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Iran’s ballistic missiles not part of deal
Arsenal seen as the largest and most diversified in the Middle East

Beirut

W
hile the administra-
tion of US President 
Barack Obama hails 
the landmark break-
through agreement 

to curtail Iran’s nuclear programme 
as a major triumph that will reshape 
the geopolitics of the Middle East, 
the Iranians are probably congratu-
lating themselves on a significant 
success of their own: their adamant 
refusal to allow any intrusion into 
their drive to develop the ballistic 
missiles that would be needed to 
deliver nuclear weapons.

Throughout the negotiations, a 
process that began in secret sev-
eral years ago, Iran’s missile pro-
gramme, particularly an apparent 
push to develop intercontinental 
ballistic missiles (ICBMs), has been 
a major concern for the United 
States and its allies in Europe.

Any direct ICBM threat to them is 
likely to be some way off – “2020, at 
the earliest”, according to Michael 
Elleman of the International Insti-
tute for Strategic Studies (IISS) in 
London.

But the danger is real right now 
for countries on the western shore 
of the Gulf. They are already within 
the reach of even medium-range, 
conventionally armed Iranian mis-
siles that could blast their military 
bases, oil and gas infrastructure 
and desalination plants that pro-

vide just about all their water sup-
plies.

The US administration is un-
der intense Israeli pressure to do 
something about Iran’s missile 
programme, which, in tandem 
with the nuclear project, is seen by 
the Jewish state as an existential 
threat. Public discourse on the is-
sue in Israel centres on concerns of 
cataclysmic bombardment by the 
Islamic Republic and its allies.

“Iran has the largest and most 
diverse ballistic missile arsenal in 
the Middle East. Israel has more ca-
pable ballistic missiles but fewer in 
number and type,” Elleman said.

Western and Israeli analysts es-
timate Iran has 400-plus Shahab-3 
missiles operational and a produc-
tion rate of 70 a year, under the con-
trol of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC).

The Sejjil-2 and Shahab-3 inter-
mediate-range ballistic missiles 
(IRBMs) are the most formidable 
missiles in Iran’s growing arsenal 
and the main worry of the Israelis, 
who are widely seen as being be-
hind a series of covert operations 
inside Iran to sabotage the missile 
programme in recent years.

The Sejjil-2 is the most advanced. 
It has a range of about 2,000km. 
It uses solid fuel, which means it 
requires less time to launch than 
systems using liquid fuel, like the 
Shahab-3, and thus less vulnerable 
to pre-emptive strikes by aircraft or 
other – read Israeli – ballistic mis-
siles.

The Iranians have persistently 
declined to discuss their ballistic 
programme, arguing that it has no 
nuclear dimension and will not al-
low their defence industry as a 
whole to come under scrutiny.

In April 2014, as the talks be-
tween Iran and the P5+1 (the five 
permanent members of the UN Se-

curity Council – the United States, 
China, Russia, Britain and France 
plus Germany) gained momentum, 
the US State Department’s nuclear 
negotiator, Wendy Sherman, de-
manded that Iran’s ballistic mis-
siles, particularly its IRBMs, be dis-
cussed as part of a comprehensive 
agreement.

But General Hossein Dehghan, 
the Iranian defence minister and 
a senior IRGC commander, bluntly 
refused. “Iran’s missiles are not up 
for discussion under any circum-
stances,” he declared. “Iran’s mis-
siles are our concern… We do not 
accept any intervention from any-
body on this issue.”

Other hardline commanders in 

the IRGC, the most powerful mili-
tary force in Iran and bitterly op-
posed to any move it deems would 
impede the nuclear project, have 
repeatedly reinforced that position 
since then, despite the April 2nd 
agreement to scale back Iran’s nu-
clear programme in return for eas-
ing economic sanctions.

Israel and Saudi Arabia want 
sweeping restrictions across the 
board on Tehran’s ballistic pro-
gramme, not just ICBMs which are 
the Americans’ primary focus. They 
do not trust Tehran to abide by any 
deal it makes with the P5+1. Secu-
rity analysts fear they could yet try 
to sabotage the negotiations before 
a final agreement due June 30th.

“Considering these underlying 
factors, it would be unrealistic to 
expect Iran to unilaterally stop its 
missile programme or dismantle its 
arsenal but the Iranians might still 
be encouraged or even compelled 
to undertake transparency meas-
ures and adhere to certain capping 
mechanisms,” observed Farzin Na-
dimi of the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy.

“The international emphasis… 
should be on establishing a viable 
monitoring regime for Iranian mis-
sile efforts. 
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The Islamic world’s Thirty Years War

E
ven as Iran’s Islamic 
revolutionaries were 
toppling the Shah in 
1979, at the core of their 
thinking was that their 

Shia revolution should not be 
limited to their homeland but 
expand to the entire Muslim 
world. This approach would not 
only secure Tehran’s dominance 
but would also keep the United 
States busy so it could not topple 
the new and aggressive regime.

That’s probably more true 
now than ever as the Sepah-e 
Pasdaran-e Enqelab-e Eslami, 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) or Pasdaran, casts 
long shadows over the Middle East 
from the Mediterranean to the 
Indian Ocean.

Its extraterritorial operations 
arm is tellingly named the “Quds 
Force,” invoking the immense 
religious symbolism of Jerusa-
lem in the cause of revolutionary 
expansion.

The Pasdaran is the vanguard 
of this campaign; and its slogan 
of “liberating Jerusalem” serves 
the purpose of helping Shia Iran 
transcend Islam’s sectarian divide 
and seize the mantle of leadership 
in the Muslim world.

In spite of the symbolism and 
slogans, and Iran’s energetic 
efforts to export its revolution, 

Arab, particularly Sunni, resistance 
has largely prevented the “Quds 
Force” and its clerical patrons from 
succeeding.

During the 1980-88 Gulf War, Ira-
qi nationalism trumped sectarian 
identity: the Shia constituted the 
rank and file of Saddam Hussein’s 
military and Shia religious leaders 
in Iraq kept their distance from the 
Tehran regime.

The late Hafez Assad’s regime in 
Syria masterfully played the role 
of mediator between Tehran and 
the Arab world and was certainly 
no client of Tehran’s. The major-
ity of the Shia in the Gulf region 
remained loyal citizens of their 
respective countries.

Had it not been for the civil war 
in Lebanon, the Lebanese Shia too 
may have maintained a pluralistic 
political culture rather than sub-
mitting to Hezbollah’s hegemony.

In recent years, however, the 
“Quds Force” has become the most 
influential force in the region, in 
large measure thanks to assistance 
from an unexpected quarter: the 
United States.

US-led invasions of Afghanistan 
and Iraq brought about the col-
lapse of Taliban rule and Saddam’s 
Ba’ath regime. Later, the hasty US 
military withdrawal from Iraq and 
Washington’s indecisiveness over 
Syria’s civil war emboldened Teh-
ran. This created a power vacuum, 
which the “Quds Force” and its 
highly effective commander, 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
exploited.

Soleimani has skilfully manipu-
lated the Arabs against each other, 
thereby securing a decisive role 
for himself and his elite force, 
which has become the primary 
instrument of exporting Ayatollah 
Khomeini’s revolution.

In Iraq, the “Quds Force” helped 
bring Shias to power in the post-
Ba’ath era and marginalised the 
Sunnis, while simultaneously 
undermining the US military pres-
ence by supporting Shia proxies.

Those proxies inflicted heavy 
US losses, which deterred military 
action by Washington against Teh-
ran. As Iraq’s marginalised Sunnis 
rebelled after the US pullout in 
December 2011, Tehran emerged as 
the big winner. Abandoned by the 
Americans, the Iraqi Shia had no-
where to turn for support against 
the jihadist offensive but Tehran, 
with Soleimani emerging as the 
liberator of Tikrit.

In Syria, Soleimani’s expressions 
of unreserved support for Bashar 
Assad have made the Alawite ruler 
complacent. Rather than seek 
compromise and co-existence, 
Assad brutally suppressed the 
largely Sunni civil protests 
and provoked a popular 
uprising. The regime’s 
survival now de-
pends heavily on 
the support of Iran 
and its Lebanese 
proxy, Hezbollah. 
Assad has been re-
duced to a pawn on 
Soleimani’s regional 
chessboard.

While the “Quds 
Force”’s strategy can 
easily be deciphered, 
the US strategy is 
more difficult to dis-
cern. Washington 
does not 
seem 

concerned about the “Quds 
Force”’s growing influence in the 
region and has at times provided 
air support for it in the war against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq.

Meantime, Iran’s tentative nu-
clear deal announced on April 2nd 
is likely to further boost the power 
and prestige of the “Quds Force”. 
The framework agreement allows 
Tehran to preserve its nuclear in-
frastructure and removes financial 
and economic sanctions.

The US administration’s strategy 
appears to be aimed at creating 
a new balance of power in the 
Middle East. While disentangling 
itself from the troublesome region, 
Washington hopes Iran and Saudi 
Arabia will keep each other in 
check.

But the “Quds Force”’s proxy 
warfare is spreading fast. In 
Yemen, Soleimani has opened a 
new front against Saudi Arabia, 
and the large number of Afghan 
Shia casualties in Syria indicates 
he’s looking to open yet another 
front in Afghanistan following the 
US military withdrawal there.

Absent serious efforts to con-
tain the “Quds Force”, Ayatollah 
Khomeini’s dream of exporting 
Iran’s revolution may well be real-
ised. It would intensify the rivalry 
between Iran and its Arab neigh-
bours and extending the cycle of 
sectarian violence which already 
resembles Europe’s medieval 
religious conflict, the Thirty Years 
War.
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