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American Enterprise Institute with support from the Institute for the Study of War
(ISW). To receive Iran Crisis Updates via email, please subscribe here.

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and significant parts of his inner circle are continuing to
misdiagnose the core problems driving the ongoing protests. Senior officials close to
Khamenei and his inner circle emphasized the need to promote engagement and interactions between
Iranian religious institutions and universities on December 18.* The officials framed such cooperation
as the correct response to the protests and necessary to establish an “Islamic civilization.” These
officials include Alireza Arafi (a senior cleric and Guardian Council member), Ahmad Marvi (the
custodian of Astan Quds Razavi), and Mohammad Mehdi Tehranchi (the president of Islamic Azad
University). Either Khamenei or his inner circle have selected each of these individuals for their current
positions.2 Their rhetoric likely reflects a predominant sentiment in the office of the supreme leader.

Khamenei and his inner circle have defined the protests as a sociocultural and religious issue and seem
to believe that the solution is trying to further ideologize the population. These ideas are not entirely
new; Khamenei and his advisers have articulated this theory for years.3 But Khamenei’s insistence on
viewing the current protests through this lens will impede—if not prevent entirely—any serious effort
to address protester grievances.

Protests and strikes may increase in the coming days. Protest coordinators and organizations
have repeatedly published calls for protests and strikes on December 19-21.4

Some protesters have increasingly focused on imposing economic pressure on the
regime as the Iranian rial continues to devaluate. The Mashhad Neighborhood Youth reiterated
on December 18 calls for citizens to withdraw their money from banks and warned that Anonymous
hackers will conduct cyberattacks against banks in the coming days.5 The Mashhad group separately
claimed that workers at several prominent Iranian ports will join the planned strikes on December 19-
21.6


https://hello.aei.org/Subscribe-to-Iran-Crisis-Updates.html

The net effect of the ongoing protests and strikes could further stress the Iranian economy and its
supply lines, especially if the port strikes materialize and are sustained. Oil and gas workers protested
in at least four cities on December 17, as CTP previously reported.” It is too soon to assess whether these
protests and strikes will amount to any serious economic disruption, however. CTP will continue to
develop this assessment in future updates.

Key Takeaways

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and significant parts of his inner circle are
continuing to misdiagnose the core problems driving the ongoing protests.

At least two protests took place in two cities across two provinces. Protests and
strikes may increase in the coming days.

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and significant parts of his inner circle are
continuing to misdiagnose the core problems driving the ongoing protests.

Some protesters have increasingly focused on imposing economic pressure on the
regime as the Iranian rial continues to devaluate.

LEC Tehran Provincial Commander Brigadier General Hossein Rahimi announced
the seizure of a man-portable rocket launcher and around 50 other small arms.
An LEC Border Guard regiment commander, Colonel Hossein Ali Farahi,
announced that the LEC clashed with unidentified militants near Esfandak, Sistan
and Baluchistan Province.

Unidentified individuals stabbed and wounded four clerics in Qom City, Qom
Province.

Anti-Regime Protests

At least two protests took place in two cities across two provinces on December 18. Iranian
protest coordinators and organizations did not call for protests or strikes on this day, which may have
driven the relatively low level of protest activity. CTP assesses with moderate to high confidence that
protests occurred in the following locations:

Tabriz, East Azerbaijan Province$

Size: Small
Demographic: Tabriz firefighters
Protest Activity: Protest and strike

CTP assesses with moderate to low confidence that protests occurred in the following locations:

Dehloran, Ilam Province9

Size: Small
Demographic: Cement factory workers
Protest Activity: Protest and strike



Protest Activity in Iran
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Law Enforcement Command (LEC) Tehran Provincial Commander Brigadier General
Hossein Rahimi announced the seizure of a man-portable rocket launcher and around
50 other small arms since December 15.1° Rahimi added that the LEC has arrested over 9oo
individuals during these seizures. There has been an uptick in regime seizures of illegal arms in Iran in
recent months, but CTP has not previously observed the seizure of a rocket launcher.1

An LEC Border Guard regiment commander, Colonel Hossein Ali Farahi, announced on
December 18 that the LEC clashed with unidentified militants near Esfandak, Sistan and
Baluchistan Province.!2 Farahi claimed that the militants were trying to enter Iran from Pakistan.
Anti-regime militancy is common in this area and not necessarily related to the protests.

Unidentified individuals stabbed and wounded four clerics in Qom City, Qom Province
on December 18.13 Two of the clerics were hospitalized.

The parents of arrested protester Mohammad Mehdi Karami released a video on
December 18 calling on the Judiciary to lift his death sentence.4 Security forces arrested
Karami in connection to the death of a Basij member during protests in Karaj, Alborz Province. His
parents claimed that Karami was innocent and that their Judiciary-appointed lawyer would not answer
their calls. Mohammad Mehdi Karami previously told his father that the state security services tortured
him into making a false confession.1s

Iranian Surgeons Association President Eraj Fazel warned that poor domestic
conditions are driving a brain drain in Iran on December 18.16 Fazel stated that Iran will not



have enough heart surgeons in five years and that patients will need to go abroad for treatment. Fazel
was the science minister and health minister under Ali Khamenei and Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani,
respectively, when each was president.

Iranian security personnel clashed with inmates during a prison riot in Ghaem Shahr,
Mazandaran Province on December 18, marking the second consecutive day of prison
riots.7 A foreign-based Iranian human rights organization reported that a riot broke out amongst
inmates in response to security personnel preparing to execute a prisoner--similar to the December 17
prison riot in Karaj, Alborz Province.8

Axis of Resistance and Regional Developments

Lebanese Hezbollah Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah met with outgoing Syrian
Ambassador to Lebanon Ali Abdul Karim Ali in Beirut on December 18. Nasrallah and
Karim Ali discussed improving bilateral cooperation between Lebanon and Syria despite “external and
internal pressures.”9

Local Iraqi Kurdish administrative official Ramazan Hussein clarified that the
December 17 explosion in Kani Qirzhala, Erbil Province was unrelated to any facility
associated with US forces.2° Iranian proxy social media channels have circulated unsubstantiated
claims that the building where the explosion occurred was an ammunition storage facility used by US
and Peshmerga forces.2!

Jordanian protesters clashed with security forces while demonstrating against rising
fuel prices in Amman on December 16.22 Protesters in southern Syria also have held
demonstrations against the Assad regime and poor living conditions since at least November 4.23 CTP
is monitoring these protests for shared slogans, grievances, or any direct connections to ongoing
protests in Iran but has not so far observed any.
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