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Beirut

I 

ran’s agreement to allow Rus-
sian strategic bombers unprec-
edented use of one of its major 
air bases to conduct the carpet-
bombing of rebel targets in Syr-

ia signals the emergence of a new 
military alliance in the Middle East 
that could have significant regional 
and global consequences.

In the first Russian operation — 
August 16th — six long-range Tu-
22M3 bombers took off from Iran’s 
Nojeh air base outside Hamadan, 
south-west of Tehran, to blast ji-
hadist strongholds in the Syrian 
provinces of Aleppo, Deir ez-Zor 
and Idlib.

There were more raids on August 
17th in support of the forces of Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad, who is 
now totally reliant on the military 
power of his key allies, Russian and 
Iran.

It is not clear how frequent the air 
strikes from Hamadan will become 
but Russia can be expected to step 
them up, probably for an extended 
period, since using the Iranian base 
allows the Tu-22s to carry much 
larger bomb loads than they have 
from airfields in southern Russia 
since Moscow’s September 2015 in-
tervention in Syria.

So far, the indications are that 
Russia is not establishing a perma-
nent base at Hamadan but using 
Nojeh, with its 4.8km runways, as a 
forward staging and refuelling base 
for strikes against Assad’s foes in 
Syria. But even so, the Iran-based 
Russian blitz could dramatically 
turn the tide of Syria’s savage war.

Leading Iranian lawmaker Al-
aeddin Boroujerdi, a key figure in 
defence policymaking, said the 
Hamadan move was ordered by the 
Supreme National Security Council 
headed by Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

This sharp escalation in the use 
of Russian air power appears to be a 
direct consequence of an offensive 
by an unexpected alliance of Syrian 
rebel groups that broke the regime’s 
siege of the opposition-held sector 
of the strategic city of Aleppo on 
August 6th. This is not something 
Tehran or Moscow wants to see re-
peated.

There are also wider strategic im-
plications for the escalation in Rus-
sian-Iranian military collaboration.

The Hamadan deal is seen by 
some as a prod to the Americans 
to cooperate with Russia — thus ac-
knowledging Moscow’s status as a 
major power — by coordinating air 
strikes against jihadists in Syria or 

face increasing Russian interven-
tion. Washington has been dragging 
its feet on that project.

There is a wider significance for 
the turbulent Middle East. Iran’s 
Parliament Speaker Ali Larijani 
emphasised that Tehran’s defence 
links with Russia are “strategic”.

Ali Shamkhani, head of Iran’s Su-

preme National Security Council, 
has tied Iran’s growing military co-
ordination with Russia to the Islam-
ic Republic’s swelling confrontation 
with its old rival Saudi Arabia.

He condemned Saudi support for 
Syrian rebels and its intervention in 
Yemen. “It is not acceptable for the 
Muslim world to see Saudi Arabia 
investing towards the empower-
ment of terrorist and takfiri groups 
[Tehran-speak for Sunni jihadists] 
instead of fighting the occupation 
of the Zionist regime,” he declared.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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T 

he Egyptian Central 
Bank’s failure to manage 
foreign currency reserves 
and the government’s in-
ability to control inflation 

or offer innovative solutions are 
deepening Cairo’s economic crisis.

“The Central Bank has been 
pursuing policies that are making 
things worse,” economist Rashad 
Abdo said. “The economic crisis is 
getting out of control and the gov-
ernment’s options are limited.”

The government has taken up 
what it describes as its “only op-
tion”: borrowing from the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF). Cairo 
reached an initial agreement with 
the IMF for a $12 billion assistance 
package over three years. The loan 
will, however, raise Egypt’s foreign 
debt to $65 billion.

Economists said the loan would 
do nothing to bridge the budget 

deficit of almost $30 billion, boost 
foreign currency reserves or keep 
the economy running.

Egypt’s foreign currency reserves 
have fallen to $15.5 billion, down 

from $36 billion in 2010. The Cen-
tral Bank is losing a foreign cur-
rency battle against black market 
traders, even after it had devalued 
the national currency, the pound, 

by almost 30% earlier this year.
The Central Bank is consider-

ing closing the nation’s foreign ex-
change offices and many black mar-
ket foreign currency traders have 
been jailed.

Economists said this was an ex-
ample of how monetary and finan-
cial policies are designed to treat 
symptoms, not the disease.

“This has been the case with eve-
rything here: The inflation, the de-
cline in exports, the rise in imports 
and also the lack of foreign invest-
ment,” said Saeed Tawfiq, an eco-
nomics professor at Ain Shams Uni-
versity. “Instead of closing down 
the foreign exchange offices, the 
government should treat these eco-
nomic malaises.”

Consumer inflation in urban areas 
was 14.8% in July, exports fell by al-
most 40% last year and imports by 
30%, putting pressure on foreign 
currency reserves.

Importers said they cannot get 
dollars for their deals from the 
banks and have to obtain them on 
the black market at higher rates. 

This is reflected in the prices of 
goods they import and sell in the lo-
cal market.

Also significantly hurting the 
economy is the decline in tourism 
revenues that fell in the first eight 
months of 2016 by 74% compared 
with the same period last year.

“Real action must start right now 
if we want to rescue the economy 
from further deterioration,” Abdo 
said. “We must attract investments, 
reduce spending and bring tourists 
back or our country will be in for an 
economic disaster and very soon.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.
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Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) welcomes Iranian leader Hassan Rohani during their meeting in 
Baku, on August 8th.

An Egyptian man walks past a poster showing a US dollar outside 
an exchange office in Cairo, on August 17th.
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