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Abstract. The current diplomatic overtures and negotiations between the Islamic Republic of Iran 
and the international community under the P5+1 format (the five UN Security Council Permanent 
Members plus Germany) for resolving the issue of the nuclear program of Iran have caught the 
world’s attention in the autumn of 2013. Whether the result of these negotiations will lead to a 
genuine rapprochement between Iran and the rest of the world or a worsening of the relations 
with the Middle East state is an acute question these days. The answer is yet to come, but an inquiry 
into the causes of the present state of affairs may prove useful for shaping that answer. This paper 
attempts to look into the complex relationships and events that drive the policies of global and 
regional actors towards the nuclear program of Iran. While by no means a comprehensive study, 
we believe that this modest endeavor can only improve the understanding of this complex issue.
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The controversies over Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram and the current process of interna-
tional negotiations to bring it under interna-
tional control are based both on the existing 
structure of the international system and 
on the efforts of nuclear nonproliferation. 

We believe that the conflict on Iran’s nuclear 
activities is based on different interpreta-
tions of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT) (UN, 2005). The NPT is usually un-
derstood as a “Grand Bargain” between the 
five countries that possess nuclear weapons 
and the rest of the world who do not possess 
them, and is established on three fundamen-
tal “pillars”: nuclear non-proliferation, the 
peaceful use of nuclear energy and nuclear 
disarmament. While “non-weapons” states 
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are pledging that they will not seek to obtain nuclear weapons, the “weapons states” 
commit to nuclear disarmament, and all parties agree to the “inalienable right” to use 
nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. 

Generally, there have been two different approaches to these “bargains” of the NPT, one 
offer them equal standing, and one states that the goal of non-proliferation is above the 
other two (CSIS, 2012). There has been much debate and controversy over the letter and 
spirit of the NPT (ACA, 2011), and especially over the nuclear fuel-cycle technology, or 
the “dual use” capabilities (CFR, 2012), which in the case of Iran have led to decades-long 
tensions with the international community and the imposition of sanctions against it. 
The dispute is whether Iran, as a signatory of the NPT, has the right to enrich uranium 
under the international safeguards.

While Iran has followed the former approach to the NPT, upholding its “right to enrich”, 
the international community under the leadership of the United States, have adopted 
the latter view, not only regarding Iran, but for other countries too (Iraq, North Korea, 
and also Brazil or South Africa). 

The United States have pursued, under the G.W. Bush administration, a vigorous policy 
of nuclear non-proliferation. Under the new directions and necessities of the “War on 
Terror”, America has tried hard in the last decade to limit the access to nuclear technolo-
gies (AIEA, 2004). But it used different ways in dealing with the various countries that 
were trying to access those technologies. There are remarkable differences between the 
way in which US have dealt with the nuclear programs of several countries in the ‘90s, 
like South Africa, Argentina or Brazil, compared to the programs of other countries, 
like Iraq, North Korea or Iran, or the so-called “Axis of Evil”. 

Comparisons between the cases of Brazil and Iran are interesting, because their rela-
tions with United States shared some similarities in the early years after the end of the 
Cold War. Brazil has researched nuclear technology between ‘60s and ‘90s, and even 
had a nuclear weapons program. Although that program stopped in 1991, Brazil was 
a late signatory of the NPT and still runs a nuclear program with military applications, 
for powering nuclear submarines (ACA, 2013). It had a not-so-smooth relationship 
with the US regarding its right to enrich uranium, which Brazil jealously defends (ENS, 
2006). Despite these asperities and the clear military applications of Brazil’s nuclear 
program, its relationship with the US has never sunk to the depths of that of Iran, and 
the question of international sanctions against Brazil has never been “on the table”.

While Iran also has a nuclear program that is decades-long and has terrible relations 
with the United States, that also go back decades, the approach America has used in 
dealing with the Iranian nuclear program has been entirely different than with Brazil 
or South Africa, or even North Korea, for that matter. Although negotiations on the issue 
have taken place in the last decade, there has been an outright hostility to the concept 
of such a nuclear program.
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It is interesting, then, to see some of the aspects that lie beneath the inflammatory de-
clarations on both sides and try to find out what are the reasons for some of the regional 
and global actors involved in the Iranian nuclear controversy.

A History of Iran’s Nuclear Program

Iran’s nuclear program can be traced back to the times of the Shah, when, with the 
help of the United States, the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran (AEOI) established 
the Tehran Nuclear Research Center in 1967. The scientific facility was equipped with 
a 5MW research reactor for which US supplied the fuel, in form of highly enriched 
uranium (UN, 1967).

Under the rule of the Shah, Iran embarked on an extensive nuclear energy program. In 
1974, mindful to the prospect of future oil-depletion, the Shah aimed at achieving around 
23GW of electricity from nuclear power plants. These ambitious nuclear projects had to 
rely heavily on technical and fuel assistance from the United States and Europe. In the 
following years, Iran completed agreements with West-German (Kraftwerk Union – a 
subsidiary of Siemens) and French (Framatome) companies to build and supply two 
1,200MW reactors at Bushehr and two other 900MW reactors.

Although fuel was initially to be provided by the companies building the reactors, plans 
were made to allow Iran to create its own infrastructure for enriching uranium. In 1975, 
President Ford approved the National Security Decision Memorandum 292, which al-
lowed for “US materials to be fabricated into fuel in Iran for use in its own reactors 
and for pass-through to third countries with whom we have Agreement” (NSC, 1975).

A year later, US went even further, by requesting that Iran enrich uranium. In National 
Security Decision Memorandum 324, the American negotiators were meant to “seek a 
strong political commitment from Iran to pursue the multinational/binational repro-
cessing plant concept, according the US the opportunity to participate in the project” 
(NSC, 1976). The extraction of plutonium from the reactor fuel allowed for a complete 
nuclear fuel cycle. In those days, Iran was allowed to enrich uranium, extract plutonium, 
and US was seeking to make a profit out of it.

When the Iranian Revolution erupted in 1979, the country’s nuclear activities were put 
on hold. Following the breakdown of the relations with the US, most of the countries 
terminated their cooperation with Iran under US pressure. The ensuing war with Iraq, 
which started in 1980, diverted the resources necessary for the nuclear development 
and damaged Iranian nuclear infrastructure. The two nuclear reactors under construc-
tion at Bushehr were bombed by Iraqi air force several times (Iran Watch, 2004).

After the war ended, the Iranian nuclear program was resuscitated. In the late ‘80s, dur-
ing the presidency of Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, Tehran searched for new partners to 
support its nuclear development. Turned down by Western countries, it looked to the 
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former Cold War enemies of the US, Russia and China. Two protocols were signed with 
China, in 1985 and 1990, and one with Russia in 1995. The latter deal was intended to 
complete the construction of the Bushehr nuclear reactors, supply the fuel for them and 
create the infrastructure for Iran’s own enrichment plants (IW, 1995). But pressures 
from the US blocked some of these agreements and transfers, particularly the enrich-
ment technology. Also, during the ‘90s, it is believed that Iran acquired some uranium 
enrichment technology through the underground black market network run by the 
rogue Pakistani scientist, A.Q.Khan (CRS, 2005).

It is worth mentioning that in early ‘90s, when rumors of the Iranian undisclosed nuclear 
activities surfaced in the Western media, Tehran allowed IAEA inspectors full access to 
all the sites and facilities they required to see. There was nothing inconsistent with the 
provisions of the NPT Treaty allowing the peaceful use of nuclear energy.

Things started to precipitate in early 2000, when MEK (Mojahedin-e-Khalq – People’s 
Mojahedin of Iran) disclosed to the media the scope of the Iranian enrichment efforts 
(IW, 2002). Consisting of two sites under construction, Natanz enrichment facility and 
Arak heavy-water reactor, these are still the point of disagreement between Iran and 
the international community. It is believed that MEK learned about these sites from 
the Israeli intelligence agency, Mossad (Hersh, 2012). In December 2002, construction 
at the two sites was confirmed by satellite photos showed on US television networks, 
and US Government promptly accused Iran of “across-the-board pursuit of weapons 
of mass destruction”.

After IAEA inspections toured the country in 2003, it found no concrete evidence linking 
the Iranian nuclear program with the development of nuclear weapons, but stated that 
Iran has failed to comply with some of its safeguards agreements “with respect to the 
reporting of nuclear material and its processing and use” and “declaration of facilities 
where such material has been processed and stored” (IAEA, 2003). The report also 
stated that a “foreign supplier” was involved in providing the designs for Iran’s uranium 
enrichment facilities. While it doesn‘t mention it by name, it is believed that China was 
supporting Tehran’s enrichment development in the ‘90s.

As a technical intermission, Iran’s struggle to obtain nuclear expertise has led it on 
the path to enriched uranium or plutonium, which can be used for both nuclear reac-
tor fuel AND nuclear weapon fuel. Both elements are “fissile” and split when struck 
by neutrons, releasing energy which can be used to heat water in a nuclear reactor to 
produce electrical power, or, by chain-reaction, to destroy a city.

Uranium-235, the isotope required for nuclear fuel, can be found naturally in uranium 
deposits in a tiny quantity (0.7%). As such, obtaining a higher concentration of U235 
requires the processing of uranium or the so-called “yellowcake”, then gasified into 
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UF6 (uranium hexafluoride) which is pumped into centrifuges that serves to enrich the 
uranium until it’s suitable for the intended purpose. The approximate levels of enriched 
uranium and their uses are:

 • 3.5-5% for nuclear power plants reactors (Low-Enriched Uranium – LEU)

 • 20-30% for research reactors (Highly-Enriched Uranium – HEU)

 • 40% for the production of medical isotopes (HEU)

 • 60-80% for naval nuclear reactors (HEU)

 • 90% and above for weapons production (HEU).

The enrichment process can be achieved in a number of other ways, like laser isotopic 
separation, aerodynamic isotope separation, electromagnetic isotope separation, plasma 
separation etc. Iran has opted for the centrifuge separation because is the least expen-
sive and can be achieved on an industrial scale, something that would be very difficult 
with the other techniques. It also acquired the designs of centrifuge technology from 
the Khan network (CRS, 2005).

Plutonium-239 can also be used for nuclear weapons or power and heat generation, nu-
clear research and medical applications. It is found in nature only in trace amounts, but 
can be obtained as a byproduct of commercial or research nuclear reactors. Plutonium 
producing reactors use heavy water as an essential ingredient in the nuclear reactions 
designed to produce plutonium.

Iran has started the building of a heavy water production plant at Arak in 2002 and in 
2003 it announced its plan to construct a 40MW heavy water research reactor (also 
called Iran Nuclear Research Reactor (IR-40)). This reactor would use uranium as a 
fuel, but it would be also capable of producing plutonium. The reactor construction 
site was visited by IAEA inspectors in 2010, who confirmed its advanced construction 
stage. However, building activities were slow and the reactor is not yet complete. It is 
projected to become operational in 2014.

Iran has repeatedly claimed that the IR-40 facility is designed for research, develop-
ment and for the production of isotopes with medical and industrial applications. It is a 
point that few in the international community believe, because these types of reactors 
have been used to produce weapon-grade plutonium. Some well-known examples of 
these kinds of reactors are Cirus in India (CCNR, 1996) and probably Dimona in Israel.

In the spring of 2003 the Iranian government attempted an agreement with the US, 
through Swiss intermediaries. The so called “Grand Bargain” saw the Iranians put 
everything on the table. They offered full transparency of their nuclear program, the 
withdrawal of their support for Hezbollah and Hamas organizations and asked for se-
curity guarantees from the US, an end of the sanctions and the normalization of their 
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relations. But the Bush administration, recently victorious in Iraq turned down the 
offer (PBS, 2007).

In a spirit of cooperation, Iranian representatives met with three European countries 
(France, Germany and United Kingdom – EU-3) in an attempt to settle the issues about its 
nuclear program. A joint statement was issued in October 2003 – the Tehran Declaration 
(IAEA, 2003) – stating that Iran will strengthen its cooperation with IAEA and suspend 
its uranium enrichment and reprocessing activities during the negotiations. The EU-3 
group agreed to recognize Iran’s nuclear rights under the NPT and offered access to 
modern nuclear technology and supplies.

The IAEA November 2003 report stated that Iran failed to comply with Safeguard meas-
ures in reporting the entirety of its nuclear activities, but “found no evidence” of a nu-
clear weapons program (IAEA, 2003). Later that year Iran signed an additional protocol 
with the IAEA, allowing unobstructed, on-the-spot inspections from the IAEA and in 
2004 suspended its uranium enrichment process as a voluntary confidence-building 
measure. While the talks with the EU-3 dragged on for more than a year (Reuters, 
2005), probably stalled by US pressures, in September 2004 the US Secretary of State 
called Iran “a growing danger” and called for “UN Security Council to impose sanctions” 
(BBC, 2005).

Events took a turn for the worse in 2005, with the advent of the hardline Ahmadinejad 
presidency. The new administration considered that the EU-3 broke their October 2003 
commitments and took a tougher position in the negotiations (Oborne, 2013). While in 
August 2005 it resumed its uranium enrichment activities, in September the new Iranian 
President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad offered in a speech at the UN General Assembly that 
Iranian nuclear program might be managed by an international consortium, in which 
Iran would share ownership. The offer was refused by the European Union and the 
United States. 

In February 2006, Iran resumed its uranium enrichment at Natanz nuclear facility and 
in April president Ahmadinejad announced that Iran had successfully managed to en-
rich uranium at 3.5%, most likely a small quantity produced by about 100 centrifuges. 
After US demands in April that Tehran stop its enrichment process and Iranian refusal 
in August, UN Security Council voted the implementation of sanctions against Iran in 
December 2006.

The following years were marked by increased efforts by Iran to “master the nuclear 
fuel cycle” (mining, preparation, usage, reprocessing and storage) and the international 
community imposing more sanctions against it. Although IAEA was allowed to carry 
out inspections to Iranian nuclear sites, cooperation with the international body was 
limited, and negotiations with Iran stagnated. Hardliners, radicals and neoconservatives 
on both sides made increasingly difficult any attempt to negotiate the unresolved issues.



25

Issue 5, October 2013

On the Iranian side, great efforts were made to accomplish the enrichment of uranium 
on an industrial scale. To this end, at the nuclear facilities at Natanz and Fordow an 
increased number of centrifuges were installed: 7,231 in June (IAEA, 2009) and 8,308 
in August 2009 (IAEA, 2009), 8,600 in January 2010 (IAEA, 2010), 10,400 in November 
2012 (IAEA, 2012) and 15,400 in August 2013 (IAEA, 2013), with some thousands 
estimated being already manufactured and in reserve. Although not all centrifuges 
were operational, the increased capacity for enrichment is noteworthy. The levels of 
uranium enrichment were mostly at 3.5%, with some minor quantities at 20%, all 
within legal levels for civil usage in nuclear power plants and production of medical 
isotopes (IAEA, 2013).

While the IAEA did not find evidence of a “weaponized” nuclear program, its reports 
did not rule out the possibility of covert nuclear activities, due to the lack of Iranian 
cooperation beyond the letter of the international agreements and the dual-use nature 
of some nuclear related activities. The issue was further inflamed by Iran’s ballistic 
missiles tests in July 2008 and again in September 2009.

Further talks to resolve the issue of the Iranian nuclear program were held intermit-
tently in Geneva in P5+1 format (the five UN Security Council permanent members: 
United States, Russia, China, United Kingdom, France, plus Germany) between 2006 
and 2013. Little progress was made until the autumn of 2013, when an agreement was 
struck on November 24.

Undermining Iran’s Nuclear Program

Between 2007 and 2012, there were a number of attempts to sabotage the nuclear 
program of Iran. The most important two of these are the Stuxnet malware which 
infected the computers at Natanz nuclear enrichment facility and the assassination of 
key Iranian nuclear scientists.

Regarding the Stuxnet malware, or computer virus, it was discovered in July 2010, 
when a Belarus computer security company found the virus on computers belonging 
to an Iranian client. It has generated much debate around the world, because of its 
particular functions.

Initially believed to be designed to steal nuclear industrial secrets, it was later disco-
vered that it was much more than that. It affected only computers which had Siemens 
software systems, which are used in Iran’s nuclear enrichment activities (Jones, 2007). 
It acted in a particular way, different from other computer viruses, by way of increas-
ing the pressure in the high-speed rotating centrifuges used for separating the U235 
isotope. It also covered its attack by hiding the sensor readings of this abnormal activity 
from the monitoring systems. The result of this sabotage was an increased number of 
centrifuges failures and breakdowns.
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But this sabotage was designed to be so stealthy, that the virus’s actions avoided any 
centrifuge disruption that would lead to its immediate destruction, because its subse-
quent examination would have revealed the sabotage.

It is believed that this computer-based attack against Iran’s nuclear program started in 
2007, but reached critical damage between 2009 and 2010, and caused delays in the 
program of up to 2 years (Schwartz, 2012). It also affected it in a psychological way, 
because Iranian scientists began to doubt their abilities of conducting such an industrial 
enterprise. The total effectiveness of this attack is of some dispute, because ultimately 
galvanized Iran’s nuclear efforts.

The Stuxnet computer virus was most likely created by a nation-state, because it re-
quired vast resources and considerable intelligence on industrial characteristics and 
technical parameters of the centrifuges it affected, resources far larger that would have 
been available to other developers (Flanagan, 2011). It is believed that behind its crea-
tion and deployment were US and Israeli agencies, as part of the wider US-Israeli cyber-
warfare effort, under the name Operation Olympic Games, started under the presidency 
of G.W. Bush (Sanger, 2012).

Between 2007 and 2012, four Iranian scientists who were associated with the country’s 
nuclear program died by bomb explosion, gunshot or poisoning, while a fifth scien-
tist barely survived a car bombing. The authors of these assassinations are unknown, 
but suspected to be deployed by powers opposed to the nuclear development of Iran. 
Speculations were made about the authors being US or Israeli hitmen, but also belonging 
to MEK, an Iranian dissident organization, known for its terrorist attacks (Dareini, 2012).

International Sanctions against Iran

The sanctions imposed upon Iran were instituted initially by the United States after the 
Tehran embassy incident, later by the European countries under US pressure, and by the 
UN Security Council because Iran failed to comply with IAEA Safeguards mechanisms.

UN Sanctions

Since 2006, UN Security Council passed several resolutions imposing sanctions on Iran, 
based on IAEA reports stating Iran’s non-compliance with its Safeguards Agreements. 
These sanctions followed an official Iranian rejection of suspension of all uranium en-
richment and reprocessing activities. The most important resolutions imposing inter-
national and legal-binding sanctions against Iran are:

 • UNSC resolution 1737 (December 23rd 2006) – imposed sanctions banning the supply 
of nuclear-related materials and technology, and froze the assets of key individuals 
and companies related to the nuclear program (UN, 2006).

 • UNSC Resolution 1747 (March 24th 2007) – imposed an arms embargo and expanded 
the freeze on Iranian assets (UN, 2007).
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 • UNSC Resolution 1803 (March 3rd 2008) – extended the asset freezes and called upon 
states to monitor the activities of Iranian banks, inspect Iranian ships and aircraft, 
and to monitor the movement of individuals involved with the program through 
their territory (UN, 2007).

 • UNSC Resolution 1929 (June 9th 2010) – banned Iran from participating in any 
activities related to ballistic missiles, tightened the arms embargo, travel bans on 
individuals involved with the program, froze the funds and assets of the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard and Islamic Republic of Iran Shipping Lines, and recommended 
that states inspect Iranian cargo, prohibit the servicing of Iranian vessels involved 
in prohibited activities, prevent the provision of financial services used for sensitive 
nuclear activities, closely watch Iranian individuals and entities when dealing with 
them, prohibit the opening of Iranian banks on their territory and prevent Iranian 
banks from entering into relationship with their banks if it might contribute to the 
nuclear program, and prevent financial institutions operating in their territory from 
opening offices and accounts in Iran (UN, 2010).

US Sanctions (Jones, 2013)

In November 1979, Iranian students captured 52 American personnel at the US Embassy 
in Tehran and held them hostage for 444 days. President Carter tried unsuccessfully 
to obtain their freedom, including by authorizing a military rescue. The hostages were 
freed shortly after Ronald Reagan became president, in January 1981. The diplomatic 
relations between the two countries were broken and not restored since.

The Carter administration imposed the first round of escalating sanctions against Iran, 
starting with the ban on Iranian oil imports and following with blocking all $12 billion 
in Iranian government assets in the US in April 1980, an embargo on all US trade and 
travel with Iran was also imposed. These restrictions were lifted after the release of 
the hostages.

The Reagan administration imposed various restrictions on Iran, primarily based on 
the declaration that Iran was a state sponsor of international terrorism, following the 
1983 bombing of the US Marine peacekeepers in Lebanon. The restrictions included U.S. 
opposition to World Bank loans to Iran. During the Iran-Iraq War, increasing restrictions 
were placed upon export to Iran on items that could have been adapted for military use. 
It was an extensive embargo, including for example scuba-diving equipment. In 1987, 
all US imports from Iran were also banned.

The Clinton administration expanded considerably the sanctions already in place. In 
March 1995, all US participation in Iranian petroleum development was forbidden, and 
in May a total trade and investment embargo on Iran was put in place. The Iran and 
Libya Sanctions Act (ILSA) of 1996 was passed overwhelmingly by the US Congress, 
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with provisions to force foreign companies to limit or terminate their investments in 
Iranian oil and gas industry.

The Bush administration ordered repeatedly the freezing of assets of companies and 
individuals believed to be involved in Iran’s support of terrorism, in its role of destabili-
zation of Iraq and its nuclear and missile programs. Foreign entities were also targeted 
by the sanctions, especially Chinese and Russian companies, for helping Iran’s nuclear 
and missile programs.

The Obama administration saw Congress pass with overwhelming majority the 
Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability, and Divestment Act (CISADA). This piece 
of law targets the supply of refined petroleum products delivered to Iran by non-US 
companies. Due to a poor oil-refinement infrastructure, Iran imports about 30% of its 
gasoline. A growing approval by US European and Gulf allies to increase pressure on 
Iran saw major international oil companies announcing a halt of refined petroleum 
products to Iran. For example, BP terminated their supplying of jet fuel for Iran Air 
(Spencer, 2010) at European airports. In 2008, banks and other financial institutions in 
the US were prohibited to process transfers, transactions or payments between Iranian 
and non-Iranian banks. 

Overall, US individuals and companies located anywhere (even offshore subsidiaries) 
are prohibited to engage in any kind of relations with Iran. These include purchases, 
sales, transportation, swaps, financing or brokering transactions related to goods or 
services of Iranian private or government origin. Other sanctions target financial, insu-
rance and shipping companies in helping Iran sell oil.

New sanctions were imposed on July 1st and 31st 2013, after the new Iranian president 
Hassan Rouhani, considered to be a moderate, was elected into office in June. They pro-
hibit foreign financial institutions to conduct transactions using the Iranian currency, 
the rial, with the purpose of making it “useless” outside of Iran. The new sanctions also 
forbid companies and individuals to do businesses in the US if they conduct or facilitate 
financial transactions through Iran’s central bank. They also impose sanctions against 
Iranian officials suspected of human rights abuses and, significantly, limited the ability 
of the President of the United States to lift the sanctions, should a diplomatic agreement 
be achieved (USC, 2013).

The impositions of the 2013 sanctions, in the wake of the election of the moderate 
Hassan Rouhani and the possibility that a normalization of relations could follow, hints 
to the strong anti-Iranian sentiment in US Congress. Also, various provisions regarding 
punishment of foreign companies from doing businesses with Iran is doubtful, at best.
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EU Sanctions

European Union imposed a number of sanctions on Iran, following the December 2006 
UNSC Resolution 1737 and the breakdown of talks between EU-3 and Iran.

The first round of sanctions was imposed in April 2007 and went beyond the provisions 
stated in UNSC Resolution 1737 (EUbusiness, 2007). 

In January 2012, the Council of the European Union imposed an embargo on Iranian 
oil exports, froze the assets of the Iranian Central Bank in the EU and halted the trad-
ing of various commodities, mainly gold, silver and petroleum-refined products. The 
Council also put restrictions on foreign trade, financial services, energy sector tech-
nologies, insurance and reinsurance activities by EU-based insurance companies with 
Iran (Torbat, 2012).

The EU sanctions also affect Iranian trade in graphite, aluminum, steel, coal and software 
designed for integrated industrial processes, with further impact on Iran’s auto sector, 
including light and heavy vehicles, passenger cars, trucks, buses, minibuses, pick-up 
trucks and motorcycles.

On March 17th 2012, the SWIFT electronic banking network disconnected from its 
international network all Iranian banks that were identified as in breach of the EU 
sanctions (Reuters, 2012). As such, those banks and financial institutions are unable 
to conduct any international electronic financial transaction. This provision probably 
had the heaviest impact upon Iranian economy.

As a result of the Geneva 3 diplomatic agreement struck on November 24, Iran has 
achieved some easing of the sanctions imposed upon it. More precisely, until the end of 
May 2014, the United States and the European Union will “pause their efforts to reduce 
Iran’s crude oil sales” (JPA, 2013) and unfreeze some of the Iranian assets in Western 
banks. Also, the easing will allow trading on precious metals, car and aviation industry 
spare-parts, food and agricultural products, medicine and medical devices. The United 
States and European Union will also refrain from imposing new sanctions (JPA, 2013).

Sanctions Controversy

It has been a matter of international agreement that the sanctions imposed on Iran 
were beginning to have a serious impact on Iranian economy by 2013. Various riots and 
unrest in Iran over the price of various goods and devaluation of the Iranian currency 
rial occurred in 2012 and 2013 (BBC, 2012). But despite crippling sanctions, Iran has 
not relented in its determination to continue its nuclear program.

On the other hand, disagreement occurred about whether the Iranian people blame 
the government or the West for the growing economic problems in the country. The 
evaluation of the sanctions’ impact is further complicated by disagreement over the 
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purpose of these sanctions, on what they are meant to achieve. Numerous opinions 
have been forwarded, probably with an equal number of objectives. Some of these 
objectives include:

 • Taking a moral stance against human rights abuses in Iran

 • Deterring other countries from taking the same nuclear route as Tehran

 • Signaling international disapproval

 • Delaying and disrupting Tehran’s nuclear and missile programs

 • Helping the democratic opposition

 • Crippling the country, or at least the government

 • Using sanctions as leverage to open fruitful negotiations on the nuclear issue or 
perhaps on a broader set of issues

 • Persuading Iran to halt its uranium enrichment efforts.

Each of these stated objectives are debatable. Probably the most controversial one is 
the last one. Iran has stated tirelessly that it will never, ever surrender its right to enrich 
uranium. While the Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1970 does mention “the inalienable 
right of all the Parties to the Treaty to develop research, production and use of nuclear 
energy for peaceful purposes without discrimination and in conformity with Articles I 
and II of this Treaty” (UN, 2005), the word “enrichment” is not particularly mentioned. 
This legal technicality, combined with the IAEA 2003-2013 reports which stated that no 
evidence was found on a “weaponized” Iranian nuclear program has led to speculation 
over the real reasons of US opposition to the nuclear program of Iran.

There have also been discussions on the legality of some provisions of these sanctions. 
In early 2013, a European Union Court declared that the EU must eliminate the sanctions 
it has imposed on one of Iran’s largest banks, due to insufficient evidence presented 
that the bank was involved in Iran’s nuclear program (Reuters, 2013).

Another point of argument in the Iran’s sanctions controversy is missed investment 
opportunities. When Tehran decided to privatize some sectors of its economy in the 
last years, Western companies watched helplessly how Chinese and Russian companies 
got the lion’s share of those investments.

Last, but not least, one viewpoint stands to be noted. The US and European efforts to 
restrict investments and businesses of any kind with Iran, both at home and abroad, 
effectively cut the country from the international financial system. As an unforeseen 
consequence of this lack of international financial access, when the 2008 economic 
crisis started in US and later extended to Europe and the rest of the world, Iran was 
effectively insulated from the effects of the crisis.
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Iran’s Energy Crisis

One point that has received remarkably little attention in the decades-long dispute 
about Iran’s nuclear program is the reason why such a program exists in the first place. 
The Shah of Iran first seized the opportunity in early ‘70s, when the fundamentals of 
the nuclear program were first discussed in Iran. The size of the population and its 
estimated growth, combined with a rather poor refinement capacity (true now as it 
was four decades ago) make for a high domestic energy demand and consumption.

Iran is one of the richest countries in the world in terms of hydrocarbon resources. It has 
the world’s fourth largest proven oil reserves, after Venezuela, Saudi Arabia and Canada 
(EIA, 2013). At the current levels of production, it is estimated that these reserves will 
last more than a century. Because of the international sanctions, its production capacity 
declined sharply in the last five years, in fact increasing the life-span of its oil reserves. 
It also has the world’s second largest natural gas reserves: 26.74 trillion cubic meters 
(EIA, 2013).

Despite all these hydrocarbon riches, the reason for Iran’s energy crisis is that do-
mestic demand for energy has spiked in the last years, while energy supply has been 
falling. Demand has risen due to economic growth based on high international oil 
prices and an increased population. Another reason for this increased demand for oil 
and gas has been the vast subsidies on the price of these commodities (Hassanzadeh, 
2012). Heavy subsidized prices for petroleum-refined products are common in the 
Middle East countries, but in Iran these subsidies are larger than in any other country 
(Hassanzadeh, 2012). As a result of this policy the fuel prices in Iran are only a fraction 
of their world level. These subsidies cost around $7 billion, or 16% of government 
spending (IMF, 2011).

In addition, Iran has a growing automobile industry, with probably up to one million 
cars produced each year. This is one way of coping with one million young Iranian en-
tering the labor market each year (IMF, 2011). Finally, oil and gas are used to produce 
electricity, also at heavily subsidized prices (EIA, 2013). And in the last years, electricity 
consumption has risen by 5.9% annually. 

These are the reasons given for the country’s nuclear program. There are high hopes in 
Iran that nuclear power will help meet its growing energy requirements. In September 
2011, Bushehr nuclear power plant started supplying electricity to the grid, the first 
commercial nuclear power plant in the Middle East. Iran wants to further expand 
Bushehr facility with two new units and another nuclear power plant at Darkhovin 
(IAEA, 2009).
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International Opposition to Iran’s Nuclear Program

Israel

Because of the last decade’s inflammatory statements on both Iranian and Israeli sides 
with threats going back and forth, it is difficult to see the early relations between the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and Israel. Today’s stances of both countries are based upon 
actions and reactions which can be traced in the early years of the Islamic Republic.

After the mutual friendship between Iran under the Shah and Israel, things changed 
completely after the Islamic Revolution. In 1979, at the direct initiative of the Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini, diplomatic relations with Israel were unilaterally broken.

It is believed that this gesture was based upon the new revolutionary and religious 
ideology which laid at the foundation of the new republic. Iran fulfills the paradigm that 
a revolutionary regime aims at exporting its ideology. What was true for Revolutionary 
France in the late 18th century, for Soviet Union in the first half of the 20th century, was 
true now for the Islamic Republic of Iran. The main concept of the new regime was the 
necessity to export the Islamic Revolution throughout the Muslim world, especially 
the Middle East. With Israel residing at the heart of the region and controlling Muslim 
sacred sites, it is easy to see how it was an obstacle.

With Islamic Iran declared “leader of the Muslim World” (Puder, 2013), it is easy to un-
derstand why the Palestinian issue gained a completely new meaning and the continued 
support given by Iran to the Muslims considered oppressed or attacked by Israel, such 
as Hezbollah in Southern Lebanon or Hamas in the Gaza Strip.

This support to movements considered extremist or terrorist by the international com-
munity has raised international ire against Iran. It is important to remember that the 
initial US sanctions imposed upon Iran by President Carter following the seizing of the 
US Embassy in Tehran were lifted after the release of the hostages, and were imposed 
again only several years later, after President Reagan accused Iran of supporting inter-
national terrorism.

This fundamental, innate need to export the principles of the Islamic Revolution has led 
Iranian leaders to accuse Israel time and again of being an “illegal state”, or a “parasite” 
(GS, 2011). Relations only took a turn for the worse after the election of the President 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005, a hardliner of Iranian politics. Since that time, Iran 
has become known as the main enemy of Israel and the United States.

Ahmadinejad adopted a policy of confrontation with Israel through proxies, such as 
direct support for Hezbollah during the 2006 Lebanon War (Klein, 2006), or provid-
ing weapons for Hamas in the Gaza Strip (Haaretz, 2009). These proxy confrontations 
are still ongoing today, with Iran offering substantial support for Syria’s Assad regime, 
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while Israel apparently carrying regular strikes against the same regime. Ahmadinejad 
presidency also saw the acceleration of the Iranian nuclear program, with hostile reac-
tions to the international attempts of supervision, and the increased implementation 
of sanctions against Iran by the international community.

With Israel being under right-wing governments, it responded to the Iranian actions 
with more than words. This period saw the computer attack against Iranian nuclear 
enrichment facility in Natanz with the Stuxnet virus, and the assassination of Iranian 
nuclear scientists. While there are no direct evidences involving Israel in these actions, 
it is widely believed to be behind them.

While Iran appears to have a more moderate leader since June 2013, with Hassan 
Rouhani inclined to find a diplomatic solution to Iran’s international problems, Israel 
is still under the government of the right-wing prime-minister Benjamin Netanyahu. He 
has adopted an increasingly hostile attitude against Iran, ranging from inflammatory 
statements, to direct threats against the nuclear program of Iran. While some of his 
actions may raise a smile, like his bomb-cartoon showed in the UN General Assembly, 
other actions raise concerns, like the recent Israeli air force long bombing drills over the 
Mediterranean, or his overtures regarding a military strike on Iran with Saudi support.

During autumn 2013, while the international diplomatic machinery was slowly moving 
towards a new round of talks with Iran, Israel consistently opposed to any such attempts. 
Each and every time, Israel’s message was one of fierce resistance to the talks or their 
condemnation. It is believed that Geneva 2 round failed because of leaked information 
about the proposals being discussed and agreed on the evening of November 9th, to 
which Benjamin Netanyahu reacted predictably.

It is doubtful that the relations between the two countries will reach normalization in 
the foreseeable future. It is too early to tell. The mistrust between the two countries 
runs deep and will take a long time to heal. And with an ongoing proxy war in Syria, it 
will take even longer.

The United States

It is difficult to discern, among all the inflamed rhetoric directed against the Iranian 
nuclear program, the real reasons for the United States’ opposition to the Iranian nu-
clear program. 

Although the relations between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the United States got 
off on the wrong foot with the US Tehran Embassy incident, and got worse ever since, 
some points in their evolution deserve to be mentioned, along with the forces driving 
them. The existing anti-American sentiment in Iran, such as it is, is based primarily on 
a spiral of actions on both sides, and generated primarily by an apparent inability to 
understand each other.
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It is important, however, to mention that the Iranian foreign policy towards the United 
States is fundamentally different than that towards the Middle East. While pursuing a 
policy of uniting the fellow Muslims, opposing Israel as an unnatural entity and helping 
other Muslims in their fight with it, the view towards United States is completely differ-
ent. It is an Iranian paradox, if you will. A passionate view of the Middle East compared 
with a calmer, rational approach to the world’s only superpower.

The first signs of mistrust started in the early years of the Cold War, when the first 
democratically elected prime-minister of Iran, Mohammed Mossadeq was overthrown 
in a CIA-sponsored coup, at the request of the British. The subsequent monarchical rule 
by the Shah of Iran was deeply unpopular in Iran, because of its arbitrary and oppres-
sive rule, based to a high degree on the US support for the Shah.

After the Shah was deposed, he asked and received asylum in the US for medical treat-
ment. The Iranian population feared that from the US the Shah will plot his return to 
power with the support of the CIA, as had happened 26 years earlier. This was the main 
reason for the storming of the US Embassy in Tehran and the following hostage crisis.

During the 80s, the relations between the two countries worsened with the Lebanon 
terrorist bombing attack, carried out by Hezbollah with the support of Iran, the support 
offered to Iraq during the Iran-Iraq war and the 1988 attack by the US Navy on tow 
Iranian oil platforms and the imposition of the sanctions by the Reagan administration.

After the end of the Cold War, US foreign policy in the Middle East became more asser-
tive, inclined to create a new political and security architecture in the Middle East. This 
became possible with the advent of the United States as the sole superpower and the 
defeat of Iraq in the first Gulf War. This new political and security order became apparent 
with the starting of the Israel-Palestinian peace process, which had high hopes in the 90s.

The United States attempted to attract Iran in this new order, but Iran rejected, not 
out of anti-Americanism, but most probably because of its fierce independent foreign 
policy (Leverett&Leverett, 2013). It is interesting to note some seemingly disparate 
events, but which we believe lead to one conclusion. The imposition of the new round 
of sanctions by the Clinton administration against Iran coincides with the creation 
of the US Navy’s 5th Fleet, based in Bahrain in the Persian Gulf (May-July 1995). Even 
though the US have deployed 500,000 troops on the ground in the Middle East in 1990 
with hundreds of thousands more in support, there was no need for the creation of this 
5th Fleet. We believe that this synchronicity is based on Iran’s refusal to participate in 
the new political and security structure of the region, designed by the United States 
in the early 90s.

In this respect, Iran is considered a revisionist power in the region by the Unites States, 
because it desires to change the existing regional order. To achieve this, it follows a 
rational diplomacy, centered on soft power, which seeks to achieve Muslim unity 
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throughout the region. Its strategy is to change the balance of power in Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Lebanon, Egypt, and so on, in order to make the region more secure for itself 
(Leverett&Leverett, 2013).

On the other hand, the US policy in the Middle East allowed the use of its military 
supremacy to coerce and leverage political outcomes, to subordinate the major states 
in the region to a US-managed or dominated, political and security architecture in the 
Middle East. This emphasis on the military was especially true under the George W. 
Bush administration, with two major wars in the region lasting more than a decade.

A case may be made with regard to the Iranian nuclear program and US military power. 
While the nuclear program advanced in the first half of the previous decade, the main 
enrichment facility was at Natanz, in an open facility. But with the development of 
the Fordow nuclear site in 2005-2006, which is in an underground fortified bunker, 
relatively safe from attacks, the United States suddenly started to manifest a fierce op-
position to the program and pursued the imposition of sanctions in 2006. 

This may lead to the hypothesis that America could have accepted, grudgingly, a vulner-
able Iranian nuclear program. But an invulnerable program appeared to be unaccept-
able. This is more striking, as the IAEA inspections observed both sites and found that 
there is no weaponized nuclear program and the same enrichment level were pursued 
in both locations.

The closing of the Fordow facility was also repeatedly demanded by the Israeli Prime-
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and was demanded by the P5+1 group during the 2013 
Geneva negotiations and accepted by Iran in the November 24th agreement. The saying 
goes that “if we can’t bomb it, they can’t have it” (Leverett&Leverett, 2013).

Iran has demonstrated its willingness to cooperate with United States on more than 
one occasion. In Bosnia during the wars in former Yugoslavia (Beelman, 2011), in 
Afghanistan in fighting the Taliban and stabilizing the country, Iran demonstrated that 
it does not have an implacable anti-American foreign policy.

A different view than the one presented these days in the media about the conflict 
between Iran and the US may be a systemic one, in which the hegemon power tries to 
impose the rules of the international system on its members, and punishes those who 
do not accept those rules.

Saudi Arabia

Saudi opposition to the neighbor across the Gulf is widely known. This is based upon 
several factors, among which the religious differences and the balance of power in the 
region.

The religious card is played both on domestic and foreign fronts. Internally, Saudi Arabia 
considers its stance against Iran as a convenient tool for containing the domestic op-
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position. If this tool was not so important before the advent of the Arab Spring, it has 
become of utmost importance since. This is working very well at containing the domestic 
opposition with a distraction from the various socio-economic pressures and manipulat-
ing sectarian tensions. With the rise of the Arab Spring, the Gulf monarchies in general 
(Diwan, 2011) and Saudi Arabia in particular have insisted on the Shia membership in 
the opposition movements, a move that allowed them to delegitimize their criticism 
as Iranian subversion attempts.

The sectarian division card works equally well on its foreign policy, in as far as many 
Western countries are giving constant support to the Arab Gulf monarchies in opposi-
tion to the possible alternative of Iranian-style theocracies, revolutionary and furiously 
anti-Western.

Even more on the outside front, there appears to be a strong and structured Saudi plan 
to counter Iran on all possible ways. From giving almost unconditioned support to the 
Syrian rebels, ranging from supplying money and weapons to plans for creating a rebel 
“Syrian Liberation Army” based in Jordan (Sayigh, 2013), Saudi Arabia struggles to op-
pose Iran on the Syrian side. The country has also called vehemently for an invasion of 
Southern Lebanon, in order to oust the Shiite Hezbollah movement from its stronghold.

Saudi Arabia also has strong ties with Pakistan, with a possible view of encircling Iran. 
It has been supporting this country for a long time, investing in Pakistani nuclear pro-
gram. It has been recently reported that the nuclear ties between Pakistan and Saudi 
Arabia run so deep, that the Saudis have already purchased nuclear weapons from 
Pakistan, and the missile infrastructure has already been built in the country in order 
to accommodate these weapons, once they would be delivered (Urban, 2013). They are 
supposed to be delivered to Saudi Arabia if talks with Iran would fail and there would 
be no obstacles left for Iran to pursue the achievement of nuclear weapons. While these 
allegations are difficult to prove, they reflect a state of mind within the royal house of 
Saud, one extremely determined anti-Iranian.

The events in the Middle East this year also include a curious move from Saudi Arabia. 
It has changed its stance on Israel to a friendlier one, following the ancient principle 
of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend”. Their mutual concerns over Iranian nuclear 
program have led to a “thaw” in their relations, and even sparked ideas of possible mili-
tary cooperation against Iran. This particular rapprochement between former enemies 
may be dangerous, though mostly for Saudi Arabia, because of the long anti-Israeli and 
pro-Palestinian sentiment in the country.

What complicates the Saudi side even more is the succession crisis developing in the 
country. The current Saudi king is reportedly on his dying bed, and the princes of the 
royal family are absorbed in their jockeying for power. In these conditions, the country’s 
foreign policy has largely been directed by the Saudi Intelligence Chief, Prince Bandar 
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bin Sultan, in the last months. His trip to Russia in August this year, where he tried to 
persuade the Russian president Vladimir Putin to abandon Syria, is well-known. With 
this larger-than-life character holding the reigns of Saudi foreign policy, the country is 
guaranteed to perpetuate its hostility towards Iran.

France

One of the most surprising opponents to a nuclear agreement with Iran was France. Or 
maybe it was not so surprisingly, considering some of the following: France was among 
the main proponents of the intervention in Libya in 2011 and participated heavily with 
military hardware. A few months later, France intervened again militarily, this time 
in Mali, where it maintains a significant military presence for the foreseeable future. 

France has also taken a rather “hawkish” position on the issue of intervention in Syria in 
early autumn of 2013, where it was, if not the only European proponent for intervention, 
definitely was the strongest one. Also the recent NATO exercise in Poland needs to be 
mentioned, Steadfast Jazz 2013, where France was one of the main participants. Last, 
but not least, the recent agreement hammered in Geneva in late November could have 
been achieved earlier, if it had not been for France‘s opposition to the draft proposed 
at the second meeting, on November 7-9, 2013.

In an unusual position for France, a long-time critic of the US’s role “as the world po-
liceman”, it has emerged in recent years as probably the most interventionist of the 
Western states. This aggressiveness on the international stage is undertaken at a time of 
an apparent diminishing influence, with the French military suffering budget cuts (The 
Economist, 2011) and French economy undergoing hardships. Even more remarkable 
is that this “hawkishness” in Middle East and North Africa was pursued under different 
governments, from both sides of the French political spectrum.

One possible explanation for France’s new stance is the new power configuration in the 
Middle East and North Africa, where old regimes have been wiped out in the crucible of 
the Arab Spring, the new ones are still shaky, and the United States are in an apparent 
retreat from the region with a focus on the “Pivot to Asia” and the withdrawal of their 
troops from Iraq and Afghanistan. There appears to be a relative power vacuum in the 
region, which France hurried to fill in the recent years.

Although the last-minute US retreat from attacking Syria in early September 2013 has 
left France alone on the frontlines, and forced it back to the reality of its limits, it did 
not cool down enough the hot-heads in Paris. Only two months later, France was again 
posturing in an aggressive stance.

Another view of the recent French behavior in opposing the Geneva 2 talks is given by 
the formidable military contracts with the Arab monarchies (DefenseNews, 2013). It is 
most likely that France was persuaded into opposition by the promises of contracts for 
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aircrafts, warships, missile systems and a possible construction of nuclear power plants 
in Saudi Arabia (ConstructionWeek, 2013). Regarding the last point, it is ironic that Iran 
is not allowed to have a nuclear program, while France is bidding to build and operate 
nuclear power plants for its Wahhabi allies. Also worth mentioning are the economic 
ties with Qatar, another petro-monarchy which fears Iran, which has invested heavily 
in France, especially Paris.

Last, but not least, is necessary to mention the Jewish lobby in France, which shared 
a great responsibility in France’s opposition to an initial agreement in Geneva. It has 
been reported that Meyer Habib, a French MP and a high official with the Representative 
Council of Jewish Institutions in France (CRIF), the Jewish organization with the most 
political power in France, has intervened directly to the French foreign minister Laurent 
Fabius to oppose the Geneva 2 draft agreement, threatening with an Israeli attack on 
Iran (Times of Israel, 2013).

The case of Russia

Russia is following the current developments in the issue of the nuclear program of Iran 
with interest, but also with mixed feelings. It has adamantly rejected any possibility of 
a military strike against Iran, and has kept its position unchanged over the years. The 
model that Russia proposed for solving the Iranian nuclear case was always through 
negotiations.

If Iran manages to find a workable, diplomatic solution for the world to accept its nuclear 
program, and engineers a way out of the current standoff with the United States and 
Israel, it will only enhance its current regional position. This means that any arrange-
ments between Iran and the US will serve only to increase its influence over the Middle 
East. This can only serve Russia’s interests, which has good relations with Iran, having 
cultivating them over the last decades.

These good relations between Russia and Iran serve a number of Russian interests. A 
“rehabilitated” Iran can help stabilize Afghanistan and reduce the terrorist threat that 
is fomenting there and could spread to the rest of Central Asia. Iran could also join the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) after getting rid of the international sanc-
tions, which would boost the organization’s strength and prestige.

More importantly, there has been an alignment of interests of both countries in the 
case of Syria. The Syrian conflict has significantly altered the political, diplomatic 
and military outlook of the Middle East in the last few years. Russia‘s position re-
garding the international response on Syria has led to the evolution of a situational 
alliance between Moscow, Damascus, Tehran and Hezbollah. This alliance, whether 
temporary or not, only time will tell, has made Russia a strong and influential player 
in the region. The recent thwarting of the West attack on Syria two months ago and 
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the negotiations with Egypt for a Russian naval base are testimony of Russia’s new 
role in the Middle East. 

But there is another side of the process of “thawing” the relations between Iran and 
the West for Russia. A case may be made that the current “special” relationship with 
Iran is based mainly on it being punished with terrible sanctions that are crippling 
its economy and having nowhere else to turn but to Russia. This is true for the fields 
of nuclear cooperation – the construction of nuclear power plants – and political and 
military cooperation. But Russia fears that as soon as Iran will have other opportunities, 
it will try to reorient itself to some more influential Western countries. There could be 
a risk that a country eager to be “friendly” in times of trouble will look elsewhere after 
its isolation alleviates. The examples of Serbia after the fall of Milosevic and Libya after 
Gadhafi have put Russia on guard in this respect.

Another point that could be made for Russia not wanting a too great rapprochement 
between Iran and the West is related to Iran’s oil and gas deposits. With the sanctions 
in place, those hydrocarbon reserves are kept out of the international market, thus not 
driving down their price. Oil prices are quite high due to ban on Iranian oil sales. Maybe 
even more important is the fact that the Iranian ample reserves of natural gas are un-
able to find their way to the European market and thus be a competitor to Gazprom‘s 
iron grip on the European countries. If Iran gets rehabilitated, the Nabucco pipeline 
project, currently dead but still on some life-support, could see a sudden resurrection 
(Kashfi, 2013). After Russia fought almost a decade to kill it through South-Stream, it 
is probably the last thing it would like to see.

As such, the Iranian file is a complex one for Russia, with both threats and opportunities. 
Whether Russian fears of an Iranian divorce are to become reality, the developments 
in the next six months will tell.

In conclusion

A potential “thaw” in the relations between Iran and United States would have a great 
impact on the political and strategic landscape of the Middle East and the world. It 
remains to be seen if such an opening is possible, despite glittering diplomatic break-
throughs. The enemies of such a process are many and powerful.

The US Congress reconvenes on December 9th, 2013 and has a number of new bills im-
posing new and more terrible sanctions on Iran. At the moment those bills are pending 
discussion, but should they come into effect as laws, they would spell disaster in any 
diplomatic understanding. Any such move would be seen as breaking the good faith of 
the negotiation process and would effectively kill any possibility, however remote, of 
an understating between Iran and the West. The powerful Jewish lobby in Washington 
has demonstrated its grip on the US Congress votes regarding Iran on more than one 
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occasion, the recent example being the aborted US military strike on Syria. Should 
Israel desire to torpedo any deal reached in Geneva this autumn, it is surely within its 
means to do so.

That, in turn, would lead to an escalation of the current conflict with Iran, generating 
a “nuclear crisis”. The moderates now in power in Tehran would be discredited in the 
eyes of the Iranian population, with a possible return to a hardline attitude towards 
the West. Iran would undoubtedly continue to enrich uranium and to further develop 
its nuclear program. That move would also give fuel to the hawks in Jerusalem and 
Washington alike, forcing president Obama to really consider the “military option” 
against Iran. And with the Middle Eat in flames, things could only get worse.

Saudi Arabia’s opposition to Iran has been discussed above, but deserves to be men-
tioned once more. The country has criticized the US “softness” on Syria and Iran and 
has threatened with dissolution of the existing alliance. Should an Iranian opening to 
the West gain momentum, it could very well mean a breakup of Saudi Arabia from the 
US orbit. Although claims could also be made that another patron is difficult to find, 
the development of the US shale sector and the advent of China as the world’s largest 
oil importing country may offer hints to the potential route the Saudis will take.

Another point that requires attention is that at the present moment, when Iranian 
economy is “in the ropes”, oil sales are low, the population is starting to complain against 
the crippling sanctions, the country still manages to project its influence in the region 
(Iraq, Syria, Lebanon) and fight a proxy war with the West in Syria. Even in such dire 
conditions, Iran is still a formidable player. Should sanctions be removed completely, 
its economy being opened to international investments and oil sales booming, it will 
dominate the region even more. It is enough to say that if Saudi Arabia fears Iran when 
it is weak, they would be just horrified if it gets stronger. And the effects of horror upon 
the rational judgment are well-known.

On the other hand, a successful international management of the Iranian nuclear pro-
gram will have its share of benefits. Ranging from a greater cooperation with United 
States in fighting terrorism, stabilizing Afghanistan and strengthen the US foothold 
into Central Asia, providing a peaceful resolution to the Syrian civil war, restraining 
Hezbollah in Lebanon, to helping Egypt get back on its feet from the convulsions of the 
Arab Spring and beyond, the list goes on and on. Given the US attempts to shift its focus 
to Asia/Pacific, Iran may help in the American efforts to leave behind a stable Middle 
East. Considering the rational Iranian approach to its relations with the United States, 
the future may have a distinct bright possibility.

Regarding the relations with Israel, these could take a longer time to mend. It is unlikely 
that the revolutionary attitudes towards the “oppressor” of the fellow Muslims and 
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the “parasite” will be easily extinguished. But better relations are not impossible, with 
positive effects on the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations being just one example.

Another interesting idea is to consider the effects of an Iranian opening to the rest of 
the world upon the Iranian society. The theories of globalization effects on the various 
societies are well established in this respect. Although the Iranian society is by no 
means patriarchal and could be considered a rather modern society when compared 
to some Arab petro monarchies in the Middle East, decades-long international sanc-
tions have shielded it against the full spectrum of the globalization consequences, 
with all their upheavals and successes. Should that shield be removed, Iran will un-
doubtedly undergo profound changes and challenges with surprising repercussions. 
Only time will tell.
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