
© 2025, Institute for the Study of War

Iran Update, October 13, 2025

Avery Borens, Kelly Campa, Katherine Wells, Ria Reddy, Annika
Ganzeveld

Toplines
Hamas and Israel have continued to implement the October 9 ceasefire agreement. Hamas and
Israel agreed to a ceasefire and hostage-prisoner exchange on October 9, and the Israeli government
approved the agreement on October 10.[1] The agreement called for Hamas to release all remaining
hostages and Israel to release Palestinian prisoners held in Israel.[2] Hamas released all 20 living
hostages and the bodies of four deceased hostages on October 13.[3] It is unclear when Hamas will
release the remaining 24 deceased hostages.[4] Israel previously stated that an unspecified international
organization would help locate the remaining deceased hostages if Hamas did not release them by
October 13.[5] Israel released at least 1,700 Palestinian prisoners on October 13.[6] The ceasefire
agreement also calls for humanitarian aid to be delivered to the Gaza Strip.[7] Egypt sent approximately
400 aid trucks to the Gaza Strip on October 12.[8] The aid will be distributed after Israel inspects the
trucks.[9] Humanitarian organizations are expected to deliver approximately 600 trucks of aid per day to
the Gaza Strip.[10]

US President Donald Trump traveled to Israel and Egypt to discuss the ceasefire with regional
leaders. Trump addressed the Israeli Knesset on October 13 and told reporters that “the war is
over.”[11] Trump departed Israel to attend a summit in Sharm al Sheikh, Egypt, on October 13 to discuss
outstanding aspects of the US plan with Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al Sisi and other Arab and
regional leaders, including Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas.[12] Trump, Sisi, Qatari Emir
Tamim bin Hamad al Thani, and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan signed a ceasefire plan during
the summit.[13] Trump said that the document, which the White House referred to as the “Gaza Peace
Plan,” will “spell out rules and regulations” for the ceasefire.[14] The US plan calls for representatives
from the United States, Egypt, Qatar, and Turkey to coordinate the implementation of the ceasefire
between Israel and Hamas.[15] Two hundred US military personnel will deploy to Israel to assist with the
implementation of the ceasefire alongside forces from Egypt, Qatar, Turkey, and the United Arab
Emirates.[16] The ceasefire agreement does not address key outstanding issues between Hamas and
Israel, such as Hamas’ disarmament, a full Israeli withdrawal from the Gaza Strip, and future governance
in the Gaza Strip.[17] Hamas and Israel concluded talks on Trump’s peace plan after both parties agreed
to the first phase of the plan, and will not resume negotiations on outstanding issues until the first phase
is implemented.[18]

Senior Iranian officials have continued to threaten to close the Strait of Hormuz, likely to try
to deter the United States and its allies from enforcing UN Security Council (UNSC)
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Resolution 1929 and sanctions on Iranian oil exports.[19] UNSC Resolution 1929 calls on UN
member states to “inspect any [Iranian] vessel on their territory suspected of carrying prohibited cargo,
including banned conventional arms or sensitive nuclear or missile items.”[20] Iranian Foreign Affairs
Minister Abbas Araghchi warned on October 10 that Iran would respond “in a reciprocal and appropriate
manner” if UN member states use UNSC Resolution 1929 to seize Iranian vessels.[21] Iranian Supreme
Leader Adviser to the Defense Council Ali Shamkhani similarly warned Iranian adversaries on October 10
that Iran has not decided to close the Strait of Hormuz, but that Iran’s response to unspecified escalation
in the strait would not be “limited.”[22] Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps Navy Commander Rear
Admiral Ali Reza Tangsiri separately stated on October 11 that Iran’s decision to close the Strait of
Hormuz would depend on “the pressure on Iranian exports,” most likely referring to Iranian oil
exports.[23] The United States recently sanctioned over 90 individuals, entities, and vessels on October 9
for facilitating the illicit trade of Iranian oil and gas.[24] The sanctions are part of Trump’s “maximum
pressure” campaign, which seeks to drive Iranian oil exports to zero.[25] The United States previously
seized Iranian oil tankers and weapons shipments between May 2018 and January 2021 as part of the
first Trump administration’s maximum pressure campaign.[26] Iran responded to the maximum pressure
campaign in 2019 by threatening international shipping, including by seizing a British oil tanker,
harassing vessels transiting the Strait of Hormuz, and conducting an attack targeting Saudi oil
facilities.[27] Iranian officials’ concern about Iran’s ability to continue exporting Iranian oil comes after
Reuters reported in March 2025 that the United States was considering a plan in which the United States
and its allies would halt and inspect Iranian oil tankers at sea.[28] Oil exports are Iran’s economic lifeline
and are critical to keeping the Iranian economy afloat, particularly amid increased Western economic
pressure on Iran in recent weeks. Iranian military commanders have recently increased inspections of
naval units in the Persian Gulf, including naval units stationed at Kharg Island, which is home to Iran’s
main oil export terminal.[29]
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Key Takeaways
Hamas-Israel Ceasefire: Hamas and Israel have continued to implement the October 9 ceasefire1.
agreement. Hamas released all 20 living hostages and the bodies of four deceased hostages, and
Israel released at least 1,700 Palestinian prisoners on October 13. The ceasefire agreement does
not address key outstanding issues between Hamas and Israel, such as Hamas’ disarmament, a full
Israeli withdrawal from the Gaza Strip, and future governance in the strip.
Iranian Threats to Close the Strait of Hormuz: Senior Iranian officials have continued to2.
threaten to close the Strait of Hormuz, likely to try to deter the United States and its allies from
enforcing UNSC Resolution 1929 and sanctions on Iranian oil exports. UNSC Resolution 1929 calls
on UN member states to “inspect any [Iranian] vessel on their territory suspected of carrying
prohibited cargo, including banned conventional arms or sensitive nuclear or missile items.”
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Iran
Nothing significant to report.

Iraq
Nothing significant to report.

Syria
Nothing significant to report.

Arabian Peninsula
Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon
Nothing significant to report.
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Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) Commander Mazloum Abdi said on October 11 that he and
the Syrian transitional government reached a “preliminary agreement” last week to
integrate the SDF and Kurdish internal security forces into the state’s defense and interior
ministries, respectively.[1] Abdi met with Syrian President Ahmed al Shara, Defense Minister Major
General Marhaf Abu Qasra, and US officials in Damascus on October 7 to agree to a ceasefire following an
outbreak of violence between government forces and the SDF in Aleppo City.[2] Abdi previously agreed
to integrate all forces in northeastern Syria into state security forces in a framework agreement that he
reached with Shara in March, but neither side has implemented most of the terms of the agreement.[3]
Abdi referred to the new agreement as a “preliminary agreement” and “oral agreement,” which suggests
that the new agreement may represent a renewed commitment by the SDF to integrate its forces into
the state and will probably necessitate further negotiations on specific implementation mechanisms.[4] A
prominent People’s Protection Units (YPG) commander led a delegation of SDF and Autonomous
Administration of North and East Syria (AANES) officials to discuss “joint military and security
cooperation” with Abu Qasra and Syrian Interior Minister Anas Khattab in Damascus on October 13.[5]
The Kurdish and Syrian government officials presumably discussed mechanisms to implement the new
agreement.[6]

Shara and Abdi appear to have reached at least a partial agreement about certain elements of the SDF’s
integration into the new Syrian army. Abdi told AFP that the SDF will be “restructured through its
integration” into the Defense Ministry but did not provide further details.[7] Shara and Abdi have
disagreed thus far over how the SDF would join the military. The SDF has consistently demanded that it
integrate into the Syrian army as a “bloc” and retain its attributes, including its female units and
commanders.[8] It is unclear if Shara and Abdi have fully addressed this issue. An unspecified “informed”
source told Syria TV on October 13 that Shara and Abdi agreed to establish three divisions and several
brigades “from the SDF” as army units in Hasakah, Raqqa, and Deir ez Zor provinces.[9] CTP-ISW cannot
confirm this claim, but such an agreement would be consistent with the SDF’s demand to remain
deployed in northeastern Syria.[10] Abdi may also have been referring to a recent US proposal to form a
joint SDF-government force to fight the Islamic State of Iraq and al Sham (ISIS).[11] Abdi said that the
SDF accepted this proposal.[12]

The Syrian transitional government and the SDF have not yet agreed on a model for
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decentralized governance in Syria, however. Such disagreements may continue to delay or
prevent the SDF’s integration into the Syrian state. Abdi said that he and the Syrian government
share an “understanding on the principle of decentralization” but that the SDF and government “have not
agreed on it” and are “still discussing finding a common formula acceptable to all.”[13] The Syrian
transitional government has consistently rejected decentralization and federalism and has accused the
SDF of promoting “separatism.”[14] The two parties’ disagreement over decentralization has been one of
the principal disagreements that has delayed the SDF’s integration into the Syrian state.

Senior Syrian officials likely discussed the status of talks with the SDF and Turkish support
for the Syrian army with Turkish officials in Ankara on October 12.[15] Syrian Defense Minister
Major General Marhaf Abu Qasra, intelligence head Hussein al Salama, and Foreign Minister Asaad al
Shaibani discussed counterterrorism, border control, and joint training with their Turkish counterparts in
Ankara.[16] The officials very likely discussed the progress of talks with the SDF, given Turkey’s role in
pressuring the Syrian government to increase political and military pressure on the SDF to integrate into
the Syrian state in recent months. Abdi told AFP on October 11 that successful negotiations with the
Syrian government would depend on whether Turkey plays a “supportive and contributing role.”[17]
Turkish Defense Minister Yaser Guler called on the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) and “all affiliated
groups…especially in Syria” to “surrender weapons immediately” in a statement on October 11 prior to
the Syrian delegation’s visit.[18] Turkey often conflates the SDF with the PKK and uses “PKK” to refer to
the entire SDF. Abu Qasra separately thanked Guler on October 12 for Turkey’s “concrete efforts” to build
the Syrian army.[19] Turkey and Syria signed a defense agreement in August 2025 that commits Turkey
to assisting Syria with military training and equipment procurement.[20]

Key Takeaways
SDF Integration: Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) Commander Mazloum Abdi said on October 111.
that he and the Syrian transitional government reached a “preliminary agreement” last week to
integrate the SDF and Kurdish internal security forces into the state’s defense and interior
ministries, respectively. The Syrian transitional government and the SDF have not yet agreed on a
model for decentralized governance in Syria, however. Such disagreements may continue to delay
or prevent the SDF’s integration into the Syrian state.
Iranian Oil Tanker Activity: Iran reportedly turned on the automatic identification systems (AIS)2.
of most of its oil tankers on October 13, according to Tanker Trackers. This incident marks the first
time that Iranian tankers have turned on their AIS signals since 2018.
US Sanctions on Iranian-backed Iraqi militias: Iranian-backed Iraqi militia Kataib Hezbollah3.
criticized recent US sanctions targeting Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF)-owned commercial
entities, Iraqi bank executives, and Kataib Hezbollah officials. Kataib Hezbollah Spokesperson Abu
Ali al Askari called the US sanctions “ridiculous” and denied any connection between Kataib
Hezbollah and the sanctioned individuals.
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Iran
Iran reportedly turned on the automatic identification systems (AIS) of most of its oil tankers
on October 13, according to Tanker Trackers.[21] This incident marks the first time that Iranian
tankers have turned on their AIS signals since 2018.[22] Iranian oil tankers keep their AIS signals turned
off to obfuscate their identity and location while illicitly transporting Iranian oil. It is unclear why Iran
would turn on its tankers’ AIS signals, but this report notably comes amid Iranian threats to close the
Strait of Hormuz if the international community enforces UNSC and US sanctions against illicit Iranian
exports.[23]

Unspecified gunmen attacked a vehicle carrying engineers and contractors who were working
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on the Chabahar–Mashhad water transfer project in Zahedan, Sistan and Baluchistan
Province, on October 12.[24] The Chabahar–Mashhad water transfer project aims to supply drinking
and industrial water to Iran’s eastern provinces by transporting water from the Sea of Oman to eastern
Iran.[25] No group has claimed responsibility for the attack at the time of this writing.  

Former reformist President Hassan Rouhani proposed a series of diplomatic, military, and
economic reforms to address challenges after the Israel-Iran War during a meeting with
former provincial governors on October 12.[26]  Rouhani urged the Iranian regime to strengthen its
military and diplomatic capabilities to avoid further conflict. Rouhani advocated for negotiations but
noted that negotiations under current circumstances would be “complex.”[27] Rouhani called on Iranian
officials to stop inflation growth by implementing liquidity control measures and supporting investments.
Rouhani additionally urged the regime to implement legal and institutional changes, including reforming
the Iranian election law to reflect public preferences.

Iraq

Iranian-backed Iraqi militia Kataib Hezbollah criticized on October 11 the recent US sanctions
targeting Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF)-owned commercial entities, Iraqi bank
executives, and Kataib Hezbollah officials.[28] Kataib Hezbollah Spokesperson Abu Ali al Askari
called the US sanctions “ridiculous” and denied any connection between Kataib Hezbollah and the
sanctioned individuals.[29] Askari added that intelligence collection on “foreign occupation forces,” in
reference to US forces stationed in Iraq, is “fundamental” to Kataib Hezbollah’s work. The United States
sanctioned Kataib Hezbollah leader Hassan Qahtan al Saidi and two members of his “source network” for
gathering intelligence — including on US forces in Iraq—on behalf of the IRGC.[30] The Iraqi federal
government announced on October 11 the formation of a high-level committee to review the US
sanctions.[31] The committee will include officials from the Finance Ministry, Integrity Commission, and
Iraqi Central Bank.

Iranian-backed Popular Mobilization Committee Chairman Faleh al Fayyadh discussed border
security and information sharing with Iranian Law Enforcement Commander Brigadier General
Ahmad Reza Radan in Tehran on October 12.[32] This meeting comes after Radan discussed Iran-
Iraq security cooperation with several Iraqi officials, including Fayyadh, in Baghdad on September 13.[33]
Iraqi media reported that Radan and Fayyadh discussed border security, which likely refers to Iranian
concerns about the threat that Kurdish opposition groups in Iraqi Kurdistan pose to Iran. Iran views Iraqi
Kurdistan as a rear area from which anti-regime Kurdish groups can foment instability against the
regime.[34] Iran accused Kurdish opposition groups of inciting protests in western Iran during the Mahsa
Amini protest movement and has frequently accused Kurdish opposition groups of cooperating with Israel
to facilitate attacks in Iran.[35] Fayyadh and Radan may have also discussed security issues ahead of the
Iraqi parliamentary elections on November 11. The Law Enforcement Command plays a central role in
protest crackdowns in Iran and helped Iranian-backed Iraqi militias in the Popular Mobilization Forces
(PMF) violently suppress protests in Iraq in 2019.[36]

The PMF provided additional details on October 11 about a “senior” Baath Party leader whom
PMF intelligence units arrested in Nasiriyah, Dhi Qar Province, on October 8.[37] The PMF
Intelligence and Information Department launched an operation on October 2 to pursue Baath Party
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remnants.[38] The PMF announced that its forces arrested “prominent” Baathist leader Abdul Razzaq
Hasaj Awda in Nasiriyah. The PMF claimed that Awda was involved in unspecified activities that “threaten
state security.”[39] Iranian media reported that PMF Chief of Staff and US-designated terrorist Abu Fadak
al Muhammadawi supervised the arrest.[40] CTP-ISW cannot independently verify the PMF’s claims nor
confirm that the Baath Party remains organized and active in Dhi Qar Province. Prominent Iraqi Shia
politicians have commonly conflated Sunnism with membership in the Sunni-dominated Baathist
government under Saddam Hussein and have abused de-Baathification measures to target Sunnis,
however.[41]

Syria
Suwayda Province is facing resource shortages, which are contributing to insecurity and
some instances of armed conflict in the province. Druze Sheikh Hikmat al Hijri sent a message to
the United Nations and international aid organizations on October 11 in which he stated that Suwayda
Province has endured a “siege” for months and lacks sufficient food, medicine, water, and fuel.[42] Hijri
stated that the destruction of factories, hospitals, and food stores in the province has contributed to the
resource shortages.[43] Suwayda-based media reported that gasoline has not been available since
September 22 and that fuel smuggling has increased amid desperation over the province’s fuel
shortage.[44] Internal security forces comprised of Druze militias interdicted and destroyed a vehicle that
was smuggling petroleum in Suwayda’s eastern desert on October 6.[45]

Hijri also noted in his message to the UN that Suwayda’s “living conditions” are “inciting…internal strife”
and causing violence.[46] Syrian sources reported that Druze factions engaged each other with
unspecified weapons in Suwayda City on October 14, and several Syrian sources alleged that the fighting
erupted due to competition over smuggling revenue and aid theft.[47] A member of the Druze National
Guard was reportedly killed in the fighting.[48] Hijri and Suwayda-based media blamed the Syrian
transitional government for imposing a “siege” on the province and making resources difficult to
acquire.[49] The Syrian government–affiliated governor of Suwayda blamed Suwayda’s acting authority,
the Supreme Legal Committee, for the deterioration of public services. The governor stated that the
committee has rejected the government’s requests to distribute flour and fuel in the province.[50]

The Syrian government has launched a reconstruction campaign to rebuild Suwayda
Province’s damaged infrastructure, likely as part of a longer-term effort to rebuild trust with
Syrian Druze and ultimately reintroduce some form of state authority over the province.
Suwayda Governor Mustafa Bakour launched a campaign called “Suwayda is Part of Us” on October 10 to
raise money to rebuild Suwayda Province’s damaged homes, water and electricity infrastructure, and
schools.[51] The Syrian government hosted a fundraising event on October 12 that raised $14 million for
the project.[52] Pro-government Druze militia leader Laith al Balous said that the government intended to
affirm that Suwayda is an integral part of the Syrian state through the event.[53] The government has
not provided many details about the campaign, but the government will likely use these funds in villages
in northern and northwestern Suwayda Province, where government forces retain control.[54] Hijri, who
formed the new autonomous government in Suwayda, refers to these government-held towns as
“occupied” territory.[55] The Syrian government has not taken action to suppress Hijri’s movement,
which includes about 40 Druze militias, likely in large part due to the international community’s
sensitivity about the Syrian state’s suppression of minorities, and the Druze in particular.[56] The
government is unlikely to attempt to forcefully reintroduce state authority over the province in the near
term, given its ongoing constraints, but may seek to gradually reassert its control in the province through
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providing services and economic support to the local population. The reconstruction campaign is likely a
way through which the government seeks to rebuild trust with Suwaydawi locals and fighters. It is
unclear if this campaign will be successful in achieving this effect, however, given that the reconstruction
money will presumably only be spent in government-held areas. The reconstruction campaign also may
not adequately address the grievances that many Druze hold against the government for government
forces’ involvement or complicity in attacks on Druze in July 2025.[57]

Arabian Peninsula
Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon
The United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) reported that the Israel Defense Forces
(IDF) dropped a grenade near UNIFIL peacekeepers in southern Lebanon on October 11,
injuring one peacekeeper.[58] UNIFIL stated that this incident marked the second time that the IDF
has dropped a grenade near UNIFIL peacekeepers this month.[59] UNIFIL previously reported on October
3 that the IDF dropped several grenades near peacekeepers who were providing security to civilian
workers in southern Lebanon.[60] UNIFIL said that it had informed the IDF of its security work in
advance.[61] The IDF has not commented on either incident at the time of this writing.

Lebanese officials and Hezbollah condemned a recent Israeli airstrike that targeted
engineering and construction equipment near Msayleh, southern Lebanon, on October
11.[62] The IDF reported that it struck a site containing engineering equipment used to rebuild
Hezbollah infrastructure in southern Lebanon.[63] Western media reported on October 11 that Israel
struck a civilian site that sold heavy machinery.[64] The Lebanese Health Ministry stated that the Israeli
strike killed at least one individual and wounded seven others.[65] Lebanese officials, including President
Joseph Aoun, called the Israeli strike a “blatant aggression against civilian facilities” and called on the
international community to pressure Israel to halt its airstrikes in Lebanon.[66] Lebanese officials have
continuously called on the international community to pressure Israel to cease its operations in Lebanon
and withdraw from Lebanese territory.[67] Hezbollah often uses Israel’s continued operations in Lebanon
to justify retaining its arms.[68]
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Iran Update, October 15, 2025

Kelly Campa, Avery Borens, Katherine Wells, Zahra Wakilzada, Ben
Rezaei, Johanna Moore, Andie Parry, Brian Carter

Toplines

Syrian Transitional President Ahmed al Shara’s meeting with Russian President Vladimir
Putin on October 15 indicates that the Syrian government will likely pursue a pragmatic and
multi-faceted relationship with Russia.[1] This meeting was the first between the two leaders since
Shara came to power in December 2024.  Shara told Putin that he is attempting to “redefine” the Syrian-
Russian relationship and that Russia will play a “significant role” in helping Syria advance its political
goals.[2] Putin stated that he is “prepared to do everything possible” to implement new initiatives
between the two countries in reference to discussions about Russian participation in the reconstruction of
Syria’s energy sector.[3] Syrian Defense Minister Major General Marhaf Abu Qasra, Foreign Minister
Asaad al Shaibani, head of intelligence Hussein al Salama, and Maher al Shara, who is Shara’s brother
and a Russian citizen, also attended the meeting.[4]

The current Russia-Syria relationship consists of mutually beneficial arrangements and understandings
that have developed since the fall of the regime. Russia, once a key Assad ally, has maintained a military
presence at three military bases in Syria since the fall of the Assad regime, including an airbase and a
naval base in coastal Syria that are critical for Russia’s power projection in the Mediterranean Sea.[5]
Russia has attempted to use economic incentives to secure its basing rights in Syria under Shara’s
government. The continued Russian presence in Syria suggests that this effort has been somewhat
successful.[6] The Syrian government has proven to be increasingly willing to engage directly with Russia
since Spring 2025 on economic, military, and political issues that are advantageous to Syria.[7]

CTP-ISW assesses that the Syrian government likely aims to achieve the following domestic political,
economic, and military objectives from a “redefined” relationship with Russia: 

·  Military Cooperation: Syria likely aims to gain military and technical lessons from the Russian
military as the Syrian Defense Ministry builds and professionalizes the new Syrian army.  Senior Syrian
and Russian defense officials have continued to discuss possible defense cooperation in meetings since
September 2025, including discussing the development of the Syrian army’s training, artillery, and armor
capabilities and readiness.[8] Russia is unlikely to provide Syria with Russian arms imports or direct
Russian training, given Russia’s current need to prioritize materiel shortages in its war against
Ukraine.[9]
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·  Economic Aid: Syria likely seeks to continue to procure economic aid from Russia in order to address
Syria’s critical resource shortages, particularly in the energy sector.[10] Russia has delivered crude and
refined oil to Syria via sanctioned tankers since March 2025, when few states were willing to do so, given
the remaining US and international sanctions on Syria.[11] Shara told Putin during their meeting that
Syria depends on Russia to operate its power plants and for food supplies.[12] Russia has delivered
wheat grown in Russian-occupied Ukraine to Syria since April 2025.[13] Shara and Putin discussed
Russia’s future involvement in “oil projects” and in the restoration of energy and rail infrastructure
damaged during the civil war, according to Russian Deputy Prime Minister Alexander Novak.[14]

·  Support for Assadists: Syrian officials likely intend to secure the Kremlin’s commitment to end its
support for members of the Assad regime in order to bolster the Syrian government’s domestic and
international legitimacy. Russia is currently providing asylum to former Syrian President Bashar al Assad
and his family.[15] Shara declared in a recent interview that Syria will use ”all legal means possible” to
demand that Assad be brought to justice and stand trial in Syria.[16] Russia also hosts several other
former regime officials, some of whom were reportedly involved in instigating the pro-Assad coastal
insurgency in March 2025.[17]  An unspecified Syrian source told Reuters that Syrian officials sought
guarantees from Putin that Russia will not help any regime remnants “rearm.”[18]

·  Balancing Israel in Syria: Syria may seek to engage Russia and retain Russian forces in Syria in
order to build a military and political counterweight to Israel. Israel maintains a presence in southern
Syria, and Israeli officials say that they want to institute a demilitarized zone in southern Syria. An
unspecified Syrian source told Reuters that Shara may discuss the redeployment of Russian military
police to southern Syria as a ”guarantor” against Israeli advances in the south.[19] Russian forces
formerly manned about 12 observation points along the Syria-Israel border prior to the fall of the
regime.[20] Turkey reportedly backs the effort to use Russia to ”balance” against Israel.[21]

Shara and his government are poised to strengthen relations with Russia in order to achieve
the above objectives in the absence of international pressure to cut ties with Russia. European
Union parliamentarians called for Syria to end its ties with Russia in March 2025, but the effort has lost
political momentum in more recent months.[22] Shara and his government may believe that Syria can
forge a mutually beneficial relationship with Russia at this time and face few barriers to doing so.
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Key Takeaways
Russo-Syrian Cooperation: Syrian Transitional President Ahmed al Shara’s meeting with Russian1.
President Vladimir Putin on October 15 indicates that the Syrian government will likely pursue a
pragmatic and multi-faceted relationship with Russia.
Iranian Sanctions Subversion: The People’s Republic of China (PRC) continues to receive Iranian2.
oil exports at PRC port terminals despite five rounds of US sanctions that have targeted PRC port
terminals and oil refineries for receiving illicit Iranian crude oil.
US Sanctions in Iraq: Iraq’s state-owned Rafidain Bank closed its office within the Popular3.
Mobilization Forces (PMF) directorate on October 15, likely in reaction to recent US sanctions.
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Iran

Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) Commander Major General Mohammad Pakpour
appointed Brigadier General Seyyed Musa Hosseini to command the IRGC Ground Forces
Neynava Unit in Golestan Province on October 15.[23] The Neynava Unit is an IRGC Ground Forces
provincial unit.[24] CTP-ISW cannot confirm the size or composition of provincial units, and it is unclear
how they fit into the IRGC Ground Forces order of battle. Brigadier generals second class usually
command provincial units, though sometimes colonels or brigadier generals first class.[25] The IRGC
Ground Forces Ghadir Operational Base, which is based in Sari, Mazandaran Province, oversees IRGC
Ground Forces units in Golestan, Gilan, and Mazandaran provinces. Hosseini previously served as the
Deputy Commander of the Neynava Unit and replaced Brigadier General Ali Malek Shahkouhi.[26]

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) continues to receive Iranian oil exports at Chinese port
terminals despite five rounds of US sanctions that have targeted Chinese port terminals and
oil refineries for receiving illicit Iranian crude oil.[27] Trading firms diverted at least six crude oil
tankers from a crude oil import terminal in Shandong Province that the United States sanctioned on
October 9 to other eastern Chinese port terminals, according to shipping data and trading sources who
spoke to Reuters on October 13 and 15.[28] The PRC could, if it chose to do so, demand that these
terminals and the ships entering them adhere to US sanctions and refuse to import Iranian oil. The PRC’s
refusal to issue these demands illustrates that it continues to repudiate US sanctions against Iranian
energy exports by accepting the ships at other terminals.[29] The PRC imports around 90 percent of
Iranian crude oil exports, which remain an economic lifeline for Iran amid increased Western
sanctions.[30] Shandong Province port authorities have issued notices previously banning terminal
operators from receiving US-sanctioned or non-registered vessels, but these notices have had limited
effects.[31] These notices have not directly impacted the PRC’s ability to offload Iranian oil exports
because sanctioned vessels carrying Iranian crude oil conduct ship-to-ship transfers with non-sanctioned
vessels that then offload at Chinese ports.[32] Iranian oil exports to the PRC have remained high,
averaging 1.8 million barrels per day in the first half of 2025, despite US President Donald Trump’s
second round of ”maximum pressure” campaign sanctions that seek to drive Iranian oil exports to
zero.[33]

Iraq

Iraq’s state-owned Rafidain Bank closed its office within the Popular Mobilization Forces
(PMF) directorate on October 15, likely in reaction to recent US sanctions.[34] The US Treasury
Department recently sanctioned two PMF-connected companies and three Iraqi bank executives on
October 9 for helping Iran circumvent international sanctions and providing financial services to Iran-
backed Iraqi militias.[35] The PMF is an Iraqi state security service primarily comprised of Iranian-backed
Iraqi militias, many of which report to Iran instead of the Iraqi prime minister.[36] The Iraqi federal
government has previously used Rafidain Bank to process and distribute salaries to PMF members, some
of whom are members of newly US-designated Foreign Terrorist Organizations Kataib Sayyid al Shuhada
and Kataib al Imam Ali.[37] US pressure on the bank reportedly caused a multi-week delay in the
distribution of PMF salaries in June 2025.[38] Rafidain Bank also reportedly closed its branch in Houthi-
controlled Sanaa, Yemen, on October 5.[39] The closure in Yemen comes after US Treasury Department
officials reportedly pressured Iraqi Foreign Minister Fuad Hussein in March 2025 to prevent Rafidain Bank
from engaging in financial transactions with the Iranian-backed Iraqi militias’ partner, the Houthis.[40]
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Syria
See topline section.

Arabian Peninsula
Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon
Lebanon and Israel may soon begin negotiations to resolve outstanding issues, which include
the US proposal to disarm Hezbollah. Senior Lebanese diplomatic sources told Lebanese media on
October 15 that the United States is preparing to start mediating talks between Israel and Lebanon
soon.[41] The talks will reportedly begin at the end of October or early November after the newly
appointed US Ambassador to Lebanon, Michel Issa assumes his position.[42] Lebanese President Joseph
Aoun recently called for Lebanon and Israel to begin talks to solve outstanding issues, which is likely a
reference to the US proposal to disarm Hezbollah.[43] Aoun has consistently called for Israel to agree to
the US disarmament proposal, which stipulates that Israel end its military operations in Lebanon and
withdraw from Lebanese territory.[44] An Israeli journalist previously reported in August 2025 that the
Israeli government will not discuss the US proposal and has no intention of responding to it, however.[45]
Israel has maintained that it will continue to operate in Lebanon until Hezbollah is disarmed.[46]

Hezbollah officials have reiterated that Hezbollah will not surrender its weapons. Hezbollah’s Media Office
head Youssef al Zein told Saudi media on October 13 that the Gaza ceasefire agreement served as a
lesson to Hezbollah to not surrender its arsenal.[47] Zein claimed that Hamas’ weapons gave the group
leverage that ultimately “forced Israel to back down.”[48] Zein reiterated that Hezbollah will retain its
weapons to protect Lebanon ”as long as the occupation exists.”[49] Hezbollah has used continued Israeli
operations in Lebanon as justification for retaining its arms.[50] This excuse to retain weapons is the
latest in a long line of Hezbollah excuses dating back to 2000, when Hezbollah refused to disarm even
after Israel had withdrawn from Lebanon.[51] Hezbollah continued to argue that it should retain its
weapons to challenge Israel’s control of the Shebaa Farms, which is disputed between Israel, Lebanon,
and Syria.[52]

Hamas and Israeli officials have begun negotiating the outstanding details of the second
phase of US President Donald Trump’s plan for peace in the Gaza Strip.[53] The second phase
reportedly addresses several key outstanding issues between Hamas and Israel, including Gaza’s
governance, security arrangements, and Hamas’ disarmament.[54] Hamas and Israel’s positions on these
outstanding issues remain unchanged, however. Israel remains adamant that Hamas will be disarmed
either through diplomatic means with Trump’s plan or through Israeli military action if the plan fails.[55]
Hamas and its allies in the Gaza Strip have continued to reject calls to disarm.[56]
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Iran Update, October 16, 2025

Nidal Morrison, Ria Reddy, Ben Rezaei, Kelly Campa, Zahra
Wakilzada, Avery Borens, Brian Carter

Toplines
Iranian-backed Iraqi fighters likely assassinated Iraqi Sunni Sovereignty Alliance candidate
and Baghdad Provincial Council member Safaa al Mashhadani on October 14 with an
explosive device in al Dhubat neighborhood, Tarmiyah district, Iraq.[1] The perpetrators
remotely detonated an explosive device on Mashhadani’s car, killing Mashhadani and injuring four
others.[2] Both the Iraqi parliament speaker and the prime minister announced investigations into the
assassination.[3] Iraqi Security Media Cell head Lieutenant General Saad Maan said on October 15 that
unspecified actors had previously tried to assassinate Safaa al Mashhadani.[4] No group has claimed
responsibility for either incident at the time of this writing, which suggests the involvement of Iranian-
backed actors.
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Iranian-backed militias likely assassinated Safaa al Mashhadani. Iranian-backed Shia militias
have long maintained a presence in Tarmiyah and other predominantly agricultural areas north of
Baghdad, where they have murdered Sunni civilians and advocated sectarian cleansing of Sunni areas.[5]
Both Kataib Sayyid al Shuhada and Kataib Hezbollah have explicitly and implicitly called for Sunnis in
Tarmiyah to be displaced and presumably replaced with Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) facilities or
other populations.[6] Iranian-backed militias previously cleansed Jurf al Sakhr, a formerly Sunni area
south of Baghdad, and replaced the Sunni town there with a PMF base that is inaccessible to the Iraqi
government.[7] These militias also recently denied the capable, apolitical, and US-trained Iraqi Counter-
Terrorism Service (CTS) access to Tarmiyah.[8] Mashhadani continuously advocated for the removal of
Iranian-backed Iraqi militias from Tarmiyah, which these groups would have perceived as a threat to their
dominance north of Baghdad.[9] Mashhadani’s assassination followed his October 14 announcement that
the Baghdad Provincial Council voted to suspend the allocation of investment licenses for projects in the

https://understandingwar.org/map/political-assassination-of-sunni-sovereignty-alliance-candidate/
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Baghdad Belts following reports of unspecified violations against local farmers and landowners.[10]

ISIS almost certainly did not conduct this attack. Several Iranian-backed Iraqi actors released statements
on October 15 and 16 that deflected responsibility for the assassination and implied that ISIS was
responsible.[11] ISIS conducted three attacks in all of September, none of which occurred in or around
Baghdad or demonstrated any tactical sophistication.[12] ISIS’s lack of tactical ability in Iraq suggests
that it would be incapable of conducting an assassination of this sort. This assassination required a
pattern-of-life assessment and capable bomb-makers. ISIS in Iraq has resorted to small arms harassment
and relatively simple IEDs, not well-orchestrated assassinations.[13] ISIS in Iraq has previously
assassinated ISF and PMF leadership in Tarmiyah, but it has almost always claimed these attacks.[14]
ISIS would almost certainly claim this attack, given its high-profile nature, if it conducted the attack to
present itself as capable and relevant even as its attack rates have fallen.

The Houthis confirmed on October 16 that Israeli airstrikes killed Houthi Chief of General
Staff Mohammad Abd al Karim al Ghamari.[15] Ghamari is the most senior Houthi official who
has been killed since 2004, according to a Yemeni analyst.[16] Ghamari served as the Houthi
military chief of staff since 2016.[17] Ghamari was responsible for overseeing Houthi military operations
and directing the procurement of various weapons.[18] Ghamari reportedly had close ties to Hezbollah
and the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC).[19] The United States designated Ghamari a
Specially Designated National and Specially Designated Global Terrorist (SDGT) in May 2021.[20] The
Houthis will almost certainly not immediately retaliate for Ghamari’s death. The Houthis did not specify
when Ghamari was killed, but Israeli airstrikes in June and August 2025 reportedly targeted him.[21] The
Houthis have likely announced his death now because they view the recent Hamas-Israel ceasefire
agreement as an end to the October 7 War.[22] Other Axis of Resistance groups have similarly delayed
confirming the death of leaders. Israel killed former Hamas leader in the Gaza Strip, Mohammad Sinwar,
in May 2025, but Hamas only confirmed his death months later in August 2025.[23]

The Houthis appointed Major General Yousuf Hassan al Madani to replace Ghamari.[24] Madani
previously commanded the Houthis’ Fifth Military Region, which is headquartered in Hudaydah City and
oversees Hudaydah, Hajjah, Raymah, and Mahwit governorates.[25] The United States also designated
Madani as an SDGT in May 2021.[26] Basha reported that Madani studied under Houthi cleric Majd al Din
al Muayyad in Saada Governorate and joined the Houthis under Hussein al Houthi’s Believing Youth
movement, the predecessor to the Houthi Movement.[27] Madani trained under the IRGC in 2002 and
later returned to Yemen to train Houthi forces and send them to IRGC training camps in Iran and Syria,
which suggests that Madani has well-established connections with other members of the Axis of
Resistance.

Iranian Supreme Leader Adviser to the Defense Council Ali Shamkhani’s recent remarks on
Iran’s missile doctrine and nuclear posture highlight an ongoing internal debate about the
regime’s military strategies. This debate has focused on strategic missteps that led to the Israel–Iran
War and the flaws in Iranian ideas about deterring Israel and the United States. Shamkhani gave an
interview on October 12 to the Iranian podcast “Story of the War,” which features various senior Iranian
officials’ perspectives on the Israel-Iran War.[28] Shamkhani expressed retrospective regret that he did
not advocate more for the development of Iran’s nuclear capability as defense minister and said that he
would advocate for building a nuclear capability if he could return to the 1990s again.[29] Shamkhani
was Iran’s Minister of Defense and Armed Forces Logistics from 1997 to 2005.

Shamkhani also acknowledged shortcomings in Iran’s use of ballistic missiles, which contrasts sharply
with the analysis of other Iranian leaders. Former IRGC Navy Commander Hossein Alaei claimed that
Iran’s demonstration of missile capabilities caused the United States and Israel to call for a ceasefire in
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an interview on October 1.[30] Shamkhani acknowledged early operational errors during Iran’s missile
strikes on Israel in April and October 2024 and stated that Iran’s shortcomings encouraged Israel to
conclude that a large-scale attack on Iran ”with reasonable costs is possible.”[31] Shamkhani described
Iran’s April and October 2024 strikes as part of a learning process that exposed gaps in Iran’s
understanding of Israeli air defenses and improved its missile performance during the 12-day war.[32]
Iran launched 500 to 550 ballistic missiles and over 1,000 drones during its Operation True Promise III in
June 2025.[33] Israeli defenses intercepted 80 to 90 percent of Iran’s missiles and 99.99 percent of its
drones, however.



© 2025, Institute for the Study of War

Key Takeaways
Sectarian Violence in Iraq: Iranian-backed Iraqi fighters likely assassinated Iraqi Sunni1.
Sovereignty Alliance candidate and Baghdad Provincial Council member Safaa al Mashhadani on
October 14 with an explosive device in al Dhubat neighborhood, Tarmiyah district, Iraq.
Houthi Leadership: The Houthis confirmed on October 16 that Israeli airstrikes killed Houthi Chief2.
of General Staff Mohammad Abd al Karim al Ghamari. Ghamari is the most senior Houthi official
who has been killed since 2004, according to a Yemeni analyst. The Houthis appointed former
Houthi 5th Military Region commander Major General Yousuf Hassan al Madani to replace Ghamari.
Iran Defense Strategy: Iranian Supreme Leader Adviser to the Supreme Defense Council Ali3.
Shamkhani’s recent remarks on Iran’s missile doctrine and nuclear posture highlight an ongoing
internal debate about the regime’s military strategies.

Iran
The IRGC has reportedly appointed Seyed Jabar Hosseini as the new IRGC Quds Force Unit
190 commander, according to anti-regime hacktivist group Lab Dookhtegan.[34] Lab
Dookhtegan has previously used language that suggests it sympathizes with Mojahedin-e-Khalq (MEK),
an exiled Iranian opposition group based in Albania.[35] ISW-CTP cannot independently verify whether
Hosseini is the new Unit 190 commander at this time. Israel killed the former Unit 190 commander,
Behnam Shahriari, during the Israel-Iran War in June 2025.[36] Unit 190 is a specialized branch within the
IRGC Quds Force that is involved in oil smuggling and money laundering.[37] The unit also oversees
Iran’s covert arms transfers and smuggling to Hezbollah and other members of the Axis of
Resistance.[38]

Iraq
See topline section.

Syria
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) officials confirmed on October 14 and 15 that the SDF will
integrate into the new Syrian army in three divisions and several independent brigades.[39]
These divisions will operate in northeastern Syria.[40] SDF negotiation committee member and Syriac
Union Party co-chair Sanrib Barsoum stated that several SDF counterterrorism brigades will be deployed
across the country as needed.[41] US special operations forces have trained SDF counterterrorism
brigades (known as Yekineyen Anti-Terror units, or YAT) since 2016.[42] The commander of the SDF-
affiliated Northern Democratic Brigade told Kurdish media on October 14 that the SDF’s Women’s
Protection Units (YPJ) will form a brigade in the new Syrian army.[43] Syrian government and SDF officials
have disagreed throughout the negotiation process on the role that the YPJ and other Kurdish female
fighters would play in the new army.[44] SDF Commander Mazloum Abdi and Syrian President Ahmed al
Shara agreed to a ”preliminary agreement” for the SDF’s military integration into the Syrian army on
October 7. This agreement and the details of SDF-comprised divisions have not been officially
announced, however. Abu Omar said that an “initial timeline” for the SDF’s military integration is set for
the end of 2025, but noted that this deadline is not “set in stone.”[45]
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Arabian Peninsula
See topline section.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon
Lebanese President Joseph Aoun stated on October 16 that the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF)
will deploy 10,000 soldiers to southern Lebanon by the end of 2025 during a meeting with UN
Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) Commander Diodato Abagnara.[46] Aoun noted that the
LAF troops will not fully deploy to southern Lebanon until after Israeli forces withdraw,
however.[47] The November 2024 Israel-Hezbollah ceasefire agreement called for the LAF to deploy at
least 10,000 LAF soldiers to southern Lebanon “as soon as possible.”[48] The LAF’s plan to disarm
Hezbollah similarly stipulates that the LAF will disarm Hezbollah south of the Litani by the end of
November 2025.[49] Aoun and the LAF have consistently stated that continued Israeli operations limit
the LAF‘s ability to fully deploy its forces to southern Lebanon and disarm Hezbollah, but Aoun and the
LAF have failed to explain how the Israelis limit LAF activity.[50] Israel has maintained that it will continue
to operate in Lebanon until Hezbollah is disarmed.[51]
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The Institute for Science and International Security (ISIS) reported on October 16 that Iranian
activity around Esfahan Nuclear Technology Center (ENTC)’s underground facilities indicates
that Iran is not attempting to retrieve centrifuges or uranium stocks. ISIS assessed that Iran
may be trying to establish secure access to ENTC tunnels and reinforce tunnel entrances
against future strikes.[1] ISIS reported that satellite imagery of the tunnel entrances to the ENTC’s
underground facilities showed that Iran cleared out all debris in front of the northern tunnel entrance and
most of the debris in front of the middle tunnel entrance in late July and late September, respectively.[2]
ISIS reported that imagery from September 30 showed a backhoe piling rocks in front of the northern
tunnel entrance, which ISIS said could be a sign that Iran is trying to reinforce the northern tunnel against
possible future strikes.[3] The ISIS report added that Iran is likely prioritizing ”slow and safe access” to
the ENTC underground facilities because it may be dangerous to enter after the strikes.[4] The United
States struck the ENTC on June 22.[5] ISIS stated that the extent of damage to the three tunnels could
not be assessed at this time.[6]

Iranian Supreme National Security Council Secretary Ali Larijani met with Russian President
Vladimir Putin on October 16, likely primarily to discuss sanctions evasion and mitigation
efforts.[7] This is Larijani’s first visit to Russia since the UN Security Council reimposed snapback
sanctions on Iran on September 27.[8] Iran relies heavily upon Russia as a key partner to mitigate the
impact of international sanctions. The reimposition of UN sanctions restored an arms embargo and broad
UN restrictions upon Iran’s nuclear and ballistic missile programs.[9] Larijani likely discussed ways that
Russia can assist Iran in evading and mitigating the impact of sanctions. Iran and Russia have historically
collaborated through networks of foreign-based front companies and shadow fleets transporting
sanctioned goods, such as energy exports and arms sales.[10] Russian Permanent Representative to the
United Nations Vasily Nebenzya stated on October 1 that Russia does not recognize the “snapback as
coming into force,” suggesting that Russia will continue to assist Iran evade sanctions as it did before the
imposition of snapback sanctions.[11] Larijani and Putin also likely discussed Russian military assistance
that Russia could provide to Iran. Russian Foreign Affairs Minister Sergei Lavrov separately stated on
October 13 that Russia would “develop military-technical cooperation with Iran” with “no
restrictions.”[12] Larijani could also have discussed military support for Iran from Russia in addition to
sanctions evasion and mitigation. Iran seeks to buy Russian military equipment, though procuring it has
been difficult given Russia’s prioritization of the war in Ukraine. Russian assets like the S-300 have also
proven incapable of stopping Israeli or US air attack, and Russian aircraft like the MiG-29 and Su-35 are
unlikely to seriously challenge the US-made F-35.
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Iranian media also reported that Larijani conveyed an unspecified message from Iranian Supreme Leader
Ali Khamenei to Putin.[13] Kremlin newswire TASS previously reported on October 9 that Putin claimed
that Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu told Russia that Israel is committed to a settlement and
“is not interested in confrontation with Iran.”[14] Putin’s claim likely reflects Russia’s ongoing interest in
serving as a political intermediary between Iran, the United States, and Israel. Russia has consistently
attempted to position itself as a mediator between Iran and the United States during nuclear negotiations
in early 2025.[15][16]

Turkey is attempting to secure an agreement with the Syrian government that would allow
Turkish forces to target Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters deep inside Syria and
possibly set conditions for future military operations targeting the SDF. Unspecified Turkish
officials told Bloomberg on October 17 that Turkey and Syria have discussed expanding the 1998 Adana
Agreement so that it allows Turkey to target Kurdish fighters up to 30 kilometers in Syrian territory.[17]
The 1998 Adana Agreement, which the Turkish government signed with the Assad regime, currently
allows Turkey the right to target Kurdish fighters it deems a threat up to five kilometers into Syrian
territory.[18] Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan used this agreement to justify Turkey’s right to
launch a military offensive targeting the SDF in 2019, citing the Assad regime’s lack of “measures” taken
to rein in Kurdish fighters near the border.[19] Turkey has recently threatened to take military action
against the SDF—which it views as an extension of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party—by the end of 2025 if
the SDF does not integrate into the Syrian state by that date.[20] Turkey’s ability to target the SDF
deeper in Syrian territory would allow Turkey to set conditions for possible future military operations
targeting the SDF, including by targeting key SDF tactical and operational commanders within the 30-
kilometer operational zone. Turkey has previously struck SDF forces deep into Syria—much deeper than
30 kilometers—but an amendment to the 1998 Adana Agreement would enable ground pursuit and help
alleviate any possible friction with the new Syrian government.

It is unclear if the Syrian government will permit an expansion of the Adana Agreement under these
terms, given that doing so may risk ending recent Kurdish cooperation with the government. The Syrian
government has negotiated with the SDF over its integration into the Syrian state while it has
simultaneously attempted to prevent Turkey from conducting another destabilizing military offensive in
northern Syria.[21] The Syrian government and SDF recently reached a limited breakthrough in
negotiations and agreed to integrate the SDF into the Syrian army in three divisions and several
independent brigades after months of stalled negotiations.[22] Many of the mechanisms of the SDF’s
integration into the Syrian army still need to be finalized, according to SDF Commander Mazloum Abdi on
October 16.[23] Abdi said that the recent SDF-government progress gives Turkey “no excuse” to act in
Syrian territory, however.[24]

Turkey may leverage planned weapons shipments in order to secure this agreement with the Syrian
government. Turkish officials told Bloomberg that Turkey plans to supply the Syrian Defense Ministry with
armored vehicles, drones, artillery, missiles, and air defense systems in the coming weeks.[25] These
shipments are likely part of the military training and ”consultation” agreement that Syrian officials signed
with Turkey on August 13.[26] This agreement and the weapons transfers that it entails could give
Turkey additional leverage over the Syrian government because the Syrian Defense Ministry does not
currently own many of these systems.[27] Turkish officials said that this equipment will be deployed in
northern Syria.[28]
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Key Takeaways
Iranian Nuclear Facilities: The Institute for Science and International Security (ISIS) reported1.
that Iranian activity around Esfahan Nuclear Technology Center (ENTC)’s underground facilities
indicates that Iran is not attempting to retrieve centrifuges or uranium stocks. ISIS assessed that
Iran may be trying to establish secure access to ENTC tunnels and reinforce tunnel entrances
against future strikes.
Iran and Russia: Iranian Supreme National Security Council Secretary Ali Larijani met with2.
Russian President Vladimir Putin, likely primarily to discuss sanctions evasion and mitigation
efforts. This is Larijani’s first visit to Russia since the UN Security Council reimposed snapback
sanctions on Iran on September 27. Iran relies heavily upon Russia as a key partner to mitigate the
impact of international sanctions.
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Turkey in Northern Syria: Turkey is attempting to secure an agreement with the Syrian3.
government that would allow Turkish forces to target Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters 30
kilometers inside Syria and possibly set conditions for future military operations targeting the SDF.
Unspecified Turkish officials told Western media that Turkey and Syria have discussed allowing
Turkey to target Kurdish fighters up to 30 kilometers in Syrian territory. Turkey may leverage
planned weapons shipments in order to secure this agreement with the Syrian government.
Sectarian Violence in Iraq: Additional details about the recent political assassination of Sunni4.
Sovereignty Alliance candidate and Baghdad Provincial Council member Safaa al Mashhadani
indicate that Iranian-backed Iraqi fighters conducted the attack. Iraqi media reported that
Mashhadani was “in a dispute” with an unspecified group that had attempted to seize land in
Tarmiyah. Mashhadani continuously advocated for the removal of Iranian-backed Iraqi militias from
Tarmiyah, which these groups would have perceived as a threat to their dominance north of
Baghdad.

Iran
See topline section.

Iraq
Additional details about the recent political assassination of Sunni Sovereignty Alliance
candidate and Baghdad Provincial Council member Safaa al Mashhadani indicate that Iranian-
backed Iraqi fighters conducted the attack.[29] CTP-ISW previously assessed that Iranian-backed
militias killed Mashhadani on October 16.[30] An informed source shared additional details with Iraqi
media on October 16 about the ongoing investigation into Mashhadani’s assassination in al Dhubat
neighborhood, Tarmiyah District, on October 14.[31] The source told Iraqi media that the assassination’s
perpetrators are based in Tarmiyah and planted a command-detonated explosive device on
Mashhadani‘s car in Tarmiyah District.[32] The perpetrators also reportedly made the device locally and
linked it to a cell phone detonation system. The source added that Mashhadani was “in a dispute” with an
unspecified group that had attempted to seize land in Tarmiyah, which is almost certainly in reference to
Iranian-backed Iraqi militias. The Iraqi government only very rarely publicly accuses Iranian-backed
militias of crimes, while it would almost certainly highlight the Islamic State of Iraq and Sham (ISIS)’s role
in the murder if ISIS was responsible. Mashhadani’s assassination followed his October 14 announcement
that the Baghdad Provincial Council suspended the allocation of investment licenses for projects in the
Baghdad Belts following reports of unspecified violations against local farmers and landowners.[33] This
announcement could be part of Mashhadani’s dispute with an unspecified group. Iranian-backed Shia
militias have long maintained a presence in Tarmiyah and other predominantly agricultural areas north of
Baghdad.[34] Both Kataib Hezbollah and Kataib Sayyid al Shuhada have explicitly and implicitly called for
Sunnis in Tarmiyah to be displaced and presumably replaced with Iranian-backed Popular Mobilization
Forces (PMF) facilities or other populations.[35] Mashhadani continuously advocated for the removal of
Iranian-backed Iraqi militias from Tarmiyah, which these groups would have perceived as a threat to their
dominance north of Baghdad.[36]

Syria
See topline section.
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Arabian Peninsula
Israeli airstrikes targeting the Houthi command network in August 2025 reportedly
incapacitated Houthi Interior Minister Abdulkarim al Houthi.[37] Yemeni sources speaking to a
Saudi news outlet claimed that Abdulkarim, who is the current Houthi Supreme Leader Abdulmalik al
Houthi’s uncle, has been in a coma for the past six weeks.[38] Israeli forces reportedly targeted
Abdulkarim in the same airstrike that killed Houthi Chief of General Staff Mohammad Abdulkarim al
Ghamari.[39] CTP-ISW is unable to independently verify Abdulkarim’s condition, but if he is comatose, the
Houthis will be forced to replace a key decisionmaker for the Houthi internal security apparatus.
Abdulkarim is a top Houthi leader, and he is extremely close to Abdulmalik al Houthi.[40] Abdulkarim is
responsible for designing and maintaining the Houthis’ internal security strategy to control territory in
Yemen, including domestic population suppression.[41] Abdulkarim also reportedly maintains close ties
with the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps and Lebanese Hezbollah, according to counterterrorism
experts.[42]

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon
US and Lebanese officials have continued to discuss the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) plan to
disarm Hezbollah. US, French, LAF, and United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) military
leaders met in Naqoura in southern Lebanon on October 15 to monitor the November 2024 Israel-
Hezbollah ceasefire and discuss the LAF’s progress in implementing its Hezbollah disarmament plan.[43]
US Central Command reported that the LAF has seized 10,000 rockets and 400 missiles and removed
over 205,000 unexploded ordnance during its disarmament operations in 2025.[44] CTP-ISW has not
observed any reports of Hezbollah fighters turning over their weaponry to the LAF, however. Diplomatic
sources told Lebanese media on October 17 that the new US Ambassador to Lebanon, Michel Issa, will
arrive in Beirut “within 10 days.”[45] Lebanese media recently reported that the United States will begin
mediating talks between Israel and Lebanon on issues related to the US proposal to disarm Hezbollah
once Issa assumes his position.[46] Lebanese Finance Minister Yassin Jaber met with US officials in
Washington, DC, on October 17 and called on the United States to put pressure on Israel to halt its
operations in Lebanon and adhere to the November ceasefire agreement.[47] Lebanese officials have
repeatedly called on the United States to pressure Israel to halt Israeli operations in Lebanon.[48] Israel
has maintained that it will continue to operate in Lebanon until Hezbollah is disarmed.[49]
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