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Iran, continuing to report new battlefield successes in its war with Iraq, March 12 warned Persian Gulf Arab states that unless they stopped supporting Baghdad in the conflict they would face an Iranian "military option." [See 1986 Iran-Iraq War: Iran Takes Iraqi Oil Port]

Kamal Kharrazi, chief of Iranian war information, said Teheran's policy was to demonstrate that "it is in the interest of peace in the region" for those backing Iraqi President Saddam Hussein "to give up...and let him fall."

"We would like to solve our problems through diplomatic channels," he said. "This we can do for only a limited period. If it fails we shall naturally choose the military option."

The words, aimed chiefly at Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, came after weeks of similar warnings. On Feb. 21, Hojatolislam Hasheimi Rafsanjani, speaker of the Iranian parliament, said Teheran would not continue to "tolerate the berthing of ships at your ports with military hardware for the Iraqi regime." Referring to the recent Iranian seizure of the Iraqi port of Fao near Kuwait, he said: "We figured it was necessary for them to see our troops across the waters." [See 1986 Middle East: U.S. Plans Saudi Arms Sale]

Some 2,000 students, many of them exiles from Iraq and other gulf Arab states, marched in Teheran March 11 to protest Saudi and Kuwaiti policy.

In addition to criticizing the tens of billions of dollars in aid and logistical support given to Iraq, Iran was angry at Saudi and Kuwaiti oil policy. Both countries had increased their own production, a major factor in the recent collapse of oil prices, and were continuing to sell and ship Iraqi crude. Iran, which was already exporting as much oil as it could, favored a decrease in production by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries. [See 1986 Nine-Day OPEC Meeting Adjourns Without Action; World Oil Prices Continue Decline]

"The Saudis and Kuwaitis can squeeze Iran by economic means and the only way Iran can retaliate by military means," a European ambassador was quoted as saying in a March 11 report.

U.S., U.K. Respond

A U.S. State Department spokesman March 14 warned Iran that "expansion of the conflict elsewhere in the gulf region would be a major threat to U.S. interests." He declined to specify what the U.S. might do in response.

(Lt. Gen. Theodore G. Jenes Jr., commander of the Army component of the U.S. Central Command--formerly known as the Rapid Deployment Force--was reported visiting the United Arab Emirates March 12, engaged in what were called "routine" talks with civilian and military officials.)

U.K. Foreign Office Minister of State Timothy Retton March 15 said that Britain would extend military aid to Kuwait if the Iran-Iraq war spilled over into its territory. Speaking in Qatar while on a tour of the Persian Gulf, Retton said: "Kuwait knows that were she to ask for specific military equipment or assistance, we would consider the request quickly and sympathetically."

Saudi Arabia March 16 asserted that it too would defend Kuwait against any Iranian attack.

In Kuwait, a senior official March 1 said his country would "never permit any foreign power to use its territory for military purposes, and our defense preparations are good."

Stalemate in Fao

Iranian troops were still dug in around the disused Iraqi oil port of Fao March 28, more than six weeks after seizing it in a surprise offensive. Their tenacity in the face of Iraqi counterattacks left Iran in control of the mouth of the vital Shatt al Arab waterway. [See 1986 Iran-Iraq War: Iran Takes Iraqi Oil Port]

Iraq had diverted Lt. Gen. Maher Ahmed Rashid, a top battlefield commander, and fresh troops from his 3rd Army Corps near the key Basra front south to try to dislodge the Iranians from the tip of the Fao peninsula. Shortly after his arrival, Rashid Feb. 22 told reporters: "Victory is quite near, and annihilation is guaranteed." But by Feb. 24 he sounded less optimistic, admitting that the marshy terrain around Fao made for "slow and difficult going."

The Washington Post reported March 3 that Iraq had suffered 10,000 casualties, dead and wounded, in the fighting around Fao. (Iranian casualties were generally assumed to be even higher than Iraq's.) In addition, Iranian troops had apparently "mauled" the Republican Guards, Iraq's crack strategic reserve that was sent from Baghdad to spearhead the counterattack.

Western observers believed that, because of the high casualties, Iraqi President Hussein had quietly decided not to try to retake Fao by infantry assault, although Iraq's air and artillery forces continued to batter the Iranian bridgehead.

A high Iraqi official was quoted March 25 as saying no deadline had been set for liberating Fao. "We want the area to swallow as many Iranian soldiers as possible because this will have far-reaching consequences inside Iran," he said.

Iran Launches Kurdistan Drive

Iran Feb. 25 launched a second offensive in Iraqi Kurdistan, in the mountainous northern part of the country. It claimed to have captured heights and villages near the provincial capital of Sulaymaniyah, 60 miles (100 km) east of Kirkuk, site of Iraq's principal oil wells.

Although the Iranian drive did seem to have met some success, Western analysts noted that much of the territory taken had already been depopulated by Iraq as part of its fight against Iranian-backed Kurdish rebels. The significance of the Iranian thrust was said to lie in its demonstration of Teheran's ability to fight on two widely separated fronts even while the main body of its forces--grouped to the east of Basra, in the south--had yet to be committed to battle. [See 1986 Iran Searches U.S. Ship; U.S. Says Action May Be Legal; Other Developments]

Iraq Seen as Steady Loser

Despite overwhelming superiority in equipment, the Iraqi army was slowly being ground down by Iran's more numerous and highly motivated forces. This was the conclusion of Western military attaches and diplomats in both Baghdad and Teheran, according to a Feb. 27 report in the New York Times and analyses in the March 7 Washington Post and March 8 Financial Times of London.

In the face of continuing Iranian attacks, the Iraqi troops "are nonachievers," one attache said. "...The evidence is in."

Beyond the three-to-one advantage in population that Iran had over Iraq, most observers pointed to the willingness of Iranian soldiers to die, and thereby achieve martyrdom in their Shiite Moslem faith. By contrast, Iraq's troops were less eager to throw themselves at the enemy, and the Baghdad regime of Saddam Hussein less able politically to endure high casualties than the Islamic government in Teheran.

The Iraqis "have air superiority; they have the best and the most weapons; they talk a good game of defending their homeland, and issue a stream of optimistic statements," one Western military expert said. "Yet the fact is that since 1982, they have been steadily losing ground, meter by meter maybe, but still losing."

Similarly, Western diplomatic and economic analysts cited in the March 6 Washington Post said the current decline in oil prices affected Iraq more severely than Iran, because Baghdad depended on oil wealth to help maintain popular support for the war (in particular, by paying generous benefits to the relatives of those killed in the fighting). By contrast, public enthusiasm for the war in Iran appeared to be based more on religious fervor.

Tanker War Heats Up

As Iraq's attempts to repulse the Iranian foothold at Fao faltered, Iraqi air raids on ships carrying Iranian oil in the Persian Gulf increased. From Feb. 26-March 2, at least four supertankers had been attacked and damaged, in one case resulting in the deaths of two Filipino crewmen. [See 1986 Iran Searches U.S. Ship; U.S. Says Action May Be Legal; Other Developments, 1985 Iran-Iraq War: Iraq: Kharg Oil Depot 'Demolished'; Other Developments]

Iran responded March 2, when five of its warplanes bombed a Turkish tanker en route to Saudi Arabia, killing the ship's chief officer. (It was the first attack on shipping attributed to Iran since Feb. 6, when an Iranian helicopter had rocketed a Cypriot tanker off Qatar, killing four crewmen.) Iran followed up with three more tanker strikes, culminating in a March 6 helicopter rocket attack on a Cypriot ship that killed at least one crewman.

An insurance underwriter for Lloyd's of London March 18 reported that marine insurers had paid at least $600 million on gulf war claims through the end of 1985.

In related developments:

· Iran had said it was indefinitely shelving plans to build a $2 billion pipeline from Ganaveh, in the northern gulf, 200 miles (320 km) south to Asayuleh, the Financial Times of London reported Feb. 25. The project had been intended to provide an alternative route for oil shipments that would bypass the Kharg Island terminal, which had been battered by numerous Iraqi air attacks. The pipeline, originally planned before the recent collapse of oil prices, was apparently canceled due to its high cost. [See 1985 Iran-Iraq War: Iran to Bypass Kharg as Raids Persist; Other Developments] 

An effective Iraqi air raid on the pumping station at Ganaveh Jan. 23 reportedly had forced Iran to halve its oil shipments for a 10-day period.

· In what was described as a major strategic change, the importance of the Persian Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz as a key route for oil exports to the West had declined significantly in recent years, according to reports in the Jan. 24 Wall Street Journal and the Feb. 13 Washington Post. The change was attributed to the growing oil glut, the increased petroleum production in other parts of the world, and the building of a new network of overland pipelines connecting the gulf to the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, which had been largely prompted by the turmoil of the Iran-Iraq war. As a result, according to the Journal, only about 15% of the noncommunist world's oil supplies now flowed through the vulnerable Strait of Hormuz, compared with 41% a decade before. 
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