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Task Force Iron Gate: Can Washington
Seal Iran’s Land Lifelines, and What
Does It Mean for Pakistan?

The establishment of Task Force Iron Gate
by the United States Central Command
(CENTCOM) marks a significant expansion
of Washington’s pressure campaign against
Iran. Having attempted to cripple Tehran’s
economic and military capabilities through
maritime restrictions, sanctions and military
strikes, the Trump administration is now
turningits attentionto Iran’s land borders and
alternative supply networks. The initiative
raises an important question: can the United
States actually isolate Iran by restricting its
land-based commercial and military supply
routes? More importantly, what could be the
consequences for Pakistan, which shares a
long and sensitive border with Iran?

Announced on 7 November 2026, Task Force
Iron Gate is a relatively small CENTCOM unit
comprising approximately 20 civilian and
military personnel, based in Tampa, Florida.
Its stated mandate is to monitor, detect and
disrupt the movement of advanced weapons
systems, dual-use technologies, sanctioned
materials and illicit financial flows across
Iran’s land borders and the Caspian Sea.

The initiative is intended to complement the
American naval blockade, which CENTCOM
claims has prevented Iran from exporting
more than $25 billion worth of crude
oil. Washington believes that Tehran has
continued to replenish its military inventory
and acquire sensitive technologies through
alternative channels despite maritime
restrictions.

A Reuters’ investigation has reported an
extensive procurement network through
which Iran has imported at least $2 billion
worth  of  military-related  equipment,
explosives and heavy-duty vehicles since
January 2025.2 These supplies reportedly
moved through the Caspian Sea from Russia,
overland through Central Asia and by air from
China.

The geographical scope of Iron Gate is
particularly significant for Pakistan. A
CENTCOM  graphic, accompanying the
announcement, identifies Iran’s bordering
countries, which include Pakistan,
Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, Turkiye, and
others.® This does not mean that Pakistan has
agreed to participate in the initiative or that
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American troops are being deployed along its
borders. CENTCOM has described Iron Gate
as an internal coordinating mechanism rather
than a new military deployment.

There are compelling reasons to question
whether this initiative can achieve its
ambitious objectives.

® Iran is not an isolated geographical entity.

It shares extensive land connections with
several countries, including Turkmenistan,
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Turkiye, Iraq,
Armenia and Azerbaijan. Russia is only
separated by the Caspian Sea in its
north. Its access to the Caspian Sea also
provides an alternative logistical corridor.
Closing one route will inevitably increase
the importance of others. Effective
enforcement would require cooperation
from several sovereign states, something
Washington cannot simply assume.

The initiative appears to rely heavily on
intelligence sharing, financial tracking,
sanctions enforcement and coordination

between American government
departments. A 20-member team can
coordinate intelligence and identify
procurement networks, but it cannot

physically police thousands of kilometers
of international borders. Nor can it
independently prevent commercial traffic
from entering Iran.

Russia and China are important
considerations. Moscow has strategic
reasons to maintain its relationship with
Tehran, while Beijing has substantial
economic and energy interests in the
region. Neither country is likely to accept
Washington’s efforts to dictate the terms of
its commercial and strategic engagement
with Iran. Iran may also exploit informal
trading networks, intermediary companies,
cash transactions and alternative payment
mechanisms to circumvent restrictions.

Iran has demonstrated considerable
resilience under decades of sanctions.
Its military-industrial  establishment
has developed domestic manufacturing

capabilities, particularly in missiles,
drones and other asymmetric warfare
technologies.  Although access to
sophisticated components may be
restricted, Iron Gate is unlikely, by itself,
to eliminate Iran’s ability to sustain its
defense infrastructure.

There is also a fundamental strategic
problem. Economic pressure does
not necessarily translate into political
capitulation. On the contrary, external
pressure can strengthen nationalist
sentiment, consolidate the ruling
establishment and encourage a greater
reliance on asymmetric capabilities.
Iran’s leadership may regard further
concessions under American pressure as
an invitation to additional demands.

Iron Gate could, therefore, make Iranian
procurement more expensive, complicated
and risky. It may disrupt particular supply
networks and improve American intelligence
coverage. However, completely sealing Iran’s
land-based supply routes would be a far
more difficult undertaking.

For Pakistan, Iron Gate presents a delicate
diplomatic, economic and security challenge.
Islamabad must be careful not to become
an unwitting participant in an American
strategy designed to economically isolate its
western neighbor.

1. Pressure on Pakistan-Iran Relations

Pakistan shares an approximately
900-kilometre international border with
Iran. The two countries have longstanding
economic, cultural, religious and security
connections. Despite occasional tensions,
both have an interest in maintaining
stability along their common frontier.

Any American attempt to monitor or
disrupt commercial traffic entering Iran
could place Pakistan in an uncomfortable
position. Islamabad may face pressure to
scrutinize cross-border trade, financial
transactions and the movement of
goods. Even without a formal American
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demand, Pakistani financial institutions
and commercial operators may become
more cautious about dealing with Iranian
counterparts because of concerns about
secondary sanctions.

Pakistan must not allow its bilateral
relationship with Iran to become collateral
damage in Washington’s confrontation
with Tehran.

. Economic and Energy Considerations

Pakistan has considerable economic
interestsin maintaining normalcommercial
relations with Iran. Border markets, food
supplies, petroleum products and other
essential commodities sustain livelihoods
in Balochistan. Restrictions on legitimate
trade could adversely affect border
communities already struggling with
unemployment and underdevelopment.

The energy dimension is equally important.
Pakistan has long considered Iranian
gas an attractive option for addressing
its energy requirements. Although the
proposed Iran-Pakistan gas pipeline has
remained stalled, the project continues
to represent an important element of
Pakistan’s potential energy diversification.

StricterenforcementofAmerican sanctions
would make progress on this project even
more difficult. Pakistan cannot afford to
ignore its energy requirements simply
because of geopolitical considerations,
but neither can it disregard the financial
consequences of violating applicable
international sanctions.

. Security Implications for Balochistan

Perhaps the most immediate concern
is the security situation in Balochistan.
Increased  scrutiny of cross-border
movements, trade routes and financial
transactions could disrupt local economic
activity. If legitimate trade is curtailed
without providing alternative economic
opportunities, smuggling and informal
commercial networks could become more
attractive.

Task Force

There is also a risk that an escalation
between Washington and Tehran could
spill over into the border region. Iran has
repeatedly demonstrated its willingness
to respond to perceived security threats,
while Pakistan has its own concerns
about militant activity and cross-border
instability.

Islamabad should therefore avoid any
arrangement that could make Pakistani
territory, airspace or infrastructure appear
to be part of an American containment
strategy against Iran.

The Diplomatic Balancing Act

Pakistan has an interest in maintaining
constructive relations with both
Washington and Tehran. Its relationship

with the United States is important
for economic, diplomatic and security
reasons, while Iran is an immediate

neighbor with whom peaceful coexistence
is indispensable.

Pakistan should communicate clearly
to Washington that it supports efforts
to prevent the proliferation of weapons
and illicit financial activities but cannot
accept unilateral restrictions on legitimate
bilateral trade. Any cooperation on border
security must be based on Pakistani law,
sovereign decision-making and mutually
agreed arrangements.

Islamabad should also encourage regional
diplomacy involving China, Saudi Arabia,
Turkiye and the Gulf states. These
countries have considerable influence
and a direct interest in preventing another
round of military confrontation.

Iron Gate is essentially an

attempt to extend economic warfare into

the geographical space surrounding

It

Iran.

reflects Washington’s recognition that

maritime restrictions alone cannotcompletely
sever Tehran’s external supply networks.

However, the strategy has inherent limitations.
Iran’s geographical depth, domestic defence

capabilities,

established procurement
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networks and relationships with Russia
and China make comprehensive isolation
extremely difficult. Moreover, the initiative’s
effectiveness will depend on the willingness
of neighboring countries to cooperate,
something that cannot be taken for granted.

There is a danger that Washington may
mistake economic disruption for strategic
success. Even if Iron Gate succeeds in making
Iran’s procurement more difficult, it may
simultaneously encourage Tehran to deepen
its military cooperation with Russia and China,
accelerate indigenous weapons production
and expand asymmetric capabilities.

For Pakistan, the overriding priority must be
to protect its sovereignty, economic interests
and regional security. Islamabad should
neither facilitate sanctions evasion nor
become an instrument of American coercive
diplomacy.Itshouldinsistonacleardistinction

between legitimate commercial exchanges
and prohibited military procurement.

Ultimately, the objective should not be to
make Iran economically unviable but to
bring it back to a negotiated framework that
addresses nuclear proliferation, regional
security and freedom of navigation. Qatar’s
recent diplomatic efforts to secure aworkable
agreement rather than pursue a perfect
settlement offer a more sensible direction.

Iron Gate may partially tighten the economic
screws on Tehran, but it is unlikely to close
every gate through which Iran can sustain
itself. Its greatest unintended consequence
could be to widen regional tensions and draw
neighboring countries, particularly Pakistan,
into an increasingly difficult geopolitical
contest. Islamabad must ensure that it does
not become a casualty of a strategy over
which it has little control.
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