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ieutenant Mohsen Ghota-
slou was killed April 11th 
in fighting around the his-
toric Syrian city of Aleppo, 
the first combat fatality in 

the 5-year-old war for Iran’s regular 
army. Others soon followed, un-
derlining the extent to which the 
Islamic Republic and its Shia allies 
have become the spearhead of the 
military forces battling to save the 
regime of President Bashar Assad.

Ghotaslou belonged to a crack 
unit of the Iranian Army, the 65th 
Airborne Special Forces Brigade, 
which Tehran says was deployed 
to Syria a few weeks ago to bolster 
Assad’s forces for major offensives. 
The plan appears to be to regain 
ground lost to rebel groups and 
bolster the Damascus regime’s po-
sition at peace talks in Geneva.

An Iranian brigade can comprise 
up to 3,000 men but it’s not clear 
whether the entire 65th brigade 
has been committed. The signifi-
cance of Ghotaslou’s death in com-
bat is that, for the first time, Tehran 
has deployed a unit of the regular 
army, which has been overshad-
owed since the 1979 revolution by 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), the clerical regime’s 
ideologically sound Praetorian 
Guard.

The army’s mission has tradition-
ally been to protect Iran’s borders 
but now it has been flung into the 
Syrian war to help save Assad’s re-
gime, raising speculation that Teh-
ran is steadily creating a powerful 
interventionary force as it strug-
gles to further Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini’s Islamic revolution 
across the Middle East and become 
the region’s paramount power.

Amir Toumaj, an Iranian analyst 
with the Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies in Washington, 
noted that “Iran’s decision to inte-
grate army special forces into ma-
jor foreign operations underscores 

its commitment to hone its expe-
ditionary capabilities. In fact, the 
army’s involvement in Syria may 
have begun several months ago.”

In this endeavour, keeping As-
sad — whose father forged the al-
liance with Tehran three decades 
ago — in power is vital for Iranian 
ambitions. “Assad is increasingly 
dependent on Iran militarily and 
financially and Tehran does not see 
a viable alternative to the Alawite-
dominated state that would pre-
serve its interests in Syria,” analyst 
Majid Rafizadeh wrote in Al Ara-
biya on March 20th.

“Iran cannot afford to lose Syria, 
so it is using Assad to tip the bal-
ance of power against other re-
gional powers” — particularly Sun-
ni arch-rival Saudi Arabia — “and 
strengthen the Shia axis”.

Iran backed Assad’s regime with 
military force long before the Rus-
sians intervened in September 2015 
to decisively turn the Syrian war in 
Assad’s favour. Since then the Ira-
nian combat component has been 
overshadowed by the Russian blitz-
krieg.

However, with indications that 
the Russia-Assad regime alliance 
is cracking over divergent strategic 
objectives, the Iranian expedition-
ary force in Syria is being seen as 
vital, largely because it is filling 
the most dangerous gap in Assad’s 
military capabilities: an acute man-
power shortage, with as many as 
100,000 Syrian soldiers killed or 
wounded since the war began in 
March 2011.

The IRGC has committed thou-
sands of fighters to the Assad cause 
since 2012, including contingents 
of its elite al-Quds Force, a secre-
tive unit of about 15,000 that oper-
ates outside Iran and whose prima-
ry mission is to do the dirty work 
in furthering Tehran’s expansionist 
ambitions.

It has also provided large contin-
gents from Iran’s main Arab proxy 
in the Middle East, Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah, as well as specially re-
cruited Shia militias from Iraq, Af-
ghanistan, Pakistan and other parts 
of Asia, which operate under IRGC 
command. Hezbollah usually has 
at least 7,000 men deployed in Syr-
ia at any one time, with more when 
needed to boost regime offensives.

This “additional manpower is 

the most important contribution to 
the Syrian government’s increas-
ingly under-manned forces”, the 
US-based intelligence consultancy 
Stratfor observed in an April 12th 
analysis.

“Iran has provided vital financial 
support to Syria’s sinking economy 
and has continued to fund the Syri-
an government’s war machine. As a 
result, Iran has at least as much lev-
erage in Damascus as Russia does.

“Moscow and Tehran may see 
eye to eye on many aspects of the 
conflict but there are differences: 
Russia is less invested in Syria prop-
er and more inclined to make trade-
offs; Tehran sees Syria as a crucial 

bastion in its support for Hezbollah 
and an important anchor for Shia 
influence in the Levant. Russia is 
careful to maintain a viable exit 
strategy, while Iran is committed to 
Syria for the long haul.”

The ground-breaking Iranian 
Army deployment followed US Sec-
retary of State John Kerry’s claim 
before the US Congress on February 
25th that Tehran was withdrawing  
al-Quds Force guards from Syria, a 
claim rejected by analyst Nicholas 
Heras of the Center for a New Amer-
ican Security in Washington.

He said that since Assad’s military 
and allied militias have suffered 
heavy casualties in three years of 
hard fighting and the Iranians are 
having to make up for these losses, 
moving from what had originally 
been training and advisory mis-
sions to direct-action combat roles.

This meant a sharp upturn in 
casualties for Iran, Hezbollah and 
other Shia groups, largely made up 
of mercenaries. These losses under-

score how Tehran effectively runs 
Assad’s land forces and dominates 
the military and intelligence infra-
structures, using them to project 
Iran’s spreading influence in the 
Levant.

“Tehran’s role will continue to 
deepen,” Rafizadeh predicted. 
“This will further militarise, radi-
calise and widen the conflict. A 
reformist presidency in Iran will 
not change the status quo. Though 
Iranian policy on Syria is formed by 
the supreme leader and senior IRGC 
officials, Iranian politicians across 
the spectrum agree on that policy.”

Indeed, President Hassan Ro-
hani, considered a moderate who 
seeks to curtail the IRGC’s political 
power, declared in June 2015 that 
the Islamic republic will back Assad 
“to the end of the road”.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly. He has reported 
on Middle Eastern affairs since 
1967 and lives in Beirut.
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Iranian civilians and armed forces members carry the flag-draped coffins of Iranian Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps General Mohsen Ghajarian, foreground, and five soldiers who were 
killed in fighting in Syria, during their funeral ceremony outside the headquarters of the guards’ 
ground forces, in Tehran, last February.

The IRGC has 
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of fighters to the Assad 
cause since 2012.
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months ago.”
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T 

he moment the nuclear 
agreement was reached 
between Iran and the 
P5+1 countries, it became 
clear that the devil would 

be in the details. Despite Iran’s 
testing of ballistic missiles and the 
additional US sanctions on Tehran 
during the first 90 days of imple-
menting the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA), there is no 
doubt that the nuclear deal is here 
to stay.

The United States and Iran have 
made great strides in their politi-
cal dialogue, a dramatic shift that 
left each country’s hardliners un-
comfortable, to say the least, while 
moderates continude to struggle in 
making the case for engagement.

As US Vice-President Joe Biden 
was visiting Israel in March, Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) tested ballistic mis-
siles with the phrase “Israel must 
be wiped out” written on them in 
Hebrew.

Not only did the timing of this 
coincide with Biden’s visit, it also 
took place on the same day that the 
International Atomic Energy Agen-
cy released the first monitoring re-
port since the implementation of 
the JCPOA. The report concluded 
that Iran fulfilled its commitments, 
which may have encouraged ele-

ments of the Iranian regime to shift 
the attention to the missiles test 
instead.

Hardliners in Tehran remain con-
vinced that the United States can-
not be trusted. This sentiment was 
echoed by Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as well as 
by one of his closest aides, Mohsen 
Rezaei, the secretary of the Expe-
diency Discernment Council and 
a former general in the IRGC, who 
hinted on April 9th that the Iranian 
regime has made a concession by 

merely not broadcasting military 
drills.

Khamenei publicly stated on 
March 30th that the United States 
did not keep its side of the bargain 
— lifting sanctions and restoring 
trade relations. However, the most 
poignant point he made was en-
dorsing further talks with the Unit-
ed States as long as it goes hand in 
hand with retaining what he calls 
Iran’s “defensive power”.

In this context, Khamenei is sug-
gesting that the missiles test will 

continue as a display of Iranian 
power and that Tehran will not ne-
gotiate with the United States un-
armed.

Obviously, moderates on both 
sides are resisting the temptation 
to revert to confrontation. US Presi-
dent Barack Obama warned on April 
1st that the missile tests would dis-
courage foreign businesses from in-
vesting in Iran. Under-Secretary of 
State Thomas Shannon during a US 
Senate hearing on April 5th said “it 
is up to Iran to decide the scope and 
pace of engagement” with Wash-
ington.

There is a change in tone on the 
agreement in the US Congress. Dur-
ing a hearing regarding the imple-
mentation of the JCPOA, Chairman 
of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee Bob Corker, R-Tennes-
see, affirmed that the committee’s 
only intention was to enforce the 
deal, not counter it.

The main contentious point be-
tween the Obama administration 
and Republicans in Congress is over 
whether the United States should 
make it easier for Iranians to ben-
efit from the JCPOA. While the 
White House is willing to take the 
initiative to explain to concerned 
foreign banks what is permitted in 
providing cash access to Iranian en-
tities and individuals, Republicans 
want to make sure that Iranians do 
not gain access to the US financial 
system, in particular with the Iran 
Sanctions Act expiring at the end of 
2016.

There is indeed no indication 
that the Obama administration will 
change course on its Iran policy in 
its last nine months in office and it 
is expected to continue to manage 
the balancing act of simultaneously 
engaging and deterring Iran in a 
manner that reflects the divide in 
Washington about the best way to 
contain Tehran. Khamenei is con-
cerned about Iran’s economic re-
covery as much as he is about the 
weakening of its regional posture, 
prompting him to pursue a policy 
of meticulously balancing the re-
gime’s moderates and hardliners.

Beyond the rhetoric and the mis-
siles test, the nuclear deal is the 
cornerstone of a new regional dy-
namic for the next decade at least 
where Iran and the United States 
will have to maintain a dialogue 
on implementing the JCPOA while 
simultaneously vying for regional 
influence. Adjusting to this new re-
ality is a tedious process for bureau-
cracies in Washington and Tehran; 
yet for both sides, the cost of walk-
ing away from the deal is far greater 
than adjusting to its consequences.

Joe Macaron is a Middle East 
Analyst at Arab Center Washington 
DC.

Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman Bob Corker, 
R-Tennessee, listens to testimony on Capitol Hill in Washington, 
on April 5th, by State Department Under-Secretary for Political 
Affairs Thomas Shannon, Jr. on recent Iranian actions and 
implementation of the nuclear deal.

The Obama 
administration is 
expected to continue 
its balancing act.


