
16 January 22, 2016

News & Analysis Iran 
Iran deal implemented, new sanctions imposed

Washington

I 

n a rare Sunday morning tel-
evised address, US President 
Barack Obama on January 17th 
hailed the progress his admin-
istration made in reducing 

tensions with Iran. The day be-
fore, the International Atomic En-
ergy Agency (IAEA) declared that 
Iran had taken the required steps 
under the deal negotiated with 
world powers over its nuclear pro-
gramme. As a result, a multitude 
of economic sanctions the interna-
tional community had imposed on 
Iran were lifted.

Obama also announced the re-
lease of five Americans who, he 
said, were “unjustly” held in Iran. 
In exchange, Washington released 
six Iranian-Americans and one 
Iranian national being held and 
awaiting trial in the United States.

Finally, the president announced 
that the two countries had reached 
an agreement to settle a major claim 
Iran had against the United States 
involving money that the late shah’s 
government paid the United States 
for weapons that were never deliv-
ered because the Islamic revolution 

intervened. The United States is to 
repay the funds, with interest.

“This is a good day,” Obama said 
when he stepped up to the podium 
to begin his address touting these 
diplomatic accomplishments.

But he left one additional bit of 
news for the end of his 15-minute 
speech: The United States will be 
imposing new sanctions on Iran in 
response to a ballistic missile test 
the Islamic Republic conducted in 
October that breached a UN resolu-
tion prohibiting it from developing 
missiles that could potentially de-
liver nuclear warheads.

The new sanctions target 11 indi-
viduals and entities the Obama ad-
ministration claims were involved 
in procurement on behalf of Iran’s 
ballistic missile programme. Many 
in Washington had expected the 
sanctions to be imposed but admin-
istration sources say that they were 
delayed to ensure that the nuclear 
agreement and prisoner exchange 
took place.

One of the sanctioned entities is 
UAE-based Mabrooka Trading Com-
pany. According to the US Treasury 
Department’s Office of Foreign Asset 
Controls (OFAC) — the government 
office that imposes and monitors 
compliance with economic sanc-
tions — named the company be-
cause Mabrooka “and its China- and 
UAE-based network that have been 
involved in procuring goods for 
Iran’s ballistic missile programme”. 
According to OFAC, “This network 
obfuscated the end user of sensitive 
goods for missile proliferation by us-

ing front companies in third coun-
tries to deceive foreign suppliers.”

Another UAE-based company, 
Candid General Trading, as well 
as a Hong Kong-based firm, Anhui 
Land Group, also were sanctioned. 
Both were suppliers to Mabrooka 
Trading Company. OFAC addition-
ally imposed sanctions on Mabroo-
ka Chief Executive Officer Hossein 
Pournaghshband and on one Chi-
nese and five Iranian nationals.

In announcing the sanctions, 
Adam J. Szubin, acting undersec-
retary for terrorism and financial 
intelligence, said: “Iran’s ballistic 
missile programme poses a signifi-
cant threat to regional and global 
security and it will continue to be 
subject to international sanctions.”

Szubin added that the nuclear 
agreement does not bring an end 
to US scrutiny of Iranian behaviour: 
“We have consistently made clear 
that the United States will vigor-
ously press sanctions against Ira-
nian activities outside of the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action — in-
cluding those related to Iran’s sup-
port for terrorism, regional destabi-
lisation, human rights abuses and 
ballistic missile programme.”

Not surprisingly, Iran was not 

happy with the new sanctions. The 
Iranian Foreign Ministry issued a 
statement saying: “The Islamic Re-
public will respond to these aggra-
vating and propagandistic meas-
ures by pursuing its legal missile 
programme stronger than before 
and developing its defensive capa-
bilities.”

Insisting that Iran’s missile pro-
gramme is designed only for con-

ventional payloads, Foreign Min-
istry spokesman Hossein Jaberi 
Ansari said: “US sanctions against 
Iran’s ballistic missile programme… 
have no legal or moral legitimacy”.
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T
he vetting of 
candidates by 
Iran’s constitu-
tional watchdog 
ahead of the 
February 26th 
elections for 
parliament and the 

Assembly of Experts will be a 
guide to the make-up of those 
institutions that could shape the 
future of the Islamic Republic, a 
leading Iran expert told The Arab 
Weekly in an interview.

The vote for the Experts 
Assembly is particularly significant, 
said Farideh Farhi, a lecturer at the 
University of Hawaii. This is not 
just because the 88 clerics elected 
may during their eight-year term 
exercise the assembly’s sole real 
function and choose a successor to 
76-year-old Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
as supreme leader.

The conduct of the election is 
equally as important, she said, 
because it will shape the future of 
the post of rahbar (“leader”) and of 
the leader’s office, beyt-e rahbari.

“There is potential for this 
election to become competitive 
for the first time,” said Farhi. 
“Some older clerics who in the past 
refused to stand because of their 
disdain for vetting have hinted 
they might run this time. Some 
younger clerics will run, including 
at least one of Ayatollah [Ruhollah] 
Khomeini’s grandsons [Hassan] 
who is close to the reformist camp.”

Farhi views Khamenei as an 
“institution builder” who has 
transformed the post of leader 
from the days of Khomeini, vastly 
extending its reach in politics and 
society.

“Ayatollah Khamenei’s legacy, 
like almost all other Middle Eastern 
leaders, will be shaped more by the 
way he departs than by what he 
has done as leader,” she said. “The 
extent to which the vast institution 
he has built — beyt-e rahbari, the 
leader’s ‘abode’ — is tied to his 

person isn’t yet clear,” she said.
“If it’s too closely tied to 

him then his parting will be 
destabilising and so will not reflect 
positively on his legacy. His office 
constitutionally stands at the 
core of the Islamic Republic and 
its primary role is to assure the 
sustenance and stability of the 
Islamic Republic even at the time of 
transition.”

Hence Farhi says that an Experts 
Assembly election without undue 
vetting of candidates by the 
Guardian Council could create a 
more representative, respected 
body better placed to “negotiate 
the transition to a new leader or 
perhaps even call for a leadership 
council”.

Given his sway over the 12-man 
Guardian Council, half of whose 
members he appoints and whose 
decisions he has sometimes 
overruled, Khamenei could help. 
“If this happens,” said Farhi, “then 
the path is paved for the eventual 
selection of a new leader who is 
personally less powerful but heads 
an institution that is more secure in 
the long run.”

Hence Farhi says the conduct 
of the election is as important as 
the results and as any debate over 
the qualifications supposedly 
required in a leader — something 
recently raised by Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani, the influential former 
president — and reflecting 
the dropping in 1989 of the 
requirement for the leader to be a 
pre-eminent cleric.

Farhi further says that February’s 
elections will be a marker — in one 
direction or another — in Iran’s 
uneven and often haphazard moves 
towards representative government 
since the revolution of 1905-07.

Doubts as to the worth of Iran’s 
electoral system increased with 
the disputed 2009 presidential 
vote, when two candidates, Mir 
Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi 
Karroubi, denounced the results 
and thousands joined street 
protests. “At the most basic 
level,” said Farhi, “February’s two 
elections are important if they end 
up confirming that competitive 

electoral politics — within the 
confines of the Islamic Republic — 
have become critical in deciding 
the policy direction of the country 
as well as reshaping its balance of 
power.”

The 2009 protests were followed 
by a 2012 parliamentary vote when 
no turnout figures were announced 
after “many voters especially in 
urban areas, devastated by the 
2009 election and the violence 
that ensued, simply stayed home 
assuming predetermined results”, 
she said.

But Farhi regards the 2013 
presidential election as a turning 
point in that a 73% turnout showed 
Iranians again believed voting 
could make a difference. The 
victory of Hassan Rohani, she 
quickly wrote in an article Why 
Rohani? for the London Review 
of Books, came because “hope 
overcame cynicism”.

This sets the scene for 
February, she said: “A relatively 
high participation rate in large 
cities will confirm the perceived 
relevance of elections and, in 
effect, suggest that 2009 was an 
aberration and not the norm in 
the gradual institutionalisation of 
the electoral process as broker in 
Iran’s competitive and factionalised 
politics.”

Farhi left Iran in 1972 to study in 
the United States but has returned 
often, even during the 1980-88 
war with Iraq. She spent most 
of the 1990s in posts in Iranian 
universities and has visited 
frequently since, recently making a 
six-week trip.

Farhi’s mix of on-the-ground 
experience, academic rigour and 
political acumen have made her 
not just a perceptive analyst of 
Iran’s complex politics but one of 
the few who maintains an open 
mind. The weeks leading up to 
February 26th may determine how 
open it remains.
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Eastern affairs for 20 years and 
was chief correspondent for the 
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February’s elections will be a marker 
— in one direction or another — in 
Iran’s uneven and often haphazard 
moves.

February elections will be important ‘marker’ for Iran

Iranian former president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani registering 
for the upcoming Assembly of Experts elections.


