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On February 27", according to official Iranian sources, the
“First International Conference on Latin America” was
held in Tehran, with participants from seven Latin
American countries, plus Italy, Russia and China. It is a
mystery who was really there, what was being discussed,
and which conclusions, if any, were reached. The Iranian

announcement itself raises eyebrows. Why would Iran



organize such a conference? Why would it emphasize its

interest in Latin America in this way?

At this point we should remember that the recent
conference in Tehran has not been the first time that Iran
has associated itself with the hemisphere. In 1992
Hezbollah, a terrorist organization closely tied to Iran,
bombed the Embassy of Israel in Buenos Aires, Argentina,
killing 29 people and wounding 242. Two years later the
terrorist network struck again in Buenos Aires, this time

attacking the Jewish Community Center. This second

bombing left 86 dead and 300 wounded.

Investigations of the two bombings took time, but the
results could not be clearer. Last year the Government of

Argentina released its official report, confirming Iran and



Hezbollah’s direct responsibility. It stated that Hezbollah
followed “orders directly emanating from the regime in
Tehran,” and the Argentinean judiciary issued warrants for
the capture of former Iranian President Hashemi
Rafsanjani, former Iranian intelligence chief Ali Fallahijan,
former Iranian Minister Ali Ar Velayati and four other
Iranian citizens, as well as Hezbollah operative Imad
Mugniyah. Then, less than two months ago, against strong
opposition from Iran, Interpol issued Red Alerts for the

capture of six of the suspected Iranian officials.

Today, Iran’s activities in Latin America are intended
to frustrate both the US war on terror and the
strenghtening of Latin American democracy. Iran uses
Latin America to break its isolation and to expand its

influence. Iran’s efforts in Latin America are facilitated by



various local leaders, first among them Venezuela’s Hugo
Chavez, all seeking to promote their own illiberal and anti-

American agendas.

To show this, let me begin by asking,

What is Iran’s strategy in the hemisphere?

A noticeable part of Iran’s imports consist of vegetables.

Yet, clearly, Iran does not wish to import vegetables from

Latin America, half way around the world.

Iran exports oil and pistachios. Yet, equally clearly, it does

not find in Latin America an export market for oil and

pistachios.



A quick look at the World Trade Organization (WTO)
latest data shows that in 2005 Iran exported $56 billion in
total. Ninety percent of its exports consisted of “fuels and
mining products”. Its main export partners were Japan and
the EU, leaving Latin America conspicuous by its absence.
Similarly, Iran imported $38 billion. Most of these imports
came from the EU and the United Arab Emirates. Some of
it came from China and South Korea. But, once again,

Latin America showed itself conspicuous by its absence.

It 1s difficult not to conclude, therefore, that Iran’s presence

in Latin America makes little economic sense.

On the other hand we see that the activities of Hezbollah
and Hamas in Caracas are so noticeable that some foreign

observers have even begun to speak of Caracastan. The US



Treasury department has also established that Hezbollah
raises funds in the Tri-Border Area (TBA) of Argentina,

Brazil, and Paraguay.

What then is Iran’s major interest in the hemisphere?

It is well-known that the mullah’s regime is looking for
diplomatic allies all over the place. They are bent on
shedding their pariah status, gained first by their state-
sponsored terrorism and reconfirmed more recently by their
glaring pursuit of nuclear military power — not to mention
their anti-Semitic and Holocaust-denying antics. Naturally,
potential allies closer geographically to the United States
are highly-valued, since they can be presented as a
contestation of US influence in America’s very own

backyard.



Iran’s regime founder, the late Ayatollah Khomeini, always
argued that the Islamic revolution at home had to be
accompanied by its export abroad, to the extent of imposing
it on fellow Islamic countries of a different religious
signature. In Khomeini’s view Iran’s constitutional
exhortation “to perpetuate the revolution both at home and
abroad” implied the preaching and propagation of faith as
well as confrontation and armed struggle. It is not
unnatural, therefore, that such a regime, expansionist by
definition, has sustained along many years a clear policy of
state-sponsored terrorism, exercised both directly and

indirectly through organizations like Hezbollah and Hamas.

If all of this is true,



Why are Iran's Latin American activities being

promoted by President Chavez?

Tehran and Caracas, each for their own reasons, are
interested in weakening the United States. It helps,
moreover, that Ahmadinejad and Chavez have similar
temperaments. Both like to make grandiose gestures, such
as creating a $2 billion fund for development and
investment in Latin America and organizing the Tehran

conference on Latin America, mentioned earlier.

Chavez is well-positioned to be Iran’s enabler. His agenda
of rabid anti-Americanism has been a boon to the
ayatollahs. Although he lacks a coherent set of beliefs, his
politics are a radical populism modeled on those of Fidel

Castro, who mentored him. His governing style finds fertile



soil in the poverty, inequality and corruption endemic to the
region. Chavez could therefore successfully spend
truckloads of money to export his perverted model of
running society, gaining clients among other populist
leaders in Latin America. We could hence almost say that
he currently acts as the head of a regional radical populist

franchise.

Chavez’ recent Faustian bargain with Iran is his latest,
reckless step. He has given Iran access to Bolivia’s Evo
Morales, Ecuador’s Rafael Correa, and Nicaragua’s Daniel
Ortega. In the lapse of four months between September
2006 and January 2007, Admadinejah paid two visits to the
region, including Venezuela, Cuba, Ecuador and
Nicaragua. He has also promised to make another trip next

summer. And less than two weeks ago, Iranian Foreign



Minister Manoucher Mottaki visited Caracas, Managua and

Havana.

Such efforts have paid Iran not insignificant diplomatic
returns. On his recent visit, Mottaki got Nicaragua’s
support for Iran’s nuclear program. Venezuela and Cuba
reaffirmed their opposition to punishment of Iran for
disregarding the U.N. Security Council and the UN’s
nuclear watchdog. Iran’s diplomatic presence in the region,
also, 1s expanding apiece. During the same “International
Conference” mentioned earlier, Mottaki announced plans to
reopen embassies in Chile, Colombia, Ecuador and
Uruguay, and launch a representative office in Bolivia,
governed by another Chavez’ friend, Evo Morales. A
month earlier, the Iranians announced they would open an

Embassy in Nicaragua. Now, the official webpage of Iran’s
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Foreign Affairs Ministry lists Embassies in Argentina,
Brazil, Colombia, Cuba, Mexico, Uruguay and Venezuela.
And the Managua opening is steaming ahead. Iran’s

penetration in Latin America is hence proceeding smoothly.

We should ask, then,

What are the consequences of these Iranian activities —
both for Latin American democracy and for US

interests?

It seems that there are at least four current and two likely
problems that are either directly the result of Iranian efforts
in the region, or in danger of becoming significantly worse

because of Iran’s growing muscle.
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First,

There has been intense activity by radical Islamist groups
in the Tri-Border Area (TBA) of Argentina, Brazil, and
Paraguay, to the benefit of terrorist networks such as
Islamyya al Gama’at (IG), the Egyptian Al-Jihad,
Hezbollah, Hamas and Al Qaida. Although it is common
knowledge that al Qaida and Hezbollah hail from branches
of Islam at odds with each other, clearly this has not
precluded alliances of convenience to pursue shared goals

against a common “enemy,” such as the United States.

The most active Iranian diplomatic efforts originate in
Caracas. It 1s surely no coincidence that Caracas also has
bureaus of both Hezbollah and Hamas. This shows the

secondary effects of the distorted use of diplomatic
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representations, especially in countries that have limited
means to control such inappropriate activities. Keep in
mind that the final order to pull the trigger in the
Argentinean bombings came from an attach¢ at Iran’s
diplomatic representation in Buenos Aires. The victims
included locals and bystanders, making this as much a

concern for Latin America as for the United States.

Second,

While Muslims in the region are mostly Sunnis, in line with
the proportion worldwide, the Shias represent almost half
of all Muslims in Foz de Iguazu, which is the Brazilian city
in the TBA with the biggest Muslim community — and only

a bridge away from the Muslim community in Ciudad del
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Este in Paraguay. We should be worried that Iran is

targeting these communities for infiltration and abuse.

Indeed, quite a few terrorists who have planned or
participated in attacks in the Middle East and the United
States, such as captured high-profile al Qaida terrorist,
Khalid Shaihk Mohammed, have spent time in the region.
Similarly, Marwan ‘Adnan al-Qadi (a.k.a. Marwan al-
Safadi), a Hezbollah operative who participated in the 1993
bombing of the World Trade Center, lived in the TBA (in
Ciudad del Este) and went back to hide in the TBA after

having fled both Canadian and Brazilian prisons.

Another terrorist, the Egyptian Al’Said Ali Hassan Muklis,
lived in Foz de Iguazu with his family. A member of

Islamyya al Gama’at, he is suspected of participating in the
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massacre of 62 tourists in Luxor, Egypt, in November 1997
and was finally arrested on the Brazilian-Uruguayan border
on 1999. Egypt asked for his extradition. But his wife,
Sahar Mohamed Hassam Abud Hamanra, arrested at the
same time, managed to get released by using forged
Brazilian documentation. She i1s on the list of hundred
people wanted for interview after September 11, and
suspected of being the liaison between al Qaida and the

Arab community in the TBA.

Assad Mohamed Barakat, generally identified as
Hezbollah’s military commander in the TBA and its main
fundraiser in the Southern Cone, fled the TBA in October
2001, after an international arrest warrant was issued
against him following the September 11 attack. He was

arrested in Foz de Iguazu by Brazilian authorities on June
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2002, and extradited to Paraguay. Barakat was finally
sentenced in Paraguay to six and a half years in jail for
association with criminal purposes, abetment of crime, and

tax evasion.

These cases -and 1 believe there are several others-
illustrate pretty well the intense activity developed in the
TBA by operatives of all Islamist terrorist groups. They

operate relatively unhindered and help each other.

Third,

Islamist radical group supporters from the TBA, from
Margarita Island in Venezuela, and from the Caribbean
Basin have been funneling hundreds of millions of dollars

back to their parent organizations in the Middle East,
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consequently extending the global support structure of

international terrorism to the region.

Last December, the US Treasury Department blocked the
funds belonging to a group of Hezbollah members in the
TBA area. Among these Hezbollah members was Farouk
Omairi, identified by the Treasury Department as “a
coordinator for Hizbollah members in the region ... [and] a
key figure in the procurement of false Brazilian and
Paraguayan documentation [who] assisted individuals in
the TBA with obtaining Brazilian citizenship illegally.”

Omarii also took part in illegal drug trafficking between the

hemisphere, Europe and the Middle East.

Furthermore, according to Canadian intelligence ‘“Hamas

supporters and fundraising activity also appear to be
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present in the [TBA] ... Reporting indicates funds are
regularly sent to groups in the Middle East, including
Hamas, from supporters in the [TBA].” And, discussing
Hamas, we should note that according to US officials a
prominent Sunni cleric in the same area, Sheikh Khalid

Taqi al-Din, “is primarily affiliated with Hamas.”

The Islamic terrorist menace in the TBA is serious enough
to have prompted the three countries involved —with
assistance from and in cooperation with US authorities- to
create a tripartite command (the so-called 3 + 1 Group)

which unifies their policing efforts there.

Fourth,
Latin America has proven a fertile ground for co-operation

between terrorists from around the world. A recent analysis
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of terrorism in the region points out that terrorist activity
has been more likely to occur in weakly institutionalized
regimes. Undoubtedly, often in some Latin American
countries the rule of law and respect for human rights,
although formally recognized, are honored in the breach.
This 1s true especially where the rights of rural and/or

indigenous populations are involved.

We also know that terrorism tends to surface cyclically and
to be more prevalent in countries that have long-established
organizations with a history of engaging in those activities.
This characteristic not only explains successive waves of
terrorism 1in the sixties, seventies, eighties, and nineties, but
could also lead us to expect some terrorist acts in the region
during this decade, which until now has been relatively free

of such atrocities, with the exception of Colombia and

19



Peru. While Colombia continues to be plagued by the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), which
counts Chavez as one of its important friends, Peru is still
enduring the threatening activities of communist guerillas,
mainly the Shining Path. Given the fact that Latin
American terrorism had long been considered a
phenomenon related to the Cold War, it is therefore

ominous that it has found new sources in Islamism.

There are indications that ETA is still active in the region,
particularly in Colombia, where they have members and/or
underground supporters. Also in Colombia, the connection
between the FARC and the IRA became clear in 2001 with
the arrest in Bogota of three members of the Provisional
Irish Republican Army (IRA). Two of the arrested are

among the IRA’s best explosive experts. They were in
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Latin America to train members of FARC, which
subsequently started using tactics, strategy and equipment
very similar to those used by the IRA. Here we should also
remember the reported links between the IRA and
Palestinian terrorists, which led to Palestinians using

methods resembling those of the IRA.

Aggravating all of this is the enormous economic power of
the terrorist groups in Colombia and Peru, derived from
their involvement in drug trafficking. Those organizations,
the FARC, the National Liberation Army (ELN), and the
United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC), as well as
Shining Path (SL) from Peru -that have been designated
Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs) by the US-, not
only have become narco-terrorist organizations but also

have the wherewithal and the illicit channels to establish
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very lucrative and dangerous associations with terrorists
from other parts of the world, Islamic or otherwise, creating

an extensive transnational web of terror.

In this light we should not be surprised by the Colombian
arrest, in 2005, of Lebanese national Rady Zaiter for
heading a cocaine-smuggling operation in Ecuador that sent
up to 70% of its profits to Hezbollah. Six of his
accomplices, from Algeria, Ecuador, Nigeria and Turkey,
were arrested by Ecuadorian authorities, and police

investigations led to the further arrest of 19 people in Brazil

and the US.

Fifth,
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We should be aware of the possibility that Iran may try to
exploit the same social anxieties that have proven such
fertile ground for Chavez. As I noted before, at the basis of
Chavez’ populism are the region’s poverty, inequality and
problems with corruption. It has allowed him to export his
style of leadership beyond Venezuela, franchising it
throughout the region. We should be vigilant, therefore,
that Iran may try to use the same trick to voice social
grievances in the region, yet with an eye to its own agenda.
The indigenous populations in Chiapas, Mexico, and in
Venezuela, seem to be highly vulnerable to this road. In
this regard, the website of Hizbollah Venezuela gives an

indication of this development.

Finally,
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It has been suggested that violent, well-armed, and
numerous gangs - the so-called “maras”- could develop
bonds with Islamic radical groups in order to help them
target US territory or interests. They are creating serious
security problems in Guatemala, El Salvador, and
Honduras, as well as in some parts of the US. As of yet
there 1s no proof of such linkages, but a distinct possibility
exists that terrorists may seek safe-haven, financing,
recruiting, illegal travel documentation, or access to the
United States from the area, taking advantage of
connections that Central American gangs have with their
ilk in the US. In this regard, already special attention is
being given to the active recruiting efforts that Islamic
groups have been carrying out among members of Latin

American gangs in California’s prisons.
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Given these problems, associated with Iran’s expansion
in Latin America, what is the right course of action to

take? What should be our policy response?

The reaction of more democratic and sensible governments
to Iran’s penetration of Latin America has been surprisingly
muted, despite the serious threat posed to the security and
safety of people in the Americas. Yet those risks are not
going to go away just by ignoring them, especially taking
into account the expansionist and fanatic nature of the
ayatollahs’ regime. A prudent policy should oppose the

Iranian encroachment in the hemisphere.

We should therefore raise the region’s awareness that
dancing with the Iranian devil invites trouble. In addition,

given the demonstrated presence of Hezbollah, Hamas, al
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Qaida and other such outfits, it is very important to
strengthen the institutional capacity of Latin American
countries to prevent, investigate and pursue any terrorist
activities. Finally, we should keep in mind that the region is
especially vulnerable due to its widespread corruption and

poverty.

To implement such action, the hemisphere has at least

five important policy tools.

First,

In June 2002, the member-nations of the Organization of
the American States (OAS) adopted an Inter-American
Convention against Terrorism. It received the advice and

consent of the US Senate in November 2005. Twenty-two
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countries of the Western Hemisphere have ratified this
important instrument. As a result, a Secretariat works
within the aegis of the OAS and member countries hold

periodic meetings to improve cooperation.

Second,

The Inter-American Commission Against Terrorism
(CICTE) created by the OAS, has been working closely
with US authorities and with Spain to improve individual
countries’ legislation against terrorism, to train relevant
authorities, to enhance security and migration controls, and
to improve oversight of financial flows and money

laundering.

Third,
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Strong military-to-military relations between the US
Southern Command and the countries of the region are an
important asset.

Fourth,

The Anti-Terrorism Assistance (ATA) funding provided
through the US Department of State to Latin American
countries has been helpful. This program improves
capabilities in airport security management, bomb detection
and deactivation, and in countering terrorism financing.

This is an effort that could and should be strengthened.

Finally,
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While nothing can substitute the will of the Latin American
countries to pay attention to potentially unwelcome effects
of Iran’s penetration in Latin America, it is clear that the
[ranians have exploited America’s relative inattention to
the region post 9/11. We should therefore welcome
President Bush’s recent trip to Latin America, followed by
Brazil’s President Lula da Silva’s productive visit to Camp
David. Politicians on both sides of the aisle should build on
this renewed co-operation between the US and Latin
America. A fruitful and continuing dialogue with the
countries of the Hemisphere is indispensable to any effort

aiming to counter Iran’s activities.

Let me now conclude.
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Cuba’s role as a state-sponsor of terrorism for many
decades i1s well-known. In 1966 Havana hosted a Tri-
Continental conference that proved to be the institutional
background to the international terrorism network operating
in the decades following. During this same period many
Latin American terrorists were trained in Libya, Lebanon
and other countries. Yet there is significantly less public
awareness about the growing presence of radical Islamist
groups in the hemisphere. Iranian agents masterminded,
and Iranian leaders ordered, two of the most brutal
terrorism attacks in recent history in Latin America. Iran’s
relentless penetration of Latin America has thus proven
messianic in its goals, reckless in its tactics and
aggressively supportive of terrorism, both as a perpetrator
and as a sponsor. The mullahs’ ever-expanding interest and

presence in the Region is real, unsettling and deserving of
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greater awareness and opposition. We should all work

towards that end.
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