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The Muslim 
Brotherhood and 
the temptation 
of violence

Military, energy deals crown 
first visit by Saudi king to Russia

‘Path to war’ — Iran defies Trump with missile tests

Beirut

A 

s US President Donald 
Trump seeks to tighten 
the screws on Iran’s 
contentious ballistic 
missile programme by 

renegotiating — and maybe even 
scrapping — the landmark July 
2015 nuclear agreement, Tehran 
has defiantly stepped up its efforts 
to develop long-range missiles 
that could threaten the United 
States and Israel.

That has heightened concerns 
that, as both sides dig in their 
heels on the missile issue, open 
confrontation may be the re-
sult. That’s the last thing that the 
conflict-plagued Middle East 
needs as it undergoes its most 

profound changes in more than a 
century.

If Trump, an ardent opponent of 
the 2015 pact that was supposed 
to lessen tensions, carries out a 
threat to decertify the agreement, 
Iran’s response will likely be to ex-
pand its missile programme and 
perhaps its nuclear effort.

“Trump’s failure to reject the il-
lusion that a pressure-only policy 
makes America safer risks putting 
the US and Iran back on a path to-
wards war that neither side can 
truly win,” warned Trita Parsi, 
president of the National Iranian 
American Council.

The Centre for Strategic and In-
ternational Studies, a Washington 
think-tank, estimated that Iran 
has the largest ballistic missile ar-
senal in the Middle East with more 
than 1,000 short- and intermedi-
ate-range weapons.

“Tehran responded to the sanc-
tions regime by aggressively ex-
panding its nuclear programme – 
the opposite to what Washington 
was seeking,” cautioned Parsi in 
an op-ed article in Britain’s Guard-
ian newspaper.

Then-US President Barack 
Obama “realised that if nothing 
changed, Iran would get a nucle-
ar option before sanctions could 
bring Tehran to its knees,” Parsi 
wrote.

The Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies, another Washington 
think-tank, said Iran has conduct-
ed at least 16 ballistic missile tests, 
including two Hormuz-2 anti-ship 
ballistic missiles fired from a sub-
marine in the Strait of Hormuz, 
since the nuclear deal was signed.

The missile tests do not techni-
cally violate the 2015 agreement, 
which focused on curtailing Iran’s 

nuclear programme, but are a 
breach of an earlier UN Security 
Council resolution.

The most provocative of the 
post-agreement tests was the 
February launch of the new Khor-
ramshahr medium-range missile, 
which the military said has a range 
of 2,000km and could be armed 
with multiple warheads — the 
first time Tehran has made such 
a claim. If it’s true, the Khorram-
shahr marks a major breakthrough 

for Iran’s missile programme.
Iran also test-fired a space 

launch vehicle that Western ex-
perts see as a precursor to a nucle-
ar-capable, intercontinental ballis-
tic missile (ICBM).

“Iran is certainly using its satel-
lite programme to shield the ICBM 
programme,” said Saeed Ghassem-
inejad, an Iran analyst with the 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies.

The Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps also fired six Zulfiqar 
missiles at Islamic State targets 
in northern Syria on June 18, re-
taliation for a terrorist attack that 
killed 17 people. That raised the 
launch total to 24.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

London

S 

audi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud completed a 
successful state visit to Mos-
cow, hailed by both sides as 
a turning point in bilateral 

relations that could affect regional 
politics and the world’s energy mar-
kets.

The visit was the first by a Saudi 
monarch to Russia and is in line with 
the kingdom’s new assertive foreign 
policy designed to strengthen rela-
tions with traditional allies and ex-
plore opportunities with potential 
new partners. The shift follows a 
perceived lack of engagement from 
Washington in recent years, despite 
ties improving between the two 
countries under the Trump admin-
istration.

King Salman, joined by a delega-
tion of Saudi officials and business-
men, signed several economic and 
military agreements with the Rus-
sian Federation, which is going 
through an economic downturn be-
cause of US-led Western sanctions 
and low oil prices.

Riyadh agreed to the purchase of 
Russia’s S-400 air defence system. 
A memorandum of understanding 
aimed at helping Saudi Arabia de-
velop its domestic military indus-
try was also signed. The air defence 
system, Russian media reported, is 

worth $3 billion and the sale is to be 
finalised at a World Trade Organisa-
tion meeting this month.

An agreement to establish a 
$1 billion energy investment fund 
between the Public Investment 
Fund of Saudi Arabia (PIF), oil gi-
ant Aramco and the Russian Direct 
Investment Fund (RDIF) was also 
finalised during the king’s trip.

No political breakthroughs were 
made on Syria, however. Riyadh and 
Moscow support opposing sides in 
the country’s conflict. Both coun-
tries did agree on the need to pre-
serve Syria’s territorial integrity and 
state institutions and both are to ad-
dress unifying the fragmented Syr-
ian opposition in preparation for the 
next round of peace negotiations.

As the Saudi king’s visit to Russia 
was winding down, US officials an-
nounced that the sale of a THAAD 
anti-missile defence system, worth 
an estimated $15 billion, to Saudi 
Arabia had been approved.

“This sale furthers US national se-
curity and foreign policy interests 
and supports the long-term security 
of Saudi Arabia and the Gulf region 
in the face of Iranian and other re-
gional threats,” a statement by the 
Pentagon’s Defence Security Coop-
eration Agency said.

THAAD, which can detect threats 
1,200km away, is designed to inter-
cept long-range missiles before or in 
the early phase of re-entry. The po-
tential sale to Riyadh is considered a 
defensive move against Iranian mis-
sile development. The S-400 system 
can more effectively defend against 
attacking aircraft and other weap-
onry, including ballistic and cruise 
missiles, inside 400km.

Iran and its proxy groups, such as 
Hezbollah and Yemen’s Houthi mili-
tia, are seen in most of the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) as the big-
gest regional threat, with efforts in 
traditional diplomacy failing to yield 
significant results.

After Tehran struck a nuclear deal 
with world powers, Riyadh adjusted 
its strategy for countering its efforts 
by expanding its influence in Africa, 
Asia and Latin America. The war in 
Yemen is an attempt to restore the 
country’s legitimate government, 

which was ousted by the Iran-backed 
Houthi militants.

Reaffirming his commitment to re-
gional security, King Salman, during 
his Moscow visit, said that Iran must 
“stop meddling in internal affairs of 
the countries in the region and halt 

its activities to destabilise the situa-
tion in the region.”

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Iran has the largest 
ballistic missile 
arsenal in the Middle 
East with more than 
1,000 short- and 
intermediate-range 
weapons.
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meddling in internal 
affairs of the countries 
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New chapter. Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) and Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud  
attend a welcoming ceremony ahead of their talks at the Kremlin in Moscow, on October 5.              (AFP)


