
‘Winning other people’s elections’: what next for Iran?

The building crisis in Iran has barely been away from the front pages since the recently 

elected president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, resurrected the county’s contentious nuclear 

programme in January 2006. 

But while Western media predict an Iraq-style, US-led military intervention to bring about a 

change of regime in Iran, a closer look reveals that Ahmadinejad and his parliament can 

expect a much more subtle approach based on recent US successes in Eastern Europe.

Recent headlines, such as ‘Prepare yourself for the unthinkable: war against Iran may be a 

necessity’ (London Times) and ‘Iran may need force’ (BBC news) indicate a widely held 

belief that US-led military action to tackle Ahmadinejad’s rogue government is imminent. 

Such action seems to be edging ever closer with the breakdown of diplomatic efforts to 

curtail the Iran’s nuclear programme, Ahmadinejad’s strong anti-western comments about 

Israel and the Holocaust and now news that the country has begun uranium enrichment – 

a necessary process in the development of nuclear weapons.

Throw into this potent mix George Bush’s past history of unilateral action against 

Saddam’s rogue state and his comments that he is’ keeping all options on the table’ when 

it comes to dealing with Iran and the media appear justified in telling the public what they 

do.

However, behind the scenes there is compelling evidence to suggest the US 

administration is taking a different route to deal with Tehran. Respected White House 

watcher and American editor of the London Times, Gerard Baker, tells us “The wild ride is 

over. The days of aggressive foreign policy are gone.” 

Commenting on the decline of Bush’s hawkish stalwarts, vice president, Dick Cheney and 

defence secretary, Donald Rumsfeld, Baker suggests that their influence on the 

president’s foreign policy has waned considerably since Afghanistan and Iraq. In place of 

Bush’s old-guard with its reputation for ‘shoot first, ask questions later’ approach to 

diplomacy, Baker believes we will see the emergence of US secretary of state, 
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Condoleeza Rice, as a ‘foreign policy pragmatist’ who promises a much more measured 

approach to US foreign affairs.

Evidence of a Rice-led shift in approach to the Iran crisis came recently when the 

secretary of state announced a congressional request for funding to mount a propaganda 

campaign against Ahmadinejad and his government.

The request for an extra $75m is significant as it represents a seven-fold increase on the 

$10m already provided by the US taxpayer to provide for anti-Ahmadinejad activities.

According to Rice, the extra funding will be used to broadcast US radio and television 

programmes into Iran, pay for Iranians to study in the US and support pro-democracy 

groups within the country. Addressing the US senate’s Foreign Affairs Committee, she 

stated: “The United States will actively confront the aggressive policies of the Iranian 

regime. At the same time, we will work to support the aspirations of the Iranian people for 

freedom and democracy in their country." 

Rice’s speech about supporting the ‘aspirations’ of the average Iranian in the street and 

the US’s drive for ‘freedom and democracy’ is important as it represents a significant 

change in US foreign policy in the region. Rice’s comments demonstrate a shift from the 

aggressive, military-led efforts used in Iraq to a policy of non-aggressive regime change.

 

Commenting on Rice’s speech, a US administration spokesperson said that “all citizens’ 

groups and NGOs in Iran had been infiltrated by the Tehran government. And because of 

this the US would seek to build new dissident networks in the country.”

Although this seems like a daunting task, the establishment and influencing of opposition 

‘networks’ is a tried and tested method of non-aggressive regime change used by the US 

in at least four former Soviet states. Highlighting similarities in Serbian, Georgian, 

Belarussian and, most famously, Ukrainian elections, the UK’s Guardian newspaper 

demonstrates how the US government engages its diplomats and NGOs in support of a 

country’s pro-democratic and usually pro-Western candidate. “The operation – engineering 

democracy through the ballot box and civil disobedience – is now so slick that methods 
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have matured into a template for winning other people’s elections.” writes the newspaper’s 

Ian Traynor.

Just as this template has ‘matured’ so have rogue states become wise to the US’s actions. 

The troubled 2005 Kazakh election was predicted to become another Orange Revolution 

until the president, Nursultan Nazarbaev warned off foreign NGOs operating in the country. 

Shortly afterwards the Kazakh parliament passed a motion to restrict the activities of the 

country’s NGOs. 

And it is not just rogue states that are starting to suspect the intentions of NGOs. In early 

2006 the Russian parliament passed legislation at the behest of president Vladimir Putin 

limiting the role and function of NGOs in the country. As if to answer swift criticisms of this 

‘anti-democratic’ move, Russia’s internal security body, the FSB, revealed that payments 

from a confirmed member of the British Secret Intelligence Service were being made to an 

influential and pro-democracy NGO in the country. 

The fact that such intervention in foreign countries’ domestic politics is on the increase 

comes as no surprise to Tim Pendry, who runs the London-based consultancy TPPR, a 

firm specializing in political and other communications for non-OECD interests.

Pendry points out the US State Department’s National Intelligence Council has a watch-list 

of 25 countries ‘where instability might precipitate US intervention’. “It remains the case 

that regime change would be brought about by opposition groups rather than by direct US 

military intervention, which is tantamount to recognition that covert political warfare is ‘in’ 

and country invasion is ‘out’” he adds.

And it is not just the US that seems to be making plans to implement Iranian regime 

change at a grass-roots level. In March 2006 UK Foreign Secretary, Jack Straw, 

addressed the influential foreign policy think-tank, the International Institute for Strategic 

Studies, on the future of UK policy towards Iran. 

According to Straw, the UK government believes that Iran’s 2004 parliamentary elcetions 
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and its 2005 Presidential elections “did not offer the Iranian people a free choice.”

Echoing Rice’s Congressional request for funds to mount a propaganda campaign, Straw 

stressed the need for the Iranian people to have access to independent news services in 

their own language and encouraged “international organisations and NGOs who follow 

Iranian affairs to make their reports available in Farsi on the internet.”

The end result of this, Straw continued, is to give ordinary Iranian’s access to western 

values, including “freedom of speech; transparent and genuinely democratic and 

accountable government; respect for the rights of minorities and women; [and] an 

independent judiciary.”

However, fundamental differences remain between activities in the former Soviet states 

and Iran. While non-aggressive intervention may be viable in countries with openly pro-

western supporters and an existing democratic process, it is yet to be seen whether the 

same option is open to policy-makers working out how to best tackle Ahmadinejad’s 

regime in Tehran. 

One thing is for certain: the resolve of the US administration to determine regime change 

in rogue or hostile countries is strong. Despite the prolonged conflict in Iraq, policy-makers 

in Washington will be buoyed by gaining a foothold in a turbulent region and determined to 

capitalise on it. If the administration has the capability to influence existing ‘dissident 

networks’ in Iran and establish new ones under Ahmadinejad then it may succeed in 

winning new ground and putting the spectre of Iraq behind it.
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