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Today, the single greatest challenge to American power in the Middle East is Iran. The Islamic Republic is a state in which the United States has not had diplomatic relations with since 1979.  The Middle East, a region in which the United States has spent hundreds of billions of dollars in does not communicate with this regional superpower.  By virtue of its size, history, resources, location and influence in the region, Iran has to been taken into consideration with regards to US policy in the Middle East.  During the 1960s and 70s, Iran alongside Saudi Arabia, formed the twin pillar strategy, which ensured an unimpeded flow of oil to the West.  However, our amicable relationship with Iran deteriorated over time and ultimately collapsed after the Iranian revolution in 1979.  Since that time, Iran has served as the most problematic state to US interests in the region.  Iran’s harsh rhetoric and brash tactics make it difficult for the US to make progress in the area.  However, Iran is too important not to have diplomatic relations with and there must be a middle ground forged between the two states.  The failure to engage Iran will result in the continued loss of long term security objectives in the Middle East. 
Before embarking on negotiations with Iran, it is imperative for US personnel to give credence to Iranian history.  For the most part, Iran has had the contiguous borders for the last 200 years and its history is full of successes, which date back to the time of Darius.
 Iran used to be a vibrant state which absorbed many different kinds of cultures.  Also, they used to be the center of the Persian Empire which was the superpower of the day.  Iranians have a great feel for their history and believe that they have a rightful place as a power in the world.
  This perception is at war with the reality that Iran has been a penetrated system for the last 100 years.
  As a result, Iran has been subjected to imperialist ambitions of Western nations and used as a pawn in the game of great power politics.   

The problem of contemporary Iran has its roots in the 1953 coup that ousted democratically elected Mohammed Mossedegh from power.  In All the Shah’s Men, Stephen Kinzer tells the provocative story of the US sponsored overthrow of Mossadegh in 1953. The US, working in conjunction with British intelligence, financed a well orchestrated stream of protests in the summer of 1953.
 This, coupled with the manipulation of newspapers in and around Tehran, proved too much for Mossadegh to overcome. Furthermore, on the day of his ousting, Mossadegh did not mobilize his forces to combat the rioters.
 The forces he had at his disposal were royalist; therefore it remains uncertain if they would have come to his aid if called upon.


 The coup planted the seeds of anti-Americanism in Iran, which would come full circle during the Iranian Revolution of 1979. A lot of questions still remain from that fateful summer of 1953. One of the more pressing questions left unanswered is, were US fears of communism in Iran substantial? The Dulles brothers, who were eventually talked into supporting a coup, were told that Iran’s Tudeh party had very close links with Moscow. While that is true, it is also crucial to point out that Stalin had just died in March of 1953.
 It is safe to assume that the Kremlin had more important business than taking over Iran. It is important to note that during the previous US administration, Iranians looked up to the US for their seemingly fair ways, as evident by a 50/50 split on oil shares in Saudi Arabia.
  That all changed after the coup of Mossadegh, as one Iranian woman remarks to Stephen Kinzer, “We always loved America...the country that helped us while other countries were exploiting us… why did you Americans do that terrible thing (overthrow Mossadegh)”.
  The failure of the Eisenhower administration to see the potential long term consequences would subsequently doom US policy. As a result, Iranians displeasure with the US would grow, as Mohammad Reza Shah would rule through suppressive means for the next 26 years.  Finally, the manifestation of years of degradation would unleash itself in 1979. 

The fierceness and ruthlessness that Mossaddgh’s heirs lacked was not an issue for Khomeini’s revolutionary forces.  Winds of change were blowing on the eve of the revolution in 1979, as the provincial government was losing its grip.  The civil and political situation on the ground was extremely fluid, with most of Iran’s educated middle class fleeing the country.
  Ironically, many of their visas were stamped and approve for departure to the United States.
  The fuse that set the situation ablaze was Reza Shah.  The former Shah of Iran had fallen ill and needed dire medical assistance.  US personnel in Tehran warned President Jimmy Carter that admitting the Shah would surely jeopardize US relations with Iran.  Even President Carter was famously quoted as saying “What are you guys going to advise me to do when they overrun our embassy and take our people hostage.”
 Carter did not make the final decision to admit the Shah until a few days later when he received confirmation from the Iranian provincial government that the embassy would be protected.
 As already mentioned, the situation in Iran was anything but static and the ensuing embassy crisis would eventually sack a US president as well as sour relations between the two states to the current day.  


The US decision to admit the Shah emboldened Khomeini and gave his revolutionary pundits more power.  Students were behind the US embassy takeover, but Khomeini quickly seized the matter to usurp power.  He used the hostages to purify his revolution and oust leftist groups and moderates who comprised the original revolution.
 The short term gains were tremendous, but Iran chose to ignore the long term ramifications.  In Persian, its called mard-e-rendi, this is outsmarting oneself with the pursuit of immediate gains, while ignoring the larger picture.
  Iran often commits to this policy as evidence by their support of terrorist organizations and the constant vilification of the United States.  As a result, Iran’s economy has suffered tremendously.  For starters, it is hard for Iran to get outside contractors to come for a reasonably price.  Often times, Iran pays double for the construction in their cities.  This, alongside UN sanctions, has resulted in Iran rooting itself in their position, while their interests suffer.  

While Iran has had contiguous borders for over 200 years, it has not always been smooth.  Iran borders both Afghanistan and Iraq, which have been a point of friction for the last 20 years.  Iran has supported insurgent groups in Iraq and Afghanistan in order to counter US presence in the region.  However, Iranian scholar Vali Nasr believes that Iran can have its strongest impact economically in both regions.
  Already we have seen the potential positive affects of Iranian influence in the bazaars of Western Afghanistan.  Iranian businessmen have taken it upon themselves to pave roads and trade with bazaar owners there.  Besides the economic benefits, this approach may also boost their image in the region.  In Iraq, Iran has funded multiple militia groups, most notably, Muqtada al- Sadr and the Mahdi Army.
  Once again, Iran is playing the role of snake in the grass.  Besides their borders, Iran has less than amicable relations with other countries such as Saudi Arabia and Jordan.  One of the biggest fears of a nuclear Iran is that it will accelerate an arms race in the Middle East.  However, Iran will tell you that the Zionists have already started one.

The population makeup of Iran is very unique and adds another dynamic to the Persian puzzle.   Iran has a disproportionately large youth population and a small but emerging middle class.  The youth population is beginning to come into their own and are better educated than at any point in history.  Persian is now reportedly the word’s fourth most utilized language for internet bloggers. In recent years, the youth have clashed with Revolutionary forces and its core values.  The youth movement should preclude a return of the authoritarian inclinations that dominated the first decade of the revolution.  There were riots and protests of great significance after the election of Ahmadinjad in 2008 and signs point to future domestic unrest amongst the youth population.  However, it is ironic that young Iranians and the United States wanted Presidential candidate Hossein Mousavi to win.  It was Mousavi in the 1980’s who was training insurgents in Lebanon to kill US forces.
  He is worse than Ahmadnijad as the world thinks they are getting a reformer when in reality he from the same elite inner circle in Iranian politics.  

While engaging Iran is important, it is equally important to know our limits.  Since Ahmadinejad surprised everyone and won the 2005 presidential elections, Iran has tilted towards its revolutionary roots.
  The brash talking former mayor of Tehran is intent on keeping the status quo.  However, he is not to be taken lightly, as some foreign policy analysts often do.  Ahmadinejad is a master showman and a true man of the people.  He lives a modest life and goes on tours of the countryside, literally handing out money to people.  His boldness is unmatched, as he shocked Syrian President Bashar al-Assad in 2007 when they ate a lunch on the floor at Ahmadinejad modest home.
  He may not be the most powerful man in Iran, but certainly has a seat a seat at the table. 

While Ahmadinejad rhetoric gets a lot of media attention, it is important to note that he is not the only influential conservative in Iran.  The economy is centralized and 80 percent of it is government run.  Therefore, there are large power brokers that both conservatives and reformers have to accommodate in order to succeed at the polls.
  While the exact figures are unknown, many of these people lean conservative and are a key factor in the rise of Ahmadinejad in 2005.
  

One of the more intriguing elements of contemporary Iran is the role the Revolutionary Guards play.  Serving as the elite military wing of Iran, the Revolutionary Guards began usurping power after the end of the Iran-Iraq War.
  The election of President Ahmadinejad in 2005 marked another turning point for the Revolutionary Guards.  Now the Guards have gained stakes in the energy sector, which used to be predominately owned by state controlled oil companies.  Furthermore, former Guard members have successfully run for elected office.  They have prominent roles in the interior ministry, which is of keen interest to Ahmadinejad.  As it stands, the ministry of the interior is in charge of the police force and the implementation of elections.
  Ahmadinejad is using the guards as a tool to curb dissent and influence the polls.  In early 2010, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton stated that Iran is at risk of a coup by the Revolutionary Guards.
  Whether or not this will come to fruition, the US recognizes their influence and has tried to contain it through sanctions.  United Nations resolutions 1737, 1747 and 1803 are target economic sanctions on Iran, aimed particular at the Revolutionary Guards.
  Unfortunately for the US, Iran has become more entrenched in its position and seems to be farther away from the negotiating table, then any other time. 
Economic sanctions come primarily out of Iran’s nuclear ambitions. Iran is continuing to enrich uranium and has not readily informed the international community of its intentions.  Iran’s leaders say the nuclear program is peaceful and they want to harvest nuclear power for civilian purposes.  Despite Iran’s contention, it remains a fact that they are defaulting on their international commitments. They are a signatory the Non-Proliferation Treaty and have signed a safeguards agreement with the International Atomic Energy Agency.
  Those are voluntary commitments with the international community, which they have failed to fully comply with.  They have refused the latest proposal from France, which would have them send Iran downgraded Uranium that could not be enhanced for building bombs.
  Unfortunately, France and the other permanent members of the Security Council have failed in bringing Iran to the negotiating table, thus far.  Even though the greater international community has had difficulty engaging Iran, it is important to keep trying new and innovative approaches.  Recently, Turkey and Brazil have stepped up and have made overtures to the Islamic Republic.


The implications of negotiations between Iran and the United States would be felt by the entire international community.  Regardless of the outcome, there are multiple interests at stake if the two countries were to discuss their differences in a diplomatic manner.  However, there are numerous obstacles to an eventual meeting of high ranking officials.  The US must ward off several battles on the domestic front in order to embark on fruitful negotiations.  President Obama will have to navigate carefully around the Israeli lobby and other interest groups. From Tehran’s perspective, they must walk a fine line in any negotiations with the US.  After all, President Ahmadinejad rode the wave of anti-Western rhetoric into power back in 2005 and risks losing his support base.  However, the United States understands that Iran is far too important when looking at their location, resources and influence in the region, not to try to have diplomatic relations with.  The geopolitical dynamics of 21st century politics dictates that the US must engage Iran in order to maintain stability and influence in the Middle East. 

It is in the best interest of the United States to open up diplomatic dialogue with Iran.  Even if the prospects for engaging Iran seem bleak, the US must try.  The US will have to change its approach and narrow the agenda to have a chance.  More specifically, the US could frame negotiations over a certain subject, as opposed to trying to mend all fences at once.  One of the many lessons learned from Iran-Contra and the Embassy crisis is, the narrower the scope of the agenda, the better.  A starting point for negotiations will be over an issue of national interest to both Iran and the United States.  Any potential list will be headlined by three critical issues that permeate in the region today: terrorism, Afghanistan and Iraq.
  There is also the international concern of Iran’s nuclear ambitions.  Unfortunately, the last eight months suggest that Iran is not willing to capitulate or even discuss their continued development of uranium.  Iran is steadfast on becoming the tenth nuclear power at any cost, economic or other.  Also, many Iranians feel it is their inherent right to have nuclear weapons, more specifically, the power and prestige that goes along with joining the nuclear club.
  This also aluminates another interesting dynamic of Iran, in that legalisms do not carry much merit.  The US has stated time and time again that Iran is violating international law with regards to NPT and IAEA safeguards agreement.
  However, Iranians do not give much credence to international law.  In 1946, when then Iranian Prime Minister Ahmad Qavam met with Stalin over the presence of Soviet troops on Iranian soil after World War II, he did not mention any of the numerous international treaties the Soviet Union was violating.
  Rather, he framed his case for Soviet withdrawal over more amicable relations in the future.
  Also, while Russia was considered a superpower at the time, it did not have enough resources in Iran to pull a better deal.
  Furthermore, one of the first steps taking by the Islamic Republic was to abolish Western laws and customs. Even though the US is correct in asserting Iranian’s failure to comply with international law, they cannot continue to be consumed by it.  This is another instance in which perceptions and reality collide between the US and Iran. 


Seeing no breakthroughs on the current nuclear dilemma, the US is left with Iraq and Afghanistan as potential topics for discussion.  Afghanistan gives the US a viable option for engagement.  Both Iran and the US despise the Taliban and there is much to be gained financially in Afghanistan for Iranian businessmen.
  As already mentioned, Iranian businessmen have made small gains in establishing trade links with bazaar owners in Western Afghanistan.  Also, with wars in both Afghanistan and Iraq, which border Iran, negotiations may better stabilize internal elements of Iranian society.  However, Iran would give up its revolutionary roots by engaging with the United States and the words uttered in Khomeini’s final fatwa still resonate with elites.  It is going to have to be a careful balance of state interests and national identity.  The United States will have to come up with an innovative solution to make Ahmadinejad change his stance. 


The recent elections in Iraq may have set back US- Iranian collaboration in that region as well as suggest future issues.  Allawi, a secular Shiite, received the most votes but fell short of a majority needed to govern Iraq.  If he were to form a coalition, it is unsure how Tehran would approach the new government.  Allawi has already publicly stated that Iran was meddling in the elections and tried to foment opposition to his Iraqi National Movement party.
  These developments should be of great concern to  US foreign policy makers.  The US needs to pay close attention, as Allawi may not be able to form a government and the prospects of a Shiite ruling coalition featuring Muqtada al- Sadr is likely.  As the US continues its withdrawal from Iraq this summer, it cannot afford to have Iran meddling even more in the affairs of Iraqi domestic politics.  The US risks losing all its gains in Iraq if the recent elections stir up Iranian ambitions there.  Iran has funded counter-insurgency groups in Iraq in the past and these recent developments are testing the delicate relationship between the two countries.
  The United States should recognize the economic opportunities Iran has in Iraq and try to exploit it to deter violence.  The current relationship between Iran and Iraq is very unique.  Iranian scholar, Vali Nasr was driving in Basra among Iraqi soldiers who just fought against Iranian backed militias and held nothing back in describing their distain for Iran.
  However, when Nasr and the soldiers stop at the local bazaar and eat fresh watermelon, Nasr asks, “where did the fruit come from” and a soldier replies “Well Iran of course”.


Barak Obama will have to sway public support behind him before entering negotiations with the Islamic Republic.  The same study by the Program on International Policy Attitudes report shows that 78 percent of US citizens polled had strong negative feelings towards the current Iranian government.
  Furthermore, 56 percent of people polled also had negative feeling towards the Iranian people.
 Besides the general public, President Obama must deal with the American-Israeli Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC).  The United States is a historically Judeo-Christian state and AIPAC is of key importance around election season.  A large majority of Jewish people reside in states with considerable amounts of electoral votes such as Florida, New York and California.
  Obama may be risking his bid to get reelected in 2012 if he does not adequately address the concerns of AIPAC.
  The current health care dilemma and row with Israel does not give President Obama much room to maneuver, especially amongst the Jewish elites.  During the Presidential debates, Obama mentioned possible talks with the Islamic Republic, while John McCain did just the opposite.  During one of the televised debates, McCain said “How can you sit down with President Ahmadinejad when he has called for wiping Israel off the map”.
  Besides addressing public opinion, Senator McCain’s comments also shed some much needed light on the rhetoric emanating from both sides.   

Public opinion of the US in Iran is extremely low, as the majority of individuals are opposed to US foreign policy.  In 2007, the Program on International Policy Attitudes published a report on policy attitudes in Iran and the United States.  This report displayed high levels of distrust towards the US, amongst Iranians.
  In particular, Iranians do not believe that US intervention in Afghanistan and Iraq was to protect them against terrorist attacks.  Almost half of the Iranians polled believe that political and military dominance is the main reason for US intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan.
  Of the 1300 people polled, 93 percent have an unfavorable feeling towards the US government.
  However, the poll also shows that only 48 percent have an unfavorable feeling towards US citizens.
  This is in contrast to Americans, who overwhelmingly dislike the current government and the people of Iran.  It seems as though American citizens do not distinguish between the government and the people of Iran.  This clearly displays one of the fundamental flaws as most US citizens lack a basic understanding of the Islamic Republic. 

The inflammatory remarks coming from Tehran are serious impediments to future negotiations.  While he carries the torch of anti Western propaganda, Ahmadinejad’s words are proving rather costly.  As already mentioned, it costs Iran almost double what other countries pay for contractors to come in and work on large scale construction problems. Recently, Ahmadinejad is sounding more defiant against other states in the Gulf Region.  Iran now wants all planes flying over Iran to say “Persian Gulf” on them.
  This is a tactic to reassert their influence in an area now full of US tankers. The US must be aware of the master showman that is Ahmadinejad and therefore, need to pick their location of negotiations with great care. 

The Revolutionary Guards are a key entity in Iran to keep an eye on if negotiations were gaining traction.  It is uncertain how the guards would react since they wield considerable influence in the ministry of the interior. The guards have control the interior police and oversee the implantation of elections.
  If Iran were to enter negotiations with the US on developing a common policy towards Iraq or Afghanistan, it is the guards who will be have to deal with domestic upheaval.  On the other hand, they have significant stakes in the economy, in particular, the energy sector.
  More amicable relations will equate to a relaxation of trade barriers and possibly eliminating United Nations sanctions. Thee four rounds of economic sanctions against the Islamic Republic have been aimed at the Revolutionary Guards.  Also, the US and France have called for more political openness and show distain in repressive measures taken by the guards to beat and kill political dissidents.  Human rights add another interesting caveat into the proceedings.  The UN Human Rights Committee and NGOs such as Amnesty International have held Iran in violation of basic human rights.  Although history shows that the US will turn a blind eye to human rights if there is a larger security deal on the table.  The US has made deals with some the most egregious violators of human rights, including Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Uzbekistan and Romania.  There is no reason to believe that Iran would some how be treated differently.

Negotiating with Iran will not be easy. It will be a long, arduous journey, in which achievements may not be immediately evident and difficult to measure.  However, Iran is gaining elite status in the Middle East and is too important not to have diplomatic relations with.  The United States must learn from their past failures in order to prevail in the future.  The US has been locked in a cold war with the Islamic Republic since 1979 and it is time to re-think engagement.  There are multiple areas of discussion for Iran and the United States to find mutual gains.  A foundation for relations between the two countries must be started or else the US risks losing its position in the Middle East forever. 


There are many prominent foreign policy experts who believe the United States has successfully isolated Iran.  These experts say the Islamic Republic has few allies, is too radical and their economy is on the verge of collapse.  Unfortunately, this could not be any further from the truth. The stark reality is that Iran has defeated the US for the last 30 years in almost every way imaginable.  Iran has evolved from a rogue state sponsor of terrorism to a dangerously rational regime with a long reach in the Middle East.
  Iran has successfully used proxies in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Israel to upset the status quo and revive Shia prowess in the region.
  The brash anti-Western rhetoric that often emanates out of Tehran caused them to be labeled radical and irrational.  Meanwhile, Iran plots behind the guise of their rhetoric to extend their reach in the region.  As former CIA operative Robert Baer puts it, “more often than not, Iran is willing to put away the Quran and pick up the Kalashnikov.”
  


The consequences of keeping the status quo with Iran are unacceptable.  The United States will continue to lose traction in the Middle East if their policy towards Iran is not drastically overhauled.  History shows us that Iran is far more pragmatic then some analysts would otherwise suggest.  The Islamic Republic has used the Jerusalem force, the intelligence sector of the Revolutionary Guards, to extend its influence in Lebanon in the 1980s and is currently in Iraq.
  They have supported Shia uprisings in the aforementioned states and continue to extend their hand to them.  If the US does not try to engage Iran, history tells us that other countries will fall prey to Iranian proxies.  There is no reason to believe that Iran will not try and support Shia groups in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere in the future.  Iran has successfully used the mantle of Shia oppression to support uprisings in Middle Eastern states, as Sunni influence has relatively decreased across the spectrum.
  The United States will continue to lose assets and billions of dollars in Middle Eastern ventures if they do not incorporate Iran into the fold.  It is in our national interest to seriously attempt rapprochement with the Islamic Republic of Iran.


The US negotiating team does not have to be experts on Iranian history, but they must understand basic Iranian interests.  This can be a difficult task due to the secrecy in which Iran operates and the dynamics of their domestic politics.  However, there are several key underlying interests of the Islamic Republic that US diplomats need to comprehend.  Most importantly, Iranian leaders will do whatever it takes to stay in power.  This has become more apparent over the years as Iran has transformed into a quasi- police state, which violently suppresses any opposition.
 Therefore, Iranian rhetoric will be harsh towards the US during negotiations.  They must appear as powerful and not kowtowing to US demands, or risk domestic unrest.  US negotiators should try to contain any harsh rhetoric, but also not get distracted by it and keep the big picture in mind at all times.  It would also be beneficial to the legitimacy of negotiations to have both states release press statements simultaneously.  This would make the negotiations more transparent, build trust and reduce the amount of grandstanding Iran could do.  Secondly, Iran believes it has a rightful place amongst the world powers.
  This is rooted in their history and we must understand that Iran wants and will have a hand in Middle Eastern affairs.  Thus, it becomes the duty of the negotiators to come up with a common policy for various aspects of the region.  In order for this to happen, the US will have to curb its current stance and find ways to entice Iran to negotiate. 


US politicians and other world leaders need to stop advocating for sanctions.  US policy for the last 30 years has been economic sanctions and isolating the Islamic Republic.  Recently, the Wall Street Journal collected data on the amount of total Iranian assets frozen by the US. The numbers are startling, as the US has frozen less than 50 million dollars in total.
 In addition, numerous businesses, including several US companies have contracted with Iran, thus showing the limits of sanctions. While sanctions have hurt Iran in aspects such as foreign companies charging more to do business, we have also stunted the growth of the Iranian middle class.  As we try to squeeze Iran into compliance, they in turn squeeze the people with more taxes in order to compensate for lost money.
  It is fair to conclude that sanctions have a limited reach and are ultimately a double edged sword.  This in conjunction with the anti-American rhetoric only hurts our relative position. At some point, Iran will want to talk with the United States.  It has wars on both borders, a disproportionally large youth population and a stagnant economy, at best.
  It is in the best interest for Iranian leaders to discuss topics in which they can improve their own standing.  Therefore, we must create a new plan for a period of time and see if Iran will reciprocate to a suspension of economic sanctions.


The United States will have to entice Iran to the negotiating table.  US-Iranian relations are in a state of paralysis; as neither state has significant leverage over the other.  The US should make an overture to the Islamic Republic showing a real intent to enter level handed negotiations.  One such approach would be for the US to convince Israel to attend the annual review conference on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons conference, in May of 2010.
  Currently, Israel is not a signatory of the NPT, but is widely believed to have nuclear capabilities.
  Getting Israel to attend this conference will not be an easy task.  However, the conference is non-binding and the recent row between US and Israel gives us some leverage.  Furthermore, Israel is concerned over Iran and has virtually no options.  There no longer exists the opportunity to bomb Iran and halt their nuclear program.  Most of Iran’s nuclear components are underground or in caves, making bombing extremely difficult.
  Plus, Iran brilliantly placed their nuclear sites in key religious cities; Qom and Natanz.
  The collateral damage of an Israeli airstrike would be immense.  One can almost guarantee a significant rise in terrorist attacks within Israel, given the ties between Iran and Hamas or Hezbollah.  In conclusion, getting Israeli representation at this conference could give us a launching point for negotiations.  


The United States and Iran have several topic areas to potentially negotiate over.  We should not dictate to Iran a certain area of discussion.  Rather, at one of the first meetings, the US delegation could present a list of potential topics for mutual benefit.  It is very important for US negotiators to avoid dictating what Iranian national interests are.  However, we must reinforce throughout the entirety of negotiations that our interests are mutually connected.  Also, US negotiators must bear in mind that Iranian negotiators have orders from their superiors and will not act to subvert their power back home.   Once again, the list should be highlighted by: Iraq, terrorism and Afghanistan.  Iranian nuclear ambitions are of concern, but Tehran has done more harm to our national interests in the aforementioned areas. Iran is intent on becoming a nuclear state and there are no viable options for US engagement on this issue.  Also, Iran’s nuclear program is in violation of international law.  Therefore, negotiations should not be bilateral and a more inclusive process would be needed.  Furthermore, the US negotiators could use any breakthroughs as a foundation to discuss other issues, such as oversight of a nuclear Iran.  Adopting this approach makes any potential policy more dynamic and all encompassing.  The US would be able to address short term concerns over Iraq, a state we are gradually receding from.  Also, we could then work within a larger framework of nations to address the long term concerns of a nuclear Iran.  

US negotiators typically want a lot of fast, tangible results, but they must reign ourselves in.  It would not be wise to try and achieve too many objectives in the beginning and only look at policy through a short term lens.  Rather, a foundation must be built with Iran, in which we can have further engagement and ultimately improve our standing in the region for years to come.  US mentality should not be how we can improve our standing in Iran tomorrow, but rather establishing ties ten to twenty years from now.  Any engagement of Iran should be predicated on the notion of making our policy dynamic and multifaceted in the future.  

A common policy aimed at stabilizing Iraq should be the focus of US-Iranian discussions.   While we are giving Iranians a list of topics, it is in the best interest of the United States to press them on a common Iraqi policy.  The United States has spent upwards of 12 billion dollars a month in Iraq and Iran has the ability to undermine everything that has been established.
  The southern region of Iraq is predominately Shiite and Iran has been funding insurgent groups in the region.  Most importantly, 71% of proven Iraqi oil exists in southern parts of the country and one-third of that oil flows through the city of Basra.
  The dominant currency of Basra is the Iranian Rial and Muqtada al- Sadr’s, Mahdi Army gets funding from Iran.
  Even though Iran will not actually put troops in southern Iraq, they can have significant pull over those essential oil reserves.  It is the goal of the US negotiators to have Iran stop meddling in the affairs of southern Iraq.  This can be done by incorporating the Islamic Republic in the long term plans for Iraq.  Iran is going to have influence either way, so why not involve them in a proactive manner.  We can also show our commitment to Iranian claims of debt owed to them by Iraq within the larger discussion.  Furthermore, Iran does not want a destabilized Iraq upsetting their domestic situation.  US negotiators should reinforce this throughout the entirety of negotiations.  After all, 11 out of Iraq’s 20 most populated cities lie with 100 miles of Iran.
  US mindset should be that the key to Iraq is not winning Baghdad, but keeping Iran out of Basra and the rest of southern Iraq.   


 It is imperative that the United States chooses its intermediaries with great care and due diligence.  There are many lessons to be taken away from Iran-Contra, but perhaps none more important then what can happen when intermediaries are distrustful.  The supposed representatives for Iran during this time were nothing more than self interested entrepreneurs, who did not have significant voices in the government.
 Furthermore, Manouchehr Ghorbanifarr, the main intermediary during Iran-Contra, convinced our brightest minds in the US State and Defense Departments that he could reverse the track of Iranian-US relations.
  Unfortunately, we now know that all that could be accomplished was weapons for hostages.  We should look towards direct contact with the Islamic Republic and assistance from other countries.  It is imperative that the Iranian representatives are legitimate, well connected and speak for Iran.  Currently, we operate through the Swiss when we communicate with Tehran.  Besides direct contact, US personnel should reach out towards Turkey to play a role in negotiations.  Turkey is currently a rotating member of the Security Council and there recent activity has been described by some in their foreign ministry as “dynamic and hyper activity”.
  


Since the media will surely pick up the negotiations; it becomes paramount to choose an ideal location.  We do not want to put the negotiations on a pedestal and allow for Iranian posturing and grandstanding.  Therefore, it is wise to go against the hallmark capitals and historic peace making centers of the world.  Again, a viable option may be Turkey, as they have recently developed closer ties with Iran and express a willingness to mediate.  Turkey has already offered to mediate a proposed nuclear swap between Iran and Western nations.
  Furthermore, Turkey is a US ally and member of NATO, which means we can pull certain strings if needed.  A possible downside with Turkey is that while a secular state, they have significant Islamic institutions.  For instance, Turkey’s religious parties consistently gain more votes than religious parties in Iran, whose numbers are lower than ten percent.
  This may open up the possibility to hostile actions against the parties involved in negotiations.  However, with possible dangers looming, Turkey should be included in some facet of negotiations.  Another possible location would be to have preliminary discussions at a Non-Alignment Conference.  This would make Iranians more comfortable in a familiar setting and show that the United States is making a concerted effort to branch out.  


Patience and perseverance will be everything for the American negotiating delegation.  Expect posturing and grand standing by the Iranian negotiators and their outspoken President; Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.  In a perfect scenario, there would be little press coverage and our negotiations could fly under the radar.  However, this scenario is unlikely and our negotiating team cannot get distracted by Iranian rhetoric.  More often than not, Iranians are churning out empty rhetoric in the sense that they will not actually go forth with their words.  Rather they do this in an attempt to either improve their situation at home or with a certain outside constituency.  US negotiators must stay firm and do their due diligence to keep negotiations going.  It is fine if negotiations are slow, in fact, they should be and very methodical.  However, while our negotiators are building trust and relationships, we have to keep reinforcing the ultimate goal of mutual interests. 


The United States faces a multitude of challenges in the Middle East for years to come.  A common thread between many of the problems we face is Iranian influence.  Our policy for the most part of 30 years has been demonizing and isolating Iran.  That is no longer a viable option for American national interests.  It is the duty of the US to tread a different path with regards to Iran and try rapprochement.  We have a chance for successful negotiations if we identify our mistakes in the past and look through the prism of long term interests.  This is not appeasement.  Iran will suffer consequences if it does curb its actions, but our current strategy has done us great harm. We must pay attention to who we negotiate with, where negotiations take place and avoid the pitfalls of the past.  Negotiations will be painstakingly slow and methodical and our successes may not be immediately present or tangible.  The United States will ultimately have success if we keep our strategy to the above mentioned principles and commit ourselves to long term planning and interests.  
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