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Despite attempted clari-
fication by Vice Admiral 

Gosgriff, however, ques-
tions remain about ex-

actly what happened. 
Clearly there are differ-

ent versions. 

"Unduly provocative" was the 

term used by Vice Admiral Kevin 

J. Cosgriff, who commands U.S. 

Naval Forces Central Command, 

to characterize the incident that 

just took place between the Is-

lamic Revolution's Guard Corps 

and the US Navy. In what was 

identified as an “encounter,” 

Admiral Gosgriff insisted, “the 

U.S. ships were clearly marked, 

at daylight, decent visibility” and 

“the behavior of the Iranian 

ships was…unnecessary, without 

due regard for safety of naviga-

tion and unduly provocative in 

the sense of the aggregate of 

their maneuvers, the radio call 

and the dropping of objects in 

the water.”    

 

Despite attempted clarification 

by Vice Admiral Gosgriff, howev-

er, questions remain about ex-

actly what happened. Clearly 

there are different versions. 

 

The Iranian Foreign Ministry 

spokesman portrayed the en-

counter as a routine interaction 

which passed as the Americans 

identified themselves while Fars 

News quoted an unidentified 

source from IRGC's Navy as 

saying that the three American 

ships were contacted by Iranian 

vessels "as usual" to identify 

themselves and, after they did, 

continued their path. 

 

The American versions of the 

encounter, however, involve 

much more. According to Pen-

tagon spokesman, Bryan Whit-

man, "three U.S. ships had 

been in international waters 

passing through the Strait of 

Hormuz on Sunday when they 

were approached by five fast 

boats, at least some of which 

were visibly armed.  "Iranian 

vessels apparently made "some 

aggressive maneuvers against 

our vessels and indicated some 

hostile intent." According to 
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Whitman "the speed of the Ira-

nian boats and their distance 

from the U.S. Navy vessels 

demonstrated potentially hos-

tile intent. Bridge-to-bridge ra-

dio communications between 

the Iranian vessels and the 

U.S. Navy ships reinforced this 

impression." 

 

On record, Pentagon initially 

stayed mum about the content 

of the communication but an 

anonymous official told CNN the 

U.S. Navy received a radio 

transmission that "officials be-

lieve came from the Iranian 

boats." The transmission said, 

"I am coming at you. You will 

explode in a couple of mi-

nutes." CNN further reported 

that when the U.S. ships heard 

that radio transmission, they 

took up their gun positions and 

officers were "in the process" of 

giving the order to fire when 

the Iranians abruptly turned 

away. CNN goes on to say, "Af-

ter the radio transmission, one 

of the Iranian boats dropped 

white boxes into the water in 

front of the U.S. ships." 
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A variation of the sequence of 

events was relayed by Vice 

Admiral Cosgriff who said that 

after five boats approached the 

U.S. formation and “maneu-

vered aggressively” in the di-

rection of the U.S. ships, "U.S. 

captains called on the radio and 

sounded the ships' horns to 

warn the Iranians off.” It was 

apparently after this initial con-

tact that the U.S. ships “re-

ceived a radio call that was 

threatening to our ships to the 

effect that they were closing 

our ships and that the U.S. 

ships would explode."  

 

The various American versions 

suggest that the speed and 

short distance as well as 

threatening communication de-

noted hostile intent or harass-

ment. In this context, it is ra-

ther strange that there has 

been so little clarification about 

who contacted who first and 

when the verbal threat was 

voiced. There is also a bit of 

variation about the exact words 

used in the threatening com-

munication and whether there 

was a possibility of miscommu-

nication.  

 

Finally, although Vice Admiral 

Cosgriff suggested that the 

American forces adequately fol-

lowed procedures, no explana-

tion was given about why, with 

the Iranians dropping unidenti-

fied white boxes into the water 

at close range, the U.S. vessels 

did to fire on those objects with 

small arms once they floated 

away from the Iranian vessels. 

After all, these white boxes 

could have been dangerous. 

 

These questions are important 

because if a verbal threat did 

actually occur, this is a big deal 

that goes well beyond harass-

ment. As such it cannot simply 

be attributed to the actions of a 

local IRGC commander who 

was acting on his own. The Ira-

nian military, in its regular and 

guards wings, is simply too 

centralized to allow for such 

provocative moves without di-

rection from the top. If a com-

munication to which the US 

Navy reacted was indeed re-

ceived, we are either talking 

about a case of miscommunica-

tion (leading to a genuine mis-

take, misunderstanding or 

overreaction on the part of US 

Navy) or an outright provoca-

tion on the Iranian part, the 

order for which must have 

come from the top perhaps to 

make a point prior to George 

Bush's visit to the Middle East 

that Iran can make trouble for 

the US forces if it wishes to. 

 

At the same time, while the 

possibility of centrally ordered 

provocation cannot be ruled 

out, neither can the likelihood 

voiced by some in the Iranian 

media that, given the big noise 

made about the encounter and 

the Iranian reckless behavior in 

the US as well as Arab media, 

that the Bush Administration is 

essentially trying to highlight 

the Iranian threat right before 

George Bush's trip to the region 

which according to most ob-

servers has as one of its objec-

tives the cementing of a coali-

tion against Iran. 

 

No matter which of the possibil-

ities (misunderstanding, Iranian 

provocation, the Bush Adminis-

tration capitalizing on a rela-

tively routine encounter) are 

entertained, the fact remains 

that the described sequence of 

events leaves many questions 

unanswered about the extent of 

the threat or harassment faced 

by the US Navy.  The only thing 

certain is the continued volatili-

ty of the conditions present in 

the Persian Gulf and the real 

potential for routine encounters 

between American and Iranian 

forces turning into something 

bigger and uglier. 

 

Dr. Farideh Farhi is an indepen-

dent researcher and an adjunct 

professor of political science at 

the University of Hawai’i-
Manoa. 
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No matter which of the 
possibil-ities (misun-

derstanding, Iranian 
provocation, the Bush 

Administration capita-
lizing on a relatively 

routine encounter) are 

entertained, the fact 
remains that the de-

scribed sequence of 
events leaves many 

questions unanswered 
about the extent of the 

threat or harassment 
faced by the US Navy.   


