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About the Northern Distribution Network Project

Asthe U.S. presence in Afghanistan increases, so too will its demand for nonmilitary supplies. To
accommodate this growth and address ongoing concerns with Pakistani supply lines, U.S.
planners have opened the Northern Distribution Network (NDN), a commercially based logistical
corridor connecting Baltic and Black Sea ports with Afghanistan via Russia, Central Asia, and the
Caucasus.

The NDN has impacted the geopolitical landscape of Eurasia. While key transit states enjoy new
leverage over Washington, the NDN also serves as a potential vehicle for constructive U.S.
engagement. Understanding how to manage these geopolitical risks and opportunities will be
critical for the United States and isthefirst goal of this project.

Though the impetus behind the NDN is grounded in the military’ simmediate needs, its
establishment nonethel ess also offers a unique opportunity for the United States to help facilitate
intercontinental trade. Such commerce can provide sustainable income for Afghanistan, deepen
its integration with neighboring states, and ultimately contribute to the country’ s stabilization.
Thus, the second goal of this project isto ensure that the expansion of supply routesisfully
leveraged to further this long-term objective.
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leader of the Iranian parliament’ s national security and foreign relations committee, said “Iran is
not interested in becoming alogistic bridge for NATO to Afghanistan.”*

Although routes through Iran appear to be practical and possible aternatives to the routesin
Pakistan, several challenges continue. The engine behind Iran’ s foreign policy has proven to be
focused on thwarting U.S. interests abroad. Even initstiesto Central Asia, “Tehran’saimisto
create a diffuse patchwork of regional ties and institutions that can serve as a counterweight to
U.S. geopolitical pressure.”® It will take time for U.S.-Iranian relations to thaw. It isimperative
to recognize that both the " Iranian and American sides come to the negotiating table burdened
with years of accumulated grievances and suspicions.”®

Although U.S. officials were quick to condemn the October 18, 2009, bomb attack in Pish, Iran,
that killed approximately 60 people—six of whom were commandersin the Iranian
Revolutionary Guards—and injuring nearly 150 more,®” Tehran remains suspicious of perceived
CIA involvement in supporting the Sunni Muslim insurgent group Jundallah (God' s soldiers),
which claimed responsibility for the assault.

U.Sand UN sanctions against Iran might present a challenge to possible cooperation. Current UN
sanctions ban trade with Iran on goods for both civilian and military use, authorizes inspections of
shipmentsto and from Iran by sea and air suspected of carrying banned items, authorizes
financial monitoring on two banks with suspected links to proliferation activities, and freezes the
assets of companies and individuals with links to Iran’s missile programs.® The UN sanctions do
not present as serious a challenge as do the U.S. sanctions. U.S. sanctions prohibit “virtually all
trade and investment activities with Iran by U.S. persons, wherever located.”® Additionally, the
sanctions prohibit “U.S. persons, including foreign branches of U.S. depository institutions and
trading companies...from engaging in any transactions, including purchase, sal e, transportation,
swap, financing, or brokering transactions related to goods or services of Iranian origin or goods

»* IRNA, “Iran Rules Out Becoming NATO Supply Route for Afghanistan,” GlobalSecurity.org, March 6,
2009, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/news/2009/03/mil-090306-irna02.htm.

% Joshua Kucera, “Iran Expanding Ties with Central Asian States to Counterbalance U.S. Geopolitical
Pressure,” Eurasia Insight, April 13, 2006, http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/insight/articles/
eav041305b.shtml

¢ John W. Limbert, “Negotiating with the Islamic Republic of Iran: Raising the Chances for Success—
Fifteen Points to Remember,” USIP Special Report 199 (January 2008), p. 1,
http://www.usip.org/files/resources/sr199.pdf.

62 See Louis Charbonneau, “UN Security Council condemns bomb attack in Iran,” AlertNet.org, October
20, 2009, http://www.alertnet.org/thenews/newsdesk/N20493088.htm.

6 Associated Press, “U.N. sanctions Iran anew over nuclear program,” MSNBC.com, March 3, 2008,
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/23451338.

¢ Office of Foreign Assets Control, “What You Need to Know About U.S. Economic Sanctions: An
overview of O.F.A.C. Regulations involving Sanctions against Iran,” U.S. Department of the Treasury,
January 22, 2009, http://www.treas.gov/oftices/enforcement/ofac/programs/iran/iran.pdf.

30 | THE NORTHERN DISTRIBUTION NETWORK AND AFGHANISTAN



or services owned or controlled by the Government of Iran.”® Transporting supplies through Iran
under the terms of these sanctionsisimpossible.

If Iran becomes willing to assist NATO, it will come at a cost. According to the Council on
Foreign Relations, “Iran still sees Afghanistan as a‘bargaining chip’ against American
aggression.”® It seems likely that, at the minimum, Iran will expect toned down or cessation of
rhetoric against their nuclear project, as well as the elimination of sanctions.

Nonetheless, it isimportant to note that negotiations between Iran and the United States on
Afghanistan do not need to result in comprehensive agreements between the two states, asthis
will be quite difficult. Cooperation over Afghanistan might serve as a springboard for future
negotiations on other issues as “ cooperation over Afghanistan...isfar from aforegone
conclusion” and easier to imagine than cooperation over Irag or agreements on the Iranian nuclear
issue.®’

Conclusion

By extending U.S. military supply lines across several countries fraught with internal problems,
external frictions, and a history of mercurial relations, the United States opensitself to
manipulation by geopolitical forces. The establishment of the NDN, however, has brought the
United States closer to these nations, generated deeper engagement on Afghanistan, and improved
bilateral ties. Effective management of these relationshipsin a highly dynamic environment will
determineif establishing the NDN will in sum turn out to be beneficial to the United States' near-
term goals in Eurasia and in particular to stabilization efforts in Afghanistan. If that turns out to
be the case, then establishment of the NDN has laid important groundwork for alonger-term
strategy of economic integration and development in Eurasia.

% Ibid.
% Bruno and Beehner, “Iran and the Future of Afghanistan.”
% Ibid.
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