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Iranian ships and submarines have deployed an undisclosed number of Iranian
troops and weapons at the Eritrean port town of Assab, according to opposition
groups, foreign diplomats, and NGOs in the area.

The city of Assab sits at the Horn of Africa in the Arabian Sea. As such, Assab
offers a strategic position as the world nervously eyes the precarious routes
through which a seaborne oil traverses daily.

Local sources have reported that Iran recently sent soldiers and a large number of
long-range and ballistic missiles. The military basing came after Iran signed an
accord with Eritrea to revamp the Russian-built refinery used by the Eritrean Oll
Company, also known as Assab Oil Company. As the world’s second largest import
of gasoline, Iran is sensitive to a Western plan to obstruct its access to refined
product as a part of broad sanctions provoked by Teheran’s nuclear activities. Iran
needs nearby oil refining ability. Using protection of the Eritrean refinery as a
pretext, Iran has set up its military operation there, and has been patrolling with
unmanned surveillance drones.

In the meantime, the Iranian navy has test-fired a sea-to-sea missile during a six-
day naval maneuver in the Sea of Oman. Teheran radio announced, "The surface-
to-surface Nasr-2 missile was tested in the (Sea of) Oman operational region,”
adding that its new, medium-range missile “was fired from a warship and hit its
target at a distance of 30 km (19 miles) and destroyed it."

The latest large-scale naval maneuver covered 50,000 square miles (129,500 sq.
kilometers) of Iranian territorial waters and involved about 60 warships. Iran
regularly holds war games in the Persian Gulf and the Sea of Oman. With the



addition of a new naval base at Jask at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, and new
basing at Assab in Eritrea, Iran can exercise a decisive military presence on
multiple shores astride the pivotal oil sea lanes.

Iran’s new basing rights trace to last May when Eritrean President Isayas Afwerki
visited Iran for a meeting with President Mahmud Ahmadinejad. At a press
conference after the meeting, Ahmadinejad declared that the two countries share
common views on regional issues and on ways to resist hegemony. "We've held
fruitful talks on different subjects relevant to bilateral ties, mutual investment in the
agriculture, industry and energy sectors, and regional and international
cooperation," he said.

Ahmadinejad stated that Iran saw “no limits to the expansion of cooperation and
relations with Eritrea,” while Isayas hailed Iranian support for Eritrean people.
Isayas also commented that both countries will defend rights of each other and of
other independent nations. “I believe regional and international cooperation would
guarantee regional peace and stability.”

President Isayas has granted Iran complete and exclusive control over the Eritrean
Oil Refinary with the mandate to revamp, manage, and exercise complete authority
over production and maintenance of the facility. Iran will refine its crude oil in Assab
to cover shortages it faces at home, which will benefit Eritrea by not having to
import expensive refined products.

The Eritrean Democratic Party, an opposition party, pointed to trepidation within the
Eritrean regime, indicating that some high-ranking members are saying that the
president is playing with fire with Iran and that the consequences for Eritrea could
be grave.

In September, Iran and Eritrea signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU)
supporting and encouraging foreign investment. The agreement was inked by
Iranian Minister of Finance and Economic Affairs Shamseddin Hosseini and his
Eritrean counterpart Berhane Abrehe.

Opposition groups in Eritrea are reporting that President Isayas, with the
cooperation of some Somali Islamist groups, is going beyond mere bilateral oil
supplies, and colluding to control the Bab El Mandeb Straights in case of escalation
of conflict with the United States and Israel. Eritrea and the United States backed
opposite sides in the war in Somalia, which erupted at the end of 2006.

The ominous expansion of the Iranian military comes at a time when the United
States has moved additional naval forces off the coast of Somalia in response to
piracy and what appears to be the looming defeat of its U.S.-backed Transitional
Federal Government.
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