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ran’s test-firing of a new me-
dium-range ballistic missile 
a little over a week after US 
President Donald Trump took 
office bore all the signs of being 

a direct challenge to his untested 
administration, which has made its 
hostility towards Iran abundantly 
clear.

The White House took a tough 
line, with national security adviser 
Michael Flynn warning in a state-
ment: “Iran is now feeling embold-
ened. As of today, we are officially 
putting Iran on notice.”

That “notice” was given teeth 
February 3rd when the US Treas-
ury Department announced sanc-
tions against several companies 
and individuals in Iran and China 
that the Trump administration said 
were supporting Tehran’s ballis-
tic missile programme and the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC). The sanctions bar American 
or US-based companies from doing 
businesses with those named by 
the Treasury Department.

Those sanctioned include Iranian 
businessman Abdollah Asgharza-
deh — already under other US pen-
alties — along with several Chinese 
companies and suppliers, mainly 
the Cosailing Business Trading 
Company in Qingdao. Other groups 
named include the Rostanian net-
work based in the Gulf region and 
Lebanon-based Hasan Dehghan 

Ebrahimi, identified as an IRGC of-
ficial whose business the Treasury 
said launders money and goods for 
Hezbollah.

The UN Security Council met 
in emergency session on January 
31st — two days after Iran’s missile 
test — at the United States’ behest, 
to discuss the launch. Trump’s new 
UN ambassador, Nikki Haley, fierce-
ly denounced Iran’s actions.

“The United States is not naive,” 
she said after the closed meeting. 
“We’re not going to stand by. You’re 
going to see us call them out as we 
said we would, and you’re going to 
see us act accordingly.”

The test flight, confirmed Febru-
ary 1st by Iranian Defence Minis-
ter Brigadier-General Hossein De-
hghan, was carried out two days 
after Trump issued an executive 
order banning refugees and the na-
tionals of seven Muslim countries, 
including Iran, from entering the 
United States. That mandate raised 
an international uproar.

US satellites monitored the 
launch of a Khorramshahr missile 
at the Semnan test centre, south of 
Tehran on the edge of Iran’s central 
Great Salt Desert. US officials said 
the missile flew 1,010km before it 
blew up.

Tensions between the United 
States and Iran centre primarily on 
the landmark July 2015 agreement 
between US-led global powers and 
the Islamic Republic in which Teh-
ran agreed to curtail its contentious 
nuclear programme in return for 
the removal of crippling economic 
sanctions.

During his election campaign, 
Trump, along with the Israelis, re-
peatedly attacked the accord nego-
tiated by his predecessor, Barack 
Obama, as a “catastrophe” because 
it only delays Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme rather than terminating it.

He declared: “My No. 1 priority 

is to dismantle the disastrous deal 
with Iran.” He seeks to renegoti-
ate it to include an outright ban on 
Iran’s missile development.

The 2015 accord did not include 
Iran’s extensive ballistic missile 
programme, under which it has 
amassed an arsenal of weapons 
and is constantly improving their 
range, destructive power and ac-
curacy. Tehran only agreed to sign 
the accord if it did not include such 
a stricture.

UN Security Council Resolution 
2231, which accompanied the agree-
ment and took effect July 20th, 
2015, barred Iran from conducting 
ballistic missile tests for eight years. 
It also said Iran “is called upon not 
to undertake any activity related 
to ballistic missiles designed to be 
capable of delivering nuclear weap-
ons, including launches using such 
ballistic missile technology”.

In a January 6th report on friction 
between the United States and Iran 
on the implementation of the 2015 
agreement, the Brussels-based In-
ternational Crisis Group observed 
that the pact remains vulnerable 
and that missile tests worsen pros-
pects that it might unravel.

This, it avowed, is because the 
pact has “not yet begun to trans-
form the enmity between Iran and 
the US, leaving it exposed to an un-
stable political environment”.

It added: “Political infighting in 
Tehran and volatility in Washing-
ton deepen uncertainties.

“The most consequential politi-
cal wild card remains the US Con-
gress, where hostility towards Iran 
runs deep, and new sanctions are 
being considered.

“This is because of concerns 
over Iran’s regional resurgence 
and ballistic missile tests, but the 

accord could not have been nego-
tiated successfully if those issues 
had been on the table,” the group 
stressed.

“Today they constitute the pri-
mary threat to its successful im-
plementation.”

Iran insists that it is not devel-
oping nuclear weapons; therefore 
there can be no justification for 
pressing it to halt its ballistic pro-
gramme.

Iran considers its growing mis-
sile arsenal — Western estimates 
put it at 200 weapons of various 
types — as its main strategic deter-
rence.

Some of its missiles are under-
stood to be capable of reaching 
Israel, which on January 18th an-
nounced the deployment of its 
first batteries of Arrow-3 intercep-
tor missiles, its first line of defence 
against ballistic weapons.
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US national security adviser Michael Flynn stands with K.T. McFarland, deputy national security 
adviser, before speaking at the White House, in Washington, on February 1st.                                          (AP)

News & Analysis Iran

I
n the past few years, Iran 
has become a significant 
player in the Middle East 
that cannot be ignored. 
What has seldom been 
mentioned is what it does 

across its eastern border in 
Afghanistan.

A late December meeting 
among officials from Russia, 
China and Pakistan to discuss the 
future of Afghanistan took place 
in Moscow. Participants issued a 
statement expressing the need 
for flexibility in dealing with the 
Taliban to reach a peaceful 
solution to the conflicts in the 
country. In return, the Taliban 
political office in Qatar condoned 
the talks as they recognised the 
Taliban’s “political and military 
force” in Afghanistan.

Russia has been actively 
cultivating relations with the 
Taliban and pushed for the 
trilateral initiative. Iran has also 
been working on strengthening 
ties over the past few years.

In mid-2015 it was reported that 
a delegation from the Taliban’s 
political office visited Tehran. 
Last May, Mullah Akhtar Man-
sour, the previous head of the 

Taliban, was killed in a drone 
strike after his return from Iran.

Now, Iran is openly being 
accused by Afghan authorities of 
supporting the Taliban insur-
gency with cash and weapons. 
The governor of Afghanistan’s 
Farah province said 25 recently 
killed insurgents in the province 
had been members of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps, an 
important part of the Iranian 
armed forces.

“Iran not only has hosted 
Taliban families, it has supplied 
the group with weapons that 
could target and damage tanks 
and planes,” Afghan lawmaker 
Jumadin Gayanwal from south-
eastern Paktika province told the 
Voice of America (VOA) in Decem-
ber.

“More new faces are seen these 
days coming from Afghanistan,” 
Jamaluddin, an Afghan in 
Taybad, an Iranian city close to 
the border with Afghanistan, told 
VOA. “They are barely seen in 
public places as they try to keep 
themselves away from other 
Afghans. Some Afghans say they 
are Taliban members.”

Unsurprisingly the Afghan 
Senate announced that it would 
investigate the “worrisome” 
relations between the Taliban 
with Russia and Iran.

Whatever the investigation 
reveals, it should be noted that 
the closer Iranian-Taliban 
relations come at a time when the 
new US administration has 
exposed extreme belligerence to 
Iran.

A 2015 file photo shows Taliban fighters at Bakwah in the western 
Afghan province of Farah.                                                                       (AFP)

Iran and the Taliban:
A relationship seldom discussed

US President Donald Trump has 
frequently referred to the nuclear 
agreement between Iran and the 
United States and other world 
powers as the “worst deal ever” 
in which “everything is on the 
table” (including military action) 
on how to retaliate. Trump has 
appointed K.T. McFarland as his 
deputy national security adviser. 
She has called for regime change 
in Iran through creating internal 
instability and security problems 
in the country.

Iran has obviously entrenched 
itself more in its surroundings 
and secured a better political 
position, especially as the United 
States plans a longer stay in 
Afghanistan.

Iran’s open channels and 
support for the Taliban is a matter 
of national security. The Taliban 
was probably going to use the 
porous borders with Iran and 
engage in activities that are at 
least worrisome to Iran.

Having the Taliban operate 
under the nose of Tehran would 
guarantee that it does not violate 
Iran’s security. Should the Trump 
administration really consider 
pressuring Iran, it knows it may 
have to face more trouble in 
Afghanistan.
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Iran is openly being accused 
by Afghan authorities 
of supporting the Taliban 
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The 2015 accord 
remains vulnerable 
and missile tests only 
worsen the prospects 
it might unravel.


