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On September 21
st

, the CSIS Middle East Program hosted Congressman Howard Berman (D-CA), chairman 

of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, for a discussion addressing Iran’s nuclear threat.  Berman argued 

that preventing Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon is an “absolute necessity”, and that the 

implementation of a broad and unyielding sanctions regime is the most viable and effective means of 

achieving this goal.  He judged that the other two options – air strikes or acquiescence to a nuclear Iran – 

are both “far too risky.” 

Berman stated that in a region beset by instability and uncertainty, a nuclear-capable Iran poses the 

single greatest threat to Gulf, Israeli and U.S. interests. Berman argued that a nuclear Iran would be 

impervious to U.S. diplomatic pressure, carry out human rights abuses with impunity, have increased 

leverage inside OPEC, and could provoke a regional arms race that would destroy the Nuclear Non-

Proliferation Treaty. In a worst-case scenario, Iran could share its nuclear technology with terrorists or 

employ its nuclear arms as offensive weapons. 

Congressman Berman endorsed a peaceful solution to this multi-layered threat, arguing that the Obama 

administration has “no choice but to pursue hard-nosed sanctions.” He described the current sanctions 

against Iran, which target IRGC business interests as well as Iran’s energy sector and shipping lines. In 

particular, he emphasized the importance of timing in implementing the latest round of sanctions, 

explaining that Congress deliberately deferred action until U.N. Security Council Resolution 1929 had 

been passed. This had the effect of broadening international support for the U.S. sanctions and 

deepening Iran’s economic isolation. 

Berman affirmed that the sanctions are negatively affecting Iran’s ability to obtain goods and services 

from the international financial, industrial, and energy sectors, but cautioned against being overly 

optimistic.  In particular, he warned that China and Russia still have the potential to undermine sanctions’ 

effectiveness by stepping up refined petrol sales to Iran under a “strict reading” of United Nations 

Security Council Resolution 1929.  To prevent these sales, Berman called for the United States to 

redouble its efforts to convince China, Russia and others that a nuclear Iran poses a long-term threat to 

their security. In addition, he entreated the international community in general to “make sacrifices” to 

keep the pressure on Iran as intense as possible. 

In conclusion, Berman emphasized that he is personally committed to making the sanctions work, and 

affirmed that “Congress will remain deeply engaged on this issue”. He emphasized that the sanctions are 

not intended as a punishment for the Iranian people, but rather are designed to effect a dynamic change 

in the Iranian government’s thought and action. Although reluctant to speculate, Berman cautioned that 

the United States and international community would have to consider alternative policies in the future if 

the sanctions do not have the desired effect.  In this context, he stated that Iran has a timeline in months, 

not years, to change its course. 


