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Iran

Lacking the 
financial means to 
maintain a large 
conventional 
military, Tehran’s 
military doctrine 
has long favoured 
the development 
of ballistic missile 
capabilities.
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rench President Emma-
nuel Macron’s surprise 
visit to Riyadh amid 
rising tensions between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran 
revived the debate over 
Iran’s ballistic missile 

programme.
“There are extremely strong 

concerns about Iran. There are 
negotiations we need to start on 
Iran’s ballistic missiles,” Macron 
said, even as he suggested a new 
round of negotiations to “put a 
framework in place for Iran’s bal-
listic activities and open a process, 
with sanctions if needed.”

Macron’s statements were prob-
ably well received in Riyadh. Saudi 
air defence systems on November 
4 intercepted a ballistic missile 
targeting King Khalid International 
Airport in Riyadh.

The Houthis and the chief com-
mander of the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC), Major-
General Mohammad Ali Jafari, 
claim the missile was Yemeni-
made. They said it was a long-range 
missile called Burqan 2H but Saudi 
authorities blamed Iran for the 
attack, calling it an “act of war” 
against the kingdom.

US President Donald Trump 
shared Riyadh’s perception of Iran’s 
role in the missile intercepted 
by the Saudis. He accused Iran 
of firing the missile and praised 
US-made air defence systems for 
taking it out.

The missile incident is likely to 
play into the hands of the US Con-
gress, which must decide whether 
to keep or kill the Iran nuclear deal, 
known as the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA).

In a possible attempt to preserve 
JCPOA, Macron tried to correct 
parts of the nuclear deal well before 
the missile attack against Riyadh. 
In September, Macron declared 
on the sidelines of the UN General 
Assembly that the Iran nuclear deal 
was no longer a sufficient safeguard 
against Tehran’s growing power 
in the Middle East. He said Iran’s 
ballistic missile programme must 
be curtailed to assure “states in the 
region and the United States.”

Macron’s analysis of the prob-
lem is correct. However, the 
prospects are not promising for 

renegotiation with Iran or working 

with it to curtail the ballistic missile 
programme. On November 11, Hos-
sein Naqavi Hosseini, spokesman 
for Iran’s parliamentary National 
Security and Foreign Policy Com-
mittee, announced the missile 
programme is non-negotiable. The 
next day, Iranian Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Bahram Qassemi said 
the programme is “defensive” and 
has nothing to do with the nuclear 
deal.

Iran’s official reaction to Macron’s 
well-intended attempts is hardly 
surprising. Lacking the financial 
means to maintain a large and 
modernised conventional military 
to deter regional foes and rivals, 
Tehran’s military doctrine has long 
favoured the development of bal-
listic missile capabilities. The pro-
gramme has evolved from reverse 
engineering Soviet and North Ko-
rean ballistic missiles into an ambi-

tious domestic missile industry. 
It is not only a source of pride but 
perceived as the critical component 
of Iran’s defence strategy.

Any concession in the ballis-
tic missile field, however small, 
leaves Iran extremely vulnerable 
and effectively dismantles its 
deterrence. This is why Macron’s 
attempts to curtail Iran’s ballistic 
missile programme is “Mission: 
Impossible.”
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Non-negotiable. A Qiam missile on display during a military parade outside Tehran.                (AP)

T
he powerful earth-
quake that shook the 
northern border re-
gion between Iran and 
Iraq caused the death 
of more than 500 
people and injured 

more than 7,000 others. The politi-
cal aftershocks, however, are felt in 
Tehran where apparent substand-
ard construction practices that 
contributed to the collapse of the 
Mehr housing project, established 
under former President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, are under scrutiny.

Depending on the government’s 
crisis management, the public may 
end up holding the entire regime 
responsible for the calamity.

Of all the video footage emerging 
from the November 12 earthquake, 
collapsed buildings of the Mehr 
Housing Foundation in Sar-e-Pol-e-
Zahab most captured the imagina-
tion of the Iranian public. With the 
outer walls collapsed, surviving 
concrete structures appear as skele-
tons ripped of flesh. Scenes of a few 
curtains here and a bed there create 
sad reminders of the people who 
once called this place their home.

Providing affordable public 
housing for the economically 
disadvantaged was the declared 
policy of the Ahmadinejad govern-
ment, which projected 4.4 million 
units to be built using 40% of 

Central Bank assets, some esti-
mates stated. Approximately 1.5 
million units were finished under 
Ahmadinejad and delivered to the 
public. Half a million units appear 
finished but lack basic infrastruc-
ture and utilities such as water and 
electricity, sewage, community 
access to schools and hospitals 
and even roads connecting the 
buildings to the city, making them 
uninhabitable.

The earthquake showed other 
deficiencies of the Mehr housing 
project’s buildings. Erected on 
mountain slopes and sometimes 
on fault lines, the buildings were 
not engineered to withstand seis-
mic shock. Many collapsed onto 
the heads of the poor people they 
were meant to provide  
with shelter.

Following the earthquake, a po-
litical aftershock is shaking Tehran. 
Headlines capture the mood: The 
reformist Hamdeli daily sarcas-
tically called the catastrophic 
photos “Ahmadinejad’s selfie” and 
demanded the prosecution of the 
former president and contractors 
involved in the housing project. 
Centre-left Arman’s headline read: 
“Ahmadinejad’s legacy collapses.”

Another newspaper accusing 
the Ahmadinejad government of 
incompetence was Sharq, which 
supports Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani. Under the headline “The 
Palace of Sorrow,” Sharq’s lead arti-
cle pointed out that Mehr buildings 

in North Khorasan province and 
elsewhere suffer similar deficien-
cies, putting homes at risk of turn-
ing into “graves” of their tenants.

On the opposite side of the po-
litical spectrum, media outlets pre-
viously supportive of Ahmadinejad 
downplayed the poor quality of the 
buildings and praised the coun-
try’s crisis management: Kayhan 
praised the role of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
and the Iranian Army in relief and 
rescue operations. So did Javan, 
mouthpiece of the IRGC.

The relief-and-rescue efforts, 
however, are likely to be the next 
point of contention. A highly 
centralised system, Iran allocates 
very few resources to regions in 
the periphery, even after natural 
disasters of greater magnitude. 
The city of Bam in south-eastern 
Iran has still not recovered from 
an earthquake in 2003. Few expect 
Tehran to rebuild Kermanshah 
once the media stop reporting from 
the city. The survivors of the quake 
will likely be left on their own.

Yet the scores of people who lost 
their homes in recent earthquakes 
and moved to Tehran for shelter 
will serve as reminders to the 
capital’s other residents that it was 
not just buildings that collapsed in 
Kermanshah but what may have 
remained of the people’s belief in 
their government’s willingness and 
ability to protect them at times of 
disaster.
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