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Issue: The question of dealing with the Iran Hostage Crisis – April 1980 

Student Officer: Zoe Walsh, Leylim Calisir, Viola Schacht 

 

Introduction 

This year’s Historic Security Council will be dealing with the issue of the Iran Hostage Cri-

sis. Beginning with the storming of the US embassy in Tehran in early November 1979, the crisis 

endured for a period of 444 days, much to the world’s surprise. Although the hostages were not 

severely mistreated, their captivity caused great uproar and incredulity which was exacerbated by 

the US media. Iran’s unresponsive attitude to US-initiated negotiation attempts only further esca-

lated the situation.  

When the hostages were finally released on January 20th, 1981, after several unsuccessful 

military operations, it was a moment of joy and relief for people all around the world. The crisis had 

been resolved, but at the cost of the possibility of civil and diplomatic relations between the two 

main belligerents, Iran and the US.  

As the council will be held in April 1980, shortly after the failure of a US rescue operation, 

we will be looking for possible attempts to resolve the issue in a more efficient and civil manner, so 

as not to endanger the good international relations between member states, which we believe to 

be an essential element of the spirit of the United Nations.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Hostage 

A hostage is a political prisoner held against his or her will, and can be used as leverage to 

achieve a goal by the capturing party. 

Reza Shah Pahlavi 

The Shah that ruled Iran after the Prime Minister Muhammad Mossadegh was overthrown 

in August 1953. His regime was often linked to a brutal and oppressive dictatorship. 

Operation TP-Ajax 

A coup d’état staged by the American CIA and the British Intelligence Service with the aim 



Elephant Model United Nations 2018 | 6th – 8th of June 2018 

 Research Report | Page 2 of 6 

of overthrowing Prime Minister Mossadegh in order to strengthen the monarchical rule of 

Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi. 

Operation Eagle Claw 

A military rescue mission designed by the US military in April 1980. The attempt to free the 

hostages held in the US embassy in Tehran failed, however, due to a desert sandstorm. 

 

Background Information 

 Iranian - US relations were already tense before the Hostage Crisis. The conflicting mind-

set is said to have had its roots in the problem of oil. For the major part of the twentieth century, a 

British company known as the “Anglo - Iranian Oil Company” owned Iran’s oil and thus Britain 

profited from this lucrative arrangement. In 1951 however, Iranian Prime Minister Mohammad 

Mossadegh announced his plan to nationalize Iran’s oil industry, much to the discontent of the 

Western powers, who sought to replace him with a leader who acted in their interest. A coup was 

staged by Western powers in August 1953, and the pro-Western Mohammad Reza Pahlavi re-

placed Mossadegh. The so-called Shah’s regime was oppressive and relied on the force of 

SAVAK, the secret police, to maintain law and order. Furthermore, the Shah spent billions of dol-

lars on American weapons whilst Iranian economy suffered.  

In the 1970s, people turned to the radical cleric Ayatollah Khomeini, who had spent 14 

years in exile. Khomeini offered them hope by promising a break from Western influence in the 

country, thus reinvigorating Iranian national pride. Having thus lost popular support, the Shah was 

forced to flee the country in 1979, and his regime was replaced by Khomeini’s militant Islamist 

government. After great discrepancy the Shah was accepted for cancer treatment in the US on 

October 22, which further fuelled Iranians’ anger and contributed to the conspiracy theory that 

there would be a repeat of the 1953 Western-staged coup.  

The crisis begins  

 On November 4th, 1979, pro- Khomeini students stormed the US embassy in Tehran, tak-

ing 66 people hostage. Thirteen hostages were released shortly after, these being predominantly 

African Americans, and a further hostage was also released due to medical issues. However, 52 

remained and were held hostage for 444 days.  

The initial US reaction to the situation was the conviction that it would not endure for very 

long, as believed by the US Special Commanding Committee, which first met on November 5th. 

Therefore, the USA was surprised by Khomeini’s endorsement of the crisis, which was unprece-

dented and complicated the hostages’ rescue. During November and December 1979, President 
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Jimmy Carter repeatedly tried to negotiate with Khomeini about the hostages’ release, but to no 

avail. Also, measures such as freezing Iranian deposits in US banks and ordering the suspension 

of the import of Iranian oil had no effect on the situation.  

Having had no success with diplomatic means, Carter resorted to a military undertaking, 

Operation Eagle Claw, in April 1980. However, this ultimately failed due to poor coordination and 

the novelty of such an operation. To make matters worse, eight servicemen died during the opera-

tion. A second rescue attempt was made by the Carter administration in October 1980, which also 

failed.  

Carter’s inability to resolve the issue did not foster him in the 1980 presidential election 

campaign, and after having won the election in November 1980, Ronald Reagan was inaugurated 

on January 20, 1981. On the same day, the hostages were finally released to US personnel.  

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

The Islamic Republic of Iran  

 The Iranian population, being discontent with the history of previous diplomatic interference 

into their government, strived for more autonomy in their own country. Thus, they happily accepted 

Ayatollah Khomeini as the leader of Iranian Islamic Revolution which aimed to overthrow the Pah-

lavi dynasty and break free from Western influences. 

The United States of America  

After Mossadegh’s election, American corporations feared for their control over Iranian pe-

troleum reserves and invented a secret plan to overthrow Mossadegh. After President Carter al-

lowed the Shah to enter the US, anti-American sentiments exploded among Iranians, who were 

already angered by American interference in their government’s autonomy. 

The United Kingdom 

 Like the US, the UK, too, thought their control over the oil industry in danger. Thus, they 

allied with the USA and aided them in their plan to replace Mossadegh with a leader who was in 

favour with Western interests. 

 

Timeline of Events  

Date Description of event 
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April 28th, 1951 Election of Muhammad Mossadegh as Iranian prime minister 

August 19th, 1953 Operation TP-Ajax 

October 22nd, 1979 President Carter allows the Shah to enter the US for cancer treatment 

November 4th, 1979 Pro-Ayatollah students seize hostages at the US embassy in Tehran 

November 5th, 1979 
Iranian government cancels military treaties which would permit US or Sovi-

et military intervention 

November 12th, 1979 
Iranian Foreign minister reports that the hostages will be released if the US 

dispatches the Shah back to Iran 

November 14th, 1979 Iranian bank accounts in the US are frozen 

November 29th, 1979 Iran is sued to The Hague International Court 

April 7th, 1980 The US cuts all diplomatic ties and puts Iran under economic embargo 

April 24th, 1980 Operation Eagle Claw 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

� United Nations Security Council Resolution 457, 4 December 1979 (S/RES/457) 

� United Nations Security Council Resolution 461, 31 December 1979 (S/RES/461) 

� The Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations, 18 April 1961 

� The Vienna Convention on Consular Relations, 24 April 1963 

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

 On November 7th, 1979 US President Jimmy Carter sent former Attorney General Ramsey 

Clark and Senate Intelligence Committee staff director William Miller to Iran to negotiate the re-

lease of the hostages. However, Ayatollah Khomeini refused to meet with them. Following this fail-

ure of negotiations, President Carter ordered all Iranian assets in US banks frozen on November 

14th, 1979.  

On January 28th, 1980 six American embassy employees, who had avoided capture and 

had hidden in the homes of Canadian Embassy officers, fled Iran with the help of the FBI. On April 

7th President Carter cut diplomatic ties with Iran, announcing further sanctions and ordering all 

Iranian diplomats to leave the United States. 
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On December 4th, 1979, the United Nations Security Council unanimously passed Resolu-

tion 457. After expressing concern at the level of tensions between Iran and the United States as a 

potential threat to international security, the Council called upon Iran to immediately release all the 

hostages held at the American embassy in Tehran and allow them to leave the country. The reso-

lution reminded all member states to respect the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations and 

Vienna Convention on Consular Relations and called on both countries to settle the disputes be-

tween them and exercise utmost restraint in the prevailing situation. 

At the end of the month, the UN Security Council adopted another resolution (461), re-

calling Resolution 457 and condemning Iranian continuance of holding American hostages. The 

Council also cited the International Court of Justice order to immediately release the hostages 

without any exceptions. 

The resolution was adopted by 11 votes to none, while Bangladesh, Czechoslovakia, Ku-

wait and the Soviet Union abstained from voting. 

 

Possible Solutions  

 The biggest challenge in solving the hostage crisis will be to prevent further escalation be-

tween the USA and Iran whilst ensuring the hostages’ safety. Other nations are required to medi-

ate between the two nations and create an atmosphere which enables the two parties to find a 

peaceful solution which ultimately leads to the release of the hostages. Such dialogue and negotia-

tions could, for example, be supervised by the UN or a nation whose relationship with both states 

can be considered helpful in bringing them to a consensus. 

Also, ways of preventing military escalation should be found. These should favourably be 

found by all UNSC member states together without any state restraining implementing the 

measures which will be agreed on. The USA and Iran must both be reminded of possible impacts 

of their actions on international relations and on world peace. Iran’s attention must be drawn to the 

mistreatment of foreign diplomats and the disobeying of the Convention on Diplomatic Relations 

and the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations. 
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