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Washington

W
hile persuading Iranian 
negotiators to accept 
the July 14th Vienna 
Agreement, and per-
haps in an attempt to 

entice Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) not to oppose 
the controversial nuclear deal, the 
European Union has decided to lift 
sanctions imposed on key figures in 
the powerful organisation and bod-
ies linked to it.

This is scheduled to happen on the 
so-called Transition Day, when it will 
be determined whether Tehran has 
lived up to its obligations under the 
landmark agreement.

 The European Union will delist 
the IRGC leaders and companies eight 
years after the implementation of 
the nuclear deal, which, barring 
unforeseen circumstances, should 
occur within the next three  months.

Apart from a handful of current 
and former IRGC commanders who 
will be delisted on Transition Day, 
the European Union will also lift 
sanctions on the financial, engineer-
ing, construction, energy and trans-
portation arms of the vast business 
empire the Guards have built up over 
the years through power and privi-
lege.

The EU delisting of the IRGC’s 
financial, engineering, construction, 
energy and transport sector arms is 
bound to have serious con-
sequences: The European 
Union in practice will be 
helping to perpetuate the 
IRGC’s dominance of Iran’s 
economy but also implicitly accepts 
the corps’ access to cash generated 
by its economic fronts and tolerates 
IRGC financing of terrorism and arm-
ing proxies and allies in the Middle 
East region and beyond.

The European Union’s approach 
is also likely to have important con-
sequences for the IRGC’s position 
in Iran’s economy and its ability to 
extend support to proxies and allies 
but those considerations do not seem 
to have prevented the European 
Union making those concessions.

In the financial sector, the Euro-
pean Union will delist the IRGC Co-
operative Foundation, its subsidiary 
Ansar Bank, and Mehr Bank, which 
is a subsidiary of the Basij Coopera-
tive Foundation. 

Established as a non-profit organ-
isation under the umbrella of the 
IRGC in 1986, the Guards’ Co-oper-
ative Foundation was meant to pro-
vide interest-free loans to active duty 
members and veterans of the IRGC 
and the Basij militia that it controls. 

However, since the end of the war 
with Iraq in 1988, IRGC Co-operative 
Foundation and its fronts and  
subsidiaries have become major 
players on Tehran Stock Exchange. 

On September 27, 2009, front com-
panies of the Co-operative Founda-
tion purchased more than 50 %  of 
the shares of Iran Telecommunica-

tions in the largest trade in the his-
tory of the Tehran Stock Exchange, 
valued at around $8 billion. 

The deal was completed only after 
the IRGC disqualified and intimidated 
Pishgaman-e Kavir-e Yazd, the only 
genuine private-sector competitor, 
from participating in the bidding 
process. 

Ansar Bank, previously known as 
Ansar al-Mujahideen Interest-Free 
Credit Institute, also started as a 
micro-bank providing services to 
IRGC and Basij members but now 
has 600 branches across Iran. Six 
million Iranians have savings accounts 
with it.

Mehr Bank was previously known 
under the names Mehr Finance and 
Credit Institute and Interest Free 
Bank of the Basij Members. Mehr 
Bank is itself a part of the Mehr-e 
Eqtesad-e Iranian Investment Com-
pany, another major shareholder on 
the Tehran Stock Exchange.

Doubtless, EU delisting of the 
Guards’ financial arms in eight years’ 
time will enable the corps to engage 
in economic activities and financial 

transactions in Europe, including 
terror financing that provoked the 
United States to impose sanctions 
against those same companies in the 
first place, through its vast and often 
murky web of business enterprises 
that dominate so much of the Iranian 
economy.

On Transition Day, the European 
Union will also remove sanctions 
against the IRGC’s Khatam al-Anbia 
Construction Base, the largest con-
tractor in Iran, and its host of sub-
sidiaries. These include the Ghorb 
Karbala Construction Base, Sahel 
Consultant Engineers, Sepanir Oil 
and Gas Engineering Company, Iran 
Marine Industrial Company and Fater 
Engineering Institute.

In 2007 and later designations, the 
US Treasury identified Khatam al-
Anbia and its subsidiaries as engi-
neering arms of the Guards Corps 
“that the IRGC uses to generate income 
and fund its operations.” The Treas-
ury also assessed the profit generated 
by Khatam al-Anbia and its offshoots 
financed the “IRGC’s illicit activities, 
including weapons of mass destruc-

tion proliferation and support for 
terrorism”.

It is unclear on what grounds the 
EU believes that Khatam al-Anbia 
will not continue those activities 
after Transition Day eight years from 
now.

The European Union is also delist-
ing an airline, Pouya Air, also known 
as Yas Air, which the US Treasury 
designated in 2012 for “acting for or 
on behalf of the IRGC-QF for trans-
porting illicit cargo, including weap-
ons, to Iran’s clients in the Levant”, 
and the major port operating firm 
Tidewater Middle East Company, 
which the US Treasury sanctioned 
in 2011 because it is owned by the 
IRGC and for allegedly engaging in 
illicit weapons shipments.

Again, the European Union seems 
to ignore the risk of these entities 
engaging in similar activities after 
the eight-year period.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran 
and the IRGC. He is a senior fellow 
at the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies in Washington.
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A 

n Amnesty International 
report on a “staggering” 
increase in the number 
of executions in Iran may 
be further ammunition 

for those in the US Congress and 
elsewhere attacking Tehran’s nucle-
ar agreement with the P5+1. How, it 
asks, can a country executing three 
people a day “with complete disre-
gard for the basic safeguards of due 
process” be trusted to stick to a dip-
lomatic agreement?

According to Amnesty, which 
opposes capital punishment, Iran 
executed 694 people from January 
1st through July 15th, while thou-
sands wait on death row. Execu-
tions in Iran are usually by hanging. 
The most grisly is the occasional 
practice of hanging people in public 
from cranes. Strangulation can take 
up to ten minutes.

The toll of 694, above the official 
246, is disputed by Iran. In May, For-
eign Ministry spokeswoman Mar-
zieh Afkham rejected as a “down-
right lie… without any source” an 
earlier report, from UN Special 
Rapporteur Christof Heyns, claim-
ing 340 executions from January 
through April. The United Nations 
put the 2014 total at 753, the highest 
for 12 years.

Some impute a political motive 
for increasing executions. In 2014, 
Ryan Costello and Trita Parsi argued 
in the journal Foreign Affairs that it 
reflected a desire among “hardlin-
ers” to undermine Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani by luring him into 
a political battle that he could not 
win, over human rights.

In reality, the situation is more 
complex.

First, while Sadeq Larijani, the 

judiciary chief, is a political player 
(and an ambitious, clever man), 
Iran’s legal system is decentralised 
and factional.

Second, most executions are 
linked to drugs. Iran may execute as 
many traffickers as China, despite 
a population 6% as big. In 2014, In-
terior Minister Abdolreza Rahmani 
Fazli said drug smugglers numbered 
80% of those executed, while Harm 
Reduction International, a non-gov-
ernmental organisation (NGO), has 

confirmed drug offenders are the 
“large majority”.

Iran is not alone in adopting dra-
conian punishments in a “war on 
drugs”. Saudi Arabia beheads smug-
glers of cannabis, a drug whose use 
is decriminalised in much of Europe 
and four US states. In Indonesia, the 
world’s most populous Muslim na-
tion, a military firing squad execut-
ed eight convicted drug offenders 
in April. To Iran’s immediate east 
is Afghanistan, whose opium har-
vests produce 80% of global heroin, 
according to the Foundation for a 
Drug-Free World.

 Output jumped after the Octo-
ber 2001 US invasion overthrew 
the Taliban, which had been co-
operating with the United Nations 

against poppy cultivation. In recent 
years, the Taliban has preferred to 
raise “taxes” on opium to fill its war 
chest. The 2014 harvest was a re-
cord, according to the UN Office on 
Drugs and Crime in Kabul.

Iran is a transit route and has also 
seen growing use. Fazli said last 
year that 1.3 million Iranians, from 
a population of 78 million, were 
addicts of some kind. Seizures in-
cluded meth, heroin and cocaine 
but opium accounted for 77%. Fa-
zli defended executing smugglers 
because “generally, they are armed 
and violent people who have even 
committed rape”.

To curb smuggling, Iran has built 
security fences along the Afghan 
and Pakistani borders. Smugglers, 

often with heavier weapons than 
AK47s, are prepared to battle se-
curity forces. In 2010, Janne Bjerre 
Christensen, a Danish anthropolo-
gist, suggested 3,500 Iranian police 
officers had been killed fighting 
smugglers since 1979, a total that 
did not include customs officers 
and soldiers.

Anecdotally, most Iranians sup-
port tough action against crime, 
especially murder. The case against 
capital punishment is rarely aired, 
especially as many clerics regard it 
as mandatory for certain crimes.

One campaigner against capital 
punishment, Emadeddin Baghi, 
has met this head on. He told me 
in 2007 in Tehran that verse 178 of 
the Quran’s Baqarah sura envisaged 
“punishment as a way to guarantee 
social stability” and therefore “a life 
sentence can have a better effect”.

A theology student turned jour-
nalist, Baghi set up an NGO, the As-
sociation for the Right to Life, but 
his book Right to Life, published in 
Farsi and Arabic in 2008 and 2009, 
was banned and he was imprisoned 
for some months. Baghi, who pre-
viously campaigned for prisoners’ 
rights, has consistently argued that 
Iran suffers not so much from “au-
thoritarian government” as “the 
lack of a strong civil society”.

This is a hard argument to make 
anywhere over drugs. In the West, 
many governments have found that 
encouraging NGOs, and giving ad-
dicts access to clean needles and 
heroin substitutes, is more effective 
than severe punishment. Such an 
approach in Iran seems a long way 
off.
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for murdering a former intelligence officer, during a candle vigil in her memory in Islamabad on 
October 31, 2014.
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