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Invigorating Tehran-Kabul Relations

ZAHRA ROSTAMI

In 2001, Iran helped the U.S. unseat the Taliban from power.? In the wake of
the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan, Iran remained supportive of the Afghan
government and maintained a distance from the Taliban. But as the tensions
between Iran and the U.S. grew over the former’s nuclear program, Iran
gradually distanced itself from cooperation with the U.S. in Afghanistan’s
security. For instance, it has provided safe havens for the Taliban’s Mashhad
Shura and had provided financial and military support to the group in recent
years.’> More recently, Iran held direct talks with Taliban in December 2018.*

This paper delves into Iran’s role in shaping peace and stability in Afghanistan
and argues that Tehran’s role has a lot to do with its concerns regarding its
own security and the actors in Afghanistan, particularly the U.S., which have
the potential to pose threats to it.

Iran’s Concerns Regarding Security in Afghanistan

Two factors are responsible for Iran’s concerns regarding insecurity in
Afghanistan. First, a less stable and insecure Afghanistan will prevent Iran
from developing strategic ties with Afghanistan for two reasons: if Afghanistan
is not stable enough, Iran’s priorities and concerns-such as those pertaining to
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water sharing, illicit narcotics trade, and refugee issues-will not be addressed
comprehensively. Resolving some of the cross-border social problems and
crime such as trafficking of drugs and humans requires commitment and
strong governance on both sides. A dependent, insecure and weak government
in Afghanistan will find it difficult to maintain a robust relationship with its
neighbors and resolve bilateral issues peacefully and sustainably. Besides, Iran
has cultural and linguistic affiliations with some ethnic groups in Afghanistan
such as the Tajiks and the Hazaras whose rights will be preserved in a secure
and stable Afghanistan.’

Second, the presence of the U.S.-Iran’s ideological adversary-in its eastern
neighbor’s territory is perceived as a threat by Iran.® Tehran’s assumption
is that greater peace and stability in Afghanistan would result in a U.S.
withdrawal from Afghanistan, and that it would reduce the latter’s security
concerns emanating from the U.S. presence that is deemed by Iran to be a
threat to the Islamic Republic.” Iran views the U.S.’s presence in Afghanistan
as the latter’s pretext to develop capabilities to mount a strategic attack on Iran
and effect a regime change. If the U.S. pulls out of Afghanistan, Iran has a
better chance of developing a more productive relationship with Afghanistan to
resolve some mutual issues.® Likewise, as long as Afghanistan remains under
direct protection and support of the U.S. security wise, it will be extremely
difficult for Iran to expand and strengthen its relations with Afghanistan.
Thus, Iran’sengagement in bilateral negotiations with Afghanistan remains
tricky, even on matters where the two neighbors need to solve cross-border
issues among themselves.’

Additionally, the presence of the [slamic State (IS/Daesh) is an additional threat
that Iran senses along its eastern borders. Iran believes that the emergence of
Daesh in Afghanistan is a Western plot similar to the case in Syria where
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Iran worked closely with Russia to defeat the IS. Iran believes that Daesh
is a phenomenon expandable to other states. There are many anti-Iranian
government Baloch insurgent groups operating along Iran’s eastern borders.
According to Iran, Daesh’s rise in Afghanistan combined with the existence
of Baloch insurgent groups will exacerbate the security situation along its
eastern borders and would eventually permeate into other parts of Iran. Thus,
overall, Iran’s primary concerns regarding insecurity in Afghanistan relates to
the potential of the insecurity in Afghanistan for impacting Iranian security.'°

The Trajectory of Iran’s Engagement with Peace and Security
Issues in Afghanistan

The friction between Iran and the U.S. over the latter’s nuclear activities and the
former’s rivalry with Saudi Arabia and Pakistan has, to an extent, served as factor
discouraging Iran from security cooperation with Afghanistan. This has manifested
itself partly in Iran’s attitude towards the peace process in Afghanistan. Although
Iran has participated in several frameworks and platforms aimed at peace and
stability in Afghanistan, it has never been the key actor running the process.'!

U.S.-Iran tensions have contributed to shaping Tehran’s relations with the Taliban.
Iran has always been in favor of a stable government in Afghanistan, at least after
2001. It assisted the U.S. in overthrowing the Taliban despite the fact that it was not
an ally of the U.S., and in the early years of the post-2001 period, Iran maintained
a distance from the Taliban. However, this has not continued in the recent years.
Although it is unclear as to precisely when Iran’s rapprochement with the Taliban
began, Tehran has been sanctioned by the U.S. and its Gulf allies over accusations
of providing financial and military support to the terrorist group at least from
October 2018.'> Moreover, Iran provides safe havens for the Taliban’s Mashhad
Shura, which, according to some estimates, commands over 10% of the Taliban
manpower, and is based in Mashhad, Iran."?

At present, the latest phase of the attempt to negotiate peace with the Taliban, led
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by the U.S., is becoming increasingly complex because multiple regional countries-
all of whom have different perspectives and calculations regarding peace and the
implications of the Taliban coming to power, and want their concerns addressed-
are getting involved in the process.!* For obvious reasons, Iran is undoubtedly one
of those countries.

In this regard, Tehran has consistently participated in the Moscow format talks on
Afghanistan.'® Moreover, in December, 2018 it hosted Taliban representatives in
Tehran for discussions concerning Afghan peace talks.'® These actions demonstrate
that [ran remains open to, and interested in, engaging with the Taliban. It is worth
mentioning that Iran’s engagement with the Taliban sends two messages: firstly,
it is attempting to secure good relations with Afghanistan in a potential future
scenario where the Taliban plays a key role ina future government in Afghanistan;
and secondly, it is trying to demonstrate to the U.S. that it has an open hand in the
negotiations with the group and plays a role in the peace process. Eventually Iranian
officials want the U.S. to realize Iran’s significance and power in Afghanistan and
the region."”

Harnessing Iran’s Priorities for Ensuring Security and Peace in
Afghanistan

As Iran seeks to ensure that there is no direct threat to it from the
Afghan government, Tehran maintains good relations with Afghanistan
notwithstanding the fact that Afghanistan enjoys good relations with Iran’s
opponents like the U.S. Therefore, Afghanistan should seek Iran’s support in
this regard by formulating policies in such a way that nothing in its foreign
policy endeavors threatens Iran’s national security or is perceived as a danger
to Iran’s existence.'® As Kateb University’s Professor Musa Jafari argued
during an interview for this essay, it is vital for Afghanistan to “make a
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strategic deal with its neighbors in accepting Afghanistan’s sovereignty and
independence in a way that the countries in the region, including Iran, avoid
their rivalries to affect Afghanistan.”!® Nonetheless, given the complex nature
of security in Afghanistan, and the relations between the actors involved, it
remains extremely difficult-if not impossible-for Afghanistan to navigate this.

On the other hand, as Avicenna University’s Professor Sardar Mohammad
Rahimi stated during an interview for this essay, that “Iran does not have much
potential to steer regional consensus for peace and stability in Afghanistan.”?
However, Rahimi added that “it is likely that Iran would remain involved
and relevant to influence regional sentiments about security and peace in
Afghanistan through other countries like Russia.”?! This line of thought was
also reiterated by Avicenna University’s Professor Shafaq Khawati during an
interview for this essay, who argued that “the rivalries Iran has with other
countries make it difficult for Iran to be able to play a proactive role that in a

way that would reduce tensions.”?

Despite the limitations in the scope and ability of Iran’s facilitation of security
and peace in Afghanistan, there do exist opportunities for such cooperation
via multilateral frameworks in which Iran is involved. One such framework is
the Kabul Process for Peace and Security Cooperation. The declaration of the
second meeting of the Kabul Process, which was released in February 2018,
focuses primarily on cooperation among its participating members in areas of
security, counter-terrorism and peace.”® Another such platform is the Heart of
Asia-Istanbul Process, in which Iran is a participating country. The main goals
of the Process is “to build regional consensus on how we can achieve our
shared goals,” mainly through political consultation and confidence building
measures.” This provides a cooperation framework for Iran and Afghanistan
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to take advantage of, despite the fact that it would be difficult to bring Iran on
the same page.

A third platform is the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), where both
Iran and Afghanistan are observer members. “Making joint efforts to maintain,
and ensure peace, security and stability in the region,” and “strengthening
mutual trust and neighborliness among member states” are among the main
goals of the SCO, providing a common and suitable platform for Iran and
Afghanistan to strive to achieve a consensus in the broader region on security
and peace in Afghanistan.

Conclusion

Iran’s concerns regarding threats to its national security emanating from
Afghanistan are rooted mainly in the presence of the U.S. and its Gulf allies
in Afghanistan, given how Tehran shares tense relations with those countries.
Additionally, Iran has voiced concerns regarding terrorism in Afghanistan as
far as the overall security of the region and cross-border crimes, including
drug trafficking, is concerned.

However, Iran’s role in Afghanistan remains dubious as it has undertaken
measures to provide financial and military training to the Taliban in recent
years, and more recently, has engaged in direct talks with the Taliban on
the issue of peace in Afghanistan. Moreover, its frictions with the U.S. and
its Gulf allies, and its close ties with Russia and China, has put Iran on the
opposite bloc of the current direct peace talks with the Taliban led by the U.S.

In this backdrop, securing Iran’s cooperation for security and peace in
Afghanistan remains extremely difficult given the prevailing complexities
with regard to security and peace in Afghanistan and the ambitions and
interests of all actors involved. Nonetheless, existing multilateral platforms in
which Iran is a participant provide possibilities for exploring and expanding
Iran-Afghanistan cooperation. These platforms include the Kabul Process,
the Heart of Asia-Istanbul Process and the SCO.

Policy Recommendations

e For Iran to contribute more constructively towards peace and stability
in Afghanistan, Tehran can take more active part and engage existing
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multilateral frameworks.

For Iran to enjoy greater security via Afghanistan and to feel less threatened
by the presence and influence of the U.S., Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia in
Afghanistan, Tehran should meet the others and discuss ways to foster a
kind of peace in Afghanistan that benefits all. Since it might be difficult
for Iran to even begin negotiations with its adversaries/rivals, a third-party
representative whom all sides trust could be tapped.

Afghanistan should be extremely clear about its foreign policy towards
neighboring countries. The Afghan government should make it clear to its
neighbors that in order to bring peace and stability in Afghanistan and in
the region, countries should set their rivalries and hostilities aside.

Iran should be clear about its strategy, i.e. either aim for peace in
Afghanistan or support the Taliban. If Iran truly seeks security and peace
in Afghanistan, it should cease its support to the Taliban rather continue
negotiating with them.



