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A 

little more than a month 
after Iran’s agreement 
with US-led global pow-
ers to curtail its nuclear 
programme, the Islamic 

Republic unveiled a short-range 
ballistic missile, known as the 
Fateh-313 (Conqueror) that can re-
putedly hit targets at a range of 500 
kilometres with pinpoint accuracy.

The August 22nd event, on the 
occasion of Defence Industry Day, 
was a blunt reminder by Tehran 
that, although the Vienna agree-
ment maintains for another eight 
years an international ban on pro-
viding Iran with ballistic missile 
technology that could help it de-
velop nuclear warheads, the Islam-
ic Republic is pressing ahead with 
what has become a vast missile de-
velopment programme that is a vi-
tal element of its military strategy.

Tehran insists that the technolo-
gy ban only pertains to the develop-
ment of missiles designed to carry 
nuclear warheads and, because it 
maintains that it has no such pro-
gramme, the ban therefore does not 
apply to developing new weapons.

“We will buy, sell and develop 
any weapons we need and we will 
not ask for permission or abide by 
any resolution for that,” Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani, who was 
a driving force behind the landmark 
Vienna agreement, declared at the 
Fateh-313 unveiling.

That echoed a similarly defiant 
position taken by Ali Akbar Velay-
ati, senior foreign affairs adviser to 
Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, on July 21st on Khame-
nei’s official website.

Iran has the largest arsenal of bal-
listic missiles in the Middle East, 
eclipsing Israel’s force of nuclear-
capable Jericho weapons with a 
range of 5,000 kilometres. This is 
believed to include 50-100 Jericho 
IIBs and an unknown number of 
Jericho III missiles that have been 
operational since January 2008.

On March 8th, Iranian Defence 
Minister Brigadier-General Hossein 
Dehqan displayed a new long-range 
land attack cruise missile, the Sou-
mar, built by the Aerospace Indus-
tries Organisation.

The ground-launched missile 
is named after a city destroyed in 
the 1980-88 war with Iraq, during 
which Saddam Hussein’s missiles 
pulverised Tehran and the infant 
Islamic Republic’s western cities 
while the Iranians had no weap-
ons to even the score, an event that 
hastened Iran’s agreement to a UN 
ceasefire in a war Saddam started.

The memory of Iran’s helpless-
ness in the “war of the cities”, the 
world’s first missile inter-city bat-
tle, has long been a highly emotive 
factor in Iran’s drive to become a 
missile power.

The Soumar has a reported 
range of 2,500 kilometres, enough 
to reach Israel. Western security 
sources say that could be extended 
to 3,000 kilometres if conformal 
fuel tanks were fitted.

This drive to build up a massive 
array of short-, medium- and long-
range missiles capable of devas-
tating broadsides against the Arab 
monarchies of the Gulf, US forces 
deployed in the region and Israel 
1,200 kilometres to the west is the 
core of Iran’s strategic strike capa-

bility and its defence policy.
The Islamic Revolutionary 

Guards Corps controls not only the 
missile force but the vast defence 
industry Iran has built up since 
the 1979 revolution to overcome 
international arms embargoes that 
prevented it from buying weapons 
from the West. It has not prevented 
arms sales by Russia and China.

Iran’s conventional forces — its 
regular army, the air force and navy 
— are largely in poor shape, armed 
with outdated weapons systems 
and low on the priorities when it 
comes to funding. That may be 
changing because of the expected 
windfall that Tehran expects from 
the lifting of economic sanctions as 
part of the July 14th deal — as much 
as $150 billion by some estimates.

Russia is already lining up for 
some big defence sales that could 
dramatically enhance Iranian con-
ventional forces’ capabilities. Mos-
cow is expected to say soon wheth-
er it will deliver advanced S-300 
air-defence missile systems to Iran 
under a 2007 contract put on hold 
because of Western — and Israeli — 
opposition.

Dehqan said on August 22nd that 
the S-300 deal will be completed by 
end of 2015. If that’s correct, deliv-
ery of the system will be a quantum 
leap for Iran in terms of improving 
its air-defence system, particu-
larly to protect its nuclear facilities 
against Israeli or US air or missile 
attacks.

That, at a stroke, would change 
the strategic equation in the region 
in Iran’s favour.

But there’s more. There are re-

ports Tehran wants to buy up to 
250 Sukhoi Su-30 fighter-bombers 
or 150 Chinese J-10 fighters to re-
place pretty much the entire strike 
element of its largely obsolete air 
force, and to acquire at least 20 
Ilyushin Il-78 Midas aerial tankers 
that greatly expand the range of 
its strike capabilities — possibly in 
terms of hitting Israel from the air, 

a concept so far considered beyond 
reach.

None of these reports have been 
verified and they may be part of the 
psychological war everyone plays 
in the region. But they do reflect 
the concerns that Iran’s military 
is eying a new era of operational 
capability that it once could only 
dream of.
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From Russia with Love. Sukhoi Su-30SM Flanker-C fighters and 
Su-35S Super-Flanker fighters fly over Red Square during the 
Victory Day military parade in Moscow in May 2015.
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ranian President Hassan Ro-
hani won the war, so to speak, 
but risks losing the peace. He 
managed to reach an interna-
tional diplomatic solution in 

the confrontation over Iran’s nu-
clear programme but he’s under 
severe political pressure in Teh-
ran.

That pressure increases by the 
day as the Islamic Republic pre-
pares for the February 25, 2016, 
elections to the Islamic Consul-
tative Assembly, Iran’s 290-seat 
parliament; and the Assembly of 
Experts, the 86-member body of 
clerics that will decide who is to 
succeed Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
as supreme leader.

With the June 14th Vienna 
agreement secured and crippling 
economic sanctions on Iran to be 
lifted in exchange for curtailing 
its nuclear project, Khamenei no 
longer needs Rohani, who oversaw 
more than two years of thorny ne-
gotiations with the United States 
and world powers and has thus 
outlived his usefulness to the su-
preme leader.

Rohani naturally sees things dif-
ferently and is fighting back. This 
has forced Khamenei to give Roha-
ni’s political enemies, in particular 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), a free hand to attack 
the president.

This raises a more fundamental 
issue as the outcome will greatly 
influence Iran’s future: Should the 
IRGC be forbidden to participate in 
politics or should it act as a politi-
cal party?

The latest chapter of this strug-

gle began when Rohani, attending 
a cabinet meeting on August 19th, 
warned the watchdog Council of 
Guardians against politicised vet-
ting of candidates for the parlia-
mentary elections.

“The honourable Guardian 
Council is a supervisory body and 
not an executive body,” Rohani 
said. “All are equal in the eyes of 
the government… and we do not 
have executive bodies that can ap-
prove candidates of a certain fac-
tion while disqualifying another.”

His comments clearly reflected 

his concerns about the Guardian 
Council disqualifying parliamen-
tary candidates who support him.

The next day, Major-General 
Mohammad Ali Jafari, the com-
mander of the Revolutionary 
Guards, told Fars news agency 
he condemned “statements that 
weaken the Guardian Council… 
Such statements weaken the effec-
tive pillars of the revolution such 
as the Guardian Council and harm 
solidarity.”

Jafari did not make a direct ref-
erence to the president but his 
target was not lost on Rohani sup-
porters, who rushed to the presi-
dent’s defence.

Parliament member Ali Motahari 
published an open letter in which 
he reminded Jafari of the politi-
cal testament of Grand Ayatol-
lah Ruhollah Khomeini, founder 

of the Islamic Republic, in which 
the armed forces were prohibited 
from intervening in politics.

“Intervention of the Guards in 
the realm of politics and elections 
is not in the interest of the state, 
the armed forces or the Islamic 
Revolution since it will lead to fac-
tionalism within the Guards,” Mo-
tahari concluded.

His response provoked a new 
round of attacks from the IRGC, 
the most powerful military force 
in Iran and which has amassed 
vast economic holdings.

Abdollah Ganji, chief editor of 
Javan, an unofficial IRGC mouth-
piece, hit back at Motahari, adding 
another dimension to the dispute. 
“Attacking the Guards, the Guard-
ian Council, the judiciary, the 
Intelligence Ministry, the law en-
forcement forces and the like is… a 
carbon copy of the [Western] plots 
to overthrow the Soviet Union.”

Ganji concluded that the IRGC is 
not a “classical military” formation 
and had a different mission than 
the regular army, whose primary 
mission is safeguarding Iran’s ter-
ritorial integrity. The IRGC was 
created by Khomeini in 1980 to be 
the ideologically pure protectors 
of the Islamic revolution.

By August 25th, it was clear Ro-
hani was losing the debate. Aya-
tollah Sadeq Larijani, head of the 
judiciary, called the president’s 
speech “suitable for commoners” 
and “the words of someone unfa-
miliar with the law” — a particu-
larly offensive stab at Rohani, who 
is a highly qualified lawyer.

Mohammad-Hossein Moqimi, 
the deputy Interior minister, also 
pulled no punches. “One must 
block the path of the traitors and 
the counter-revolutionaries in the 
election,” he said. 

“This is the legal duty of the 
Guardian Council.”

Rohani, unlike president Mo-
hammad Khatami, his reform-
ist predecessor, has a combative 
character and will fight to the bit-
ter end to secure the candidacy of 
his supporters in the parliamen-
tary polling.

So will his mentor, Ayatollah Ak-
bar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who, in 
spite of his son Mehdi being jailed 
in Tehran’s notorious Evin prison 
for embezzlement, is waging a po-
litical war against Khamenei and 
has announced his candidacy for 
the Assembly of Experts.

Rohani is also backed by Hassan 
Khomeini, grandson of the late 
ayatollah, who recently declared 
he “would not shy away from pub-
lic responsibility” if he is needed 
“to serve the people and the revo-
lution”.

The intensifying struggle for 
power in Iran signals uneasy times 
for a regime at odds with itself, 
the Iranian electorate and the en-
tire region. Remarkably, the ne-
gotiated solution to Iran’s nuclear 
programme has simply fuelled the 
factionalism and the struggle for 
power as the country stumbles to-
wards a new era.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran 
and the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps. He is a senior 
fellow at the Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies in 
Washington.
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Iranian President Hassan Rohani (C) arrives to attend a session of 
Iran’s Assembly of Experts, on September 1, 2015 in Tehran.
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