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Toplines

Israeli and Arab media have reported that Iran is prepared to expand an Israel-Hezbollah
conflict regionally if Israel launches operations against Hezbollah. Iran and its partners may
be preparing a contingency plan for this scenario. An Israeli security source told Israeli media on
November 30 that Iran is attempting to rearm its regional partners, including the Houthis, Hezbollah, and
unspecified groups in the West Bank and Syria, for potential action against Israel.[1] The source added
that Iran is in “an arms race” because Iran understands that Israel will launch an operation in Lebanon if
the Lebanese government fails to meet the United States’ December 31 deadline to disarm Hezbollah.[2]
A political council member of Iranian-backed Iragi militia Harakat Hezbollah al Nujaba told Iranian media
on December 1 that Iranian-backed Iragi militias have worked to develop an “advanced security plan” to
improve organizational structure, enhance drone and missile capabilities, and fortify militia headquarters
in preparation for “any upcoming military operation“ against Israel.[3] Israeli and Arab media reported on
December 1 that US Special Envoy Thomas Barrack told Iragi Prime Minister Mohammed al Sudani that
Israel intends to carry out an operation against Hezbollah soon, "that will continue until [the group] is
disarmed.”[4] Barrack reportedly warned Sudani that Israel would strike Iraq if any Iranian-backed Iraqi
militias intervene in a potential Israeli operation against Hezbollah and urged Sudani to stop any militia
activities to "support Hezbollah... financially or militarily.”[5] US officials have previously warned Iraqi
officials that they must deter Iranian-backed Iragi militia from targeting Israel or the United States. US
Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth warned Iraqi Defense Minister Thabet al Abbasi on November 4 that the
United States would act against any Iranian-backed Iraqi militias that interfered with US operations in the
region, particularly in Syria.[6]

Iran’s reported preparations for a potential Israel-Hezbollah conflict suggest that Iran could
push its Axis of Resistance partners to proactively fight Israel, despite the major defeats that
multiple Axis partners and Iran have sustained in the past two years. Iran largely restrained
itself and the rest of the Axis from fully engaging Israel and the United States at various points
throughout the Israel-Hamas War. Iran only partially activated its Axis partners following the Hamas
October 7 attack. Iran did not activate pre-existing plans for Hezbollah to launch ground attacks into
northern Israel after the October 7 attacks, for example. Some Iranian officials have recently called for
Iranian partners to remove this "restraint,” which may suggest that Iran views its previous approach
against Israel as a mistake. Former Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps Commander Mohsen Rezaei, for
example, urged Hezbollah on November 25 to abandon its "restraint” and strike Israel for its killing of
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Hezbollah’s "de facto chief of staff” and senior commander Haitham Ali Tabatabai on November 23.[7]

Iran is facing several internal issues and is in the process of rebuilding its diminished military
capabilities, which may make the regime hesitant to become directly involved in a renewed
Israel-Hezbollah conflict, however. Iran is reportedly facing increased “turmoil” and infighting within
the regime due to paranoia over widespread Israeli infiltration.[8] Iran has also undertaken efforts to
rebuild its ballistic missile program and its weapons stockpiles and reshuffle senior military leadership
after Israel destroyed key weaponry and killed a significant number of senior Iranian military officials
during the Israel-Iran War.[9] Iran’s need to rebuild and re-focus domestically will limit Iran’s ability to
meaningfully rebuild some of its partner forces on a short timeline, however.

Some of Iran’s other partners, including Iranian-backed Iraqi militias, may also be hesitant to
conduct kinetic operations against Israel in a renewed Israel-Lebanon conflict. Iranian-backed
Iragi militias may hesitate to get involved in a renewed Israel-Lebanon conflict because the militias’
participation could have repercussions for their domestic political efforts. The ongoing Iragi government
formation process is significant for the Iraqi militias because it determines the ability of Iranian-backed
actors to dominate Iraq and support Iranian interests within the country.[10] Iragi militias could face
political repercussions for engaging in a conflict. Some Iraqi parties could decide against aligning with
Iranian-backed parties if the parties’ affiliated militias dragged Iraq into a war with Israel, for example.
Iran’s partners in Iraq conducted attacks targeting Israel and US military positions in Irag during the
Israel-lran War, but did not claim the attacks to avoid dragging Iraq into the war and causing negative
political repercussions ahead of the November 2025 parliamentary elections.[11] The militias’ inaction
during the war highlights that the Iranian-backed Iragi militias may not be willing to engage in activities
that could disrupt their political efforts. External militia operations that trigger US or Israeli action in Iraq
are generally unpopular in Iraq.

Hezbollah is also likely hesitant to pursue any direct action against Israel that could trigger a
full-scale conflict and disrupt the group’s reconstitution efforts. An Israeli media outlet reported
on December 1 that Hezbollah is pursuing the “dual objective” of indirectly retaliating for Tabatabai’s
death while ensuring that its retaliation will not warrant an Israeli response that could lead to a “full-scale
war” in Lebanon.[12] The Israeli outlet added that Hezbollah may request that the Houthis launch a
retaliatory strike targeting Israel on Hezbollah’s behalf.[13] The Houthis may be willing to act on
Hezbollah's behalf in this specific situation due to Tabatabai’s role in training Houthi fighters.[14] The
Houthis may not be willing to engage in a broader escalation, however. The Houthis did not support
Hezbollah kinetically during or after the Israel-Hezbollah conflict in late 2024, despite Houthi Supreme
Leader Abdulmalik al Houthi stating that there is “complete solidarity” between the Houthis and
Hezbollah.[15] The Houthis instead have linked their campaign against Israel to Israeli operations in the
Gaza Strip.[16] Hezbollah's continued hesitancy to act directly against Israel, nonetheless, suggests that
the group fears escalation because of its weaker position and the inherent unpredictability of military
escalation, which could rapidly spiral out of Hezbollah’s control. Any Hezbollah retaliatory attack directly
targeting Israel or Israeli forces would presumably prompt a large Israeli response, because Israel has
promised to respond to any direct threats or plans to attack Israel with force.[17] Such an Israeli
response would possibly disrupt Hezbollah’s current efforts to regenerate its forces and replenish its
weapons stocks by targeting Hezbollah fighters, military infrastructure, and supply lines.[18]

Jaish al Adl announced on November 29 that the group has merged with other Baloch militia
groups and will continue its activities in Iran.[19] Jaish al Adl has posed one of the largest
internal security threats to the Iranian regime, particularly since the Mahsa Amini protests.
Jaish al Adl is a Baloch, Salafi-jihadi militia group that frequently attacks Iranian security forces in
southeastern Iran.[20] The group‘s attacks in Sistan and Baluchistan Province have demonstrated
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sophisticated operational and organizational capabilities. Likely Jaish al Adl fighters killed an IRGC Ground
Forces officer along the Bampur-Delgan road and separately killed two Basij members along the Khash-
Zahedan road in Sistan and Baluchistan Province on November 1, though Jaish al Adl has not claimed
either attack or any others since October 2025.[21] Iranian officials, including Parliament Speaker
Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf and Iranian Supreme National Security Council Secretary Ali Larijani, have
recently visited Pakistan to discuss bilateral economic, border security, and counterterrorism
cooperation.[22] Larijani traveled to Pakistan on November 24 and met with multiple Pakistani officials,
including Pakistani President Asif Ali Zardari and Pakistani PM Shahbaz Sharif.[23] Larijani called for
enhanced Iran-Pakistan intelligence and counterterrorism cooperation.[24]

The Iranian Artesh Navy unveiled new naval vessels on November 29 as part of a broader
naval modernization effort.[25] The Artesh Navy unveiled the Kurdistan “floating base” vessel and
showcased the renovated Sahand destroyer in Bandar Abbas, Hormozgan Province.[26] The Sahand
capsized in Bandar Abbas Port on the Persian Gulf in July 2024.[27] The Kurdistan reportedly carries eight
Ghadr and Ghadir anti-ship missiles with a 200-kilometer to 300-kilometer range, vertical-launch Navab
air-defense missiles with a 25-kilometer range for low-altitude threats, and Kian one-way attack drones
with a roughly 2,000-kilometer range.[28] Iran has constructed several forward base ships and other
offensive vessels since 2021 to execute expeditionary and out-of-area operations.[29] Iran has
sometimes built these vessels by converting old commercial tankers. The Iranian Artesh has also
developed a variety of forward-base and long-range surface ships, including the Makran, which was the
first Artesh Navy’s forward base ship.[30] The Makran carries drones, helicopters, and anti-ship missiles,
which enable months-long deployments for out-of-area missions.[31]

These Iranian ships are not likely to survive conventional naval engagements with the United States, but
they can support attacks on international commercial traffic. Iranian officials have repeatedly threatened
to close the Strait of Hormuz.[32] Iran would have to deploy naval mines and fast attack crafts to close
the Strait. Iran also sees its naval capabilities as another form of deterrence. Senior Iranian military
commanders claim that Iran did not use its naval capabilities during the Israel-lIran War because Iran
deliberately held those capabilities in reserve and saw no reason to expand the conflict.[33] Iranian
Artesh Navy Commander Rear Admiral Shahram Irani also announced on November 29 that the Artesh
Navy will name its next “floating base” Khuzestan, which indicates that the Iranian Artesh is
institutionalizing this class of long-endurance support ships as a core element of its future naval
force.[34]
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Zahedan, Iran. Jaish al Adl announced on November 29 that the group has merged
with other Baloch militia groups and will continue its activities in Iran. Jaish al Adl
has posed one of the largest internal security threats to the Iranian regime,
particularly since the Mahsa Amini protests.

o Tehran, Iran. The Iranian Artesh Navy unveiled new naval vessels on November 29 as
part of a broader naval modernization effort. The Artesh Navy unveiled the
Kurdistan “floating base” vessel and showcased the renovated Sahana destroyer in
Bandar Abbas, Hormozgan Province.

o Baghdad, Iraq. The Iragi Resistance Coordination Committee denied that it was
involved in the drone attack on the Khor Mor Gas Field in Iraqgi Kurdistan on
November 26, but CTP-ISW continues to assess that Iranian-backed Iragi militias may
have conducted the attack. A drone attack targeting the Emirati-operated Khor Mor
Gas Field in Chamchamal District, Sulaymaniyah Province, Irag, on November 26
caused material damage and sparked a fire, but did not cause any casualties.

Key Takeaways

1. Iranian Plans for a Potential Israel-Hezbollah Conflict: Israeli and Arab media have reported

that Iran is prepared to expand an Israel-Hezbollah conflict regionally if Israel launches operations
against Hezbollah. Iran and its partners may be preparing a contingency plan for this scenario, but
Iran and many of its key partners have strong incentives not to threaten Israel at this time if it can
be avoided.

2. Jaish al Adl Militancy: Jaish al Adl announced on November 29 that the group has merged with

other Baloch militia groups and will continue its activities in Iran. Jaish al Adl has posed one of the
largest internal security threats to the Iranian regime, particularly since the Mahsa Amini protests.
. lranian Navy Modernization: The Iranian Artesh Navy unveiled new naval vessels on November
29 as part of a broader naval modernization effort. The Artesh Navy unveiled the Kurdistan
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“floating base” vessel and showcased the renovated Sahand destroyer in Bandar Abbas,
Hormozgan Province.

Iran

Senior Turkish and Saudi officials separately discussed the future of Iran-Syria relations with
Iranian officials in Tehran on November 30.[35] Turkish Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan met with
Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian, Supreme National Security Council Secretary Ali Larijani,
Parliament Speaker Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf, and Foreign Affairs Minister Abbas Araghchi.[36] Fidan
discussed Turkey’s concerns about Israeli involvement in southern Syria and called on Iran to redefine its
relationship with Syrian President Ahmed al Shara’s government to ensure Syrian security.[37] Iranian
officials have continued to critique the Syrian government since Shara overthrew the Iranian-aligned
Assad regime in December 2024.[38] Saudi Deputy Foreign Minister for Political Affairs Saud al Sati
separately met with Araghchi and Iranian Foreign Minister Special Representative for Syrian Affairs
Mohammad Reza Raouf Sheibani.[39] Araghchi told Iranian media after his meetings with the Turkish and
Saudi officials that Israel’s activities in southern Syria warrant a new "regional security structure”
opposed to Israel.[40] Iranian media proposed on December 1 that Iran create a security bloc with Turkey
and Saudi Arabia to cooperate on mutual regional security interests, likely but not exclusively referring to
countering Israeli activities in the Gaza Strip, Lebanon, and southern Syria.[41] A political analyst close to
the Iranian regime claimed on November 30 that Turkey and Saudi Arabia believe that limiting Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s confrontational approach to Iran is a key factor in de-escalating
tensions between Iran and the United States.[42] The analyst confirmed that both Turkey and Saudi
Arabia also want Iran to reconcile with the Syrian government.[43] The analyst noted how Saudi Arabia
has taken an active role in managing Iran’s diplomacy with the West.[44] The analyst suggested that
Turkey views Iran as an effective “counterbalance” to Israel and Saudi involvement in Syria, but still
wants Iran to play a “minimal role” in Syria.[45]

Iran is expanding trade with Turkey as part of Iran’s broader strategy of prioritizing regional
trade to mitigate the impact of sanctions on the Iranian economy. Araghchi announced that Iran
and Turkey have agreed to build the 200-kilometer Marand-Cheshmeh Soraya railway between Iran’s
East Azerbaijan Province and Turkey’s eastern Aralik border area in the next three to four years.[46] Iran
has announced several new trade ventures with neighboring states in recent months.[47] Iran has
repeatedly failed to meet its transportation infrastructure completion forecasts, however.[48] Araghchi
announced that Iran will open a consulate in Turkey’s eastern city of Van in the "near future” to facilitate
bilateral trade and border cooperation.[49] Araghchi also stated that Iran and Turkey are prepared to
extend their existing agreement on Iranian gas exports to Turkey and that the two states are pursuing
unspecified cooperation in electricity production.[50] Iranian media highlighted that Iran should capitalize
on its engagements with Turkey and Saudi Arabia to form trade mechanisms that circumvent the use of
the US dollar and, therefore, international sanctions on Iran.[51]

Iran’s water crisis is affecting the Iranian regime’s ability to provide electricity to its citizens,
which could eventually lead to domestic unrest. Iranian authorities stopped electricity production
at Karkheh Dam in southwestern Iran on November 29 because of a decrease in the reservoir’'s water
levels.[52] The dam’s director stated that the reservoir’'s water level was too low for electricity
production.[53] The Karkheh Dam’s shutdown comes amid Iran’s ongoing energy crisis due to
overconsumption, Israeli strikes on energy infrastructure during the Israel-lIran War, and government
mismanagement.[54] Energy shortages have triggered repeated unrest in 2025, including a strike by iron
market traders in Tehran in May and a large July demonstration in Gilan Province over water and
electricity outages.[55]
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Iraq

Iraqi political parties have continued negotiations regarding government formation, including
the selection of the prime minister and parliament speaker. An informed political source told Iraqi
media on November 30 that the Shia Coordination Framework is seeking a “consensus candidate” for
prime minister who does not face objections from framework parties or “regional and international
powers,” which likely refers to the United States and Iran.[56] The United States and Iran have
historically exerted major influence in Iragi government formation, particularly in the selection of prime
ministers.[57] The Shia Coordination Framework is a loose coalition of Shia political parties, some of
which Iran backs. A framework source separately told Iragi media on November 30 that the framework
will meet on December 1 to finalize contenders and criteria for the selection of the next prime
minister.[58] Iragi media has noted that multiple names have been mentioned for consideration,
including Iraqi Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al Sudani, State of Law Coalition head and former Prime
Minister Nouri al Maliki, and Iraqi National Intelligence Service head Hamid al Shatri.[59] The framework
is also reportedly negotiating ministerial appointments and the appointment of unspecified political
leaders to other positions within the Iraqi federal government.[60]

Sunni political parties are similarly continuing intra-ethnic negotiations regarding the parliament speaker
position. A Sovereignty Alliance spokesperson told Iragi media on November 29 that the Sunni National
Political Council recently met to discuss nominations for the position.[61] The major Sunni political parties
announced the formation of the Sunni National Political Council on November 23 to unify their political
efforts and plans on key issues.[62] Multiple Sunni leaders, including Progress Party head and former
Parliament Speaker Mohammad al Halbousi and Azm Alliance head Muthaana al Samarrai, are reportedly
under consideration for parliament speaker.[63]

The Iraqi Resistance Coordination Committee denied that it was involved in the drone attack
on the Khor Mor Gas Field in Iraqi Kurdistan on November 26, but CTP-ISW continues to
assess that Iranian-backed Iraqi militias may have conducted the attack.[64] The Iraqi
Resistance Coordination Committee is a coordinating body comprised of Iranian-backed Iraqi militias.[65]
A drone attack targeting the Emirati-operated Khor Mor Gas Field in Chamchamal District, Sulaymaniyah
Province, Irag, on November 26 caused material damage and sparked a fire, but did not cause any
casualties.[66] CTP-ISW assessed on November 28 that Iranian-backed Iraqi militias may have conducted
the attack to deter Iragi Kurdish political parties from working against Iranian-backed Iraqi parties in the
government formation process.[67] Harakat Hezbollah al Nujaba led a drone strike campaign targeting oil
fields in Iraqgi Kurdistan following the 2021 elections to deter the Kurdistan Democratic Party from allying
with Shia nationalist cleric Muqtada al Sadr.[68] Iranian-backed Iragi militias have consistently conducted
attacks that they have not claimed, including those targeting both Israel and US military positions in Iraq
during the Israel-Iran War.[69] Iranian-backed Iraqi militias also have a long history of obfuscating their
responsibility for attacks by using facade groups.[70] The Iraqi Resistance Coordination Committee’s
denial is thus not proof that Iranian-backed militias did not attack the Khor Mor Gas Field. Lower-ranking
fighters could have independently launched the drone, or militia leadership could have allowed fighters
to conduct the attack without publicly sanctioning it. An investigative committee formed by Sudani and
led by the Iraqi Interior Ministry will reportedly announce the results of its investigation within the next
several days.[71]

Syria

The Islamic State of Iraq and al Sham (ISIS) renewed its attacks in Syrian government
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territory, likely in response to Syria joining the Global Coalition Against ISIS on November 10.
ISIS claimed responsibility for three attacks across Syrian government territory on November 27 and
November 28, having not claimed attacks in Syrian government territory since May 2025.[72] ISIS
fighters killed a Shia Assad regime militia fighter in Mazraah, Homs Province, on November 27.[73] ISIS
fighters then killed an Assad regime-affiliated political candidate and wounded a likely General Security
Services (GSS) member in Hama City on November 28.[74] ISIS fighters separately killed one Ministry of
Defense (MoD) soldier and wounded another soldier in Saraqib, Idlib Province, on November 28.[75] ISIS
rarely claimed attacks that its fighters likely conducted in Syrian government territory after the fall of the
Assad regime in December 2024.[76] ISIS’s renewed attack claims in government territory are likely a
response to the Syrian transitional government’s November 10 decision to join the Global Coalition
Against ISIS. Syrian Ministry of Interior (Mol) spokesperson Noureddine al Baba warned on November 8
that the Mol expected increased ISIS activity after Syria joined the coalition, as part of an effort to boost
recruitment.[77] ISIS’s decision to publicly claim these attacks, especially those that targeted former
Assad regime members, is likely an attempt by ISIS to portray itself to prospective recruits as a "true”
Salafi-jihadi organization by comparing itself to the government, which most Salafi-jihadis see as
heretical because the government aligned itself with the Global Coalition.
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The Global Coalition Against ISIS and the Syrian GSS have conducted multiple counter-ISIS operations
across Syrian government territory amid renewed ISIS activity. US Central Command (CENTCOM)
announced on November 30 that its forces destroyed over 15 ISIS weapon caches in Rif Dimashq
Province from November 24 to November 27 in collaboration with the Syrian Mol.[78] CENTCOM said that
US and Mol forces worked together to identify and destroy the ISIS weapon caches via multiple airstrikes
and controlled ground detonations.[79] The GSS also killed two ISIS fighters and arrested several others
during two separate raids on ISIS safe houses in Dana, Idlib Province, and Idlib City on December 1.[80]
The GSS seized small arms, improvised explosive devices, and suicide vests during the raids.[81] It is
unclear if the GSS conducted the two raids in Idlib in response to the ISIS attack on the MoD in Sagarib on
November 28.[82]
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Arabian Peninsula

The Houthis have repaired some of the damage at Hudaydah Port from the Israeli strikes on
September 16. Commercial satellite imagery from December 1 shows that the Houthis filled impact
craters at berths three, four, five, six, and seven. Commercially available maritime data confirmed that
only berths five, six, and a new berth formed from the remaining sections of berths three and four are
operational. At least 33 vessels have docked at these berths since September 16. Israeli strikes on
September 16 damaged berths four, five, six, seven, and eight, though berth six remained operational.
The Houthis have only made limited repairs to berths one, two, and eight. Comoros-flagged cargo ship
Bella A, which Israel likely struck on September 16, is still anchored at damaged berth eight. Satellite
imagery from September 20 showed that Bella A was leaking oil or fuel into the port’s waters. Israel has
repeatedly targeted the port to disrupt Houthi imports and reduce Houthi oil revenue. The Houthis have
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repaired each round of damage quickly since June 2025 because the port is Yemen'’s largest.[83] Iranian
ships have increasingly bypassed international inspections since 2023 and offloaded uninspected cargo
at Hudaydah Port, according to two UK representatives to the United Nations.[84]

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

See topline section.
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Iran and key US adversaries likely shared tactical and technological lessons on December 2
as part of a five-day military exercise in Iran. Iran is holding the “Sahand 2025"” counterterrorism
exercise at the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) Ground Forces’ Imam Zaman Mechanized
Brigade in East Azerbaijan Province from December 1 to 5.[1] Iran faces security threats along its
northwestern border near East Azerbaijan Province from Kurdish groups, including the Kurdistan
Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI), Komala, the Free Life Party of Kurdistan (PJAK), and the Kurdistan
Freedom Party (PAK).[2] All ten members of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), which
includes Russia, Belarus, and China, sent military delegations to participate in the exercise.[3] The SCO
has historically emphasized counterterrorism as a key goal of the institution.[4] Saudi Arabia, Azerbaijan,
Oman, and Iraq also attended as observers.[5] IRGC-affiliated media published photos of Iranian forces
using first person view (FPV) drones during the exercise, which are widely used by both Russia and
Ukraine and have changed the character of the modern battlefield.[6] These drones, when employed at
scale, can “perform a wide array of functions but have been particularly transformative in creating a
nearly-transparent battlefield.”[7] This transparency has applications outside of conventional warfare, as
seen in Ukraine. Drones could be employed in Iran to assist counterinsurgency operations in border
regions or to help suppress protests, for example.
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Iraqi media reported on December 2 that US Special Envoy to Iraq Mark Savaya is pressuring
the Shia Coordination Framework to exclude Iranian-backed candidates from the premiership
and key ministerial positions.[8] The Shia Coordination Framework is a loose coalition of Shia political
parties, some of which Iran backs. Unspecified Iraqi political sources told Iragi media on December 2 that
the framework may change its government formation strategy in response to US pressure.[9] A
framework member confirmed that the framework discussed its response to Savaya on December 1.[10]
The framework is reportedly trying to find a “consensus candidate” for prime minister who is acceptable
to the framework and any “regional or international forces influential in Iraqgi politics,” which suggests
that it is trying to balance Iranian and US pressures regarding government formation.[11] The United
States has repeatedly pressured the Iragi government to limit Iranian influence within the Iraqi
government and previously expressed concern about powerful Iran-aligned parties that ran in the
November 2025 parliamentary elections.[12]

The exclusion of certain candidates who are publicly aligned with Iranian-backed Iraqi militias
or parties from key ministerial positions is unlikely to curb Iran’s influence within Iraqi
government institutions, however. Many Iraqi political parties appoint loyalists to senior civil service
positions, known as “special grades,” within key ministries to act as a proxy for the party.[13] These
“special grades” include director-general and deputy minister and enable the Iranian-backed parties to
divert state resources for their benefit.[14] Iranian-backed Iraqi political parties could use the "special
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grades” system to retain control of key ministerial roles even if their publicly affiliated candidates were
barred from senior ministry roles. These parties could also promote long-time “special grade” officials
loyal to them while still claiming that the appointments are “technocratic.” Either method would be
difficult to detect without a detailed understanding of the internal workings of Iraqi ministries.

The Suwayda National Guard conducted several politically motivated arrests and killings of
prominent Druze individuals in Suwayda Province on November 28, likely as part of an effort
by the Suwayda Autonomous Government to discourage dissent and to consolidate political
control. The Suwayda National Guard arrested ten individuals on November 28 and accused them of
participating in a “conspiracy” in coordination with the Syrian transitional government to conduct attacks
in Suwayda Province.[15] A media figure close to Druze spiritual leader Sheikh Hikmat al Hijri reinforced
the accusations on November 28 by claiming that the individuals planned to kidnap Suwayda
Autonomous Government leaders, use car bombs, and attack public areas with improvised explosive
devices.[16] The Suwayda National Guard arrested Sheikh Raed al Matni, Sheikh Maher al Falout,
prominent Druze businessman Assem Abu Fakhr, Gandhi Abu Fakhr, and three relatives of transitional
government-allied Laith al Balous, among others.[17] Suwayda National Guard members recorded
themselves torturing Sheikh Matni on November 29 and forcibly shaving his moustache and beard, which
hold religious significance for the Druze.[18] The Suwayda National Guard reportedly delivered Matni’'s
body, which showed visible signs of torture, to the entrance of the Suwayda City hospital on December
2.[19] Sheikh Matni helped form the Suwayda Military Council in February 2025, which was a Druze
militia that fought transitional government forces during the intercommunal violence in Suwayda in July
2025.[20] Some Syrian and Turkish media reports claim that Matni had a close relationship with Druze
spiritual leader Hikmat al Hijri, but that the relationship deteriorated after Matni opposed Hijri's formation
of the Suwayda National Guard in August 2025.[21] A separate pro-government Syrian source claimed
the Suwayda National Guard arrested Matni for proposing a negotiated settlement with the Syrian
transitional government.[22] The Suwayda National Guard also tortured and killed Sheikh Falout and
businessman Assem Abu Fakhr.[23] The National Guard’s arrest, torture, and reported killing of
prominent locals who may have challenged the Suwayda Autonomous Government likely aims to deter
dissent by increasing the perceived cost of opposition to its rule. The autonomous government may
weaponize the allegations of a Damascus-sponsored coup against the Suwayda government to justify
additional repressive measures in the name of community security.

Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) leader Abdullah Ocalan presented a plan for Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) integration into the Syrian Ministry of Defense (MoD) that aligns
with the SDF leadership’s federalized vision for Syria as the March 10 agreement’s December
31 deadline approaches. Imprisoned PKK leader Ocalan presented a detailed plan to Turkish
parliament members involved in the PKK disarmament process on November 24 that calls for the SDF to
join the Syrian military but maintain its own internal security structures.[24] This statement marks the
first time that Ocalan has explicitly called for the SDF to integrate into the Syrian military but retain its
internal security forces. Ocalan stated in February 2025 that “all [PKK] groups must lay [down] their
arms,” which Turkish officials took to mean that the SDF would be pressured into disarming and
integrating into the Syrian transitional government under the MoD.[25] This belief is based on the Turkish
government’s conflation between the PKK, the SDF, and the Syrian Kurdish People’s Protection Units
(YPG), which dominates the SDF. SDF Commander Mazloum Abdi reportedly agreed to expel non-Syrian
Kurds from the SDF in February 2025 but rejected Ocalan’s call to disarm and argued that it “is only for
the PKK [and is not] related to us in Syria.”[26] Ocalan’s newly articulated vision more closely aligns with
Abdi’s demand for a decentralized Syrian state and for the SDF to retain local security control in
northeastern Syria.[27] Abdi said on November 24 that the SDF seeks a “decentralized Syria” that allows
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local populations in northeastern Syria to elect their own military, administrative, and security
representatives.[28]

Both the SDF and the Syrian government have refused to concede their fundamental negotiating
positions, which would require them to change their views on the centralization of state power as the
year-end March agreement deadline approaches. The Syrian transitional government insists that a
central authority should rule Syria through appointed governors and views SDF decentralization as a path
toward secession.[29] The SDF views decentralization as a way to secure local authority over regional
affairs and sees the government’s push to concentrate power in Damascus as an attempt to impose
autocratic rule.[30] The Syrian government and the SDF hold opposing, zero sum positions on
centralization, and their dispute risks renewed conflict in Syria if neither side compromises.
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o BAGHDAD, IRAQ. Iragi media reported on December 2 that US Special Envoy to Iraq Mark
Savaya is pressuring the Shia Coordination Framewaork to exclude Iranian-backed
candidates from the premiership and key ministerial positions. This is unlikely to curb
Iran’s influence within Iragi government institutions, however.

o SUWAYDA, SYRIA. The anti-Syrian government Suwayda National Guard conducted several
politically motivated arrests and killings of prominent Druze individuals in Suwayda
Province on November 28, likely as part of an effort by the anti-Syrian
government Suwayda Autonomous Government to discourage dissent and
to consolidate political control.

o HASAKAH, SYRIA. Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) leader Abdullah Ocalan presented a plan
for Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) integration into the Syrian Ministry of Defense that
aligns with the SDF leadership’s federalized vision for Syria as the March 10
agreement’s December 31 deadline approaches. Both the SDF and the Syrian government
have refused to concede their fundamental negotiating positions. The lack of compromise
increases the risk for renewed conflict in the short-term.
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Key Takeaways

1. Iranian Military Cooperation with US Adversaries: Iran and key US adversaries likely shared
tactical and technological lessons on December 2 as part of a five-day military exercise in Iran.
IRGC-affiliated media published photos of Iranian forces using first person view drones during the
exercise, which are widely used by both Russia and Ukraine and have changed the character of the
modern battlefield.

2. Iraqi Government Formation: Iragi media reported on December 2 that US Special Envoy to Iraq
Mark Savaya is pressuring the Shia Coordination Framework to exclude Iranian-backed candidates
from the premiership and key ministerial positions. The exclusion of certain candidates who are
publicly aligned with Iranian-backed Iraqi militias or parties from key ministerial positions is unlikely
to curb Iran’s influence within Iragi government institutions, however.

3. Suwayda Political Consolidation: The anti-Syrian government Suwayda National Guard
conducted several politically motivated arrests and killings of prominent Druze individuals in
Suwayda Province on November 28, likely as part of an effort by the anti-Syrian government
Suwayda Autonomous Government to discourage dissent and to consolidate political control.

4. Syrian Democratic Forces’ Integration: Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) leader Abdullah Ocalan
presented a plan for Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) integration into the Syrian Ministry of Defense
that aligns with the SDF leadership’s federalized vision for Syria as the March 10 agreement’s
December 31 deadline approaches. Both the SDF and the Syrian government have refused to
concede their fundamental negotiating positions, which would require them to change their views
on the centralization of state power. The lack of compromise increases the risk of renewed conflict
in the short term.

Iran

The Iranian Armed Forces announced new Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) and
Artesh appointments on December 2 amid Iran’s broader efforts to reshuffle senior military
leadership after the Israel-lran War.

- Artesh Ground Forces Commander Brigadier General Ali Jahanshahi appointed Brigadier General
Bahador Khajehvand as the new commander of the Artesh Ground Forces Northeastern Regional
Headquarters.[31] The Northeastern Regional Headquarters is one of the Artesh Ground Forces’ five
regional headquarters.[32] Khajehvand replaced Brigadier General Sirous Amanollahi.[33] Khajehvand
most recently served as the 58th Zolfaghar Division commander in Shahrud, Semnan Province.[34]

- Jahanshahi appointed Amanollahi as the new Artesh Ground Forces Operations deputy.[35] Amanollahi
most recently served as the Artesh Ground Forces Northeastern Regional Headquarters commander. He
also served as the commander of the Artesh Ground Forces Northwestern Regional Headquarters from
2023 to 2024. Amanollahi notably commanded the 65th Airborne Special Forces Brigade from
approximately 2016 to 2019, when Jahanshahi was the Coordination Deputy of the Artesh Ground
Forces.[36] He was also the deputy commander of the 65th Airborne Special Forces Brigade from early
2011 to 2016. The 65th Brigade is one of the most specialized forces within the Artesh Ground Forces
and was deployed to Syria during the Syrian Civil War.[37] The Iranian Armed Forces have historically
promoted commanders from the 65th Brigade. The regime promoted Brigadier General Nozar Nemati,
who oversaw this brigade’s deployment to Syria, to Artesh Ground Forces coordination deputy and
deputy commander in October 2016 and January 2017, respectively.[38]
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- IRGC Commander Brigadier General Mohammad Karami appointed Brigadier General Esmali Khalilzadeh
as the new deputy commander of the Hamzeh Sayyid ol Shohada Operational Base, which oversees
Kurdistan and West Azerbaijan provinces.[39] Karami also appointed Brigadier General Yadollah
Abroshan as the new commander of the Shahid Boroujerdi headquarters and Colonel Mansour
Abdollahzadeh as the new commander of the Northwest Combat Medical Center.[40]

Iraq

See topline section.

Syria

See topline section.

Arabian Peninsula

Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

Lebanese media recirculated Israeli media reports that warned that Israel would escalate its
operations in Lebanon soon.[41] Hezbollah-aligned media reported on December 2 that the Israel
Defense Forces has started to prepare for “large-scale attacks” in Lebanon “in the near future,” citing
Israeli state broadcaster Kan.[42] Lebanese media also reported, citing unspecified Israeli media, that
“things will not be the same after the [Pope Leo XIV’s] visit,” referencing potential future Israeli
operations in Lebanon.[43] Lebanese media separately reported on December 2 that Lebanon has
received “warning messages” that Israel may escalate its operations in Lebanon after the Pope visits
Lebanon.[44] The Pope concluded his official visit to Lebanon on December 2.[45]

POWERED BY: I:E:l BABELSTREET
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Iranian-backed Iraqi militia Harakat Hezbollah al Nujaba head Akram al Kaabi threatened on
December 3 to attack US Special Envoy to Iraq Mark Savaya in response to Savaya’s “blatant
interference in Iraqi affairs.”[1] Iranian-backed Iraqi militias are unlikely to attack Savaya
due to the potential repercussions that such an action would have on the militias’ domestic
political efforts, however. Kaabi threatened that Iranian-backed Iragi militias would “shove a rock
down [Savaya’s] mouth” if the United States does not stop his “interference.”[2] Kaabi also suggested
that the Iraqi federal government has adopted “timid and silent stances” toward Savaya.[3] Iragi media
reported on December 2 that Savaya is pressuring the Shia Coordination Framework to exclude Iranian-
backed candidates from the premiership and key ministerial positions.[4] The Shia Coordination
Framework is a loose coalition of Shia political parties, some of which are the political wings of Iranian-
backed Iraqgi militias. CTP-ISW assessed on December 2 that the exclusion of certain candidates who are
publicly aligned with Iranian-backed Iraqi militias or parties from key ministerial positions would be
unlikely to curb Iranian influence within the Iragi government because Iraqi political parties often appoint
loyalists to act as proxies for them in key government institutions.[5] Savaya has also made several
comments in recent weeks that may have upset Kaabi, including Savaya’s statement that Iranian-backed
Iragi militias conducted the drone attack that targeted the Emirati-operated Khor Mor Gas Field in
Sulaymaniyah Province on November 26.[6] CTP-ISW similarly continues to assess that Iranian-backed
Iragi militias may have conducted the attack to try to deter Iragi Kurdish political parties from working
against Iranian-backed Iragi parties in the government formation process.[7]

An attack by Harakat Hezbollah al Nujaba or other Iranian-backed Iraqgi militias against Savaya would
likely harm militia interests regarding the ongoing Iragi government formation process. Government
formation is important for Iranian-backed Iragi militias because it determines the ability of Iranian-backed
actors to dominate Iraq and support Iranian interests in the country.[8] An Iraqi militia attack against
Savaya could cause some Iraqi parties to decide not to align with Iranian-backed parties if the parties’
affiliated militias dragged Iraqg into a conflict with the United States, for example. Militia operations that
trigger US action in Iraq are generally unpopular domestically.[9]

The Shia Coordination Framework’s internal divisions over the selection of the next prime
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minister are likely due, in part, to US pressure on the framework to exclude Iranian-backed
candidates from the premiership. Framework sources told Iragi media on December 3 that the
framework did not reach an agreement on the next prime minister during a framework meeting on
December 2.[10] Internal divisions and disputes reportedly caused tension among framework parties
during the meeting. Iragi media have noted that the framework is considering a variety of individuals for
the premiership, including Iraqgi Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al Sudani, State of Law Coalition head
and former Prime Minister Nouri al Maliki, and Iraqi National Intelligence Service head Hamid al
Shatri.[11] Iraqi media reported on December 1 that the framework is seeking a “consensus candidate”
for prime minister who does not face objections from framework parties or any “regional or international
forces influential in Iraqi politics,” which suggests that the framework is trying to balance pressure from
Iran and the United States regarding government formation.[12] Iran and the United States have
historically exerted major influence in Iragi government formation, particularly in the selection of prime
ministers.[13] The United States has repeatedly pressured the Iraqi federal government to limit Iranian
influence in the Iraqi government and previously expressed concern about powerful Iranian-backed
parties that ran in the November 2025 parliamentary elections.[14]

US pressure on the Iragi federal government to limit Iranian influence in Iraq has previously divided the
framework. Iragi media reported in August 2025 that framework members are divided into two “camps”
regarding US pressure on the Iraqi federal government to dissolve the Iranian-backed Popular
Mobilization Forces (PMF), which is an Iraqi state security service primarily composed of Iranian-backed
Iraqi militias.[15] The first camp supports challenging US objections to the PMF, while the second camp is
concerned about the threat of US sanctions and strikes targeting Iraq.[16] The United States has
reportedly threatened to sanction PMF leaders if the Iraqi federal government does not dissolve the
PMF.[17] CTP-ISW assessed in August that framework members with armed groups in the PMF likely
support strengthening the institution.[18] Iragi media also reported in October 2025 that unspecified
framework parties were in a “political rush” to receive US support prior to the November 2025 elections,
which highlights how framework parties vary in willingness to work with the United States.[19]

The Institute for Science and International Security assessed on December 2 that Iran likely
sought Russian assistance in 2024 to develop laser-based conventional military systems
rather than laser technology for nuclear weapons testing.[20] The Institute’s assessment comes
after Financial Times reported on November 19 that a group of Iranian scientists traveled to Russia in
November 2024 to visit a Russian military laser technology company.[21] A former CIA analyst told
Financial Times that Iran may have been seeking “laser technology and expertise that could help [Iran]
validate a nuclear weapon design without conducting a nuclear explosive test.”[22] The Institute stated
that Iran already has the equipment and expertise necessary to conduct such a validation test without
using laser-based diagnostic systems.[23] The Institute assessed that the Iranian delegation was,
instead, likely seeking Russian assistance to advance Iran’s anti-drone and anti-ballistic missile
systems.[24]

Iran may have sought to develop laser-based anti-drone systems in response to Israeli drone
attacks on Iran in recent years. Israel has conducted a series of drone attacks on Iran in recent years,
including a drone strike on a centrifuge manufacturing facility in Karaj, Alborz Province, in 2021, a strike
that destroyed a drone manufacturing facility in Kermanshah Province in 2022, and a drone attack on a
munitions factory in Esfahan in 2023.[25] These attacks may have driven Iran to seek to develop laser-
based anti-drone systems, which cost significantly less than traditional air defense systems.[26] Israel
also used small drones in June 2025 to kill Iranian nuclear scientists and destroy Iranian ballistic missile
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launchers, which may further drive Iran to develop its anti-drone capabilities.[27] US Central Command
(CENTCOM) announced on December 3 that it has launched a one-way attack drone force in the Middle
East, which highlights how drones will continue to play a large role in future conflicts in the region.[28]
Russia may be able to share knowledge about laser based anti-drone systems with Iran, given that Russia
has developed such systems to counter Ukrainian drone strikes.[29] Russia unveiled a truck-mounted
anti-drone laser system in October 2025, for example, that can detect, track, and destroy small drones
by damaging onboard sensors, wiring, and batteries and causing the drone to crash.[30] Iran would likely
prioritize laser-based anti-drone systems over laser based anti-ballistic missile systems in the near
future, given that the latter requires much more energy than the former.[31] Most existing laser-based
air defense systems, such as the Israeli Iron Beam, can shoot down small drones, rockets, and other
systems, but currently do not have the capability to shoot down ballistic missiles.[32]

Iraqi Joint Operations Command Deputy Commander Lieutenant General Qais al
Muhammadawi announced on November 26 that all forces under the US-led International
Coalition in Iraq are now in the Iraqi Kurdistan Region as part of the US withdrawal from Iragq.
Muhammadawi caveated that four or five individuals remain in Baghdad to manage unspecified
diplomatic and logistical tasks.[33] The US forces in the Iraqi Kurdistan Region do not appear to include
the 250 to 350 “military advisors and support personnel” who remain at Ain al Asad Airbase in Anbar
Province to support US operations against the Islamic State of Irag and al Sham (ISIS) in Syria.[34] The
United States and Iraq agreed in September 2024 that hundreds of US forces would withdraw from Iraq
by September 2025 and that the remaining forces would withdraw by the end of 2026.[35] A US official
told Reuters in September 2025 that the United States planned to reduce its military presence from
2,500 personnel to less than 2,000 and redeploy the majority of the remaining personnel to the Iraqi
Kurdistan Region from federal Iraq.[36] Muhammadawi added that a joint committee will negotiate with
the United States between January and June 2026 to draft a memorandum of understanding that
addresses the future US presence in Iraq and future US-Iraq security cooperation.[37] The committee will
include Muhammadawi, Iraqi Army Chief of Staff Abdul Amir Yarallah, Peshmerga Affairs Ministry
Secretary General Bakhtiar Mohammad, and several other unspecified individuals.[38]

Israel and Lebanon sent diplomatic representatives to hold direct talks at a ceasefire
monitoring committee meeting on December 3 amid warnings that Israel may soon launch a
new operation targeting Hezbollah in Lebanon.[39] Former Lebanese Ambassador to the United
States Simon Karam and Israeli National Security Council Senior Director for Foreign Policy Uri Rasnick led
the Lebanese and Israeli delegations, respectively, during the committee meeting in Naqoura.[40] The
November 2024 ceasefire agreement between Israel and Lebanon established the committee, which
includes representatives from the United States, France, Israel, Lebanon, and the United Nations, to
monitor Israel and Hezbollah’'s compliance with the ceasefire.[41] Western sources told Lebanese media
that the Israeli and Lebanese representatives discussed Hezbollah’s disarmament, Israeli strikes in
Lebanon, and the potential for economic cooperation in southern Lebanon to build trust between Israel
and Lebanon during the committee meeting.[42] The Israeli-Lebanese talks mark a positive step for
dialogue between the two countries, which have not directly engaged in talks since 1983, particularly
amid recent Israeli warnings that Israel is preparing to potentially increase its operations in Lebanon due
to frustration with the Lebanese Armed Forces’ (LAF) limited progress in disarming Hezbollah.[43] An
unspecified source told Lebanese media that Lebanese officials left the meeting with the impression that
Israel will allow the LAF “a chance to do its job,” in reference to Hezbollah disarmament.[44] Neither
Lebanon nor Israel has changed its position on key outstanding issues, however. An informed source told
Lebanese media that the December 3 ceasefire monitoring committee meeting did not address the issue
of the LAF searching private property, which Israel has demanded that the LAF do.[45] An Israeli Channel
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13 journalist reported on November 28 that the LAF has until US Deputy Special Envoy Morgan Ortagus
leaves Beirut on December 6 to demonstrate to Israel that it has made unspecified progress in disarming
Hezbollah.[46] Israeli state broadcaster Kan described on December 2 a “significant [Israeli] escalation”
in Lebanon as “inevitable.”[47]
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o TEHRAN, IRAN. The Institute for Scence and International Security assessed on Decernber
2 that Iran likely sought Russian assistance in 2024 to develop laser-based conventional
military systerms rather than laser technology for nuclear weapons testing. The Institute
assessed that the Iranian delegation was likely seeking Russian assistance to advance lran's
anti-drone and anti-ballistic missile systems. Iran may have sought to develop laser-based
anti-drone systems in response to lsraeli drone attacks on Iran in recent years.

o IRAQI KURDISTAN. raqi Joint Cperations Command Deputy Commander Lieutenant
Generd Qais al Muhammadawi announced on Novernber 26 that all forces under the US-
led Internationa Coalition in lraq are now in the Iraqi Kurdistan Region as part of the S
withdrawal from Iraq.

e NAQOURA, LEBANON. Israel and Lebanaon sent diplomatic representatives to hold direct
talks at a ceasefire monitoring committee meeting on December 5. The lsraeli-Llebanese
talks mark a positive step for dialogue between the two countries—which have not directly
engaged in talks since 1583—particularly amid recent lsraeli wamings that Israel is
preparing to potentially increase its operations in Lebanon.

Key Takeaways

1. Iraqi Militia Threatens US Envoy: Iranian-backed Iraqgi militia Harakat Hezbollah al Nujaba head
Akram al Kaabi threatened on December 3 to attack US Special Envoy to Iraq Mark Savaya in
response to Savaya’s “blatant interference in Iraqi affairs.” Iragi media reported on December 2
that Savaya is pressuring the Shia Coordination Framework to exclude Iranian-backed candidates
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from the premiership and key ministerial positions. Iranian-backed Iraqgi militias are unlikely to
attack Savaya due to the potential repercussions that such an action would have on the militias’
domestic political efforts, particularly the ongoing Iraqi government formation process.

2. Iranian Anti-Drone Capabilities: The Institute for Science and International Security assessed on
December 2 that Iran likely sought Russian assistance in 2024 to develop laser based conventional
military systems rather than laser technology for nuclear weapons testing. The Institute assessed
that the Iranian delegation was likely seeking Russian assistance to advance Iran’s anti-drone and
anti-ballistic missile systems. Iran may have sought to develop laser based anti-drone systems in
response to Israeli drone attacks on Iran in recent years.

3. US Withdrawal from Iraq: Iraqgi Joint Operations Command Deputy Commander Lieutenant
General Qais al Muhammadawi announced on November 26 that all forces under the US-led
International Coalition in Iraq are now in the Iraqgi Kurdistan Region as part of the US withdrawal
from Irag. 250 to 350 “military advisors and support personnel” remain at Ain al Asad Airbase in
Anbar Province to support US operations against the Islamic State of Irag and al Sham (ISIS) in
Syria.

4. Israel-Lebanon Relations: Israel and Lebanon sent diplomatic representatives to hold direct talks
at a ceasefire monitoring committee meeting on December 3. The Israeli-Lebanese talks mark a
positive step for dialogue between the two countries, which have not directly engaged in talks
since 1983, particularly amid recent Israeli warnings that Israel is preparing to potentially increase
its operations in Lebanon due to frustration with the Lebanese Armed Forces’ (LAF) limited progress
in disarming Hezbollah.

Iran

NOTE: The following text will also appear in the December 4 edition of CTP’s Africa File.

Iranian officials have met with several African counterparts over the last week to discuss
greater defense and economic ties. Iranian Director General for African Affairs Akbar Khosravinejad
met with the three foreign ministers of the Alliance of Sahel States (AES) — Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger
— in Burkina Faso on November 28.[48] The officials discussed ways to expand cooperation broadly. Iran
has increased cooperation with the AES since the anti-Western bloc formed in 2023, and Iranian officials
have met with their Sahelian counterparts on numerous occasions.[49] Iran has signed various
agreements with Burkina Faso and Niger on energy, finance, health, industry, mining, and engineering,
although CTP has observed little implementation.[50]

The Iranian deputy foreign minister for economic diplomacy led an Iranian delegation to Uganda on
December 2, marking at least the second Iranian delegation to Uganda in 2025.[51] Iranian media
emphasized that the trip aimed to strengthen economic ties and specifically noted that the two sides
discussed bilateral relations, preparations for the upcoming joint economic and technical commission,
and sectoral meetings with Ugandan business leaders to expand trade and investment ties.[52] Iran and
Uganda have a decades long partnership rooted in anti-colonial political allyship and agricultural ties.[53]
The previous three Iranian presidents visited Uganda during their terms, and Ugandan President Yoweri
Museveni has visited Iran several times.[54]

Iran seeks to bolster partnerships with African countries as part of its continued effort to
break its international isolation, including through growing its geopolitical influence and
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increasing trade, hard currency acquisition, and access to natural resources, such as
uranium, to mitigate sanctions. Iran has used defense ties as a foundation to strengthen
partnerships, including its pursuit of Red Sea and uranium access. Iran has sent Ababil-3 and Mohajer-6
multi-role drones to Ethiopia, Sudan, and Western Sahara since 2021.[55] The Sudanese Armed Forces
(SAF) rejected an Iranian request for a naval base or dual-use port on Sudan’s Red Sea coast in exchange
for continued aid and a helicopter-carrying ship.[56] The Nigerien junta similarly turned down an Iranian
offer of drones and surface-to-air missiles in exchange for uranium yellowcake in 2024.[57] CTP also
assessed that Iran likely aimed to secure access to Zimbabwe’s rich uranium deposits through increased
defense engagement with Zimbabwe in 2024.[58]

Iran has used internal oppression and regime security assistance to bolster its partnerships with some
African states, including Burkina Faso. The Iranian Law Enforcement commander visited Burkina Faso and
Ethiopia in May.[59] CTP previously assessed that this visit was likely part of a broader Iranian effort to
build partnerships and simultaneously open new avenues for economic partnerships and revenue
streams.[60] Uganda’s authoritarian regime could be open to similar support, especially as aging
President Yoweri Museveni considers passing power to his son.[61]

Iran has separately sought to expand trade, investment, and infrastructure initiatives in Africa, in line
with its latest moves in Uganda. Iran held the Third Iran-Africa Economic Cooperation Summit in April
2025, where it signed multiple commercial and investment deals with African partners and emphasized
expanding joint chambers of commerce, trade centers, and financing mechanisms.[62] Iran has
previously struggled to follow through on aspirational cooperation goals with African countries, but
Iranian officials explicitly reorganized the 2025 summit to focus on four priority sectors — mining,
agriculture, petrochemicals, and medical equipment — to ensure the summit remained “outcome-
driven.”[63] Greater bilateral trade with Africa helps Iran increase its capital inflows to prevent economic
collapse under Western sanctions and normalizes economic cooperation with non-Western countries
despite sanctions. Iran-Africa trade remains a tiny portion of its overall gross domestic product, however,
and CTP has previously assessed that increased trade with Africa will not solve the problems that
underlie Iran’s economic instability.[64]

Iraq

Grand Ayatollah Ali al Sistani’s office reportedly said on December 2 that Sistani will not
interfere in the selection of the next Iraqi prime minister in response to an unspecified
message from the Shia Coordination Framework to Sistani.[65] Sistani is Iraqg’s highest religious
figure and has intervened in Iraqi politics on several occasions. Sistani’s views guided the United States’
efforts to form and transfer sovereignty to a new Iragi government following the United States’ removal
of Saddam Hussein in 2003.[66] Sistani also publicly supported the resignation of former Prime Minister
Adil Abdul Mahdi during the 2019 Iraqi Tishreen protests.[67] Sistani largely abstained from publicly
interfering in the 2021 Iraqi elections until Iranian-backed militias engaged followers of Iraqi Shia
nationalist cleric Muqgtada al Sadr in September 2022.[68] Sistani sent private messages to Sadr that
reportedly caused Sadr to instruct his followers to stand down.[69] Sistani’s reported statement on
December 2 pledging non-interference in the selection of a prime minister does not mean that he will not
choose to interfere at a later time, as he reportedly did in 2021.
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Syria

The Syrian General Security Service (GSS) seized several improvised explosive devices (IEDs)
and other munitions from an ISIS safe house in Rif Dimashq Province on December 3. Counter-
ISIS forces have recently dismantled ISIS IED manufacturing sites in Rif Dimashq Province.[70] The GSS
seized four IEDs, two firearm suppressors, explosive materials, rocket propelled grenades (RPGs), small
arms, and a large quantity of ammunition from an ISIS safe house in Kanaker, about 30 kilometers south
of Damascus City, on December 3.[71] Images of the four IEDs suggest that ISIS fighters or the supplier
of the IEDs possess a reasonable degree of technical skill in the production of IEDs, given the weapons’
construction and uniform design.[72] The GSS also arrested three ISIS fighters during the raid.[73] The
GSS raid in Kanaker follows several recent US and Syrian operations targeting ISIS cells and IED
manufacturing equipment around Rif Dimashq Province in November 2025. US and Syrian forces
destroyed over 15 ISIS weapons caches in Rif Dimashq Province between November 24 and 27.[74]
CENTCOM reported that US and Syrian forces destroyed over 130 mortars and rockets, multiple assault
rifles, machine guns, anti-tank mines, and materials for manufacturing IEDs during the Rif Dimashq
raids.[75] The GSS previously dismantled a roadside IED workshop in an unspecified area of Rif Dimashq
Province around November 8 and 9 as part of a “preemptive” country-wide counter-ISIS operation before
Syria joined the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS on November 10.[76]
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Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

Hezbollah is likely continuing to smuggle weapons from Syria to Lebanon that the group
could use to defend against a possible Israeli operation. Syrian forces interdicted a shipment of
1,250 landmines equipped with detonators and arrested four smugglers in Yabroud, Rif Dimashq
Province, on December 2.[77] Syrian forces also seized a weapons shipment containing Russian RPG-29s
near al Qusayr, Homs Province, on December 3.[78] Both shipments were likely intended for Hezbollah,
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given the types of munitions seized and Hezbollah's historical use of smuggling routes through both al
Qusayr and Yabroud. The types of weapons that the Syrian forces seized suggest that Hezbollah
continues to attempt to smuggle munitions that the group could use to confront a possible Israeli ground
operation in Lebanon. Hezbollah heavily used landmines across Lebanon during previous rounds of
conflict with Israel, including the most recent conflict in the fall of 2024, to attack Israeli forces advancing
into Lebanese territory.[79] Hezbollah has also historically used RPG-29s to defend against Israeli
incursions into Lebanon.[80] Israeli officials have stated that Hezbollah’s use of RPG-29s was a leading
cause of IDF casualties during the 2006 War because these weapons were able to penetrate Merkava
tank armor on multiple occasions.[81]
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Former Iraqi Prime Minister and State of Law Coalition head Nouri al Maliki reportedly told
the United States via unidentified mediators that he would disarm Iranian-backed Iraqi
militias if the United States supports his bid to become prime minister, according to an
unidentified senior Iraqi official speaking to a Kurdish journalist on December 3.[1] The Shia
Coordination Framework, which includes Maliki, is currently considering multiple candidates for prime
minister, including Maliki.[2] The Shia Coordination Framework is a loose coalition of Shia political parties,
some of which Iran backs. The United States has repeatedly pressured the Iraqgi federal government to
dissolve the Iranian-backed Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) and disarm Iranian-backed Iraqi militias.[3]
The PMF is an Iraqi state security service comprised primarily of Iranian-backed Iragi militias, many of
which report to Iran instead of the prime minister.[4] Maliki likely claimed that he would disarm Iranian-
backed Iragi militias while in office because he believes it could garner him US support for another term.

Maliki would likely attempt to transform elements of the Iraqi security establishment,
including the PMF, into a force that he could use to enhance his personal power as prime
minister. This effort would harm Iraqi stability because Maliki pursued authoritarian and
sectarian policies when he previously served as prime minister that led to the rise of the
Islamic State of Iraq and al Sham (ISIS). Maliki has continuously defended the PMF throughout the
United States’ efforts to dissolve it in 2025.[5] He did, however, state in February 2025 that the PMF
should be “reconsidered and rehabilitated” to have an “exclusive” connection to the prime minister.[6]
Maliki's proposed modification of the PMF bears resemblance to the extra-constitutional Office of the
Commander and Chief, which Maliki used to bypass the chain of command and directly influence Iraqi
security affairs.[7] Maliki centralized power, weakened multiple Iraqgi institutions, and exacerbated Sunni
grievances toward the Shia-dominated Iraqi federal government while in office.[8] His mismanagement of
the Iraqi security forces played a pivotal role in the speed of ISIS’s seizure of almost a third of Iraqi
territory in 2013.[9] Maliki then used the threat of ISIS to accelerate his pre-existing effort to form a
popular army, which he proceeded to staff with Iranian-backed Iraqi militias and place under the purview
of the Office of the Commander and Chief. Maliki used this force to coerce his political enemies and
increase his power.[10] Grand Ayatollah Ali al Sistani’s 2014 fatwa, which called for Iraqis to mobilize
against ISIS and is often credited with creating the force that would become the PMF, further propelled
Maliki's mobilization of Iranian-backed Iragi militias.[11] The United States ultimately delayed support for
Irag in 2014 until Maliki was removed from power due to his direct role in destabilizing Iraq.[12]
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Iranian-backed Iraqi actors reportedly pressured the Iraqi federal government to reverse its
decision to designate the Houthis and Lebanese Hezbollah as terrorist organizations.[13] Iraqi
state media reported on December 4 that the Iragi Committee for Freezing Terrorist Funds had
designated the Houthis and Hezbollah as terrorist organizations and froze the groups’ assets in mid-
November 2025.[14] The committee later announced that it would remove the Houthis and Hezbollah
from the list of designated terrorist organizations.[15] Iraqi Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al Sudani
ordered an investigation of the incident on December 4.[16] Two Iraqi officials told the Associated Press
on December 4 that the Iraqgi federal government reversed its terrorist designation of the Houthis and
Hezbollah due to pressure from Iranian-backed Iraqgi militias and politicians.[17] The militias reportedly
accused the government of targeting regional allies and risking conflict with Iran. Many Iranian-backed
Iragi actors condemned the Iraqi federal government’s designation of the Houthis and Hezbollah on
December 4.[18] This incident comes as the United States has repeatedly pressured the Iraqgi federal
government to reduce Iranian influence in Iraq.[19]

The Iraqi federal government accused “outlaws” on December 3 of committing the November
26 drone attack on the Khor Mor Gas Field in Iraqi Kurdistan.[20] The Iraqi federal
government often uses the term “outlaws” to accuse Iranian-backed Iraqgi militias of
conducting attacks without explicitly implicating the militias. The November 26 drone attack
targeting the Emirati-operated Khor Mor Gas Field in Sulaymaniyah Province caused material damage
and sparked a fire but did not cause any casualties.[21] A committee formed by Iragi Prime Minister
Mohammad Shia al Sudani to investigate the attack announced the results of its investigation on
December 3.[22] The committee said that “outlaws” launched two drones at the gas field, one of which
hit the gas field and the second landed outside the field.[23] The Iraqgi federal government has previously
used the term “outlaws” and similar phrases to obfuscate Iranian-backed Iragi militias’ culpability in
attacks to avoid political blowback.[24] The Iraqgi federal government blamed a November 2020 rocket
attack on the US Embassy in Baghdad on “outlaws,” even though Iranian-backed Iraqgi militia Kataib
Sarkhat al Quds (formerly called Ashab al Kahf) claimed responsibility for the attack.[25] CTP-ISW
assessed on November 28 that Iranian-backed Iraqgi militias may have conducted the attack on Khor Mor
to try to deter Iraqi Kurdish political parties from working against Iranian-backed political parties in the
government formation process.[26] The Shia Coordination Framework, which has controlled the federal
government since 2022 and is poised to control the next government following the recent elections,
includes the political wings of multiple Iranian-backed Iraqi militias.[27] The committee did not specify if
the perpetrators of the November 26 Khor Mor attack also attempted to conduct a drone attack targeting
Khor Mor on November 23.[28] Kurdish security forces intercepted the drone on November 23.[29]

It remains unclear which Iranian-backed Iraqi militia conducted the November 26 attack on
Khor Mor. The committee said that the perpetrators launched the November 26 attack from eastern Tuz
Kharmatu District, Salah al Din Province, and that the attack was the eleventh attack against the gas
field.[30] Unidentified Iranian-backed Iraqgi militia-controlled PMF brigades under the now defunct PMF
Northern Axis, which operated in the Tuz Kharmatu District, have notably previously conducted multiple
attacks targeting the Khor Mor Gas Field.[31] Popular Mobilization Committee Chairman Faleh al Fayyadh
ordered the integration of the Northern Axis into the Kirkuk and East Tigris Operations Command in
August 2024.[32] The Kirkuk and East Tigris Operations Command is led by a Badr Organization-affiliated
commander.[33] Harakat Hezbollah al Nujaba led a drone strike campaign targeting oil fields in Iraqi
Kurdistan following the 2021 parliamentary elections to deter the Kurdistan Democratic Party from allying
with Shia nationalist cleric Mugtada al Sadr.[34] No Iranian-backed Iraqi militia has claimed the
November 26 attack at the time of this writing and the Iraqi Resistance Coordination Committee, which is
a coordinating body comprised of Iranian-backed Iraqgi militias, denied that it was involved in the
November 26 attack.[35] Lower-ranking fighters could have independently conducted the attack, or
militia leadership could have allowed fighters to conduct the attack without publicly sanctioning it,
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however.

A spokesperson for Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s political party suggested that
Turkey will no longer consider the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) to be a “terrorist
organization” if the SDF hands over key resources and infrastructure to the Syrian
government as part of its integration into the Syrian state. Turkey has long considered the SDF to
be a terrorist organization due to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party’s (PKK) historic ties to the Kurdish People’s
Protection Units (YPG), which is the dominant faction within the SDF.[36] Justice and Development Party
(AKP) Spokesperson Omer Celik told Turkish media on December 2 that the SDF would “cease to be a
threat to Turkey and a terrorist organization” if the SDF hands over airports, border crossings, and oil
fields that it controls to the Syrian government and integrates into the Syrian state per the March 10
agreement.[37] The SDF-approved March 10 agreement stipulates that the SDF will transfer its control
over border crossings, oil and gas fields, and Qamishli Airport in northeastern Syria to the transitional
government.[38] Turkey probably views the SDF’s transfer of key resources and infrastructure to the
Syrian government as a mechanism through which to reduce the SDF’s perceived threat to Turkey
because it would limit the SDF’s access to the Turkish border and the SDF’s revenue from oil fields. The
SDF has not yet transferred control of any of these resources or infrastructure to the Syrian transitional
government, however.[39]

Celik’s reference to a possible change in Turkey’s threat perception suggests that Turkey
may be anticipating the SDF’s compliance with the March 10 agreement, which possibly
indicates positive momentum in the integration process as the end-of-year integration
deadline approaches. Both Turkey and the Syrian government have maintained that the SDF must
integrate into the Syrian state by the end of the year.[40] Turkey has consistently called for the SDF’s
military and administrative integration into the Syrian state since March 10.[41] Turkey has also argued
in recent months that the SDF is not complying with the March 10 agreement and has likely pushed the
Syrian government to coerce the SDF to implement the agreement.[42] Celik’s remarks about a possible
change in Turkey’s perception of the SDF suggest that the SDF’s integration may be proceeding along
the lines agreed to by the Syrian government and SDF. The Syrian government and SDF reached a
limited breakthrough in October 2025 and agreed to integrate the SDF into the Syrian Army in three
divisions and several independent brigades after months of stalled negotiations.[43] There have been
few updates on the progress or development of these units, but a Syrian Democratic Council official
noted on December 4 that dialogue is “currently underway” between the SDF and Syrian government
after US Special Envoy Thomas Barrack met with senior Syrian officials in Damascus on December 1.[44]

The Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) Navy began an annual two-day military
exercise on December 4 in which it displayed its “interception” capabilities, likely as part of
an Iranian effort to deter the United States and its allies from seizing Iranian vessels.[45] The
exercise took place in the Persian Gulf, Strait of Hormuz, and Gulf of Oman. The IRGC Navy claimed on
December 4 that it alerted US vessels in the region about the exercise.[46] The Iranian regime’s primary
English language news outlet stated on December 4 that this exercise sends a “dual message” of peace
toward Iran’s regional partners and a warning to Iran’s adversaries that Iran will confront any
“miscalculations” with “a decisive response.”[47] The IRGC Navy previously used this annual exercise to
signal Iran’s commitment to “sustainable security” in the region but did not issue a warning to the United
States and its allies.[48] The IRGC Navy also named this year’s exercise after deceased IRGC Navy
commander Mohammad Nazeri, who was reportedly involved in the seizure of two US patrol boats and 10
US personnel in the Persian Gulf in January 2016.[49] Senior Iranian military officials have consistently
threatened to close the Strait of Hormuz if the United States blocks Iranian oil exports since the Israel-
Iran War.[50]

© 2025, Institute for the Study of War



Iranian Naval Exercise in the Strait of Hormuz

As of December 4, 2025 at 2:00 PM ET
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Baghdad, Iraqg. Former Iraqi Prime Minister and State of Law Coalition head Nouri al
Maliki reportedly told the United States via unidentified mediators that he would
disarm Iranian-backed Iragi militias if the United States supports his bid to become
prime minister, according to an unidentified senior Iraqi official speaking to a Kurdish
journalist on December 3. Maliki would likely attempt to transform elements ofthe
Iraqgi security establishment into a force that he could use to enhance his personal
power as prime minister.

o Baghdad, Iraq. The lragi government accused “outlaws” of committing the
November 26 drone attack on the Khor Mor Gas Field in Iragi Kurdistan. The Irag
government often uses the term “outlaws” to accuse Iranian-backed Iraqi militias of
conducting attacks without explicitly implicating the militias.

o Damascus, Syria. A spokesperson for Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
political party suggested that Turkey will no longer consider the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) to be a “terrorist organization” if the SDF hands over key resources and
infrastructure to the Syrian government as part ofits integration into the Syrian state.

Key Takeaways

1. Former Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al Maliki’s Political Efforts: Former Iraqi Prime Minister
and State of Law Coalition head Nouri al Maliki reportedly told the United States via unidentified
mediators that he would disarm Iranian-backed Iraqgi militias if the United States supports his bid to
become prime minister, according to an unidentified senior Iraqi official speaking to a Kurdish
journalist on December 3. Maliki would likely attempt to transform elements of the Iraqi security
establishment, including the PMF, into a force that he could use to enhance his personal power as
prime minister.

2. Iranian Influence in Iraq: Iranian-backed Iraqi actors reportedly pressured the Iraqgi federal
government to reverse its decision to designate the Houthis and Lebanese Hezbollah as terrorist
organizations.
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3. Militia Activity in Iraq: The Iraqgi federal government accused “outlaws” on December 3 of
committing the November 26 drone attack on the Khor Mor Gas Field in Iraqi Kurdistan. The Iraqi
federal government often uses the term “outlaws” to accuse Iranian-backed Iraqgi militias of
conducting attacks without explicitly implicating the militias.

4. Turkey’s View of the Syrian Democratic Forces: A spokesperson for Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’s political party suggested that Turkey will no longer consider the Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) to be a “terrorist organization” if the SDF hands over key resources and
infrastructure to the Syrian government as part of its integration into the Syrian state. The
spokesperson’s statement suggests that Turkey may be anticipating the SDF’s compliance with the
March 10 agreement, which possibly indicates positive momentum in the integration process as the
end-of-year integration deadline approaches.

5. Iranian Military Posture: The Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) Navy began an annual
two-day military exercise on December 4 in which it displayed its “interception” capabilities, likely
as part of an Iranian effort to deter the United States and its allies from seizing Iranian vessels.

Iran

Iran is using recent Israeli actions in the Middle East to try to rally regional countries against
Israel. Iranian efforts to discourage regional countries, including the Gulf states, from
cooperating with the United States and Israel are unlikely to succeed, however. Tehran Mayor
Alireza Zakani emphasized in an interview on December 2 that Iran must create a “new front” in the
region to counter Israeli and US influence.[51] Zakani is a hardline politician who has served as the
mayor of Tehran since 2021. Zakani claimed that regional countries, including Turkey, realized that they
cannot trust the United States and Israel after the June 2025 Israel-Iran War. Zakani added that some
regional countries realized after the war that Western military equipment and defense coalitions cannot
protect them against Israeli threats. Zakani’'s comments come after Iranian officials highlighted the
opportunity for Iran and Turkey to work together to counter Israel’s presence in Syria during Turkish
Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan’s visit to Tehran on December 1.

Zakani’s remarks about regional countries not being able to trust Israel bear similarities to Iran’s effort to
isolate Israel and the United States after the Israeli strike in Doha in September 2025. Iranian officials
used Israel’s strike in Doha to frame the United States as an unreliable security guarantor for Gulf states
in an effort to break up the nascent anti-Iran coalition in the region.[52] Gulf states condemned the Israeli
strike in Doha and Iran exploited the Gulf states’ frustration by questioning the reliability of the United
States as a security partner.[53] Iranian officials, for example, misrepresented the degree of US
knowledge of the Israeli strike and suggested that US-brokered agreements are incapable of defending
Arab states from Israeli attacks.[54]

Iran seeks to increase defense cooperation with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) through
joint educational and security research. Iranian Supreme National Defense University (SNDU) head
Brigadier General Esmail Ahmadi Moghaddam and his Chinese counterpart, General Xiao Tianliang,
signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) on security research cooperation in Beijing on December
4.[55] The MoU includes the exchange of students and instructors as well as joint courses between the
two universities.[56] Tianliang is one of the PRC's most important military strategic thinkers.[57]
Tianliang's expertise suggests that Moghaddam and Tianliang may have had a high-level strategic
discussion during Moghaddam’s visit to Beijing.[58] Moghaddam served as the Iranian Law Enforcement
commander between 2005 and 2015 and has been involved in the regime’s crackdowns on domestic
dissent.[59] The United States sanctioned Moghaddam in 2011 for human rights abuses.[60] Iran has
recently held similar military-education cooperation meetings with other partners, such as Belarus.[61]
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Iraq

The Iraqi Electoral Judicial Panel announced on December 4 that the Iraqi electoral
commission has finished reviewing appeals and will now send the November 2025
parliamentary election results to the Iraqi Federal Supreme Court for ratification, which will
officially start the government formation process.[62] The Electoral Judicial Panel reviewed 853
appeals that political parties and candidates submitted to it regarding the election results.[63] The
government formation process will include the selection of the Iraqi parliament speaker and their
deputies, the president, and the prime minister.[64] The selected prime minister will be responsible for
attempting to form the Iragi government.[65] The 2021 government formation process lasted almost a
year after the Federal Supreme Court ratified the October 2021 election results in late December
2021.[66]

Syria

Two recent ISIS attacks along the Syrian M5 highway between Aleppo City and Saraqib, Idlib
Province, suggest that an active ISIS cell or cells may continue to target Syrian government
forces in this area. ISIS has claimed two distinct attacks targeting Syrian government forces or workers
along the M5 highway near the Aleppo-Idlib provincial border since November 28. ISIS fighters fired small
arms targeting soldiers from the Syrian Army’s 74th Division on the Saraqib Bridge, located along the M5
highway.[67] One 74th Division soldier was killed in the attack.[68] ISIS fighters in a vehicle also fired on
Syrian customs officers escorting a truck on the highway near Zerba, south of Aleppo City, on December
3, killing two officers.[69] These two attacks, which occurred approximately 30 kilometers apart from
each other and within five days, suggest that an ISIS cell or cells may be active between Saraqib and the
southern Aleppo countryside. Syrian Interior Ministry Spokesperson Noureddine al Baba warned on
November 8 that the ministry expected an increase in ISIS activity as part of an ISIS effort to boost
recruitment after Syria joined the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS.[70] ISIS also recently conducted two
attacks targeting former regime-affiliated personnel in Homs and Hama provinces on November 27 and
28.[71]
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Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

US efforts aimed at reducing tensions between Israel and Lebanon appear to be having some
initial success. US officials, including US Deputy Special Envoy Morgan Ortagus and US Ambassador to
Lebanon Michel Issa, reportedly convinced Israel and Lebanon to hold direct talks and send civilian
representatives to the ceasefire monitoring committee.[72] Israeli and Lebanese officials held direct talks
under US auspices on December 3 for the first time since 1983.[73] Israeli and Lebanese officials agreed
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to develop ideas to advance potential economic cooperation and to hold a meeting on Hezbollah
disarmament in the coming weeks.[74] US officials, including Ortagus and US Special Envoy Thomas
Barrack, have visited Lebanon numerous times in recent months to try to renew dialogue between Israel
and Lebanon.[75] Ortagus most recently visited Lebanon and Israel this week to try to reduce tensions
between the two countries.[76] A US official told Axios on December 3 that the United States thinks that
Israel will not launch an operation in Lebanon “in the coming weeks,” despite Israel’s persistent warnings
about a potential, imminent operation in Lebanon.[77] Israel previously reportedly gave the Lebanese
government a December 7 deadline to make progress toward disarming Hezbollah.[78]
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Former senior Assad regime officials are likely funding and equipping clandestine networks in
Syria to conduct insurgent activity against the Syrian transitional government. Reuters
reported on December 5 that former Military Intelligence Chief Major General Kamal Hassan and Bashar
al Assad’s cousin, Rami Makhlouf, have formed rival Alawite militias in coastal Syria that seek to secede
coastal Syria from transitional government control and restore Assad-era power structures, citing 48
informed anonymous sources.[1] Makhlouf and Hassan have reportedly spent over $6 million and $1.5
million, respectively, to recruit and pay the salaries of Alawite fighters in Syria and Lebanon.[2]
Unspecified Assadist and Syrian government sources told Reuters that Hassan and Makhlouf’s militias are
also competing to gain access to 14 Assad-era command-and-control rooms scattered across coastal
Syria and dozens of weapons caches.[3] Tartous Province Governor Ahmed al Shami confirmed the
existence of the Assad-era command rooms in the region but stated that the “centers have been
significantly weakened” and that “there is no concern about their continued existence.”[4] Reuters
reported that Hassan also established a charity in Lebanon to build influence among Alawites who fled
from Syria to Lebanon after the Assad regime fell in December 2024.[5] Thousands of Syrians tied to the
Assad regime and Hezbollah fled coastal Syria to northern Lebanon after Assad was ousted, and Hassan
may seek to recruit these Alawite refugees to participate in a potential future pro-Alawite insurgency.[6]
The General Security Service (GSS) arrested a Makhlouf-funded insurgent cell in Latakia in October as
well as a pro-Alawite insurgent commander in August who had ties to Makhlouf, which highlights
Makhlouf’s efforts to actively support cells in coastal Syria that could participate in an Alawite
insurgency.[7]

Assadist officials’ claims that three prominent former Assad officials command nearly 100,000
dormant insurgent fighters in and near coastal Syria are almost certainly an exaggeration.
Reuters reported that internal documents from Makhlouf’'s and Hassan'’s factions claim that these officials
control 54,000 and 12,000 fighters, respectively.[8] The Assad regime officials have reportedly not yet
mobilized the fighters because “the time is not yet right.”[9] Reuters also reported that Bashar al Assad’s
brother, Maher, commands 25,000 fighters in and outside of Syria that he could mobilize, citing former
Assad commanders in Lebanon.[10] CTP-ISW has not observed a consistent level of violence or insurgent
activity in coastal Syria that would be expected if the three former Assad regime officials actually
commanded this number of fighters. Reuters reported that fighters on the coast are accepting money
from both Makhlouf and Hassan, which suggests that many of the fighters are “ghost soldiers” who

© 2025, Institute for the Study of War



accept small payments but lack real loyalty or willingness to fight for either Makhlouf or Hassan.[11] An
anonymous local Alawite militia commander stated that the payments from Makhlouf and Hassan are
insufficient but noted that “there is nothing wrong with taking some cash from these whales who sucked
our blood for years.”[12] Five other militia commanders echoed this commander’s sentiment and said
that Makhlouf attempted to buy their loyalty with “crumbs of money.”[13] The commanders’ evident
disdain for their patrons indicates that it is unlikely that Makhlouf or Hassan could launch a large-scale
Alawite insurgency in coastal Syria because these commanders would be unlikely to risk their lives for
their patrons. The GSS, with help from the Alawite community, dismantled an Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps-linked Assadist insurgent cell in Sheikh Badr, Tartous Province, on November 12, which
suggests that an insurgency that seeks to restore Assadist power structures may lack broad Alawite
support.[14] The pro-Assad Alawite insurgency has continued at a relatively low level since the height of
the Alawite insurgency in March 2025, despite Makhlouf and Hassan'’s efforts. Several Alawite insurgent
groups remain active in coastal Syria but have conducted limited and largely ineffective attacks targeting
the transitional government, and these groups currently lack the capabilities to force the transitional
government to cede control of coastal Syria.[15]

Many Alawites in Syria continue to hold grievances toward the Syrian transitional
government that malicious actors may seek to exploit, but the vast majority of the Alawite
community does not appear inclined to use violence to address these grievances. Alawites in
Syria have repeatedly called for autonomy since the fall of the Assad regime because they are skeptical
of the transitional government’s ability and willingness to protect their communities, particularly after
some government forces participated in reprisal massacres against Alawites in coastal Syria in March
2025.[16] Some members of the Alawite community have also argued that Alawites are being
economically disenfranchised under the new government.[17] Assadists like Makhlouf and Hassan may
attempt to present themselves as defenders of the Alawite community and exploit the community’s
grievances toward the government to recruit fighters. Prominent voices within the Alawite community
have advocated against violence, however, and violence in coastal Syria has remained at low levels since
March 2025. Over 1,000 Alawite protestors participated in peaceful demonstrations on November 25
along the Syrian coast and western Hama Province following an incident of sectarian violence in Homs
City.[18] These protests largely remained peaceful at the request of prominent Alawite leaders.[19]

The Syrian government has additionally taken steps in recent months to build stronger
relationships with some Alawite communities along the coast. The recent dismantlement of an
IRGC-affiliated Assadist cell with the help of the Alawite community in rural Tartous on November 12
indicated that some GSS units are improving their counter-insurgency approach in rural minority areas by
working with locals.[20] Syrian security forces additionally worked to prevent counter-protesters from
attacking Alawite protesters and de-escalated attempts to instigate violence on November 25.[21] High-
ranking senior government officials have continued to engage with local Alawite leaders and dignitaries
in order to build trust and improve community engagement, including through economic
development.[22] Four Syrian aides stated that a former Assad-era military commander and current
adviser to Syrian President Ahmed al Shara, Khaled al Ahmad, is financing jobs and other economic
opportunities within the Alawite community to combat unemployment in the community.[23] The
governor of Tartous Province called Khaled al Ahmad a “crucial” individual in building trust between
Alawites and the government.[24] Improved trust and more robust partnerships between the Syrian
government and the Alawite community can reduce opportunities for Assadists and Alawite insurgents to
recruit fighters.
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o SYRIAN COAST, SYRIA. Many Alawites in Syria continue to hold grievances toward the
Syrian transitional government that malicious actors may seek to exploit, but the vast
majority of the Alawite community does not appear inclined to use violence to address
these grievances. The Syrian government has additionally taken steps in recent months to
build stronger relationships with some Alawite communities along the coast.

o TEHRAN, IRAN. Iran is trying to portray itself as a reliable security partner for Eurasian
countries, particularly Russia and the People’s Republic of China, likely as part
of Iran’s longstanding effort to undermine the US-led international order by strengthening
ties with partners in multilateral security and economic institutions. Armed Forces General
Staff-affiliated Defa Press published an op-ed on December 5 in which it argued that
Iran’s recent “Sahand 2025" counterterrorism exercise demonstrated Iran’s importance to
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and its reliability as a security partner.

Key Takeaways

1. Assadist Insurgency Efforts: Former senior Assad regime officials are likely funding and
equipping clandestine networks in Syria to conduct insurgent activity against the Syrian transitional
government. Assadist officials’ claims that three prominent former Assad officials command nearly
100,000 dormant insurgent fighters in and near coastal Syria are almost certainly an exaggeration.

2. Alawite-Syrian Government Relations: Many Alawites in Syria continue to hold grievances
toward the Syrian transitional government that malicious actors may seek to exploit, but the vast
majority of the Alawite community does not appear inclined to use violence to address these
grievances. The Syrian government has additionally taken steps in recent months to build stronger
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relationships with some Alawite communities along the coast.

Iran

The Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) Navy continued its two-day naval exercise on
December 5 that likely aims to simultaneously deter the United States and its allies from
seizing Iranian vessels and prepare for potential future maritime escalation.[25] The exercise
took place in the Persian Gulf, Strait of Hormuz, and Gulf of Oman. The IRGC Navy fired medium-range
Ghadr-110 ballistic missiles, Ghadr-380 anti-ship cruise missiles, Ghadir cruise missiles, and unspecified
“303" ballistic missiles from multiple inland launch sites.[26] Iranian media did not provide any details
about the “303” ballistic missile. The ship-mounted surface-to-air Navab air defense system struck
projectiles targeting IRGC Navy fast attack craft and Iran’s coastline.[27] Iranian media claimed that the
IRGC Navy used the Sejjil anti-ship cruise missile, which reportedly has a range of 180 kilometers, for the
first time during the exercise.[28] Iran has reportedly previously tried to send Sejjil anti-ship cruise
missiles to the Houthis.[29] The Iranian regime’s primary English language news outlet stated on
December 4 that this exercise sent a “dual message” of peace toward Iran’s regional partners and a
warning to Iran’s adversaries that Iran will confront any “miscalculations” with “a decisive response.”[30]

Iran is trying to portray itself as a reliable security partner for Eurasian countries,
particularly Russia and the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Armed Forces General Staff-
affiliated Defa Press published an op-ed on December 5 in which it argued that Iran’s recent “Sahand
2025"” counterterrorism exercise demonstrated Iran’s importance to the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO) and its reliability as a security partner.[31] Iran held the exercise near the IRGC
Ground Forces Imam Zaman Mechanized Brigade’s headquarters in East Azerbaijan Province between
December 1 and 5.[32] All ten SCO members, which include Russia, Belarus, and the PRC, sent military
delegations to participate in the exercise.[33] The op-ed stated that the exercise sent a “geopolitical
message” that Iran is ready to “form a new security order alongside the great Asian powers.”[34] The op-
ed claimed that the exercise increased SCO members’ confidence in Iran’s ability to guarantee the
“security of economic and strategic routes.” Defa Press was likely referring to regional transportation
routes, which Iran has sought to develop as a means to facilitate trade with regional countries and
undermine sanctions. IRGC Commander Major General Mohammad Pakpour stated on December 4 that
Iran is also prepared to share its counterterrorism expertise with SCO members “without any
restrictions.”[35] Iran may be trying to position itself as a reliable security partner to SCO members as
part of Iran’s longstanding effort to undermine the US-led international order by strengthening ties with
partners in multilateral security and economic institutions.[36]

Iraq

State of Law Coalition Spokesperson Aqeel al Fatlawi claimed on December 4 that unspecified
Shia Coordination Framework members removed Iraqi Prime Minister Mohammad Shia al
Sudani from the framework’s WhatsApp group because the Sudani administration designated
the Houthis and Hezbollah as terrorist organizations.[37] The Sudani administration designated
the Houthis and Hezbollah as terrorist organizations on November 17 but later reversed its decision,
reportedly due to Iranian pressure.[38] Fatlawi emphasized that Sudani will not serve a second term as
prime minister.[39] The Shia Coordination Framework is a loose coalition of Shia political parties, some of
which Iran backs. An unidentified political source told Iragi media on December 4 that Sudani was not
removed from the framework’s WhatsApp group, however.[40] This report comes as the framework is
reportedly considering multiple candidates for prime minister, including Sudani and State of Law Coalition
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leader Nouri al Maliki.[41]

Syria

see topline section

Arabian Peninsula

Nothing significant to report.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

Nothing significant to report.
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