing the participation of the Islamic Republic
of Iran within the Caspian States Confer-
ence and the OIC;

e Use its international influence and the po-
tential of international organizations to
pursue peaceful resolution of Iran's nuclear
problem;
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e Maintain regional stability in Central Asia.
In case of conflict around Iran, Kazakhstan,
under the agreement with Russia and Chi-
na, could seek to bring into action regional
security mechanisms such as those pro-
posed in the SCO, CSTO and OSCE frame-
works;

e Bring to Tehran’s attention that Kazakhstan
will support Moscow's efforts to strengthen
security of the Russian Federation and its
allies within the CIS and CSTO, which also
includes actions on the basis of a possible
US-Russian compromise (Moscow's refusal
to support Iran in exchange for Washing-
ton's refusal to deploy missile defense);

e As regards to Iran’s nuclear program itself,
Astana can join efforts with Russia to build
a nuclear fuel bank as an alternative conflict
resolution;

e In case of the destabilization of Iran involv-
ing ethnic conflicts, Kazakhstan will not en-
gage in (moral or political) support to some
Pan-Turkic nationalist forces inside Iran, in
which Turkey and Azerbaijan might be in-
terested;

e In case of a large-scale conflict between the
West and Iran, Kazakhstan should distance
itself from it and take all the necessary mili-
tary and political efforts (together with
Russia and allies within the CSTO) to ensure
its own national security.

Vafo Niyatbekov

There will be no retaliation measures against
Central Asia countries from Iran because it is
unlikely that Central Asia countries will support
military action against Iran. Dushanbe did not
support the request of its American counterparts
made by Robert Blake, US Assistant Secretary of
State for South and Central Asia, on March 27,
2012, in which he urged the Central Asian coun-
tries to support sanctions against Iran and stop
business relations with it.

Guli Yuldasheva

It is unlikely that Iran will take any action against
Tashkent because of the latter’s geostrategic im-
portance and historical, cultural, and religious
affinity. Uzbekistan, including the whole Central
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Asia region, is a zone of vital geopolitical and
economic interests of Iran, and the region is per-
ceived as part of Tehran’s geo-economic and so-
cio-cultural sphere of influence. In the worst-case
scenario, it may only be possible that trade and
diplomacy are restricted and borders shut down.

Do you think this US-Iran crisis impacts the

negotiation of a peaceful solution for Af-
ghanistan by marginalizing Tehran?

Murat Laumulin

A military operation scenario looks as follows.
First, Iranian air defense system will be sup-
pressed and radars knocked out. With bases in
Iraq and Afghanistan, the Americans will encircle
Iran, and they have ideal conditions for a radar
reconnaissance. After the suppression of air de-
fenses missile, bomb strikes will be carried out on
nuclear facilities. Large-scale land operation is
virtually ruled out, sabotage raid groups may be
sent in, but this is unlikely. It is possible that in
the event of the conflict Iran’s role and influence
in Afghanistan and generally in the region will
increase.

Vafo Niyatbekov

Today’s situation in Afghanistan does not depend
in any way on the crisis in relations between Iran
and the United States. Allegations that Iran might
support the Taliban have appeared often recently
but are not true. If Taliban win and get back into
power, the influence of Tehran in Kabul will be
reduced.

Guli Yuldasheva

It is almost impossible that the role of Iran in
Afghanistan can be reduced due to its territorial,
historical, cultural and religious affinity with part
of the Afghan population. As far as the regional
security is concerned, issues of drug trafficking
and Afghan refugees cannot be addressed with-
out Tehran’s involvement. In addition, the Islamic
Republic has objective reasons to increase Shiite
influence in Afghanistan, and especially in the
parliament.
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Moreover, Iran has well-grounded economic in-
terests in the region, which it pursues with some
success. In April 2012 it signed a memorandum
on a road construction project to Afghanistan and
Tajikistan, and an agreement on transit trade
with Kabul. There are also negotiations underway
on the feasibility of a Pakistan-Iran gas project.
Any attempt to suspend Iran’s current engage-
ment in Afghanistan and limit Tehran's role there
will inevitably lead to destabilization of the re-
gion, impeding the interests of Central Asian
states and challenging realization of the US long-
term ‘New Silk Road’ strategy. Thus, the Iranian-
American confrontation is, in fact, one of the ma-
jor obstacles to a peaceful resolution in Afghani-
stan.

A non-partisan initiative, the Central Asia
Program at George Washington University
aims to develop academic and policy-
oriented research on contemporary
Central Asia by providing a space for
discussion connecting the policy,

academic, diplomaticc, and business
communities. Its research activities focus
on four main axes: security, development,
state-building, and regional environment.
It calls for a multidisciplinary approach

combining political science, sociology,
anthropology, eCconomics, history,
globalization studies, and security studies.
The CAP aims to get US, European,
Russian, Asian, and Central Asian
counterparts working together, by
promoting various forms of interaction
and joint projects.

More on www.centralasiaprogram.org
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