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Iran’s Major General Qassem Soleimani would have
been devastated to learn his surviving colleagues at the
top of Iran’s government considered the firing of 20

missiles at US bases a “proportionate response” to his
assassination. Whether Tehran’s military response is truly
complete, of course, remains uncertain - although Foreign
Minister Javad Zarif was unusually clear in tweeting short-
ly afterwards that the strikes “concluded a proportionate
response”. 

Even if it is, the question is whether President Donald
Trump will go through with his own Twitter threats to
unleash overwhelming US strikes - including against cul-
tural sites - in retaliation. The lack of US casualties,
together with the president’s own tweet following the
strikes that “all is well”, suggest that will not happen.

If further direct military action can be avoided, that
would be a relief to many in Washington and across the
region - and, in some quarters, seen as something of a vin-
dication of the decision to strike. Had Soleimani not been
killed, supporters of the action will maintain, the United
States could have been trapped in a dangerous cycle of
escalation in Iraq that could have killed many more.

Whether or not that is true, is, frankly, impossible to
know. Even if the immediate crisis now begins to de-esca-
late, both Washington and Tehran face difficult decisions in
the weeks to come. Iran has pledged to resume nuclear
enrichment in a way that could easily plunge the region
back into dangerous confrontation, while the United States
must manage an Iraq now openly demanding the with-
drawal of US forces.

Behind the scenes, perhaps inevitably, what may really
drive events are domestic politics in the United States, Iran
and Iraq. For Trump, the strike on Soleimani looks unlikely
to do him any harm in an election year. Neither, however,
would scaling back or even ending America’s military pres-
ence in Iraq, or indeed across the rest of the Middle East.

Confrontations
To do so, critics argue, would hand Iran the major

strategic regional victory it has craved, and for which
Soleimani - head of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Quds Force - worked so bloodily for years. What is much
less clear, however, is whether Trump would care - and
whether such a turn of events would exacerbate or intensi-
fy the proxy confrontations such as Syria and Yemen
where that face-off has long been fought out.

And in truth, of course, Washington has already been
significantly pulling back its involvement in almost always
confrontations, most notably through the withdrawal of
US troops from Syria last year. In Yemen, the United
States has already ceased refuelling Saudi jets, while
European states, particularly Germany, have scaled back
or stopped military exports to Riyadh. Across the
Western world, fatigue with two decades of entanglement
in the Middle East has long been growing. Proxy con-
frontations will continue, but they may do so largely
fuelled by local actors and with much less involvement by
the United States and its allies.

That doesn’t mean they will not escalate. The last
month has seen Turkey send troops to pitch in to Libya’s
civil war, in which Qatar and the United Arab Emirates
have long been on different sides, with other nations
pulling the strings increasingly believed to include Russia
and Italy. There’s no reason yet to suspect Soleimani’s
death will significantly reduce Teheran’s involvement in
Yemen or Iraq.

Recent months have seen growing anti-government
protests in both Iraq and Iran, with Soliemani seen a major
driver of the brutal and often lethal response to both. That
was believed to have been a factor in his decision to step
up attacks on US forces in Iraq through local Shi’ite mili-
tias, which prompted US air strikes that were followed by
mob attacks on Washington’s embassy.

Nightmare
The nightmare scenario the United States feared per-

haps the most - an overwhelming assault on its embassy
prompting a humiliating Saigon-style withdrawal months
before November’s presidential election - now looks much
less likely. But much will depend on how Iran chooses to
approach the nuclear issue in particular. There are still
plenty in Washington who would like to tighten sanctions
further in the hope of bringing in outright regime change,
although Trump is not necessarily among them. European
states will be hoping for a different approach, perhaps
nudging all sides back towards a renewed version of
President Barack Obama’s nuclear deal.

The further strengthening of Europe’s keystone “E3”
alliance on Iran - Britain, France and Germany - may be
amongst the greatest legacies of the decade’s first interna-
tional crisis. Perhaps even more important, however, is the
emergence of what might be termed a “Trump Doctrine”.
The president is now much less encumbered by advisers
like former Defense Secretary Jim Mattis to stay his hand
or influences his thinking.

Faced with a confrontation, Trump was clearly willing to
countenance more aggressive direct action than almost
any of the US foreign policy community would have
embraced. He may follow that, however, by withdrawing
America from the region still further. That’s an approach
America’s allies and potential foes alike will ponder, and it
will not necessarily make the world a safer place.

Those like Soleimani who thrive on driving instability
should also pause to think, however. The slain general
clearly felt himself untouchable, and would almost certainly
have assumed his killing would spark even greater blood-
shed. Instead, for all the mourners at his funeral, it is hard
not to notice just how quickly all sides, including his own,
are wanting to move on. — Reuters 

Where does Gulf crisis go after Iran strikes? 

Iran anti-US strikes: 
Measured, but 
not final response 

Iran’s missile strikes on US troop bases in Iraq were a
measured first response to Washington’s assassina-
tion of a top commander, but are unlikely to be the

last act in what could be a long and asymmetrical
revenge campaign, experts say. With an outpouring of
emotion in Iran over the killing of General Qasem
Soleimani in an American drone strike, Tehran wanted to
appear decisive to calm a clamor for revenge, without
provoking President Donald Trump to unleash all-out
armed conflict.

“The Iranians are under pressure to do something
immediately given the strength of feeling, and that’s
where the importance of demonstrating defiance comes
in,” John Raine, a geopolitical expert at the International
Institute for Strategic Studies in London told AFP. “What
they did not want is to undertake an operation that was

dramatically escalatory, at least not now.” Iran fired mis-
siles from its own soil yesterday at Iraqi bases housing
US troops, in the first act of promised retaliation for
Friday’s killing of Soleimani, one of the country’s most
important figures. “With the attacks, Tehran signalled its
capacity and readiness to respond to US attacks, thus
saving face, and yet they have been well targeted to
avoid fatalities and thus avoid provoking Trump’s reac-
tion,” said Annalisa Perteghella of the Institute for
International Political Studies in Milan.

While the riposte was unprecedented in being
launched from inside Iran by the Iranian state and not a
militia, the authorities picked a purely military target
using conventional weapons and with no civilian casual-
ties. “The Iranians have attempted to square the circle
(with) a very proportionate attack that is not likely to
necessarily provoke the response promised by Trump,”
added Francois Heisbourg of the Foundation for Strategic
Research in Paris.

“On the Iranian side, this is clearly a signal to stop the
escalation process. The real question now is what Trump
is going to do,” he said. While Iran’s Foreign Minister
Mohammad Javad Zarif tweeted yesterday that the mis-
sile strike “concluded” its reprisal for Soleimani’s killing,
supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said: “An impor-

tant incident has happened. The question of revenge is
another issue.”

Iran may be seeking to ward off open military conflict
with the United States - its enemy following the 1979
Islamic revolution that toppled the pro-American shah -
but it may also consider other less conventional means of
retaliation. “Given the strength of emotion that we’ve
seen in Iran already... I wonder whether this is enough.
Does it actually look like and feel like revenge?” asked
Raine about the missile strikes.

Iranian state television init ial ly claimed 80
Americans were killed but Trump said on Twitter: “All is
well!” Raine noted: “In this case, Iranian blood was
shed and honor dictates... that American blood must be
shed in return. For that human reason, I would hesitate
to say that this is the end of it.” Instead, Iran will likely
try to exploit the high emotion that saw immense
crowds attend mourning ceremonies for Soleimani and
activate its proxies across the region.  “I would expect
them to be considering attacks against US interests of
higher value to the US elsewhere in the region and par-
ticularly in those countries where Iran has operational
reach,” said Raine. Particular attention will be paid to
the behavior of Shiite militias backed by Iran, notably
Hezbollah in Lebanon. — AFP

Iraqi Kurds inspect a crater caused by a reportedly Iranian missile initially fired at Iraqi bases housing US and other US-led coalition troops, in the Iraqi Kurdish town of
Bardarash in Dohuk governorate yesterday. — AFP 

Iran invests in means 
to indirectly confront 
superpower enemy

Iran’s launching of more than a dozen missiles at
American-led forces in Iraq yesterday came after years
of preparing for a confrontation with its superpower

foe, whose forces are vastly larger and more advanced.
The Gulf country has more than 500,000 active-duty per-
sonnel, including 125,000 members of its elite
Revolutionary Guards, according to a report last year by
the International Institute for Strategic Studies. But inter-
national sanctions and restrictions on arms imports have
made it hard for Iran to develop or buy more sophisticated
weaponry.

To compensate for the imbalance, Iran has developed
“asymmetrical” responses - ballistic missiles, deadly
drones and a web of militia allies in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon
and Yemen, among other things - with the aim of being
able to inflict pain while avoiding the traditional battlefield.
“From a conventional military perspective they would get
absolutely hammered,” said a British former military com-
mander who asked not to be identified because of the sen-
sitivity of the matter. “Their conventional military is very,

very sparse and quite old and quite out of date. They’ve
spent all their money on asymmetric attack capabilities. In
that regard they’re very well prepared.”

Until yesterday, the strategy had deterred a direct conflict
with the US as tensions spiked since Washington quit a mul-
ti-lateral nuclear deal in 2018 and reimposed sanctions. Gulf
rival Saudi Arabia recently witnessed the damage that missile
and drone assaults can cause, after a strike on its oil facilities
last year briefly halved production and knocked out 5 per-
cent of global crude supply. Riyadh and Washington blamed
Iran for the attack, a charge Tehran denied.

Iran has built the largest stockpile of ballistic missiles in
the Middle East. Some are based on the older, widely used
“Scud” designs, with a range of at least 750 km. Others,
based on the North Korean No Dong, can reach up to
2,000 km, within reach of Israel or southeast Europe,
according to a US Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA)
report last year. The Revolutionary Guards fields a fleet of
missile-armed speedboats and midget submarines it can
deploy against US military ships or commercial tankers to
disrupt the flow of oil in Gulf waters, where Washington
says Tehran attacked six tankers last year.

“If you look at ships, tanks, jet fighters, Iran looks very
weak. But if you’re looking at anti-ship missiles, ballistic
missiles, UAVs and things like that then it looks a lot more
capable,” said Jeremy Binnie, Middle East and Africa edi-
tor for Jane’s Defense Weekly. Iran’s fleet of unmanned
aerial vehicles (UAVs) can be used for surveillance or
armed with explosives, according to military experts.

“Iran in the Persian Gulf doesn’t really need to have big
ships, not necessarily frigates and destroyers. Speedboats,
gun boats, missile boats can do the job,” said Hossein
Aryan, a military analyst who served 18 years in Iran’s navy
before and after the 1979 Islamic revolution. Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, whose killing in a US drone
strike in Baghdad last week sparked the Iranian retaliation
on Wednesday, was the head of the Revolutionary Guards
Quds Force. The group handled clandestine operations
outside Iran, working closely with allied military forces and
militias in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon.

Iran’s leaders have promised harsh reprisals over the
death of Soleimani, who was a national hero to many
Iranians but considered a dangerous villain by Western
governments. He was buried in Iran on Tuesday after tens
of thousands mourned him in a ceremony led by Iran’s
supreme leader. US officials have said Soleimani was killed
because intelligence indicated forces under his command
planned attacks on US targets in the region, although they
have provided no evidence. Democrats in the US Congress
and some of the party’s presidential contenders warned
that the escalating conflict could spark a wider war in the
Middle East. Lebanon’s Hezbollah, along with a handful of
the Iraqi militias closely allied with Iran, have already
pledged to take revenge against American forces for
Soleimani’s death. More than 5,000 US troops are in Iraq
along with other foreign forces as part of a coalition that
has trained and supported Iraqi security forces against the
threat of Islamic State militants. — Reuters

Turkish support 
for Tripoli could
‘rebalance 
forces’ in Libya

The planned arrival of Turkish military advis-
ers in Libya should bolster the international-
ly recognised government, but may not be

enough to turn the tide of a conflict in which east-
ern-based forces have the upper hand thanks to
foreign support. Turkey’s decision to send the
advisers and technical experts responded to a
request by Prime Minister Fayez Al-Serraj’s
Government of National Accord (GNA), which
Ankara backs against forces allied to veteran com-
mander Khalifa Haftar.

Turkey has already provided drones and
armored vehicles for the defence of the capital,
Tripoli, which helped quickly stall the offensive
launched by Haftar’s forces nine months ago. But
Turkish backing has often been outweighed by air
power from the United Arab Emirates in support of
Haftar’s self-styled Libyan National Army (LNA),
and by a technological and frontline edge provided
by Russian military contractors since September,
officials, diplomats and analysts say.

“The decision by the GNA to request military
support from Turkey follows a dangerous escala-
tion in the conflict from Haftar and his backers,
including bringing in Russian mercenaries,” GNA
Interior Minister Fathi Bashagha said in a state-
ment to Reuters. On Monday, the LNA advanced
into Sirte, a strategic city in the centre of Libya’s
Mediterranean coastline, and fighting has
increased around Tripoli in recent weeks.

This has heightened pressure on GNA forces,
which two sources close to those forces said had
been struggling against missile systems being used
to bring down drones and laser-guided shells
thought to have been introduced by Russian con-
tractors. The GNA’s drone fleet has also been
depleted by attacks on airports and air bases in
Tripoli and the city of Misrata, northwest of Sirte.

Turkish officials have indicated that any deploy-
ment will not involve troops but that Turkey has
been considering sending Syrian rebels. A source
in the Turkey-backed Free Syrian Army said some
fighters had already signed up as guards. “What
this will bring above all is a rebalancing of forces,”
said Arnaud Delalande, an independent defence
consultant and Libya expert. “In particular it could
bring air defence, which could be jamming sys-
tems, but also coordination of troops on the
ground.”

Russian and Turkish cooperation
Manoeuvring in Libya by Russia and Turkey,

whose presidents meet in Turkey yesterday, has
overshadowed European efforts to revive a UN-
led peace process. Although Turkey and Russia
have generally been on opposing sides in Syria’s
civil war, they have strengthened economic and
military ties recently. They now cooperate in
northeast Syria, where they mount joint patrols,
and Ankara bought Russian missile defense sys-
tems last year despite opposition in Washington.

Ankara and Moscow want to protect their
strategic interests in Libya, where they lost lucra-
tive contracts in 2011 after a NATO-backed upris-
ing, and in the wider east Mediterranean region.
The two countries are unlikely to clash directly,
with Ankara seeking leverage to negotiate over
offshore gas drilling rights after signing military
and maritime accords with the GNA in November.

“In Libya, Ankara’s end game is not to help
Tripoli win the conflict, which is not realistic. It is
to create a stalemate and political negotiations
that preserve its maritime demarcation deal,” said
Sinan Ulgen, a former Turkish diplomat who heads
the Istanbul-based Center for Economics and
Foreign Policy Studies think tank. A senior Turkish
official told Reuters: “Turkey is in close contact
with Russia to prevent conflict. This will continue.”

Russia could be eyeing a long-term goal of hav-
ing a naval base in eastern Libya, said Jalel
Harchaoui, a research fellow with the Clingendael
Institute think tank in The Hague. “Russia is pre-
sented with a golden opportunity to make its pres-
ence in eastern Libya more entrenched,” he said.
Ankara and Moscow are filling a gap left by US
disengagement in Libya under President Donald
Trump and there are divisions among European
states over Libya. “I think the Europeans are com-
pletely left out in the cold here,” said Harchaoui.
“They’re scrambling.” — Reuters 


