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ran’s ballistic missile arsenal, 
the largest in the Middle East 
and the Islamic Republic’s most 
potent conventional threat, re-
mains largely untouched by 

the July 14th nuclear deal and could 
well grow larger and deadlier de-
spite the ongoing UN ban on selling 
missile technology to Tehran.

That sends shivers of concern 
through the Arab monarchies of the 
Gulf, which are the most vulnerable 
to any Iranian aggression and are 
locked in an escalating confronta-
tion with the Islamic Republic at a 
time when the United States is scal-
ing down its military presence in 
the region.

Saudi Arabia and the other five 
members of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) are already acquir-
ing US-made anti-missile systems 
in a belated effort to build up long-
neglected air defence networks.

The agreement between Iran and 
the P5+1 global powers — Britain, 
China, France, Russia, the United 
States and Germany — is thus pro-
viding a bonanza to the US defence 
industry — increasingly reliant on 
export orders to compensate for 
stringent cuts in US military pro-
curement — as well as weapons 
makers in France, Britain and else-
where.

The expected weapons boom 
will centre largely on counter-mis-
sile systems such as Lockheed Mar-
tin’s Patriot system, which made 
its combat debut against Iraqi Scud 
missiles during the 1990-91 Gulf 

War, and Lockheed’s Terminal High 
Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) sys-
tem.

Iran’s missile inventory and 
Tehran’s immense effort to boost 
these capabilities was a key issue 
throughout the lengthy negotia-
tions in Lausanne, Switzerland, and 
Vienna, Austria’s capital, in recent 
months.

A framework agreement reached 
in Lausanne in April largely left 
Iran’s ballistic capabilities un-
touched because Tehran had stead-
fastly refused to include its ambi-
tious missile programme in the 
negotiations.

The final deal concluded a UN 
ban of selling missile technology 
to Iran would run for another eight 
years. But that embargo has been 
constantly breached by the vast, 
largely clandestine, procurement 
network that Iran has operated, 
primarily in the United States and 
Europe, for many years, and may 
well continue while the embargo 
remains.

In the early stages of the nuclear 
negotiations, the Americans said 
that “every issue”, including Iran’s 
missiles, would be discussed. But 
with the United States well out of 
range of Iranian ballistic weapons, 
in February 2014, Under Secretary 
of State for Political Affairs Wendy 
Sherman said: “If we’re successful 
in assuring ourselves and the world 
community that Iran cannot ob-
tain a nuclear weapons,” then that 
“makes delivery systems… almost 
irrelevant”.

Iran’s missile programme is con-
trolled by the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps, which has acquired 
great political and economic influ-
ence over the last couple of dec-
ades. The 120,000-strong corps, 
the most powerful military force in 
Iran, has made little effort to mask 
its opposition to the diplomacy that 
produced the July 14th deal.

Fox News, the conservative US 
cable news and radio network, re-
ported on July 12th that, even as 

nuclear negotiations in Vienna were 
being wrapped up, Iran was contin-
uing to seek missile technology in 
Germany, a key target for Iran’s un-
dercover procurement operatives 
over the years.

Fox quoted a source in Germany’s 
security service as saying, “Despite 
the talks to end Iran’s programme, 
Iran did not make an about-turn.”

There was no verification from 
Western monitoring bodies but 
Iran’s covert procurement operation 
has apparently been able to sustain 
Tehran’s missile programme.

Israeli and Western intelligence 
services say this is aimed at devel-
oping an inter-continental ballistic 
missile, even though in June 2011 
Tehran announced it was placing a 
cap on the range of its missiles to 
2,000 kilometres, enough to reach 
Israel but not Western Europe.

Michael Eisenstadt, who heads 
military and security studies at the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy, observed on July 6th that 
Iran’s steady build-up of its con-
ventional ballistic missile strength, 
non-stop development of weapons 
with longer ranges and its alleged 
drive to build a nuclear warhead 
“highlight the need for a UN Secu-
rity Council resolution (as called for 
in the Lausanne parameters) that 
would impose limitations on Iran’s 
missile research and development 
work and threaten real consequenc-
es for those who assist Iran’s missile 
programme.

“Tehran has built this massive 
inventory so that it can saturate 
and thereby overwhelm enemy 
missile defences,” Eisenstadt not-
ed. “Many of Iran’s missiles are 
mounted on mobile launchers and 

a growing number are based in silo 
fields mainly in the northwest and 
towards the frontier with Iraq. This 
mix of launch options is likely in-
tended to impede pre-emptive en-
emy targeting of its missile force.

“The resources invested in this 
effort are unprecedented for a con-
ventionally armed force, which in-
dicates that at least some of these 

missiles would likely be nuclear-
armed if Iran eventually goes that 
route.”
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The Iran problem after the nuclear deal

T
he deal has been done. 
After years of talking 
to Iran, both in the 
open and in secret, the 
international commu-
nity, represented by 

the permanent members of the 
UN Security Council plus Ger-
many (P5+1), have agreed with 
Tehran to a comprehensive 

agreement to halt Iran’s develop-
ment of nuclear weapons. This 
agreement includes what many 
have described as the most 
rigorous inspection regime the 
world has ever seen, lasting more 
than ten years.

While there is jubilation in 
foreign ministries from Berlin to 
Washington, and relief in Beijing 
and Moscow a deal has been done, 
there is deep concern in Arab 
capitals.

First the good news. It is clear 
that the Iranian government has 
decided to turn away from the 
self-imposed economic isolation 
caused by its push for a large 
nuclear weapons programme and 
decided that its future rests with 
working within the international 
system.

The sanctions imposed by the 
international community worked. 
They brought Tehran to the 
negotiating table and the P5+1 

worked hard to maintain 
consensus to force Iran to give up 
its nuclear programme.

The deal itself achieves an 
intrusive inspection regime (some 
of which last many years longer); 
and at least a one-year break-out 
capability even if Tehran decided 
in the meantime to build a nuclear 
weapon, this is up from months, if 
not weeks, right now. Even if Iran 
decided to break the agreement 
and go for a bomb, the deal allows 
snap-back sanctions; Iran would 
be in a far worse position than it is 
now.

For Iran, the deal will allow 
Tehran to access international 
capital and markets via the pulling 
back of sanctions. It will give Iran’s 
young people access to global 
products, lifestyles and culture. 
With more than 60% of Iran’s 
population under 30, the hope is 
that with opening up Iran to the 
international community, young 
people will fundamentally change 
Iran to join more and more of the 
international norms required by 
modern nations.

But there are also major 
concerns with the deal. These fall 
into two separate areas.

One key concern surrounds the 
agreement itself. Will the 
international inspection regime 
put in place by the deal really be 
sufficient to ensure the one-year 
break out-capability and will it 
stop Iran cheating?

These are separate issues but 
both will require constant 
monitoring of the monitors to 
ensure they are doing their role 
well and ensuring that the 
one-year break-out capability is 
reached. With this, the 
international community will have 

to use all intelligence networks 
and systems to ensure that Iran is 
not cheating the inspectors and 
the deal.

Due to the past nature of the 
Iranian nuclear programme, it will 
only be over time that trust can be 
established but, in the meantime, 
Iran will have to expect 
international suspicion and even 
increased intelligence gathering.

The other problem the deal 
throws up is that of the 
geopolitical stability of the Middle 
East. Already there is deep 
suspicion in the Arab world of the 
negotiations that the P5+1, and 
specifically the United States, has 

been conducting with Tehran. The 
formal deal will heighten the 
concern.

The Arab world is feeling the 
direct impact of Tehran’s policy in 
the Middle East, from the militias 
it supports in Iraq — burning and 
pillaging their way through Sunni 
tribal communities to the 
propping up of the Syrian dictator 
Bashar Assad and his barrel bomb 
attacks on his own population, to 
supporting terrorist networks 
across the region and world.

Many in the region believe that 
the nuclear deal will allow Tehran 
to expand its present actions and 
may even mean Western support 
of these policies. The loosening of 
UN sanctions on conventional 
weapons within the next eight 
years is an unwelcome sign. This 
may force Arab nations to actions 
that the West would not support, 
leading to greater global 
instability.

These issues are not 
insurmountable; time will see if 
the nuclear agreement can be fully 
implemented and that the key 
concerns of the deal can be 
mitigated.

In the meantime, the P5+1, and 
specifically the United States, will 
need to work hard to reassure Arab 
capitals that the deal will not stop 
the world countering all the other 
problems that Tehran causes 
around the world, for the next task 
will be for the West to work 
together to ensure that Iran stops 
its malign actions and fully rejoins 
the community of responsible 
nations.
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