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I 

ran is rattling its sabres again, 
acquiring formidable long-
range Russian S-300 air-de-
fence systems, testing new 
ballistic missiles and threaten-

ing to close the strategic Strait of 
Hormuz in a simmering confronta-
tion with the United States that is 
widely seen as a display of defiance 
demonstrating that the landmark 
nuclear agreement has clear limita-
tions.

Vladimir Kozhin, Russia’s presi-
dential aide for military techni-
cal cooperation, on May 18th an-
nounced that the first consignment 
of S-300 PMU-1 weapons was de-
livered in April with shipments to 
be completed “by the end of the 
year”.

Tehran ordered five S-300 bat-
teries — 60 launchers — under a 
controversial 2007 contract worth 
$800 million but the deal was sus-
pended by Moscow after a broad-
side of protests by the United 
States and Israel. Russian President 
Vladimir Putin reinstated the deal 
after Iran and the United States 
signed a July 2015 nuclear agree-
ment.

Russian statements on S-300 deal 
indicate that Iran will only take de-
livery of four batteries of the mis-
sile, which has a range of 200km 
and can engage multiple aircraft 
and ballistic missiles at high or low 
altitudes simultaneously.

These will significantly upgrade 
Iran’s air-defence system, which 
has been one of its weakest military 

elements for several years. That 
will make air strikes against Iran, 
such as the pre-emptive attacks on 
Iran’s nuclear facilities Israel has 
threatened to unleash, a prohibi-
tively expensive undertaking.

Iran has also continued to test 
fire ballistic missiles despite US 
threats to impose new sanctions.

General Ali Abdollahi, deputy 
chief of Iran’s military headquar-
ters, told a scientific conference in 
Tehran on May 9th that the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
had successfully tested a ballistic 
missile with a range of 2,500km — 
enough to reach Israel — two weeks 
earlier.

He said the unidentified missile 
was highly accurate. “We can guide 
this ballistic missile,” he said.

For reasons that are not clear, 
Defence Minister General Hossein 
Dehghan, quickly denied that the 
missile had the range “published 
in the media”. He did not deny the 
test had taken place.

The current series of Iranian mis-
sile tests began in November 2015. 
This has alarmed Iran’s Arab neigh-
bours and infuriated the Ameri-
cans, who claim the tests violate 
UN Security Council resolutions 
and the spirit of the 2015 deal.

Washington claims Iran’s mis-
siles are designed to eventually 
carry nuclear warheads. Iran has 
repeatedly denied that, claiming 
its swelling missile arsenal will 
only carry conventional weapons 
for “legitimate defence”.

The 2015 agreement requested 
that Tehran halt efforts to develop 
long-range missiles but fell short 
of demanding Iran desist and Iran’s 
hardliners are exploiting that loop-
hole for all it is worth.

Analyst Firas Abi-Ali of the 
IHS-Jane’s global security con-
sultancy said the government of 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani, 
who championed the 2015 nu-
clear agreement despite signifi-
cant hard-line opposition, has to 
maintain the ballistic missile pro-
gramme to mollify the IRGC.

“Given there are technical re-
strictions, the missile progamme 

makes a lot of sense for them,” he 
said. “At the end of the day, they’re 
beholden to the hardliners and the 
IRGC. The elected government is 
not the most powerful actor in 
Iran.”

The Americans have imposed 
new sanctions on the Iranian pro-
gramme but for the Iranians that is 
water off a duck’s back and there 
doesn’t seem to be much the Amer-
icans can do about it.

The latest test follows the test-
firings in March of two ballistic 
weapons, Qadr-H and Qadr-F in 
the East Alborz mountains north of 
Tehran.

On April 19th, Iran launched a 
Simorgh rocket intended to put a 
satellite into Earth orbit but mis-
sile experts say it probably masks 
efforts to develop an interconti-
nental ballistic missile capable of 
carrying nuclear warheads.

Tehran’s hardliners have been 
challenging the United States since 
the nuclear deal was signed to 
show that the Islamic Republic re-
serves the right to build up its con-
ventional forces for “deterrence 
purposes” — ironically with an es-
timated $100 billion in unfrozen 
assets under the 2015 deal — even 
though it has agreed to curtail its 
contentious nuclear programme.

To a large extent, this sabre-rat-
tling is probably intended to dem-
onstrate that Tehran will not be 
dictated to by the United States but 
it also reflects Shia Iran’s strategic 
objective to become the region’s 
paramount power and the looming 
collision with its old ideological ri-
val Saudi Arabia.

In another defiant gesture, the 
IRGC’s deputy commander, Gen-
eral Hossein Salami, vowed on 
May 4th that Iran would close the 
strategic Strait of Hormuz, gateway 
to the Arabian Gulf and a vital oil 
artery, to the United States and its 

allies if they “threaten” the Islamic 
Republic.

Tehran sees the Americans build-
ing up the military capabilities of 
the Gulf’s Sunni monarchies as the 
United States disengages in the re-
gion and worries that these weap-
ons will be directed against them. 

Conversely, Iran’s drive to expand 
its military capabilities makes its 
Arab neighbours extremely jumpy.
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T 

hroughout the 5-year-old 
war in Syria, Tehran has 
mobilised, trained, armed 
and deployed foreign Shia 
militias in that country 

to secure the survival of President 
Bashar Assad’s regime.

However, the foreign Shias, in-
cluding Afghans, Iraqis, Lebanese 
and Pakistanis, do not necessarily 
see themselves just as instruments 
of the Islamic Republic. These mili-
tias pursue their own interests and 
agendas.

Therefore, what Tehran may have 
considered as a burden-sharing 
mechanism or a means of establish-
ing a pan-Shia force at its disposal 
could drag Iran into debilitating con-
flicts in the countries where these 
militiamen come from.

The utility of the Shia militias for 
Iran is beyond any doubt. Since Jan-
uary 2012, at least 307 Afghan Shias 
of the Fatemiyoun Division, 903 
Hezbollah fighters from Lebanon, 66 
Pakistani Shias of the Zeinabiyoun 
Brigade and an unknown number 
of Iraqi Shias from various militias 
have been killed in combat in Syria. 
By comparison, Iranian forces suf-
fered the relatively modest total of 
400 combat fatalities over the same 
period.

In view of the negative public re-
action in Iran to the May 6th killing 
of 16 Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps personnel in heavy fighting in 
the village of Khan Tuman, south-
west of battle-ravaged Aleppo, with 
another 21 wounded and several 

reported captured, the concept of 
having other Shias share the burden 
of casualties in Syria clearly pro-

vides Tehran with an advantage.
Iranian authorities would have 

an infinitely tougher time explain-

ing to their people the necessity of 
sacrificing almost 2,000 Iranians for 
the sake of Assad rather than a few 
hundred because non-Iranian Shias 
were being used as cannon fodder.

But the inferno in Syria provides 
a training ground for inexperienced 
and poorly trained Shia militias, 
forging these men into what could 
turn out to be a pan-Shia force ca-
pable of fighting Tehran’s external 
proxy wars from the shores of the 
Mediterranean in the west to Central 
Asia in the east.

Insurgencies in Syria, Iraq and 
Yemen coupled with the prospects 
for renewed hostilities in Afghani-
stan emphasise Tehran’s require-
ment for such a force.

The Shia militias, however, also 
pursue their own agendas and may 
involve Tehran in conflicts in their 
homelands.

In the first decade of the history 
of the Islamic Republic, major Shia 
groups such as the Iraqi al-Dawa, 
played a big role in igniting the war 
between Iran and Iraq. Saddam Hus-
sein certainly desired to take advan-
tage of the revolutionary chaos in 
Iran, just as the revolutionary elites, 
intoxicated by swift victory over the 
shah, dreamed of exporting the rev-
olution abroad.

However, a flurry of Shia revolu-
tionary activity and assassination 
attempts in Iraq coupled with exiled 

Iraqi Shias’ constant enticement of 
their Iranian patrons contributed 
to the eruption and continuation 
of eight years of disastrous war be-
tween Iran and Iraq.

Also, revolutionary Shia exiles 
from Sunni majority countries con-
tributed to the deterioration of Iran’s 
relations with other Arab countries, 
which led to Tehran’s near complete 
isolation in the 1980s.

By the early 1990s, Tehran had 
learnt its lessons and the Islamic 
Republic remained neutral as the 
Ba’ath Party regime suppressed the 
Shia rebellion in 1991 but there is no 
guarantee that Iran will show such a 
degree of moderation in the future.

The Islamic Republic’s use of Shia 
militias in Syria could eventually 
drag it into costly wars in the native 
countries of these contingents. In 
Lebanon, Syria and Iraq, Iran is al-
ready locked in a sectarian conflict 
against Sunni Arabs, while trying to 
manage an uneasy coexistence with 
the Kurds of Syria and Iraq.

On Iran’s long-troublesome east-
ern frontier, battle-hardened Shia 
Afghan militias of the Fatemiyoun 
Division may drag Tehran into un-
wanted conflict with the resurgent 
Taliban, a long-time enemy.

In the south-east, the conflict 
between Sunni radicals and Shia 
Pakistanis is a source of irritation 
between Tehran and Islamabad. The 
Shia Pakistani Zeinabiyoun Brigade 
could worsen those relations and 
bring potential disaster rather than 
strength to their masters in Tehran.

Ali Alfoneh is an independent 
Iranian analyst based in Washing-
ton who specialises in the Islamic 
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A 2105 file photo shows Iranian mourners carrying the casket of 
Islamic Republic’s Revolutionary Guards Corps’ member Abdollah 
Bagheri, who was killed fighting in Syria.


