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T 

he landmark nuclear 
agreement between Iran 
and US-led world powers, 
which raised expectations 
that nearly four decades 

of hostility between the Islamic 
Republic and the United States was 
coming to an end, has been plunged 
into jeopardy over a swelling dis-
pute over Iran’s ballistic missile pro-
gramme.

The United States was reportedly 
planning to levy new sanctions on 
Iranian companies and individuals 
after Tehran test-fired missiles on 
October 10th and November 21st.

Those launches did not violate 
last July’s ground-breaking agree-
ment, under which crippling in-
ternational economic sanctions 
imposed on Iran would be lifted in 
return for Tehran curtailing its con-
tentious nuclear programme. The 
tests, however, were a breach of UN 
Security Council Resolution 1929, 
passed in 2010, that banned Iran 
from testing ballistic missiles that 
could one day carry nuclear war-
heads.

The tests indicate that Iran still 
seeks to develop at least intermedi-
ate-range missiles, suggesting that 
hardliners in Tehran are looking to 
strengthen Iran’s strategic deter-
rence as it engages in a string of 
proxy wars across the Middle East 
and to develop more powerful mis-
siles, possibly as first-strike weap-
ons, despite the prospect of rap-
prochement with the West that the 
July 14th agreement held out.

Iran already has the largest mis-
sile armoury in the Middle East 
and has long made clear it is deter-
mined to become a long-range mis-
sile power to rival Israel, the only 
Middle Eastern state with a ballistic 
force and nuclear arms.

This was pressed home on Octo-
ber 14th, days after the Emad medi-
um-range missile test-firing, when 
Iranian state television showed a 
vast tunnel network inside a moun-
tain with what appeared to be 
Ghadr ballistic missiles mounted on 
mobile launchers. This was said to 
be one of several secret installations 
built by the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) across Iran.

It is not clear how far the brewing 
missile dispute could affect the nu-
clear agreement but other elements 
are also coming into play that are 
raising hackles on both sides and 
could wreck the fragile efforts to 
improve US-Iranian relations.

Tehran is angry about a new US 
anti-terrorism measure, enacted by 
US President Barack Obama on De-
cember 18th, that restricts visa-free 
travel for people who have visited 
Iran, Iraq, Syria or Sudan since 2010.

For its part, the United States ac-
cused IRGC naval units of carrying 

out “highly provocative” rocket 
tests on December 26th near the 
aircraft carrier USS Harry S. Truman 
and vessels it was escorting through 
the Strait of Hormuz, the narrow 
gateway in and out of the Gulf.

Tehran denied that and accused 
the United States of waging “psy-
chological warfare” against Iran.

The missile dispute hardened af-
ter UN experts ruled on December 
11th that Iran’s October 10th test-
firing, the first of the medium-range 
Emad ballistic missile, violated UN 
sanctions. It remains unclear what, 
if any, action the Security Council 
will take.

The new sanctions reportedly 
being prepared by the US Treas-
ury would target 12 companies and 
individuals in Iran, including two 
commercial networks that operate 
in Hong Kong and the United Arab 
Emirates to provide special materi-
als to develop long-range missiles.

Tehran argues that the planned 
US sanctions are illegal and it has 
been backed by Russia and China, 
two of the states that signed the 
July 14th nuclear agreement. Iran 
argues that the proposed sanctions 
violate the Vienna pact.

On December 31st, the Obama ad-
ministration apparently decided to 
delay the sanctions.

That may have been to head off 
a collision with Iran as the sanc-
tions would have blocked US busi-
nesses from moving into the Iranian 
market once the Vienna deal takes 
effect, although there was no indi-
cation this was the reason for the 
postponement.

The same day, Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani ordered Defence 

Minister Hossein Dehqan to ex-
pand Iran’s missile programme in 
response to Washington’s “hostile 
policies and illegal and illegitimate 
meddling against Iran’s right to de-
velop its defensive power”.

That was seen as a direct chal-
lenge to the United States. Dehqan 
declared: “Iran’s missile capabilities 
have never been the subject of ne-
gotiations with the Americans and 
never will be.”

Major-General Mohsen Rezaei, a 
former IRGC commander and cur-
rently secretary of the powerful 
28-member Expediency Council 
that advises Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei, urged Dehqan to accel-
erate the development of missiles 
with a range of 5,000km, which he 
said would put US targets within 
Tehran’s reach.

“Iran’s missiles can already hit 
any part of the Middle East, includ-
ing Israel,” observed missile spe-
cialist Michael Elleman of London’s 
International Institute for Strategic 
Studies.

But he stressed that Iran is “likely 
to face difficulties if it decides to 
develop a ‘second generation’ inter-
mediate-range missiles of 4,000km 
to 5,000km using solid-fuel tech-
nology… There is little reason to be-
lieve that the Islamic Republic could 
field such a missile before 2018.”
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A 

s Iran’s clerical lead-
ership strives to turn 
the country into the 
paramount state in the 
Middle East, Supreme 

Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
has been increasing the powers of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), giving it primacy 
over the intelligence establish-
ment and internal security to an 
unprecedented degree.

Add this to the IRGC’s military 
supremacy over the regular armed 
forces and its control of the nuclear 
and ballistic missile programmes, 
its growing economic clout and its 
emerging influence as the cutting 
edge of Tehran’s expansionist for-
eign policy and it is clear the corps 
has become the regime’s — and 
Khamenei’s — enforcer.

This many-tentacled organisa-
tion is answerable only to Khame-
nei, who as supreme leader is 
elected by regime insiders and is 
the ultimate power in Iran, leaving 
the president, elected by popular 
vote, with little real authority.

The current president, Hassan 
Rohani, who seeks to liberalise Ira-
nian politics and society and who 
was the driving force behind the 
landmark July 14th nuclear agree-
ment with US-led global powers 
that he hopes will achieve that 
aim, is in Khamenei’s cross hairs 
— as witness a recent round-up of 
reformists, intellectuals and others 
by the IRGC’s intelligence branch 
that is widely seen as shot across 
Rohani’s bow.

The IRGC was formed by Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini in May 
1980 as the ideologically sound 
praetorian guard of the clerical re-
gime that would eschew politics. 
However, since Khamenei became 
supreme leader in 1989, following 
Khomeini’s death, it has become 

highly politicised.
Khamenei has steadily consoli-

dated the power of the supreme 
leader and his plans were acceler-
ated in 1997 with the election of a 
reformist president, Mohammad 
Khatami, whom he saw as a dire 
threat to the Islamic regime.

The IRGC’s Intelligence Organi-

sation (IRGC-IO) is Khamenei’s se-
cret weapon and one he has sharp-
ened since he established it in 1997 
after Khatami was elected in a 
landslide victory and took control 
of the Ministry of Intelligence and 
Security (MOIS), a cabinet agency.

The IRGC-IO was intended to 
supplant the MOIS and soon after 

the Guards’ intelligence wing was 
up and running, Khamenei used it 
to crush student uprisings in 1999, 
the first real eruption of open de-
fiance against an increasingly re-
pressive regime.

But a countrywide wave of 
protests by dissidents after the 
disputed June 2009 presidential 
elections, widely seen as rigged 
by the regime to defeat reformist 
Mir-Hossein Mousavi and give the 
hard-line incumbent Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad a second term, con-
vinced Khamenei that the greatest 
threat the regime faces is internal 
dissent.

He ordered a major reorganisa-
tion of the security services after 
the upheaval, during which thou-
sands of reformists were rounded 
up. Hundreds were killed. Many 
were reportedly tortured. Others 
were put on trial for corruption, 
widely seen as a state ploy to dis-
credit the reformist movement.

The IRGC-IO was given wider se-
curity powers and these have con-
tinued to grow, to the point where 
the corps now effectively controls 
domestic security while the au-
thority of the civilian-led MOIS has 
been reduced.

American analyst Geneive Abdo 
said at the time that Khamenei’s 
appointments gave “hardliners un-
precedented powers. The appoin-
tees included some of the most 
feared and brutal men in Iran, im-
plying that the IRGC will become 
an even stronger anti-democratic 
tool in the state’s hands and mak-
ing any… dissent from its ranks far 
more unlikely.”

Among those men was Kha-
manei’s close confidant, Hoj-
jatoleslam Hossein Taeb, who 
became director of the IRGC-IO. 
Taeb, a middle-ranking cleric, had 
been Khamenei’s student during 
the 1978-79 Islamic revolution, 
was deputy head of MOIS counter-
intelligence in 1989-97 and head of 
the Basij, the regime’s sprawling 
paramilitary force, in 2008-09.

During his time at the MOIS, 
Taeb, 52, became notorious as one 
of the regime’s harshest interroga-
tors. The US Treasury Department 
blacklisted him in 2010 for human 
rights abuses. The European Union 
followed suit the following year 
because “forces under his com-
mand participated in mass beat-
ings, murders and detentions and 
tortures of peaceful protesters”.

Khamenei’s continued empow-
erment of the IRGC-IO “will result 
in continued intimidation of Irani-
ans who support domestic reforms 
and improved relations with the 
West,” observed Nima Gerami of 
the National Defense University.

“In such a political climate, the 
intensity of the IRGC-IO’s activi-
ties send a strong message that the 
conservative camp will wield blunt 
force to resist attempts at moder-
ating the Islamic Republic,” she 
wrote in a November 25th analysis 
for the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy.

“The fate of the IRGC is linked 
with the fate of the Iranian the-
ocracy,” observed Udit Banerjea 
of John Hopkins University in an 
Autumn 2015 Journal of Strategic 
Study analysis.

“Internal dissent remains the 
IRGC’s greatest threat and the dan-
ger of a Green revolution coming 
to pass in full is ever-present. The 
IRGC was able to mobilise the Basij 
to disrupt the movement in 2009 
but as social media and other po-
tentially socially disruptive tech-
nologies continue to evolve… it 
may be more difficult to contain it 
the next time.”

As Iran elections loom, Khamenei unleashes the Guards
Ed Blanche

An Iranian woman walks past a poster of Iran’s Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in Tehran, last November.
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