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n the first televised debate 
featuring Iran’s six presiden-
tial election candidates, Ebra-
him Raeisi promised to triple 
subsidies going to the poorest 

Iranians and argued Iran had a ris-
ing Gini coefficient, a measure of 
income and wealth distribution.

Raeisi, a cleric who leads the vast 
foundation managing the Imam 
Reza shrine in Mashhad, hoped to 
present himself as a savvy techno-
crat as well as a humble man of the 
people.

Tehran Mayor Mohammad Bagh-
er Ghalibaf likewise described him-
self as the candidate of the “96% 
against the 4%,” promising month-
ly cash handouts of 2.5 million rials 
— $77 — for any unemployed Iranian 
aged 18 or older.

Both Raeisi and Ghalibaf — the 
two main challengers to Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani from 
the principlist, or fundamentalist, 
camp — seek to tap into dissatisfac-
tion at the limited bounce in the 
economy since international sanc-
tions eased after Iran’s 2015 deal 
with US-led world powers limiting 
its nuclear programme.

Of course, Iran is not unique in 
having a gap between rich and poor. 

Earlier this year, a report from the 
World Economic Forum, collating 
views from 700 “experts,” identi-
fied rising inequality in income and 
wealth as the main factor — along 
with climate change — likely to 
shape the world in the next decade.

Widening disparities, the re-
port argued, had not only fuelled 
populist politics such as the United 
Kingdom’s vote to leave the Euro-
pean Union and Donald Trump’s US 
presidential victory but also posed 
a risk to the world economic order.

Iranians’ attitude to wealth and 
inequality are shaped, firstly, by 
Iran’s possession of the world’s 
largest combined hydrocarbon re-
serves — 158 billion barrels of oil 
and 34 trillion cubic metres of natu-
ral gas. This gives them a strong 
sense they are living in an affluent 
country.

Secondly, the Islamic Republic 
took egalitarianism from Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini, leader of Iran’s 
1979 revolution, who pitted the mo-
stazafin (“dispossessed”) against 
the mostakberin (“oppressors”) and 
even the zagheh-neshinha (“slum-
dwellers”) against the kakh-neshin-
ha (“palace-dwellers”). Hence the 
republic has widened educational 
opportunities and improved rural 
development.

But this has encouraged politi-
cians to pander to Iranians’ sense 
that wealth is somehow tainted, 
as seen in Raeisi calling himself a 
“mazloom.” “Being a mazloom, or 
victim, echoes Imam Khomeini’s 
words,” said Elham Gheytanchi, 
professor of sociology at Santa 
Monica College. “You can lead a 
revolutionary nation only if you are 
a victim yourself.”

In an Iranpoll survey in April, 42% 
of respondents cited unemploy-
ment as the most important issue in 
the election, which is scheduled for 
May 19. Officially, Iran has 11% un-
employment but many economists 
say it is higher.

“The main issue is the economy, 
specifically unemployment, and its 
management,” said Farideh Farhi of 
the University of Hawaii.

“International relations will fac-
tor with the charge against Rohani 
that he relies too much on foreign 
investment and isn’t doing enough 
for the ‘resistance economy.’ Re-
gional turmoil and instability will 
also factor, with Rohani emphasis-
ing the need for continuity, stability 
and prudent diplomacy.”

The principlist camp has long criti-
cised high salaries of technocrats 
close to rohani’s government. Both 
ghalibaf and raeisi well remember 
mahmoud ahmadinejad’s 2005 presi-
dential election victory on the slogan 
of “putting the oil wealth on the sof-
reh,” a reference to the mat that the 
poorer iranians sit on to eat dinner.

Not that offering inducements to 
voters has been confined to the prin-
ciplists. In the 2005 election, reform-
ist mehdi karrubi promised a monthly 
cash handout of 500,000 rials — then 
about $77 — to all iranians aged 15 or 
over. The political class scoffed but 
karrubi came in third, ahead of the 
main reformist candidate who was 
promising social freedom and politi-
cal reform.

Hence successive governments 
and parliaments have diverted ener-
gy revenues into popular short-term 
palliatives, like subsidising medi-
cines and fuel, rather than into the 
productive investment that would 
produce sustainable long-term 
growth.

The unpalatable truth is that 
any iranian president needs to 
make unpopular choices — defer-
ring short-term gain for longer term  
prosperity — even if these are hard to 
present to voters.

Iranians may like the idea of the 
self-sufficient “resistance economy” 
beloved by supreme leader ayatollah 
ali khamenei but iran needs foreign 
investment and imported technolo-
gy to develop its energy reserves and 
provide the 8% economic growth 
that would provide jobs for record 
numbers entering the labour market.

Rohani has chosen this course and 
the iranpoll suggests he has made 
headway, despite bellicose noises 
from the trump administration: iran-
poll found 55% of those asked said 
they thought rohani was the candi-
date most likely to “improve foreign 
relations,” a percentage way ahead of 
his rivals.

But to win a second term, rohani 
must communicate this message 
rather than just argue with other can-
didates over who would be the best 
manager or compete with them in 
making promises to the poor.

Rohani will lose if the election be-
comes a populist contest rallying 
slum-dwellers against palace-dwell-
ers.

Gareth smyth was chief 
correspondent in iran for the 
financial times from 2003-07.

Beirut

U 

S officials are eyeing 
a crackdown on Ira-
nian airlines that alleg-
edly supply arms and 
equipment to Tehran’s 

allies. The main focus of such a 
measure would be the air bridge 
between Iran and Syria that fun-
nels weapons and military equip-
ment to President Bashar Assad’s 
military and its Iranian allies, such 
as Lebanon’s Hezbollah, Shia mi-
litias in Iraq and Houthi rebels in 
Yemen.

Hezbollah and the Shia militias 
have been instrumental in keep-
ing Assad, a long-time Iranian ally, 
in power almost from the moment 
the Syrian war began in March 
2011. Without these airlifts, most 
of them through Iraqi air space or 
overland through Turkey and Iraq, 
Assad’s armed forces and the mili-
tias would have had a much harder 
time surviving.

US President Donald Trump’s 
decision to unleash cruise missiles 
against one of Assad’s air bases on 
April 7 was the first direct US mili-
tary intervention against Assad 
since the war erupted. By Ameri-
can count, the Tomahawk missiles 
destroyed “one-fifth of the Syrian 
Air Force’s operational aircraft,” 
which Western officials estimat-
ed at the time stood at about 260 
combat aircraft and helicopters.

That claim has not been sub-
stantiated but the unprecedented 
US operation in Syria does not 
seem to have amounted to a dev-
astating blow to the regime’s mili-
tary capabilities to wage a savage 
campaign, which accounts for the 
overwhelming majority of Syria’s 
400,000 war dead.

The missile strikes “helped re-
store America’s credibility in the 
region after years of retreat,” ob-
served Emanuele Ottolenghi, an 
Iran expert with the Washington-
based Foundation for Defence of 
Democracies.

“But if the president wants to 
really hurt Assad, he should push 
back against Iran, the strongman’s 
chief protector,” Ottolenghi said 
in an April article for The Hill, a 
Washington publication. “Disrupt-
ing Iran’s airlifts to Syria by re-
sanctioning its civil aviation sector 
would be a good place to start.”

Iran’s badly debilitated aviation 
sector was included in US sanctions 
imposed on Iran over its conten-
tious nuclear programme. Many of 
the aviation restrictions were lifted 
under the July 2015 nuclear agree-
ment between the Islamic Republic 
and US-led global powers with the 
proviso that airline services be re-
stricted to “commercial passenger 
aviation.”

But Ottolenghi and other West-
ern analysts insist the Tehran re-
gime and particularly its Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
have not only continued to cov-
ertly airlift troops and weapons to 
Syria but intensified these opera-
tions in recent months.

By Western count there are at 
least five Iranian and two Syrian 

airlines involved in “regular mili-
tary airlifts to Syria,” Ottolenghi 
noted.

The Iranian companies are Iran 
Air, the Islamic Republic’s national 
carrier; Mahan Air, the country’s 
second largest airline, which is 
operated by ex-IRGC officers; Saha 
Air, linked to the Iranian Air Force, 
and Qeshm Fars Air and Pouya Air, 
which are considered to be con-
trolled by the IRGC.

The Syrian carriers are Syrian 
Air, the national carrier, and Cham 
Wings, a private airline that flies be-
tween Damascus and Tehran.

All these airlines have been fly-
ing Iranian arms to Syria, largely 
through Iraqi airspace, since 2011 
when the war began, said Farzin Na-
dimi, an Arabian Gulf security ana-

lyst with the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy.

Like Mahan Air, the majority of 
private Iranian airlines are linked 
to one degree or other to the IRGC, 
the most powerful military force in 
Iran. It runs its own vast economic 
empire that funds the airlift.

US intelligence officials call Mahan 
“Quds Air” after the elite al-Quds 
Force, the corps’ special operations 
wing. It spearheads operations in 
Syria and other more covert under-
takings across the region.

With the easing of economic sanc-
tions on the Islamic Republic, Iran 
Air and the other Iranian airlines 
have been seeking new aircraft to 
boost their airlift capacity.

Iran Air finalised a $16.6 billion 
deal with Boeing to buy 80 aircraft 
in December 2016 and later signed a 
$25 billion agreement to buy 118 jet-
liners from Airbus.

Iranian authorities estimate that 
the Islamic Republic will need 400 
new aircraft over the next decade.

The Trump administration said 
on April 5 it was launching a critical 
review of the sale of Boeing aircraft 

to Iran, citing the covert military air-
lifts to Syria and armed Iranian prox-
ies across the Middle East.

If sanctions against Iran were re-
imposed because of pressure from 
the US administration, the Boeing 
and Airbus deals could be nullified. 
Boeing announced in early April it 
would sell 30 B737 aircraft to Iran 
Aseman Airlines, a state-owned en-
terprise and the third largest airline 
in Iran, under a $3 billion deal.

Another Iran Air deal, worth $536 
million, with European aircraft mak-
er ATR based in Toulouse, France, 
for 20 72-600 twin propeller aircraft 
for internal routes, could also be in 
jeopardy.

The Aseman sale apparently is 
allowed under the 2015 agreement 
but it could founder because Ase-
man’s chief executive is Hossein Al-
aei, a veteran IRGC commander who 
fought in the 1980-88 war against 
Iraq and is still closely tied to the 
corps. He was chief of the IRGC’s 
naval wing when it clashed with the 
US Navy during the so-called Tank-
er War in the Gulf when US-owned 
ships were targeted.
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‘Syrian Express’. An Iranian Mahan Air passenger plane takes off as a plane of Iran’s national air carrier, Iran Air, is parked at Mehrabad 
International Airport in Tehran.                                              (AP)

Populist politics. Iranian conservative presidential candidate 
Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf delivers a speech during a campaign 
rally in Tehran, on May 2.                                                                                  (AFP)
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Like Mahan Air, the 
majority of private 
Iranian airlines are 
linked to one degree 
or other to the IRGC.

In Iran’s election, the battle is between rich and poor
Gareth Smyth

Both Raeisi and 
Ghalibaf seek to tap 
into dissatisfaction at 
the limited bounce in 
the economy.


