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GENEVA: Growing US pressure on Iran has
weakened pragmatic President Hassan Rouhani
and made his hardline rivals more assertive at
home and abroad, recent developments show.
When he succeeded firebrand leader Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad in 2013, Rouhani was seen as an
establishment figure who would do little to end
Iran’s long standoff with the West. Two years
later, his administration signed the nuclear deal
with six world powers that spurred hopes for
wider political change.

Rouhani’s authority is now waning: his
brother, a key adviser on the 2015 deal, has been
sentenced to jail on unspecified corruption
charges, a hardline rival heads the judiciary and
his government is under fire for responding too
softly to US President Donald Trump’s sanctions
squeeze. Trump has said lifting sanctions in re-
turn for curbs on Iran’s nuclear program did not
stop Tehran meddling in neighboring states or
developing ballistic missile capabilities and
Rouhani’s outreach to the West was a fig leaf.

Yet the US pullout from the nuclear deal a
year ago and subsequent attempts to end
Iran’s oil exports have led to a sharp increase
in regional tension: the US military said on
Tuesday it was braced for “possibly imminent
threats to US forces” from Iran-backed forces
in neighboring Iraq. Rouhani has urged oppos-
ing factions to work together and noted limits
on his power in a country where an elected
government operates under clerical rule and
alongside powerful security forces and an in-
fluential judiciary.

“How much authority the government has in
the areas that are being questioned must be ex-
amined,” the presidency’s website quoted

Rouhani as saying on Saturday, an apparent at-
tempt to fend off public anger at plummeting liv-
ing standards. Ebrahim Raisi, who became head
of the judiciary in March and is a contender to
succeed Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei,
retorted that all branches of government had suf-
ficient authority to carry out their duties.

Local media interpreted the statement as a
direct rebuke from Raisi, who ran against
Rouhani in the 2017 presidential election. On
May 4, Rouhani’s brother Hossein Fereydoun
was sentenced to prison. The judiciary has not
given details of the charges against him and at-
tempts by Reuters to seek comment were un-
successful. The judiciary has said it has no
political motivation for the cases it tries.

‘Offensiveness and arrogance’
Rouhani has two years until his term ends, but

if he is seen by Iranians as responsible for their
problems, his successor is more likely to take a
hard line with the West, some analysts say.
“Couldn’t ask for a better ally than the Trump
administration,” said Ali Vaez, director of the Iran
project at the Crisis Group.

When Rouhani announced last week that Iran
would roll back some of its commitments under
the international nuclear deal a year after Trump
withdrew, the hardline daily Kayhan newspaper
called the move “late and minimal”. “If Mr
Rouhani’s government had reacted reciprocally
from the beginning to the broken promises of
America and Europe, they (the Americans and
Europeans) would not have reached this level of
offensiveness and arrogance,” an article in the
newspaper said yesterday.

Restrictions on social media, championed by

hardline officials and clerics, are putting further
political pressure on Rouhani, who promised in
his 2017 and 2013 election campaigns to lift such
curbs. Telegram, a messaging app popular in
Iran, was banned last year. Twitter is also banned
and hardliners have set their sights on Instagram,
used by some 24 million Iranians. In his com-
ments on Saturday, Rouhani said the government
does not have full authority over the cyberspace,
underlining the limits to his powers. He and other

officials, including Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, have active Twitter accounts despite
the ban. Last month, Instagram shut down several
accounts under the names of Iran’s elite Revolu-
tionary Guards, the country’s most powerful mili-
tary and economic force, after Washington
declared the Guards a foreign terrorist organiza-
tion.  Some lawmakers are now seeking a com-
plete ban on Instagram, one of the few social
media platforms yet to be blocked. — Reuters
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Hardliners target Iran president 
as Washington’s pressure grows

What’s behind 
rising tensions 
in the Gulf?
WASHINGTON: President Donald
Trump’s order of a US military buildup in
the Gulf to counter alleged threats by Iran
has many worried about a looming war and
others skeptical of Washington’s motiva-
tions. Here’s what has happened:

What assets has US deployed? 
On May 5, Trump’s hawkish National

Security Advisor John Bolton announced
the deployment of the USS Abraham Lin-
coln aircraft carrier strike group and a B-
52 bomber force to the Gulf. Days later, the
Pentagon added a Patriot missile defense
battery and an amphibious assault ship to
the deployment

What is the alleged Iran threat? 
Iran has not made any direct public threats

to spark the US deployment. Washington says
it acted on intelligence reports of Iranian ac-

tions. Bolton said the aircraft carrier and
bomber deployments were “in response to a
number of troubling and escalatory indica-
tions and warnings.” On Wednesday, the US
was more specific, saying there was an “im-
minent” threat to US personnel in Iraq from
Iraqi militias allegedly controlled by Tehran. 

The US State Department ordered the
partial evacuation of the US embassy in
Baghdad and the consulate in Arbil in re-
sponse. Analysts in Washington suspect that
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
could have been plotting an attack in retal-
iation for the US declaring it a terrorist or-
ganization in April. Iran subsequently
designated all US troops as “terrorists,” ef-
fectively making them a potential target.

Have there been any incidents?
One. On Monday, Saudi and United

Arab Emirates officials said three oil
tankers and a barge anchored at Fujairah
near the strategically important entrance
to the Gulf were damaged in an alleged
“sabotage” operation. But what caused the
relatively minor damage to the vessels and
who was behind it remains unknown.

Is the US preparing for war?
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said it

is not. “We fundamentally do not seek a
war with Iran,” he said Tuesday in Sochi,
Russia. President Donald Trump tweeted
Wednesday that expects the pressure on
Iran will bring it to the negotiating table.
“I’m sure that Iran will want to talk soon,”
he wrote. At the same time, The New York
Times reported last week that Acting De-
fense Secretary Patrick Shanahan pre-
sented the White House with a plan for
responding to an Iranian attack that in-
volved sending up to 120,000 American
troops to the region. That is not enough to
invade Iran but is enough for an attack
from outside its borders.

What do US allies say? 
Washington’s European allies have kept

their distance, calling for calm and ex-
pressing concern over military escalation.
They fear that more pressure on Tehran
will compel it to abrogate the international
agreement on its nuclear program, the
JCPOA, from which Trump withdrew the
United States one year ago. German For-
eign Minister Heiko Maas said Berlin “still
regards this nuclear agreement as the basis
for Iran not having any nuclear weapons in
the future, and we regard this as existential
for our security.” — AFP

Rouhani criticized for response to US squeeze on economy

Egypt’s Sisi hosts Abu
Dhabi crown prince
amid Gulf tensions
CAIRO: Egyptian President Abdel Fattah El-Sisi on Wednes-
day met Abu Dhabi’s powerful crown prince, Mohammed bin
Zayed Al-Nahyan, the presidency said, amid rising tensions
in the Gulf. “Both sides discussed the latest situation in the
region in light of the events the Gulf witnessed of sabotage
attacks on four vessels off the coast of the Emirates and the
attack against two oil pumping stations in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia,” a presidency statement said. 

Attacks on ships and oil installations in the United Arab
Emirates and Saudi Arabia this week have come as the United
States and Iran remain locked in a standoff. On the bilateral
front, the UAE has been a firm regional backer of former army
chief Sisi since the military overthrew Islamist president Mo-
hamed Morsi in 2013.

The discussions between MBZ and Sisi also “touched
upon the latest crisis that Arab countries are experiencing”
where they supported efforts to find “political solutions” for
them. Abu Dhabi, Cairo and Riyadh are seen as key support-
ers of Libyan military strongman Khalifa Haftar, praising his
battlefield successes against jihadists. — AFP

TEHRAN: Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (left) and President Hassan
Rouhani attend a government meeting in the capital Tehran. — AFP 


