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Iran’s west Sahara policy under president Raisi - More Active and much more 

dangerous 

Danny Citrinowicz, senior research fellow at the Abba Eban Institute for 

International Diplomacy in Israel 

Introduction 

“Raisi: In the new administration, all capacities [of Iran] for cooperation with 

African countries will be seriously activated” 

The recent massages between Ibrahim Gali, Secretary General of the Polisario Front 

and Ebrahim Raisi, after he was elected as the next Iranian president, marks a 

unique “meeting point” between Iran and the polisario front. Tehran, under Raisi, 

is seeking to increase its regional activity, to bolster its influence and ultimately 

“spread the Iranian revolution”. On the other hand the Polisario are interested in 

enhancing their military capabilities to significantly improve their deterrence in 

front of Morocco.   

Historically, the Iranian regime sought to export its revolutionary ideology in an 

effort to establish Iranian hegemony in the Islamic world. This is the basic principle 

of the Islamic revolution that occured in 1979 In order to fulfill its “divine” mission, 

Iran has offered financial, ideological, and material support for global terrorist 

proxies loyal to Iran’s supreme leader regardless of the question whether these 

organisations are Sunni ot Shiite (for example Iran supports Hamas - A Sunni 

terrorist group). Iran’s backing of terrorist movements has helped Iran establish 

spheres of influence throughout the region, including in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, 

Lebanon, Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the Palestinian territories. 

In recent years, Under president Rouhani, a constant battle was waged between 

the IRGC and the presidential office in Iran regarding Tehran’s regional policy, 

especially how many resources Iran needs to invest in order to “export the 

revolution.While Quds force demanded more funds and means to be allocated to 

its disposal, president Rouhany thought differently,and cut their budget, offering 

to focus on more positive activities. It seems that this “battle” ended when 

president Raisi entered his office. Even before the swearing-in of Ebrahim Raisi the 

https://www.irna.ir/news/84428622/%D8%A2%DB%8C%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D8%B1%D8%A6%DB%8C%D8%B3%DB%8C-%D8%B8%D8%B1%D9%81%DB%8C%D8%AA-%D9%87%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D9%87%D9%85%DA%A9%D8%A7%D8%B1%DB%8C-%D8%A8%D8%A7-%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%87-%D8%A2%D9%81%D8%B1%DB%8C%D9%82%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%A7-%D8%AC%D8%AF%DB%8C%D8%AA-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%85
https://www.spsrasd.info/news/en/articles/2021/06/21/33927.html
https://eeradicalization.com/hezbollah-and-irans-radicalization-efforts-in-africa/
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/sites/default/files/expansion/Iran%27s%20Ideological%20Expansion%20Final%20Report_12082020.pdf
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/sites/default/files/expansion/Iran%27s%20Ideological%20Expansion%20Final%20Report_12082020.pdf
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20210602-irans-rouhani-cuts-quds-force-budget-blocks-missiles-manufacturing-funds/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20210602-irans-rouhani-cuts-quds-force-budget-blocks-missiles-manufacturing-funds/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/04/raisi-iran-biden-nuclear-talks-middle-east/
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Islamic Republic was escalating hostilities on several fronts in the Middle East. Now 

Tehran is only likely to get more aggressive. 

Given Raisi's hardline views, Iran will probably invest more resources in expanding 

its regional reach.Further more, Iran’s newly appointed foreign minister, Hossein 

Amir-Abdollahian, is closely connected to the IRGC, and will probably support their 

activities all over the ME and beyond. Hence military and diplomatic activities will 

presumably increase in Latin America, the Middle East, Central Asia and Africa. The 

close connection between Quds force and the Iranian foreign ministry under 

Abdollahian will probably lead to the use of Iranian embassies as a base to the 

IRGC worldwide operations. Africa is paying, in the eyes of Raisi and Abdollahian, 

a central role in bolstering Iran’s relations with non-Western countries 

Iran and Africa 

Iran views the African continent as an ancillary arena in a zero-sum battle for 

influence, power, and territory against Saudi Arabia and the Kingdom’s brand of 

Sunni, Salafist Islam, often referred to as Wahhabism. Iran has also sought to 

counteract Western influence, and in particular that of the United States, within 

Africa, finding common cause with elements opposed to colonialism and seeking 

to chart a more independent course. Iran’s bid for influence on the African 

continent since the 1979 Islamic Revolution has been an uphill struggle as Iran has 

no significant historical footprint in Africa, and due to the predominance of 

adherence to Sunni and Sufi forms of Islam among African Muslims. Nonetheless, 

Iran has created an infrastructure of mosques, cultural centers, charitable 

networks, and educational institutions which have served to spread its 

revolutionary ethos to Africa. 

Iran sees a special importance to the West Sahara region in Africa.Besides Iran’s 

desire for regional dominance and the leadership position of a Shia “crescent” of 

influence, the Western Saharan issue offers the opportunity to extend its strategic 

influence into North Africa, while its location also offers access to the Atlantic 

Ocean. In addition, given Morocco’s proximity to Europe, any instability in the 

country may negatively impact Europe’s security and so offer Iran leverage in Any 

future negotiations. 

https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-hardline-foreign-minister/31404970.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-hardline-foreign-minister/31404970.html
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/ideological-expansion/irans-ideological-expansion-africa
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/ideological-expansion/irans-ideological-expansion-africa
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/ideological-expansion/irans-ideological-expansion-africa
https://jamestown.org/program/morocco-flexes-its-muscles-over-western-sahara-an-analysis-of-rabats-standoff-with-tehran/
https://jamestown.org/program/morocco-flexes-its-muscles-over-western-sahara-an-analysis-of-rabats-standoff-with-tehran/
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On top of that it is important to note that Iran and Algeria, A rivalry of Morocco, 

have strategic relations. Algeria has played a pivotal role in supporting the 

polisario in various means, and also aided them by allowing the Iranian embassy 

in Algiers to conduct operations and allowing Hezbollah officials to visit Tindouf. By 

supporting the opposition to its Rivalry, Iran strengthened its relations with Algeria, 

relations that allowed Tegran to increase its Ideological influence in Algeria, and 

built a fertile ground to recruit more followers to its cause.    

Polisario - Iran mutual benefit relations 

Background  

Moroccan relations with Iran have been poor since 1979 when the Shah stopped in 

Morocco at the invitation of King Hassan II, who refused to extradite him. Morocco 

also severed diplomatic relations with Iran from 2009-2014 over Tehran’s support 

for the majority Shi’a community in Sunni-dominated Bahrain.Iran has supported 

the Polisario Front in the past, and successive Moroccan governments have long 

been suspicious of its support for Shi’a evangelism and Morocco’s minority Shi’a 

community.  

Tensions between Morocco and Iran over the Western Sahara dispute ignited in 

March 2017, when the Moroccan authorities arrested Lebanese Hezbollah 

financier Kassim Tajideen in Casablanca. Tajideen’s arrest increased tensions 

between Hezbollah and Morocco, and some observers argue that it had the effect 

of drawing the Polisario Front and Hezbollah closer together. In may 2018, Morocco 

directly accused Iran of destabilizing the Western Sahara region through its 

Embassy in Algiers.  Bourita points out that Iran’s Cultural Attaché in Algiers, Amir 

al Mussawi, assisted in smuggling Hezbollah weapons to the Polisario Front through 

Algeria. 

 

 

Looking into the future 

https://jamestown.org/program/morocco-flexes-its-muscles-over-western-sahara-an-analysis-of-rabats-standoff-with-tehran/
https://www.menas.co.uk/blog/polisario-front-morocco-iran/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-morocco-hezbollah-idUSKBN16S1O0
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/diplomatic-relations-between-morocco-and-iran-sour-over-western-sahara-dispute/
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Recent events in west Sahara highlights how both dids can earn significant gains 

from the cooperation together. 

For the polisario 

Last year the Western Saharan clashes, that ended the ceasefire between the 

opposing sides that had been held for 29 years in anticipation of a referendum on 

self-determination that would have settled the dispute, were another indication 

that the clashes with Morocco will only intensify . It seems that this notion led 

polisario and Algerian leaders to think on achieving “Strategic balance” with 

Morocco, By acquiring strategic capabilities that could undermine Moroccan 

dominance in the battlefield. Capabilities like precision-guided missiles (Like the 

iskander missiles), advanced SAM system to counter Moroccan UAV attacks, and 

mastering underground warfare capabilities are becoming essential for prolisatio 

front and their Algerian allies in their “quest” to reach this balance. 

Given the possibility that Russia will be reluctant to supply these capabilities to 

polisario, In light of its close relations to Morocco, Iran can become the natural 

source for these capabilities. Iran (together with Hezbollah) has vast experience in 

these types of weapons and warfare, and training their proxies in Syria, Lebanon, 

Iran and Yemen that were able through this Iranian help to build a “strong 

deterrence” in front of their enemies in the region (Israel, KSA, US forces). The 

proven Iranian expertise, its advanced military industry and the vast experience 

with training proxies, together with the willingness of the new Iranian regime to 

strengthen the elements that are in charge of “exporting the revolution”, make 

Tehran as a natural candidate to help prolisarion in fulfilling their goals.   

 

 

 

 

 

For Iran -  

https://militarywatchmagazine.com/article/africas-most-dangerous-offensive-weapon-algeria-confirms-deployment-of-iskander-hypersonic-ballistic-missiles
https://militarywatchmagazine.com/article/africas-most-dangerous-offensive-weapon-algeria-confirms-deployment-of-iskander-hypersonic-ballistic-missiles
https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/columns/military-and-security/western-sahara-and-russian-arms-sales-a-review/
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Iran conservative leaders believe that what has turned the Islamic Republic into a 

regional power is their “resistance policy,” and thus they need to expand it beyond 

the Middle East. Furthermore, one of the main drivers of Iran’s geopolitical 

orientation is to influence countries where the people or governments already have 

cultural antagonism with the West. Anti-colonial sentiment in parts of Africa could 

pave the way for Iran and some African countries to reach a common perspective, 

which could in turn enlarge Iran’s role in the region 

Aiding the Polisario will help Tehran achieve these strategic goals. Iran can embed 

the polisario to its “proxy” network, and use them in order to inflict significant 

damage to its “Archrivals” in north Africa - Morocco, without paying the price for 

their activity. Furthermore, this activity will help Iran “cement” its position and 

influence in Algeria, and demonstrate Iran’s military industry capabilities.Above all, 

by helping the polisario Iran is sending a clear message that under no 

circumstances it will accept the “Abraham Accords” and Tehran is willing to help its 

proxies to fight against any sort of normalization with Israel.     

Social Media evidences on the new Polesario strategy 

By Analyzing social media chatter and public statements of polisario soldiers and 

leaders it is obvious that This time the polisario looks at the military campaign 

differently. It seems that the use of sophisticated weapons by Morocco, The 

buildup of the wall and the support of the US in Moroccan control over the west 

Sahara, left the polisario and their Algerian sponsors with their backs against the 

wall. Analysis of polisario social media content, highlights the  willingness of 

Polisario to acquire advanced weapons:  

https://www.mei.edu/publications/iran-and-africa-why-tehran-will-boost-its-ties-continent-under-raisi-administration
https://northafricapost.com/48914-moroccan-drones-serve-as-deterrence-for-algerian-sponsored-hit-run-tactics.html
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 polisario fighter discussing the need to acquire Drowns and Anti Drown 

missiles and long range precision missiles, and the ability to use Iranian help in this 

Matter 
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polisario senior fighter discussing the need to cooperate with Iran given the 

mounting challenges that he faces in the battlefield and the need to learn from 

Iranian activity, especially in Yemen  

conclusion  

Iran under Raisi will likely intensify efforts to pivot to non-Western countries, and 
Africa is likely to be an increasingly important part of this effort.The expansion of 
ties with African countries will enable the Islamic Republic to defend its interests 
against regional and global enemies. 

The international community and especially the countries that fear from Iranian 
expansion,need to prepare themselves for the fact that Iran under president Raisi 
will be bolder in its regional and even worldwide endeavours, regardless of the 
question whether Iran will return to the JCPOA or not. The Ideological perception 
regarding the need to export the revolution is in the heart of Raisi’s govermant.    
There is a strong need to weaken the African pilar Iran, and to prevent Iran’s 
willingness to increase its African footprint, especially in the strategic area of 
western Sahara. Without an extensive international campaign involving activity 
against these power centers, it cannot be significantly weakened.  

Now it's the time to Increase monitoring on Iran’s activity in Africa, by Building 

effective intel sharing mechanism and acting against Quds force and Iranian 

presence in Africa.Only a coordinated activity by the relevant countries, can block 

Iranian expansion ambitions. 

https://www.mei.edu/publications/iran-and-africa-why-tehran-will-boost-its-ties-continent-under-raisi-administration
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