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There is considerable debate over the level of threat posed by Iran's expanding
diplomatic, trade and military presence in Latin America, and its stated ambition to continue to
broaden these ties. These new alliances are causing deep concern not only in the United States,
but also in Europe and parts of Latin America. Others view the relations as an unthreatening and
natural outgrowth of a rapidly changing, multi-polar world. There are points of agreement and
divergence among different camps, as well as larger issues that must be addressed in order to
come as close as possible to obtaining a full picture what Iran's interests and intentions imply.
The Shared Understanding
There is broad agreement that Iran's expanding ties with Venezuela, forged by the
personal friendship between presidents Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and Hugo Chávez respectively,
anchor the relationships in the region. Iran's relationships with Ecuador's Rafael Correa and
Bolivia's Evo Morales clearly pass through Venezuela and are a direct result of the convergent
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interests of Iran and Venezuela in building these alliances. Iran's relationship with Nicaragua is
slightly different, given President Daniel Ortega's long-standing personal relationship with the
Iranian revolution, dating back to his first term as president (1979-1990). Nonetheless even
Ortega's relationship with Iran is closely tied to his relationship with Chávez, because Nicaragua
is far more dependent on Chávez's discounted oil than any of his other regional allies.
A second point of general agreement is that Iran, facing broad international sanctions
because of its non-transparent nuclear program, is primarily seeking political support and
leverage against the United States, rather than deep economic relationships in Latin America.
The notable exceptions are ventures related to strategic minerals or hydrocarbons.
Related to this is the third point of convergence: Iran's overall dealings on the economic
and diplomatic fronts are generally opaque, built on the personal dynamic between Ahmadinejad
and Latin American heads of state, as demonstrated by the numerous personal visits conducted
by and among Ahmadinejad, Chávez, Ortega, Morales and Correa. These personalized
relationships have largely supplanted institutionalized, formal policies guided by input from the
respective congresses or ministries of foreign affairs and economic issues. This is particularly
clear in the cases of Ecuador (see Montúfar) and Nicaragua (see Maradiaga and Meléndez).
This stands in contrast to Iran's relationship with Brazil, where the ties are
institutionalized and largely devoid of the personal diplomacy prevalent in the rest of the region.
When institutional, rather than personal relationships, prevail, Iran overtures are often rejected or
forced into more transparent plane.
An important result of such an institutionalized relationship is that Brazil refused to help
Venezuela with is nuclear program after it became clear that Venezuela was not willing to
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proceed without the direct involvement of Iran. Ahmadinejad has been unable to visit Brazil,
despite various efforts to do so.
While Iran's nuclear program is often portrayed as primarily a concern of the United
States--and Iran's defiant rhetoric almost exclusively aimed at the Bush administration-- Iran has
been sanctioned three times by the United Nations Security Council for its unwillingness to halt
its uranium enrichment program. 2 This is important in viewing Iran's actions in Latin America
and its attempts to expand its diplomatic reach and avoid international isolation.
Venezuela had sought a uranium enrichment technology transfer from Brazil in October
2005. The prospect of Iranian involvement led Brazilian officials to retract any initial enthusiasm
for the deal. A spokesman for Brazil's Ministry of Science and Technology stated: “In view of
possible Iranian participation, as President Chávez has suggested, such a partnership would be
risky for Brazil,” adding that, “Brazil is not interested in cooperating with countries that do not
follow international treaties and whose programs are not monitored by competent authorities.” 3
Argentina took a similar position, based on its long-standing tensions with Iran. 4 Venezuela did,
finally, sign an agreement with Russia to build a nuclear power plant, in September 2008. While
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Iran's participation was not explicitly mentioned, Atomstroyexport, the same company building
the Bushehr reactor in Iran, is expected to be the project operator in Venezuela.5
A final, and perhaps most important point of agreement is that a primary, and perhaps
sole real point of convergence between Ahmadinejad and Chávez in forging their relationship is
both of these leaders' openly declared hostility toward the United States and its allies in the
region, and, to a lesser degree, the European Union and U.N. backers of the sanctions regime. As
Brun noted, the meetings between Ahmadinejad and Chávez (as well as with Morales, Correa
and Ortega) have become "occasions ...to attack the United States in the name of the struggle
against imperialism and capitalism." As Farhi notes, these leaders relish the angst their
relationship causes Washington. Ortega has declared the Iranian and Nicaraguan revolutions are
"twin revolutions, with the same objectives of justice, liberty, sovereignty and peace...despite the
aggressions of the imperialist policies." Ahmandinejad couched the alliances as part of "a large
anti-imperialist movement that has emerged in the region."
Indeed, this common desire to build an alternative power structure free of the dominance
of the United States is one of the few reasons that populist and self-described revolutionary,
staunchly secular governments in Latin America (many who have been directly at odds with the
Catholic church, the main religious force in their countries) would make common cause with a
reactionary, theocratic Islamist regime.
Trade relations are still minimal, particularly when compared to commercial ties to the
United States. There is little shared history or religious heritage, and virtually no cultural bonds.
Only a shared platform of deep dislike for a common enemy--and the desire to recruit allies in
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the cause--can explain this otherwise improbable alliance. Iran's entry to Latin America has been
possible, as Brun notes, as "an outgrowth of mounting criticism among Latin American
governments of U.S. foreign policy." In addition to the strain of U.S. policy in Iraq has caused,
there is the perceived lack of interest in the region by the Bush administration. The multiple
visits of Ahmadinejad and senior Iranian officials to Latin America and reciprocal state visits
signal far more high-level interest in the region than the Bush administration is perceived to
have.
The Crucial Dichotomy
This is a key question must be addressed in any discussion of Iran's relationship to Latin
America's populist governments. The above-noted yawning chasm between the Bolivarian
Revolution's stated goals publicly embraced by Chávez, Ortega, Correa and Morales, and those
of Ahmadinejad's revolutionary Islamist government. The Bolivarian revolution claims as
principles equality, secularism, socialism, women's rights, and mass participation in governing.
These are directly opposed to the goals of creating a theocracy where women's rights are denied,
democratic participation is circumscribed by religious dictates and theologians set social and
economic policy based on their interpretation of Koran, rather than the writing of Simón Bolivar.
This lack of a more broad-based set of shared values helps explain Iran's behavior in the region.
One explanation can be found by looking at Iran's promised economic aid, often undelivered,
and its promises of diplomatic relations, which are promptly fulfilled.
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Iran has signed billions of dollars in bilateral agreements with Venezuela, although
financial accountability and monitoring is almost nonexistent. 6 Iran has also promised hundreds
of millions of dollars in aid and investments in Nicaragua, Bolivia, and Ecuador. Because most
of the deals are opaque and there are few public records available, it is not clear how much of the
promised aid has been delivered. Maradiaga and Melédez clearly show the difficulties of
discerning this in the case of Nicaragua, where Iran promised multiple projects, including $350
million deep-water canal and $120 million hydroelectric plant. 7 Yet they were unable to obtain
information on the progress and expenditures on any of the major projects or loans.
Montúfar shows that Ecuador has made little effort to follow through on the verbal
economic agreements between Correa and Ahmadinejad during Ahmadinejad's Jan. 15, 2007
visit to Quito when Correa was sworn in. There is little available information on the fate of the
promised $1.1 billion in investment in Bolivia in the next five years. 8
In contrast, the results of the promised diplomatic expansion are clearly visible. Post
revolutionary Iran has had embassies in Cuba, Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil, Mexico and
Venezuela. 9 In 2007, Iran reopened its embassies in Colombia 10 and in Nicaragua. 11 (Iran had
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closed its embassy in Nicaragua following the defeat of Ortega in the 1990 Presidential
elections.) 12 Following a February 2007 meeting in Tehran Iranian Foreign Minister Manoucher
Mottaki announced plans to reopen embassies in Chile, Ecuador and Uruguay, and launch a
representative office in Bolivia, to be followed by a full embassy. 13 The ties are growing in both
directions. In 2007, Ortega announced Nicaragua would open an embassy in Tehran while
Morales announced that he is moving Bolivia's only embassy in the Middle East from Cairo to
Tehran. 14
The expanding diplomatic ties clearly give Iran a broader platform for pressing its
international agenda, primarily the avoidance of international sanctions for its nuclear program
and blunting efforts at international condemnation in the United Nations and other international
forums. What is more difficult to calculate, but must be included in assessing Iran's goals, is
Iran's history of using its embassies to support activities of the Quds Force (the special forces
branch of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps, formed as the main security force in Iran
following the 1979 revolution) and Hezbollah (the Party of God) operatives. 15 Alconada Mon
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shows the Quds Force and Hezbollah, which often operate cooperatively, are jointly implicated
in the AMIA case in Argentina, while also outlining the flawed police work and judicial handling
in the case.
Another opaque aspect of Iran's activities in Latin America is the selective recruitment of
government cadres and students by the Iranian government in the countries where they have
strong ties. The classes, lasting from 30 to 90 days, are described as "diplomatic training," not
something that Iran is particularly suited to teach to countries in the West. The classes, given in
and around Tehran, include intelligence training, crowd control techniques, and
counterintelligence. So far the training has involved several hundred people from Venezuela,
Bolivia, Nicaragua, Ecuador and the Communist Party of El Salvador. 16 Given Iran's apparent
lack of true "diplomatic" classes in these courses, one has to ask what the ultimate training is for,
and whom it benefits.
Ties That Merit Further Examination
Because of the personalized nature and opaque relationships between Ahmadinejad and
his Latin American allies there exists the potential, at least, for these alliances to be considered
more than just an axis of annoyance. Venezuela is of particular concern because Chávez has
taken several steps that point to a calculation that allowing Iran to evade the international
sanctions regime is in his own interest. Such activity lies beyond the normal scope of relations
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between two nations with little in common except oil production and aspirations to form an antiU.S. coalition.
Among the least explored elements is the Iranian financial presence in Venezuela and its
possible use to help Iran avoid the international sanctions on its banking institutions. The
primary Iranian banking vehicle is Venezuela Banco Internacional de Desarrollo (BID),
established in September 2007. The Toseyeh Saderat Iran bank owns all the 40 million shares of
the bank, and each share is valued at 1,000 bolivars, the currency of Venezuela. All seven of the
bank directors, as well as their seven alternates, are Iranian citizens. 17 The Saderat bank group
was designated by the U.S. Treasury Department's Office of Foreign Asset Controls (OFAC) in
October 2007 as a financial vehicle for the government of Iran to fund Hezbollah, Hamas and
other terrorist groups and helping Iran evade the international financial sanctions put in place by
the international community. 18 As noted earlier, the Saderat group is also under U.N. sanction as
well, as part of the effort to cut off Iran's access to international banking institutions to fund its
nuclear program. The irregular circumstances surrounding the formation of the bank, the unusual
speed with which its charter was approved and its entirely foreign leadership makes it worthy of
further study.
A second financial vehicle is the Banco Binacional Iraní-Venezolano, established May
19, 2008, with an initial capitalization of $1.2 billion, half put in by each country. The stated
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purpose of the bank is to finance activities in the areas of industry, trade, infrastructure, housing,
energy, capital markets and technology. The bank will also issue bonds to be placed on the
international capital markets and execute cooperation and technical assistance agreements with
third parties." 19 Yet I was unable to find any public record of any project being financed by
these funds.
Another unusual feature of the Iran-Venezuela relationship is the March 2008
inauguration of direct flights between Caracas and Tehran, returning via Damascus Syria. Either
Boeing 747s or Airbus 340s, operated under a code share agreement between Venezuela’s statecontrolled Conviasa airlines and Iran’s national carrier, Air Iran, carry out the weekly flights.
This is unusual given the almost total absence of tourism and relative paucity of commercial ties
between the two countries. Iran's ambassador in Venezuela said such large aircraft were
necessary for the flight because Chávez is "much loved in our country, and our people want to
come and get to know this land." 20 No known records of the passengers and cargo on the flights
are maintained, and visas are not required. 21
The concerns about these and unusual activities, cloaked in official secrecy, would be
more easily dismissed if not for a longstanding and complex web of relationships between state
and non-state actors that carry across Iran's relationships with its Latin American allies.
Iran is the primary sponsor of Hezbollah, a designated terrorist organization by the
United States, and one that has carried out numerous attacks against American citizens, as well
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being a likely participant in the attacks a decade ago in Argentina. Iran, in turn, has a cordial
relationship with Chávez, who, in turn has developed a deep relationship with the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia-FARC) in
neighboring Colombia. 22 The FARC is also a designated terrorist organization by the United
States 23 and the European Union. 24 In September 2008 the Treasury Department's OFAC
sanctioned three of Chávez's closest associates, including two intelligence chiefs, for aiding the
FARC in the purchase of weapons and drug trafficking. 25 The FARC has a long history of
making alliances with other terrorist organizations across ideological and geographic boundaries,
including the Provisional Irish Republican Army (P-IRA) and ETA separatists in Spain. 26
Another prominent regional player, Ortega in Nicaragua, has maintained a close relationship
with both the FARC and Iran for more than two decades. The common denominators among the
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state protagonists are a strongly anti-U.S. platform and sponsorship of non-state armed groups
operating outside their national borders. It is therefore necessary to ask whether the non-state
actors, protected by their state sponsors, will themselves form alliances that will threaten the
stability of the region, as well as that of the United States. Of primary concern is a possible
Hezbollah-FARC alliance, centered on training of armed groups and drug trafficking.
There are public allegations of Chávez's direct support for Hezbollah, among them the
June 18, 2008 OFAC designations of two Venezuelan citizens, including a senior diplomat, as
terrorist supporters for working with the armed group. Several businesses were also sanctioned.
Among the things the two are alleged to have been doing on behalf of Hezbollah were
coordinating possible terrorist attacks and building Hezbollah-sponsored community centers in
Venezuela. 27
There is a long history of outside terrorist actors being active in Latin America, in
addition to those in Argentina discussed by Alcona Mon. These include, in addition to ETA and
the P-IRA in Colombia, the documented visits in the late 1990s to the Tri-Border Area of
Hezbollah's chief of logistics Immad Mugnyiah (now deceased) and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed,
the architect of the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington and currently held in
Guantanamo. 28 There is the possible presence of Osama bin Laden in the region in 1995, as
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reported by the Brazilian, French and U.S. media. 29 Given the security with which these senior
operatives would have to move it is unlikely they would visit the region unless there were
adequate security arrangements and infrastructure to allow them to operate. It is also unlikely
they would travel there if there were no reason to do so.
Conclusions
Multiple factors, when taken together, point to Iran being more than a mere irritant in
one of the most important and geographically proximate spheres of influence of the United
States. Because the Iranian presence is based almost exclusively on a shared anti-U.S. agenda
among the principal actors, and the ties of the Chávez and Ahmadinejad governments to armed
non-state actors, Iran's presence is potentially destabilizing not only to the United States but to
the region.
The Iranian presence is due in no small measure to the sharp turn toward populism, with
a strong anti-U.S. component, in recent elections across Latin America. The ascendency of
radical populism is due in part to the corruption and inability of the prior "neo-liberal"
governments to seriously curtail poverty. This shift has allowed Iran, operating through
Venezuela, to spread its influence largely by invitation, using the promise (often unfulfilled) of
significant economic aid. There is one sign of the lack of public accountability and transparency
in the economic dealings between Iran and Venezuela and its allies in Latin America.
The hemispheric picture is clouded by the close relationship of Chávez and Ortega to the
FARC, an insurgency seeking to overthrow a democratically elected (although flawed,
particularly in the field of human rights) government in neighboring Colombia and promoting
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armed revolution in other Latin American countries. 30 Given Iran's ties to Hezbollah and
Venezuela, Venezuela's ties Iran and the FARC, the FARC's history of building alliances with
other armed groups, and the presence of Hezbollah and other armed Islamist groups in Latin
America, it would be imprudent to dismiss this alignment as an annoyance.
Given the global recession, low oil prices, the necessity of Venezuela to maintain a U.S.
market for its oil, and the deep economic ties between the United States and Latin America, the
long-term extent of Iran ultimate threat remains unclear. The ability of Iran and Venezuela to
present a viable anti-U.S. agenda and support non-state groups will likely be in direct proportion
to the world price of oil.
Iran is spending scarce resources on courting Latin America, seizing the opportunity to
break its international isolation while significantly improving its intelligence and logistical
capabilities in an area of vital strategic value to the United States. Iran's presence is felt more
acutely because of the absence of a U.S. agenda that is broadly embraced by Latin Americans,
particularly since the 9/11 attacks. While the scope of the threat is open to debate, the intentions
of Iran and is allies, led by Venezuela, should not be underestimated or dismissed.
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