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In the past few weeks, Russia has used Iranian-made unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) to attack Ukrainian forces
and destroy U.S.-supplied military equipment. The three Iranian airlines that flew those UAVs to Russia—Mahan
Air, Iran Air, and Qeshm Air—also operate commercial flights to European airports. By allowing these flights,
even as NATO arms Ukraine to repel Russia’s illegal invasion, several alliance members, namely the United
Kingdom, France, Germany, Spain, Italy, the Netherlands, Bulgaria, and Turkey, are enabling a revenue stream
that facilitates the transport of Iranian drones to Russia. The United States should impose additional sanctions
on these Iranian airlines as well as strongly push European and other countries to follow suit.

What Happened?

* At the end of August, Iran began supplying Russia with Mohajer-6 and Shahed variant UAVs, including
Shahed-136 loitering munitions that it starting using to destroy Ukrainian military hardware in Kharkiv
in mid-September.

» A Ukrainian security official recently claimed that Iran provided the drones to Russia on the condition
that they also be used to target Israeli citizens. On Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, Russia report-
edly launched ten Shahed-136 UAVs over Uman, a Ukrainian city where tens of thousands of Hasidic
Jews pilgrimage every year during the holiday.

* Iran transferred its drones to Russia using three commercial Iranian airlines—Mahan Air, Iran Air, and
Qeshm Air— which are still currently operating in European and other international airports, in violation
of U.S. sanctions, according to data collected by JINSA through flight tracking software.

» On September 19, the U.S. Commerce Department’s Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS) added to
its Export Administration Regulations (EAR) list three Boeing 747 aircraft, one each operated by Mahan
Air, Iran Air, and Qeshm Air—citing their use in transporting Iranian UAVs to Russia—but did not impose
additional sanctions on the airlines or airplanes themselves.
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https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/russia-using-iranian-drones-against-ukraine/
https://babel.ua/en/news/84817-some-of-the-iranian-drones-that-russia-launched-in-the-south-of-ukraine-were-supposed-to-attack-hasidim-in-uman
https://www.i24news.tv/en/news/ukraine-conflict/1664304645-iranian-drones-target-jews-in-ukraine-s-uman-report
https://www.bis.doc.gov/index.php/documents/about-bis/newsroom/press-releases/3138-bis-press-release-gp10-iranian-craft-additions/file

- One of the aircraft (designation “EP-MEE”), owned by Mahan Air, has made commercial flights
to Beijing, Baghdad, and at least seven trips to Istanbul’s International Airport, including most
recently on September 29, since delivering weapons to Moscow and getting added to the Com-
merce EAR list.

- Another aircraft (“EP-ICD”), owned by Iran Air, also traveled to Istanbul’s International Airport - most
recently on September 9 after delivering weapons to Russia, while the aircraft owned by Qeshm Air
(“EP-FAA”) has flown to Delhi and Macau in between trips to Moscow.

» On September 26, the Commerce Department added a fourth plane, belonging to Iran’s Saha Airlines—
owned by Iran’s Air Force—to its EAR list for delivering weapons to Russia.

- SahaAirlines typically only flies Iranian civilian passengers to domestic destinations, but the recently
designated plane also flies routes to Delhi, with the most recent flight on September 24.
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Why Is It Important?

° By

allowing Mahan Air, Iran Air, and Qeshm Air to operate commercial flights using its airports, foreign

countries are supporting companies proliferating Iranian weaponry to Russia that are used to attack

Uk

raine. Passengers who fly on these airlines are also subsidizing Iran’s UAV proliferation. Nations also

risk the introduction of prohibited materials, potentially used in terror attacks, to enter their countries.

»

»

»

»

»

JINSA

Both the Obama and Trump administrations sanctioned several Iranian airlines, including Mahan Air,
Iran Air, and Qeshm Air for their proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and support for interna-
tional terrorism. These airlines were used by the Iranian regime to ferry weapons and fighters to prop
up the Assad regime in Syria at the height of its repression. Iran Air’s passenger jets have been used
to transport rockets, missiles, and military-related equipment, and are occasionally operated by IRGC
officers who disguise military equipment as medicine or spare parts on official manifests.

Despite these publicly available facts, Mahan Air, Iran Air, and Qeshm Air currently operate commercial
flights to at least eighteen airports located inside NATO countries and fly to a total of forty-nine inter-
national airports outside Iran.

Airports that allow sanctioned airlines and aircraft to operate on their runways include NATO allies like
the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Spain, Italy, the Netherlands, Bulgaria, and Turkey - and are
potentially subject to U.S. secondary sanctions.

As of late 2020, Germany, France, and Italy had officially banned Mahan Air from their airspace, a rec-
ognition that the airline should be a pariah like the regime whose activities it enables. Yet Iran Air still
flies to several destinations in Europe, including Istanbul, Paris, Amsterdam, Vienna, Milan, London,
and Frankfurt.

While cut off from Western Europe, Mahan Air still operates flights through Turkey and eleven other
international locations in the Middle East and Asia. Iran Air flies to thirty-six international locations,
and has even recently expanded its options with flights to Munich, Germany that began on September
25. Lesser known Qeshm Air flies to fourteen international locations.
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https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/126/20190723_iran_advisory_aviation.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/tg1217

Locations Operating Mahan Air, Iran Air, and Qeshm Air Commercial Flights
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* Th

e United States has imposed various sanctions on Mahan Air, Iran Air, and Qeshm Fars Air that covers

some—but not all—of their illicit activity. Although the Commerce Department just added four aircraft
to their entity list for transporting UAVs to Russia, the Biden administration has not yet applied relevant
Treasury sanctions against the airlines or any new or rebranded aircraft from these companies.

»

»

»

»

Any individual or entity that provides material support, including allowing the use of runways, refueling
services, or spare parts to the sanctioned airlines and airplanes are also subject to secondary sanc-
tions that would prohibit their access to conduct business with U.S. financial networks. Sanctioning
aircraft reinforces and strengthens penalties against providing material support and provides more
direct awareness to third parties of how the Iranian airlines use their planes to conduct illicit activity.

The Treasury Department announced sanctions against Mahan Air under E.O. 13382 “Blocking Prop-
erty of Weapons of Mass Destruction Proliferators and Their Supporters” on October 12, 2011 and the
State Department announced further sanctions under E.O. 13224 “Blocking Property and Prohibiting
Transactions With Persons Who Commit, Threaten To Commit, or Support Terrorism” on December
11,2019. These are secondary sanctions, which could be applied to individuals or entities in NATO
countries and elsewhere who provide material support to sanctioned entities.

- Forty-three of Mahan Air’s aircraft are specifically designated using those E.O.s and the Commerce
Department has listed one aircraft on its entity list. Hamid Arabnejad, the head of Mahan Air, is des-
ignated under E.O. 13224, as are a handful of Mahan Air subsidiaries and suppliers.

The Treasury Department sanctioned Iran Air under E.O. 13882 on June 23, 2011. Seventy-five of its
aircraft are specifically sanctioned. These are also secondary sanctions.

The Treasury Department sanctioned Qeshm Fars Air under E.O. 13224 on September 19, 2019. These
are also secondary sanctions.

What Should the United States Do Next?

* The U.S. Departments of State, Treasury, and Commerce (through the Federal Aviation Administration
(FAA)) should launch a coordinated effort to pressure NATO partners to stop allowing Mahan Air, Iran
Air, and Qeshm Air from using their airports, which currently exposes them to secondary sanctions, or
transiting through their airspace. This campaign should involve outreach by senior Treasury, OFAC, FAA,
and State Department officials to both governments and private sector stakeholders to first remedy the
situation through informational briefings on these airlines’ activities.

»

JINSA

Hasty application of sanctions against these airports could risk a disproportional rupture of relations
between the United States and host countries. The United States should seek to remedy the situation
through concerted diplomatic and economic outreach, but both the legislative and executive branches
should also raise public pressure on airports to comply, given the threats posed by these airlines.
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https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2005/07/01/05-13214/blocking-property-of-weapons-of-mass-destruction-proliferators-and-their-supporters
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/tg1322
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2001/09/25/01-24205/blocking-property-and-prohibiting-transactions-with-persons-who-commit-threaten-to-commit-or-support
https://2017-2021.state.gov/united-states-designates-key-iranian-shipping-and-aviation-entities/index.html
https://2017-2021.state.gov/united-states-designates-key-iranian-shipping-and-aviation-entities/index.html
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jl1965
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jl1965
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/tg1217
https://web.archive.org/web/20121208003102/http:/www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/OFAC-Enforcement/Pages/20120919.aspx

* To reiterate to European nations that the dangerous activity conducted by these airlines is not just related to
Iran’s malign activity, but also their support for Russia’s war against Ukraine, the U.S. Treasury Department
should sanction Mahan Air, Iran Air, and Qeshm Air in their entirety under E.O. 14024, “Blocking Property
With Respect To Specified Harmful Foreign Activities of the Government of the Russian Federation,” for
their transportation of Iranian UAVs to Russia.

» Asit has done against Mahan Air, the U.S. Treasury should also sanction Iran Air and Qeshm Air under
E.O. 13224 for their support of terrorism through the proliferation of weaponry to Russia.

* Congress should pass legislation requiring a determination of whether Iran Air is subject to secondary
sanctions under E.O. 13224 and if Mahan Air, Iran Air, and Qeshm Air are subject to sanctions under E.O.
14024.

* While these additional sanctions would not immediately impact their status under U.S. law, they would
be treated differently by European and other governments, who recognize the severity of other sanctions
designations beyond those currently in place, and may reduce their transactions with these entities ac-
cordingly.

* |fthe Executive Branch does not take action, Members of Congress can also write to these airports informing
them of their exposure to sanctions risk and potential consequences. Both branches of the U.S. govern-

ment should also push for EU and individual country sanctions on these Iranian airlines and airplanes.

* Additionally, Congress should quickly pass the “Stop Iranian Drones Act,” which would expand Countering
America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act “CAATSA” to specifically include UAVs.

» The bill has already passed the House and was favorably voted out of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee.
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https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/6089/text
https://www.iranintl.com/en/202204285709
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/press/rep/release/sfrc-approves-stop-iranian-drones-act
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/press/rep/release/sfrc-approves-stop-iranian-drones-act

