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Veteran Iranian diplomat, ambassador Seyyed Hossein Mousavian

Freed from decades of economic sanctions, Tehran has got doors open for
new opportunities for its businesses to prosper. With economic growth comes
the political, as Iran is asserting its role as an influential player on the
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the political, as Iran is asserting its role as an influential player on the
international scene ‐ and, especially, in the Middle East. However, with some
neighbors not too happy with Iran's deal, and America's constantly changing
partner‐or‐enemy attitude, how can it influence what's going on in the region
right now? And, can it have an impact on the global balance of power? We
ask veteran Iranian diplomat ‐ ambassador Seyyed Hossein Mousavian is on
Sophie&Co.

Follow @SophieCo_RT

Sophie Shevarnadze: Veteran Iranian diplomat, ambassador Seyyed Hossein
Mousavian, welcome to the show, it's really great to have you with us.
Ambassador, the lifting of international sanctions has shaken off the isolation.
Has it made Iran more friends or enemies?

Seyyed Hossein Mousavian: Definitely, Iran would have more friends. You
can see the relations with different countries from China to Europe, even,
many bilateral issues with the U.S., how positively is going on ‐ it is a clear
sign of the positive impact of the nuclear deal on Iranian foreign policy.

SS: Saudi Arabia broke off diplomatic ties with Iran earlier this month due to
violence at the Saudi embassy in Tehran that followed the Saudi execution of a
Shia cleric. Iran's foreign minister Mohammad Javad Zarif said "Riyadh was
looking for an excuse to break off relations" - do you think that's the case? I
mean, what does Saudi Arabia stand to gain from upping the confrontation?

SM: I believe this is true, unfortunately, because the Saudis are going to do
everything they can to prevent rapprochement between Iran and the big
powers, after the Iranian nuclear deal. To my understanding, the Saudi's main
issue, main problem, main concern is that Iran now has upper hand in the
region and they have lost their influence on many critical issues in the region.
You know, from 2005 to 2013 or even 2015, for about 10 years, Saudis, they
tried everything they could to prevent a possible peaceful nuclear settlement
between Iran and the world powers. Even, they pushed the U.S. to attack Iran,
however they failed. After 2011, they tried to convince the U.S. to attack Syria
and they were presenting the notion of "Assad must go" ‐ neither the U.S.
attacked Syria, and today Assad is in power, and Europeans, Americans ‐ the
Western countries ‐ now they understand that Assad is a part of solution and
they have left the notion of "Assad must go". They invaded Yemen, they have
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they have left the notion of "Assad must go". They invaded Yemen, they have
killed thousands of civilians and it is a quagmire for them, because they feel
that really they are in a crisis.

SS: We're gonna get to Syria and Yemen in just a bit, but before we do that, do
you think this break in relations between the Saudis and the Iranians will last
for long? Could there be a long term Cold War between the two countries?

SM: I don't believe that would be long‐term, something like Iran and the U.S.,
for 35‐37 years. It may take about one year, ultimately, they would go for re‐
establishing the relations.

SS: But with so much hostility towards Iran from Sunni states in the Middle
East, is there are danger of an actual military confrontation between Iran and
Saudi Arabia?

SM: I really don't believe Saudi Arabia would ever try to go to military
confrontation, because they already tried during the war in 1980‐1988, the
most powerful Arab army, Iraq, invaded Iran. Saudi Arabia, other Arab
countries, they supported Saddam after 8 years, now Saddam is gone, they
failed and Iran is one of the most powerful countries in the region, and Iran is
very much stable. They tried already, and they know their capacity. They even
haven't been able to manage Yemen and Bahrain, after military campaign in
Bahrain which is smaller than one of the Iranian cities. Therefore, I don't
believe they would ever go for military confrontation with Iran.

SS: Once again, Iran's foreign minister Mohammad Javad Zarif has said that
Saudi Arabia is panicking over Iran's possible reconciliation with the West. Why
is this prospect so scary for the Saudis?

SM: See, Saudis... if you want to understand Saudi's mindset, they now are
thinking: after 37 years of the most cohersion policies against Iran: military
war, economic war, political war, now how strong and stable and influential
Iran is in the region. Despite the fact that Iran had no relations with the U.S.,
was in hostilities with the U.S., Iran‐U.S. relations were always not good, but
now they are really afraid that such Iran, if it's going to have normal relations
with the Western countries, less confrontational situation with the U.S. and
more engagement with the international powers ‐ these would increase the
role and influence of Iran in the region. This is their issue. That's why they are
going to do everything to block a better relation between Iran and the
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going to do everything to block a better relation between Iran and the
international community.

SS: Saudis are now conducting a campaign in Yemen, like you've said - fighting
against the Houthis , a popular Shia movement that aligns itself with Iran. Is
Saudi Arabia fighting a campaign against the Houthis to prevent Iran from
having influence there?

SM: I don't believe so, because they know very well, Houthis or Zaidis ‐ they
really have nothing to do with Iran. They have been ruling Yemen for 1,000
years. They were removed off from the power in early 1960s when Egypt
invaded Yemen. Therefore, they have roots, they have history of 1,000 rule in
Yemen. Of course they have good relations with Iran, no doubt about it, but
the Saudis, with invasion of Yemen, they have pushed Houthis and Zaidis to
have more cooperation, strategic relations with Iran ‐ otherwise they could
have good relations with Houthis; after Egyptian invasion in early 1960s
Saudis were actually supporting Houthis, that's why I believe, this is their own
mistake, it is not Iranian issue.

SS: But what about the Yemeni Houthis? Can then they count on Iran's help in
the matter?

SM: I believe they count more than everything on themselves, and their
power and their people. Houthis want their share, their role ‐ they believe
they have been removed from the power, they have been deprived from their
own legitimate share, therefore military strike, military campaign would never
resolve Yemen issue. You know thousands of civilians have been killed by
Saudi strikes, still this is really a quagmire for a Saudi Arabia, in Yemen. I
believe, like the nuclear deal, the diplomacy would work for Yemen. I believe
they can ‐ Iran and Saudi Arabia, with other regional powers and international
powers, ‐ they can immediately sit together to have a transitional government
and to have a peaceful election and leave it to Yemenis nation to decide who
should rule Yemen.

SS: So you don't see the Yemen issue turning into a proxy war between Saudi
Arabia and Iran, right?

SM: I really don't believe this is the case. This is more a Yemeni‐Saudi issue.

SS: Sure.
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SS: Sure.

SM:This is not an Iranian issue.

SS: But Saudis have been bombing Yemen for a year now with no end in sight.
Has the conflict stuck? Have they become bogged down there?

SM: This is my belief. Now, everybody is saying, even the Republicans in the
U.S., they are worried that Yemen would become Vietnam of Saudi Arabia.
Everyone understands, Saudi is spending billions of dollars, killing thousands
of civilians, have achieved zero in Yemen. Therefore, this... I believe, Iran also
should understand Saudi Arabia, Iran also should try to help Saudi Arabia, to
find a face‐saving solution or a face‐saving exit from the Yemen crisis, and
this is a way to go: Saudis, ultimately, they would understand they have to
stop the war. They would have to stop bombing Yemenis and they would
have to go for diplomacy.

SS: Now, Iran has invested considerably in both Iraq and Syria, helping both
militaries to confront and beat back Islamic State. Seeing how the progress
against the terror group is so slow, is there a danger of Tehran getting bogged
down in fight against ISIS?

SM: ISIS is not created by Tehran. Everyone knows the source of ideology, the
source of money, the source of weapons is from Saudi Arabia and some Sunni
countries ‐ the source of ideology is wahhabism, the source of money and
weapons is from Saudi Arabia and some Arab ally countries... Iran practically is
the victim of expansion of terrorism in the region by the Saudi Arabia ‐
therefore, Iran has no choice but to fight terrorism. In Syria and Iraq,
practically, this has been the Iraqi government and Syrian government
inviting Iran to help them to fight ISIS. Iran has been invited by the legitimate
and legal governments in Damascus and in Baghdad, to cooperate to fight
against ISIS. In the absence of invitation of the two governments, Iran would
never be involved in Syria and in Iraq.

SS: But they are now, so do you think it's going to get stuck there? Because the
progress is very slow...

SM: If Iran is stuck there, I believe the region and the international powers,
they would be stuck too. It is not Iran issue. The world now understands: ISIS,
Al‐Qaeda, the wave of new terrorism in the Middle East is the main source of
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Al‐Qaeda, the wave of new terrorism in the Middle East is the main source of
threat to international peace and security...

SS: Okay, so let me put it this way: do you think everyone will be stuck in the
conflict of ISIS and Iraq and Syria? Do you think this is going to drag on
forever?

SM: If the current trend continues, I believe everyone would be stuck,
because there's no real cooperation between regional powers and
international powers to fight ISIS. Some countries, like Iran and Syria, they are
fighting ISIS, some countries like Turkey and Saudi Arabia, they are
supporting ISIS. In such a situation, who can be sure that the region and the
international community would be able to win over ISIS?

SS: Both Iran and Saudi Arabia are members of different anti-ISIS coalitions. Is
any coordination in this fight possible?

SM: I believe the coordination should be between the two big coalitions: one
coalition is led by the U.S. and Arab allies, Western allies, and the other
coalition is between Russia, Iran, Iraq and Syria. We need the Coalition of
Coalitions. If there's such cooperation in order to coordinate the activities
between the two coalitions fighting ISIS, I believe Iran and Saudi Arabia also
would be able to cooperate within such a framework, fighting ISIS.

SS: So how is the Coalition of the Coalitions possible with a cutting of a
diplomatic relations between Riyadh and Tehran. Won't this affect negotiations
on Syria? I mean, do you really see Saudis and Iranians, sitting down at the
same table?

SM: Iran and the U.S., they don't have diplomatic relations. How could they
negotiate to resolve the nuclear issue? This is a good example. Iran and the
U.S, they don't have diplomatic relations, how they could negotiate to resolve
the current issues like the sailors, like the exchange, the swap of prisoners?
Iran and the U.S. also are negotiating on how to manage Syria. Therefore,
diplomatic relation really is not the obstacle that can prevent the cooperation.
What we need is political intention ‐ even in the absence of the diplomatic
relations. If there's a good political intention, like Tehran and Washington ‐
how have they been cooperating in the last two years ‐ Iran and Saudi Arabia
also can negotiate within the international framework.

SS: Now, donations coming from private sources inside Saudi Arabia play a
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SS: Now, donations coming from private sources inside Saudi Arabia play a
huge role in ISIS' funding. It's a known fact. Is it impossible to trace and shut
them down?

SM: I believe, the world powers, they have really never been serious to block
the source of funding for terrorism in the Middle East. Remember what they
did against Iran during nuclear crisis? How many resolution, the U.S. Treasury
representatives, they were going to every country to block every financial
cooperation and transactions with Iran. They have never done such a move to
fight ISIS, because they know the problem is within some governments in the
region, and the Western allies, ultimately, would be accused of funding
terrorism.

SS: Another major player in the region - Turkey - is also facing a threat from
ISIS. I mean, Islamic State is blowing people up in Turkish cities, but Iraq's PM
says he sees no evidence that Turkey is serious about fighting the Islamic State.
Why is that, in your opinion?

SM: Because, there has been a lot of evidence, recognized even by Western
countries, that Turkey has been supporting ISIS, buying their oil, arms to ISIS
are coming, a big part of it, is coming across Turkish border. Turkey,
practically, is supporting Jabhat al‐Nusra, another terrorist groups. Therefore,
there is a big international suspicion against the role of Turkey in supporting
of terrorism, to bring the government of Assad to a total collapse. As long as
Turkey is in such a situation, I don't believe even the world powers would be
able to trust Turkey fighting terrorism.

SS: The Taliban is very much alive in Afghanistan, and now ISIS is establishing
a foothold in it on Iran's border. What's Iran going to do about that, if
anything?

SM: Iran definitely would be powerful to defend its borders, everyone now
recognizes the fact that Iran is very stable, despite of all the crises around the
Iranian border: crisis in Iraq, crisis in Pakistan, crisis in Afghanistan... Iran has
been able to handle its security and stability despite of all crises for over a
decade. Therefore, I don't believe Taliban or ISIS would be able to harm Iran.

SS: Would Iran be willing to help Afghanistan in a fight against Taliban or ISIS?

SM: There are negotiations for reconciliation between Afghanistan
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SM: There are negotiations for reconciliation between Afghanistan
government and Taliban. Many people, they see a little bit of difference
between ISIS and Taliban. Taliban, also, they have moderate versions. Iranians
would not object if there's going to be a peaceful settlement and cooperation
between Kabul and Taliban in order to bring stability in Afghanistan. As long
as Taliban is not going to have terrorist activities against Iran, and as long as
Taliban is ready to negotiate for peaceful settlement with Kabul, I don't
believe Iran would go to war against Taliban.

SS: About the sanctions, with the lifting of them, Iran can return to oil market
and is increasing its output of up to 500,000 barrels per day. In an already
oversupplied market, how much benefit can it really have? I mean, as Iranian
oil will most likely drive the general price for commodity down....

SM: I really don't count too much on the oil issue for Iran after sanctions,
because nowadays the price has dropped to something like $25, $22, and
many people are talking about possible lower drop, even up to $15 ‐ but
lifting sanctions would make possible for Iran to move other dimension of
their economy. It is not only about the oil. The private sector of Iran would be
revived. Iran has a very very powerful private sector. Practically, private sector
was isolated or extremely weakened during the sanctions. Iranian banks
would be able to have transactions with international banks. Foreign
countries would like to come for financing, trade, investment in Iran. This is
something which would help Iranian economy to have more engagement on
industry, on technology, on investment with the international community.
Although, I am afraid, the oil price would not really help Rouhani's
government.

SS: Now, Obama Administration has reached a deal with Iran. But at home, in
America, the treaty was met with opposition from Republicans. Will the new
American President be pressured by those interests to assume a tougher line
with Iran?

SM: I think, any Republican candidates or even Democrats, including Hillary
Clinton, most probably they would have tougher policies against Iran.
Nevertheless, we are now thinking about normal diplomatic relations
between Iran and the U.S. It's not going to happen soon. The key issue is to
prevent a confrontation between Iran and the U.S. The advantage of
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prevent a confrontation between Iran and the U.S. The advantage of
diplomacy on nuclear, high‐level direct engagement was preventing a war.
This is a very‐very important issue and I believe the next administration
whether Republican or Democratic, they would try to have a direct channel
with Iran also. They are not going to close such a channel. Secondly, such a
direct channel has helped the U.S. and Iran to resolve some of the bilateral
issues, like the financial dispute in Hague, now the U.S. is going to pay $1.4
bln dollars to Iran, after 35 years of disputes; sailors, coming to Iranian waters,
about the prisoners that were exchanged. This direct channel would help to
bring down the tensions, bilateral conflicts between Iran and the U.S. We are
now thinking, and I don't believe it would be realistic to think about Iran‐U.S.
strategic engagement because of the nuclear deal. Nuclear deal was only
about nuclear, preventing a war.

SS: Yeah, but it was still hailed as an opportunity to build a relationship
between Washington and Tehran. But now the U.S. has just slapped Iran with
new sanctions over its missile tests... Is this a move to reassure lawmakers at
home?

SM: See, Iranians, they cannot trust the U.S. exactly because of this behaviour.
We had nuclear deal, we had implementation of nuclear deal, right one day
after the U.S. imposed new sanctions on missiles ‐ the U.S. Congress is
tirelessly looking to impose new sanctions. The governor of Texas is saying:
"I'm not going to implement the joint plan of action of the nuclear deal,
despite Washington has signed the deal" ‐ the fact is, the U.S. is not united
about Iran. There's a big cleavage within the U.S. on how to deal with Iran. As
long as we have such an internal, domestic fighting in the U.S. on how to deal
with Iran, I don't believe we would be able to have improvement on Iran‐U.S.
relations, because every positive step would be rewarded by a negative step
of some lobby groups, Republicans or even radical Democrats in the U.S.

SS: Thank you very much for this interview. We were talking to (2507 fff), a
veteran Iranian ambassador, former nuclear negotiator, now scholar at the
Princeton University, discussing Iran's role in containing the conflicts in the
Middle East and the shifting power balance in the region. That's it for this
edition of Sophie&Co, I will see you next time.
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