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T 

he landmark agreement 
between Iran and US-led 
world powers announced 
July 14th signals the end 
of a 13-year-old confron-

tation over Tehran’s nuclear pro-
gramme and possibly a more far-
reaching rapprochement between 
the Islamic Republic and “the Great 
Satan” after more than three dec-
ades of hostility.

The deal in Vienna, where offi-
cials on both sides had engaged 
in fevered and often acrimonious 
diplomacy for months, points to a 
significant shift, not necessarily for 
the better, in the geopolitical land-
scape of the Middle East at a time 
when it is gripped by unprecedent-
ed turmoil.

The agreement, hailed as a “his-
toric moment” and “a new chap-
ter of hope” by Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif, 
alarmed many in the Arab world, 
particularly in the neighbouring 
Gulf region where countries fear 
the Americans are leaving them in 
the lurch against an Iran bent on ac-
quiring nuclear weapons.

The West believes the aim of 
Iran’s nuclear programme is to de-
velop atomic weapons. Iran denies 
that but accepted to block produc-

tion of enough enriched urani-
um for at least ten years and 
provisions for wider outside 
inspections of its nuclear 
facilities, including military 
sites that have long been off-

limits.
A UN weapons embargo 

will reportedly remain 
in place for five years, 
with a ban on purchas-
ing missile technology 
staying for eight years.

Despite these limita-
tions, the agreement is not 

likely to completely assuage the 
fears of Iran’s Arab neighbours, Is-
rael or the US right.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, who sees Iran as an 
existential threat and advocates 

bombing Iran’s nuclear facilities, 
branded the deal “a bad mistake of 
historic proportions”.

Monitoring, something Tehran 
has steadfastly rejected in the past, 
will be all-important in the months 
ahead and will provide a barometer 
of Iran’s willingness to set aside a 
generation of mutual suspicion and 
fear.

On July 12th, even as the weary 
negotiators neared agreement in Vi-
enna, Fox News quoted German in-

telligence officials as saying Iranian 
agents continue to seek nuclear and 
ballistic missile technology across 
Europe, part of a global clandestine 
operation to get around UN embar-
goes.

In return for Tehran scaling back 
its nuclear programme, harsh US-
led international sanctions that 
have hurt Iran’s economy are to be 
lifted. That will put up to $100 bil-
lion in frozen assets in Tehran’s cof-
fers, with which it can resuscitate 
its economy, an immense boost for 
Iran’s clerical regime.

But Iran’s opponents argue this 
will allow Tehran to boost the wide-
ly reviled regime of Iran’s ally, Pres-
ident Bashar Assad of Syria, and 
finance extremist groups across 
the Middle East, as well as surrepti-
tiously boost Iran’s military.

US President Barack Obama ad-
mits to Iran’s possible continuation 
of its subversive activities. “Now, I 

actually believe that they’re inter-
ested in trying to operate on par-
allel levels to be able to obtain the 
benefits of international legitimacy, 
commerce, reduction of sanctions 
while still operating through prox-
ies in destructive ways around the 
region,” he told the New York Times 
on July 14th.

Indeed, the Arab Gulf states will 
not be reassured by the July 14th 
deal and the potential for conflict 
with Shia Iran will continue. Saudi 
Arabia is already engaged in a proxy 
war with pro-Iran Houthis in Yem-
en and the prospect of further tur-
moil in the region looms even more 
today.

Ed Blanche is Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs 
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.
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T 

he UN-brokered Libya dia-
logue taking place in the 
Moroccan resort of Skhi-
rat has made significant 
progress. All the delegates 

present indicated their approval of 
the latest draft agreement from UN 
Special Envoy Bernardino Leon by 
initialling it.

Present at the July 11th ceremony 
to witness that initialling — in effect 
adding their approval to the draft 
— were representatives from towns 
and cities, notably Misrata and 
Zliten, that had been on opposite 
sides of the divide, as well as of rival 
political parties, such as the Mus-
lim Brotherhood-linked Justice and 
Construction Party and the Forces 
Alliance.

The initialling has been widely 
welcomed by the international com-
munity. The Americans, the Chi-

nese and the Europeans, as well as 
regional organisations such as the 
Arab Parliament, hailed it an im-
portant step to ending the conflict 
in Libya. But one of the two main 
parties to the country’s division, the 

pro-Islamist Tripoli-based General 
National Congress did not give the 
draft its blessing. It boycotted the 
proceedings, angry at the watering-
down in the draft of the role of the 
proposed State Council, most of 

whose members would come from 
the GNC. It told Leon that it would 
not rejoin the dialogue unless he ac-
cepted its changes to the document 
and recognised itself as Libya’s le-
gitimate parliament. Leon and the 
other delegates in effect said, “No.” 
They went ahead without the GNC.

As a result, the situation is that, 

unless the GNC relents or other-
wise finds a face-saving way of re-
turning to Skhirat, the selection 
of Libya’s next prime minister and 
government will take place without 
it. It also means that if and when a 
Government of National Accord is 

selected, approved and installed, it 
will not be able to go to Tripoli. The 
militias there, many of which were 
already opposed in principle to the 
dialogue and the draft, will not per-
mit it. The move has left the GNC 
isolated and the dialogue’s aim of 
ending Libya’s divisions as far away 
from being accomplished as ever.

But for the international com-
munity it brings much closer a 
government acceptable to a wider 
spectrum of Libyan society than the 
present internationally recognised 
one of Prime Minister Abdullah al-
Thinni.

Moreover, with the international 
community’s insistence that such 
a government be formed before it 
provides support in the fight against 
terrorism, it also brings closer inter-
national backing to hit Islamic State 
forces in Libya.

Michel Cousins is editor-in-chief of 
the Libya Herald.
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US Secretary of State John Kerry leaves the stage after a group picture with foreign ministers and 
representatives from China, Iran, Britain, Germany, France and the European Union at the Vienna 
International Center in Vienna, Austria, July 14, 2015. 

Members of the internationally recognised government of Tobruk 
sign UN-brokered peace deal in Skhirat, Morocco, July 11, 2015.
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