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Iran presents a serious challenge to American interests in the Persian Gulf and the Middle East
. Whether Iran emerges as a peaceful, responsible actor or a destabilizing power that threatens its neighbors will have direct implications for the security and prosperity of the region, and for American interests.  Should Iran emerge as a nuclear-capable state or, even more worrisome, a state in actual possession of a nuclear arsenal the implications are even more severe.

Iran’s nuclear activities present a particularly acute security challenge.  A nuclear-armed Iran would present a direct threat to U.S. friends, allies and interests in the region and undermine an already delicate security situation.  Yet, despite the complexity and importance of this issue, American policy makers and the  public know alarming little about Iran, its history, its leaders, its people and how decisions are made in Tehran.  Even under normal circumstances, resolving the nuclear standoff with Iran would be difficult.  But finding a solution will be even harder given the checkered history between the United States and Iran, marked as it is by miscalculation and miscommunication.  

Tehran maintains that its current nuclear efforts are solely for peaceful purposes
, while the United States and others countries contend that, at a minimum, the clandestine way Iran has pursued these programs requires Tehran to suspend its activities until suspicions about its nuclear program have been laid to rest and Iran takes those steps needed to “build confidence in the exclusively peaceful purpose of its nuclear programme”
.  The United States, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and other governments believe the clandestine nature of Iran’s program and the involvement of the Iranian military in certain sensitive areas raise doubts about Iran’s compliance with its international nonproliferation commitments
.  In fact, the IAEA Board of Governors and the Un Security Council has found that Iran is in “non-compliance” with its verification obligations.  

The bulk of Iran’s nuclear acquisition efforts were conducted in secret and in violation of its requirements to declare activities to the IAEA.  Iranian officials have stated that Iran was justified in pursuing a clandestine program given the reluctance of western powers to share nuclear technology with Iran after the 1979 revolution.  However, the U.S. intelligence community, among others, also alleges that Iran’s efforts previously included studies specifically related to nuclear weapons
, which would constitute a direct violation of the nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty
.  In the minds of many American officials and policy makers, this evidence reinforces the mistrust of Iran’s leaders and heightens the risks associated with Iran’s behavior and its rise in the region.    Iran has denied these claims.

Reviewing Iran’s Nuclear History

Iran nuclear ambitions pre-date the 1979 Islamic Revolution and many of Iran’s stated nuclear goals are consistent with its past activities.  Under the Shah Reza Pahlavi, Iran pursued nuclear technology as a way to modernize the country and to enable Iran to profit from the greater foreign sales of oil and gas.  Iran’s pursuit of advanced nuclear technology was supported by the United States and other major nuclear powers, including France and Germany.  As a pro-western state in the midst of the Cold War, Iran had strong U.S. and European support for its plans to develop a nuclear complex that called for over 20 nuclear powers reactors and nuclear fuel cycle technologies that would have given Iran access to nuclear weapon-usable materials
.  These included many of the sensitive technologies Iran is currently seeking, and even at the time some suspected the choice of technologies was driven, in part, by a desire to maintain a nuclear weapon option.  This previous willingness of the west to share sensitive nuclear technology with Iran is frequently cited by Iranian officials today as evidence that western opposition to its nuclear plans are driven by a hatred of the regime and hypocritical.  

Iran’s ambitious nuclear plans were interrupted by the Islamic Revolution.  The new Islamic regime rejected most things “Western” and forced many of Iran’s nuclear scientists and engineers to flee the country.  Iran effectively shut down its own nuclear program and lost the people best able to carry out the program in the future.  

The taking of American hostages and other acts of aggression and destabilization committed by Iranian agents caused the United States and other countries to isolate Iran, particularly in the fields of weapons technology and nuclear assistance.  Key among these steps were the cancelation of West Germany’s plans to build Iran’s first nuclear power plant at Bushehr, on the coast of the Persian Gulf.  Iran claims it was later evicted from the European-based uranium enrichment consortium – Eurodiff - in which Iran held a 10% stake. Eurodif was a mutli-national uranium enrichment program that would have provided Iran with nuclear fuel
.  Iran was not only unable to participate in the program but its multi-million dollar investment has not yet been returned, some 20 plus years after the fact.  This experience with a multinational enrichment center heavily influences Iran’s view towards more modern proposals along these lines, as discussed below.
Evidence uncovered by the International Atomic Energy Agency over the past 5 years demonstrates that Iran’s leaders clandestinely resumed their quest for sensitive nuclear technology during the decade long Iran-Iraq war
.  During this period, Iran was attacked by Iraq’s Scud missiles and with chemical weapons.  The lack of an international response to Iraq’s violation of international law and America’s support for Baghdad during the conflict appears to have motivated Iran’s leaders to seek unconventional weapons of their own, and, it seems, convinced them that the norms of international nonproliferation law were an inadequate protection against the spread and use of non-unconventional weaponry.  

During much of the 1990s, the United States was focused on the risk that Iran was pursuing a secret nuclear weapons effort, although the scope of Iran’s activities was not then clear
.  Intelligence sources gradually filled in the details about Iran’s clandestine enrichment program but it was only in 2003 that information about an underground enrichment plant and the help that Iran received from Pakistan in its construction became public.  The A. Q. Khan black market network, organized by the self-proclaimed father of the Pakistani nuclear program, knowingly proliferated weapons and weapons-related technology to Iran, as well as to Libya and possibly North Korea
.  Iran now claims that it was forced to rely on the black market because it was being denied normal access to nuclear technologies and dismisses its systematic violations of safeguards and inspections as mistakes and akin to “book keeping efforts.”
  Others view Iran’s efforts as a systematic and malevolent abuse of nonproliferation norms and of proof that Iran was seeking nuclear weapons.

WHERE YOU STAND DEPENDS ON WHERE YOU SIT – PROPOSED BOX

The nuclear dispute between Iran, the United States and the United Nations is exceedingly complex and is rooted in the larger historical dispute between Iran and the United States and, increasingly, in Iran’s own perception of how it has been prevented from assuming its “rightful” role in the region.  More narrowly, the dispute over the manner in which Iran has pursued its nuclear capabilities and the steps the international community – in the form of the IAEA and the UN Security Council – now makes reaching a general settlement of bilateral issues between the two countries much more difficult.  Any effort to reach a negotiated settlement must understand and take note of internal Iranian political considerations and the important role Iranian patriotism and nationalism.  At the same time, those seeking a peaceful solution must be cognizant of deep rooted concerns in the west regarding the intentions of Iran’s rulers and the consequences of a nuclear-weapon armed Iran for the region and global security.

From Iran:

Iran’s leaders are fully aware of both the legal requirements of the NPT and the IAEA safeguard system.
  Iran claims that it was forced to seek clandestine sources of sensitive nuclear technology because the United States and other countries denied Iran legitimate access to such capabilities despite Iran’s membership in the NPT and its acceptance of safeguards by the IAEA. Iran was, in fact, prevented on several occasions from important sensitive nuclear capabilities by the United States and others, out of concern that these efforts were part of an Iranian nuclear weapons program.  These denials took place even through the NPT promises that all states will be able to share in the benefits of peaceful nuclear technology as an inalienable right, in conformity with the general goals of the Treaty itself.  The importance of “rights” under the NPT has taken on significant meaning as Iranian leaders have portrayed the dispute over its nuclear activities as a struggle for Iran’s rights, and tended to de-emphasize the details of why Iran has found itself under intense nuclear scrutiny.  These arguments tend to omit the balance between rights and obligations under the NPT, which also require states not to take any actions whatsoever to seek the development or possession of nuclear weapons and to place all nuclear materials and nuclear facilities under IAEA safeguards.  This selective use of the NPT – emphasizing its rights and minimizing it’s non-compliance with other obligations – has been a major feature of Iran’s portrayal of the nuclear issue.

Moreover, in a broader context, Iran has often cited the perceived double standard applied by the international community between Iran’s behavior and the reaction to nuclear programs in Israel or even India.  The fact that neither Israel or India (or Pakistan) have signed the NPT and were therefore not obligated to place nuclear capabilities under IAEA safeguards is often lost in this debate.  While there is little doubt that treatment of all three non-NPT parties has been uneven, this reality is often cited in the Iranian public almost as a justification for its past behavior.  Yet, in reality, the United States and other countries have applied considerable efforts to block clandestine nuclear transfers to and from all three states and have forgone considerable business opportunities to do so.  

Thus, Iran’s perception of the ongoing dispute is one that is linked closely to the perception that Iran has been denied its rights and that it is treated differently and less favorably than other states in the region.  This plays into a larger Iranian political narrative given the history of both Persians and Shi’a in the region.  This perception, which has been reinforced by political leaders in Iran for a variety of reasons, is now a powerful force of its own that will make it exceedingly difficult for any Iranian politician to agree to restrictions or Iran’s nuclear efforts.

From the West:

The dominant perception in the United States and Western Europe is much different that that from inside Iran.  The core arguments for seeking to end Iran’s sensitive nuclear programs are based on both legalistic and security grounds.  From this perceptive, Iran has systematically violated international laws and obligations not to pursue nuclear weapons and to place key nuclear assets under inspection for two decades.  Regardless of the reasons – justified or not – Iran has broken international law and must be held accountable for its actions.  More importantly, because of its nuclear behavior and other activities in support of terrorist organization, Iran must not be allowed to master the ability to produce materials that can be used in nuclear weapons.  .

That Iran’s actions are not geared merely toward the peaceful use of nuclear technology is of paramount concern.  While the west cannot point to any single piece of conclusive evidence that Iran’s intent is to build a nuclear weapon, there is a range of compelling evidence that casts serious doubts about Iran’s proclaimed peaceful intent.  

Iran has:

· pursued technologies more advanced and economically justified by its current nuclear efforts; 

· pursued its program in secret for almost two decades; 

· had a clandestine nuclear weapons development effort; 

· continues to prevent the IAEA from fulfilling its inspection requirements by denying it timely access to people and documents related to its past activities and; 

· is seeking technologies specifically used for both peaceful and military use.

All of these details add to the perception that Iran should not be allowed to maintain possession of enrichment or reprocessing capabilities.

It is entirely possible that all of Iran’s actions are peaceful and that it has no intention to develop nuclear weapon capabilities.  But Iran non-compliance with its past commitments to pursue nuclear technology o raises concerns about the long-term commitment of Iran to comply with its nonproliferation obligations.  Moreover, these past actions by Iran make it incumbent, in the eyes of many western countries and the UN Security Council, that Iran take steps to rebuild confidence in its nuclear intentions.

Of course, Iran’s past actions are also seen through a prism of mistrust and fear in the American context.  The legacy of mistrust, memories of the 1979-1980 hostage crisis, and more recently abhorrence of statements from Iran’s President Ahmadinejad regarding the holocaust and Israel add to the perceived risk posed by an Iran in possession of sensitive nuclear capabilities, regardless of intention.

The IAEA and Iran

Iran concluded its comprehensive safeguards agreement with the IAEA, as required by the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in May 1974.  As a signatory to the NPT, Iran is required to have what is known as a full-scope or comprehensive safeguards agreement with the IAEA to cover all of its nuclear activities including import or production of special nuclear materials, and any facilities where nuclear materials are use, processed or stored.  The evolution of IAEA safeguards has a long history.  In 1991, it was discovered that Iraq – despite a comprehensive safeguards agreement with the IAEA -- had been conducting undeclared weapons work at safeguarded facilities and that the IAEA had neither detected the activity or discovered the existence of multiple undeclared nuclear activities and materials in Iraq.  The result was the development and publication of an “Additional Protocol” (AP) for verification.  All states have been encouraged to sign an AP with the IAEA, although doing so is not mandatory.  Iran signed the Additional Protocol in 2003, but has never ratified the agreement.  Iran had previously agreed to voluntarily comply with the AP pending ratification, but suspended its voluntary compliance with the AP in 2005.

The discovery in 2003 by the IAEA of a significant and previously clandestine uranium enrichment and nuclear development program in Iran raised serious doubts about Iran’s nuclear intentions.  The United States maintained through the 1990s that Iran was engaged in a clandestine nuclear weapons program, and the details that emerged in 2003 seemed to confirm these fears.
  Iran was found in “non-compliance” with its safeguards requirements by the IAEA Board of Governors in February 2006.  The board voted also to refer the matter to the UN Security Council.
  

In its continued effort to verify the nature of Iran’s nuclear activities as required under the 1974 safeguards agreement, the IAEA has agreed with Iran to implement a Work Plan for resolving remaining discrepancies in Iran’s nuclear file.  This August 2007 agreement was intended to identify and resolve all outstanding issues related to Iran’s previous non-compliance and clandestine nuclear activities.
  The Work Plan identified seven areas where investigation would continue, including:

1) Plutonium experiments;

2) P1 and P2 Centrifuge Development;

3) Sources of uranium contamination in Iran;

4) Document related to uranium metal and fabrication into hemispheres;

5) Research into Polonium-210 (a possible nuclear weapon initiator);

6) Military involvement in uranium mining (Gchine Mine); and

7) Alleged weapons-related studies.

To date, six of the issues have been resolved to the IAEA’s satisfaction.  The outstanding issue is that of the alleged weapon-related studies.  Iran maintains that the evidence provided to the IAEA on these matters from several countries are forgeries, but the IAEA believes at least some – if not all - are authentic and has said that Iran has not adequately responded to these concerns.  The IAEA reported in May 2008 that these issues – including an alleged program to develop a re-entry vehicle suitable to nuclear weapons delivery, high explosives testing and work on uranium conversion (the Green Salt project) – remain unresolved and a “matter of serious concern.”  Also of concern is the involvement of military entities in these areas, which Iran has not fully explained.
  These last areas of concern are different from the previous ones in the sense that there do not appear to be any non-military or legitimate explanations for the purpose of these activities. If the evidence proves to be true, then there would be no way for Iran to acknowledge their veracity and maintain that its program has always been and remains peaceful.

Motives

Why is Iran developing nuclear technology?  Why has it chosen to pursue sensitive fuel cycle technology as opposed to simply pursuing nuclear reactors.  While the covert nature of Iran’s past actions are cause for concern, the real risk is posed by the specific kinds of technology Iran has chosen to develop, and the combination of the two have given rise to concerns that Iran’s motives are not entirely peaceful.  Its continued refusal to comply with binding UN Security Council resolutions to suspend its program adds to these concerns, even if such a move might be considered politically difficult for Iran to accept.  It is likely, in fact, that Iranian officials have more than one single motive for pursuing nuclear technology and it is very likely that the motives behind their efforts have changed over time, just as they may change in the future.  The lack of a clear sense of Iran’s motive only adds to the doubts expressed by other states about its ultimate intentions.

Iranian officials steadfastly maintain that their nuclear program is entirely for peaceful purposes and that there is no interest whatsoever in developing nuclear weapons
.  Official Iranian policy states that Iran is seeking to develop nuclear power to diversify domestic sources of electricity and to permit Iran to sell gas and oil now consumed domestically for hard currency abroad.  The high price of fossil fuels and the growing demand for electricity inside Iran are cited to support this position.  

Outside experts have noted, however, that Iran’s pursuit of nuclear power for electricity does not in itself justify the domestic development of enrichment and reprocessing technologies.  Fuel services, for enrichment and spent fuel management are available on the international market, and the small size of Iran’s nuclear complex makes the pursuit of fuel cycle capabilities uneconomical.  In fact, most countries rely on outside fuel services, including the United States for whom over 50% of its enriched uranium comes from Russia.  

No country today denies that an Iran in full compliance with its nonproliferation obligations should have the right to benefit from peaceful nuclear technology, and this right is reinforced in the P5+1 proposals that have been forwarded to Iran.  But there is widespread concern about the Iran’s development of fuel cycle capabilities.  Iranian officials have maintained that their past experience with Eurdif and long-standing international sanctions against the government justifies their desire to be self-sufficient in nuclear fuel development and management.  They counter claims that the international fuel serves market can meet their project energy needs by citing the Eurodif case, efforts by the west to deny technology transfers to Iran throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and Russia’s delay in providing fuel for the Bushehr reactor until December 2007.

For Iran, the development of nuclear energy can have other benefits besides direct energy production.  The leaders of the Islamic revolution have tried for almost 30 years to develop nuclear power reactors. The leaders that achieve this milestone may hope to further entrench their status and hold on power.  

The perception that Iran’s nuclear capabilities – even if purely for peaceful ends – could be used to counter those in Israel is also a powerful attraction for some in Iran.  Israel is widely believed to possess nuclear weapons and Iran has tried to position itself as the champions of the Palestinians and as the leading challenger to Israel in the Middle East.  Matching, even in some small way, Israel’s mastery of nuclear technology would be a sign of Iran’s status in the region and its position as a challenger to Israel.  The impression that Iran was capable of mastering the military uses of the atom would further enhance this position, in the eyes of many in the region.

Despite the lack of conclusive evidence in the public domain, it is more likely than not that Iran has pursued nuclear technology specifically in order to acquire the means to produce nuclear weapons.  The United States and others states believe that Iran’s was – at least until 2003 – actively pursuing a nuclear weapon program
.  While it is not publicly known whether Iran was seeking to build a nuclear weapon or was merely seeking the option to build one in the future, there is a growing body of evidence that suggests Iran’s efforts have not been entirely peaceful.

Iran’s suspected interest in nuclear weapons can be interpreted in several ways.  Some contend that given its experience in the Iran-Iraq war, and later the Bush administration’s policy of regime change, that Iran’s leaders could be interested in acquiring a nuclear deterrent for self-defense.  The fact that the United States was willing to invade Iraq – a state without nuclear weapons – but not North Korea – a state thought to be nuclear capable – may have influenced Iranian decision making
.  Other interpretations suggest that Iran is seeking nuclear weapon capabilities to either act as shield, behind which Iran can plan and undertake aggressive actions or, in the most extreme case, to actually use against Israel or other targets.  It is also possible Iran has sought nuclear capabilities in order to provide nuclear weapons to sub-national groups, although this possibility is not supported by any hard evidence or historical parallel.  Yet another option is that Iran only seeks the technical ability to produce nuclear materials that can be used in nuclear weapons – a virtual deterrent – but may not actually pursue production of special nuclear materials or weapons.

If, in fact, Iran is seeking to build a nuclear weapon option, then next questions include what might lead Iran to take the final step to build nuclear weapons and what would Iran do if it did?  There is little publicly available evidence that Iran has actively sought a nuclear weapon and there is even less that Iran’s leadership has already made a decision to build nuclear weapons once it is able to do so.  It would not be necessary for Iran to make such a decision until it acquires the means to produce a weapon at its disposal.  But it is not clear how Iran’s behavior might change if it has nuclear weapons as its disposal.  It is possible that with a deterrent, Iran would become more aggressive in the region in pursuing its economic and political goals.  This possibility makes states like Saudi Arabia and others with historical disputes with Tehran nervous.  Others are concerned that a more assertive Iran might resume its quest to export the Islamic revolution to other countries with large Shiite Muslim populations.  Some Iranians also privately maintain that once it perfects enrichment or reprocessing and a virtual nuclear deterrent that Iran might moderate its behavior, given it would be less concerned about regime survival.  Assured of its security and status, perhaps Iran might endorse the regional status quo and seek merely to ensure the survival of the regime.  Given the lack of transparency in Tehran, it is hard to be sure of either possibility and the consequences of miscalculation will lead many to assume the worst about Iran’s intentions, all along hoping for the best.

Of course, antagonistic statements by President Ahmadinejad have sparked fears that Iran is bent on possessing nuclear weapons and that the leadership is committed to using them against Israel or other enemies in the region
.  It is impossible to rule out that a future Iranian leader would use nuclear weapons, just as it is impossible to rule out that any country with nuclear weapons might use them –they exist and the risks of their use exist.  And behind these concerns is the question about whether a nuclear Iran could be deterred.  Among the most interesting findings in the 2007 NIE was the conclusion that Iran’s decision to halt its nuclear weapon development effort in 2003 “indicated Tehran’s decisions are guided by a cost-benefit approach.”
  This reinforced the notion that despite the rhetoric of the President, the consensus-based leadership in Iran is largely rational and susceptible to the basic logic of deterrence.  While no decision maker would depend purely on speculation that Iran’s leaders would be rational and, therefore, deterred from using nuclear weapons, so too should leaders not assume that President Ahmadinejad’s words foreshadow actual Iranian policy on nuclear weapons.  By law, in fact, it is the Supreme Leader, not the President who is the commander in Chief of Iran
. 

Regardless of their original intent, Iran’s current leadership, and in particular President Ahmadinejad, are using the pursuit of nuclear technology as a rallying cry for the government and the revolution.  In a country where unemployment is high and satisfaction in the government is low, the idea that Iran is seeking to exercise its nuclear “rights” and that the west – in particular the United States and the United Kingdom – are unfairly seeking to prevent Iran from doing so have become powerful political tools for the regime.  Any efforts to address the nuclear program are greatly complicated by the public relations angle to the nuclear issue inside Iran.  It will constrain the ability of decision makers to compromise on the nuclear front, if indeed there is any interest to do so.

Iran’s Current Nuclear Capability

Iran has developed a small but growing nuclear infrastructure that could eventually give it the ability to produce significant amounts of fissile materials for use in either nuclear reactors or nuclear weapons.  Iran is pursuing both uranium enrichment via centrifuges and building a heavy water-moderated, nuclear reactor well suited to the production of plutonium for nuclear weapons.

As of 2008, Iran has not yet mastered the process of uranium enrichment or the reliable, long-term operation of large numbers of centrifuges.  But Iranian technical experts continue to make progress on assembling and operating centrifuge cascades and appeared to be nearing the point of progressing from first to second generation centrifuge units (from the first generation and less capable P-1 to the more advanced and more efficient P-2 design).  It is not clear when Iran might be able to produce enough highly-enriched uranium to produce nuclear weapons, if indeed that is their intent.  However, to some technical experts, it appears that this point is no longer a question of if, but when.  Director of National Intelligence Michael Hayden told the Senate Intelligence Committee on February 5, 2008 that “[w]e judge with moderate confidence Iran probably would be technically capable of producing enough HEU for a weapon sometime during the 2010-2015 time frame. INR
 judges Iran is unlikely to achieve this capability before 2013 because of foreseeable technical and programmatic problems. All agencies recognize the possibility that this capability may not be attained until after 2015.”
 

Iran is also continuing its efforts to build and operate a heavy water-moderated reactor at Arak.  This reactor is well suited to the production of plutonium for nuclear weapons, although it could also produce plutonium for a nuclear power program at some point in the future.  This concept is far in advance of Iran’s current level of technical advancement, and indeed only a handful of full industrialized countries have reached the point where they can use plutonium based fuels for power generation.  Iran’s heavy water production plant at Khondab was officially opened in August 2006.  The reactor at Arak is reportedly nearing completion and according to Iranian statements could begin operation as early as 2009.  The facility, if operated efficiently, could produce as much as 12 kilograms of plutonium per year, or enough for 2-3 nuclear weapons.  

To utilize all of the plutonium contained in spent nuclear fuel from this reactor, Iran would need to build and operate a plutonium reprocessing facility.  No such facility has yet been identified in Iran. Iran has conducted laboratory scale extractions of plutonium and other special nuclear materials, and could produce small amounts of plutonium in these lab scale “hot cells.”  It is not clear how long would be required for these facilities to extract enough plutonium for use in a nuclear weapon.

To support is enrichment and plutonium production efforts, Iran has developed an array of related support facilities.  Many of these are now in place and self-sufficient and could enable Iran to continue its recent progress on nuclear technology even without access to international suppliers of specialized equipment and technology.  These facilities include the means to mine and mill uranium into forms needed for nuclear fuel and enrichment and facilities capable of large-scale production of uranium centrifuges.  It is not known to what extent Iran must still rely on foreign sources for certain specialized materials and technology, many of which are under controls and specifically targeted in UNSC resolution sanctions.  If Tehran remains somewhat dependent on outside sources, than UNSC sanctions may slow Iran’s nuclear progress.  It is unlikely that export control processes are enough, however, to prevent Iran from reaching a basic nuclear proficiency in the production of nuclear materials.

A key question is whether Iran can build actual nuclear weapons.  Reports to the IAEA Board of Governors from February 2008 document information provided to the IAEA by several member states – including but not limited to the United States – on Iranian efforts that appear directly related to nuclear weapons design and delivery work
.  The December 2007 National Intelligence Estimate also states that the U.S. intelligence community has high confidence that Iran had an active nuclear weapons development up to November 2003.  The NIE concluded with high confidence that this program was apparently stopped that month.  The NIE then concluded with moderate confidence that Iran had not resumed the program as of late 2007
.  It is not known how far Iranian weaponization efforts had progressed by 2003 or whether Iran now has a workable nuclear weapon design in its possession.  It is likely that Iran could, should it acquire enough nuclear material, produce at least a basic, first generation nuclear weapon.  It is unlikely Iran could have high confidence in any weapon design it had not fully tested.

Current Political Status

At present, current efforts to address Iran’s nuclear program are proceeding along a two-track approach that includes both UNSC sanctions and offering Iran a set of incentives to suspend its nuclear efforts.  Iran has agreed to engage with the P5 states on preliminary discussions, but no results have materialized as of mid-July.

The United States, working with the P5+1 group of countries (the permanent members of the UN Security Council plus Germany), has worked to pass four binding UNSC resolutions that requires Iran to suspend its uranium enrichment and plutonium production efforts.  The last three have imposed sanctions on Iranian entities and individuals as a result of Tehran’s non-compliance
.  While not all of the UNSC’s permanent members support tough sanctions as a way to influence Iran’s decisions making, for now the United States has been able to convince the UNSC to support punitive steps as a tool in resolving the nuclear issue.  Russia and China are the least supportive of the sanctions track and Russian in particular, has worked to lessen the scope of sanctions being pursued in the UN.  

At the same time, the UK, France and Germany (E3
) have convinced the United States to support a package of incentives that would be available to Iran if the nuclear issue is resolved.  The latest package of incentives was presented to Iranian officials in June 2008.
  These include support for a civilian nuclear program – without domestic fuel cycle capabilities in the near-term – and offers to begin discussions and to suspend effort to implement new sanctions if Iran agreed to stop increasing its uranium enrichment capabilities.  The package recognizes Iran’s right to a peaceful nuclear program in conformity with its obligations under the NPT and offers to cooperate on a light water reactor fuel project with Iran.  Russia, for its part, has continued to offer including Iran in an international nuclear enrichment center in Russia as a means of convincing Iran it does not need civilian enrichment capabilities as a step to resolving the crisis.  Iran has continued to reject these offers.

Any peaceful solution to the Iranian nuclear question is likely to involve a mix of approaches.  Such sanctions may serve to harden positions inside Iran and may even work to the advantage of radical forces that seek to portray Iran as an isolated state fighting for its rights.  At the same offering reasonable incentives for Iran to suspend or even abandon its nuclear efforts will be a key part of any successful negotiating strategy.  Finding the proper balance between engagement and pressure will be key.

Tools of Influence

It has become cliché to talk about the carrot and the stick when it comes to formulating policy towards Iran.  Iranian officials have responded to such talk, with at least one Iranian interlocutor noting that “Iran is not a donkey.”
  Regardless, the range of options available to influence Iranian policy makers has been reduced to this unfortunate binary consideration.   The range of options available in theory is much wider, but is tempered by both the reality of the global situation and by political considerations in the United States, Iran and elsewhere.  Still, there is some reason to expect that as a new administration takes office in Washington in January 2009 that some additional room to maneuver may be open to American policy makers, and also to those in Iran.  But this window can close quickly and dynamics are currently working against giving policy makers more room to maneuver.

Incentives:  The United States under President Bush has not been enthusiastic about the use of incentives to end Iran’s nuclear activities.  While the administration’s original strategy involved military based regime change as a nonproliferation tool, this position has softened due to the affect of Iraq and the limitations of the policies effectiveness.  The second half of President Bush’s second term has been more flexible on the issue of engagement, in principle, but also marked by a general reluctance to engage directly with Tehran on the nuclear issue until Iran suspends its enrichment program
.  Even offers by the U.S. to “negotiate anytime, anywhere” have been interpreted by Iran and in Europe as either disingenuous or insincere given the U.S. choice to make suspension of Iran’s nuclear program a pre-condition for such talks.  

Regardless of interpretation, the United States has supported diplomatic efforts led by the E3, including the incentives packages offered to Iran in 2005 and 2008.  It is likely, however, given the deep distrust of Iran in the U.S. government that this decision was driven as much by a tactical desire to ensure continued European support for sanctions as by any hope that Iran would accept and agree to suspend its nuclear efforts.
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Any viable set of incentives would have to include a genuine (or at seen as genuine) willingness by the United States to engage Iran’s leaders.  The Bush administration’s choice to make suspension a pre-condition for talks (something not required in the UN Security Council resolutions, is an obstacle in this regard.  There is, of course, no guarantee that any set of incentives would be enough to convince Iran’s leaders to suspend or abandon their hard won nuclear capabilities.  However, the set of incentives on the table, combined with the mild penalties that have been imposed on Iran (see below) have clearly not been enough to tempt Iran’s leaders to change their position and comply with the UNSC requirements.  Sanctions, to date, have also been inadequate to alter Iran’s calculus about suspending or even ending their sensitive nuclear fuel cycle work.

Other more forthcoming incentives, combined with the risk of more severe penalties at least have the potential to change the calculus of Iranian leaders.  Given the dynamics of the region and the history of U.S. policy towards Iran, many believe that the United States will have to be integral to any set of incentives and that these might need to branch well beyond the nuclear issue and venture into the area of a grand bargain, encompassing security assurances, recognition of Iran’s sovereignty and promises of non-interference such as those offered by the Bush administration to North Korea.

Sanctions: Iran’s non-compliance with four U.N. Security Council Resolutions has led to the imposition of international sanctions against Iran.  To date, these have been relatively focused efforts, constraining international support for Iran’s nuclear operations and limiting the travel of key individuals associated with Iran’s nuclear programs.  Attempts by the United States to impose tougher sanctions on Iran’s financial and energy sectors have been strongly resisted by Russia and China, and more passively by other states who are not convinced sanctions will bring about a change of behavior in Iran, as well as among those countries concerned about the rising price of oil and the risk of a new conflict in the Middle East.

Frustrated by the lack of tougher measures in the UN, the United States has been pursuing other efforts to pressure Iran to suspend its nuclear program.  Targeted mainly on Europe, the United States has been trying to impose barriers that make it harder for Iranian officials and entities to access international financial markets.  The high levels of corruption in Iran and the need for Iranian leaders to use the international banking system for their activities is seen as a way to influence the country’s leadership.  In addition, Iran’s reliance on oil and gas revenue to support the regime requires ready access to international financial markets, something the U.S. has sought to tighten over the past two years.

If Iran continues to ignore the U.N.’s requirements, the United States will likely continue efforts to impose additional sanctions.  Russia and China, unconvinced such efforts will be successful and unwilling to risk further damaging relations with Tehran, will likely be the least enthusiastic about such efforts.  A new U.S. administration, seen as more willing to engage Iran, may be able to obtain greater support for penalties.  At the same time, it is possible that a new U.S. President more willing to consider military or other punitive measures against Iran might also be able to obtain greater international support for sanctions as a way to head off more aggressive U.S. action.  

Military Force:

A great deal of attention has been paid to the prospects for the use of military force by the United States, Israel or by a group of states to force Iran to comply with UNSC resolutions or simply to end or damage Iran’s nuclear capabilities.  Putting aside for a moment the question of whether military force can set back or end Iran’s nuclear activities, keeping military options on the table may be useful in both preventing Iran from taking action seen as overly provocative, as well as in convincing European allies to maintain support for a sanctions regime to ensure that U.S. policy does not itself become too aggressive.  Fear that the U.S. might do something “rash” if its efforts to impose sanctions against Iran were unsuccessful is widely seen as having been a motivator for early efforts to impose pressure on Iran.  The release of the 2007 NIE is thought to have removed the prospect – for the time being – that military force was an option being considered by the United States and, as a result, international cooperation on tougher sanctions against Iran has been harder to maintain.

In considering military options for dealing with the potential of a nuclear Iran, there are really two central issues to consider:

1) Can military force significantly damage or eliminate Iran’s nuclear capabilities? and

2) What would be the consequences of such a strike both inside and outside Iran?

There are different possible answers to these questions.  It is likely that a conventional military strike against Iran’s nuclear facilities and infrastructure could damage Iran’s nuclear capabilities and set back their program by months or even years.  However, it is also likely that Iran would be able to eventually (the length of time is impossible to predict accurately) rebuild its capabilities.  It is not known how long it would take Iran to rebuild from any attack, but it is reasonable to assume that Iran has been preparing for such an attack and has taken steps to prepare itself for a rebuilding effort, just in case.

In the wake of such an attack, however, it is likely that Iran would refuse any IAEA monitoring and would seek to rebuild facilities entirely in secret.  In addition, the use of military force might also eliminate any remaining restraints that Iran might feel (if they exist now) to legitimize its activities as peaceful.  Thus, Iran’s future nuclear activities after a strike might be harder to locate and may make faster progress on developing a nuclear weapon once it reached the level that existed before a military strike was conducted.

The consequences of a military strike are easy to imagine but hard to predict with any accuracy.  Iran clearly has the means to respond militarily against any attacker through both conventional and unconventional means.  Attacks on U.S. forces inside Iraq, against Israel, or against targets around the world are all possible.  Iran’s links to sub-national groups and its past support for terrorist activities must be considered when looking at the possible responses to an attack.  Iran might use an attack to justify moves against oil shipping in the Persian Gulf or more openly use other economic weapons at its disposal.

Inside Iran, it is likely that any attack – with or without UN authorization – would only serve to solidify support for the Islamic regime and its leaders.  Just as any state might experience a surge of patriotism after an attack, Iran’s leaders might benefit significantly from the sense that Iran is under siege and that solidarity and national unity were the appropriate response.  While some might try to point to Iranian actions as the cause of any attack these voices would be vastly outnumbered by those who would see the strike as a reason so strongly support the state and the regime.

The Impact of Sanctions on Iran

The United States has imposed a variety of sanctions in Iran beginning with those imposed immediately after the revolution that overthrew the Shah in 1979, including the freezing of Iranian assets in the United States
.  American sanctions against Iran have been accumulating for almost 30 years, and have been motivated to both respond to actions taken by the regime against the United States and its interests(i.e., terrorist activities), as well as to help isolate the regime politically and economically as a way of either changing its behavior or undermining its hold on power.  Also, sanctioning Iran has become an often-used political tactic in the United States for elected officials to show that they are both tough on Iran and terrorism and a strong supporter of the state of Israel, the closest U.S. ally in the region.  

Additional sanctions have also been successfully used for several decades to slow Iran’s progress in its efforts to develop nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons and ballistic missiles.

The effect of these sanctions is a hotly debated topic, as are most sanction regimes.  The United States has led international efforts to impose sanctions against Iran over the past decades for its pursuit of WMD capabilities, its support of active terrorist organizations and other activities.  While these efforts do not have universal support, there are broader international sanctions that have been imposed against the Iranian government and Iranian entities, including the Iranian oil industry and its military. The lack of comprehensive support for these sanctions internationally has affected their impact, but does not mean inherently that they are not effective.  It is true that the sanctions regime has not led to the downfall of the leadership in Iran nor led Iran’s leaders to abandon support for active terrorist groups or efforts to develop sensitive nuclear technology and ballistic missiles.  Yet, as a result of sanctions Iran’s economy has struggled and, even with the high price of oil, the Government of Iran is not able to undertake the actions or economic activities it might like to pursue.

Aside from what affect sanctions have had on the ground in Iran, an alternative question is whether the sanctions do more harm than good in supporting change within the Iranian system.  To what extent can the government in Iran use the imposition of sanctions as a potent tool to rally support or to explain away the effects of internal mismanagement and corruption?  The image of a country under siege by America - the great Satan – is one that has been used for many decades by Iran, and with some effect.  Elements of the state security structure and body politic can and have used the image of a hostile America, whose intentions are symbolized in a sanctions regime, as a way of rallying support for a government and system that may otherwise face even greater public levels of dissatisfaction or hostility.  It is also likely that U.S. sanction have prevented greater US-Iranian cultural, economic and personal interaction which could also be tools to undermine the regime or to moderate its behavior over time, although it is not clear top what extent Iran would have permitted some of the activities that the U.S. might have been interested in pursuing in a non-sanctions based construct.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to evaluate whether the broader U.S. sanctions regime has had a net positive or negative affect on the behavior of the Iranian regime.  Any analysis, by definition would have to speculate significantly about what might or might not have transpired had the United States been less enamored with sanctions.  

As it related to the nuclear file, the United States has led the effort within the UN Security Council to impose sanctions as a result of Iran’s non-compliance with its IAEA safeguards obligations and its continued refusal to comply with four binding UN Security Council resolutions that require Iran to suspend its uranium enrichment-related and reprocessing activities.
  The three most recent resolutions (1737, 1747 and 1803) impose binding sanctions on Iran for its action, including:

1) imposing financial sanctions and freezing assets linked to specific entities involved in Iran’s nuclear and ballistic missile programs

2) Imposes travel bans on key officials and individuals associated with Iran’s nuclear and ballistic missile programs; and

3) Restricts trade with Iran in nuclear and ballistic missile related activities and technologies.

It is useful to note that the resolutions also lay out the proposed elements of a long-term solution to the nuclear issue with Iran, where in the P-5 of the UNSV and Germany voluntarily reiterate their desire to resume negotiations with Iran, as well as their endorsement of Iran’s right to pursue nuclear energy in full compliance with the NPT and their agreement to “support actively the building of new light water reactor in Iran” in accordance with the NPT and the IAEA statute.  To resume negotiations on these and other issues, however, Iran would need to comply with the UNSC resolutions and suspend its nuclear activities.

These sanctions are relatively mild and are unlikely to have a dramatic affect, by themselves, on Iran’s behavior.  At the same time that the U.N. has been imposing these sanctions, the United States has also been seeking multilateral support for efforts to cut Iran’s nuclear and unconventional weapon entities off from the international banking sector.  These efforts have had a broader effect by making it harder for Iranian officials, agents and civilians to transfer money in and out of the country, something that may be having a direct impact on key officials and constituencies in Iran.  However, the real impact of such measures is anecdotal and hard to substantiate. 

How Nuclear Can Iran Be?

There is a growing debate over the future direction of U.S. policy on Iran in general, and specifically on what level of nuclear capability the United States should be prepared to accept in Iran.  Key to the debate is whether efforts to prevent Iran from retaining any enrichment or reprocessing capabilities are realistic.  Iran has already installed 3000 centrifuges.  It has announced plans to install six thousand more and has plans to eventually create an industrial scale enrichment capability with over 50,000 centrifuge units, although it is not known whether Iran can produce that number of units.  Iran is also working on more advanced centrifuge designs that could, if successful, double the efficiency of its current operations.  The likelihood that Iran has not yet mastered centrifuge technology is often overlooked in the broader public debate, and Iran has been working to create facts on the ground that will complicate efforts to constrain their program.  Thus, it may already be too late to achieve an outcome where Iran has no domestic enrichment capability and it may be time for the United States to consider possible alternatives to Zero Enrichment.  The debate on whether time is neutral is a key one for policy makers to consider as the map out future strategy and tactics for approaching Iran’s nuclear program.  It should be noted, however, that that any option that condones an Iranian enrichment capability – even under intrusive inspections and multinational control – would still result in Iran possessing at least the technical capability to produce nuclear weapons.  In addition, such a result would give Iran’s program an international acceptability that could erode efforts to isolate and stigmatize Tehran’s program, which has been central in efforts to slow Iran’s technical progress.

Central to this debate is the reality of enrichment technology.  A centrifuge that enriches uranium to low concentrations of U-235 (between three and five percent) for a nuclear reactor can also enrich uranium to high concentrations (close to 90 percent) of U-235 for use in a nuclear weapon.  As such, the debate over whether Iran can or cannot be trusted with enrichment technology has much to do with ones view of the Iranian regime and its intentions as in ones faith in international inspections and legal regimes.

Iran’s pursuit of nuclear technology has spawned numerous proposals that seek to ensure that if Iran is going to possess nuclear assets that they are all under the most intrusive monitoring systems and institutional controls possible.  The goals of these controls would be to prevent, or at least raise the price of any move by Iran to break out of a peaceful program and pursue its weapon options.  The logic is that if Iran is going to have enrichment technology, the international community should do everything in its power to ensure it is properly monitored and, to the extent possible, constrained by institutional measures.  

Any enrichment capability in Iran, however, gives the regime in Tehran at least the potential to build nuclear weapons.  Those that are opposed to proposals that would endorse an Iranian nuclear capability counter that it may not be too late to prevent Iran from acquiring a reliable enrichment capability.  It is possible that a new U.S. administration may be more successful in engaging Iran in a way that leads to compromise or that obtains increased international support for tougher and more effective penalties against Iran.  Also, it is possible that internal regime change inside Iran could change the prognosis for a compromise on the nuclear issue.  While uncertain, even the small chance that a more constructive regime in Iran might be willing to compromise on the nuclear issue might be lost if the international opposition to the program disappeared.

In considering proposals to control Iranian domestic enrichment, it must be recognized that none of the inspections or international controls regimes envisioned could effectively prevent Iran from one day pursuing nuclear weapons.  This is akin to the IAEA safeguards system itself.  These inspections are designed like an alarm system, notifying the UN Security Council if a state violates its pledges to use nuclear materials and facilities only for peaceful purposes.  The presumption is that action by the international community could then respond in an effective way to ensure that the country in question does not acquire nuclear weapons.  This, in effect, has already happened, and people who suggest that a compromise that permits Iran to maintain an enrichment capability must also then lay out their idea on how to ensure that the U.N. would be more effective should Iran violate its obligations in the future by, for example, nationalizing a multinational facility in Iran.  To be sure, such a move would affect the equities of multiple countries, but even that might not ensure Iran’s actions could be countered in time to prevent a nuclear breakout scenario.

The status quo, however, where Iran pursues nuclear capabilities on its own and in defiance of international law is clearly unattractive.  Iran’s continued refusal to suspend its program and its aggressive plans to develop nuclear technology outside of the most stringent of international safeguards is a clear lose-lose scenario.

Thus, policy makers are presented loosely with two options - Zero enrichment/isolation on the one hand and permitted but controlled enrichment on the other hand.  For the current Administration, there is apparently no level of inspections or intrusiveness that would provide enough confidence for Iran to be given international authorization to continue enrichment at the present time.  The next administration will have to consider its options and make its own decision.

The Zero Option 

Given Iran’s past behavior, U.S. officials have apparently decided that Washington cannot have any trust in the intentions of Iran’s leaders or their pledges to use nuclear technology only for peaceful purposes
.  As such, American policy currently seeks an Iran where “not one centrifuge is spinning.”  The United States and the UNSC are on record as requiring Iran to suspend its enrichment and plutonium programs as a trust building measure.  At the same time, the United States supports the E3 package of incentives which explicitly recognizes Iran’s right to eventually resume uranium enrichment at some point in the future, once Iran has regained the international community’s trust.  

There are several motives behind this position.  Officials among the P-5+1 have argued that having been found in violation of its IAEA safeguards obligations, and possibly the NPT itself, that Iran must take steps to rebuild international confidence in their activities.  This has led to the requirement for suspension.  Still other arguments, perhaps more extreme, maintain that having illegally acquired its enrichment capability, that Iran should be forced to relinquish its rights to whatever materials, equipment and technology it gained outside of safeguards
.  This would be akin to a criminal being forced to relinquish the proceeds of his or her crime.  Yet, the mainstream international view is that Iran should take the steps needed to rebuild international trust in its intentions by suspending its efforts and that, after doing so and satisfying all outstanding questions about its nuclear activities, Iran could be judged to be back in compliance with the nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT).  As a result, it could then be authorized to exercise its “inalienable” right to benefit from the peaceful uses of nuclear technology as laid out under Article IV of the NPT.

In reality, the motive behind the push for a suspension of Iran’s nuclear activities is to turn the tables on Iran.  If the nuclear program is frozen, then the burden to reach a settlement is on Tehran.  Iran recognizes this and, therefore, is reluctant to submit to a suspension of its activities and give the other side in the negotiations the time advantage.  In addition, Iranian political leaders are using the image of an oppressed Iran fighting against the outside world for its rights to develop to their advantage and may not be eager to find a quick resolution to the current standoff.  The tensions help keep oil prices remain high and as long as the U.S. military remains bogged down and vulnerable in Iraq, the threat of military action remains remote.

Assessment

The Zero enrichment option remains attractive for the United States because it sets a standard that would prevent Iran from building and maintaining a nuclear weapon option or break-out capability.  In addition, the zero option would be easier to verify, since any enrichment activities would automatically be a violation of Iran’s commitments.  However, this position has proven politically unviable in Iran, and even moderate voices inside Iran who support engagement with the United States are defending Iran’s right to pursue nuclear technology.
  

Suspension has been adopted by UNSC resolution and, as such, this standard has now become a test of resolve between Iran and the UN.  The painful legacy of the build up to the Iraq war will lead many states to be cautious about arguments by the United States and others about the need to ensure the validity of the UN process by backing up the requirement for suspension.  At the same time, any resolution that allows Iran to retain possession of enrichment technology acquired in direct violations of safeguard requirements will raise doubts in the minds of other countries about the authority of nonproliferation norms and lower the perceived dangers associated with violating safeguard and inspection requirements.

A major constraint in the viability of the zero option has been the poor international standing of the Bush administration and questions about its ultimate intentions toward Iran.  The perception that the United States has been unwilling to seriously consider broader engagement with Iran unless and until Iran suspends its nuclear programs as required by the UN Security Council, and to recognize what Iran considers its legitimate concerns have made it harder for the United States to gain support from some other countries.  This American reticence to engage affects Washington’s credibility, reduces its ability to convince allies and middle states to take tougher action against Iran and, ironically, undermines efforts to achieve a solution that the U.S. claims to be seeking.  An American administration that can demonstrate a serious commitment to a settlement with Iran might be able to more effectively demonstrate that it is Iran’s actions that are undermining stability and security in the region.

A new U.S. administration will have a small window to demonstrate a new direction on US-Iranian relations.  If, as might be predicted by current trends, the zero options has not achieved success by the time a new U.S. president takes office, a new U.S. approach on Iran might give the zero option new life.  This will be especially true if the U.S. commitment to engage and incentivize Iran leads in turn to greater cooperation on sanctions though the UN and turns the tide of international opinion against Iran.  Currently, many states see the U.S. as equally, if not even more responsible, for the stand-off with Iran.  If Iran can be shown as the real cause of the standoff and tensions in the region, then the United States and its allies might be able to gain greater support for tougher measures that might change the behavior of the Iranian leadership.

The downside of waiting is not clear.  If Iran continues on its current path, pursuing other options – including those that might endorse Iran’s possession of nuclear enrichment capabilities – can still be viable.  If the options below would eventually endorse a large enrichment capability in Iran, then the delay in seeking a solution for another 12-18 months may not be significant.  Others believe that everyday that passes before the United States engages Iran will give Iran more time to master sensitive nuclear activities and force the outside to accept an even more technically capable Iran.

Multinational Enrichment

If Iran cannot be convinced to suspend its domestic enrichment program, then it might be preferable to permit Iran to continue its enrichment program under intrusive inspections and multinational control arrangements.  While not ideal, this situation could have significant advantages to an Iranian program conducted on a purely national and less than fully transparent basis.  The principle behind several proposals along these lines would be to place Iran’s enrichment program under complex, legally binding multinational controls that would build institutional, economic, legal and corporate barriers to the misuse or misappropriation of the facilities.  This arrangement would ensure the IAEA and other partners have access to all facets of Iran’s nuclear program, while at the same time allowing Iranian political leaders to claim that they have succeeded in standing up for its legal rights to pursue nuclear technology.  The barriers would then theoretically raise the bar for Iran to use its enrichment capabilities for weapon purposes.

Given the current trend, Iran will be in possession of a large enrichment capability in the coming years.  Iran has refused to implement the IAEA most intrusive inspections regime – known as the “additional protocol” -- and under its current configuration, the sole decision makers in Iran’s nuclear complex would be the government of Iran.  This situation – of less than complete transparency and unilateral control – is a serious concern and would create an inherently unstable nuclear situation in the region.  This concern has sparked a variety of proposals to build into Iran’s program inspection rights and forms of legal and political controls that would make it harder for Tehran’s leaders to convert its enrichment capabilities to weapons purposes.  Legal treaties with sovereign national partners, commitments to neighbors to use its assets solely for peaceful benefits, and even conveying to Iran the national pride that would come from being a regional provider of peaceful nuclear resources to others in the region might be sufficient to moderate Iran’s potential interest in nuclear weapons.  The bottom line is that while under this arrangement Iran might be technically capable of producing materials for use in nuclear weapons, there would be political and inspections barriers in place that would make doing so difficult and more observable and, in the best case, unnecessary.  If successful, creation of such an arrangement might, in turn, ease some of the security concerns among other states in the region and help prevent a full-scale proliferation cascade in the region.

A variety of proposals for multinational controls over an enrichment facility in Iran have been put forward.  The most prominent and recent of these is the Luers/Pickering/Walsh proposal laid out in the New York Review of Books in 2008.  The proposal would invite Iran to place its existing capabilities under a multinational framework and allow two or more governments to become partners in the project.  Under this arrangement, Iran would then be free to build and operate its program, free of nuclear-related sanctions.  While the existing elements of the program would belong to Iran exclusively, any new technology, materials or facilities would be subject to multinational ownership.  IN exchange, Iran would agree not to produce HEU (the same constrains placed on the European URENCO consortium), would be required to accept the IAEA’s additional protocol for verification, and no military personnel or organization would be allowed access to the facilities of its technology. 

Some add-ons to these proposals would require Iran to limit the number of centrifuge units in operation, while others would limit the amount of low enriched uranium Iran might be allowed to stockpile.  Large amounts of LEU might give Iran a base from which to rapidly breakout of international controls and produce large amounts of highly enriched uranium for weapons use.  

Assessment

Any solution where Iran maintains a full-scale enrichment capability will be problematic.  As one proponent of multilateral enrichment has recently written, however, “[t]he best possible outcome in the Iranian nuclear dispute is no enrichment by Iran of any kind whatsoever.  The worst possible outcome is a purely national program on Iranian soil, whether it is unsafeguarded (e.g., following an Iranian withdrawal from the NPT) or under-safeguarded (like this most recent period of ordinary or minimum safeguards arrangements). Unfortunately, the worst outcome looks more likely than the best outcome (or even most other possibilities).”

Thus, it is likely that more interest will be shown in the coming months to solutions that involve accepting some level of enrichment capability in Iran.  Key in deciding the value of these alternatives will be the extent to which the United States believes that intrusive inspections and political barriers to misuse are of greater value in dealing with the question of Iran and its broader implications that the benefits of isolating and stigmatizing Iran’s nuclear efforts.
Given the early nature of these proposals, there are many questions that remain unanswered.  These include what steps Iran must first take to answer questions about its past nuclear activities, what steps might be considered if Iran violates its obligations, what range of capabilities will Iran be allowed to develop, what structure for multinational, management and controls might be put in place, etc.  These issues will have to be carefully considered before any formal proposals are made and, indeed, the presumed goal of making such proposals now is to spur experts and government to consider these questions before time to pursue multinationalization runs out.

At the same time, it must be recognized that Iran’s neighbors are worried about the rise of Iran’s influence and power in the gulf and greater Middle East.  An Iran that possesses the means to go nuclear, even if it is not exercised, will only add to those concerns.  These may give rise to increased efforts by states such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and others to develop sensitive nuclear technologies that might allow them to develop nuclear hedge programs and permanently exacerbate tensions and undermine crisis stability in the region.  In addition, allowing Iran to retain possession and expand its enrichment program without paying a penalty for its past violations of IAEA safeguards will risk setting a bad example for others who might seek to cheat on their international commitments.  Means to address the regional concerns and the broader implications for the nonproliferation regime must also be develop either in combination or separate to the multinationalization process.

If Iran is going to possess a uranium enrichment capability, there are strong arguments for ensuring that intrusive inspections, controls and barriers to misuse are put in place.  Such constraints might help ease the concerns of states in the region and reduce their perceived need to develop nuclear programs of their own.  They may even serve their stated purpose, that of raising the bar to Iranian misuse or nationalization of any facilities under multinational control.  It is even possible, although questionable, that the time required for Iran to master this program will enable internal demographic and political forces to change Iran’s behavior from within.

Moreover, the risks associated with this option have to be weighed against the risks of Iran continuing down its current path of nuclear development.  The current dynamics -  including mild UN sanctions, high oil process and a tense international environment all – suggest that Iran will continue to make progress on its domestic enrichment program and create facts on the ground that will be hard if not impossible to reverse. 

Another key variable is that of U.S. political transition.  As discussed above, the next U.S. president will have a critical window early in their first term where U.S. actions could change the perceptions of America in foreign affairs.  Adopting a posture toward Iran that is seen as constructive and forthcoming could put additional pressure on Iran to reciprocate and even lead to support for tougher sanctions should Iran fail to accede to UN requirements.

Two-Step Multinationalization

Another variant of the multinational proposal has recently put forward that would try to bridge the gap between Iran insisting on having a domestic enrichment facility and those that are not comfortable with that scenario.  The Carnegie Moscow Center has recently put forward a proposal that would enable Iran to become a partner in the Russian facility at Angarsk provided it suspended its enrichment program for 10-15 years, after which time Iran would then move to establish a multinational plant of its own in Iran.  Russia has offered Iran a partnership in the facility, an offer of no interest to Iran if it is tied to stopping its domestic enrichment efforts.  This proposal would require Iran to suspend its activities inside Iran for a period of time – perhaps 10-15 years
.  This would satisfy the UN requirement that Iran suspend its program and give Russia, Iran and other states a considerable window to develop and implement controls over the multinational management of enrichment facilities.  The proposal would also mesh with the E3 proposal that would recognize Iran’s eventual right to pursue domestic enrichment once it suspends its program and regains the trust of the international community on nuclear matters.  It is possible that under this proposal Iran would be able to maintain a small and constrained enrichment capability inside Iran as a hedge, as well as to gain access to certain enrichment technologies at the Angarsk facility, but the detail of the proposal are not yet fully developed.

Key to assessing the value of these options is a central question?:  Is it better to endorse Iran’s enrichment capabilities in order to gain transparency and some, admittedly limited, guarantees on its use or to isolate and stigmatize Iran’s enrichment efforts and hope that pressure leads to some change in Iranian behavior at a later date?

Past cases have provided support for both approaches.  Efforts to isolate and stigmatize India and Pakistan failed to convince either country to abandon their nuclear efforts.  While isolations efforts with both were imperfect, history suggests that nothing would have been able to prevent the pursuit of nuclear weapons by these states given their respective security perceptions.  Other case, including South Africa, Libya and perhaps to a lesser extent the nascent nuclear programs in Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Belarus were turned off in part through international pressure and isolation (and in Libya’s case the threat of the use of force appears to have also played a significant factor)
.  South Africa’s isolation was geared more to their internal apartheid regime as to its suspected nuclear program, but the case is still instructive. Moreover, it was the threat of isolation and stigmatization in the face of an uncertain future that helped convince the non-Russian former Soviet republics to return all of their nuclear weapons to Moscow’s control.

Conclusion

There are no easy answers to resolving either the broader US-Iranian relationship or the nuclear standoff between Iran and the United Nations.  Iran’s behavior and violations of international inspections and procedures has created a threat to regional stability and to broader efforts to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons globally.  At the same time, those interested in ensuring a peaceful resolution to the current situation need to consider both the history of the issue and the implications of current policies for the region and beyond.  The outcome to the nuclear situation in Iran could well reverberate for many years to come.

The next U.S. administration will have to navigate these difficult waters.  In doing so, there are several key questions that would be best resolved early:

1) Is the United States prepared to accept an Iran that has some nuclear weapon production capability or not?

2) Is the United States prepared to keep all options on the table, ranging from direct engagement and negotiations with Iran on all subjects all the way to the full use of military force against Iran?  If not, then what constrains are to be put on U.S. options and what are the implications of removing those options?

3) Can the nuclear issue be dealt with in isolation, or should it be combined with others issues ranging all the way up to the “grand bargain” construct?

4) What are the consequences for Iran being allowed to keep capabilities acquired in violation of the NPT and international safeguards?  How can a solution be built where Iran both recognizes and pays a penalty for its actions that Iran would be willing to accept?

If current dynamics remain in place, Iran will continue to develop uranium enrichment and plutonium production capabilities.  The lack of either attractive incentives or painful disincentives, combined with an internal political situation in Iran that can turn efforts at punishment and turn them into fuel for patriotism and nationalistic displays, makes finding a solution given the tools employed thus far unlikely.

The U.S. and the U.N. need more tools, to be more flexible and creative and all of those interested in pursuing a acceptable solution to the current situation need to find a way to elicit positive, constructive responses from the Iranian leadership.  To say that the outside world, and especially the United States, has made it easy for Iran to make the progress it has over the past 8 years is an understatement.  Finding a combination of policies and postures that makes it hard for Iran to make continued progress will be hard work, but must begin now.

Recommendation

One cannot ignore the long and complex series of events that has led to the current situation between Iran, the United States, the United Nations, the IAEA and the broader international community.  While policy-makers should not be blindly bound that what has come before, neither can they simply ignore the process and events that have preceded them.  The historical context that cannot be ignored, however, is the impact of what has transpired to date may have limited the political room to maneuver in both the United States and Iran.

That being said, the next year will definitely bring about new leadership in the United States and possibly a new President in Iran.  This offers at least the opportunity for significant changes in the tone of the indirect dialogue between the two states, if not in real policies.  While future events are impossible to predict, barring any dramatic developments it is likely that the next U.S. President will inherit a situation similar to the current status – where Iran continues to develop enrichment and reprocessing capabilities and where U.S. efforts to both impose sanctions against and to engage Iran are less than successful.

The incoming president will have a full domestic and international agenda, with Iraq being at the top of all foreign policy issues.  Iran will be close behind, however, and as US policy toward Iran is directly linked to the future of Iraq, early efforts will need to be taken to map out the basis for US policy toward Iran.

It is unlikely that either President Obama or President McCain will be able to quickly change the negative dynamic in the bilateral relationship.  The mere election of Senator Obama will not change the internal dynamics of Iranian politics, and the election of Senator McCain may lead Iran’s leaders to cling even more tightly to the patriotic and nationalistic agendas they have used to good affect.

Senator McCain has stated his position that engagement with Iran is akin to appeasement, and thus it is unlikely that the United States will be willing, under a McCain Presidency adjust its position on Zero enrichment or on sanctions policy.  It is possible that a more robust and re-energized U.S. Presidency may convince states like Russia and China to take sanctions policy more seriously, and further toughen the European view towards pressuring Iran.  The personal view of President Bush, his low approval ratings and his lame duck status are all circumstances that will change after the next election and a popularly elected John McCain may demonstrate that hard-line U.S. policy towards Iran has strong public backing and, therefore, may convince international holdouts of the need to accommodate American strategies on this important issue.

Should Senator Obama win, however, the perception will be that American policy toward Iran may change considerably.  Senator Obama’s stated willingness to engage Iran’s leaders directly could significantly change the political dynamics of the issue both in Iran, in Europe and in the United States.  A reluctance of Iran’s leaders to meet the United States “half-way” will could conceivably damage Iran’s posture as an isolated aggrieved party and put pressure on the regime to compromise.  It is also possible, however, that Iran’s leaders will see the movement by the United States as a sign that their posture has brought results and that continuing to pursue their nuclear efforts may only further strengthen their position at the negotiating table.  It is also hard to predict how a new U.S. approach may be interpreted in Europe and Russia.  It is possible that an American willingness to engage Iran will lead other world leaders to more closely coordinate their policy with the United States.  It is also possible, however, that movement by the United States will further undermine the perception that companies in Europe and Russia should forgo economic opportunities offered by engaging with Iran, weakening sanctions enforcement and the pressure regime on Iran.

It is impossible to predict which outcome will take place.  Regardless, it appears that in either case, new energy and efforts will be brought to the issue of Iran with the swearing in of the next President.  As such, it would appear that it is too early for the United States to abandon its posture that Iran should suspend its enrichment and reprocessing activities, as required by the UN Security Council.  It may be hard for a new U.S. administration to lightly abandon what is now a formalized position enshrined in four binding UNSC resolutions.  What is easier for the U.S. to do, depending on the right leadership, is for the next president to abandon the current U.S. position that it will refuse to engage Iran until Tehran suspends its activities.  Such a condition for talks is not required by the UNSC resolutions and is a choice made by the Bush administration.

Under an Obama administration, the willingness to engage Iran will need to be carefully balanced for domestic political reasons.  Combining a decision to engage Iran with a near simultaneous abandonment of the suspension requirement – not adopted four times by the UNSC – would bring with it a wave of conservative attacks on a new administration.  It is unlikely that a new administration, especially one with limited foreign policy credentials, will be willing to take on more than one major initiative in its early months on Iran.

Perhaps more importantly, it should be recognized that U.S. efforts to pursue the zero enrichment goal have been hampered, particularly in gaining broad international support, by the perception that the Bush administration has been unwilling or unable to use all of the traditional tools at America’s disposal, including fully functioning diplomatic efforts.  It is possible that a new administration may be able to create additional support for a zero enrichment policy by being more willing to engage Iran and, should Iran continue to refuse, demonstrating that Iran is more responsible for the international standoff.  While opponents of the Zero enrichment approach could argue that such an approach will be politically inacceptable in Tehran – at it may well be – ceding ground on this issue as a opening negotiating position would come under intense criticism in the United States and could convince Iran’s leaders that creating facts on the ground – and continuing to do so – is a successful strategy.  In addition, offering to engage Iran may win some additional measure of support from both European states to keep pressure on Iran as part of a true dual track (engagement and pressure) campaign and put some pressure on Iran’s leaders to show their own flexibility toward a newly positioned U.S. administration.

In the meantime, it would be useful for the United States government to more fully consider the pros and cons of non-zero options, particularly in the area of multilateral enrichment efforts.  It is hard to know, without having examined the issue from a technical and verification point of view, whether a multilateral facility in Iran can be properly protected against misuse and what additional inspection and verification measures might be needed to give high confidence that parallel but clandestine facilities could be detected.

It is possible that such studies may identify viable options and help shape some future settlement that allows Iran to retain some enrichment capabilities and give Iranian leaders some ability to say they were able to protect Iran’s rights.  It is also possible, however, that such studies may identify clear risks associated with multilateral facilities for enrichment that may undermine efforts to build support for such a solution.  Risk of technology diversion, the limits of verification, and the like may all be exposed as a result of such studies. 

Just the act of considering such options is controversial.  The fact that the government is considering a change in policy along these lines could be attacked by critics, and should Iran become aware of such studies it would reduce the willingness of the government to consider compromising on the zero option issue – interpreting such a study as a sign that the U.S. is already considering its fall back options.  Thus, conducting such studies quietly and with an appropriate level of secrecy should be assumed.

Where the next government comes out on this issue – whether or not to abandon the zero option – will depend significantly on the issue discussed above about whether it is better to endorse some form of enrichment program inside Iran in order to gain the most intrusive and institutionally restrictive forms of proliferation barriers possible or whether more will be gained by continuing to isolate and stigmatize the Iranian enrichment program with all of the export and counter-proliferation controls that might be gained.  This issue, of course, is a microcosm for the larger issue of Iran and whether it is more productive to accept and engage Iran in order to modify its behavior or to isolate Iran in order to pressure the regime for various purposes.  Experts and officials may come out on different issues on the two questions, of course.  The regime may be a concern for its neighbors and U.S. interests but one that can be managed.  An Iran in possession of sensitive nuclear capabilities is harder to accept and may force otherwise moderate viewpoints to more extreme positions.
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