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Both the Bush and Obama ad-
ministrations have attempted 

to end the threat posed by Iran’s 
nuclear program. Most outside 
parties fear the implications of Iran 
growing closer to a real nuclear 
weapons capability, including how 
security is calculated throughout 
the Middle East. The prospect of an 
Iranian bomb is so daunting that 
several countries—including the 
United States—have indicated a will-
ingness to use military action to set back 
the Iranian effort. The consequences of 
such a strike could themselves shake the foundations of diplomatic and security relation-
ships throughout the Middle East.

With the U.S. and Israeli elections over and with Iranian elections looming, are there alter-
natives to a steady Iranian march toward a nuclear weapons capacity? Is it possible to envi-
sion a solution or process that could be acceptable to Iran, the United States and its allies, 
other permanent members of the UN Security Council, and Iran’s neighbors? If so, what 
would it look like and how should it be pursued? What steps should be taken to make it 
more likely that it is part of a genuine process of de-escalation rather than merely marking 
time until Iran acquires a weapon?

Key Conclusions
 ■ The Proliferation Prevention Program brought together prominent outside experts and CSIS 

scholars to discuss these questions on February 6, 2013. This conference report reviews the 
key conclusions and lessons from the discussion.

 ■ The next few months will be especially decisive as Iranian enrichment capabilities improve 
significantly with the installation of the next generation of centrifuges (IR-2m). By summer, 
break-out capability could be down to a month or less.

 ■ A military strike would fail to completely end Iran’s nuclear program, so debate over a 
military option should focus how a strike could reset the stage for a diplomatic solution. 

 ■ Although the United States and Europe have worked together closely on sanctions and 
diplomacy, there is very little trust in Israel, the Gulf States, and Russia on U.S. ability to roll 
back Iran’s nuclear program.

 ■ The latest sanctions have drastically reduced Iranian revenue with no significant impact on 
global oil energy markets, but no change in the Iranian regime’s behavior is in sight. Sanctions 
fatigue could come later if no significant breakthroughs are reached in negotiations.

 ■ In theory, the Obama administration could be more flexible in its second term by laying out 
a broader vision of what the U.S.-Iranian relationship might look like.

Sharon Squassoni and Dr. Olli Heinonen discuss breakout 
scenarios in the first panel.
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TeChNICal STaTe-of-Play PaNel                   
A conversation with former deputy director general of 
the IAEA, Dr. Olli Heinonen, now with the Belfer Center, 
Harvard University.

It has been 10 years since the IAEA uncovered Iran’s sophis-
ticated nuclear program. In that time, Iran has exponentially 
expanded its production and stockpile of enriched uranium 
and continued many other activities, including building 
a heavy water reactor and producing heavy water. Iran is 
enriching uranium close to 20 percent ostensibly to fuel the 
Tehran Research Reactor, but that enriched uranium would be 
valuable for a weapons program, since 20 percent enrichment 
has accomplished about 90 percent of the separative work re-
quired to obtain weapons grade uranium. The next generation 
of centrifuges (IR-2m) will significantly improve Iran’s capabili-
ties. As for break-out scenarios, dropping out of the NPT like 
North Korea did may be a more likely path than a clandestine 
attempt to obtain a weapon while still under the robust IAEA 
observation.

The next few months could be especially decisive, because the 
break-out time could be reduced to a month or less by the 
summer. Cyber-attacks like Stuxnet, and in particular sanc-
tions, have slowed the program down but the Iranian leader-
ship is still committed enough to continue.

In a negotiated solution, Iran could maintain some of its 
current capabilities in exchange for it implementing mea-
sures beyond even the IAEA’s Additional Protocol. This 
would include supplying a comprehensive record of the 
history of the program and its military dimensions, wider 
access to sites and equipment, a complete account of nuclear 
materials, and at least a two-year moratorium on enrich-
ment to restore confidence. 

SeCuRITy CoNSIDeRaTIoNS PaNel                                
A conversation with retired U.S. Marine Corps four-star 
general and former vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff General James Cartwright and Dr. Jon Alterman, 
Brzezinski Chair in Global Security and Geostrategy and 
director of the Middle East Program at CSIS. 

General Cartwright began by outlining the United States’ 
overall objective of deterring Iran without having to com-
mit thousands of troops for years to come, as in the case of 
Korea. This requires a deterrent powerful enough to put an 

“If Iran decides to break-out (leave the NPT), Iran 
has quite a set of options...There are a few scenarios 
where it will be tough to act in time for a response.”                        

—Dr. olli heinonen

(From left): Dr. Jon Alterman and Gen. James Cartwright

adversary’s objectives in doubt, but not so overwhelming as 
to incite a preventive or preemptive conflict. U.S. experiences 
in Afghanistan and Iraq have improved our ability to do this, 
mostly through mistakes made. Still, he said that we should 
reduce our general purpose forces overall while maintaining 
special forces to ensure we remain adaptable to any situation. 
General Cartwright also specifically called for intensive train-
ing to detect a nuclear missile being moved or used in a ter-
rorist format rather than a traditional ICBM-type of launch. 

General Cartwright dismissed the idea that Iran’s nuclear 
program could be stopped definitively because of the vir-
tual impossibility of eliminating the intellectual capital that 
provided nuclear capabilities. He argued that today’s calculus 
for acquiring nuclear capabilities is “’Do I want to,’ not ‘Can 
I?’” Since a strike could never deny Iran a nuclear weapon, 
the aim would be to delay the timeline and reset diplomacy. 
General Cartwright stressed that any military option would 
have to control escalation and keep the end goal of a negoti-
ated settlement in sight, which is the only realistic solution to 
the problem.

General Cartwright also stressed the need to assure our al-
lies in the region. One strategy would be to build up their 
conventional capabilities to diminish the perceived value of 
nuclear weapons. He argued that a Middle East region that 
shows it can work together against Iran would be a powerful 
deterrent. Finally, General Cartwright closed by discussing 
the significance of understanding Iran’s point of view in these 
negotiations instead of concentrating solely about what the 
West wants.

“Once the manufacturing and intellectual capital 
have been mastered, the material side of this thing 
is very difficult to do anything about...you can’t 
say to somebody ‘okay, go and uninvent that.’ A 
military solution is not going to change the calculus.”                        

—Gen. James Cartwright



MIDDle eaST equITIeS PaNel                                                
A panel discussion with CSIS experts Dr. Jon Alterman, 
Brzezinski Chair in Global Security and Geostrategy and 
director of the Middle East Program, and Haim Malka, 
deputy director and senior fellow of the Middle East 
Program, moderated by Dr. Andrew Kuchins, director of the 
Russia and Eurasia Program at CSIS.

This panel focused on regional perspectives on and concerns 
with Iran’s nuclear program, beginning with Israel. While the 
official Israeli government position is that Iran must cease all 
enrichment and comply with all IAEA regulations to avoid a 
military strike, Mr. Malka suggested there is a broad spectrum 
of views within and outside the government. Public debate on 
the issue has become polarized. For example, Israeli hawks 
argue that only a military strike, with or without U.S. support, 
will produce substantial results. They also maintain that Israel 
could withstand the political and military repercussions of such 
a strike. Others see a military strike as counterproductive. For 
example, leaders in Mossad and the IDF advocate continued 
sanctions and covert operations as more effective and less risky. 
A more subtle and less public debate within Israel focuses on 
how best to delay Iran’s nuclear capability and breakout time. 
Overall, many agree that Iran will only compromise with a 
credible military threat from the United States, but there is little 
optimism within Israel that such a credible threat will emerge. 

Dr. Alterman outlined how the GCC states and Turkey view 
their rivalries with Iran, often seeking to manage an endur-
ing conflict whose origins long predated the Islamic Republic. 
The Gulf states,  particularly the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
and Saudi Arabia which rely on the United States as an exter-
nal guarantor of security, are among the most hawkish in the 
region when it comes to Iran. Their concerns about Iranian 
influence extend beyond the nuclear program, and they see the 
United States as naïve with regard to Iranian intentions. States 
with Shi’ite minorities worry that Iran could use these groups 
against them as a fifth column. They believe that U.S. support 
for democratic political change across the Middle East is help-
ing Iran and hurting the United States and its allies. On the 
nuclear issue, they fear that the United States will make a deal 
with Iran that fails to halt the nuclear program. Dr. Alterman 
suggested that regional leaders view the United States as an 

unreliable guarantor of security, given the Obama administra-
tion’s “Asia Pivot” policy, the mixed outcomes of recent wars, 
and dysfunctional domestic politics. 

As part of its strategy to counter the perceived Iranian threat, 
Saudi Arabia has sought to strengthen key relationships, in-
cluding with the United States and China. The country recently 
agreed to buy $60 billion worth of U.S weapons, which Dr. 
Alterman argued amounted to a tactic of “renting” a relationship 
with the United States. Supplies of oil to China help make Saudi 
Arabia’s case that China’s friendly relationship with Iran is a los-
ing strategy; the UAE has adopted similar policies. In developing 
its own nuclear energy program, the UAE has been careful not 
to follow in Iran’s footsteps, forgoing fuel-cycle activities and 
providing a high level of transparency. 

In contrast, Turkey considers Iran a rival rather than a threat. 
Turkey’s strategic location between Iran and Europe facilitates 
a robust trade relationship and the Turks view the Iranian 
nuclear issue as an opportunity to be an important player in in-
ternational diplomacy rather than a national security problem.

In considering Iran’s role in the region and whether nuclear 
weapons might be tolerated, Dr. Alterman argued that the 
Middle East is a significantly more hawkish and less permis-
sive neighborhood than the one North Korea faces, with several 
states apparently willing to use force if necessary to prevent Iran 
from obtaining nuclear weapons. Iran feels besieged and its lead-
ers would view any deal proposed by the West as a trick intended 
to weaken it. From its position of vulnerability, Iran’s ideal is to 
have an ambiguous nuclear capability that acts as a deterrent 
without provoking assault. Iran does not need to “win” the con-
flict to have success, it only needs to thwart its enemies’ goals.

allIeS aND oTheRS PaNel                                                                        
A panel discussion with codirector of the Energy & National 
Security Program, Mr. David Pumphrey, director of the 
Europe Program, Ms. Heather Conley, and director of 
the Russia and Eurasia Program, Dr. Andrew Kuchins, 
moderated by Ms. Sharon Squassoni, director of the 
Proliferation Prevention Program.

The panel judged the recent round of sanctions to be much more 
effective at restricting exports of Iranian oil than many predicted 
for two reasons: they are focused on the flow of money and Iran’s 
ability to get insurance, rather than just oil exports, and are flex-
ible enough that they can be ratcheted up if necessary. As a result, 
Iran’s oil exports are down more than 50 percent. David Pumphrey 
emphasized the need to balance the sanctions with maintain-
ing stability in global oil prices and supply. Although the market 

(From left): Dr. Andrew Kuchins, Haim Malka and Dr. Jon Alterman.

“[Iran] doesn't have any way of playing a winning 
game...there’s no positive outcome they’re seeking, they’re 
only seeking to prevent the most negative outcome.”                                                       

—Dr. Jon alterman



seems comfortable with the current level of sanctions, it remains to 
be seen whether this can be sustained. For the immediate future, the 
outlook is positive but there is still potential for sanctions fatigue 
if the end objective looks unreachable. The opportunity to buy 
cheaper oil could win out for some states in the long run.

Despite the poor state of certain European economies and the fact 
that it was Iran’s second biggest trade partner, the EU was able to 
effectively institute a complete oil embargo on the Islamic Re-
public. Heather Conley attributed this to strong leadership from 
the UK, France, and Germany. The UK and France especially see 
this in terms of their national strategic interests. However, Ms. 
Conley gave Europe a failing grade on diplomacy, suggesting that 
enthusiastic embrace of negotiations with no positive outcomes is 
not success. Some Europeans fear that talks would end completely 
without a pretext to keep them moving forward and there is cur-
rently no plan “B” in Europe if this happens.

With respect to its Iran policy, Russia is less motivated by eco-
nomics and trade than a broader view of security issues. On 
terrorism, Iran poses less of a threat to Russia than, for example, 
Chechens. While Russia opposes an Iranian nuclear weapon, it 
simply sees military intervention as an even less attractive option 
because it would destabilize the region and Russia’s interests. Part of 
this can be attributed to general distrust of U.S. military interven-
tion in recent history which Russia sees threatening its sovereignty, 
particularly in Kosovo. Despite their tense relationship, Russia has 
viewed Iran as more of a geopolitical partner than an adversary 
over the past twenty years (e.g., Tajikistan, Afghanistan) and finds 
Pakistan’s nuclear program significantly more troubling. 

TyING IT all ToGeTheR                                                  
Mr. David Sanger, chief Washington correspondent at the 
New York Times, and Ms. Sharon Squassoni, director of the 
Proliferation Prevention Program.

David Sanger highlighted several dilemmas raised by the speak-
ers. The United States insists that all options are on the table, but its 

credibility is poor. Once a country acquires nuclear weapons, history 
suggests that the US will back off (e.g., North Korea and Pakistan). 
Moreover, the lack of trust between the two sides makes any first 
step difficult. For example, the United States wants Iran to ship out 
sensitive fissile material to roll-back the break-out time before it lifts 
sanctions. On the other hand, Iran wants sanctions relief before com-
mitting to any significant actions. 

The IAEA’s push to open up the history of the program to scrutiny 
of possible past military dimensions could make present negotia-
tions all the more difficult (as it did in the case of North Korea). 
Lastly, the obstruction of the program through sanctions and Iran’s 
mindfulness to keep production levels under the redlines is leading 
to a growing sense in the U.S. government that the status quo is ac-
ceptable for the immediate future. 

Mr. Sanger agreed that President Obama has more flexibility in his 
second term, and that this could lead to bolder initiatives. In think-
ing through negotiations, one needs to consider whether to take 
a narrow or broader approach to negotiations. In the past, a fairly 
narrow approach has been taken. By taking a broader approach 
that might include a vision of the future U.S.-Iranian relationship, 
it might be possible to make the case publicly with the Iranian 
people to pressure the regime from below for a deal. On a narrow 
approach, one option would be for the administration to publically 
acknowledge Iran’s right to enrich but to ensure that this right is not 
exercised fully. This is a tricky issue to navigate. Mr. Sanger pointed 
out that as President Obama’s time in office wanes, the Iran issue 
will continue to impede the administration’s goal of enacting trans-
formational change on other nuclear issues. ■
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David Sanger sums up the lessons of the previous panels. 

“Europe is unprepared for failure on the negotiat-
ing front. They are not having the debate that we 
have here about containment versus redlines and 
military options. That is unprepared ground.”                                                                              

—heather Conley

(From left): Sharon Squassoni, Dr. Andrew Kuchins, David Pumphrey 
and Heather Conley on the “Allies and Others” panel.


