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JCPOA: ONE YEAR LATER 
 

It has been a year since Iran, the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, 
Russia, China, and the European Union signed the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA). It’s time to take stock of how well the JCPOA has been meeting expectations 
in key countries and key sectors. 
 
Since July 2015, the parties to the agreement have met tight deadlines and strict counting 
rules, but there has been as much criticism as praise in the agreement’s implementation. 
For Iran, anticipated windfalls have not materialized and the promise of economic 
recovery has been slow to materialize. For the United States and its allies, Tehran’s 
destabilizing actions like missile tests, not covered by this agreement, continue to present 
a challenge. And the increasing instability and insecurity in the Middle East pushes the 
two adversaries together while pulling them apart at the same time.   
 
The essays assembled here by U.S. and foreign experts cover the agreement one year 
later from all the main angles, from assessing how well sanctions provisions have worked 
to Tehran’s ability to reintegrate into the world economy to International Atomic Energy 
Agency monitoring to views from specific countries involved directly or indirectly in the 
process. 
 

x Dr. Avner Cohen (@avnercohen123), professor, author of several books on 
Israel’s nuclear weapons program, and senior fellow at the Middlebury Institute 
of International Studies at Monterey, walks us through the Israeli perceptions of 
the deal; 

x Simond de Galbert (@simonddegalbert), visiting fellow in the Europe, Eurasia 
and the Arctic program at CSIS and former diplomat in the French Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, provides his analysis of sanctions from the European Union’s 
perspective; 

x Dina Esfandiary (@DEsfandiary), MacArthur Fellow in the Department of War 
Studies, Kings College London and former researcher in the Non-Proliferation 
and Disarmament Programme at the International Institute for Strategic Studies 
(IISS), writes with co-author Ariane Tabatabai on the regional repercussions of 
the JCPOA; 

x Amir Handjani (@ahandjani), a board member of the Atlantic Council and fellow 
with the Truman National Security Project, gives us a perspective from the 
Iranian business community; 

x Anton Khlopkov, director of the Center for Energy and Security Studies 
(CENESS) in Moscow and member of Advisory Board of the Russian Security 
Council, provides a Russian view; 

x Dr. Edward Levine, former professional staff on the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee with a focus on arms control and nonproliferation, gives an insider’s 
take on the views from Congress;   

x Richard Nephew (@RNephewCGRP), senior research scholar at Columbia 
University's Center on Global Energy Policy and former Iran director at the 
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National Security Council and deputy coordinator for sanctions policy at the U.S. 
State Department, writes on the impact of sanctions so far; 

x Laura Rockwood (@laura_rockwood), director of the Vienna Center for 
Disarmament and Non-Proliferation and a longtime legal expert at the 
International Atomic Energy Agency as section head for Non-Proliferation and 
Policy Making in the Office of Legal Affairs, provides an analysis of issues 
related to IAEA monitoring of the agreement; 

x Sharon Squassoni, senior fellow and director of the Proliferation Prevention 
Program at CSIS and formerly at the Nonproliferation Bureau and the Political-
Military Bureau at the Department of State and in the Arms Control and 
Disarmament Agency, writes on the view from the United States; and 

x Dr. Ariane M. Tabatabai (@ArianeTabatabai), senior associate in the 
Proliferation Prevention Program at CSIS and visiting assistant professor of 
security studies at Georgetown University, offers a view from Iran.     

 
We hope this 360-degree review from well-known experts helps clarify some of the 
issues at stake moving forward. Follow us on Twitter (@CSIS_PPP) and Facebook 
(Proliferation Prevention Program at CSIS) for news and analysis on the JCPOA 
implementation process moving ahead. 
  

https://twitter.com/CSIS_PPP
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ISRAEL’S IRANIAN NUCLEAR 
THREAT: WAS IT OR WASN’T IT?   
 
Avner Cohen 
Professor of Nonproliferation Studies at 
the Middlebury Institute of International 
Studies at Monterey (MIIS) and Senior 
Fellow with the Center for 
Nonproliferation Studies (CNS) at MIIS 

A year ago, as the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA) was just signed, 
Israel stood alone as the only country 
that openly registered strong 
disapproval, even alarm.  While the 
world celebrated the deal, Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu warned 
the world about “a mistake with 
historical proportion,” adding that the 
JCPOA “paves Iran’s path to the bomb.”  
Netanyahu appeared so adamant that he 
even raised the specter of “another 
Holocaust.”  

In his desperate effort to kill the JCPOA, 
Netanyahu ignored all diplomatic 
protocol as he conspired to turn 
Congress against the president.  It was 
clearly an unheard-of intervention in 
American domestic politics, but 
Netanyahu did not care.  In doing so he 
sacrificed, and surely compromised, his 
working relations with President Barrack 
Obama for a feeble chance that Congress 
might overturn the deal. Ultimately, and 
as most predicted, Netanyahu failed 
pathetically.     

This reckless conduct highlights 
Netanyahu’s overall obsession over the 
Iranian nuclear issue. Even before he 
took office in 2009, as the opposition 
leader and throughout the campaign, 
Netanyahu made the Iranian nuclear 
issue the centerpiece of his claim for 
national leadership, comparing Iranian 
President Ahmadinejad to Hitler and 

Iran to Germany of 1938. Once in office, 
Prime Minister Netanyahu did not miss 
an opportunity to invoke the Iranian 
nuclear issue as Israel’s most dangerous 
and existential threat. During those six 
years Netanyahu manufactured and 
introduced a new politics of nuclear 
scare.  In fact, Israel was a nation living 
under a double scare: the scare from the 
advent of the Iranian bomb itself and the 
scare of a full-scale Israeli-Iranian war 
over that bomb.    

We know today that Prime Minister 
Netanyahu threw extraordinary 
additional funds on his “strike Iran” 
project.  Some estimate that Israel spent 
$5–10 billion above and beyond the 
regular defense budget to enhance the 
capabilities of the air force, intelligence 
collection, and command and control, 
while also building new cyber warfare 
capabilities.  Evidently, Netanyahu 
authorized large-scale preparations to 
make Israel ready for a full-scale 
military confrontation with Iran.  Indeed, 
since the signing of the JCPOA we 
learned that on three separate occasions 
(at least) Netanyahu initiated preparatory 
steps aimed to bring Israel to the verge 
of a military strike on Iran. While it is 
still unclear how much of all that was 
bluffing (for the sake of pressing for 
stronger sanctions), it is clear that 
Israel’s top security chiefs took those 
steps seriously enough to get scared 
themselves by Netanyahu’s conduct.      

July 14, 2016 
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Given those six years of Iran scare, 
infused from the top, it is not surprising 
at all that the signing of JCPOA was 
initially viewed by most of the Israeli 
media as a major setback to Israel’s 
national interests.  After all, the nation’s 
leadership bombarded that message 
constantly.  And even those who were 
critical about Netanyahu’s politics had to 
appear cautious in their assessment of 
the JCPOA.  There were a lot of 
uncertainties early on about how the 
JCPOA would be implemented.  Hence, 
virtually no one in the Israeli public 
limelight was ready to openly endorse 
the deal, and those who were ready to 
note its few advantages, also had to note 
its significant disadvantages.   

Indeed, it took some months until a few 
former senior Israeli military and 
intelligence officials, let alone nuclear 
experts, became comfortable to quietly 
suggest that, on balance, the JCPOA is 
maybe a good thing for Israel, at least in 
terms of buying time, something that 
maybe would make Israel safer.  
Brigadier General (Res) Uzi Eilam, a 
former director general of the Israeli 
Atomic Nuclear Commission, was 
among the few Israeli security and 
nuclear experts that voiced opinions in 
that direction.  But even now, a year 
later, praise for the JCPOA is uttered 
with great caution.  Open and 
unequivocal praise for the deal is not 
considered politically correct.  

But perhaps the most profound and 
dramatic impact of the JCPOA on the 
Israeli national psyche is the fast 
disappearance of the Iranian bomb scare 
from the public discourse.  A topic that 
from 2009 to 2015 was almost 
constantly bombarding the Israeli mind, 
both by national leaders and by the 
media, vanished almost overnight from 

the public discourse.  What was viewed 
for a long time as the most menacing 
danger to Israel’s survival, a topic that 
clearly dominated all other national 
security issues, is now barely discussed 
in public.  Except for a few experts, both 
the leadership and the public have lost 
interest in this issue, with nothing left to 
say about it.  

One cannot but ask with wonder:  was 
the Iranian threat a real issue or just a 
bad dream that is all gone as we become 
awake?  Perhaps the most worrying 
lesson of the fast disappearance of the 
“Iranian nuclear threat” in the Israeli 
consciousness is the realization of how 
easy it is in a liberal democracy for 
leadership to manipulate and spin a 
fairly complicated issue, technically and 
politically, while so few understand what 
is going on.        

 

  

AVNER COHEN 
Author of Israel and the Bomb, is a 
Professor of Nonproliferation Studies at 
the Middlebury Institute of International 
Studies at Monterey (MIIS) and Senior 
Fellow with the Center for 
Nonproliferation Studies (CNS) at MIIS.  

 avnercohen123 
avnerc@miis.edu   

mailto:avnerc@miis.edu
mailto:avnerc@miis.edu
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EUROPEANS AND THE JCPOA, 
ONE YEAR LATER 
Simond de Galbert 
Visiting fellow with the Europe Program 
at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies 
 
It is no secret that, in contrast to 
experience in the United States, the 
European powers involved in the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 
negotiations (France, Germany, the 
United Kingdom, the so-called “E3”) 
have had little trouble selling the JCPOA 
to their domestic audiences after its 
conclusion in July 2015. For sure, the 
deal fell short of fulfilling all the 
requirements set out by successive UN 
Security Council resolutions, namely 
that uranium enrichment be suspended 
and that Iran cooperates fully with the 
International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) on possible military dimensions 
of its nuclear program. But achieving a 
diplomatic settlement ensuring that Iran 
would not acquire a nuclear weapon—at 
least for the duration of the JCPOA—
always had been a core political 
objective of the E3 since they launched 
negotiations with Tehran as early as 
2003.  The E3 later built upon these 
early talks’ failure to convince their EU 
member states to put in place the most 
ambitious sanctions regime ever adopted 
by the European Union.  

This, along with a less politicized 
foreign policy environment in Europe, 
explains why European audiences 
mostly welcomed the JCPOA. 
Europeans own the JCPOA, perhaps as 
much as the United States, even if 
Washington played a central role in 
several steps of the negotiating process 
from 2013 to 2015. After all, there 
would likely have been no deal with 
Tehran without the pressure imposed by 

EU sanctions, the lifting of which was 
always a core objective of Iran’s 
negotiators. Furthermore, Iran is a 
critical stakeholder in the Middle East to 
many European powers, albeit one on 
which Europeans do not necessarily 
share similar opinions, or interests for 
that matter. But if the past year has 
demonstrated anything to Europeans, it 
is that instability in the Middle East is a 
recipe for instability in Europe. The 
Syrian civil war, a conflict in which Iran 
has been heavily involved to the 
detriment of European interests, created 
both a refugee crisis that has overtaken 
Europe and opportunities for ISIS to 
spread terrorism on the European 
continent with the help of returning 
European foreign fighters. 

Therefore, the success of the JCPOA, 
and the extent to which it can prevent 
further instability at Europe’s doorsteps, 
is even more critical for Europe than it is 
for the United States. For there is no 
doubt that an Iranian breakout that leads 
to a nuclear military capability would 
only destabilize the Middle East further. 
And there are hopes that the JCPOA 
could in the long run make Iran a more 
cooperative partner to address regional 
challenges rather than creating them in 
the first place. 

So far, European experts have for the 
most part been satisfied with the way 
Iran has implemented its JCPOA nuclear 
obligations. For sure, the challenges are 
many, either in interpreting and 
implementing some provisions of the 

July 14, 2016 
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JCPOA, such as in making the UNSC-
supervised acquisition channel an 
efficient framework, or in ensuring that 
the IAEA gets what it needs from Iran 
and is able to provide sufficient 
transparency on Iran’s nuclear activities 
to nongovernmental experts and the 
wider public. But what matters most is 
that Iran is much further from a nuclear 
military capability in July 2016 than it 
was a year ago, thanks to the restrictions 
and enhanced IAEA monitoring put in 
place under the JCPOA.  

On the sanctions front, Europe and the 
United States have delivered the legal 
lifting of the sanctions as envisioned by 
the JCPOA. Still, significant constraints 
to western companies doing business 
with Iran represent a political challenge 
for Europeans. The European Union 
wants to make sure Iran can benefit 
economically from the JCPOA, as it 
definitely should. This involves more 
transparency from regulators, especially 
U.S. regulators, as well as reforms in 
Iran that make the country a more 
business-friendly environment.  

Furthermore, Europeans are well aware 
that they better avoid endorsing Iran’s 
narrative and claim that the P5+1 
haven’t made good on their part of the 
deal. The JCPOA is and will be a long 
game that both Europeans and 
Americans need to play as partners. For 
the P5+1, this means ensuring that Iran 
has fewer rather than more reasons to 
complain about the JCPOA. But it also 
requires a rigorous and strict 
implementation of the JCPOA nuclear 
obligations. The P5+1 need to raise all 
doubts and concerns with regard to 
Iran’s compliance, privately or publicly 
as necessary. Finally, Europeans should 
bear in mind that Iran may well be 
disappointed with the economic payback 

of the JCPOA, but this should not make 
the alternatives more attractive—a 
snapback of old sanctions (something 
that would surely happen if Iran stopped 
complying with the JCPOA) or a return 
by Iran to acquiring nuclear weapons.  

Altogether, it is fair to say that the 
JCPOA has so far fulfilled the limited 
expectations it created in Europe a year 
ago. It has indeed put Iran further from a 
nuclear weapon but has not yet reassured 
Europeans on Iran’s long-term nuclear 
intentions. It has created economic 
opportunities for European companies 
unfortunately frustrated by legal, 
political, and financial constraints both 
on the side of international markets as 
well as of Iran itself. It has had a very 
limited impact, either positive or 
negative, on Iran’s regional policy, first 
and foremost in Syria where Tehran 
keeps participating in a war that has 
proved dramatically destabilizing for 
Europe. Although being convinced that 
the JCPOA would be an indisputable net 
positive in the Middle East, few 
Europeans believed it would be the 
magic key to make it less chaotic. Even 
fewer would think differently today. 

 

 
  

SIMOND DE GALBERT 
Visiting fellow with the Europe 
Program at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies 

@simonddegalbert  
sdegalbert@csis.org 

https://twitter.com/simonddegalbert
https://twitter.com/simonddegalbert
mailto:sdegalbert@csis.org
mailto:sdegalbert@csis.org
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THE REGIONAL  
REPERCUSSIONS OF THE  
JCPOA 
 
Dina Esfandiary  
MacArthur Fellow in the Department of 
War Studies, King’s College London 
Ariane Tabatabai  
Visiting Assistant Professor of Security 
Studies in the Georgetown University 
School of Foreign Service and a Senior 
Associate with CSIS 
 
Since the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA) was struck a year ago, 
beltway experts have tried to figure out 
how the United States can reassure the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). They 
argue that the GCC is concerned about 
the JCPOA’s impact on its security. But 
for countries in the region, the nuclear 
issue is in fact secondary to the prospect 
of an Iranian reintegration into the 
international system and economy. And 
these concerns are not new. The GCC 
worries that the JCPOA and the budding 
rapprochement between the West and 
Iran facilitates and legitimizes Tehran’s 
interference in the region.  
 
Iranian expansionism: nothing new 
 
During the talks, the GCC (with Oman 
as the exception) opposed the emerging 
agreement. Today, it focuses its attention 
on the underlying issue: What it views as 
the Islamic Republic’s efforts to expand 
its influence and ideology in the region. 
And, as usual, Iranian rhetoric doesn’t 
help.  
 
But this sentiment isn’t new. In the eyes 
of GCC populations and elites, the Arab 
Spring showed Iran’s true colors: A 
country seeking to expand its 
revolutionary ideology and destabilizing 

the Sunni Arab world. Syria was the case 
in point. Second, the Arab Spring also 
showcased an American government and 
public tired of its “damned if you do, 
damned if you don’t” fate in a region 
where it couldn’t seem to win. The 
region’s ever-growing instability pushed 
it to stop putting American lives in 
danger and abandon long-standing allies. 
This perceived shrinking of U.S. resolve 
and presence, coupled with the 
successful creation of a direct channel 
between Tehran and Washington for the 
first time in over three decades, and the 
resulting JCPOA, crystalized these fears. 
 
After the JCPOA 
 
In the year following the JCPOA’s 
signing, fears that the agreement would 
worsen already tense relations in the 
region materialized. Despite officially 
endorsing the deal, GCC leadership 
vocally criticized it. They argued that the 
process excluded them, and ignored their 
concerns by narrowly focusing on the 
nuclear issue, giving Iran more means to 
fund its proxies and destabilize the 
region at their expense. The agreement 
highlighted that the United States would 
no longer defend GCC interests in the 
face of the growing Iranian threat, but 
rather, that it planned to abandon the 

July 14, 2016 
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region further and work with Iran 
instead.  
 
Today, U.S.-Iran relations may not have 
returned to their pre-1979 status, but the 
quick resolution of crises between the 
two countries (the capture of 10 U.S. 
servicemen and women early on in 
2016), and coordination efforts to fight 
the Islamic State in Iraq fuel GCC 
concerns. GCC officials see any 
dialogue and collaboration with Iran as 
tantamount to accepting Iranian gains in 
the region. They view the JCPOA, and 
relations with Iran more broadly, as a 
zero-sum game. And they think Iran has 
won.  
 
With the JCPOA, the need to counter 
Iran has clearly become further 
entrenched in the minds of the GCC 
leadership. In fact, some in the GCC find 
it preposterous that they are asked to 
share the region with Iran (as President 
Obama did). This doubling-down of the 
region inevitably further inflames 
sectarian conflicts. With its recent more 
assertive foreign policy, Riyadh intends 
to counter perceived Iranian influence 
either through checkbook diplomacy, 
which it employed in the past, or more 
overtly, which Saudi seems to prefer 
today, as in Yemen. This intervention is 
both a message to the United States—
that the GCC can guarantee its own 
security without it—and a message to 
Iran—that this is a new era where the 
GCC will no longer sit by and wait for 
help. Instead, it will take its own security 
into its own hands, using its vast, newly 
acquired conventional weapons to 
contain Iranian influence.  
 
On the surface, it looks like Riyadh has 
emerged as the “new Egypt” of the Arab 
Sunni world. But the reality is very 

different: The GCC isn’t the unified 
actor it tries to portray. In the past year, 
rivalry and suspicions have emerged 
within it. Riyadh’s ongoing campaign in 
Yemen, a symbol of its ability and 
willingness to stand up to Iran, has 
crystalized these tensions. Officially, the 
GCC stands behind Riyadh. But with no 
end in sight in the conflict, the GCC is 
drifting apart. The UAE, for example, is 
increasingly aware of its own strength, 
and some question why Abu Dhabi 
blindly follows Riyadh, especially as the 
number of body bags returning home 
increases. Qatar, too, resents that it got 
sucked into a campaign that isn’t 
producing any results. This is why Doha 
sent only 1,000 ground troops to Yemen.  
 
Within the beltway, many continue to 
ask: How can the U.S. reassure its Gulf 
allies a year after the JCPOA? In the 
GCC, few have a clear answer to this 
question. Most contend that the United 
States can’t do anything to reassure 
them: The ship sailed with the Arab 
Spring, and their trust in the United 
States with it. Few still put faith in the 
United States, and argue that joint 
military drills and American troops in 
the Persian Gulf help. But they all agree 
that regardless of what the United States 
does, it won’t be able to return to the 
status quo ante, regardless of who takes 
office in November.     

DINA ESFANDIARY  
MacArthur Fellow in the Department of War 
Studies, King’s College London 

@DEsfandiary 
 
ARIANE TABATABAI  
Visiting Assistant Professor of Security Studies 
in the Georgetown University School of Foreign 
Service and a Senior Associate with CSIS 

@ArianeTabatabai 
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IRAN’S ECONOMY A YEAR 
LATER, STILL IN THE PENALTY 
BOX  
 
Amir Handjani 
President of PG International 
Commodity Trading Services 

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) was to usher in a new era for 
Iran’s economic development. 
Unfortunately, while Iran has 
implemented all the curbs and 
safeguards on its nuclear program as 
confirmed by the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA), the pace of 
economic relief that Tehran believed the 
deal was predicated on has not 
materialized.  

This has caused a great deal of anxiety 
across the Iranian political spectrum. 
Hardliners feel that the reform-minded 
administration of President Hassan 
Rouhani was duped into accepting 
concessions on Iran’s nuclear program 
while getting little back in return. 
Backers of the president who believed 
the nuclear deal would bring a new era 
of economic prosperity have turned 
despondent. With presidential elections 
looming next year, the wisdom of the 
nuclear deal and further dealings with 
the West will be front and center in the 
psyche of the Iranian electorate.  

Perhaps in no other area has the lifting of 
UN and EU sanctions benefited the 
Iranian economy as in the area of 
energy. Before the lifting of sanctions in 
January, Iran was struggling to sell its 
crude oil as its traditional customers had 
turned away or demanded deep 
discounts. Furthermore, Iran had 
difficulty accessing proceeds of what 
little oil it did sell as it was essentially 
locked out of the international financial 
system.   

Since January, Iran’s crude production 
has soared. Tehran has doubled exports 
to 2 million barrels a day from a year 
ago. Slowly but surely, Iran’s traditional 
customers in Asia and Europe have 
returned and its market share of global 
crude exports is becoming 
commensurate with the pre-sanctions 
level.  

Aside from the strides made in the 
energy sector, there are few signs that 
point to a gold rush of foreign 
investment. There have been grand 
pronouncements of deals signed with 
Boeing and Airbus for new aircraft. Yet, 
it is unclear how such transactions get 
financed—and therein lies the biggest 
impediment of the nuclear deal: banking 
and finance. While the deal lifted EU 
and UN sanctions on Iran’s banking and 
energy sector, unilateral U.S. sanctions 
on the Iranian economy remain. 

Iranian banks and foreign banks that are 
processing Iran-related transactions are 
not allowed to transact in U.S. dollars—
the global reserve currency. The U.S. 
Treasury Office of Foreign Assets 
Control (OFAC) maintains a robust 
sanctions program on Iran. European and 
Asian conglomerates that would 
otherwise invest in the Iranian market do 
not want to run afoul of existing U.S. 
sanctions. These sanctions extend to 
entities and individuals with ties to the 
Islamic Republic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC), who by some estimates 
control over 40 percent of the Iranian 
economy.  

July 14, 2016 
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These sanctions place the onus on 
foreign companies to conduct extensive 
due diligence on their Iranian 
counterparties to make sure that there 
isn’t even unsuspecting contact with 
entities on the U.S. sanctions list. If 
companies engage in transactions with 
such entities, even unknowingly, heavy 
fines from OFAC can ensue. 
Additionally, entities can be cut off from 
conducting business in the United 
States—the world’s largest economy. 
Such regulations remain a powerful 
disincentive for businesses considering 
expanding operations into Iran.  

Without foreign direct investment and 
international banks willing to underwrite 
projects in Iran, the fruits of the nuclear 
deal will elude the Iranian public. 
Banking and finance are the arteries of 
global commerce and investment. U.S. 
Secretary of State John Kerry has tried 
to offer assurances that the United States 
will not interfere with legitimate 
commerce between Iran and the rest of 
the world; however, his assurances ring 
hollow. European banks remain skittish.  

Over the past decade, BNP Paribas, 
HSBC, and Deutsche Bank have paid 
billions of dollars in fines for Iran-
related activity. From Iran’s perspective, 
unless the United States takes more 
concrete steps to alleviate concerns of 
European banks that they can engage in 
commerce with Iran, the Iranian people 
will continue to view the nuclear deal as 
one-sided. If such a narrative begins to 
take hold, the Iranian public’s views of 
the United States and the nuclear deal 
will change—such an occurrence will 
make a broader rapprochement between 
Iran and the West all but impossible.      

At the one-year mark of the nuclear deal 
much remains unclear. As the United 
States goes into a general election, the 

rhetoric surrounding Iran is bound to 
become more negative. Secretary Hillary 
Clinton has been discussing ramping up 
pressure and sanctions for Iranian 
activity on its missile program and 
presumptive Republican nominee 
Donald Trump has been campaigning on 
scrapping the nuclear deal altogether. 
Such views are bound to illicit adverse 
reactions in Tehran.  

This is the most challenging aspect of 
the deal. Unless the Obama 
administration does more to see that Iran 
gets the benefit of the bargain it struck, 
the deal will end up doing more harm 
than good.  

 

 

 
  

AMIR HANDJANI  
President of PG International Commodity 
Trading Services, a firm focused on 
humanitarian trade with Iran. He is also a 
fellow with Truman National Security 
Project and a Board Member at the 
Atlantic Council 

@ahandjani 



12 
 

JCPOA: EARLY RESULTS.  
A VIEW FROM RUSSIA 
 
Anton Khlopkov 
Director of the Moscow-based Center for 
Energy and Security Studies (CENESS) 
 
Russia played an important role in 
negotiating the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA). It was Russian 
diplomats who came up with such 
elements of the Vienna agreement’s 
conceptual basis as the step-by-step and 
reciprocal approach. They also proposed 
several key initiatives that were 
instrumental in untangling the knot of 
differences and concerns over Tehran’s 
nuclear activities. A good example of the 
breakthrough proposals introduced by the 
Russian delegation at the talks between 
Iran and the six international mediators 
(China, France, Germany, Russia, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States) 
was the initiative to turn the uranium 
enrichment facility at Fordow (the 
Fordow Fuel Enrichment Plant, or FFEP), 
a heavily fortified facility hidden 80 
meters underground, into a stable medical 
isotopes production center. 
 
This commentary is not a comprehensive 
review of JCPOA implementation to 
date. Its goal is to focus on some of the 
key results achieved in the 12 months 
since the adoption of the Vienna 
agreement’s, and on Russia’s role in 
making that progress possible. 
 
First, few analysts had expected that the 
voluminous JCPOA (which takes 159 
pages) could be put into action so 
quickly. On July 20, 2015, the UN 
Security Council passed Resolution 2231 
in support of the JCPOA. The internal 
national vetting procedures in the 
participating states were completed in 

October. The agreement entered into 
force on October 18 (the Adoption Day), 
and on January 16, 2016, the 
International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) Director-General Yukiya Amano 
presented a report confirming Iranian 
compliance with all the requirements for 
proceeding to the next phase, the 
Implementation Day, which signaled the 
beginning of practical efforts to 
implement the terms of the JCPOA. The 
Iranian party must be given its due: it 
wasted no time bringing its nuclear 
infrastructure into compliance with the 
restrictions of the Vienna agreements, 
including the dismantling of agreed 
critical equipment of nuclear facilities in 
Arak, Fordow, and Natanz. Tehran also 
fulfilled its obligations under the 
roadmap for the clarification of past and 
present outstanding issues regarding 
Iran's nuclear program. 
 
Such a speedy transition to practical steps 
under the JCPOA has reduced the risks 
related to the onset of the active phase of 
the presidential election cycle in the 
United States. It has also helped to 
increase the number of supporters of the 
Vienna agreements in the Iranian 
legislature following the February 26, 
2016, parliamentary election in Iran. This 
creates a more favorable climate for any 
Iranian legislative steps in the nuclear 
area, including related to the country’s 
ratification of the Comprehensive 
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) and the 
Convention on Nuclear Safety (CNS), as 
well as for the application of the IAEA 
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Additional Protocol in Iran on a 
permanent basis. Nevertheless, the 
ratification of these documents by the 
current Iranian parliament (if indeed, they 
are submitted for ratification by the 
government) should not be regarded as a 
foregone conclusion. It will depend on 
many factors; in the case of the CTBT, 
one of the main factors will be 
Washington’s ability to secure U.S. 
ratification within the first 24 months of 
the next administration if Hillary Clinton 
wins the presidential race. 
 
One of the central preconditions for 
declaring the onset of the Implementation 
Day, and one of the most difficult tasks in 
view of the broad range of the existing 
Iranian nuclear materials, was the 
removal of the Iranian stockpiles of low-
enriched uranium in excess of 300 kg. So 
far, more than 11 tons of low-enriched 
uranium (LEU) in various forms have 
been removed from Iran, which is another 
major achievement of the JCPOA to date. 
Russia played a key role in making that 
achievement possible; it actively 
participated in speedy preparations for 
the removal project (the actual removal 
took place on December 28, 2015). The 
material removed from Iran is now being 
stored at Russian facilities operated by 
the Rosatom nuclear energy corporation. 
The size of Iran’s low-enriched uranium 
stockpiles stored on its territory has 
thereby been reduced by over 95 percent. 
 
Third, major progress has already been 
made on converting the FFEP, which now 
as result of Russian-Iranian cooperation 
will host a facility for the production of 
stable medical isotopes. Following a 
series of meetings and mutual visits by 
Rosatom and the Atomic Energy 
Organization of Iran (AEOI) officials, an 
understanding has been reached on the 

future shape of the facility. The 
alternative use of the centrifuge cascades 
at Fordow will be modeled on the 
ongoing operations at Electrochemical 
Plant (JSC “PA “ECP”), one of Russia’s 
four uranium enrichment facilities. The 
company is situated in the town of 
Zelenogorsk, Krasnoyarsk Territory, 
Eastern Siberia, 3,500 miles from 
Fordow. It has been producing isotopes 
using centrifuge technology since 1971; it 
currently offers about 100 stable isotopes 
of 19 different chemical elements. In 
accordance with the terms of the JCPOA, 
some of the centrifuge cascades at 
Fordow that were previously used for 
uranium enrichment have already been 
dismantled under IAEA supervision. All 
the nuclear materials previously held at 
Fordow have now been removed, and two 
IR-1 centrifuge cascades have been 
prepared for further modification for use 
in stable isotopes production. 
 
On November 23, 2015, the Russian 
president signed Decree No 567 “On 
measures to implement UN Security 
Council Resolution 2231 of July 20, 
2015.” The decree lifts the restrictions on 
supplying to Iran technology and 
equipment required for the modification 
of the FFEP. First supplies of stable 
isotopes from the converted Fordow 
facility to Iranian hospitals are expected 
in 2018. It is worth emphasizing that the 
project is being pursued on a commercial 
footing; in essence, commercial 
mechanisms are being used to achieve 
nonproliferation goals. It makes a project 
more sustainable. 
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Significant progress has been achieved in 
JCPOA implementation in the first 12 
months since its adoption. Nevertheless, 
such a large document, which is the 
product of many compromises and 
directly pertains to national security 
interests of many states, can hardly be 
implemented on autopilot. Suffice to 
recall the scale, technological 
complexity, and cost of the project to 
modernize the research reactor in Arak. 
This is why the implementation of the 
JCPOA requires regular management and 
maintenance by the international 
mediators and Iran, as well as ongoing 
discussions to resolve mutual issues and 
concerns that will inevitably arise during 
the process. Fortunately, the instrument 
that enables such work is already up and 
running; the Joint Commission is 
expected to hold its third meeting by the 
end of this month. With sufficient 
political will—which all the participants 
of the Vienna agreements are now 
demonstrating—and based on the 
experience of the first 12 months, the 
potential technical obstacles facing the 
implementation of the JCPOA look 
entirely surmountable.  
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UNDER THE BIG TOP: CONGRESS 
AND THE IRAN NUCLEAR 
AGREEMENT 
 
Edward P. Levine  
Chairman of the board of the Center for 
Arms Control and Non-Proliferation 
 
When the Iran nuclear agreement was 
reached, it was transmitted to Congress, 
which had 60 days in which to take effective 
action to block U.S. implementation. The 
Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act barred 
the executive branch from implementing the 
agreement during that period.  
 
Republican opposition ensured majority 
support for a resolution of disapproval. 
When it became clear that not enough House 
Democrats would vote to override a veto, 
however, the impetus to pass legislation 
went out like the tide. Senate Democrats 
then blocked any need for a veto by 
preventing cloture on the resolution of 
disapproval. In the end, for all its labors, 
Congress did nothing and the agreement was 
implemented. 
 
A year later, where does Congress stand on 
the agreement? Why, right where it stood 
last year, of course. Republicans still would 
scuttle the deal, despite its success in 
radically reducing Iran’s nuclear activities. 
Most Democrats still support the deal and 
their president, despite Iran’s missile tests 
and assistance to regional bad actors and 
terrorists. These views are unlikely to 
change unless Iran commits a major 
violation of the agreement or sponsors a 
horrific act of terrorism, or the U.S. 
elections cause some rethinking. 
 
There are plenty of legislative proposals. 
Bills have been introduced to block dollar-
denominated Iranian transactions, Boeing’s 
sale of commercial aircraft to Iran, the U.S. 

purchase of Iranian heavy water, and the 
U.S.-Iranian claims settlement; to extend the 
Iran Sanctions Act, which expires at the end 
of this year; to add new Iran sanctions due to 
its missile tests and/or support for terrorism; 
to improve U.S. oversight of JCPOA 
implementation; and to require executive 
branch reports on Russian deals with Iran 
and on any special International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA)-Iran arrangements 
the Department of State may learn about. 
Some of these bills would force the United 
States to violate its Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA) obligations (e.g., 
the ban on commercial aircraft sales). Others 
would arguably put the United States in 
violation (e.g., the bills on dollar-
denominated transactions, and any re-
imposed sanctions on Iranian persons for 
whom nuclear sanctions were lifted). Still 
others might prompt Iran to denounce the 
nuclear agreement. 
 
The House of Representatives may pass 
some of these bills. That should be no 
surprise. House members of both parties 
assume that the Senate will reject bills with 
serious foreign policy consequences, so the 
House may do as it wishes. Members get 
good publicity for taking a principled stand, 
with little or no concern for those nasty 
consequences.  
 
In the Senate, most Iran bills will never get 
out of committee. The major legislation will 
be to extend the Iran Sanctions Act; the 
main issue will be what sort of additional 
non-nuclear sanctions, if any, to impose. 
Senators Mark Kirk (R-IL) and Robert 
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Menendez (D-NJ) introduced a bill on this 
over a year ago. Senators Bob Corker (R-
TN) and Ben Cardin (D-MD) have said that 
they were working on a bill to be rolled out 
with greater bipartisan support, but their 
effort may have stalled.  
 
Will any Iran bill get to the Senate floor? In 
practice, it would need 60 votes to be 
debated. Reuters adds that Senator Mitch 
McConnell (R-KY) wants any sanctions bill 
to have 67 votes, enough to override a veto; 
apparently, he does not want to pass a bill 
with great fanfare, only to give President 
Barrack Obama the last word.1 Any bill with 
67 supporters will be prearranged with the 
administration, unless some bone-headed 
action by Iran leads 8 to 12 more Democrats 
to support the bill. Oversight and reporting 
provisions could be included, so that 
supporters can say they did more than 
merely extend current law. 
 
When will this happen, if it happens? Not 
this week, so not before September. And it’s 
hard to imagine a bipartisan rollout during 
the last weeks of an election campaign. 
After the election, as the Iran Sanctions Act 
approaches expiration, is when Congress 
may actually do something. And the real 
votes on Iran will be cast by the American 
people on November 8, whether they realize 
it or not. 

 
 

                                                        
1 Patricia Zengerle, “U.S. lawmakers want more 
Iran sanctions, but can’t agree,” Reuters, June 7, 

 
  

2016, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-
nuclear-usa-congress-idUSKCN0YT2F4. 
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THE LIMITS OF SANCTIONS AND 
SANCTIONS RELIEF 
 
Richard Nephew 
Senior Research Scholar, Columbia 
University's Center on Global Energy Policy 
 
As a sanctions practitioner, it is hard not to 
be amused at the nature of the debate 
surrounding sanctions as a tool as relates to 
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA).  In particular, I have been 
entertained by the direct and inverse 
relationship between an analyst’s opinions 
of whether sanctions were instrumental in 
creating the conditions in which the JCPOA 
could be negotiated and whether they are an 
undeniable impediment now to the full 
implementation of the JCPOA.  It seems 
that, for many sanctions advocates, the tool 
was essential to achieving the deal but 
residual measures are insubstantial.  And, 
for sanctions opponents, the tool was 
irrelevant to the conclusion of a nuclear deal 
but now represent a clear obstacle to its full 
performance because of the negative impact 
they have on Iran’s economy and political 
stability. 
 
As with many issues, the truth lies 
somewhere in between and coming to this 
realization has significance both for how 
sanctions ought to be handled with Iran 
going forward and in managing other global 
problems. 
 
First, sanctions were neither wholly 
responsible for Iran’s economic problems 
prior to the JCPOA nor are they wholly 
responsible for them now.  Sanctions 
capitalized on the systemic failings of the 
Iranian economy and political institutions.  
They would not have worked nearly as well 
were it not for the pervasive presence of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
in the economy, political manipulation of 

core economic functions, corruption, and a 
reliance on a single commodity (oil) for the 
vast majority of the country’s export 
earnings.  These same root factors are the 
reason why, especially in an environment of 
low oil prices, Iran’s economic resurgence 
has been delayed.  Residual sanctions, 
particularly those affecting banks, have 
contributed to this delay, but would 
probably be much more manageable for 
international firms if doing business in Iran 
was more profitable, easier, and less risky 
altogether. 
 
Second, the stickiness of sanctions has 
probably exceeded most expectations.  In 
multiple congressional testimonies, I 
suggested that residual sanctions and Iran’s 
own economic problems would delay its 
reopening, probably for a couple of years.  
This has proven largely correct thus far.  
But, Iran’s own leaders and many outside 
observers failed to appreciate fully both the 
nature of what sanctions remain and the 
caution that would really greet Iran’s return 
to the global stage.  The consequence was 
hyperventilation prior to the JCPOA’s 
implementation about Iranian economic 
resilience (on the one hand) and overhyped 
expectations of how swiftly Iran’s people 
could reap the benefits of the JCPOA.   
 
But, far from being harmless 
misunderstandings, both exaggerations have 
complicated the political environments in 
Washington and Tehran.  Many people still 
believe Iran has $150 billion to dump into 
Hezbollah’s lap with much more to come 
and this tainted efforts to secure support 
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behind the deal.  It also complicates good-
faith steps by the United States to improve 
implementation now through modest 
adjustments of remaining sanctions.  This is 
doubly unfortunate because, for Iran, the 
stakes have gotten much higher, and Iran’s 
leaders now risk looking like chumps for 
agreeing to the JCPOA in the first place.  In 
both capitals, more reasoned and judicious 
analysis would have prevented inflated 
expectations and created a better atmosphere 
for the deal today. 
 
Third, and related, we have learned much 
about the experience of applying sanctions 
and taking them off as part of a political 
agreement.  Unlike the nuclear concessions 
Iran has made (in which the United States 
and its partners gained immediate security 
benefits), Iran was always going to be in a 
position where its economic benefits would 
be delayed and more subject to international 
markets that are outside the control of any 
one country.  The same would be true for 
any other situation in which sanctions relief 
forms a core element of a negotiated 
agreement.  This is an experience we should 
recall when, in the future, negotiations take 
place involving sanctions relief. 
 
In my (probably biased) view, the 
imposition of sanctions against Iran was one 
of the most critical steps in ensuring a 
diplomatic outcome to the Iran nuclear 
crisis.  Their removal was also essential to 
the implementation of the deal that resulted.  
But, humility on all sides as to the impact of 
sanctions, their limitations, and their 
lingering legacy is merited so that—looking 
forward to future crises—we can 
appropriately sculpt the role of sanctions and 
our view of how their eventual removal will 
translate in practice. 
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ONE YEAR ON: THE VIEW FROM 
VIENNA 
 
Laura Rockwood 
Executive Director of the Vienna Center for 
Disarmament and Non-proliferation 
(VCDNP) 

The Road-Map and PMD 

One very important prerequisite for the 
JCPOA to move forward was the resolution 
of concerns regarding Iran’s past nuclear 
activities.  To this end, Iran and the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
agreed on a road map of activities to help 
resolve, by the end of 2015, all past and 
present outstanding issues.  The roadmap 
required the Director General to submit a 
report, by 15 December 2015, to the 
Agency’s Board of Governors on the IAEA’s 
“final assessment” of the issues relating to 
possible military dimensions to Iran’s nuclear 
programme. 

On 2 December 2015, the Director General 
issued his report, entitled “Final Assessment 
on Past and Present Outstanding Issues 
regarding Iran’s Nuclear Programme” 
(GOV/2015/68). In its summary, the Agency 
assessed that “a range of activities relevant to 
the development of a nuclear explosive 
device were conducted in Iran prior to the end 
of 2003 as a coordinated effort, and some 
activities took place after 2003.” It also 
assessed that “these activities did not advance 
beyond feasibility and scientific studies, and 
the acquisition of certain relevant technical 
competences and capabilities.” It also noted 
that it had “no credible indications” of 
activities in Iran relevant to the development 
of a nuclear explosive device after 2009” and 
that it had found “no credible indications of 
the diversion of nuclear material in 
connection with the possible military 
dimensions to Iran’s nuclear programme.” 

What the report did not do, however, is 
resolve any or all of those outstanding issues. 
It simply provided the IAEA’s assessment of 
the 12 areas of concern identified in the 
November 2011 Annex, taking into account 
the apparently limited additional 
clarification, information and access 
provided by Iran. 

Nor did the report trigger the “closure” of the 
Iran file, or removal of Iran from the agenda 
of the Board of Governors. In the resolution 
it adopted in December (GOV/2015/72, 
15 December 2015), the Board noted that all 
of the activities in the Road-map had been 
“implemented in accordance with the agreed 
schedule” and that “this closes the Board’s 
consideration of this item.” However, this 
was an excellent example of creative 
diplomatic drafting: “this item” referred 
simply to the agenda item under the heading 
“Implementation of the NPT Safeguards 
Agreement and relevant provisions of 
Security Council resolutions in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran”. The practical effect of 
“closing this item” was simply that, after 
Implementation Day, the Board would 
discuss Iran matters under a new agenda item. 

Verification and Monitoring 

The Director General has established a 
dedicated unit within the Department of 
Safeguards to implement the IAEA’s 
monitoring and verification activities in Iran, 
which will ultimately consist of some 70 to 
80 professional staff, 45 of which will be 
inspectors. The IAEA has also achieved 
agreement with the Board on a budget for 
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Iran-related activities – no mean feat, given 
the balancing act that the budget process has 
become in the last two decades. The budget 
will run to 9.2 million euros ($10.4 million) a 
year for the 10 years of the JCPOA: 5.2 
million of which, from the regular budget, for 
activities under Iran’s Safeguards Agreement 
and Additional Protocol, and 4 million of 
which for the extra transparency measures 
contemplated under the JCPOA. 

On 16 January 2016, the Director General 
announced that the IAEA had verified that 
Iran had taken the actions specified in 
paragraphs 15.1-15.11 of Annex V to the 
JCPOA, thereby triggering “Implementation 
Day,” and the lifting of sanctions, under the 
JCPOA (GOV/INF/2016/1). 

The IAEA has issued two quarterly reports 
since Implementation Day under the new 
agenda item “Verification and Monitoring in 
the Islamic Republic of Iran in light of United 
Nations Security Council Resolution 2231 
(2015).” The degree of detail in the post-
Implementation Day reports differs 
considerably from that of the previous 
extensively detailed reports. There has been 
some criticism leveled at the IAEA for this 
relative lack of detail. The Director General 
has stated that he feels he has struck the right 
balance, considering Iran is no longer in 
violation of U.N. and Agency demands to 
curb its nuclear program, and that his reports 
will remain "factual, impartial and include 
the information which the agency considers 
necessary." 

As noted in the past two implementation 
reports, the Agency continues to verify the 
non-diversion of declared nuclear material 
and that evaluations regarding the absence of 
undeclared nuclear material and activities for 
Iran remain ongoing.  

The next significant deadline coincides with 
the first anniversary of the JCPOA. On 14 

July, Iran is due to submit its initial 
declaration under its Additional Protocol. 

The Broader Conclusion 
Once a year, the IAEA draws a safeguards 
conclusion for each State that has a 
safeguards agreement in force. If the IAEA 
is able to conclude that it has seen no 
indications of the diversion of declared 
nuclear material and no indications of 
undeclared nuclear material and activities in 
the State, and any anomalies detected in the 
course of its verification activities have been 
satisfactorily resolved, the IAEA is in a 
position to draw a “broader conclusion,” i.e. 
that all nuclear material in the State 
remained in peaceful activities. 

In resolution 2231, the Security Council 
requested that, as soon as the IAEA has 
reached the broader conclusion for Iran, the 
Director General submit a report confirming 
this conclusion to the Agency’s Board and in 
parallel to the Security Council. 

The IAEA is not yet in a position to draw a 
broader conclusion for Iran. How long this 
will take is not yet clear, though the process 
can take years in the case of a State with 
significant nuclear activities. The prevailing 
question is whether, in drawing such a 
conclusion for Iran, the IAEA will seek 
further clarification of some or any of the 
PMD issues, particularly if new information 
relevant to those issues comes to light which 
gives rise to doubts about the correctness or 
completeness of Iran’s declarations.  
The IAEA cannot prevent breakout, cheating 
or the development of a nuclear weapons 
programme by Iran: that is not the IAEA’s 
job. Nor is it the IAEA’s job to verify 
intentions. What its role is, however, is to 
detect deviations by Iran from its safeguards 
and JCPOA obligations, and deterrence of 
such deviations through the risk of detection. 
The IAEA can only do that with the right 
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resources and the unified support of its 
Member States. 
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STEP BY STEP: THE IRAN DEAL 
(JCPOA) PROCEEDS SLOWLY 

 
Sharon Squassoni 
Senior Fellow and Director, 
Proliferation Prevention Program, CSIS 
 
Barely before the ink was dry, the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 
provoked a ridiculously wide range of views 
and expectations in the United States.  
Beyond the Beltway, the range was probably 
a little narrower than what the U.S. House 
and Senate previewed in hearings, but 
skepticism about Iran’s intentions is still 
prevalent.  One year later, the range of 
responses seems not to have narrowed at all.  
 
Proponents of the JCPOA may have hoped 
its clockwork-like functioning would win 
additional supporters, but this hasn’t 
happened yet.  
 
Why not? It may have been too much to 
expect a wholesale change in attitudes in the 
United States, just as it was too much for the 
Iranians to expect a windfall for their 
economy immediately.  Even though the 
United States was a key negotiator, 
significant U.S. engagement will require 
lifting other restrictions.  Secondary 
sanctions were lifted, but primary sanctions 
remain. (The big exception is in aircraft, and 
the purported $18 billion Boeing deal could 
become a game-changer if it goes through.) 
 
Meanwhile, the gap in expectations persists.  
Opponents of the JCPOA continue to call 
attention to Iran’s treatment of human rights, 
support for terrorism, and missile 
development programs as thorns in the U.S. 
diplomatic side.  They are not wrong, but the 
JCPOA never intended to address those 
problems.  The question is whether support 
for the JCPOA will erode eventually if 
progress is not made in those areas.  U.S. 

sanctions for those activities will be a 
constant for a while.  
 
Iran is carrying out the letter of its 
requirements to disconnect, dismantle, and 
remove sensitive items and materials or 
about the effect of these actions on 
lengthening the breakout time to a nuclear 
weapon from a few months to at least a year. 
The progress is tangible.  Still, some critics 
have argued that the process should be more 
transparent—the two reports issued by the 
International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) in February and May presented 
conclusions but fewer details than past 
reports.  Whether an issue of style or 
substance, the IAEA could and should 
correct this.  More importantly, though, the 
Agency’s finding in December 2015 that 
Iran had met the terms of the roadmap to 
clarify past activities met with little 
resistance.   
 
If broad U.S. skepticism is to be overcome, 
uneventful implementation of the JCPOA 
over a period of years could help.  The next 
U.S. administration, however, will need to 
encourage that smooth implementation of 
the JCPOA.  At the same time, there should 
be a “go-slow” approach on the next big 
hurdle in JCPOA implementation: a finding 
by the IAEA (called a “broader conclusion”) 
that all nuclear material in Iran remains in 
peaceful activities.  This will trigger what 
the JCPOA calls Transition Day—the 
transition from the JCPOA to the post-
JCPOA period when sanctions that have 
been lifted provisionally will be 
permanently lifted.  The JCPOA offers two 
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possibilities for the timing of transition: 
either eight years after Adoption Day 
(October 18, 2023) or upon the IAEA’s 
reaching the broader conclusion.  Iran has 
every incentive to pressure the IAEA to 
make an early finding of the broader 
conclusion.  However, this would cut short 
the period of confidence building that is 
essential for moving forward. 
 
Although July 14 may be considered the 
first birthday of the JCPOA, the complicated 
preliminary steps mean that the agreement 
effectively has only been implemented since 
January.  This is hardly a wealth of 
experience upon which to build confidence.  
The next 10 years are an opportunity to 
move beyond what was a nuclear impasse to 
greater transparency that benefits all sides.  
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THE JCPOA VIEWED FROM 
IRAN: IT’S THE ECONOMY, 
STUPID! 
 
Ariane Tabatabai 
Visiting Assistant Professor of Security 
Studies in the Georgetown University 
School of Foreign Service and a Senior 
Associate with CSIS 
 
A year ago, Iran’s Foreign Ministry 
officials, in charge of negotiating the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA), hailed what they described as 
a new era for their country. The 
moderate president Hassan Rouhani had 
pledged to reintegrate his country into 
the international community. And his 
team presented the JCPOA as the first 
step toward this. But a year later, the 
JCPOA doesn’t look like what Iranian 
officials had called a “win-win” solution 
from Tehran.  
 
Until the JCPOA was signed, support for 
the nuclear negotiations cut across party 
lines in Iran. Most blocs within the 
regime, as well as the general public, 
supported the efforts to reach an 
agreement that would allow their 
country to continue its nuclear program 
and receive sanctions relief. Today, that 
support seems to be fading away. A 
growing number of critics ask what their 
country has achieved with the JCPOA. 
Many (including Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Khamenei) argue that Iran 
gave up key elements of its nuclear 
program for economic recovery that is 
nowhere in sight.  
 
The JCPOA looks fragile from Iran. The 
majority of U.S. presidential candidates 
vowed to either tear up the deal, or 
maintain it while increasing pressure on 
Iran by imposing non-nuclear sanctions. 

And unlike some of the nuclear 
provisions of the JCPOA, sanctions 
relief isn’t irreversible. This is making 
Tehran nervous. Khamenei recently 
stated that his country wouldn’t walk 
away from the agreement, but threatened 
to “burn” it if Washington “tears it up” 
as some candidates suggested. But the 
regime’s finger pointing is nothing new. 
What is new is the general population 
also sharing the view that the United 
States is trying to stop Iran’s economic 
recovery.  
 
For its part, the Rouhani government has 
also tried to explain the reasons behind 
the slow recovery to defend the deal, its 
chief legacy. It has recognized that there 
are challenges stemming from the 
JCPOA itself, but also the domestic 
barriers to Iran improving its economy. 
Today, Rouhani’s team is trying to 
explain to the Iranian people that it’s 
working with the United States to 
address those challenges stemming from 
U.S. law and politics. And it’s eagerly 
awaiting the deal with Boeing to show 
something tangible for its concessions a 
year after the JCPOA was signed. The 
Boeing deal is also symbolic because it’s 
one of the main fruits of the JCPOA 
regular Iranians can taste: Iran hasn’t 
been able to purchase civilian aircraft for 
decades because of sanctions. For years, 
Iranians have been relying on a fleet 
purchased by the Shah in the 1970s. 
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With passenger planes failing, and at 
times crashing, many prefer to drive 
long distances or take trains rather than 
fly their airlines.  
 
But even with the Boeing deal in its 
pocket, Iran will have a long way to go 
before its economy fully normalizes. The 
Rouhani government is tackling 
systemic corruption and 
mismanagement. But while most 
factions within Iran recognize the need 
for some level of economic reform and 
reintegration, some of these steps are 
met with criticism. This is because many 
of these issues are structural and involve 
the regime at the highest levels.  
 
But this resistance to normalization goes 
beyond Iran’s economy: It’s also about 
the country’s relations with the rest of 
the world and its conventional military 
capabilities. The Iranian security 
establishment believes it needs to project 
power to make up for the concessions 
made during the talks. It also sees central 
authorities collapsing in its 
neighborhood, leaving a vacuum for 
non-state actors, like the Islamic State 
and various al-Qaeda branches, to fill. 
As a result, Tehran tries to send a signal 
to its adversaries and non-state actors 
that it has the means to defend itself. 
Today, Iran’s ballistic missile tests, 
space program, and cyberactivities are 
an inherent part of the domestic 
bargaining game between conservatives 
and moderates, and a key signaling 
method serving to project power to 
adversaries abroad.  
 
A year after its signing, the JCPOA no 
longer feels like a “win-win” solution to 
many Iranians. Many don’t see 
economic recovery anywhere in sight. 
Regardless of where the 2016 

presidential elections take the United 
States, the outcome will be more 
challenging for the JCPOA. And Iran’s 
own barriers to economic recovery and 
domestic politics will take a while to fix. 
Rouhani may have promised more than 
he could deliver, and the Iranian public 
is increasingly becoming aware of that. 
A symbol of this lies in the recent 
closing of Arj, an air conditioning 
producer that had been around for nearly 
80 years. Many point to this to criticize 
the JCPOA’s failure to produce 
economic recovery. And the Rouhani 
government, entering its last year in 
office before it’s up for reelection, needs 
to deliver on this one promise to 
preserve its credibility.  
 

 
 

 
 

ARIANE TABATABAI  
Visiting Assistant Professor of Security 
Studies in the Georgetown University 
School of Foreign Service and a Senior 
Associate with CSIS 

@ArianeTabatabai 



COVER PHOTO U.S. STATE DEPARTMENT 

1616 Rhode Island Avenue NW                                                                 
Washington, DC 20036                                                                                 
202 887 0200 | www.csis.org


	160901_All_JCPOAEssays
	Squassoni_JCPOAAnniversary_cover_pages

