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ranian Supreme Leader Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei, risking 
further international sanc-
tions, remained intransigent 
in the face of European en-

treaties to limit his country’s mis-
sile programme and scale back 
support for its proxy militias in 
the Middle East.

The latest failed attempt was 
by French Foreign Minister Jean-
Yves Le Drian, who visited Tehran 
on March 5 intending to reaffirm 
European support for the 2015 
nuclear agreement that loosened 
sanctions on Iran in exchange for 
scaling back Tehran’s uranium en-
richment programme.

His visit coincided with a Teh-
ran exhibit of ancient artefacts 
loaned by France’s Louvre Mu-
seum.

Khamenei did not seem im-
pressed. Speaking after Le Drian’s 
departure, Khamenei was quoted 
by his official website as saying: 
“European countries come (to 
Tehran) and say we want to nego-
tiate with Iran over its presence in 
the region. It is none of your busi-
ness. It is our region. Why are you 
here?”

Under the terms of the 2015 
agreement, signed by the United 
States, Russia, Germany, France, 
Britain, China and the European 
Union, Iran was to curtail its ura-
nium-enrichment programme for 
access to international oil and gas 
markets.

However, the Trump adminis-
tration has consistently expressed 
misgivings about the treaty and 
called on Iran to limit ballistic 
missile production, halt its in-
volvement in regional conflicts 
and open its military bases to in-
ternational inspectors, provisions 
not covered in the 2015 treaty.

US President Donald Trump has 
repeatedly threatened to with-
draw from the accord if the deal is 
not altered to his liking.

Iran is thought to have one of 
the largest missile production 
programmes in the region, with 

some of its precision-guided mis-
siles able to strike within the bor-
ders of its sworn enemy, Israel, 
and other countries in the region.

“There are ballistic programmes 
of missiles that can reach several 
thousand kilometres, which are 
not compatible with UN Security 
Council resolutions and exceed 
the sole need of defending Iran’s 
borders,” Le Drian told the Journal 
du Dimanche newspaper before 

leaving for Tehran.
“If not tackled head-on, this 

country risks new sanctions.”
After Le Drian’s visit, a senior 

commander of Iran’s Islamic Rev-
olutionary Guard Corps said Teh-
ran had increased its missile pro-
duction three-fold, the Fars news 
agency reported, without giving a 
time frame for the increase.

Anticipating further sanctions 
after Le Drian’s departure, Ira-

nian President Hassan Rohani 
told the Tasnim News Agency 
that Iran should be ready for any 
“unfavourable” consequences of 
hardening international attitudes. 
However, he said negotiations 
and diplomacy remained the best 
options for maintaining the 2015 
treaty.

“Remaining committed to the 
accord would prove to the world 
that the negotiation and diploma-
cy is the best way to solve prob-
lems but the collapse of the deal 
means that political talks are a 
waste of time,” he said.

“Our weapons are meant to pro-
mote peace, strengthen stability 
and security and to prevent oth-
ers from invading our country. No 
one should be concerned about 
Iran’s weapons and missiles.”

Khamenei described the pres-
ence of US military forces across 
the world as “malicious and sedi-
tious.” He said Iran would not seek 
the permission of Washington 
in maintaining its foreign policy. 
“We will negotiate with America 
when we want to be present in 
America,” he said.

Iran has consistently challenged 
US allies and objectives in the re-
gion, frustrating both Israel and 
regional rival Saudi Arabia. Fur-
ther to its active role within the 
Syrian war and support of Yem-
en’s Houthi rebels against the Sau-
di-led coalition, Iran is thought to 
have deliberately antagonised Is-
rael, playing a critical role in the 
downing of one of the country’s 
F-16 fighter planes on February 10.

Tehran’s funding of Lebanon’s 
militant and political group Hez-
bollah has also fuelled Western 
concerns about Iran’s behaviour.

Iran has been actively support-
ing Shia militias in Iraq amid signs 
of unending political encroach-
ment.

Iranian Defence Minister Amir 
Hatami was quoted as saying by 
the Tasnim News Agency that 
Tehran was ready to offer “mili-
tary advisory and security” sup-
port to Afghanistan in that coun-
try’s fight against terrorism, a 
reference to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and Taliban insurgents ac-
tive in the country.

The Arab Weekly staff

Soft power did not prevent failure 
of Le Drian’s mission in Tehran

Iran

Mission Impossible. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (R) welcomes French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves 
Le Drian at the start of their meeting in Tehran, on March 5.               (Iranian Presidency Office)
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ith Donald 
Trump in 
the White 
House, the 
Iran nuclear 
deal faces the 
prospect of 

falling apart but Iran still hesitates 
to help the European  
Union’s efforts to preserve the 
deal. French Foreign Minister 
Jean-Yves Le Drian’s largely appar-
ently unsuccessful visit March 4 to 
Tehran is the latest of those efforts. 
In the end, Tehran may come to 
bitterly regret its hesitation.

Trump announced in January 
he had “not yet withdrawn the 
United States from the Iran nucle-
ar deal.” He said that would hap-
pen, however, unless “the deal’s 
disastrous flaws” are fixed, which 
means it should allow for the fol-
lowing: “Immediate inspections 
at all sites requested by interna-
tional inspectors” and removal of 
the “sunset” provisions on limits 
to Iran’s nuclear programme and 
new restrictions on Iran’s long-
range missile programme.

Iranian Foreign Minister  
Mohammad Javad Zarif respond-
ed on Twitter that the deal was 

not negotiable and that the US 
president’s stance “amounts to 

desperate attempts to undermine 

a solid multilateral agreement.”
More recently, Iranian Deputy 

Foreign Minister Abbas Araqchi 
told the independent London 
policy institute Chatham House: 
“[W]e cannot remain in a deal 
that has no benefit to us.”

The comments from both  
Washington and Tehran must be 
taken with a grain of salt. After all, 
candidate Trump often promised 
to declare the Iran nuclear deal 
null and void on his first day in 
office but he has twice certified 
that very deal and could do so 
again and again instead of termi-
nating the agreement.

The threat held out by Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani, Zarif 
and Araqchi of leaving the deal is 
just as unlikely. Their political ca-
reers are based on the promise of 
a negotiated solution to the crisis 
over Iran’s nuclear programme.

Even so, the Europeans take the 
possibility the deal might unravel 
very seriously. EU countries are 
doing their utmost to come up 
with solutions that would keep 
the Trump administration com-
mitted to the deal without caus-
ing an uproar in Iran.

Tehran, however, does not 
seem particularly helpful. Its 
former ambassador to the United 
Nations, Ali Khorram, on Febru-

ary 26 gave an interesting in-
terview to Fararu, a Farsi news 
website, which is also available in 
English, Spanish and Arabic. He 
complained: “We are indifferent 
to European efforts and mostly 
treat them badly.”

“The British foreign minister 
visits Iran and, not only leaves 
empty-handed but is hurled with 
insults” in a reference to Boris 
Johnson’s unsuccessful visit to 
Iran in December, aimed at free-
ing a British-Iranian dual national 
from imprisonment in Iran.

“What can we expect of the 
Europeans under such circum-
stances,” Khorram asked, going on 
to conclude: “Trump is trying to 
persuade the Europeans to follow 
his path… and we have not taken 
a single positive step forward… 
We… chased the Europeans into 
Trump’s arms.”

Fararu also had international 
affairs expert Ali Bigdeli com-
menting on German and French 
attempts to keep the Iran nuclear 
deal alive. “The German foreign 
minister [Sigmar Gabriel] raised 
the human rights issue. Next, 
he raised the issue of Iranian 
forces [in Syria, Iraq and the like] 
returning to Iran and third [jointly 
raised by the French], is the issue 
of Iran’s missile tests.”

Bigdeli, perhaps over-optimisti-
cally, assessed human rights and 
missile tests as “less problematic” 
issues. He deemed the return of 
Iranian forces from Syria, Iraq and 
elsewhere as more problematic for 
Tehran.

Then there is the view taken 
by publications at the other end 
of the political spectrum. The 
February 26 edition of Sobh-e 
Sadeq, the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps’ weekly, condemned 
the “shameless behaviour of 
the European troika.” It said its 
behaviour makes “the European 
game indistinguishable from the 
American.”

Sobh-e Sadeq stressed the 
“strategic redlines of Iran.” These 
include the non-negotiable nature 
of “Iran’s missile capability” and 
“its regional defence capabilities.” 
It would also not be willing to 
accept inspections of its military 
sites. Sobh-e Sadeq urged the 
government to use Russia and 
China to counter the pressure 
from Washington and the Euro-
pean Union.

Tehran may regret turning its 
back on the European Union’s 
efforts and its dependence on 
Moscow and Beijing, which may 
abandon it in pursuit of their own 
interests.

EU countries are 
doing their utmost 
to come up with 
solutions that 
would keep the 
Trump 
administration 
committed to 
the deal without 
causing an uproar
in Iran.

Time for an elegy for the Iranian nuclear deal?
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If not tackled head-
on, this country risks 
new sanctions.
French Foreign Minister 
Jean-Yves Le Drian
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