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Iraq’s electoral commission, the Independent High Electoral Commission (IHEC), released the
final results and associated seat allocations from the November 11 Iraqi parliamentary
elections on November 17.[1] The Iraqi Federal Supreme Court must ratify the results before
the government formation process can formally begin.[2] Iraqgi Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al
Sudani’s Reconstruction and Development Coalition won a plurality of 46 seats.[3] Shia Coordination
Framework parties won a total of 111 seats.[4] The Shia Coordination Framework is a loose coalition of
Shia political parties, some of which Iran backs. Political parties, coalitions, and candidates have three
days to submit complaints about the final election results and appeal IHEC’s previous decisions to the
Electoral Judicial Panel (EJP).[5] The EJP must adjudicate all appeals before IHEC certifies the election
results and sends them to the Federal Supreme Court for ratification.[6] The Federal Supreme Court did
not ratify the October 2021 parliamentary election results until late December 2021 due, in part, to a
court case filed by Iranian-backed Badr Organization head Hadi al Ameri.[7]

The final results of the November 2025 elections are as follows:

I

The Shia Coordination Framework is debating whether to include Sudani in the next Iraqi
government, amid reports that Sudani may ally with Sunni and Kurdish political parties. The
framework nominated Sudani as prime minister for a first term in 2022.[8] The framework is expected to
discuss government formation with Sudani in the coming days.[9] A framework source told Iragi media on
November 16 that Sudani has a “good chance” of serving a second term, but that the framework has
prepared multiple unspecified “scenarios” if Sudani joins alliances outside of the framework.[10] Iranian-
backed Iraqgi actors employed a variety of political and violent tactics to hinder Iragi Shia nationalist cleric
Mugtada al Sadr from allying with Sunni parties and the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and excluding
Iranian-backed parties after the 2021 parliamentary elections.[11] A framework source told Arab media
on November 17 that prominent framework leaders, such as Maliki, support excluding Sudani from
government formation.[12] A State of Law member similarly told Iragi media on November 17 that
“most” framework parties do not support a second term for Sudani due to “disagreements about key
issues.”[13]

These statements come after a member of Sudani’s coalition suggested on November 13 that Sudani
may attempt to ally with Sunni and Kurdish political parties.[14] Sudani is expected to meet with Kurdish
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political parties, presumably the KDP and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), in Iraqi Kurdistan on
November 17 and 18.[15] The KDP and PUK won 26 and 15 seats in the 2025 elections, respectively.[16]
The Iraqgi president will select the largest coalition in the Iraqi Parliament to attempt to form a
government.[17] Given that neither the Shia Coordination Framework nor Sudani’s coalition has the 165
seats required to form the government, both blocs will try to ally with smaller parties in the coming
weeks. A member of the Services Alliance, which is affiliated with the Iranian-backed Iraqgi militia Kataib
Imam al Ali, confirmed that the framework has created a committee to negotiate with Sunni and Kurdish
parties.[18] Framework parties could attempt to form a coalition with Sunni and Kurdish parties by
offering these parties ministry appointments or other political spoils.

Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)-affiliated media claimed on November 15 that the
IRGC Navy seized the Marshall Islands-flagged Talara tanker because it was attempting to
illegally export Iranian cargo. This claim likely seeks to obfuscate the real reason why the
IRGC Navy seized the vessel and may be part of an Iranian effort to prevent any retaliation
for the seizure. Three IRGC Navy vessels intercepted the Talara on November 14 and diverted it to
Iranian territorial waters.[19] IRGC-affiliated Fars News claimed that the Talara was carrying 30,000 tons
of Iranian petrochemical products and that the IRGC Navy seized the vessel to “return [Iran’s]
property.”[20] The outlet, citing an unspecified source, stated that an Iranian individual or company
intended to illegally export the materials.[21] The IRGC Navy stated on November 15 that it seized the
Talara to protect Iran’s “national interests and resources” and claimed that the vessel was carrying
“unauthorized cargo.” CTP-ISW has not observed any evidence that the vessel was carrying Iranian cargo
or that its owner or operator had any links to Iran. The IRGC suggested following the seizure on
November 14 that the IRGC Navy had seized the vessel in retaliation for a previous incident, not because
the vessel was illicitly transporting Iranian cargo. The Fars News report suggests that Iran may be trying
to avoid any retaliation for seizing the tanker by attributing the seizure to a domestic issue rather than
foreign tensions. Iran depends on stability in the Strait of Hormuz to export oil, which is the main source
of revenue for the regime. Any naval retaliation could impact the stability of the Strait of Hormuz and
Iranian oil exports.

CTP-ISW outlined on November 14 three hypotheses for why Iran may have seized the Talara:

 Iran may have sought to retaliate for the potential attack on the LPG tanker MV Falcon, which
caught on fire after an unspecified explosion near Aden, Yemen, on October 18.[22]

* Iran may have sought to demonstrate its willingness to close the Strait of Hormuz as a preemptive
measure amid Iranian concerns about future US actions.[23]

 Iran may have sought to demonstrate its power to actors, such as Azerbaijan and Saudi Arabia, that
have recently taken steps to increase cooperation with Iran’s adversaries.[24]

A Russian and Turkish military delegation toured former Russian military sites near United
Nations Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF) positions located along the Syrian border
with the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights on November 17.[25] The Russian and Turkish
delegation’s tour may be related to previous discussions between Syria and Russia about
establishing a Russian military presence in southern Syria.[26] The Syrian Ministry of Defense
(MoD) reported on November 17 that a Russian military delegation toured “a number of military points
and sites in southern Syria” to review on-the-ground conditions “within the framework of the ongoing
cooperation.”[27] Local sources reported that Syrian security forces escorted a large Russian military
convoy to several military sites in Quneitra and Daraa provinces on November 17.[28] The Russian
delegation was accompanied by unspecified Turkish military personnel.[29] The Russian and Turkish
delegation visited a former Russian barracks in Quneitra Province as well as several other Russian
military sites.[30] The Russian military previously manned approximately 12 observation positions in
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Syria along the border with the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights before the fall of the Assad regime in
December 2024.[31] The delegation’s tour comes amid recent Russo-Syrian military and diplomatic
engagement and Turkey’s efforts to use the Russian military in Syria to act as a counterbalance against
Israel in Syria. Turkey has previously encouraged Syria to strengthen ties with Russia to counterbalance
and undermine US and Israeli objectives in Syria.[32] Turkish sources told Syria in Transition in August
2025 that the Turkish government had advised Syrian President Ahmed al Shara to strengthen relations
with Russia so that Russia, Turkey, and Syria can counterbalance US, European, Israeli, and Saudi
interests in Syria.[33] An unspecified Syrian source told Reuters that Shara may have discussed the
redeployment of Russian military police to southern Syria as a "guarantor” against Israeli advances in the
south during Shara’s visit to Moscow on October 15.[34] Syrian Defense Minister Major General Marhaf
Abu Qasra traveled to Russia on October 31, where he met with Russian Defense Minister Andrei
Belousov.[35] Qasra met with Russian Deputy Defense Minister Yunus-bek Yevkurov and a delegation of
reportedly 190 Russian military officials in Damascus on November 16 to discuss military cooperation
between the two countries.[36] The Syrian government has previously stated that it will work with
multiple partners to ensure its security interests in southern Syria.
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Former Russian Military Positions in Southern Syria
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o Baghdad, Iraq. lraq's electoral commission, the Independent High Electoral
Commission, released the final results and associated seat allocations from the
November 11 Iragi parliamentary elections on November 17. The Iragi Federal
Supreme Court must ratify the results before the government formation process can
formally begin.

o Tehran, Iran, Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGCl-affiliated media claimed on
November 15 that the IRGC Navy seized the Marshall Islands-flagged Talara tanker
because itwas attempting to illegally export Iranian cargo. This claim likely seeks to
obfuscate the real reason why the IRGC Navy seized the vessel and may be partofan
Iranian effort to prevent any retaliation for the seizure.

o Damascus, Syria. A Russian and Turkish military delegation toured former Russian
military sites near United Nations Disengagement Observer Force positions located
along the Syrian border with the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights on November 17,
The delegation’s tour may be related to previous discussions between Syria and
Russia about establishing a Russian military presence in southern Syria.

Key Takeaways

1. Iraqgi Parliamentary Elections: Iraq’s electoral commission, the Independent High Electoral
Commission, released the final results and associated seat allocations from the November 11 Iraqi
parliamentary elections on November 17. The Iraqi Federal Supreme Court must ratify the results
before the government formation process can formally begin.

2. Iraqi Parliamentary Elections: The Shia Coordination Framework is debating whether to include
Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al Sudani in the next Iragi government, amid reports that Sudani
may ally with Sunni and Kurdish political parties.

3. Tanker Seizure in the Strait of Hormuz: Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)-affiliated
media claimed on November 15 that the IRGC Navy seized the Marshall Islands-flagged Talara
tanker because it was attempting to illegally export Iranian cargo. This claim likely seeks to

© 2025, Institute for the Study of War



obfuscate the real reason why the IRGC Navy seized the vessel and may be part of an Iranian effort
to prevent any retaliation for the seizure.

4. Syrian-Russian Relations: A Russian and Turkish military delegation toured former Russian
military sites near United Nations Disengagement Observer Force positions located along the
Syrian border with the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights on November 17. The Russian and Turkish
delegation’s tour may be related to previous discussions between Syria and Russia about
establishing a Russian military presence in southern Syria.

Iran

Senior Iranian military officials have continued to emphasize the importance of Iran’s missile
program for its national security, which suggests that Iran will continue to invest in the
development of its missile program. IRGC Spokesperson Brigadier General Ali Mohammad Naeini
stated in an interview on November 16 that Iran’s missile program both deters and defeats Iranian
adversaries.[37] Naeini’'s statement echoes other Iranian officials’ comments about Iran’s missile
program since the Israel-lran War in June 2025.[38] Former IRGC Commander Major General Mohammad
Ali Jafari argued on October 25 that Iran’s missile program is Iran’s main form of deterrence and that Iran
deliberately prioritized developing its missile and drone capabilities over its air and ground forces to
counter Israel and the United States’ superior capabilities.[39] Iranian Deputy Vice President for Strategic
Affairs Ali Abdullah Khani similarly stated on October 20 that Iran must improve its missile capabilities
and adopt an approach to confront “hybrid warfare.”[40] Naeini also identified “hybrid warfare” as a
strategy used by Israel and the United States in his interview on November 16.[41] The Iranian regime
defines “hybrid warfare” as the use of all domains of power, including information, electronic, cultural,
social, and military operations, by hostile actors to destabilize Iran.[42]

Iraq

The Shia Coordination Framework will likely try to involve Iraqi Shia nationalist cleric
Mugqtada al Sadr in the government formation process to reduce opportunities for Sadr to
destabilize the process and the next Iraqi government. The Shia Coordination Framework is a
loose coalition of Shia political parties, some of which Iran backs. A Shia Coordination Framework source
told Iragi media on November 16 that the Shia Coordination Framework has agreed to appoint an
unidentified representative to inform Sadr about government formation progress and discuss his
demands.[43] Sadr’s Shia Nationalist Movement did not participate in the parliamentary elections on
November 11, and Sadr repeatedly called on his primarily Shia followers to boycott the elections.[44]
Sadr has periodically mobilized his predominantly Shia Iragi base, including during the government
formation process following the 2021 parliamentary elections.[45] This report comes after an adviser to
Iraqi Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al Sudani stated on November 12 that some unidentified Shia
Coordination Framework leaders suggested involving the Sadrist movement as a “key partner” in forming
the next Iraqi government, despite the movement lacking parliamentary representation.[46]

Popular Mobilization Commission (PMC) Chairman and Ataa Movement head Faleh al Fayyadh
may be attempting to secure his political future regardless of Iraqi Prime Minister
Mohammad Shia al Sudani’s position in the future government. Fayyadh met with Iranian-backed
Iraqgi militia Asaib Ahl al Hag head Qais al Khazali on November 14.[47] Iraqi media noted that this
meeting “reopened” communication between Fayyadh and Khazali, following Khazali’s public support for
Fayyadh’s removal as PMC chairman in spring 2025.[48] Fayyadh also met with Iragi Deputy Parliament
Speaker and National Foundation Coalition head Mohsen al Mandalawi on November 15.[49] Fayyadh is a
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member of Sudani’s coalition, while Mandalawi and Khazali are both Shia Coordination Framework
members.[50] The framework is currently debating whether to include Sudani in the next Iraqi
government. Fayyadh would likely benefit politically if Sudani serves a second term given Fayyadh’s
close ties to Sudani, but Fayyadh could be meeting with Shia Coordination Framework actors to ensure
that he maintains his political influence regardless of whether Sudani serves a second term.

Syria

See topline section

Arabian Peninsula

Unverified reports claimed that the IRGC Quds Force sent Abdul Reza Shahlai (aka Yusuf Abu
al Karkh, aka Hajji Yusef) to Sanaa to resolve internal disputes between senior Houthi
leadership.[51] Yemeni journalists, citing unspecified Sanaa-based sources, claimed on November 15
that Houthi Supreme Leader Abdulmalik al Houthi ordered his nephew Ali Hussein al Houthi to purge
Houthi intelligence agencies of alleged Israeli infiltration.[52] Senior Houthi leader Abdullah Razami
reportedly opposed Abdulmalik’s campaign to purge Houthi intelligence services and refused to allow Ali
Hussein al Houthi to purge the Houthi intelligence services.[53] Razami was reluctant to accept
Abdulmalik’s rise to power in 2004 following Houthi founder Hussein al Houthi’'s death and was
subsequently demoted.[54] Razami established and personally funded an armed wing named the
“Hamedan-Saada Axis,” also known as the “Death Brigades,” outside of the Houthi chain of command
between 2007 and 2015, and recruited members with familial ties.[55] Yemen-based news outlets
claimed that Iran helped integrate the Death Brigades into the Houthi forces in 2015, and that the IRGC
Quds Force oversees special training for the forces.[56] Razami also established an independent judiciary
to resolve tribal disputes in Sanaa and established his own media arm.[57] A Sanaa-based research
center, citing sources close to Houthi leadership, claimed that Abdulmalik feared Razami’s growing power
and appointed him to several senior, but powerless, Houthi positions in 2022.[58] Razami has reportedly
retired, imprisoned, and demoted various Houthi leaders during his tenure.[59] Razami requested that
Iran send Shahlai to resolve the dispute, according to Sanaa-based sources.[60] The United States
Government reported that Shahlai planned and provided material support for multiple operations that
killed US forces in Iraq and funded and directed a plot to assassinate the Saudi Ambassador to the United
States in 2011.[61] Iranian diaspora media claimed that Shahlai assumed responsibility for IRGC Quds
Force operations in Yemen in 2015.[62] Shahlai reportedly survived a US attempt to kill him in 2020 the
same day that the United States killed IRGC Quds Force Commander Brigadier General Qassem Soleimani
and Abu Mahdi al Muhandis in Baghdad.[63] Yemeni journalists reported that Shahlai has returned to
Sanaa after spending a year in Iran.[64]

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

The newly-appointed US Ambassador to Lebanon, Michel Issa, met with senior Lebanese
officials in Beirut on November 17.[65] Issa met with Lebanese President Joseph Aoun, Prime
Minister Nawaf Salam, and Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri to present his diplomatic credentials.[66] Issa
told the Lebanese officials that the United States seeks to “strengthen and develop US-Lebanese
relations in all fields.”[67] Lebanese media reported in October 2025 that Issa is expected to lead US
efforts to mediate potential negotiations between Israel and the Lebanese government on outstanding
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issues related to the US proposal to disarm Hezbollah.[68]
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The Shia Coordination Framework announced on November 17 that it formed the “largest
parliamentary bloc” with 157 seats.[1] This bloc includes Iragi Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al
Sudani’s Reconstruction and Development Coalition.[2] The Shia Coordination Framework is a loose
coalition of Shia political parties, some of which Iran backs. The Iraqi president will select the largest
coalition in parliament to try to form a government.[3] The framework also announced the formation of a
committee to interview candidates for prime minister, even though Sudani has repeatedly stated his
intention to serve a second term as prime minister.[4] This announcement comes after a member of
Sudani’s coalition suggested on November 13 that Sudani may attempt to ally with Sunni and Kurdish
political parties to try to form the largest bloc because some framework parties refuse to allow Sudani to
serve a second term.[5] Several prominent framework parties, including the Iranian-backed Badr
Organization, Sadigoun Movement, Hoqug Movement, Services Alliance, and former Prime Minister Nouri
al Maliki’s State of Law Coalition, are opposed to Sudani serving a second term due to “disagreements
about key issues.”[6]

.responsive-iframe { position: relative; width: 100%; padding-bottom: 56.25%; height: 0; overflow:
hidden; } .responsive-iframe iframe { position: absolute; top:0; left:0; width:100%; height:100%;
border:0; }

Click on each province to see a seat breakdown_(Link for mobile).

It is unclear whether Sudani would remain in the framework if the framework does not agree
to him serving a second term as prime minister. Sudani could attempt to ally with Sunni, Kurdish,
and smaller parties to form the largest parliamentary bloc. He could also stay in the framework and try to
delay government formation by preventing parliament from meeting the two-thirds quorum required to
elect the president.[7] The president is responsible for nominating a prime minister-designate from the
largest bloc.[8] Shia Coordination Framework parties used this strategy to delay government formation in
2022.[9] Both of these options require Sudani to ensure that Reconstruction and Development Coalition
members do not defect and thereby weaken Sudani’s leverage in parliament.

Political parties tied to Iranian-backed Iraqi militias performed better in the November 2025
Iraqi parliamentary elections than they did in the 2021 elections, likely due to several
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reasons, including Iraqi Shia nationalist cleric Muqtada al Sadr’s boycott of the elections and
the reinstatement of the pre-2021 electoral system.[10] The political blocs of Iranian-backed Iraqi
militias that won 17 seats under the Fatah Alliance coalition in 2021 won 45 seats in the 2025
elections.[11] Asaib Ahl al Haq's Sadigoun Movement won 27 seats, the Badr Organization won 18 seats,
and the Kataib al Imam Ali-affiliated Services Alliance won five seats.[12] Kataib Hezbollah’s Hoquq
Movement, which did not run under the Fatah Alliance in 2021, won five seats in 2025, compared to one
seat in 2021.[13] Sadr’s decision to boycott the election and his efforts to urge his followers, who are
primarily Shia, not to vote may partially explain these differences.[14] CTP-ISW assessed in June 2025
that Shia Coordination Framework parties may have sought to win votes from Iraqis who would have
voted for Sadr in the elections, including by organizing voter registration drives in Sadrist
strongholds.[15] Shia Coordination Framework parties may have successfully convinced a portion of
Sadrist voters to vote for Iranian-backed Iraqi militias, although this scenario is less likely due to Sadr’s
ideological opposition to the militias.[16] Changes to the electoral system may have also contributed to
the success of the militias. Framework parties successfully pushed for a reversal of the Iraqi election law
in 2023 and re-established Irag’s proportional representation system, which allows surplus votes for a
candidate to be transferred to other candidates on the same party list.[17] This electoral system reduces
the cost of running multiple candidates in the same district, which benefits often-fractious Iranian-backed
political factions.

Some elements of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) are reportedly pressuring
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei to accelerate the reconstruction of Iran’s nuclear program and
withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).[18] An unspecified senior “energy
source” who works closely with Iran’s Oil Ministry told UK-based outlet Oil Price on November 17 that the
IRGC is pressuring Khamenei to expedite the reconstruction of nuclear facilities that were damaged
during the Israel-lran War.[19] The source added that some elements of the IRGC are pressuring
Khamenei to withdraw from the NPT.[20] Iran must implement a Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement
with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) as an NPT member.[21] Safeguards agreements are
“designed to enable the IAEA to detect the diversion of nuclear material from peaceful purposes to
nuclear weapons uses, as well as to detect undeclared nuclear activities and material.”[22] CTP-ISW
cannot verify the Oil Price report. Unspecified IRGC officials previously urged Khamenei before the Israel-
Iran War to approve the development of a nuclear weapon to confront “existential threats” from the
West.[23] An unspecified European Union (EU) source also told Oil Price that unanswered questions about
recent Iranian activities at the Mount Kolang Gaz La facility in Esfahan Province have set Iran and the
West “on a collision course.”[24] Recent Iranian construction at the facility has fueled concerns that the
site could serve not only as a centrifuge assembly plant, as Iran announced in 2020, but also as a covert
enrichment facility or secure storage facility for highly enriched uranium.[25]

Iran also reportedly intends to allocate a large portion of its military budget to the development of
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and multi-warhead delivery systems, according to the EU
source.[26] The source stated that Iran will increase its military budget by over 200 percent in the
coming year and accelerate the development of ICBMs with multi-warhead delivery systems and ranges
of up to 10,000 kilometers. CTP-ISW cannot verify these claims. Multi-warhead delivery systems likely
refer to multiple independently targetable reentry vehicles (MIRVs).[27] Iran used ballistic missiles with
cluster munition warheads, which disperse unguided submunitions over a wide area, during the Israel-
Iran War. Iran does not currently possess MIRV technology, however. Ballistic missiles with MIRVs are
more difficult to defend against than regular ballistic missiles, so Iran may seek to develop MIRV
technology to bypass enemy air defenses more effectively.[28]
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o BAGHDAD, IRAQ. Political parties tied to Iranian-backed Iragi militias performed better in
the November 2025 Iragi parliamentary elections than they did in the 2021 elections,
likely due to several reasons, including Iragi Shia nationalist cleric Mugtada al Sadr’s
boycott of the elections and the reinstatement of the pre-2021 electoral system.

o TEHRAN, IRAN. Some elements of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps are reportedly
pressuring Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei to accelerate the reconstruction of Iran’s nuclear
program and withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Iran also reportedly
intends to allocate a large portion of its military budget to the development of
intercontinental ballistic missiles and multi-warhead delivery systems, according to an EU
source.

Key Takeaways

1. Iraqi Elections: The Shia Coordination Framework announced on November 17 that it formed the
“largest parliamentary bloc” with 157 seats. This bloc includes Iraqi Prime Minister Mohammad Shia
al Sudani’s Reconstruction and Development Coalition. It is unclear whether Sudani would remain
in the framework if the framework does not agree to him serving a second term as prime minister.

2. Iranian-backed Iraqi Militia Performance in Iraqi Elections: Political parties tied to Iranian-
backed Iraqi militias performed better in the November 2025 Iraqgi parliamentary elections than
they did in the 2021 elections, likely due to several reasons, including Iragi Shia nationalist cleric
Mugtada al Sadr’s boycott of the elections and the reinstatement of the pre-2021 electoral system.

3. Iranian Nuclear and Missile Program: Some elements of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps are reportedly pressuring Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei to accelerate the reconstruction of
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Iran’s nuclear program and withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Iran also reportedly
intends to allocate a large portion of its military budget to the development of intercontinental
ballistic missiles and multi-warhead delivery systems, according to an EU source.

Iran

Iran seeks to deepen its economic cooperation with Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)
member countries to mitigate the effects of international sanctions. The SCO, which Iran joined
in 2023, is a multilateral forum that was established by Eurasian countries, including the People’s
Republic of China and Russia, to coordinate on political, military, and economic issues.[29] Iran views
multilateral institutions such as the SCO as necessary to counter and undermine the US-led international
order. SCO officials signed a cooperation document on November 17 at the SCO’s 24th Heads of
Government summit in Moscow covering a wide range of economic issues, including the use of national
currencies for trade, investments in green energy technology and transportation, and increased
economic diplomacy.[30] Iranian First Vice President Mohmmad Reza Aref met with Russian Prime
Minister Mikhail Mishustin on November 17 on the sidelines of the summit to discuss expanding economic
ties, including the development of joint railway projects.[31] Aref separately met with Belarusian Prime
Minister Alexander Turchin on November 18 and emphasized the importance of bilateral investment and
production initiatives to “meet mutual needs.”[32] Aref and other participating officials signed a joint
statement condemning “coercive” economic sanctions, stating that they hinder international
cooperation.[33] Iran, Russia, and Belarus, among other SCO member states, are heavily sanctioned by
the United States and its allies.[34]

Iraq

See topline section.

Syria

The Syrian government is reportedly reviewing a Russian proposal to redeploy Russian
military police to former positions along the Syrian border with the Israeli-controlled Golan
Heights to act as a buffer between Israel and Syria. An unspecified Syrian government source told
Israeli media on November 18 that the Russian-Turkish military delegation’s tour of former Russian
positions in Syria on November 17 was part of a Russian proposal to return Russian military police to
southern Syria to “act as a buffer between Israeli and Syrian forces.”[35] The source added that Russia
presented the proposal to the Syrian government “in recent months” and that the government is still
considering it.[36] A separate Syrian source stated that a renewed Russian military presence in southern
Syria as part of an Israeli-Syrian security arrangement is “not impossible.”[37] Russian and Israeli media
reported that Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu discussed ways to establish stability in Syria
with Russian President Vladimir Putin on November 15.[38] Israel reportedly previously did not oppose
the presence of Russian military police in southern Syria during the Assad regime.[39] Russian forces
previously manned approximately 12 observation positions in Syria along the border with the Israeli-
controlled Golan Heights before the fall of the Assad regime in December 2024.[40]

The Syrian government began the first public trials for perpetrators responsible for the
Alawite massacres on the Syrian coast in March 2025. These and subsequent trials will test
the Syrian government’s ability and willingness to pursue transitional justice and rebuild
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minority trust. Syrian media reported that a judge and two advisers held preliminary sessions in Aleppo
City for 14 individuals, including seven Assadists and seven government-affiliated perpetrators, who are
accused of committing violations on the Syrian coast.[41] The Assadist perpetrators are accused of
sedition, inciting sectarian war, and attacking government and military forces, while the government-
affiliated perpetrators are accused of deliberately killing civilians and looting.[42] Syrian media reported
that the Aleppo City court will conduct trials for the 14 individuals until December 25 and announce a
verdict following deliberations.[43] The Syrian National Inquiry Commission spokesperson told Syrian
state media on November 17 that the Commission had referred 563 suspects to the judiciary.[44]
Prosecuting government forces that committed sectarian atrocities in March would demonstrate the
transitional government’s commitment to impartial justice and could help rebuild minority, particularly
Alawite, trust.

Arabian Peninsula

Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

Lebanese Deputy Parliament Speaker and Hezbollah ally Ali Hassan Khalil met with senior
Iranian officials in Tehran on November 16, possibly to seek additional Iranian financial and
military support.[45] Khalil is the political deputy of Lebanese Parliament Speaker and Hezbollah ally
Nabih Berri and the second-in-command of the Hezbollah-allied Amal Movement.[46] The US Treasury
Department sanctioned Khalil in 2020 for exploiting his former position as Lebanese Finance Minister to
provide funding and resources to Hezbollah-owned companies.[47] Khalil met with Iranian Foreign Affairs
Minister Abbas Araghchi, Supreme National Security Council Secretary Ali Larijani, and Parliament
Speaker Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf to discuss Iran’s support for Hezbollah.[48] Khalil stated during his
meeting with Ghalibaf that Lebanon hopes that “Iran will stand by us more than ever to face the
challenges ahead.”[49] Khalil’s statement suggests that he may have sought increased financial and
military support from the Iranian regime during his visit to Tehran. The US Treasury Department reported
in November 2025 that Iran has smuggled at least $1 billion to Hezbollah in 2025.[50] Hezbollah has
struggled to uphold its financial commitments to its fighters and supporters since February 2025, which
has created frustration among Hezbollah’s Shia support base.[51] Disruptions to Hezbollah's ability to
provide its support base with promised benefits may not have an immediate effect on the population’s
support for Hezbollah but could diminish support for Hezbollah over time.
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An Iranian Defense Ministry-affiliated delegation covertly traveled to Russia in November
2024, possibly to seek “laser technology and expertise that could help [Iran] validate a
nuclear weapon design without conducting a nuclear explosive test,” according to a former
CIA analyst speaking to the Financial Times.[1] This report corroborates CTP-ISW's
assessment from November 2024 that Iran had restarted its nuclear weapons research
program. CTP-ISW cannot independently assess the status of this program following the
Israel-lran War. The Financial Times reported on November 19 that the Iranian Organization of
Defensive Innovation and Research (SPND) used a front company, DamavandTec, to organize a trip for
Iranian laser specialists to go to St. Petersburg, Russia, in November 2024.[2] The SPND played a leading
role in Iran’s nuclear weapons research program before 2003.[3] The United States sanctioned
DamavandTec in October 2025 for procuring “items applicable to the development of nuclear explosive
devices from foreign suppliers.”[4] The Iranian laser specialists visited the US-sanctioned Russian military
technology company Laser Systems. Iran has previously sought assistance from Russia to develop its
nuclear program.[5] The Financial Times previously reported that four Iranian nuclear scientists and an
Iranian counterintelligence officer traveled to Moscow in August 2024 to visit Russian research institutes
that specialize in dual-use technologies that could be used for nuclear weapons development.[6] Iranian
nuclear scientists’ visits to Russia in August and November 2024 came amid other indications, such as
reports that Iran had begun running computer models and conducting metallurgical research that could
support the development of nuclear weapons, that Iran had resumed its nuclear weapons research
program.[7] CTP-ISW cannot independently assess the status of this program following the Israel-Iran
War.

Iran is continuing to develop parts of its nuclear program that could potentially support the
development of a nuclear weapon. CTP-ISW has not observed any evidence that the Iranian
regime seeks to develop a nuclear weapon, however. The Institute for Science and International
Security reported on November 18 that Iran is constructing a possible high-explosive containment vessel
at the former Taleghan 2 nuclear research site at the Parchin Military Complex in southeastern Tehran
Province.[8] The Institute noted that high-explosive containment vessels are necessary for the
development of nuclear weapons but that they can also be used for “many other conventional weapons
development processes.”[9] The Iranian regime previously used the Taleghan 2 facility to test explosives
that are needed to detonate a nuclear device before the regime suspended its nuclear weapons program
in 2003.[10] International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Director Rafael Grossi stated on November 19
that there is nothing that currently necessitates an IAEA inspection at Taleghan 2 when asked about the
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construction of a possible high-explosive containment vessel at the site.[11]

Iranian officials continue to express openness to resuming nuclear negotiations with the
United States, but the regime has not conceded on its previous stance against zero uranium
enrichment. Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei’s Foreign Affairs Adviser, Kamal Kharrazi, stated that Iran
would be open to nuclear negotiations based on “mutual respect” with the United States in an interview
with CNN on November 19. Kharrazi said that Iran would maintain its right to enrich uranium domestically
for peaceful purposes, however.[12] Kharrazi stated that potential negotiations with the United States
would focus on the “degree of enrichment” that Iran is allowed. Senior Iranian officials have continuously
emphasized both before and after the Israel-lran War that Iran will not negotiate its right to enrich
uranium.[13] Kharrazi said that Iran has experienced difficulty in convincing the United States and the E3
(the United Kingdom, France, and Germany) that Iran is not pursuing a nuclear weapon.[14] The United
States has maintained that Iran must accept zero enrichment.[15] Kharrazi stated that the United States
must “make the first move” if Iran is to return to the negotiating table.[16] Kharrazi added that Iran’s
nuclear program cannot be eliminated with “force.”[17] Iranian Foreign Affairs Minister Abbas Araghchi
also told Iranian media on November 19 that Iran will not accept zero enrichment because enrichment
has become “a matter of national pride.”[18]

Iran is continuing to prohibit the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) from inspecting
damaged and other Iranian nuclear facilities. An unspecified European Union (EU) source told UK-
based outlet Oil Price on November 17 that Iran continues to block the IAEA from inspecting nuclear sites,
including sites that the United States and Israel struck in June 2025, as well as the Mount Kolang Gaz La
facility near Natanz.[19] Kharrazi claimed that Iran cannot yet assess the damage at nuclear facilities
such as Natanz and Fordow in his November 19 CNN interview.[20] IAEA Director General Rafael Grossi
stressed the urgent need for Iran to allow IAEA inspectors to inspect nuclear facilities on the sidelines of
the IAEA Board of Governors meeting on November 19. Grossi stated that Iran has not yet submitted a
report on its damaged nuclear sites and highly enriched uranium stockpile to the IAEA.[21] The E3 also
submitted a resolution to the IAEA Board of Governors on November 18 that demands that Iran allow
IAEA inspectors to access nuclear sites.[22] The IAEA Board of Governors will vote on the resolution in the
coming days.[23]

Infighting and paranoia among Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) and other Iranian
regime officials have reportedly increased since the Israel-Iran War, which could hamper the
regime’s ability to make cohesive decisions. Unspecified Iranian regime officials told the Telegraph
on November 19 that there is “turmoil” within the regime after the Israel-lran War.[24] Regime officials
are reportedly engaged in infighting due to paranoia over widespread Israeli infiltration.[25] The regime
has arrested hundreds of individuals on espionage charges since the Israel-Iran War and has executed
several Iranians for allegedly spying for Israel.[26] The Iranian officials added that there is growing
concern among regime officials and security services that officials who collaborate with Israel may falsely
accuse loyal regime officials of treason.[27] These heightened concerns have prompted Iranian officials,
particularly within the IRGC, to actively demonstrate their loyalty to the regime, according to an
unspecified senior Iranian official.[28] Israeli infiltration enabled the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) to kill
numerous senior lranian military commanders and prominent nuclear scientists during the war.[29]
Iranian officials’ concerns about Israeli infiltration are not new, but the Israel-lIran War exacerbated these
concerns. The current environment of suspicion within the regime and lack of trust between officials
could hinder the regime from being able to make cohesive decisions because trust and cooperation are
critical for effective decision-making.[30]
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The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) struck five Hezbollah rocket storage facilities and killed one
Hezbollah fighter in southern Lebanon on November 19 amid the Lebanese Armed Forces’
(LAF) failure to act on Israeli information provided to the ceasefire monitoring committee
about Hezbollah sites in southern Lebanon.[31] The IDF issued evacuation orders to residents near
targets in Deir Kifa, Chohour, and Tayr Falsay in Tyre District and in Ainatha, Bint Jbeil District, in
southern Lebanon.[32] The IDF struck the targets shortly thereafter.[33] The IDF targeted five Hezbollah
rocket storage facilities.[34] The IDF also killed a Hezbollah fighter who the IDF said was attempting to re-
establish Hezbollah's presence in Tiri, Bint Jbeil District.[35] The IDF Military Intelligence Directorate also
identified dozens of locations in the neighboring village of Beit Lif where Hezbollah is rebuilding
infrastructure, including a headquarters and weapons depots.[36] The IDF said on November 19 that it
had referred some of the Hezbollah infrastructure in Beit Lif to the ceasefire monitoring committee but
that the LAF had not acted on this information.[37] Israeli media reported on November 8 that Israel
warned the LAF through the United States that the LAF is not acting “sufficiently” against Hezbollah
because it is not entering rural areas or private property to confiscate Hezbollah weapons.[38] Israel
stated in a message that it will continue and increase attacks across Lebanon if the LAF does not make
“significant” improvements.[39] The LAF is bound by the November 2024 ceasefire agreement to disarm
Hezbollah south of the Litani River.[40]

Hezbollah is likely smuggling weapons from Syria to southern Lebanon that the group could
use to defend against a possible Israeli ground operation in Lebanon or to attack Israel. The
IDF strikes on Hezbollah rocket storage facilities in southern Lebanon occurred as Hezbollah is attempting
to replenish its weapons stockpiles.[41] Syrian and Lebanese authorities have thwarted numerous
weapons smuggling attempts along the Lebanon-Syria border since the fall of the Assad regime in
December 2024, which indicates that Hezbollah and/or Hezbollah-aligned actors are continuing to
smuggle weapons from Syria into Lebanon.[42] Syrian forces seized anti-personnel fragmentation mines,
anti-tank guided missiles (ATGM), rocket-propelled grenade warheads, mortar rounds, and Grad rockets
in three distinct seizures near al Qusayr, Homs Province, Syria, in September.[43] Hezbollah has
historically used these types of munitions to target Israeli ground forces in Lebanon and to fire into Israeli
territory. Hezbollah fired thousands of Grad rockets into northern Israel between October 2023 and
November 2024, for example.[44] Hezbollah also launched ATGMs and mortars targeting the IDF and
Israeli positions in Lebanon in late fall 2024.[45] Recent IDF strikes targeting Hezbollah fighters
smuggling munitions into southern Lebanon on November 8 and 10 suggest that at least some smuggling
routes between southern Lebanon and other parts of the country and Syria are active.[46]

Syrian President Ahmed al Shara met on November 19 with a prominent Arab tribal sheikh
and militia leader from Hasakah Province who supports the Syrian Democratic Forces’ (SDF)
position on decentralization.[47] The leader of the SDF-allied Shammar tribe, Sheikh Maneh Hamidi
Daham al Jarba, and Shara discussed the role of Arab tribes in Syria and affirmed the Shammar tribe’s
support for the government and SDF’s March 10 integration framework agreement.[48] Jarba’s son
commands the Sanadid Forces, which is a militia within the SDF that consists of approximately 3,000
Arab tribal fighters.[49] A source from the Shammar tribe told Syrian media that the SDF and Sanadid
Forces coordinated Jarba’s visit to Damascus.[50] Jarba, while generally supportive of the government,
has tempered his support by dismissing the government’s claims that the SDF seeks to secede from
Syria.[51] He has also called for a new constitution on the grounds that the current constitution does not
include all Syrians, which is also the SDF’s position.[52]

Debate over centralization or decentralization is the core political issue that faces Syria at present.
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Syria’s centralized system of government, which was put in place in 1971, contributed to the political
grievances that culminated in the 2011 uprising.[53] Jarba’s meeting with Shara comes amid recent
efforts to accelerate the SDF’s civil and military integration into the Syrian state, but the SDF and Syrian
government have still not addressed their fundamental disagreement about the definitions of
centralization and decentralization. The SDF interprets decentralization as a mechanism to ensure local
government autonomy for regional issues and views the government’s efforts to centralize control in
Damascus as an effort to establish an autocratic government.[54] The Syrian government views
centralization as necessary to unite the country and interprets decentralization as a path toward the
partition of Syria, however.[55] Disagreement on this issue has significantly impeded the SDF's
integration since March 2025. The Syrian government and SDF’s continued disagreement risks renewed
internal conflict if the framing of the debate over centralization does not change from two zero-sum
positions.
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potentially support the development of a nuclear weapon. The Institute for Science and
International Security reported on Novernber 18 that Iran is constructing a possible high-
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Key Takeaways

1. Iranian Nuclear Research: An Iranian Defense Ministry-affiliated delegation covertly traveled to
Russia in November 2024, possibly to seek “laser technology and expertise that could help [Iran]
validate a nuclear weapon design without conducting a nuclear explosive test,” according to a
former CIA analyst speaking to the Financial Times. This report corroborates CTP-ISW’'s assessment
from November 2024 that Iran had restarted its nuclear weapons research program. CTP-ISW
cannot independently assess the status of this program following the Israel-Iran War.

2. Iranian Nuclear Program: Iran is continuing to develop parts of its nuclear program that could
potentially support the development of a nuclear weapon. The Institute for Science and
International Security reported on November 18 that Iran is constructing a possible high-explosive
containment vessel at the former Taleghan 2 nuclear research site at the Parchin Military Complex
in southeastern Tehran Province. CTP-ISW has not observed any evidence that the Iranian regime
seeks to develop a nuclear weapon.

3. IDF Strikes Against Hezbollah: The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) struck five Hezbollah rocket
storage facilities and killed one Hezbollah fighter in southern Lebanon on November 19 amid the
Lebanese Armed Forces’ (LAF) failure to act on Israeli information provided to the ceasefire
monitoring committee about Hezbollah sites in southern Lebanon.

4. Syrian Government-SDF Negotiations: Syrian President Ahmed al Shara met on November 19
with a prominent Arab tribal sheikh and militia leader from Hasakah Province who supports the
Syrian Democratic Forces’ (SDF) position on decentralization. Debate over centralization or
decentralization is the core political issue that faces Syria at present. The Syrian government and
the SDF’s continued disagreement risks renewed internal conflict if the framing of the debate over
centralization does not change from two zero-sum positions.

Iran

Iran released the Marshall Islands-flagged Talara tanker on November 19 after confiscating
its cargo.[56] Three IRGC Navy vessels intercepted the Talara on November 14 and diverted it to Iranian
territorial waters.[57] Iranian Qil Minister Mohsen Paknejad claimed on November 19 that the Talara is
not an oil tanker and that the vessel was transporting unspecified cargo from the Persian Gulf.[58] He
added that the IRGC Navy seized the vessel because the owner of the cargo failed to pay the Iranian
Industry and Mine Bank for the shipment. IRGC-affiliated Fars News claimed on November 15 that the
Talara was carrying 30,000 tons of Iranian petrochemical products and that the IRGC Navy had seized the
vessel to “return [Iran’s] property.”[59] CTP-ISW cannot verify the claims made by Paknejad and Fars
News.

Iraq

Nothing significant to report.

Syria
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu visited IDF positions in southern Syria on

November 19 amid reports that Israeli-Syrian negotiations to reach a security agreement
have stalled.[60] Netanyahu, Israeli Defense Minister Israel Katz, Foreign Minister Gideon Saar, and
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other Israeli security officials visited IDF positions in Quneitra Province, according to Israeli and Syrian
media.[61] The Syrian Foreign Affairs Ministry condemned the visit as a violation of Syria’s sovereignty
and called for Israel to withdraw from southern Syria in order to reinstate the 1974 Disengagement
Agreement.[62] Unspecified Israeli sources told Israeli media on November 17 that negotiations between
Israel and Syria to reach a security agreement are at an “impasse” after Israeli negotiators rejected
Syrian President Ahmed al Shara’s demand that Israel withdraw from its positions in southern Syria.[63]
The Israeli sources said that Israel would only withdraw in exchange for a “full peace agreement” and not
merely a “security agreement” with Syria.[64] Shara has repeatedly stated that Syria will not sign a
peace agreement with Israel or join the Abraham Accords due to repeated Israeli incursions into southern
Syria and Israel’s control over the Golan Heights.[65]

Arabian Peninsula

Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

See topline section.
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Iran has reportedly signalled its willingness to resume negotiations with the United States if
its “rights” — which refers to its right to enrich uranium on Iranian soil — are guaranteed.[1]
Iran’s demand violates the stated US red line that Iran must halt all domestic uranium
enrichment to resume negotiations.[2] Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian asked Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammad bin Salman in a letter to convey Iran’s openness to negotiations with the United
States, “provided its rights are guaranteed,” on his recent visit to Washington, DC, according to two
regional sources with knowledge of the matter who spoke to Reuters on November 20.[3] Iranian Foreign
Affairs Minister Abbas Araghchi said on November 20 that Iran will not negotiate its right to enrich
uranium in an interview with The Economist.[4]
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Tehran, Iran. The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Board of Governors
passed a resolution on November 20 that mandates Iran to immediately inform the
IAEA about the status of its enriched uranium and damaged nuclear facilities. IAEA
Director General Rafael Grossi stated that Iran has not yet submitted a report on its
highly enriched uranium stockpile and nuclear sites.

° Baghdad, Iraq. Several US-sanctioned Iranian-backed Iragi political actors won seats
in the November 2025 parliamentary elections. A Badr Organization-affiliated militia
leader, Waad Qado, won the Shabak quota seat in Ninewa Province after previously
winning the seat in 2021.

° Madan, Syria. The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) attacked Syrian government
forces near Madan, southern Ragga Province, on November 20 and accused the
Syrian government of collaborating with the Islamic State in Irag and al Sham (ISIS)-
affiliated fighters. The SDF published no evidence to corroborate its claims, which
come as the United States and Syria are discussing Syria’s entry into the Global
Coalition against ISIS.

Key Takeaways

1. Iranian-US Nuclear Negotiations: Iran has reportedly signaled its willingness to resume
negotiations with the United States if its “rights”—which refers to its right to enrich uranium on
Iranian soil—are guaranteed. Iran’s demand violates the stated US red line that Iran must halt all
domestic uranium enrichment to resume negotiations.

2. Iranian Compliance with the IAEA: The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Board of
Governors passed a resolution on November 20 that mandates Iran to immediately inform the IAEA
about the status of its enriched uranium and damaged nuclear facilities. IAEA Director General
Rafael Grossi stated that Iran has not yet submitted a report on its highly enriched uranium
stockpile and nuclear sites.

3. Iranian-backed Iraqi Electoral Performance: Several US-sanctioned Iranian-backed Iraqi
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political actors won seats in the November 2025 parliamentary elections. A Badr Organization-
affiliated militia leader, Waad Qado, won the Shabak quota seat in Ninewa Province after previously
winning the seat in 2021.

4. Syrian Army-SDF Fighting in Ragqqa Province: The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) attacked
Syrian government forces near Madan, southern Ragga Province, on November 20 and accused the
Syrian government of collaborating with the Islamic State in Iraq and al Sham (ISIS)-affiliated
fighters. The SDF published no evidence to corroborate its claims, which come as the United States
and Syria are discussing Syria’s entry into the Global Coalition against ISIS.

Iran

The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Board of Governors passed a resolution on
November 20 that mandates Iran to immediately inform the IAEA about the status of its
enriched uranium and damaged nuclear facilities.[5] IAEA Director General Rafael Grossi stated
that Iran has not yet submitted a report on its highly enriched uranium stockpile and nuclear sites. Israel
and the United States struck nuclear sites that reportedly held the stockpile in June 2025. Iran continues
to block IAEA access to these facilities.[6]

Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian continues to emphasize the urgency of Tehran’s water
shortage crisis, likely to create broader support for the evacuation of the city. Pezeshkian
stated on November 19 that evacuation from Tehran is necessary due to the city’s inability to support the
population’s water consumption.[7] The successful evacuation of a city as large as Tehran would require
large-scale public support to ensure an orderly evacuation, reduce friction, and ultimately, prevent
widespread protest against the measure. Some Iranian climatologists and a former official have called
Pezeshkian’s calls to ration Tehran's water supply and move the capital infeasible.[8] An unconfirmed
report from an lranian water expert stated on November 14 that the areas of Tehran that consume the
most dam water would be evacuated first.[9] The first, second, and third districts in northern Tehran,
which are generally considered wealthier areas, reportedly account for 50 percent of the city’s water
consumption, according to Tehran Provincial Water Company data.[10] CTP-ISW has not observed any
indications that Iran has begun taking steps for evacuation at the time of writing.

Iraq

Several US-sanctioned Iranian-backed Iraqi political actors won seats in the November 2025
parliamentary elections.[11] The Badr Organization-affiliated 30th Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF)
Brigade’s former leader Waad Qado won the Shabak quota seat in Ninewa Province after previously
winning the seat in 2021.[12] The PMF is an Iraqi state security service primarily comprised of Iranian-
backed Iraqgi militias.[13] Qado is a part of the Badr Organization’s parliamentary bloc.[14] The US
Treasury Department sanctioned Qado in 2019 under the Magnitsky Act for committing human rights
abuses.[15] The political wings of three US-designated Foreign Terrorist Organizations also won a total of
37 seats.[16] Asaib Ahl al Haq's Sadigoun Movement won 27 seats, the Kataib al Imam Ali-affiliated
Services Alliance won five seats, and Kataib Hezbollah’'s Hoqug Movement won five seats. Hussein
Moanes, a Hoqug Movement member, also won a parliamentary seat in Baghdad Province.[17] Moanes
was first elected to Parliament in 2021. The US Treasury sanctioned Moanes as a Specially Designated
Global Terrorist in 2024.[18] CTP-ISW assessed on November 18 that political parties tied to Iranian-
backed Iraqgi militias likely performed better in the November 2025 Iraqi parliamentary elections than
they did in the 2021 elections due to several reasons, including Iraqgi Shia nationalist cleric Muqtada al
Sadr’s boycott of the elections and the reinstatement of the pre-2021 electoral system.[19]
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Sadr reportedly refuses to cooperate with the Shia Coordination Framework on government
formation due to the framework’s opposition to the stated Sadrist principles.[20] The Shia
Coordination Framework is a loose coalition of Shia political parties, some of which are the political blocs
of Iranian-backed Iraqi militias.[21] Sadr’s agenda includes limiting the use of weapons to the Iraqi state,
which the Iranian-backed Iragi militias inherently oppose.[22] Sadr has his own militia within the PMF. A
Sadrist source told Iragi media on November 20 that Sadr also rejects external pressure on the
government formation process, likely referring to influence by the United States and Iran.[23] The
framework appointed an unspecified liaison to inform Sadr about the government formation process and
discuss his demands before reports broke about Sadr’s refusal to cooperate.[24] CTP-ISW assessed on
November 17 that the framework will likely attempt to involve Sadr in the government formation process
to reduce the opportunities for Sadr to destabilize the process and the next Iragi government.[25] Sadr
has periodically mobilized his predominantly Shia Iraqi base, including during the government formation
process following the 2021 parliamentary elections.[26]

Syria

The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) attacked Syrian government forces near Madan,
southern Raqqa Province, on November 20 and accused the Syrian government of
collaborating with the Islamic State in Iraq and al Sham (ISIS)-affiliated fighters. The SDF
published no evidence to corroborate its claims, which come as the United States and Syria are
discussing Syria’s entry into the Global Coalition against ISIS. The Syrian Defense Ministry told state-run
Syrian media that SDF fighters attacked a Syrian army position near Madan with “various types of
weapons.”[27] The SDF briefly took control of several army positions before the Syrian army regained
control of the area.[28] Two Syrian fighters from the 66th Division died in the fighting.[29] The 66th
Division contains elements of Hayat Tahrir al Sham’s former Zubair bin al A wam Brigade and the US-
sanctioned faction Ahrar al Shargiya.[30] The SDF implied in a statement on November 19 that the SDF
launched the attack due to the presence of ISIS-affiliated foreign fighters within government positions
along the government-SDF frontlines.[31] The SDF published recovered footage from a government
reconnaissance drone that shows a fighter in military fatigues wearing a patch of the shahada in white
text on a black background.[32] The Islamic State has long used this image on its flag, but these
emblems do not necessarily verify that fighters were ISIS members or directly related to the Islamic
State. Other Salafi-jihadi fighters in Syria have also used the flag.[33] The 66th Division has been
deployed in Madan since at least June 2025.[34] Syrian forces and the SDF have traded fire along the
Madan-Ghanem al Ali frontlines over the past week in violation of the ceasefire agreed to by both sides
on October 7, 2025.[35]

Arabian Peninsula

Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

The Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) arrested prominent drug smuggler and Hezbollah
supporter Nouh Zaiter on November 20, probably as part of an effort to limit Hezbollah’s
access to revenue from drug smuggling.[36] The LAF arrested Zaiter between Knaiseh and Baalbek,
Baalbek District, in the Bekaa Valley.[37] The US Treasury sanctioned Zaiter in 2023 for smuggling

© 2025, Institute for the Study of War



Captagon from Syria to Lebanon for Hezbollah.[38] Hezbollah has historically used Captagon smuggling
to fund its operations.[39] Syrian authorities have seized millions of Captagon pills entering Syria from
Lebanon over the last six months, which indicates that Captagon manufacturing may have shifted to
Lebanon since the fall of the Assad regime in December 2024.[40] The US Treasury Department reported
in November 2025 that Iran has smuggled at least $1 billion to Hezbollah since January 2025, but
Hezbollah has struggled to meet its financial obligations to its supporters over the past year.[41]
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Some Syrian General Security Service (GSS) units are improving their counter-insurgency
approach in rural minority areas by relying on relationships with locals. The GSS arrested a
large Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)-affiliated Assadist cell in Sheikh Bader, Tartous Province,
on November 12.[1] Independent Syria researcher Gregory Waters reported on November 21 that locals
originally tipped off the GSS to the cell’s presence at their compound in Sheikh Bader.[2] The two GSS
officers who led the investigation said that the local tip-off and local community support were critical to
the GSS’s dismantlement of the Assadist cell and to stability in the surrounding area.[3]

The approach used by GSS in Sheikh Bader indicates that the GSS is experiencing some level of regional
organizational learning across tactical units. The GSS officers in Sheikh Bader said that they observed
and imitated the local engagement strategies that GSS officers employed to build relationships with the
local Ismaili and Alawite communities in the neighboring town of Qadmous, which indicates some level of
organizational learning.[4] GSS officers who first deployed to the Sheikh Bader area in December 2024
contacted local notables and established a civil council to liaise between security services and the
community.[5] This council worked to ease tensions with the GSS over time and build better community
relationships.[6] This strategy has been successful outside of the arrest of the Assadist cell. GSS officers
reportedly responded rapidly to defend locals from abuses committed by Ministry of Defense personnel
during the March violence targeting Alawites.[7] This GSS unit’'s success is a positive example of how
units can apply lessons to improve counterinsurgency operations in minority areas in communities that
hold distrust of the Syrian government. It is not clear to what degree the GSS is integrating these lessons
at the national level, however.

The IRGC-affiliated Assadist cell does not appear to have strong local support in the Sheikh
Bader area, given that locals tipped off the GSS to their location.[8] CTP-ISW noted on November
14 that the cell’s activity, attempts to recruit, and the lack of GSS action against the group suggested
that the cell had at least some local support in the Sheikh Bader area.[9] Waters reported instead that
locals initially mistook the Assadist cell for GSS personnel because GSS members often initially occupied
villas abandoned by Assad regime generals who fled the area, and the insurgents had been invited by an
Assadist general and occupied his house.[10] Locals reported the Assadist cell’s presence to local GSS
officers as soon as they realized its nature. The GSS investigated and monitored the cell for three
months, which explains part of the lag in action against the groups.[11]

The IRGC-affiliated Assadist cell may have had foreign support, including possibly from Iran.
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Waters reported that the GSS recovered laptops and cellphones from the cell in Sheikh Bader on
November 12 that provided evidence of the cell’s “domestic and international connections.”[12] The GSS
also recovered IRGC certificates that members of the cell had received during the Syrian civil war.[13]
Iran may seek to exploit similar well-equipped cells of Shia insurgents in the future, even if Iran did not
support this specific cell.[14] A senior IRGC officer deeply involved in past Iranian operations in Syria
claimed that the IRGC is rebuilding its militia networks in Syria in a December 2024 speech.[15]

NOTE: A version of this text also appears in ISW and AEI’s November 21 China & Taiwan Update.

Syrian Foreign Affairs Minister Asaad al Shaibani met with PRC Foreign Affairs Minister Wang
Yi for the first time in Beijing on November 17. The PRC’s highlighting of security issues
during the meeting indicates that PRC policy toward the new Syrian government will be
shaped primarily by counterterror and security concerns. Shaibani said that Syria would not allow
any entity to use Syrian territory as a base to harm or undermine PRC interests.[16] Wang said that
Beijing was considering participating in Syria’s economic reconstruction.[17] Wang also mentioned the
East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) in reference to the Syrian promise to disallow any entity from
using Syrian territory to harm PRC interests.[18] The ETIM is an anti-PRC Uyghur militant group linked to
the militant Turkestan Islamic Party (TIP), which fought in Syria against the Assad regime until its fall in
December 2024.[19] The distinction between the ETIM and the TIP is debated, and a United Nations
sanctions monitor has described them as the same group.[20] TIP announced its disbandment in June
2025, and the new Syrian army reportedly absorbed several thousand Uyghur ETIM/TIP fighters as a
brigade in its 84th Division.[21] Uyghur militants have also assumed senior Syrian military positions,
including a brigadier general and two colonels.[22]

The new Syrian army’s formal integration of Uyghur militants into its ranks, including high-ranking
military officials, is likely extremely concerning for the PRC. Thousands of Uyghurs have left the PRC’s
Xinjiang province since 2013 to train and fight in Syria’s civil war.[23] Many of these Uyghur militants
fighting in Syria hoped to return to Xinjiang and use their combat experience and extremist connections
to wage an insurgency against the PRC.[24] The PRC has used the rhetoric of counterterror efforts to
justify its repressive crackdown on Uyghur communities in Xinjiang.[25]

The PRC appears particularly concerned about ETIM/TIP militants operating in Syria and elsewhere in the
Middle East and Central Asia, having accused them it has accused of terrorist attacks in Xinjiang.[26] PRC
engagement with the Taliban government in Afghanistan has largely centered on containing and
combating ETIM/TIP militants operating there.[27] The PRC cooperated closely with the Assad regime on
counterterrorism efforts targeting ETIM/TIP, and CDOT-ISW previously assessed that PRC policy towards
the new Syrian government would heavily focus on containing and combating ETIM/TIP.[28] The PRC is
likely to make significant economic participation in Syria’s reconstruction contingent upon a continuation
of PRC-Syria counterterror cooperation targeting Uyghur militants in the region.

© 2025, Institute for the Study of War



ann

Iran Update
CRITICAL
November 21, 2025 THREATS

THE DR, TACK [ONDON
GEOSPATIAL FUND

TURKEY

Region in Focus

Same Syrian General Security SAUDI
Senvice (G55) unitsare improving ARABIA
their counterinsurgency
approach inrural minarity areas
by relying on relationships with
locals. Alocal tip-off and local
community support were critical
ta the dismantlement of an IRGC-
affiliated cell in Tartcusandto
stability in the surrounding area.

© 2025 Institute for the Study of War and AEs Critical Threats Project

DAMASCUS, SYRIA. Syrian Foreign Affairs Minister Asaad al shaibani met with PRC
Foreign Affairs Minister Wang Yi for the first time in Beljing on November 17. The PRC's
highlighting of security issues during the meeting indicates that FRC policy toward the new
Syrian government will be shaped primarily by counterterror and security concemns.

o BAGHDAD, IRAQ. At least some Shia Coordination Framework parties may be impaosing
conditions for the next prime minister that seek to constrain or restrict the actions of the next
Iracyi prime minister after Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al Sudani's increased
independence from the framework during his term. The framewaork may seek to exdude
prime minister candidates like Sudani due to fears that the candidates will act against the
framework's interests.

Key Takeaways

1. Coastal Insurgency: Some Syrian General Security Service (GSS) units are improving their
counter-insurgency approach in rural minority areas by relying on relationships with locals. GSS
officers who arrested an IRGC-affiliated Assadist cell in Tartous said that local tip-off and local
community support were critical to the dismantlement of the cell and to stability in the surrounding
area.

2. Sino-Syrian Relations: Syrian Foreign Affairs Minister Asaad al Shaibani met with PRC Foreign
Affairs Minister Wang Yi for the first time in Beijing on November 17. The PRC’s highlighting of
security issues during the meeting indicates that PRC policy toward the new Syrian government will
be shaped primarily by counterterror and security concerns.

3. Iraqi Government Formation: At least some Shia Coordination Framework parties may be
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imposing conditions for the next prime minister that seek to constrain or restrict the actions of the
next Iragi prime minister after Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al Sudani’s increased independence
from the framework during his term. The framework may seek to exclude prime minister
candidates like Sudani due to fears that the candidates will act against the framework’s interests.

Iran

Iranian defense officials examined aircraft and air defense assets at the 2025 Dubai Airshow
from November 17 to 21. Iranian Defense and Armed Forces Logistics Minister Brigadier General Aziz
Nasir Zadeh and Intelligence Protection Organization Head Brigadier General Rahim Yaghoubi led an
Iranian delegation to the airshow in the United Arab Emirates.[29] The Iranian Defense and Armed Forces
Logistics Ministry oversees the Iranian defense-industrial complex and manages Iranian arms sales and
purchases.[30] Armed Forces General Staff (AFGS)-affiliated Defa Press reported that the trip is part of
Iran’s “defense diplomacy” to strengthen regional engagement and explore new opportunities for
cooperation. [31] The airshow featured drones, air defense systems, and aircraft, including Russian Su-57
fighter jets.[32] Iran did not display any military equipment in the airshow, which suggests that Nasir
Zadeh was at the airshow to determine possible future Iranian defense purchases.[33]

The United States sanctioned over 50 entities, individuals, and vessels on November 20 for
facilitating illicit Iranian oil exports that support Iran’s armed forces and proxies in the
region.[34] The US State Department reported that Iran has relied on oil revenue to rebuild its military
following the Israel-Iran War.[35] The United States sanctioned several entities linked to the AFGS-
affiliated Sepehr Energy Jahan Nama Pars Company (Sepehr Energy Jahan). The US Treasury previously
sanctioned Sepehr Energy Jahan in 2023 for generating revenue for the Iranian Defense Ministry.[36]
Sepehr Energy Jahan utilizes a network of front companies and shadow fleets to sell billions of dollars’
worth of Iranian oil annually.[37] The United States also sanctioned seven aircraft operated by Mahan
Air.[38] The United States originally designated Mahan Air in October 2011 for "providing financial,
material, and technological support” to the IRGC Quds Force and supporting its efforts to supply weapons
to members of the Axis of Resistance, including the former Bashar al Assad regime in Syria and Lebanese
Hezbollah.[39] The United States also sanctioned seven vessels involved in Iran’s petroleum trade.[40] At
least some of the vessels may have been involved in ship-to-ship transfers to obfuscate illicit Iranian oil
exports, according to commercially available maritime data.

Iraq

At least some Shia Coordination Framework parties may be imposing conditions for the next
prime minister that seek to constrain or restrict the actions of the next Iraqi prime minister
after Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al Sudani’s increased independence from the
framework during his term. The Shia Coordination Framework is a loose coalition of Shia political
parties, some of which Iran backs. Islamic Supreme Council in Iraq spokesperson Ali Difai said on
November 21 that the framework has set conditions for the next prime minister, which include that the
candidate cannot form a political party, cannot have held any prior military, security, or judicial positions,
and must agree to only run for a second term as prime minister within the framework.[41] These
conditions would technically disqualify Sudani from a second term as prime minister. Sudani’s
Reconstruction and Development Coalition won 46 seats and a plurality of votes in the parliamentary
elections.[42] Multiple framework members have opposed Sudani’s decision to participate in the
November 2025 parliamentary elections and seek a second term as prime minister.[43] The framework
may seek to exclude prime minister candidates like Sudani due to fears that the candidates will act
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against the framework’s interests. Sudani recently dismissed two Iranian-backed militia commanders and
withdrew a bill from Parliament that would have formally institutionalized parts of the Popular
Mobilization Forces, for example.[44] These actions have eroded some framework parties’ confidence
that they can control and co-opt Sudani.[45] The members of the Shia Coordination Framework have
historically sought prime ministers who are perceived as malleable and susceptible to framework
influence.[46] The conditions would also disqualify State of Law Coalition head Nouri al Maliki and Iran-
backed Badr Organization-affiliated National Intelligence Service head Hamid al Shatri. Maliki’'s State of
Law Coalition won 29 seats, and the Badr Organization won 18 seats in the parliamentary elections.[47]

Syria

Syrian Foreign Minister Asaad al Shaibani stated that there is still “no finalized agreement”
on Russian basing rights in Syria as Syria “rebuild[s]” its relationship with Russia.[48]
Shaibani told a Saudi-owned, UK-based outlet on November 18 that Syria and Russia are engaging in
“ongoing” negotiations over the future Russian military presence at Hmeimim Airbase and the port of
Tartous.[49] Shaibani said that the Russians will not be “ornamental guests” and that Syria will not allow
Russians to stay at the two bases unless their presence “serves Syria’s interests.”[50] Shaibani did not
specify what Syria is seeking from Russia in return for basing rights. The Syrian government is reportedly
reviewing a Russian proposal to redeploy Russian military police to former positions along the Syrian
border with the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights to act as a buffer between Israel and Syria.[51] Shaibani
has also noted in previous interviews that Syria seeks Russian compensation for its conduct during the
civil war and has not yet reached an agreement with Russia on this matter.[52] Russia has not shown any
public inclination to provide reparations or compensation to Syria for Russia’s conduct during the Syrian
conflict.

Arabian Peninsula

Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

Nothing significant to report.
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