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Debate Iran     

T 

he war in Syria 
is coming closer 
to a conclusion 
but there is little 
indication that the 
Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps 

(IRGC) and its allied Shia militias 
are reducing their presence. 
More importantly, now that the 
Assad regime appears secure, 
the IRGC is developing a new 
goal in Syria: maintaining a per-
manent front against Israel.

Escalating tensions between 
Iran and Israel made headlines 
when the IRGC launched an 
aerial drone into Israeli airspace 
on February 10. Lacking an ef-
fective air force because of US 
sanctions and insufficient funds, 
the Iran has developed a fairly 
advanced unmanned aerial vehi-
cle programme, which it deploys 
in Syria and elsewhere for recon-
naissance purposes.

An Israeli combat helicop-
ter intercepted the drone and 
deployed two F-16 fighter jets 
to target Iranian military bases 
in Syria in retaliation of the 
airspace incursion. The fight-
ers faced heavy anti-aircraft fire 
and one of the jets was hit and 
crashed.

Where are Iran’s military bases 

in Syria and to what extent do 
they constitute a threat to Israel?

Most of the intelligence on 
the military presence of the 
IRGC and allied Shia militias in 
Syria comes from Saudi, Israeli 
and Iranian opposition sources. 
However, Javad Qorbani, who 
previously served as an IRGC 
commander in Syria, made some 
interesting observations in the 
January 21 online edition of 
Iran’s Jaam-e Jam newspaper. 
In the interview, Qorbani, also 
known as Abou Zahedeh, said 
three main Iranian bases were 
responsible for relatively large 
operational zones in Syria.

One is Nabi-ye Mokaram-e 
Eslam (The Generous Prophet 
of Islam), also known as the 
Izra Base, south of Damascus 
and close to Daraa. The second, 
Her Holiness Roqayyeh Base, 
is in Aleppo and serves as the 
operational command base in 
that area. The third is Her Holi-
ness Zainab Base, 50km south of 
Damascus.

Apart from the main bases, 
open source data help identify 
other IRGC facilities and tacti-
cal bases. The IRGC maintains a 
military presence at the so-
called Glasshouse at Damascus 
Airport. Afghan Fatemiyoun 

Division veterans from the war 
in Syria have disclosed that the 
Glasshouse serves as the entry 
point of IRGC and non-Hezbol-
lah Shia allies deployed in Syria. 
Here, they receive uniforms and 
arms before being sent to tactical 
bases all over Syria.

Those bases include Dumayr 
Air Force Base, north-east of 
Damascus; Al-Kiswah, 14km 
south of Damascus, which has 
been targeted by Israeli missiles 
on several occasions; Imam Hus-
sein Garrison, west of Damascus; 
Yarmouk Base, south-east of 
Damascus; the Tiyas and Shayrat 
air bases in Homs; Mayer City 
Base in the predominantly Shia 
village of Nubl on the outskirts 
of Aleppo and Camp Tala’e be-
tween Latakia and Tartus.

This writer’s survey of fu-
neral services in Iran, Iraq and 
Lebanon shows that at least 
2,872 Shia foreign fighters 
from Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, 
Lebanon and Pakistan have been 
killed in combat in Syria since 
the beginning of the war. This 
number represents an absolute 
minimum and is based on Shia 
foreign fighters whose death was 
reported on open source.

In recent months, there has 
been a marked decline in fatali-

ties. There were 37 in  
December, 32 in January and just 
two so far in February, compared 
with 81 in November. However, 
there is no indication of the 
IRGC or its allied Shia militias 
reducing their military presence 
in Syria.

On the contrary, the IRGC 
seems to have found a new mis-
sion in Syria now that the Assad 
regime appears safe and it is to 
maintain a permanent, low-
intensity front against Israel. 
In turn, Israel systematically 
unleashes its air force against 
targets in Syria to prevent arms 
transfers to Lebanese Hezbollah 
and to weaken the IRGC’s infra-
structure in Syria.

The Assad regime is probably 
not particularly keen on provok-
ing Israel but, for the time being, 
it is not the master of its own 
house and must tolerate what 
it can’t prevent. At some point, 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
may realise that his ultimate 
goal — his survival and that of 
his regime — may conflict with 
the IRGC’s goal of engaging a 
long, low-intensity conflict with 
Israel. The downing of the  
Israeli F-16 jet fighter may 
lead to an escalation of that 
conflict.

The IRGC seems to 
have found a new 
mission in Syria 
now that the 
Assad regime 
appears safe. 

Ali Alfoneh

O 

ver the past 30 
years, the world 
has seen various 
terror groups rise 
to prominence, 
committing grue-
some, violent acts 

in the name of religion. While 
much of the focus has been on 
Sunni extremist groups, such as 
al-Qaeda and the Islamic State 
(ISIS), the issue of Shia extremism 
has gone largely unexamined.

Militant Shia groups began to 
proliferate in the 1980s, when 
Hezbollah, a so-called resist-
ance group based in Lebanon, 
was founded with the support of 
Tehran. The Shia group is one of 
many sponsored and armed by 
Iran to “defend Islam” and resist 
the “Zionist enemy.” While the 
groups frequently deny support 
from Tehran, they are part of 
Iran’s project to export its 1979 
Islamic Revolution to the greater 
Muslim world.

Countries in the Arab Gulf have 
been the main targets of Shia 
extremism and are thus on the 
front lines of combating it and 
containing Iran’s expanding influ-
ence. Despite this, claims by Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain and the 
United Arab Emirates that Tehran 
is meddling in their internal af-
fairs have largely fallen on deaf 
ears in the West.

Why would the West keep silent 
about the threat of Shia extrem-
ism?

First, is the West’s focus on 
natural resources. What it cares 
most about is maintaining a con-
stant flow of oil and gas from the 
Gulf at a reasonable price. As long 
as it receives this, it is unlikely to 
get involved in the Gulf’s inter-
state conflicts.

Second, as far as the United 
States goes, attention was inten-
tionally diverted from Iranian 
threats and proxy groups during 
President Barack Obama’s eight 
years in office. A December 2017 
report by Boer Deng, a Washing-
ton correspondent for the Brit-
ish newspaper the Times, states 
that the Obama administration, 
to secure a nuclear deal with 
Iran, derailed an ambitious law 
enforcement campaign targeting 
drug trafficking by Iran-backed 
Hezbollah.

Such negligence from the West 
has had a negative effect on Gulf 
countries, particularly Bahrain, 
which has been hit the hardest by 

Shia extremism. Its saga began 
in December 1981, when Tehran 
supported a coup attempt by the 
Islamic Front for the Liberation 
of Bahrain (IFLB), a Shia Islam-
ist group that sought theocratic 
rule. As part of its coup attempt, 
which failed, the IFLB planned to 
assassinate Bahraini royals and 
seize local media to foment a Shia 
uprising.

In 1996, another coup was 
planned by an IFLB offshoot, Bah-
raini Hezbollah, led by Muham-
mad Taqi Mudarassi. This also 
failed but Tehran continued to fan 
the flames of sectarian violence 
by supporting extremist Shia cells 
across the Arab country.

More evidence of Iran’s interfer-
ence was published in January by 
West Point’s Combating Terror-
ism Centre. A report titled “The 
Evolution of Shia Insurgency in 
Bahrain” exposed the role of Iran 
and its proxy militias in develop-
ing terrorist cells in Bahrain.

Written by Michael Knights and 
Mathew Levitt, the report said 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps latched onto hard-line Shia 
elements in Bahrain, training 
some in bases outside the country 
and reinserting them in Bahrain as 

cell leaders. Military training was 
carried out in Iran, Lebanon and, 
more recently, Iraq, with the ac-
tive involvement of Iranian proxy 
groups, notably Iraqi Kata’ib Hez-
bollah and Lebanese Hezbollah.

“A network of safe houses was 
developed to receive and store 
arms shipments and to train indi-
viduals with the set-up of bomb-
making workshops to integrate lo-
cally sourced and imported bomb 
components,” the report stated.

Through Iran’s efforts, Shia ter-
rorist elements in Bahrain evolved 
from easily detectable groups to 
well-trained cells of attackers with 
combat experience and an ability 
to mount effective attacks with 
improvised explosive devices, the 
report noted.

It concluded that the threat of 
Iran-backed Shia cells in Bahrain 
and Saudi Arabia is likely to ex-
pand, with their tactics including 
the use of unmanned air and sea 
vehicles, anti-armour weapons 
and assassinations.

The report provides clear 
evidence of Iran’s role in promot-
ing Shia extremism but there are 
many questions unanswered:

How many Iran-sponsored mi-
litias are there in the Gulf region 

and the world?
Where specifically are these mi-

litias active? What kind of weap-
ons are they using?

Which targets are they aiming 
at?

How many have civilian and 
security casualties there been?

How many of these militias are 
listed as terrorist groups by the 
United States and other Western 
countries?

Western research centres and 
institutes have focused exclu-
sively on Sunni extremism, com-
missioning thousands of research 
papers and analytical studies on 
ISIS and al-Qaeda-linked groups. 
What little attention has been 
given to Shia extremism has 
focused exclusively on Hezbol-
lah. As a result, most Iran-backed 
militias in the Arab region remain 
off the radar, with little known 
about them, their ideology and 
their tactics.

Perhaps it is time that these 
critical issues be addressed, both 
politically and academically. Now, 
with the US administration show-
ing greater concern over the ex-
panding threat of Iran-sponsored 
groups and proxies, there is hope 
that this will happen.

Iran’s proxies have gone under the radar for too long

The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ long war in Syria

is Managing Editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Iman Zayat

Countries in the 
Arab Gulf have been 
the main targets of 
Shia extremism and 
are thus on the 
front lines of 
combating it.

New and old tactics. A 2016 file picture shows the burned-out wreckage of a police vehicle in 
Karbabad village in Bahrain.                (AP)
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