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Long before world powers and Iran agreed on a nuclear deal 
in late November, Iran’s unofficial lobby in the United States 

had penetrated the OVAL OFFICE, influencing key players —  
no one more than the president himself 
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the wee hours of the morning on 
November 24, after 18 hours of ne-
gotiations, Iran and world powers 
reached an agreement to tempo-
rarily curb Tehran’s nuclear pro-
gram in exchange for billions of 
dollars of sanctions relief. 

The deal was heralded as a vic-
tory by the Obama administration 

and immediately blasted by its critics, including Israel. Though 
the United Nations Security Council had passed no fewer than six 
resolutions demanding that Iran completely dismantle its nuclear 
program, the Geneva deal left every one of Iran’s centrifuges intact, 
allowed Iran to enrich up to 5 percent uranium, and did not require 
Iran to disassemble its Arak nuclear facility, which could one day 
produce plutonium, an alternative route to the bomb. 

The road to Geneva began in 2008, when the newly elected pres-
ident made clear his intentions to engage Iran and reach a deal by 
“doing away with self-defeating preconditions.” These conditions, 
apparently, included acknowledging Iran’s “right” to peaceful nu-
clear energy. 

Despite stiff opposition from Israel and putative US allies in 
the Gulf, the White House forged ahead with a deal that Israel’s 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu called a “historic mistake.”

No one could have been more pleased with the Geneva agreement 
than Trita Parsi, president and founder of the National Iranian 
American Council (NIAC), an organization long suspected of be-
ing Iran’s unofficial lobby in the United States. Parsi had worked 
for years to reach such an outcome for Tehran: partial relief from 
sanctions without significant commitments on Iran’s end. 

Through its connections to key officials in the White House, 
NIAC had captured the attention of President Obama himself. 
Indeed, the president was no stranger to the organization. Shervin 
Boloorian, NIAC’s legislative director, wrote in 2007 that NIAC had 
approached Mark Lippert, a staff member for then Illinois senator 
Obama, on the matter of Iran sanctions. Boloorian’s notes on that 
meeting are clear and succinct: “Obama is outspoken about his 
support for diplomacy with Iran … He is the most popular senator, 
according to polls … and looks to be in our camp.” 

The Long Arm of Iran Founded in 2002, NIAC is the 
brainchild of Parsi, an Iranian-Swedish academic previously 
living in Stockholm, and Siamak Namazi, a businessman liv-
ing in Tehran whose family has close ties to the regime, ac-

cording to Hassan Daioleslam, an Iranian-American dissident 
who has been following NIAC for years. 

“Several Iranian business entities closely aligned with the Irani-
an regime helped create NIAC to advocate for the removal of sanc-
tions,” Daioleslam tells Mishpacha. “NIAC was originally entirely 
business-oriented. ” 

Later, NIAC assumed a second role, to act as the counter-lobby to 
the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC). “Parsi blames 
Israel and AIPAC for the sanctions and for forcing Congress, against 
its will, to pursue a policy that contravenes US interests.”

Combining forces with US business interest groups, especially oil 
conglomerates like Aramco, Chevron, Halliburton, Texaco, Conoco 
Philips and others, as well as with the US antiwar movement, NIAC 
lobbied Congress and advocated for the complete lifting of sanctions, 
unfreezing of Iranian assets, and a policy of coexistence with a nucle-
ar Iran and the acceptance of Iranian hegemony in the region. (Iran 
advances its Islamic agenda and political interests by connecting 
with Shiite communities throughout the Middle East, maintaining 
its resistance against Israel and American and Western interests 
while undermining moderate regimes.) Sanctions, NIAC’s coalition 
pronounced, were not only ineffectual but counterproductive. Is-
rael, rather, was the problem. The Jewish state stood in the way of 
a productive relationship between the US and Iran. Although they 
were certainly not successful in weakening, let alone eliminating, 
sanctions, acting through its allies — antiwar groups and oil corpora-
tions — NIAC managed to keep the military option, as well as regime 
change, off the table.

Congress, though, was never sold on NIAC itself. Members’ skep-
ticism increased last year when the group lost a defamation suit it 
brought against Daioleslam for calling NIAC the “mullahs’ lobby.” 
Daioleslam, like many other Iranian-Americans, was disgusted 
with the apologist stands NIAC repeatedly took on behalf of a re-
gime notorious for its virulent human rights abuses and theft of the 
country’s wealth. According to the National Council of Resistance of 
Iran, 120,000 political prisoners have been killed under the current 
regime, hundreds of thousands of political prisoners have been tor-
tured and, according to Reuters, Setad — an organization controlled 
by the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei — has amassed $95 
billion in wealth from property confiscations. 

“It is well known that the large majority of Iranian-Americans 
despise the current regime and its barbaric treatment of the Iranian 
people,” Daioleslam says. “When did NIAC ever empower their voice?”

Besides voicing his strong opposition to NIAC, Daioleslam in his 

“Anyone who puts a good 
face on Iran is dangerous. But 
what’s more dangerous is 
an American president who 
thinks it’s possible to work 
things out with Iran by talking.  

—Michael Ledeen

That’s dangerous”
Puneet Talwar, one of Vice President Joe Biden’s clos-
est policy advisors, admitted that NIAC was in touch 
with congressional staff members

In
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“Why were we so slavishly 
willing to reach an agreement 
with the Iranians? why was our 
negoti ati ng team i n that mi ndset 
i n Geneva? Obviously, it’s  
Iranian intelligence  
behind it all, through net-
works set up by Trita Parsi 
and NIAC”

—Clare Lopez

defense clearly documented, among other 
things, meetings arranged by Parsi in 2003 
between the then Iranian ambassador Ja-
vad Zarif — today Iran’s foreign minister — 
and members of the US Congress, with the 
intention of influencing American policy. 
Daioleslam also translated articles written 
in Farsi that acknowledged NIAC’s status as 
the Iranian regime’s unofficial lobby. 

Until this lawsuit, NIAC had registered not 
as a lobby but as an advocacy group whose 
function was to educate Iranian-Americans to 
enable them “to participate in decision-mak-
ing according to their own views.” Its 501(c)
(3) tax-exempt status entitled NIAC to allot 
20 percent of staff time to lobbying. In its IRS 
returns, though, NIAC failed to account for 
its lobbying activities. Exposed, it was forced 
to officially acknowledge on its future returns 
the hours spent lobbying. 

By suing Daioleslam, NIAC hoped to send 
a strong message to its critics — that it was 
capable of breaking them financially. The fi-
nal judgment, though, would not go NIAC’s 
way. NIAC couldn’t prove that it wasn’t a 
lobby working for the Islamic Republic of 
Iran. In September 2012, US District Court 
Judge John Bates ruled in Daioleslam’s fa-
vor, dismissing all charges. In rendering his 
decision, he pointedly stated, “That Parsi 

occasionally made statements reflecting a 
balanced, shared-blame approach is not in-
consistent with the idea that he was first and 
foremost an advocate for the regime.… After 
all, any moderately intelligent agent for the 
Iranian regime would not want to be seen as 
unremittingly pro-regime, given the regime’s 
reputation in the US.” 

Furthermore, NIAC and Parsi were sanc-
tioned for not producing all the documen-
tation requested by the defense. They were 
ordered to pay Daioleslam close to $184,000 
as partial payment toward his expenses, a 
verdict NIAC is now challenging. A court case 
that should have taken a fraction of the time 
was dragged out for five years. Daioleslam, 
though, was fortunate. Timothy E. Kapshandy 
of the Illinois law firm Sidley Austin took on 
his defense pro bono. Sidley Austin is one of 
a community of law firms working through 
the Middle East Forum’s Legal Project, to 
defend journalists and writers who are under 
attack. If not for this, Daioleslam’s expenses 
could have reached millions. Who, though, 
was footing NIAC’s bills?

Judge Bates was not the only one to see 

through NIAC. Prior to that, in 2009, then 
Illinois Rep. Mark Kirk called NIAC an “Ira-
nian regime sympathizer.” Today, Kirk is a 
US senator representing Illinois, and is one 
of Congress’ staunchest supporters of Israel 
and strongly supportive of crippling sanc-
tions on Iran. In July, as Adam Credo writes 
in the Washington Free Beacon, during an 
altercation initiated by a NIAC intern at a 
press briefing hosted by the Israel Project, 
Rep. Ed Royce, the chairman of the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee, accused NIAC 
of propagandizing for the Iranian regime. 

Later that month, the House passed the 
next round of sanctions, by a vote of 400 to 
20, over NIAC’s objections. It was apparent 
to all that NIAC carried absolutely no weight 
in Congress — a fatal flaw in any lobby. 

Yet the impression remained that NIAC 
was far more influential than it actually was, 
if not in the legislative branch, then certainly 
in the executive one. 

“What’s important about Trita Parsi is 
what his access to and presence in the White 
House tells us about the White House,” Ira-
nian expert and writer Michael Ledeen tells 

Mishpacha. “It’s not that Parsi is making pol-
icy, but that the White House agrees with his 
view of the world, and that it likes him.”

In Black and White We know about 
Parsi’s White House access — and more — 
because of tens of thousands of e-mails, 
calendars, and other materials that were 
procured during the discovery process of 
the Daioleslam defamation suit. Further-
more, depositions taken under oath by 
Trita Parsi and Puneet Talwar — a mem-
ber of the National Security Council since 
2001 and senior director for Iran, Iraq, 
and Persian Gulf affairs who served on 
the staff of then-Senator Biden — exposed 
some of the inner workings of NIAC re-
garding the White House. Talwar, togeth-
er with Deputy Secretary of State William 
Burns and Jake Sullivan, the national 
security advisor to Vice President Joe 
Biden, led the Track II — or informal — 
negotiations resulting in the Geneva deal. 

In the deposition, Talwar — whose job func-
tion includes meetings with the president to 
discuss national security and foreign policy 
matters and to coordinate the implementation 
of these policies among government agencies 
— admitted to knowing Parsi for eight or nine 
years, that he considered him to be an expert 

on Iranian affairs, and that Parsi had advocat-
ed for policy positions. Talwar was not aware 
whether NIAC was in touch with members 
of Congress, but was aware that they were 
in touch with congressional staff members. 

When Parsi admitted under oath to par-
ticipating in one of the 2008 Pugwash Con-
ferences on Science and World Affairs — yet 
another of the Track II diplomatic ventures 
— Talwar categorically stated that he didn’t 
recall the National Security Council autho-
rizing Parsi or NIAC to meet with agents of 
foreign governments and yes, the two did dis-
cuss Track II. When Parsi in turn was asked 
who, then, he represented at this conference, 
he answered that he represented himself and 
to some degree NIAC. 

The discovery process uncovered one of  
NIAC’s most overt attempts to gain influence 
in Washington: a July 2008 letter by Baron 
Corbett of Castle Vale, a former member of the 
UK House of Lords, to Florida’s Congresswom-
an Ileana Ros-Lehtinen. The letter warned of 
the imminent arrival in the US of Anne Single-
ton and her husband Massoud Khodabandeh, 
UK citizens who were “agents of the [Iranian] 
Ministry of Intelligence as well as the Quds 
Force of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps, who, along with well-known lobbyist 
for the Iranian regime Trita Parsi [emphasis 

nucLeAr nemesIs  Senator Mark Kirk (L) is Congress’s staunchest supporter 
of crippling sanctions, while it seems that former US ambassador Thomas Pickering 
(C) is the White House point man for Iran. Will Iranian foreign minister Javad Zarif 
(R) convince Americans that his country’s nuclear program is really peaceful, and 
that Israel is the real threat?
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September 11, 2012 terrorist attack in Libya that killed four Americans, including 
Ambassador Christopher Stevens, exonerated Obama, Clinton, ex-CIA director Da-
vid Petraeus, and Defense Secretary Leon Panetta. The report blamed others in the 
chain of command for the disaster. 

“The connection between Parsi and Hillary Clinton goes by way of Pickering,” Lopez 
says. “Pickering is the White House point man for Iran. Parsi is very public. Pickering 
works quietly, behind the scenes.” 

Pickering, who sits on NIAC’s advisory board, currently works for Hills & Company, 
a consulting firm and lobby specializing in trade, diplomacy, and international politics. 
He helped found the AIC, and, as Ledeen points out, headed the US team in Track II 
negotiations before he was replaced by former US ambassador to Egypt Frank Wisner.

“Thomas Pickering is much more than NIAC,” Hassan Daioleslam explains. “He 
represents the pro-engagement lobby — all the groups, including trade and oil corpo-
rations that want better relations with Iran. Some hate Israel. Some are antiwar. The 
NIAC is the human face for this coalition — it gives it a kind of legitimacy. Because 
they need NIAC, Pickering joined NIAC.”

An Alignment of Interests Comparing Parsi’s public statements with 
the positions taken by the Obama administration, Clare Lopez believes, show 
the correlation between NIAC’s positions and White House policy. 

“They line up perfectly,” she states. “It has to do with downplaying Iran’s weapons 
intent, ignoring its intrinsic Jew-hatred as motivation for seeking nukes, and pretend-
ing Iran has actually made significant commitments, can be trusted to keep them, or 
that it doesn’t have decades of duplicity on nukes already on the record. Everybody is 
pretending Iran is negotiating in good faith, even though everybody on all sides — the 
US, the EU, Russia, China, Iran — all know it’s not.”

A primary aspect of the Geneva deal is another case in point. The NIAC has always 
advocated for Iran’s “right” to nuclear enrichment. In 2009 Parsi wrote, “The West 
must redefine the game and make the nuclear standoff with Iran about bomb-mak-
ing and not enrichment, and provide incentive for Iran not to weaponize.” That is the 
underlying position taken in Geneva. Rather than adhering to previously held posi-
tions regarding Iran’s dismantling of facilities, US policy has shifted away from this 
to allow for nuclear enrichment for peaceful purposes, as long as the facilities remain 
available for stringent inspection and verification.

Even after the imposition of crippling sanctions in 2010 following a failed attempt 
to reach an agreement with the Ahmadinejad regime in Track II negotiations, Obama 
continued to pursue détente, in keeping with his worldview. (It’s quite obvious that 
Tehran was pushing forward with its nuclear program, while at the same time direct-
ing US attention away from what was happening on its streets during a 2010 popular 
uprising against the regime, to forestall Obama from lending support to the opposi-
tion.) Subsequently, Obama’s second term saw the appointment of former Nebraska 
senator Chuck Hagel as secretary of defense and John Kerry as secretary of state — 
both men who had fought in US wars, whose experiences made them pacifists, and 
who shared Obama’s pro-engagement philosophy. 

“Obama is outspoken about his support for diplomacy 
with Iran … He is the most popular senator, accordi ng to polls 
… and looks to be in our camp”

—shervin baloonian

added], will try to persuade members of 
Congress in favor of the Iranian regime, 
and against its main opposition groups.” 

Lord Corbett, who also served in the UK 
House of Commons, served then as now 
as chairman of the British Parliamentary 
Committee for Iraq Freedom. Singleton and 
Khodabandeh never made it to the States. 
They were prevented from boarding their 
plane at Heathrow after the US Depart-
ment of Homeland Security alerted Brit-
ish authorities. Despite these revelations, 
Parsi’s star continued to shine, if perhaps 
only because his strong pro-engagement, 
antiwar message resonated so profusely in 
the Obama administration.

Getting Through to Obama 
Seeking a peaceful solution to the Ira-
nian nuclear quagmire by engaging 
Iran certainly cannot be faulted in and 
of itself. It is, after all, the whole point 
of sanctions. Track II negotiations, Le-
deen explains, have been ongoing for 
decades. “You can be sure that there are 
numbers of people running back and 
forth between Tehran and Washing-
ton carrying messages. I did it myself. I 
didn’t go to Tehran, but I met with Ira-
nians and carried messages back to the 
Reagan White House and carried mes-
sages back to them.”

Obama, though, was so convinced that 
he would bring about a rapprochement 
between the US and Iran that, upon his 
election, he began assembling a team that 

would help make that happen. 
Dennis Ross, the State Department’s 

“Iran envoy,” was reassigned to a White 
House job in 2009. Ross was seen as “too 
close to Israel” and therefore hawkish on 
Iran. In his place, John Limbert, a member 
of NIAC’s advisory board, became the State 
Department’s senior Iran official. Upon tak-
ing the job, Limbert resigned from NIAC.

Even more alarming, from the stand-
point of Israel’s advocates in Washington, 
was Obama’s appointment of Ambassa-
dor Charles (Chas) W. Freeman Jr. to the 
highly sensitive position of chairman of 

the National Intelligence Council — a po-
sition that could potentially exert a lot of 
influence on US policy toward Iran. This 
appointment caused AIPAC much heart-
burn. Freeman was president of the Middle 
East Policy Council and a member of the 
board of directors of the American Irani-
an Council (AIC), the precursor to NIAC. 

Clare Lopez is a veteran analyst of Amer-
ican policy toward Iran. She is a senior fel-
low for the Center of Security Policy and the 
Clarion Project, served as a career operative 
officer with the CIA, and was executive di-
rector of the Iran Policy Committee from 
2005 to 2006. Lopez offers some back-
ground on Chas Freeman’s appointment 
as chairman of the National Intelligence 
Council. “The Middle East Policy Council 
[of which Chas Freeman was president] 
publishes a journal called Middle East Pol-
icy that is filled with anti-Israel messages 
that are beyond the broadest definition of 
mainstream US thinking on the region. 
For instance, it claims that the Iraq war 
was waged for Israel, and that Israel used 
Nazi tactics during the Six Day War and in 
Gaza.” Strong and persistent criticism by 
AIPAC forced Freeman to resign his post. 

Another NIAC associate, Thomas R. 
Pickering, who served as US Ambassador 
to the United Nations from 1989 to 1992, 
would later come into some prominence 
when he was asked by Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton to investigate the Beng-
hazi affair together with Admiral Michael 
Mullen. Their unclassified report on the 
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No one was more pleased with 
the Geneva agreement than 

NIAC founder Trita Parsi
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The NIAC had made contact with Hagel’s 
office in 2006 when he was still senator and 
was well received. Like Senator Obama, Ha-
gel believed the Bush administration’s ap-
proach toward Iran was too confrontational. 
The NIAC endorsed Hagel’s appointment as 
secretary of defense. Obama would, as well, 
appoint career diplomat James Dobbins, 
another NIAC supporter, as special envoy 
to Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

“Dobbins attended NIAC events, spoke at 
their conferences, and has been on panels 
with people like Trita Parsi,” Lopez explains. 
“His pieces are posted on the NIAC website. 
This is the hallmark of those who would be 
considered as part of that circle.”

Despite its public exposure for what it is — a 
suspected Iranian lobby — the State Depart-
ment had no qualms about participating in 
NIAC events, sending its only Farsi-speaking 
spokesperson, Alan Eyre, to NIAC’s conven-
tion. While there, Eyre spoke of “partnering” 
with NIAC and other Iranian-American or-
ganizations to reach out to expatriate Ira-
nian-Americans. The NIAC was also one 
of several Iranian-American organizations 
to participate in a daylong White House 
roundtable discussion, which was attended 
by Valerie Jarrett, President Obama’s closest 
advisor and senior advisor and assistant to 
the president for intergovernmental affairs 
and public engagement. They discussed do-
mestic and foreign policies pertaining to Iran.

All roads Lead to Geneva Does 
the administration see NIAC as an inde-
pendent voice for the Iranian-American 
expatriate community or as yet anoth-

er channel to the mullahs? Ledeen be-
lieves the White House knows exactly 
who NIAC is. “Parsi may be considered a 
representative of Iran. That may explain 
why they like him in the White House. 
The big problem here is not Parsi, it’s the 
White House.”

Lopez agrees, and goes further. “Why were 
we so slavishly willing to reach an agreement 
with the Iranians? Why was our negotiating 
team in that mindset in Geneva? Obviously, 
it’s Iranian intelligence behind it all, through 
networks set up by Trita Parsi and NIAC.”

t
On October 13, just three weeks after Pres-

ident Obama and Iranian president Hassan 
Rouhani held their now famous 15-minute 
icebreaker phone conversation, NIAC held 
its annual convention. With Rouhani get-
ting global press as a moderate, and with 
Iranian-US relations seemingly on the mend, 
pre-convention advertising urged Irani-
an-Americans to “seize the moment” by 
supporting NIAC and attending. From an 
estimated population of one million Irani-
an-Americans, only 43 heeded the call — 13 
of whom were NIAC employees and interns. 
Iranian-Americans have consistently and 
uniformly rejected NIAC, as they have every 
time the theocratic regime tries to push them 
toward advocacy on its behalf.

President Rouhani would soon find that 
out for himself. During his September trip 
to New York, speaking to a delegation of Ira-
nian-Americans, he, too, implored them to 
join an Iranian lobby to counter the efforts 
of AIPAC. There were no takers.

Back in Iran, Iranian foreign minister 

Javad Zarif reiterated his president’s request 
on Iranian television. Zarif spoke of the need 
for US expatriate Iranians to defend Iranian 
interests by “confronting this small group of 
warmongers — AIPAC — who try to impose 
their will and undermine world, US, and Ira-
nian interests.” He decried the US Congress 
for imposing still tougher sanctions, the direct 
result of pressure tactics, including blackmail 
by AIPAC. Iranian-Americans, Zarif said, 
must convince Americans that the Iranian 
nuclear program is peaceful and that the real 
threat to world peace is not Iran but Israel.

Having been soundly rebuffed by the Ira-
nian-American community, President Rou-
hani would ask Iran’s Center for Strategic 
Studies, which is affiliated with the office of 
the president, to advise on future directions 
in extending Iranian influence in the US. Its 
conclusion was telling. “The term ‘Iranian 
lobby’ … should be modified. We do not need 
an ‘Iranian lobby,’ but we certainly need an 
‘Iran lobby.’ It is not essential that this lob-
by be constituted by Iranians alone. One 
important component of this Iran lobby is 
American oil companies, and they must be 
approached.” Thus, the regime took to heart 
a lesson that the NIAC had learned early on.

Iranian-Americans are not taken in by 
Tehran’s charm tactics. They know who these 
people are and they want no part of them. 
This perception, unfortunately, doesn’t seem 
to extend to the Oval Office. 

“Anyone who puts a good face on Iran is 
dangerous,” says Ledeen. “But what’s more 
dangerous is an American president who 
thinks it’s possible to work things out with 
Iran by talking. That’s dangerous.”  —


