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A 

lmost five years into Syr-
ia’s civil war and facing 
rising combat fatalities, 
Iran is deploying more 
and more military units 

— and all from its most trusted 
military force, the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC) — into 
the charnel-house combat zone to 
secure the survival of its key Arab 
ally, Syrian President Bashar Assad.

The latest units deployed in 
Syria, to judge by a survey of Ira-
nian nationals killed in combat in 
Syria, are from the IRGC’s Saberin 
Brigade, the corps’ special forces 
group of several battalions.

Their commitment, along with 
the elite al-Quds Force, to keep As-
sad in power underlines the mili-
tary power Tehran’s Shia leader-
ship is having to deploy to save the 
quasi-Shia Assad regime.

Little is known about the Saberin 
Brigade, which as far as the out-
side world is concerned has been 
overshadowed as Tehran’s external 
spearhead by the Quds Force, Iran’s 
secretive expeditionary force that 
has played a vital role in rescuing 
Assad’s regime from collapse.

So what is the Saberin Brigade — 
the name means “Those with For-
bearance” in Farsi — and its signifi-
cance in the Syrian bloodbath?

According to Brigadier-General 
Morteza Mirian, a former com-
mander of the brigade, the Saberin 
was established in 2000 modelled 
on Britain’s famed and secretive 
Special Air Service. Major-General 
Mohammad-Ali Jafari, the IRGC’s 

current chief, served as the Saberin 
Brigade’s first commander. The 
current commander is Brigadier-
General Mohsen Karimi, appointed 
on May 15, 2012.

At the time of its establishment, 
the Saberin Brigade’s primary mis-
sion was to counter the threat from 
the Party of Free Life of Kurdistan 
(PJAK), an offshoot of the Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) of Turkey, 
which has been fighting Ankara for 
Kurdish autonomy since the mid-
1980s.

PJAK, based in the Qandil moun-
tains of eastern Iraq, has been en-
gaged in a guerrilla war with Iran 
for a decade. Several hundred 
fighters on both sides, including 
General Abbas Asemi, the IRGC’s 
commander in Qom province, and 
Brigadier-General Abbas-Ali Jansa-
ri, commander of the Isfahan Artil-
lery Corps, have been killed.

As the conflict diminished in 
mid-2012, the IRGC deployed the 
Saberin in Sistan and Baluchistan 
province where the brigade has 
battled Jaish ul-Adl, a Sunni insur-
gent group that has challenged the 
Tehran regime across the south-
eastern province that borders Pa-
kistan.

On the surface, the IRGC and the 
Saberin battalions have restored a 
measure of calm in the impover-
ished province but since the IRGC’s 
counter-insurgency strategy solely 
relies on use of force and lacks a 
social dimension for improving 
the living conditions of the local 
population, Sistan and Baluchistan 
province is in a state of emergency. 
This nurtures further grievances 
among the local Sunni population 
against Tehran.

To judge by these actions, the 
Saberin Brigade seems to be oper-
ating on Iran’s increasingly restive 
borders which are largely populat-
ed by non-Shias.

The distinction between the bri-
gade and the Quds Force thus may 
be blurring because of the Syrian 
war.

There have been no reliable re-

ports on Saberin operations in 
Syria since Tehran consistently 
denies there are any IRGC person-
nel there. But a study of reports on 
funeral services in Iran for Iranian 
nationals killed in Syria, sheds light 
on the brigade’s activities.

On February 14, 2015, Abbas 
Abdollahi, a Saberin Brigade offic-
er from East Azerbaijan province, 
was reportedly killed in Kafr Nasij 
village in the Deraa governorate 
of southern Syria. He was Saber-
in’s first combat fatality in Syria. 
Since then, the brigade has lost at 
the very least ten other personnel 
there.

Colonel Farhad Hassounizadeh, 
another senior Saberin officer, 
was killed in southern Syria. The 

more recent deaths seem to have 
occurred in the suburbs of the 
northern city of Aleppo, a key bat-
tleground since 2013 with Syrian 
regime forces holding half of the 
war-battered city and rebels the 
other. It is widely understood that 
what transpires in Aleppo may de-
cide the outcome of the conflict.

The death of several Saberin Bri-
gade members on the same day 
and same geographic location as 
IRGC members from the same Ira-
nian province further indicates 
that the Saberin forces have been 
incorporated into the IRGC struc-
ture in Syria.

With the limited information 
available about this special forces 
brigade, it’s difficult to assess the 

significance of their contribution 
to the overall IRGC war effort in 
Syria. But the mere fact that Saber-
in is deployed there is a sign that 
the IRGC is moving from being the 
Tehran regime’s praetorian guard 
to becoming one big Quds Force, 
operating beyond Iran’s borders.

This is happening at a time 
when Tehran is stepping up its 
expansionist strategy, particularly 
against Saudi Arabia, to establish 
itself as the region’s paramount 
power.

In the current state of tension 
between the kingdom, which sees 
itself as the guardian of the world’s 
Sunni Muslims, and Iran, the su-
perpower of the minority Shia sect, 
this is a worrisome development.
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A 2015 file picture shows Iranian soldiers carrying the coffin of Amin Karimi, a member of Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps who was killed in Syria.
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Struggling against the logic of John Kerry

P
erhaps it was the high 
altitude and the crisp, 
clear, invigorating 
Swiss mountain air 
that went to US 
Secretary of State 

John Kerry’s head and loosened 
his tongue at the World Eco-
nomic Forum in Davos on 
January 21st.

In any case, Kerry delivered 
appallingly frank comments to 
the CNBC cable news outlet and 
to his travelling press entourage 
about the boost that freeing 
billions of dollars of previously 
frozen Iranian financial assets 
would give Tehran’s terrorist 
potential and growing regional 
clout. His reasoning was so 
specious and inane it deserves to 
be studied carefully.

First, Kerry ridiculed the idea 
that the P5+1 nuclear agreement 
concluded with Iran in July 2015 
would free up $150 billion. The 
real figure the Iranians would 
receive was likely to be no more 
than a mere $50 billion or so 
and they would need to use it to 
rescue their troubled domestic 
economy, he airily explained.

Well, as the late US Senator 
Everett Dirksen famously said: 

“A billion here, a billion there — 
pretty soon you’re talking about 
real money.”

Let us assume that Kerry’s 
reasoning and facts are correct 
— highly dubious propositions 
indeed. But even if these figures 
are accurate, suppose the Iranians 
dutifully devoted $49 billion of 
the modest windfall they are 
about to achieve to debt relief, 
reflationary investment and other 
Good Things. Might they still not 
put aside a $1 billion for weapons, 
terrorism and other subversive 
activities around the region? 
After all, with even a mere $1 
billion you could buy an awful 
lot of weapons and dramatically 
increase anyone’s potential 
for revolutionary violence and 
subversion.

Kerry, with all the fearless 
realism we should expect from 
any US secretary of state, faced 
this possibility head-on: “I think 
that some of it will end up in 
the hands of the IRGC (Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps) or 
other entities, some of which 
are labelled terrorists,” he freely 
acknowledged to CNBC. “You 
know, to some degree, I’m not 
going to sit here and tell you that 
every component of that can be 
prevented.”

Kerry did not appear too 
bothered about letting huge, 
unlimited sums of money go 
directly to an organisation 
pledged to topple established, 
stable countries across the Middle 
East. One assumes he would have 
been a lot less casual and relaxed 
had he thought that money 
would be channelled directly 

into funded violent terrorist and 
revolutionary activities within 
his own country to topple the 
government of the United States.

But not to worry, as the 
Associated Press reported, Kerry 
told his travelling press entourage 
in later comments: “If we catch 
them funding terrorism, they’re 
going to have a problem in the 
US Congress and other people, 
obviously.”

But of course, having “a 
problem in the US Congress” 
never constrained Iran’s support 
of terrorist groups around 
the region even during the 
long decades when sanctions 
were imposed. Its support for 
Hezbollah, Shia militias operating 
in Iraq and many other forces 
continued unabated.

To imagine that fear of a verbal 
rebuke from Kerry or huffing and 
puffing from Congress — sure to 
be blocked by US President Barack 
Obama anyway — will prove any 
kind of brake or deterrent to such 
activities is simply fatuous.

Kerry simply assumed 
that Iran’s leaders, who are 
the product of very different 
historical experiences than he 
is, could possibly see the world 
any differently than he does. Yet 
the 37-year history of the Islamic 
Republic repeatedly confirms that 
successive Iranian leaders do not 
think like Kerry at all.

Indeed, Kerry does not even 
understand the thinking of an 
ordinary American. When the 
Democratic Party nominated him 
as their candidate for president in 
2004, he went down to a landslide 
defeat at the hands of George W. 
Bush, widely recognised as one of 
the most incompetent presidents 
to sit in the Oval Office.
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US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) speaks 
with Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad 
Javad Zarif  in Vienna on January 16th.


