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e Nuclear negotiators in Vienna face struggle to resurrect Iran deal —
Financial Times —1/12/2021

As talks begin this week to refloat the nuclear restraint deal with Iran which was
torpedoed three years ago by former president Donald Trump, it looks as if the
attempted return to the status quo by the US and five other world powers is not
going to happen.

The moribund 2015 accord, formally backed by France, Germany, the UK, China
and Russia even after America’s unilateral withdrawal, seemed close to
resurrection before the summer, after six rounds of talks in Vienna. Although Iran
and the US liaise with each other only indirectly through the European
signatories, there was real hope that the outline of the so-called Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action — as the first deal was titled — was on the table. It
might have been, in its essentials. But outgoing pragmatists in Tehran could not
possibly turn back a clock that Trump had ripped both hands off.

The wrong actors were assembling offstage in Tehran. Ebrahim Raisi, a prosecutor
with a sanguinary record, replaced the pragmatic Hassan Rouhani as president in
the summer elections. Raisi then appointed as foreign minister Hossein



Amirabdollahian, a diplomat with close to ties to the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC), in place of Mohammad Javad Zarif — the silky face of Iranian
diplomacy who had been co-architect, with Rouhani, of the JCPOA.

Yet ultimate power has always rested with the supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, enforced by his IRGC praetorians, the judiciary and the panoply of non-
elected theocratic guardians answerable only to him. So it is not just a clean
sweep by the hardliners that is responsible for the hardening of Iranian policy. It
was Khamenei, after all, who gave his blessing to the 2015 breakthrough.

Instead, vested interests of the Islamic Republic — such as the IRGC, whose
empire of businesses prosper precisely because Iran’s sanctioned and dislocated
economy is largely closed, rather than open to the world as the JCPOA envisaged
— always saw the 2015 deal as the slippery slope to regime change.

Indeed, sherpas who guided the nuclear diplomacy up the mountain to 2015
point out that the turning point came when the White House insisted it was not
seeking the overthrow of the Tehran regime.

There were hopes the appointment as foreign minister of Amirabdollahian, a
man with lines into Iran’s deep state, unlike his predecessor Zarif, would make
returning to a nuclear deal more feasible.

Yet the hardliners not only loathed the idea of a more open economy and society
integrating with the world. They — and Iranians across the spectrum — came to
see the 2015 accord as a swindle.

Even before Trump tore up the deal and reimposed sanctions intended to strangle
Iran’s economy, the US Treasury under former president Barack Obama used an
array of non-nuclear sanctions that in effect kept Iran out of the dollar system and
cut it off from international banking, deterring trade and investment.

Iran’s chief nuclear negotiator, Ali Bagheri Kani, laid out his position
unequivocally in the Financial Times last week. The US must lift all post-JCPOA
economic sanctions forthwith as the prelude to re-entering an accord it
unilaterally abandoned. Tehran correctly says it stuck to the letter of the JCPOA
for a year after the US left. The ball is therefore in Washington’s court before
Tehran comes back into compliance. Well, up to a point.



Hundreds of measures imposed on Iran after 2018 relate to its non-nuclear
activity, such as using Arab Shia militia proxies to wield power in the Levant and
the Gulf, and the development and deployment of ballistic missile and drone
weapons — such as those that devastated a Saudi Aramco oil hub in 2019. US
sanctions on such activity continue under president Joe Biden, even if Iran
considers him a softer touch. Talk in Washington of offering sanctions-lifting as a
carrot to encourage Tehran are not on the same page as Bagheri’s demands.

A second Iranian requirement, that anything agreed now must be binding on
future presidents, is undeliverable and disingenuous — even if Iran might crave
certainty after its long, visceral animosity with the US.

Third, even if Iran goes back to 2015-level enriched uranium stockpiles and agrees
to dial down the level of purity far below weapons grade, it has installed a new
generation of centrifuges — in place of old ones hit by cyber attacks and
sabotage, presumably from Israel and the US — and that can hardly be undone.
The result of Trump’s vandalism is that whereas the JCPOA, which he called “the
worst deal ever”, mothballed enough of Iran’s nuclear programme to place it a
year or so from bomb capability, Tehran is now within months — some say weeks
— of being able to create a weapon. The negotiators in Vienna are dealing with a
different reality.

e Saudi Arabia boosts defence sector in drive for self-reliance —
Financial Times —23/11/2021

On the outskirts of Riyadh, officials show visitors around one of the latest
investments by the sovereign wealth fund at the forefront of Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman’s plans to modernise the economy of the Gulf state: a
defence electronics factory.

Advanced Electronics Company, whose Riyadh factory makes parts for bombs
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and drones, is the “crown jewel” of Saudi Arabia’s nascent military industry, say
the kingdom’s officials. AEC was bought last year by Saudi Arabian Military
Industries (Sami), the company set up four years ago by the Public Investment

Fund to localise defence production.



Saudi Arabia has one of the world’s biggest defence budgets. The kingdom spent
S$57bn on protecting the country last year, according to the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute. AEC is at the heart of its plan to increase
local production to 50 per cent of its defence spending within a decade. In 2017,
the year Sami was established, it accounted for just 3 per cent.

The project, in line with Prince Mohammed'’s Vision 2030 plan to diversify the oil-
dependent economy, is ambitious, but analysts said it would be a mistake to
dismiss it.

“Just look at the amount the Saudis spend on weapons. . . that type of budget can
get you an industry if you want it,” said Francis Tusa, a defence consultant and
editor of Defence Analysis. “They will get a capability. Absolutely.”

The plan also reflects Saudi Arabia’s desire for self-reliance — Riyadh is at war in
neighbouring Yemen, its oil facilities and other infrastructure are exposed to
drone and missile attacks from Iran-backed rebels, and weapon sales from the US,
its biggest supplier, often face opposition in Washington. Two motions are at
present making the rounds in Congress to block a $650m sale of air-to-air missiles
to Saudi Arabia.

“There is a strong need to boost military capabilities and self-sufficiency and
strengthen defence ecosystems in our region, including Saudi Arabia’s, so | see big
defence budgets being ramped up,” said Walid Abukhaled, Sami’s chief executive,
in an interview with the Financial Times.

“One of the main reasons Sami has been established is sovereignty, you want that
self-sufficiency. Another is the time it takes sometimes to repair and maintain a
product, to wait for a spare part can take two years,” he said.

To accomplish that, Sami wants arms manufacturers to move production and
maintenance to the kingdom. “All my partners know, the good old days. .. [the
original equipment manufacturers (OEMs)] who come sign a contract and deliver
it all from abroad are gone. That’s not going to happen any more,” Abukhaled
said.

“That’s forcing the big players to say we need to think differently, we need to
work with Sami, or other Saudi local partners, to win contracts. OEMs could build
their own facility in the kingdom,” he said.



Sami is already looking to assemble Lockheed Martin’s Blackhawk helicopters in
Saudi Arabia with local labour, and armoured vehicles in partnership with a
United Arab Emirates company. Sami, whose divisions include aeronautics,
defence systems and missiles, is in talks with other companies as well.

“Other companies and countries have taken 30 to 50 years to do it, so it’s
impossible to do it all organically, so you have to look outside and look at
acquisitions,” Abukhaled said.

One of its priorities will be a drone defence system, he added. A 2019 drone and
missile attack that Iran was accused of masterminding temporarily knocked out
two Saudi oil facilities and took offline about 5 per cent of global oil production.

Still, Sami, which has begun to manufacture its first surveillance drone, is a
latecomer to domestic military production in the region. Its neighbour, the UAE,
already produces surveillance drones and armoured fighting vehicles that saw
combat temporarily in the Yemen and Libya wars. Israel, whose military budget is
less than half of Saudi Arabia’s, makes some of the world’s most advanced
armaments. Iran, its main regional rival, has an increasingly sophisticated
domestic arms industry.

Given the massive spending on arms, the Saudi market is too big for the foreign
defence industry to pass up, said Charles Forrester, lead analyst for Middle East
industry and budgets at Janes, the defence specialist. “For them Saudi Arabia is
too big to ignore and there are some countries and companies out there that are
realising they need to catch up because they have lost ground over the past few
years,” he said.

For now, the facility in Riyadh has become a showcase for reforms sweeping the
kingdom, which include the “Saudization” of a workforce traditionally reliant on
foreigners, and the entry of women into the workplace.

The AEC foyer features some of its products — circuit boards for US-made F-15 jet
fighters, military radios and, at the centre of the display, an upright laser-guided
missile for which the company makes components.

A young Saudi woman who led the FT on a tour of the factory pointed out that
her compatriots made up more than 80 per cent of the workforce. In a hallway,



she paused at an old group picture of the company’s employees, all men, and
noted that she needed to get it updated, before continuing the tour.



