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The Slovenian Association for International Relations hosted Ambassador Mirko Cigler, a diplomat whose career has taken him from Beijing to Washington and Brussels. He began his professional path as an assistant to the military attaché in Beijing and later underwent military training in the United States. Following the ceasefire in the Iran–Iraq War in the 1980s, he served for nearly a year as a senior officer in the UNIMOG mission (United Nations Iran–Iraq Military Observer Group).
As he describes himself, Ambassador Cigler is a soldier, diplomat, publicist, and a respected member of the Association. In his diplomatic career, he has dealt extensively with political and security issues within the OSCE and NATO frameworks. Through his regular columns in Dnevnik’s Objektiv, he frequently comments on national and global security matters. He has long followed developments in Iran closely and is exceptionally well-positioned to provide insight into the current situation on the ground following the military actions launched by the United States and Israel three weeks ago.
The discussion was introduced and moderated by Ambassador Marjan Šetinc, President of the Slovenian Association for International Relations.
In recent weeks, we have witnessed a sharp—and arguably anticipated—escalation of U.S. pressure on Iran, a development that may be seen as a consequence, or justification, of longstanding strategic ambitions and the buildup of U.S. military presence in the Middle East.
Over the past 45 years, Iran has been subjected to various sanctions, primarily imposed by the United States, largely in connection with its nuclear program. Throughout this period, U.S. policy has consistently aimed to curb Iran’s regional influence. Following the assassination of General Qassem Soleimani in January 2020 and Iran’s retaliatory missile strikes, President Donald Trump announced even stricter sanctions intended to alter Iran’s “behavior.”
Despite these measures, Iran has demonstrated notable economic resilience. According to the IMF’s 2026 estimates, Iran ranks 24th globally in terms of GDP (PPP), at approximately USD 2 trillion—comparable to economies such as Taiwan, Australia, Vietnam, Thailand, and Bangladesh. Over four decades of the Islamic Republic, Iran’s GDP has increased sixfold, according to data from 2020 the share of the population living below the poverty line has declined from 46% to 10.5%, life expectancy has risen from 55.8 to 76 years, and adult literacy has improved from 36.5% to 84.7%.
These indicators suggest that sanctions have not broken Iran. On the contrary, the country has demonstrated a significant capacity for self-sufficiency, while also strengthening its military capabilities and advancing its nuclear program.  Analyses in international relations often point to nuclear weapons as a key deterrent against potential aggressors.
It is widely understood that U.S. political and military actions in the Middle East are closely coordinated with Israel. The United States provides unconditional support to Israel, which itself wields considerable influence in the US. Pro-Israel lobbying groups maintain a strong presence within American political structures, alongside substantial financial influence across sectors ranging from banking to media.
Preventing threats to Israel is clearly aligned with U.S. strategic interests. Actors perceived as hostile to Israel are likewise seen as challenging American interests. Organizations such as Hamas and Hezbollah—designated as terrorist groups by the United States and supported by Iran—are viewed through this lens. The weakening or destruction of Iran is thus often framed as a means of simultaneously weakening these groups.
For the past three weeks, a U.S.–Israeli military campaign against Iran has been underway. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and President Trump have claimed that Iran’s military capabilities have largely been destroyed and that key political figures associated with the country’s leadership have been eliminated.
Reports describe highly precise missile strikes targeting senior officials, including political leaders, military commanders, and nuclear experts. This raises critical questions about intelligence capabilities: how are such precise locations identified? Are coordinates being provided from within, or is advanced surveillance technology—such as satellite-based identification—being employed? The notion that high-ranking individuals would remain in easily targetable locations challenges conventional assumptions and invites further scrutiny.
Despite assertions that Iran has been militarily neutralized, it continues to demonstrate operational capacity. Iranian forces have reportedly launched missile strikes against U.S. bases in neighboring countries, as well as targeting energy infrastructure across the Gulf region—including Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Oman, and even areas as far as Cyprus—while also threatening or disrupting traffic through the Strait of Hormuz.
This raises further strategic questions: how does Iran maintain its military capabilities under sustained attack? Where are its missile systems located? Iran’s vast territory—covering approximately 1.65 million square kilometers and home to around 90 million people—allows for dispersed and concealed defensive infrastructure, in stark contrast to geographically limited areas such as Gaza.
What types of missiles and drones does Iran possess? How effective is its air defense system? How well protected are its nuclear facilities? While President Trump has claimed that Iran’s navy and air defense systems have been destroyed, the extent of actual damage remains unclear. Is Iran receiving external military or intelligence support—potentially from Russia or other allied actors? What role, if any, do other Shia-majority states play?
These and other critical questions were addressed by Ambassador Mirko Cigler in his presentation in Slovenian, and is available in video format.

