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Managing the Atom Project

Risks of  Iran’s nuclear program

q Iran has the knowledge to
produce nuclear weapons
material and make nuclear
weapons

q Has repeatedly violated
safeguards obligations

q Iranian nuclear weapon could
— Increase Iranian aggressiveness

— Increase odds others in the reg ion
w ill pursue nuclear weapons, or 

be dom inated by Iran

— Constra in U .S. m ilitary options in 
future crises

— Underm ine g lobal 
nonproliferation effort
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The stakes are high – and broad

q Outcome of the current U.S.-Iranian disputes would
affect:
— Probability  of  an Iranian nuclear bomb (and attendant risks)

— Proliferation risks in the M iddle East
— The g lobal effort to stop nuclear pro liferation – and the

cred ib ility  of  the Internationa l A tom ic Energy Agency
— Iranian politics

— U.S. politics
— M iddle East security and politics

— The cred ib ility  of  the United Nations Security Council
— U.S. re la tions w ith Iran on other issues

— U.S. re la tions w ith Europe, China , Russia , and other parties in 
the M iddle East – Israel, Saudi A rabia , other A rab sta tes…

— O il markets

— M ore…
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The problem as the Obama team saw it

q Time was to some degree on Iran’s side
— Centrifuges, LEU  stock increasing – breakout time declin ing

— Arak construction continuing

— Sanctions hurting Iran substantia lly  – but like ly to erode over time
— P5+1 unity a lso like ly to erode over time

— O pportunity represented by Rouhani-Zarif  team  m ight not last
— So: once best sanctions they thought they could  get were in p lace,

time to push for a  deal

q Both sides had substantial leverage
— Iran: threat to continue build ing centrifuges, etc.

— U.S.: threat to mainta in, toughen sanctions – and ultimate threat of
m ilitary force if  Iran moved toward nuclear weapons

q To work, agreement would have to serve both sides’ national
interests – a humiliated, coerced country would surely cheat
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Comparing the 2015 alternatives,

as the Obama team saw them
5

2015 
Decision

Accept JCPOA Medium

Back to 
Sanctions High

Military Strikes Very High

Acquiesce Very High

Risk

q JCPOA had the lowest risks of
any available option

Criteria
q M inim um  c hance of

Iranian bomb

q Impact on other Iranian
threats, reg iona l, g lobal

security
q Impact on reg iona l,

g lobal pro liferation risk

q Costs and security risks

q Impact on human well-
being

q Impact on politics of
M iddle East, Iran…

q Impact on U .S., U .N .
leadership, cred ib ility

The JCPOA: the Trump-Netanyahu-Saudi view

q Negotiators could have gotten a much better deal
— Negotia tors comprom ised just when sanctions were rea lly b iting

— Lifting sanctions gave Iran more resources to develop m issiles,

support terrorism , expand power in reg ion

— Sunsets leg itim ize Iran going right to the edge of nuclear weapons 
capability  w ithin a  few  years; verifica tion a lso inadequate

q Through sanctions and threats, U.S. can force Iran to
capitulate
— Permanently e lim inate nuclear program

— Stop develop ing m issiles
— Stop support for terrorism , c hange reg iona l behavior

— If  Iran refuses, sanctions w ill lead to reg ime collapse

— If  Iran tries to move toward nuclear weapons, m ilitary strikes can set
back the ir program  many years – and can be done again if  Iran 
tries again
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SecState Pompeo’s puzzling Iran speech

q Fulsome description of U.S. complaints about Iran and the
JCPOA

q Outlined 12 broad demands:
— Includ ing end to a ll enric hment and reprocessing, anytime,

anywhere inspections, end to terrorist support, pulling out of  a ll 

reg iona l conflicts…

q Vanishingly unlikely Iran would agree to this full agenda –
and other partners likely to see the approach as extreme
— O ffering suc h specific standards makes comprom ise more d ifficult

— M ore d ifficult for Iran to back down once demands are pub lic

— W hat was the speech’s purpose?
q Will give ammunition to those in Iran arguing U.S. will never

accept the very existence of the Islamic Republic
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What happens now?

Potential Iranian steps beyond the JCPOA

q Initially, Iran says it will work with rest of P5+1 to see if it can
secure sufficient benefits to stay in the deal
— W ill depend on whether EU, others w ill resist or comply w ith U .S.

sanctions – how  m uch non-U .S. trade w ill still go forward?

q Wide range of steps available to Iran not limited by JCPOA
— M issile  testing, Hezbollah actions, steps in Syria , Iraq , Yemen…

q If it decides to step partly or completely beyond the JCPOA,
Iran has many options
— Could constra in inspectors – return to “normal” IAEA  safeguards

— Could resume testing of  advanced centrifuges, enric hing to higher levels

— Could begin build ing up insta lled fleet of  IR-1 (or IR-2M ) centrifuges

— Could begin rebuild ing A rak on orig ina l design

q But, too much aggression or moving too close to the bomb
could provoke a military response
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What happens now?

The sanctions cat and mouse game

q Investment:
— U.S. sanctions like ly to be

effective – most companies won’t 
want to take the risk (desp ite EU  

protective measures)

q Trade:
— Sanctions threats w ill like ly lead

many companies to reconsider 
sa les to, purc hases from  Iran

q But, effective sanctions difficult
to achieve without
international support
— Like ly to be w idespread lack of

enforcement, evasion, counter-
sanctions…  oil +  banking key
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Source: Money and Markets 

What happens now?

The sanctions cat and mouse game (II)

q Oil:
— Trump adm in. says w ill sanction

anyone buying Iranian o il
— China , Ind ia , largest purc hasers –

may not cut back

n W ill EU  keep buying and risk
sanctions?

n W ill Trump adm inistra tion rea lly
sanction China , Ind ia , EU… ?

— M ay see “flag-swapping,” non-
dollar sa les, so le-purpose 

companies…
— O vera ll, unlike ly to see o il sa les 

reduced anything like as m uch as 
they were in 2012-2013

1 0
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What happens now?

The sanctions cat and mouse game (III)

q Banking:
— Trump adm in. says w ill sanction

anyone facilita ting Iranian 
e lectronic transactions

— Would U .S. rea lly sanction 

SW IFT as an entity?
— W ill Europe kick Iran out of  

SW IFT to avoid the risk? 
— How  m uch w ill th is increase use 

of  other c hannels – shadow  
banking, Chinese C IPS 
a lternative, cryptocurrency 

transactions…
— M ajor compliance complexities 

for a ll financia l institutions

— Can Norway, EU  p lay ro les?

1 1

Source: Event Chronicle 

What happens now? International politics 

q Trump’s withdrawal undermines the credibility of U.S.
promises and commitments, reinforces U.S. unilateralism
— Like ly major b low  to U .S.-European re la tions

— Further underm ines a lready poor U .S.-Russian, U .S.-Chinese re la tions
— Sanctioning businesses across the world  may further inflame

relations, he ighten trade d isputes, underm ine perceptions of  the 
United States

— Ripping up a deal unanimously approved by the UN  Security 
Council, and provid ing expanded options for the IAEA , underm ines 
internationa l institutions

— Puts the United States firm ly on the side of  Israel and Saudi A rabia 

in the brew ing M iddle East reg iona l conflict
— Further increases risk of  m ilitary conflict or nuclear pro liferation in 

the M iddle East – e.g., exp licit Saudi nuclear pursuit threats
— Adds to questions about the future of  the NPT

1 2
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Coercive diplomacy:

Promises have to be credible too

q Thomas Schelling:
— “Stop or I’ll shoot” only works if  

the adversary:
— Believes you’ll shoot if  he doesn’t 

stop

— ALSO  believe you W O N’T shoot 
if  he DO ES stop

q This crucial credibility of 
promises does not get enough 
attention
— Trump’s w ithdrawal from  the 

JCPOA underm ines the 
cred ib ility  of  U .S. prom ises

— M ay effect N . Korea ta lks, 
broad range of other d ip lomacy
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Source: Boston Globe

Thanks to Reid Pauly for emphasizing these points
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The Supreme Leader already had doubts
“Now they claim that if the Iranian nation ignores its nuclear 
energy, the sanctions will be lifted.  They are telling a lie.  They 
make decisions against the Iranian nation due to their long-
cherished hostility.”
-- Ayatollah Khamenei, quoted in the New York Times, 10/11/12
“Any move which is made by the Americans and their allies and 
cohorts is for the sake of bringing the people of Iran to their 
knees and humiliating them… Our negotiating team… is trying to 
take the option of sanctions from this deceptive and treacherous 
enemy… which achieves its goals by breaking its promises…”
-- Ayatollah Khamenei, speech, 1/8/2015 
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What happens now? Iranian politics 

q Likely devastating political blow to supporters of
engagement with the West
— Rouhani e lected , reelected in part on prom ise of  “I’ll negotia te to

get us out from  sanctions” – now  sanctions are back
— Hard-line view  that the United States could  not be trusted , just 

wanted to overthrow  the reg ime, dramatica lly  re inforced

— W idespread view  that this show s Iran needs more “leverage” – by 
build ing up its nuclear program  – advocates of  NPT pullout rising

— W ild cards: ra lly ing together, possib le Supreme Leader succession 
(unknown tim ing), Presidentia l e lection (end of  Rouhani term ) 2021

q But, all sides understand need to avoid military strikes
— Hezbollah rockets, Syria , Iraq positions seen as offering deterrence
— Nuclear option a lso seen as offering longer-term  deterrence

— But the factions understand that near-term  race to produce nuclear

bomb materia l would risk m ilitary action (covert steps less unlike ly… )
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Political impact on Iran’s decisions

about getting the bomb

q Iran has the technical capability to make nuclear bomb
material and build nuclear weapons – it’s a political
decision

q Trump’s withdrawal likely increases the odds of such a
decision, by strengthening the arguments of Iran’s bomb
advocates
— Increases sense of  m ilitary threat, a t least over long term  – U.S.

and Israeli m ilitary strikes seem  more p lausib le than w ith JCPOA
— Frees Iran from  tec hnica l constra ints that made it harder for Iran to 

get to the bomb w ithout being detected and stopped
— Cuts flow  of benefits – includ ing to Iran’s most powerful actors –

reducing perceived costs of  moving toward nuclear weapons

— Creates impression comprom ise w ith the West is impossib le –
underm ines pro-engagement, anti-bomb faction

q Caveat: Iran’s politics murky, difficult to assess
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Models for possible Iranian responses

q Rational Actor:
— “To reduce the pain, I’d  better comprom ise”

— But what prevents future b lackmail?

q Emotional Actor (or Rational Actor with the shadow of the 
future):
— “I need to make this costly  for him , and can’t afford to comprom ise, 

to show  I can’t be bullied”

q Idealist/Legalist Actor
— “I need to stand up for my nationa l rights”

q Domestic politics:
— “I need to show  my faction is a  good steward of  Iranian interests”

— Actions that serve most powerful interests – comprom ise may not be 
what any one faction wanted

q Bureaucratic standard operating procedures

1 7

1 8

Possible medium-term (2-5yr) outcomes

Probability

Iran capitulates

JCPOA survives w/Iran + P4+1

JCPOA survives + U.S. returns w/ new President

Iran leaves JCPOA fully or partly, increases 
nuclear capability, reduces inspections

Iran gets nuclear weapons

Military strikes

Regime collapse

Other
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Possible medium-term (2-5-yr) outcomes

Probability

Iran capitulates Very low

JCPOA survives w/Iran + P4+1 Medium-low

JCPOA survives + U.S. returns w/ new President Low

Iran leaves JCPOA fully or partly, increases 
nuclear capability, reduces inspections

High

Iran gets nuclear weapons Low

Military strikes Medium

Regime collapse Very low

Other ?

Steps Norway might consider

q Sponsoring dialogues on nuclear and clean energy for Iran
and the region
— M anaging a safe, secure, peaceful nuclear program  (includ ing

culture)
n Could have d ia logues to build  reg iona l cooperation on safety

and security
— Additiona l e lements of  clean energy for Iran

q Sponsoring dialogues on regional security
— As warring parties grow  exhausted , may be possib ilities to

mediate ends to conflicts in Yemen, Syria…
— W ill it be possib le to find an Iran-Saudi modus vivend i?

— Iranian proposa l for O SCE-like reg iona l forum  deserves 
exploration – security, politica l “baskets” as O SCE has

q Easier for Americans to participate in other’s dialogues
than to sponsor our own, given sanctions rules

2 0
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Could a long-term effort to save and

build on the JCPOA still work?

q If tempers cool, Europe might be able to explore
approaches that could address U.S. and Iranian concerns

q Sunset clauses
— Ways Iran could  manage a robust civilian nuclear energy program ,

w ith re liab le fue l supply, while  posing little  pro liferation risk

n Stockp iling years of  fabricated LEU  fuel?

n M ultinationa l ownership  of  key facilities?

q Missiles
— Build  on Iran’s announcement that “for now” it does not need m issiles

w ith range >2,000 km?

q Regional issues
— M ediate reso lutions to key reg iona l conflicts? Security assurances?

q Sanctions
— W ith other issues addressed , could  other sanctions be lifted?
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