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IRAN: MILITARY SEEKS TO MITIGATE COVID-19 THREAT TO 
READINESS 
 
Summary: 
Iran was one of the first countries with reports of widespread infection of the novel coronavirus 
(COVID-19) following China’s initial reporting. The virus impacted life in the Islamic Republic 
dramatically, most notably during the months of March and April. Like the general population, 
the military saw a significant reduction in activity on and around military facilities. The security 
apparatus within the country, however, sought to mitigate impacts to overall military readiness 
by assuming increased infection risk to maintain operations and by flexing asymmetric 
strengths such as its online presence and proxies abroad. In recent weeks, both civilian and 
military activity across Iran has increased gradually, and it is possible a return to higher states 
of readiness could lead to a higher threat of provocative action by Iranian forces. 
 
BLUF: 

o Iran saw >90% drop in civilian activity 
during parts of March and April  

o Iranian military activity continued at 
higher rates than the overall 
population during peak of COVID 
outbreak  

o Security forces relied on traditional 
strengths of online activity and use of 
proxies  

o As overall activity and military 
readiness increase, possibility for 
provocative activity increases  

 
Overall Impact of Virus:  
Iran suffered one of the earliest and deadliest outbreaks of COVID-19. Data from Johns 
Hopkins University indicate the virus is responsible for 6,685 deaths as of 11 May 2020. The 
National Council of Resistance of Iran (a coalition comprised of different Iranian dissident 
groups) reports the number could be as high as 40,000, which would give Iran the second 
highest absolute death toll in the world. Even with trustworthy data, fatalities only paint part of 
the larger picture. An analysis of over 140,000 Persian-language posts on social media sites 
and blogs since February 2020 reveals coronavirus has been the overwhelming topic of 
conversations (see word-cloud right), and posts about the virus accounted for over 10% of all 
traffic on one popular online forum. In order to better judge the impact on Iran’s population, 
Babel Street examined the activity at Tehran’s Grand Bazaar. Commercial telemetry data 
(CTD) shows a steep drop in mobile devices at the Bazaar—normally one of Tehran’s busiest 
areas. Activity in March and April 2020 was down 70-80% compared to the same period in 
2019. From 20 March 2020 through 17 April 2020, overall activity around the Grand Bazaar 
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was down 92% of normal 
March/April activity. This four-
week stretch likely marked the 
peak of COVID-19 within Iran, or 
at least was the time the 
government was taking the most 
restrictive measures to slow the 
virus’ spread. 

Copy to go here 
Impact on the Military:  
Assessing COVID-19’s impact 
on the Iranian military readiness 
presents a greater challenge 
than examining the impact to 
Iran’s society writ large. The military has continued many visible operations, particularly air and 
naval operations, but observing such activities offers only limited insight into the overall state of 
Iranian military readiness. In order to better understand the operational status of Iran’s forces, 
Babel Street conducted a year-on-year comparison of four-week periods at multiple military 
facilities in Bushehr and Bandar Abbas. CTD from these sites indicates the military was 
conscious of the opposing needs to both promote safety within the military while also 
maintaining a sufficient operational tempo to ensure national security objectives. March and 
April activity levels at these military facilities were between 30%-50% of the same period in 
2019, but unlike the example from Tehran Grand Bazaar, activity never appears to have fallen 
below 25% of 2019 levels, even during peak COVID countermeasures from 20 March to 17 
April. These numbers strongly suggest national security leadership’s willingness to assume 
more risk to forces in order to maintain warfighting capabilities.  
While data show the military has reduced manning and operations in light of COVID-19, other 
indications point to Iran continuing to rely on its traditional asymmetric strengths such as online 
cyber operations and the use of proxies to maintain regional influence during this period of 
crisis. Accounts linked to the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) continued to post 
throughout the height of the virus outbreak, and Iranian-backed Houthi operations have 
continued unabated in war-torn Yemen. Iranian leadership likely views web-based information 
campaigns and proxy wars as effective levers of power that can be used safely in a time of 
social distancing. Babel Street has also observed an increase in IRGC-linked web traffic 
connected to specific U.S. and allied targets or aimed at inciting violence. Such activity 
represents relatively low risk operations for the Regime.  
 
Return to Normalcy? 
Commercially available data point to increased activity throughout Iran since 17 April—both at 
military facilities and in public places like the Tehran Grand Bazaar. In the two weeks prior to 
11 May, activity at military locations in Bushehr and Bandar Abbas equaled or surpassed 
activity levels for all of April. While this points to at least a partial return to normal life 
throughout Iran, activity levels remain well below those observed during the same period in 
2019. The effects of COVID-19 will continue to impact Iran’s security policy for months to 
come. Military leaders will likely continue to rely on established techniques such as cyber 
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operations and supporting regional proxies to maximize influence while protecting Iranian 
forces from both COVID-19 and possible foreign retaliation. Indeed, IRGC-link web activity has 
spiked in recent weeks (see chart below). Additionally, if leaders in Tehran believe they are 
now on the downslope of the coronavirus infection curve and the threat from the virus is 
waning, it is possible Iran will increase provocative actions as military readiness levels return 
closer to historic norms. Such activities could occur over the next several weeks while the 
world continues to battle COVID-19; although the recent friendly-fire incident involving the 
Iranian Navy may temper operations in the immediate future. 
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