Congress of the United States

Washington, BCE 20515
July 28, 2023
The Honorable Merrick Garland The Honorable Avril Haines
Department of Justice Director of National Intelligence
950 Pennsylvania Avenue NW Office of the Director of National Intelligence
Washington, D.C. 20530 Washington, D.C. 20511

Dear Secretary Garland and Director Haines:

We write to you concerning the pressing issue of foreign influence in American religious institutions by the
Islamic Republic of Iran, a theocratic, state sponsor of terrorism that has the blood of hundreds of Americans
on its hands. In four separate cases, recent reports have illustrated the Iranian regime’s influence on multiple
Shi’a mosques and religious institutions in the United States. This is unacceptable.

Most recently, in May, a mosque just a few miles from Washington D.C. in Potomac, Maryland, the Islamic
Education Center (IEC) was revealed to be part of a network of mosques controlled by the Alavi Foundation.
This is a large foundation that has been in litigation for years because of allegations it operates on behalf of the
Iranian regime, a state sponsor of terrorism.' Bahram Abolfazi Nahidian, an IEC member, was instrumental in
securing funds from the Alavi Foundation and was “acknowledged by all as the most prominent supporter in
this country of Khomeini.”* After the article discussing these facts was published, members of the Iranian
diaspora provided an image of young children at the mosque apparently singing next to a shrine of Ayatollah
Khomeini, the founder of the Islamic Republic of Iran.? Disturbingly, the Maryland legislature has even
provided public funds to the IEC!*

This is not an isolated incident. Another institution with the same name, the Islamic Education Center (IEC) in
Houston, had dozens of young children perform an anthem titled, “Salam Farmande,” (“Hello Commander”), a
new propaganda song that has been widely promoted by the Iranian regime inside Iran to commemorate the
33rd anniversary of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s death.® This song is sung by children, and in some
iterations, not only pledges children to be soldiers, but praises Qassem Soleimani, the terrorist responsible for
the deaths of hundreds of Americans and thousands of Iraqis, Syrians, Lebanese, and others.® While the
English language version was stripped of some of the more incendiary lines, the intent clearly remains the
same: to propagandize the vulnerable into supporting a violent, theocratic regime. Indeed, the Iranian regime
is proud of it: Iranian state media outlets have shared the video of American children pledging allegiance to
their cause.”
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* "Texas Mosque Enlists Children into Cult of Iranian Martyrdom," By: Dexter Van Zile, Focus on Western Islamism. Available at:
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But there are more reasons to suspect that both IEC Houston is serving the Iranian regime directly.

Perhaps most obviously is the fact that Maulana Ghulam Hurr Shabbiri was the lead Imam of IEC for ten years,
from 2005-2015. According to the website of Maulana Shabbiri’s current employer, he was “directly appointed
by the office of the Supreme Leader,” to his post at IEC.® Additionally, the building that is used by IEC, was the
target of civil forfeiture by the U.S. Attorney of the Southern District of New York, as their property is owned by
the aforementioned Alavi Foundation.

While IEC claims to merely be tenants of a building owned by the Alavi Foundation, the facts suggest the
relationship goes far deeper. According to the Alavi Foundation’s website, IEC distributes books for the Alavi
Foundation, and has received grants from the Alavi Foundation to do so.® While litigation is ongoing, there is
little doubt where the Alavi Foundation’s sympathies lie. According to Department of Justice press releases, the
Iranian Ambassador to the United Nations has controlled the affairs of the Alavi Foundation since 1991, up to
and including dismissing board members at the command of the Iranian Supreme Leader.”* The Manhattan
District Attorney’s Office investigations chief, Adam Kaufmann, said “We found evidence that the government
of Iran really controlled everything about the foundation.”" It is also notable that the Alavi Foundation made a
large donation to Columbia University when it chose to host former Iranian President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad.*”

There are more examples.

The Islamic House of Wisdom (IHW), an Iranian-led Shi’a mosque in Dearborn Heights, Michigan, also shows
similar signs of being under the direction of the Iranian regime. The Imam of IHW, Mohammad Ali Elahi,
served as the head of “political ideology” for the Iranian Navy in the 1980s, according to a publicly available
Central Intelligence Agency report.”® He personally claims to be “friends” with three former Iranian Presidents,
and since moving to the US, he has had seemingly non-stop contact with senior regime officials. In March 2017,
he met with former Iranian President Mohammad Khatami, who he called a friend of “almost 30 years.”*
According to investigative journalists, IHW has been a significant purveyor of extremist propaganda, in line
with the Iranian regime’s views."

The Manassas Mosque in Manassas, Virginia, is just as troubling. A recent video of inside the Mosque showed
it is adorned with pictures of Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) “martyrs” who were killed in Syria, a
life-sized cutout of Khomeini, as well as Iranian flags and slogans.*® In 2019, it openly celebrated the 40™
Anniversary of the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran."” It also received about $200,000 from the Alavi
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Foundation, based on publicly available information,* and has been the direct recipient of expensive relics
from the Iranian regime."

This appears to be part of a network of regime-sponsored mosques acting as agents for a foreign adversary. The
radical ideology being promoted by this regime preaches hatred not only towards Jews, Christians, and
Westerners but also to Sunni Muslims and fellow Shi’a Muslims who do not accept the regime’s ideology. Iran’s
use of religious and cultural institutions to spread its radical and hateful ideology is not unprecedented, and in
fact, other examples in the West are openly acknowledged. In the United Kingdom, the Islamic Centre of
England and its director, Hojjat al-Islam Seyyed Mousavi, are the official religious representatives of Iran's
Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, according to the UK’s Parliament.*° Islamic Centre of England has
been reprimanded for spreading regime propaganda mourning Soleimani after his death.* Indeed, the Islamic
Centre of England is just one of a network of institutions that represent Iran’s Supreme Leader.** Thus, it is not
uncommon for Iran’s Supreme Leader to personally direct religious Institutions in foreign countries, perhaps
especially advanced democracies like the UK and the US, for the purpose of spreading propaganda and using
these institutions to influence western politics. The UK has finally taken the necessary action, however, with
their charitable commission recently ousting the leadership of this foreign-regime controlled institution
masquerading as a religious institution.>

Under the First Amendment, freedom of speech and freedom of religion is sacrosanct, and for good reason.
However, a state sponsor of terrorism such as Iran providing support for those who celebrate murderous
terrorists such as Qassem Soleimani is unacceptable. Iran’s use of institutions of religious worship for
illegitimate foreign influence operations threatens our national security, and intentionally threatens our
Constitutional order.

We are requesting an answer to the following questions no later than Friday, August 11", 2023:

(1) How are the Department of Justice and the Intelligence Community (IC) dealing with the threat of
foreign influence by the Iranian regime through religious and/or cultural institutions in the United
States? Do the Department and the IC understand the full nature and extent of Iranian in the United
States?

(2) Does the IC have an estimate of the nature and extent of funding and support provided by Iran’s regime
to cultural and religious institutions in the United States? If so, can the IC provide this estimate to
Congress in a classified setting? If not, why is the IC not tracking this?

(3) How is the Department using the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) and other foreign malign
influence statutes to go after said influence by the Iranian regime in the United States?

(4) Do the Department and the IC have a strategy, along with other U.S. government departments and
agencies, to counter this malign influence, especially such influence exercised through cultural or
religious institutions?
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(5) Will the Department and the IC provide members of Congress with a detailed briefing regarding the
extent of malign influence by the Iranian regime in the United States, especially such influence

exercised through cultural or religious institutions?

At minimum, the U.S. government needs a clearer picture of the Iranian regime’s influence over these
American organizations that seek to lionize the foes, not only of America, but of the Iranian people.
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