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Introduction and summary

The United States has multiple options to prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear 
weapons, and it is essential that the American people participate in a full debate 
with complete confidence that the most difficult questions are being addressed by 
their leaders. This report outlines the key questions that should frame this debate.

Our nation is increasing and strengthening all of its options to prevent Iran from 
getting a nuclear weapon. With U.S. troops no longer deployed to Iraq, we now 
have more military options. Renewed American diplomacy has led to unprec-
edented economic pressure on Iran from a growing roster of nations.

While the window to block Iran’s nuclear weapon ambitions is not unlimited, 
there is time for a disciplined approach. We have time because most estimates 
place Iran at a year away at minimum from producing a crude nuclear weapon—
the capacity to produce the highly enriched uranium necessary for a bomb being 
the key factor in these calculations. 

This crisis is driven by Iran’s own failure to live up to its international responsi-
bilties, and one Tehran could resolve if it opened facilities unconditionally to the 
representatives of the International Atomic Energy Agency and answered fully 
the agency’s lingering questions about the military aspects of its nuclear pro-
grams. Since that is unlikely, the current U.S. strategy is pressing Iran to live up 
to its international responsibilities and come clean about all of its nuclear efforts 
by using all tools of American power at the right time. The United States has the 
strategic high ground and is taking advantage of this valuable position.

Finally, in our national debate over Iran’s nuclear program, we must avoid present-
ing ourselves with the false choice of either bombing Iran now or an Iran getting 
a bomb. The reality is that the Obama administration’s successful campaign to 
increase pressure on Iran on multiple fronts stands a good chance if its leaders 
realize the high costs of seeking nuclear weapons.
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Indeed, amid an array of political transitions and military conflicts around the globe, 
the prospect of Iran acquiring nuclear weapons has galvanized a global debate on 
how to stop the regime in Tehran from getting the bomb. This debate has spilled over 
into the domestic politics of the world’s great powers, becoming a talking point in 
the 2012 U.S. presidential election and the subject of behind-the-scenes discussion 
during China’s transition to its next generation of political leadership at their Party 
Congress this fall. In the Middle East and Central Asia, Iran’s nuclear program has 
implications for the ongoing civil war in Syria, a political transition beset by economic 
troubles in Egypt, and U.S. and NATO ground combat operations in Afghanistan 
entering their 10th year. Oil price surges worldwide threaten economic recoveries 
around the globe—recoveries Iran could thwart in a number of ways depending on 
how it reacts to global pressure to come clean on its nuclear program.

Events are quickly producing a decision point: A concerned Israel warns the 
diplomatic community that its window for military options to delay or deny Iran’s 
potential weapon is not unlimited due to the progress Iran has made in hardening 
its nuclear facilities beyond Israeli capability to penetrate them. At the same time, 
a vigorous roster of nations is tightening the burden of economic sanctions against 
Iran—isolating the country’s already feeble economy, which survives only because 
of its vast oil reserves. Iran—a longtime supporter of terrorism, both directly and 
through its proxies, with a track record of dissimulation on its nuclear ambi-
tions—has no reservoir of credibility or good will, and its repeated professions 
that its nuclear program is peaceful deserve no benefit of the doubt.

Of course Iran could quickly defuse the crisis and allow the inspectors of the 
International Atomic Energy Agency full access to all facilities of interest so it can 
measure and catalogue Iran’s capability to produce highly enriched uranium (the 
essential element required for weapons production), and Iran could come clean on its 
known nuclear weapons research. As IAEA Director General Yukio Amano affirms, 
Iran needs “to cooperate fully with the [International Atomic Energy] Agency on all 
outstanding issues, particularly those which give rise to concerns about the possible 
military dimensions to Iran’s nuclear program, including by providing access without 
delay to all sites, equipment, persons and documents requested by the Agency.”1 It is 
Iran’s lack of response that fuels concerns about their nuclear ambitions.

Importantly, there is a strong bipartisan consensus in America and within the inter-
national community on this single point—an Iranian nuclear weapon would desta-
bilize the one of the world’s most important oil-producing regions at a critical point 
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in the global economic recovery, would harm Israel’s security, and would severely 
undermine the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Unfortunately, much of the politi-
cal debate in this U.S. election year now distracts from these central realities. 

Today the United States is leading a successful three-year global effort to isolate 
Iran diplomatically and implement a broad range of strict economic sanctions 
targeted at undermining its nuclear program. The Obama administration’s initial 
outreach to the Iranian regime in 2009 did not achieve immediate constructive 
results, but the demonstration of American good faith forged greater interna-
tional unity around the problem and served as an important force multiplier for 
subsequent successful efforts to pressure the regime. Now, as talks with the P5+1 
approach, Iran must choose how to respond to the growing global concerns about 
its nuclear program and make the choice to live up to its international obligations 
or face increased international isolation.

During the 2008 campaign, candidate Obama defended his proposed engage-
ment policy by explaining that “we’re [not] going to be able to execute the kind 
of sanctions we need without some cooperation with some countries like Russia 
and China that…have extensive trade with Iran but potentially have an interest 
in making sure Iran doesn’t have a nuclear weapon.”  Affirming his goal of “tough, 
direct diplomacy with Iran,” Obama acknowledged that diplomacy “may not work, 
but if it doesn’t work, then we have strengthened our ability to form alliances to 
impose tough sanctions.”

Over the past three years, this is precisely what the Obama administration 
achieved. The engagement policy has served as an important force multiplier for 
efforts to pressure the Iranian government. By giving Iran repeated opportunities 
to meet its international responsibilities, this administration has been able to forge 
a far stronger and more enduring international coalition to pressure Iran. Far from 
strengthening the Iranian regime, as some critics have alleged, Obama’s engage-
ment effort has in fact further isolated it. The United States and its partners in the 
P5+1 group are operating from a position of strength that would have been hard 
to imagine four short years ago.

U.S. policy on Iran should not be determined by partisan politics and easy sound 
bites. Nor will U.S. policy objectives be quickly accomplished. Instead, this crisis 
requires policymakers and all citizens to challenge their own preconceived notions 
and make decisions based on facts while preparing fully for all contingencies.
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Therefore as the Obama administration conducts its due diligence on its policy 
options for Iran, here are the 10 key factors the United States must consider:

•	What are the best estimates on the transition time from research and develop-
ment to weapons production in Iran’s current nuclear program?

•	What are the best estimates of Iran’s efforts to transition its research and devel-
opment program into a weapons program with a delivery system suitable for 
operational use?

•	What are the current consequences of sanctions and other measures against 
Iran’s nuclear program?

•	What is the current impact of sanctions on Iran’s economy?
•	What capacity exists to boost oil deliveries to countries now dependent on 

Iranian oil in the event Iranian oil shipments are not available?
•	What is the status of commercial and military access to international waters in 

the Strait of Hormuz?
•	Does Israel have the military capacity to go it alone in any military action 

against Iran?
•	What links already exist between Iran and Middle East terrorist groups, and how 

might these groups react to an Israeli attack on Iran?
•	What might the negotiations between Iran and P5+ 1 countries (the United 

States, Russia, China, England, France, and Germany) produce?
•	What additional diplomacy is required?

There are no simple answers to these questions, but there are facts and figures 
backed by sound analysis that point to conclusions that can help policymakers 
in Washington and around the world consider how far and how fast to push Iran 
on its nuclear program to achieve the ultimate goal—an Iran that is verifiably not 
seeking nuclear weapons.
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Natanz: First publicly revealed in 2002 by the Muja-

hideen-e Khalq, an antiregime terrorist group, from 

intelligence believed to have been provided by Israel. 

Construction is believed to have begun in 2000. There are 

currently about 7,000 centrifuges installed at Natanz, with 

about 5,000 operating to produce low-enriched uranium.1

Isfahan: Operational since 2004. This plant processes uranium 

ore concentrate, known as “yellowcake,” into uranium hexafluo-

ride gas, which is then enriched in centrifuges at other sites. In 

November 2011 a mysterious explosion occurred in Isfahan. Iranian 

officials deny that the nuclear facility was damaged, but Israeli of-

ficials suggest otherwise.2

Ardakan: This plant processes the uranium ore mined at Saghand 

into uranium ore concentrate, known as “yellowcake.” It is not be-

lieved to be fully operational yet.3

Saghand mine: A domestic source of uranium ore but of very low 

grade, requiring extensive and expensive processing. If and when 

mining operations begin, annual estimated output is 50 tons of 

uranium ore.4

Bushehr: Begun by the shah of Iran in 1975 with German assistance 

to provide civilian electrical power. The project was revived in 1995 

with Russian help. In September 2011 Bushehr became Iran’s first 

nuclear reactor to come online.5

Arak: Heavy water research reactor. First publicly revealed in 2002 by 

the Mujahideen-e Khalq and commissioned in 2006.6

Fordow: Built inside a mountain near the seminary city of Qom, first 

revealed by the Iranians in September 2009 after they became aware 

of its detection by Western intelligence. In January 2012 Iran an-

nounced that it had begun to enrich uranium at Fordow.7

Tehran research reactor: A light water reactor given to Iran by the 

United States in 1967 as part of the “Atoms for Peace” program begun 

under former President Dwight D. Eisenhower. In the proposed 2009 

fuel-swap deal between Iran and the so-called P5+1 countries—the 

five permanent members of the U.N. Security Council and Germany—

Iran would have sent out a portion of its low-enriched uranium in 

exchange for delivery of 20-percent enriched uranium to fuel this 

research reactor.8 The failure of that deal prompted Iran to announce 

that it would begin to enrich to 20 percent on its own.

Parchin: A site suspected 

of conducting experiments on nuclear weap-

ons development. The International Atomic Energy Agency wants 

clarification of its operations and repeatedly requests access to the 

site, which Iran has continued to deny.

Endnotes 

1   “Iran Nuclear Site: Natanz uranium Enrichment Site,” available at http://publicintelligence.
net/iran-nuclear-site-natanz-uranium-enrichment-site/ (last accessed March 2012).

2   yossi Melman, “Report: Mysterious blast in Iran’s Isfahan damaged key nuclear site,” 
Haaretz, November 30, 2011, available at http://www.haaretz.com/news/diplomacy-
defense/report-mysterious-blast-in-iran-s-isfahan-damaged-key-nuclear-site-1.398671.

3   “Ardakan yellowcake Production Plant,” available at http://www.nti.org/facilities/154/ (last 
accessed March 2012).

4   “Nuclear Sites: uranium Mining,” available at http://www.isisnucleariran.org/sites/detail/
uranium-mining/ (last accessed March 2012).

5   “Iran Powers up Bushehr Nuclear Plant,” The world, September 12, 2011, available at 
http://www.theworld.org/2011/09/iran-powers-up-bushehr-nuclear-plant/.

6   “Arak Heavy water Production Plant at Khondab,” available at http://www.isisnucleariran.
org/sites/facilities/arak-heavy-water-production-plant-at-khondab/ (last accessed March 
2012).

7   “Iran: uranium Enrichment In underground Fordow Nuclear Plant Started,” Reuters, janu-
ary 09, 2012, available at http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/01/09/iran-enrichment-
fordow_n_1193703.html.

8   Mark Fitzpatrick, “Iran: The Fragile Promise of the Fuel-Swap Plan,” Survival: global Politics 
and Strategy 52 (4) (2010): 67–94, available at http://www.iiss.org/publications/survival/
survival-2010/year-2010-issue-3/iran-the-fragile-promise-of-the-fuel-swap-plan/.
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10 key questions

1. What are the best estimates on the transition time from research 
and development in Iran’s current nuclear program to weapons 
production?

Iran could not produce a nuclear weapon before this time next year, assuming it 
faces none of the many foreseeable technical obstacles. There remains time for a 
disciplined approach. The most common estimates by U.S. and Israeli government 
officials, as well as outside groups such as the nonpartisan Institute for Science and 
International Security, are that Iran could develop a crude but workable nuclear 
explosive device within a year of deciding to do so.2 Importantly, though, in recent 
congressional testimony Director of National Intelligence James Clapper indicated 
that this timeframe was “technically feasible but not likely” given the complexities 
involved in developing nuclear weapons and suitable delivery systems.3

According to the International Atomic Energy Agency, by late 2009 Iran had 
acquired sufficient information to produce a nuclear explosive based on high-
enriched uranium—uranium enriched to a greater than 20 percent concentration 
of the fissile U-235 isotope—although greater than 80 percent is generally consid-
ered necessary for a weapon.4 Citing this agency data, the Institute for Science and 
International Security estimates that Iran could produce enough highly enriched 
uranium for a single nuclear weapon in existing, safeguarded nuclear facilities 
within four months of deciding to do so.5 Given the International Atomic Energy 
Agency safeguards, such a breakout would be easily detected and would give the 
international community time to impose draconian sanctions, quarantine Iran 
using naval capability, or launch military strikes—and Iran would still need to 
design a nuclear warhead and a system capable of delivering it.

Further, Iran could acquire enough uranium enriched to 19.75 percent levels that 
could be further enriched to weapons-grade material by the end of 2012 or early 
2013 if it produces the uranium at three times the current rate.6 The Institute for 
Science and International Security notes, however, that Iran is having great difficulty 



8 Center for American Progress | Strengthening America’s Options on Iran

acquiring the materials necessary to further advance its nuclear activities due to 
international sanctions, forcing the program to develop second-rate domestic substi-
tutes that have the potential to slow the program even more. Despite these setbacks, 
the Institute for Science and International Security estimates that Iran’s ability to 
break out and produce a nuclear weapon will increase in the coming years.

Other estimates such as the joint technical assessment by a U.S.-Russian team 
of scientists reached similar conclusions in early 2009, with the caveat that the 
year timeframe for a simple nuclear explosive would occur only “under the most 
favorable circumstances.” This estimate was based not on the technical knowledge 
required to build a bomb but on the conversion of low-enriched uranium—ura-
nium enriched to a less than 20 percent concentration of the U235 isotope—into 
highly enriched uranium and the subsequent conversion of that highly enriched 
uranium gas into metal necessary to build a bomb.

In fact, Russian team members concluded that more unfavorable circumstances 
would be more realistic, leading them to suggest a timeframe of two years to three 
years to build a simple nuclear bomb. The U.S.-Russian team estimated it would take 
Iran another 5 years after testing a bomb to develop a deliverable nuclear weapon.7 
University of Southern California professor and nuclear proliferation expert Jacques 
Hymans concurs with the longer estimates of Iranian nuclear weapons capabilities 
given Iran’s poor technical infrastructure and managerial incompetence. He argues 
that current estimates of two to three years are unrealistic.8

2. What are the best estimates of Iran’s efforts to transition the R&D 
program into a weapons program with a delivery system suitable 
for operational use?

Iran needs at least one to two years to develop a warhead and delivery system suit-
able for operational use, according to estimates from the U.S. intelligence commu-
nity, Israeli military intelligence, and outside groups such as the Institute for Science 
and International Security.9 Therefore if Iran made the decision today to acquire a 
functioning nuclear weapon, the soonest it could have a working delivery system is 
early 2014. While Iran’s first nuclear weapons would likely be too large and heavy in 
design to be easily adapted as a missile payload, they could still pose a serious threat 
to U.S. forces, Israel, and other local countries if placed on an aircraft, ship, or ground 
vehicle. Indeed, the demonstration of nuclear capability alone would roil the Middle 
East and possibly provoke a regional nuclear arms race.
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Iranian missile capabilities are generally estimated to lag behind its potential nuclear 
developments. Its most advanced missile—the solid-fuel Sejjil-2—has yet to become 
operational and in any case is not believed to be a suitable nuclear delivery system 
unless used with a substantially smaller nuclear warhead than Iran is believed to be 
capable of producing.10 Experts from the U.S.-Russian joint technical assessment 
team and the International Institute for Strategic Studies believe that an Iranian inter-
continental ballistic missile is not likely to be produced before the 2020s.11

In addition, these team members concluded that existing Iranian missiles are gen-
erally not suitable for the delivery of first-generation nuclear weapons and would 
prove unwieldy if developed more.12 Further efforts to either develop a new, 
suitable missile or a small-enough warhead for existing Iranian missiles will be 
required before Iran can field a viable nuclear delivery capability. These estimates 
are consistent with current NATO plans to construct theatre missile defenses 
based on the Aegis air defense system in Europe. 

3. What are the current consequences of sanctions and other 
measures against the Iranian nuclear program?

International sanctions and other measures appear to be seriously hindering Iran’s 
ability to advance its nuclear research, thus delaying Iran’s nuclear weapons ambi-
tions. In May 2011 a report by a special panel of U.N. experts stated that multi-
lateral sanctions adopted under a June 2010 U.N. Security Council resolution 
were “constraining Iran’s procurement of items related to prohibited nuclear and 
ballistic missile activity and thus slowing development of these programs.”13 The 
Institute for Science and International Security reports that international sanc-
tions have slowed down Iran’s nuclear program significantly—to the point where 
the organization believes Iran would have already produced nuclear weapons 
without sanctions and other measures against its nuclear effort.

Most importantly, sanctions—international, regional, and unilateral—make it more 
difficult for Iran to acquire the necessary resources from overseas to further its nuclear 
program. As the Institute for Science and International Security notes, Iran “is by no 
means self-sufficient in making all the goods it needs for its nuclear program or is it 
able to solve problems encountered in its deployment of nuclear technologies.”14

Indeed, Iran is dependent on imports to sustain its centrifuge enrichment pro-
gram, relying on foreign suppliers for maraging steel—a specific type of steel 
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especially suitable for use in centrifuges—carbon fiber, vacuum pumps, and 
vacuum measuring equipment, all of which have been restricted by U.N. sanctions 
that have been enforced with unanimity and stringency. As a result, it is unclear 
whether Iran can actually acquire the materials necessary to build the centrifuges 
it desires at Natanz and Fordow. In the final analysis, the Institute for Science and 
International Security explains that sanctions “are forcing Iran to make less than 
desirable design choices and these choices further slow its progress and increase 
the technological risks that complicate any Iranian decision to dash to a bomb.”15

In addition, public reports indicate that the Stuxnet computer worm that struck 
Iran’s nuclear program in 2011 hampered its nuclear efforts by directly destroying 
1,000 centrifuges and likely exacerbating existing regime paranoia over penetra-
tion of the program by foreign intelligence agencies. Further cyber warfare against 
Iran’s nuclear program could cause additional physical damage to Iran’s nuclear 
infrastructure in similar ways or could serve to gather more information about its 
capabilities and intentions. The fall 2011 discovery of the Duqu worm by com-
puter security firm Symantec Corporation appears to indicate that further cyber 
attacks against Iran’s nuclear program are likely.

Moreover, the Institute for Science and International Security states that more 
traditional forms of sabotage and information gathering via penetration of Iranian 
smuggling networks by foreign intelligence agencies have also caused setbacks to 
Tehran’s nuclear efforts.16 Indeed, efforts to prevent Iran from smuggling compo-
nents for its nuclear program have been ramped up: U.S. law enforcement officials 
are investigating 30 percent more cases this year than they were three years ago.17

Increased general international scrutiny of and pressure on Iran’s nuclear program 
may also be slowing its progress. The apparent success of foreign intelligence agen-
cies in penetrating Iran’s nuclear program will likely increase the inherent suspi-
cion of Iranian security services and could lead to actions intended to decrease the 
nuclear program’s vulnerability to foreign intelligence agencies. This would further 
slow the program’s progress.

More concretely, increased international scrutiny of Iran’s nuclear program forced 
several of its more troubling aspects underground and diverted Iranian resources 
to attempts to avoid the prying eyes of the international community. Despite its 
failure to come clean to the International Atomic Energy Agency on its past and 
possibly present nuclear weapons efforts, Iran’s 2003 decision to shut down its 
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unified weapons program after its clandestine nuclear facilities were discovered 
the previous year effectively fragmented its weapons efforts.

Even if Iran is continuing to work on various aspects of nuclear proliferation, the 
lack of a unified program probably makes progress toward a weapon more difficult 
by inhibiting information-sharing via compartmentalization and the excessive 
secrecy necessary to prevent discovery of patently illegal weapons work. In addi-
tion, the halt of Iran’s nuclear weapons program has apparently demoralized top 
Iranian nuclear scientists, who, according to U.S. intelligence intercepts, continued 
to complain about the decision years after it was made.18

4. What is the current impact of sanctions on the Iranian economy?

International sanctions appear to be taking a major toll on Iran’s economy. 
Specifically the sanctions are significantly harming the nation’s critical oil industry 
and the country’s access to much-needed trade financing and foreign investment. 
This in turn is putting the Iranian leadership under tremendous strain and could 
well influence its decision on whether to pursue nuclear weaponry. 

Sanctions on the oil industry

Oil tankers are canceling trips to Iran and lowering oil shipments from Iran by 
300,000 barrels to 400,000 barrels per day. According to the Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries, Iran produced less oil in February 2012 that it 
has in any other month since September 2002.19 The EU oil embargo in particular 
prevents insurers from covering tankers carrying Iranian oil and has contributed 
strongly to the decrease in Iranian oil shipments.20 The International Energy 
Agency estimates that the EU embargo would impact a greater proportion of Iran’s 
oil production than total EU imports of Iranian oil.21

These effects, including recent decisions by Japan and South Korea to deeply cut 
Iranian oil imports, are being felt even before both the EU embargo and the latest 
round of U.S. sanctions are fully implemented. At the same time, high oil prices 
could make up for some of the losses inflicted by sanctions, though it is difficult to 
determine the exact tradeoff at this point. Anonymous U.S. officials have expressed 
concerns that Iran may be trying to create tension in order to drive up prices.22



12 Center for American Progress | Strengthening America’s Options on Iran

Sanctions on financial transactions

In November 2011 Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad admitted that 
earlier rounds of international sanctions were preventing Iranian banks from 
making transactions overseas.23 The prospect of further sanctions caused a run 
on the Iranian currency,24 causing it to lose half its value against the dollar from 
December 2011 to February 2012,25 with inflation running at 20 percent or higher 
at the beginning of this year.26 This caused the Iranian Central Bank to raise inter-
est rates in an effort to head off further damage from the prospect of the imple-
mentation of new U.S. and EU sanctions.27

Iran’s central bank also was forced to recognize the market exchange rate for its 
currency—19,000 rials to the dollar rather than its official rate of 12,260 rials to 
the greenback—due to the lack of buyers for rials at the official rate.28 What’s more, 
recent sanctions have forced Iran to barter with other countries rather than risk the 
wrath of the United States or the European Union.29 It should be noted that Turkey 
is now implementing the U.N. resolution, even though it voted against the sanctions, 
joining the United States and the European Union in the financial inspection regime.

The Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication based in 
Belgium now blacklists Iranian financial institutions subject to European Union 
sanctions. The society serves as the primary international financial messaging and 
transaction service, and its move to comply with EU sanctions effectively cuts 
many Iranian banks, including the Central Bank of Iran, off from international 
financial markets. This cutoff was instituted on March 17, 2012, and has been 
characterized by the organization as “unprecedented.” As a result, Iranian banks 
will be unable to make large-scale financial transactions overseas, severely harming 
Iran’s ability to receive revenues from oil exports.30

On March 30, 2012, President Barack Obama made a formal determination that 
there was a sufficient global supply of oil to allow sanctions against Iran passed 
in December 2011 to go forward.31 This move comes after months of diplomacy 
to persuade countries such as Japan to significantly reduce their dependency on 
Iranian oil while convincing oil producers, including Saudi Arabia, to put more 
petroleum in the global market. These sanctions will effectively force countries 
to choose between buying Iranian oil or accessing the U.S. economy, though 
President Obama has issued waivers to several countries that have cut back their 
Iranian oil imports.32 Should economic or market conditions change, President 
Obama has the authority to waive these sanctions.
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As a result, this dual set of sanctions on the oil industry and on Iranian financial 
transactions is now beginning to hit average Iranians as well. The price of staple 
foods has increased by 40 percent, the price of meat and milk has gone up by 50 
percent, and government subsidies are being eaten away by inflation.33 For an 
already unpopular regime, this is not good news for Iran’s rulers. (see box)

Government leaders 

Ali Khamenei: The supreme leader, the highest 

political and religious authority in the Islamic 

Republic of Iran. He succeeded Ayatollah Khomeini 

in 1989 and has steadily worked since then to 

increase his office’s power and marginalize all 

internal opposition.

Mojtaba Khamenei: The second son of the supreme leader. Mojtaba 

in 2009 took control of the Basij militia—a volunteer paramilitary 

wing of the Revolutionary Guards—and oversaw its crackdown on 

green movement protesters. Many believe he is being groomed to 

succeed his father as supreme leader.

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad: The current president of 

Iran, first elected to the position in 2005. His contro-

versial re-election in 2009, which many believe was 

fraudulent, led to massive street protests. His subse-

quent efforts to expand his own power resulted in a 

backlash from Khamenei and his supporters and a 

severe curtailing of his influence.

Mohammed-Taghi Mesbah Yazdi: A hardline cleric and former 

spiritual advisor to Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Yazdi is leader of the 

ultraconservative faction in the parliament.

Mohammed-Javad Larijani: A top advisor and spokesman for the 

supreme leader. Larijani is often a spokesman for the regime to

Western media.

Ali Larijani: Current chairman of the Iranian 

Parliament. The younger brother of Mohammed 

Javad, he is also the former secretary of Iran’s 

Supreme National Security Council.

Mohammad-Bagher Ghalibaf: The current mayor of Tehran. Ghalibaf 

is seen as a frontrunner to succeed Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as presi-

dent of Iran.

Saeed Jalili: Currently the secretary of Iran’s 

Supreme National Security Council, the equivalent 

of the U.S. national security council, as well as Iran’s 

lead nuclear negotiator. Previously he served as 

Iran’s deputy foreign minister for European and 

American Affairs.

Major General Mohammed Ali Jaafari: Commander of the Iranian 

Revolutionary Guards Corps. Jaafari was appointed to the position by 

the supreme leader in September 2007.

Major General Qassem Soleimani: Commander of the Quds Force, a 

unit of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps tasked with managing 

Iran’s relationships with extremist groups outside Iran. He has held 

the position since 2000 and is seen as a possible future commander 

of the Revolutionary Guards.

Continued on next page

A who’s who of Iran
The 20 most important government (political and military) leaders and opposition leaders in Iran
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Mohsen Rezaei: Currently the secretary of the 

Expediency Council, which manages disputes be-

tween the Majlis and the Guardian Council. Rezaei 

was formerly the Iranian Revolutionary Guards 

Corps commander. A 2009 presidential candidate, 

Rezaei initially complained about voting irregulari-

ties but later withdrew his complaint. He has been 

critical of the treatment of protesters detained 

during the 2009 demonstrations.

Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani: Served as president 

of Iran from 1989 to 1997. He was recently reap-

pointed by Khamenei as chairman of the Expedi-

ency Council.

Ahmad Jannati: A hardline cleric and chairman of 

the Guardian Council, which approves all legisla-

tion and vets political candidates. Jannati has pro-

moted loyalty to the supreme leader as a central 

qualification for running for office.

Ali Akbar Salehi: Iran’s foreign minister since Janu-

ary 2011 and previously the head of the Atomic En-

ergy Organization of Iran. From 1997 to 2005 Salehi 

was the Iranian representative to the International 

Atomic Energy Agency. 

 

Fereydoon Abbasi: The head of the Atomic Energy 

Organization of Iran, the government body that 

oversees Iran’s nuclear industry. Abbasi is also 

serving as one of President Ahmadinejad’s vice 

presidents. 

Opposition

Mohammed Khatami: President of Iran from 1997 

to 2005. One of Iran’s most prominent reformers, 

Khatami is a persistent critic of President Ahma-

dinejad.

Mir Hossein Mousavi: Prime Minister of Iran from 

1981 to 1989. In 2009 he was the reform candidate 

for president around whom the green movement 

coalesced. Considered one of the green move-

ment’s leading figures, he has been under house 

arrest since February 2011.

Mehdi Karroubi: Former chairman of the Associa-

tion of Combatant Clerics, a political party, and a 

member of the Expediency Council. Karroubi ran 

for president in 2009. Similar to Mousavi he is con-

sidered a leading green movement figure and has 

been under house arrest since February 2011.

Nasrin Soutoudeh: Prominent lawyer who represented activists ar-

rested during the 2009 election protests. Arrested in September 2010 

she was sentenced in January 2011 to 11 years in prison. Numerous 

human rights organizations have continued to call for her release.

Shirin Ebadi: Lawyer and Nobel Peace Prize-win-

ning human rights activist. Ebadi has lived in exile 

since traveling abroad during Iran’s 2009 elections. 
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5. What capacity exists to boost oil deliveries to countries now 
dependent upon Iranian supply in the event that Iranian oil 
shipments are not available?

U.S. Energy Secretary Steven Chu believes there is enough capacity in global oil 
markets to make up for reductions in Iranian exports,34 despite the U.S. Department 
of Energy’s Energy Information Administration’s determination that spare oil pro-
duction capacity “is currently quite modest relative to historical levels.”35 The Energy 
Information Administration says that Libyan production capacity had not returned 
to prewar levels, and new capacity additions have not kept pace with demand. As 
a result, in January and February 2012, the world (excluding Iran) has consumed 
more petroleum than countries (again excluding Iran) have produced.

The International Energy Agency believes that despite producing oil at a higher 
rate than any other point in the past 30 years, Saudi Arabia still has 2 million bar-
rels per day of spare capacity—well above the expected 500,000 barrel per day 
shortfall from Iran due to sanctions. Yet the International Energy Agency also 
expects the narrowing cushion against other shocks to increase the risk premium 
and thus the overall price for oil at the same time.36 The Economist Intelligence 
Unit recently issued similar though slightly higher numbers for current Saudi 
spare capacity—about 2.5 million barrels per day.37

Should Libyan production recover in the near term, further capacity would also 
be available to make up for lost Iranian supplies. In addition, the International 
Energy Agency estimates that Iraqi oil production can reasonably be expected 
to double by 2015. Steady increases in Iraqi production would also serve to 
offset losses of Iranian oil.38

In its latest analysis, however, the International Energy Agency notes that spare oil 
production capacity has tightened, reaching a 30-year high—despite Saudi produc-
tion levels and Libya returning to prewar production—due to unexpected supply 
disruptions in South Sudan, Yemen, Syria, and the North Sea. While the agency 
expects a “bumpy ride in the months ahead,” it predicts that production increases in 
Angola, Nigeria, Libya, and Iraq will later this year offset the current disruptions.39

Should the Strait of Hormuz be closed by Iran, the ability of the major energy export-
ers in the Persian Gulf to offset Iranian oil lost to sanctions will be severely curtailed. 
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Iraq, whose projected increased production is critical to offsetting a loss of Iranian 
oil, has extremely limited options for alternative oil export routes. The closure of an 
internal north-south pipeline prevents Iraq from exporting fully via Turkey, while 
alternative pipelines to Saudi Arabia and Lebanon have been deactivated.40

Saudi Arabia currently exports three-quarters of its oil from the Ras Tanura 
terminal in the Gulf, and one-quarter from the Yanbu terminal on the Red Sea. 
The Yanbu terminal has a maximum capacity of 4.5 million barrels per day, and 
the east-west pipeline from Saudi oil fields near the Gulf to Yanbu has a maxi-
mum capacity of 5 million barrels per day.41 Saudi Arabia exported 7.5 million 
barrels of oil per day in 2010, the latest year for which the Energy Information 
Administration gives data. That number is likely higher today due to increased 
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production to offset the impact of Iran sanctions. But Saudi oil exports would 
likely decrease dramatically in the event that Iran closes the Strait of Hormuz, 
something it has threatened in the past.

6. What is the status of commercial and military access to 
international waters in the Strait of Hormuz?

The Strait of Hormuz remains open to military and commercial traffic despite Iranian 
threats to close it by force. This waterway is a critical chokepoint for global energy 
supplies, with the Energy Information Administration estimating that 20 percent of 
all oil traded worldwide—almost 17 million barrels per day—flowed through the 
strait in 2011. More than 85 percent of oil exported through the strait is destined for 
Asian markets, with Japan, India, South Korea, and China being the largest buyers. 
In 2011 an average of 14 tankers filled with crude oil passed through the strait every 
day, with a similar number entering the Persian Gulf to take on oil. According to the 
Energy Information Administration, “closure of the Strait of Hormuz would require 
the use of longer alternate routes at increased transportation costs.”42

A 2008 analysis published in International Security assessed that Iranian military 
ships and submarines could lay nearly 700 mines in the Strait of Hormuz without 
utilizing specialized mining vessels or helicopters, which would be more easily 
detected. Given the volume of shipping and space restrictions in the strait, the 
author estimates that this number would be sufficient to deter shipping and would 
close the strait. Projecting from U.S. mine clearance efforts against Iraq in 1991 
and 2003, the analysis suggests that clearing the Strait of Hormuz of all Iranian 
mines with 15 mine countermeasure ships could take between 35.5 and 39 days 
if no Iranian opposition were encountered. Clearing a simple safe route through 
minefield could take between three and four days.

These figures are likely underestimates given the greater area and superior mines 
that would be involved in clearing the strait, as well as the prospect that clearing 
mines from the strait would involve an air campaign to neutralize Iranian antiship-
ping and antiair capabilities near it.43 Closing the strait also cuts off incoming ship-
ping, and it would prevent Iranian oil from leaving the Persian Gulf.

The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, U.S. Army General Martin Dempsey, 
acknowledges that Iran could “for a period of time” close the Strait of Hormuz 
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but adds that the United States has the capabilities necessary to reopen it.44 In the 
event that Iran attempted to forcibly close the strait, the United States could prob-
ably count on the support of Great Britain and France, whose ships accompanied 
the U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln when it transited the strait following recent Iranian 
threats against U.S. military ships using it.45

7. Does Israel have the capability to “go it alone” in any military 
action against Iran?

Iran has four major nuclear facilities. There is a heavy water plant at Arak, a uranium 
conversion facility at Isfahan, and two enrichment plants at Natanz and Fordow. 
The enrichment facilities are hardened and require penetrating, “bunker-buster” 
precision-guided weapons to destroy them, with the Fordow facility believed to be 
susceptible only to the U.S. military’s 30,000-pound massive ordnance penetrator.46 
While a 2007 study in International Security concluded that Israel could probably 
attack the Arak, Isfahan, and Natanz facilities with existing capabilities and with some 
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degree of confidence in success, an attack against all four known Iranian nuclear facili-
ties with any degree of confidence could prove to be an exceptional challenge.47 Israeli 
Defense Minister Ehud Barak has gone so far as to say that Fordow’s full operation 
would place Iran in a “zone of immunity” from an Israeli strike.

In addition, the Parchin facility, where the International Atomic Energy Agency 
believes Iran is working on nuclear weapons components, would likely not be 
struck.48 Israel’s limited aerial refueling capabilities would also limit the size of a 
potential strike package, though the key issue is Israel’s lack of a weapon capable 
of doing sufficient damage to the Fordow facility—and a delivery system to carry 
such a weapon—to make a strike worthwhile. Were Israel to attack all facilities 
except Fordow or deliver an ineffective attack on Fordow, it is likely Iran could use 
Fordow to reconstitute its nuclear program.

8. What links already exist between Iran and Middle East terrorist 
groups, and how might they react to an Israeli or U.S. attack on Iran?

There are three Middle East terrorist groups that could react in a variety of ways 
to a strike on Iran: Hezbolllah in Lebanon and Hamas and Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad in the Palestinian territories. Let’s look at the ideological focus and offensive 
capabilities of each of them in turn.

Hezbollah

Iran considers Hezbollah an important strategic asset, and both sides benefit 
materially and politically from this relationship. Hezbollah Chief Hassan Nasrallah 
repeatedly pledges his organization’s support for Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad, 
most recently during the revolt against his rule in Syria at least in part due to Syria’s 
role as a conduit for Iranian material support for his terrorist group.49 At the same 
time, Nasrallah tells Hezbollah members that Iran will not ask the group to fight in 
the event Israel strikes Iran, but that he would not rule out retaliation on behalf of 
Tehran.50 Ultimately, Nasrallah appears to be hedging as to what Hezbollah will or 
will not do in the event of a military strike against Iran’s nuclear program.

One of Nasrallah’s deputies warned that a war with Iran would “set the whole 
region alight,” though this statement appeared to be more directed toward poten-
tial American involvement in a strike.51 Both Israel and Hezbollah probably realize, 



20 Center for American Progress | Report Title

A range of technical experts believes that despite its progress, Iran 

remains far enough away from a nuclear weapon to give sanctions 

and diplomacy an opportunity to persuade Tehran to live up to its 

international obligations. Here are their views in their own words:

U.S. Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta (January 29, 2012—“60 

Minutes” interview): “The consensus is that, if they decided to do it, it 

would probably take them about a year to be able to produce a bomb 

and then possibly another one to two years in order to put it on a 

deliverable vehicle of some sort in order to deliver that weapon.”1

U.S. Director of National Intelligence James Clapper (February 16, 

2012—congressional testimony): “No, sir, I do not disagree [with 

Secretary Panetta’s assessment], and particularly with respect to the 

year, that is, I think, technically feasible but practically not likely. There 

are all kinds of combinations and permutations that could affect how 

long it might take should the Iranians make a decision to pursue a 

nuclear weapon, how long that might take.”2

Major General Aviv Kochavi, director of Israeli military intelligence 

(February 2, 2012—Herzliya conference speech): “If Khamenei 

issues a command to achieve a first nuclear explosive device, we 

estimate it would take another year before that’s achieved. … if he 

asks to translate that ability to obtain a nuclear warhead that would 

take another year or two.”3

Former senior American intelligence official (March 17, 2012—

New York Times article source): “Mossad does not disagree with 

the U.S. on the [Iranian nuclear] weapons program. There is not a lot 

of dispute between the U.S. and Israeli intelligence communities on 

the facts.”4

International Atomic Energy Agency
According to his February 24, 2012, report to the International Atomic 

Energy Agency Board of Governors and the U.N. Security Council on 

the implementation of its safeguards agreement with Iran, 5 IAEA 

Director General Yukio Amano states that Iran has:

•	 “declared to the Agency 15 nuclear facilities and nine locations 

outside facilities where nuclear material is customarily used.”

•	 “54 [enrichment centrifuge] cascades installed in three of the eight 

units in Production Hall A [at the Natanz enrichment facility], 52 of 

which were declared by Iran as being fed with UF6 [uranium hexa-

fluoride, the uranium gas used in enrichment]. Whereas initially 

each installed cascade comprised 164 centrifuges, Iran subsequent-

ly modified 30 of the cascades to contain 174 centrifuges each. 

All the centrifuges installed are IR-1 machines. As of 19 February 

2012, no centrifuges had been installed in the remaining five units, 

although preparatory installation work had been completed in two 

of the units, including the placement in position of 6,177 empty 

IR-1 centrifuge casings, and was ongoing in the other three units.”

•	 As of late February 2012, Iran therefore had 8,828 centrifuges 

enriching uranium at Natanz.

•	 “The Agency has confirmed that, as of 16 October 2011, 55,683 kg 

of natural UF6 had been fed into the cascades since the start of op-

erations in February 2007, and a total of 4,871 kg of UF6 enriched 

up to 5% U-235 had been produced [at Natanz]. Iran has estimated 

that, between 17 October 2011 and 4 February 2012, it produced 

580 kg of UF6 enriched up to 5% U-235, which would result in a 

total production of 5,451 kg of UF6 enriched up to 5% U-235 since 

production began in February 2007. The nuclear material at FEP 

(including the feed, product and tails), as well as all installed cas-

cades and the feed and withdrawal stations, are subject to Agency 

containment and surveillance.”

•	 “Since 13 July 2010, Iran has been feeding low enriched UF6 into 

two interconnected cascades (Cascades 1 and 6), each of which 

consists of 164 IR-1 centrifuges.”

•	 “As previously reported, the Agency has verified that, as of 13 

September 2011, 720.8 kg of low enriched UF6 had been fed into 

the cascades in the production area since the process began on 

9 February 2010, and that a total of 73.7 kg of UF6 enriched up to 

20% U-235 had been produced. Iran has estimated that, between 

14 September 2011 and 11 February 2012, a total of 164.9 kg of 

UF6 enriched at FEP was fed into the two interconnected cascades 

at PFEP and that approximately 21.7 kg of UF6 enriched up to 20% 

U-235 were produced. This would result in a total production of 

95.4 kg of UF6 enriched up to 20% U-235 at [the Pilot Fuel Enrich-

ment Plant at Natanz] since production began in February 2010.”

•	 “On 14 December 2011, Iran began feeding UF6 enriched up to 

5% U-235 that it had previously transferred from [Natanz] into one 

set of two interconnected cascades in Unit 2 at [the Fordow Fuel 

Enrichment Plant at Qom], containing 348 centrifuges. Since the Di-

rector General’s previous report, Iran has installed 348 centrifuges 

in a second set of two interconnected cascades in Unit 2 and, on 25 

January 2012, began feeding it with UF6 enriched up to 5% U-235. 

To date, all the centrifuges installed are IR-1 machines. Iran has 

estimated that, between 14 December 2011 and 17 February 2012, 

a total of 99.3 kg of UF6 enriched up to 5% U-235 was fed into the 

The experts on Iran’s nuclear timetable
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two sets of interconnected cascades at FFEP and that approximate-

ly 13.8 kg of UF6 enriched up to 20% U-235 were produced.”

•	 “As of 15 February 2012, in the four remaining cascades of Unit 2 

and in the eight cascades of Unit 1, 2088 empty IR-1 centrifuge cas-

ings had been placed in position [at Fordow] and all of the piping 

had been installed.”

According to IAEA figures, Iran has 9,688 operational IR-1 centrifuges 

enriching uranium at two main enrichment facilities. Of these, 860 

are enriching uranium to a 20 percent concentration of U-235, 696 

of which are at Fordow. An additional 8,265 centrifuge casings have 

been installed at the Fordow and Natanz facilities. Iran has produced 

a total of 5,451 kilograms of low-enriched uranium with a 5 percent 

concentration of U-235 and 109.2 kilograms of 20 percent U-235. 

Institute for Science and International Security
According to its March 5, 2012, report, titled “Preventing Iran From 

Getting Nuclear Weapons,”6 the nonpartisan Institute for Science and 

International Security states that Iran has the following capabilities 

and potentialities:

•	 “Iran’s essential challenge remains developing a secure capability 

to make enough weapon-grade uranium, likely for at least several 

nuclear weapons.”

•	 “Iran is now capable of using the [Natanz enrichment facility] to 

conduct a dash to the bomb using safeguarded low enriched ura-

nium (LEU) to produce weapon-grade uranium. Iran is producing 

3.5 percent LEU hexafluoride at a rate of about 150-170 kilograms 

per month and has produced about 5.5 tonnes of 3.5 percent LEU 

hexafluoride, enough to make over four nuclear weapons if further 

enriched to weapon-grade.”

•	 “It has recently started making 19.75 percent LEU at the Fordow 

plant, at a rate of more than double the rate of [19.75 percent LEU] 

production at [Natanz].”

•	 “The net amount of 19.75 percent LEU hexafluoride [Iran has 

produced according to the IAEA] is still far short of enough for a 

nuclear weapon, if further enriched to weapon-grade, but the exist-

ing 19.75 percent LEU would allow for a quicker dash. Its efforts to 

test two production-scale cascades at [Natanz] have gone slower 

than expected.”

•	 “Based on ISIS’s most recent calculations, reflecting reduced 

performance of the centrifuges in the FEP [at Natanz] over the 

last year, but more enriching centrifuges, Iran would need about 

four months to produce enough weapon-grade uranium for just 

one bomb.”

•	 “Ten years after construction started at Natanz, Iran has installed 

fewer than 20 percent of the 50,000 centrifuges planned for this 

facility, and the bulk of these machines continue to operate poorly.”

•	 “In 2011, its centrifuges at the [Natanz] FEP performed worse 

than during the previous year. While Iran managed to increase its 

monthly output of low-enriched uranium during this time, the 

number of centrifuges needed to produce this product increased 

disproportionately compared to the previous year.”

•	 “As a result [of sanctions], Iran has faced a shortage of the raw 

materials it needs to build significantly more of its current genera-

tion of IR-1 centrifuges at its enrichment sites … Outer [centrifuge] 

casings are relatively easy to manufacture and installation is just a 

matter of bolting them to the floor, explaining how Iran could have 

installed such a quantity within a few weeks. But their installation 

normally would imply that Iran is getting ready to install the sensitive 

and difficult to make rotor assemblies. One of the key raw materials 

in short supply for the IR-1 centrifuge is maraging steel (grade 300). It 

is used to make the sensitive, thin-walled bellows, three of which are 

used in each rotor assembly. The current question is whether Iran can 

actually build over 8,000 more rotor assemblies.”

•	 “Increasingly, Iran’s enrichment program appears to be geared 

toward making 19.75 percent LEU as opposed to just stockpiling 

3.5 percent LEU. If this is the case, most of its total monthly 3.5 

percent LEU production at the Natanz Fuel Enrichment Plant would 

be turned into 19.75 percent LEU, producing about 15 kilograms of 

19.75 percent LEU hexafluoride per month.”

•	 “At a three-fold rate of production, Iran could produce enough 

19.75 percent LEU for a nuclear weapon by late 2012 but more 

likely by early 2013.”

•	 This statement implies that Iran would require about 500 kilo-

grams of 19.75 percent LEU to produce one nuclear weapon—9 

months of production (March to December 2012) of 19.75 percent 

LEU at a rate of 45 kilograms per month (three-times the current 

ISIS estimated rate of 15 kilograms a month) plus the 109.2 kilo-

grams of 19.75 percent LEU that Iran has already produced.

Continued on next page
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•	 “[U]sing about 2,700 IR-1 centrifuges and starting with 19.75 per-

cent LEU, breakout times to produce weapon-grade uranium in IR-1 

centrifuges would be about three months.”

According to ISIS, Iran has produced enough low enriched uranium to 

make at least four nuclear weapons with further enrichment. If Iran 

were to make a dash for a bomb, however, it would take four months 

of enrichment at its main facility at Natanz to produce enough high 

enriched uranium for one nuclear weapon. The amount of 19.75 per-

cent low enriched uranium Iran has produced thus far remains well 

below the amount needed for further enrichment to a nuclear bomb. 

If Iran increased its production of 19.75 percent low enriched uranium 

by a factor of three, it could have enough to produce a weapon by 

late 2012 or early 2013. Should Iran acquire sufficient 19.75 percent 

low enriched uranium, it would then take three months to produce 

a weapon, assuming 2,700 current Iranian centrifuges configured to 

enrich to weapons-grade levels.

Joint Technical Assessment report
A 2009 assessment of Iran’s nuclear and missile programs by a team 

of Russian and American scientists—known as the Joint Technical 

Assessment team—concluded the following about Iran’s nuclear 

program: 7

•	 “If Iran were to decide to convert its LEU into HEU, how long would 

it take to produce a nuclear device? The answer depends on several 

factors, among them: the speed with which the Iranians could 

convert their centrifuge configuration to the production of HEU; 

the speed with which they could then convert the highly-enriched 

uranium hexafluoride into metal; and their possession of — and 

confidence in — a workable design for a nuclear device. Under the 

most favorable circumstances, it might take Iran one year from the 

date of deciding to do so to make a simple nuclear device: three 

to six months to convert the LEU into HEU and perhaps another 

six months to convert the HEU into uranium metal. If the circum-

stances are not so favorable — if Iran encounters difficulties in 

perfecting these processes — it could take two or three years to 

produce a simple device. The Russian members of this JTA group 

have concluded that this is a more realistic estimate than one year.”

•	 The lower end of the low enriched uranium to high enriched 

uranium conversion process—three to four months—remains 

consistent with ISIS estimates of the time needed for an Iranian 

crash program to produce enough HEU for a bomb.

•	 “It could take Iran perhaps five years — and additional nuclear 

tests — to move from the first test of a simple nuclear device to 

the development of a nuclear bomb or warhead with a yield of 

several tens of kilotons capable of being fitted onto existing and 

future Iranian ballistic missiles. Such a warhead would most likely 

weigh more than 1,000 kg, unless substantial help were obtained 

from abroad in the design and development of the warhead. The 

technological challenges lie not only in the design of the nuclear 

charge, but in the design and engineering of the warhead as well.”

•	 “Unless Iran has an enrichment program separate from the one 

being monitored by the IAEA, there would be warning that Iran 

intended to make nuclear weapons. It would have to end IAEA con-

tainment and surveillance of the nuclear material and all installed 

cascades at the Fuel Enrichment Plant. (The same would apply to 

the heavy water reactor when it comes into operation.)”

Professor Jacques Hymans
Jacques Hymans, associate professor of international relations at the 

University of Southern California and author of The Psychology of 

Nuclear Proliferation: Identity, Emotions, and Foreign Policy (2006) 

and Achieving Nuclear Ambitions: Scientists, Politicians, and Prolifera-

tion (2012), said this in a January 17, 2012, article in the Bulletin of 

the Atomic Scientists:8

•	 “It is one thing for Iran to want nuclear weapons; it is an entirely 

different matter for it to actually build them. Even taking the dark-

est possible view of Iranian nuclear intentions, the historical record 

provides ample reason to doubt that Iran is on the verge of enter-

ing the nuclear weapons club.”

•	 “This is not to deny that the Iranian regime has made some 

progress toward the bomb during its quarter-century of inten-

sive nuclear efforts. Most notably, Iran has accumulated a decent 

amount of low-enriched uranium, enriched to about 3 percent, and 

a small amount enriched to around 20 percent. The country has 

recently embarked on a major campaign to build up its stockpile of 

20 percent enriched uranium, and once this is accomplished, Iran 

will be well-positioned to amass a significant quantity of bomb-

grade, 90 percent enriched uranium. Bottom line: Today, Iran is 

about halfway to its putative goal; not many countries have been 

able to make it even this far.”
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•	 “That being said, however, it is crucial to recognize that the quality 

of Iran’s nuclear workmanship has been consistently poor, so it has 

been able to progress at no more than a snail’s pace … Is it really 

reasonable to expect such low-quality, brittle technical infrastruc-

ture to create a single, Hiroshima-size nuclear device -- let alone a 

bona fide nuclear weapons arsenal?”

•	 “But even though Iran’s claims that it is open and honest with inter-

national nuclear inspectors are unbelievable, that does not mean it 

is hiding a sophisticated weapons program. In fact, the record shows 

that Iran’s distinct tendency is to exaggerate its nuclear accomplish-

ments. The typical Iranian pattern has been to hold a grand celebra-

tion to announce a big technological breakthrough, and then to 

spend many subsequent years trying to live up to their own hype 

… This is not the kind of regime that can be expected to keep quiet 

about the successful production of highly enriched uranium.”

•	 “The problem with the virtual nuclear weapon state designation is 

that there is a major difference between a stockpile of fissile mate-

rial and an actual, reliable, deliverable nuclear weapon.”

•	 “Historically, the key driver of an efficient nuclear weapons project 

has not been a country’s funding levels, political will, or access 

to hardware. Rather, the key has been managerial competence. 

Nuclear weapons projects require a hands-off, facilitative manage-

ment approach, one that permits scientific and technical profes-

sionals to exercise their vocation. But states such as Iran tend to 

feature a highly invasive, authoritarian management approach that 

smothers scientific and technical professionalism.”
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however, that any future conflict would inflict much greater damage to both sides 
than did the 2006 war, making a reprise an unattractive proposition. Nonetheless, 
it is entirely unclear what Hezbollah would choose to do with its massive missile 
arsenal in the event of an Israeli or American strike on Iran’s nuclear program.

In addition, Lieutenant General Ronald Burgess, head of the U.S. Defense 
Intelligence Agency, testified recently that the Iran Revolutionary Guard Corps’s 
elite Quds Force operates training camps in Lebanon,52 while the Quds Force 
commander claims southern Lebanon is effectively under Iranian control.53 The 
presence of Iranian forces on the ground in Lebanon would probably increase the 
likelihood that Hezbollah (or at least some elements of it) would strike Israel in 
response to a military strike against Iran.

Finally, there remains the possibility that Hezbollah may retaliate indirectly 
against American, Israeli, or Jewish targets outside the immediate region after a 
strike on Iran, possibly in cooperation with the Quds Force. Hezbollah has a track 
record of indirect terrorist retaliation, and it has been accused of collaborating 
with the Quds Force in a recent string of plots and attacks against Israeli diplomats 
in central and south Asia.54 American personnel and facilities overseas may also be 
at risk following an Israeli or U.S. military strike on Iran.

In short, the possibility of indirect retaliation by Hezbollah following a military 
strike on Iran’s nuclear facilities should not be ruled out.

Hamas

Relations between Hamas and Iran have become strained over multiple issues 
such as the civil war in Syria and a possible Israeli strike against Iran. Hamas 
officials also are giving conflicting statements in regard to their role in an Iran-
Israel war. Hamas’s Gaza leadership initially said it would stay out of any conflict 
between Israel and Iran unless directly attacked and denied it was part of a politi-
cal alliance with Iran, Syria, and Hezbollah.55 On a later visit to Tehran, however, 
Hamas Official Mahmoud Zahar stated that, “Retaliation with utmost power is the 
position of Hamas with regard to a Zionist war on Iran.”56

Nonetheless, it appears Iran’s ties to Hamas are under severe pressure and fraying 
over their differing positions on Syria—to the point that neither considers the 
other a reliable partner at the moment. Hamas’s external political leadership has 
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decamped from Syria and broken with the Assad regime over its crackdown on 
opposition forces. One political leader said the Iranians were “not happy” with 
Hamas’s position on Syria.57

Hamas has not attacked American targets and—given its deteriorating relation-
ship with Tehran—is unlikely to jeopardize itself by starting to do so in the wake 
of an American or Israeli attack on Iran’s nuclear program. While the terrorist 
group proclaims its intention to stay out of a prospective Israeli-Iranian conflict, it 
may find circumstances too tempting to avoid advancing its own agenda through 
violence if an unrelated war breaks out.

Hamas’s relative silence during Israel’s 2006 war with Hezbollah, however, sug-
gests that circumstances would need to be extremely propitious for it to risk its 
own position by engaging in an attack on Israel.

Palestinian Islamic Jihad

Palestinian Islamic Jihad is characterized as “the smallest but most violent 
Palestinian group”58 and has the closest ties to Iran of any significant Palestinian 
militant organization. According to the U.S. Department of State’s latest global 
terrorism report, “Although U.S. citizens have died in PIJ attacks, the group has 
not directly targeted U.S. interests.”59 While the terrorist group continues to plan 
large-scale suicide attacks, it more commonly fires rockets and mortars into Israel 
from the Hamas-controlled Gaza Strip.

Palestinian Islamic Jihad has a contentious relationship with Hamas, firing rockets 
into Israel and provoking Israeli retaliation despite Hamas’s desire to maintain 
a ceasefire.60 The small terrorist group probably lacks the capacity to attack U.S. 
interests outside the Gaza Strip but would likely use an American or Israeli strike 
against Iran as an excuse to launch rockets against Israel and challenge the author-
ity of Hamas in the Gaza Strip. Depending on Israeli calculations and the success 
of the Iron Dome antirocket system, Palestinian Islamic Jihad may be able to 
draw Israel and Hamas into another conflict in the Gaza Strip in the wake of an 
American or Israeli attack on Iran.
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9. What might the negotiations between Iran and the United 
States, Russia, China, Great Britain, France, and Germany produce?

The best-case scenario for the next round of talks with Iran scheduled for Istanbul 
is the start of a diplomatic process in which Iran signals that it is ready to take seri-
ous steps toward living up to its international responsibilities and offer complete 
transparency about its nuclear research. If successful, the next round of talks 
between the P5+1 countries (the five permanent members of the U.N. Security 
Council plus Germany) and Iran would likely produce an initial step requiring 
mutual actions by both sides.

The worst-case scenario would be Iran refusing to cooperate and using the talks 
to voice its own conditions, as it did in the 2011 P5+1 talks in Istanbul. At that 
time, Iran called for its right to enrichment to be endorsed without conditions 
and demanded all sanctions be lifted. Continued grandstanding by Iran this year 
would lead to a complete breakdown of the talks, which would further escalate the 
discussions about possible military actions.

P5+1 negotiations are not likely to produce an immediate major breakthrough 
resolving the Iranian nuclear issue. At best they will start a process aimed at 
bringing Iran’s nuclear research into complete review and inspection over time. If 
diplomacy proceeds, one main challenge will be to ensure that Iran is not simply 
using diplomacy to buy more time to advance its nuclear research toward produc-
ing a nuclear weapon. Iran is currently enriching uranium to 20 percent, below 
weapons-grade levels but above what is needed to generate power.

One possible immediate deal would be a pledge by the P5+1 to refrain from 
imposing further sanctions on Iran over its nuclear program in exchange for some 
concrete step by Iran such as suspending enrichment of its low-enrichment ura-
nium to 20 percent levels or greater openness on what the International Atomic 
Energy Agency characterizes as “possible military dimensions” to Iran’s nuclear 
program. The P5+1 nations have already demanded that Iran provide the agency 
access to the Parchin facility,61 but given agency suspicions that Iran is working on 
nuclear weapons components at Parchin and recent concerns that Iran is “scrub-
bing” the facility to remove traces of nuclear weapons work,62 it is unlikely that 
access to Parchin would be sufficient to obtain a “no further sanctions” pledge 
from the P5+1 group. Some confidence-building measures would include Iran 
agreeing to more open inspections by the agency than it currently does.
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Longer term, Iran would have to agree to some sort of fuel swap arrangement that 
would ship enough of its stockpiles out of the country to prevent it from produc-
ing a nuclear weapon. This deal might include Iran receiving the fuel it needs for a 
peaceful nuclear program. In October 2009 Iran agreed to a fuel-swap deal in the 
P5+1 talks in Geneva, Switzerland, but it reneged on the deal a few weeks later.

Given Iran’s poor record on living up to its responsibilities and engaging in serious 
diplomacy, U.S. and European diplomats have lowered expectations for the next 
round of talks. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton made clear that the United States 
is entering the next round of discussions with a “sober perspective” about Iran’s 
intentions, and that it was up to Iran to make the right choice.63 French Foreign 
Minister Alain Juppe has already expressed skepticism that Iran will be willing to 
negotiate, while European foreign ministers made clear their desire to focus on the 
nuclear issue and not allow Iran to play for time.64

EU High Representative Catherine Ashton stated in her letter to Iranian negotiator 
Saeed Jalili that the P5+1 nations would focus on “building confidence by developing 
concrete and practical steps” in talks. The P5+1 approach would be based on “reci-
procity and a step-by-step approach based on practical and specific suggestions.”65

10. What additional diplomacy is required to avoid war?

Robust international diplomacy is essential on several fronts—and it must be 
central to the strategy before any possible military action against Iran. According 
to the Institute for Science and International Security, any Iranian decision to 
dash for a bomb in the near future will give an at least four-month heads-up to the 
United States and the international community to determine how to deal with 
an obvious Iranian violation of its Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty obligations. 
The fact that the International Atomic Energy Agency is on the ground and its 
safeguards would need to be purposefully violated for Iran to dash to the bomb in 
clear contravention of Tehran’s international obligations lends credibility to the 
case for swift and crippling sanctions.

This timeframe gives the United States opportunity to make a strong argument 
for draconian actions against Iran and a clear deadline for the use of force. As the 
Institute for Science and International Security also notes, however, the further Iran 
progresses in its nuclear program, the smaller this diplomatic window will become.
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Russia and China are obvious nations for additional diplomatic efforts due to their 
status as permanent members of the U.N. Security Council, where any debate about 
holding Iran to its nuclear obligations will take place. Incoming Russian President 
Vladimir Putin has already signaled strong opposition to an Israeli strike, calling 
it “catastrophic.”66 Further, Russia appears more willing to take Iranian statements 
about its nuclear program at face value than other members of the P5+1 group.67

Moscow’s proclivities against the use of force—displayed in its self-serving and 
after-the-fact rhetoric on the NATO intervention in Libya and in its vetoes of 
mild U.N. resolutions aiming to end the bloodshed in Syria—will necessitate an 
intense diplomatic effort to first convince Russia that Iran is not serious in resolv-
ing international concerns about its nuclear program and then that military force 
is the only tool left in the international community’s toolbox. An obvious Iranian 
attempt to flout their international obligations would undoubtedly be of assistance 
to U.S. diplomats in this regard.

In the absence of such a provocation, the United States will have to walk a delicate 
line between keeping the option of force open (both to reassure Israel and make sure 
Iran knows the possible ultimate consequences of continued progress in its nuclear 
program without international confidence in its peaceful purpose) and impressing 
upon Russia the dangers of Iran having nuclear weapons capabilities in violation of 
its international treaty commitments. Right now, Moscow appears to be more con-
cerned about a potential Israeli or American military strike than it is about Iran’s irre-
sponsible nuclear program. Reframing the issue so that Russia cannot get away with 
citing Iranian doubletalk will be critical, but emphasizing the possibility of conflict 
will probably backfire and cause Moscow to dig in its heels and oppose any action.
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As Russia navigates its relationship with Iran, Moscow is forced to 

balance a complex series of interests and objectives that are often 

at odds with each other. Iran’s geographical proximity to Russia as 

well as economic opportunities for Russian exports gives Moscow 

ample reason to seek amicable relations with whoever rules Tehran. 

At the same time, the security concerns of other nations—the United 

States, Israel, and European and Arab Persian Gulf states, all of which 

feel threatened by Iran’s nuclear program, support of terrorism, and 

revisionist foreign policy—force Moscow to conduct more difficult 

calculations about its relationship with Tehran than a simple consid-

eration of Russia’s own security and economic interests.

Russia’s Iran policy has thus become a factor in Russia’s broader web 

of relationships with other great powers. This means Moscow faces a 

difficult problem of advancing its own interests in Iran while manag-

ing relations with other important international actors over inter-

national attempts to stop Iran from reach nuclear-weapons capability.

In short, it is difficult to characterize Russia’s multifaceted relation-

ship with Iran in one word or phrase. So let’s walk through the 

history of this relationship with Iran before presenting the analyti-

cal case for why Russia’s balancing act is nearing the end of the road 

due to Iran’s nuclear program.

History
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia’s relations with Iran have 

been an attempt to balance its own economic and security interests 

in Iran with overall relations with a United States concerned about 

Tehran’s foreign policy and nuclear program. The 1990s became “the 

friendliest decade ever in Russian-Iranian relations,” according to Iran-

Russia relations expert Mark Katz—a decade in which Russia cooper-

ated with Iran on security problems in Central Asia, sold weapons to 

Tehran, and agreed to finish the Bushehr nuclear power plant.1 When 

the United States raised concerns over its military deliveries, Russia 

attempted to alleviate American anxiety by promising to halt arms 

sales to Iran by the end of the decade.2

Over the past decade, however, Russia has increasingly had to balance 

its apparent desire for greater influence and stronger relations with 

Iran with its more critical relations with countries, including the United 

States and key EU states such as France, Germany, and Great Britain, all 

of which have security concerns over Iran’s nuclear program. Moscow 

has attempted to alleviate the tension between the imperative of work-

ing relations with the United States and Europe and furthering its influ-

ence in Iran by crafting a series of proposals with Russia itself serving as 

an intermediary between Tehran and the concerned states. 

In 2005 Russia and Iran signed an agreement for Russia to supply 

nuclear fuel for the Bushehr reactor and for Iran to return spent 

fuel to Russia, a deal that received the tacit support of the United 

States.3 Former President George W. Bush later used the Bushehr 

deal to argue that Iran has no need to enrich its own uranium,4 and 

that Moscow itself attempted to use the agreement to force Iran to 

halt enrichment.5 In the same timeframe Russia repeatedly floated 

potential agreements to enrich Iranian uranium in Russia, only to be 

rebuffed by Tehran as in the joint U.S.-Russia-France Tehran Research 

Reactor proposal in 2009.6

Since 2010 when Moscow agreed to support a new round of U.N. sanc-

tions and canceled the sale of advanced S-300 surface-to-air missiles 

to Iran,7 Russia has appeared to revert to its previous approach on Iran’s 

nuclear program, as domestic pressure for unilateral American sanc-

tions increased. It has offered compromises in an attempt to resolve the 

problem while seeking to avoid stronger measures intended to induce 

Iranian compliance with its international obligations.

Most recently, in July 2011 Moscow floated a “step-by-step” proposal 

of reciprocal actions by Iran and the P5+1 nations—the five perma-

nent U.N. Security Council members and Germany—that failed to 

generate positive responses from either Iran or the United States.8 In 

November 2011 Russia adamantly opposed U.S. and European efforts 

to place another set of U.N. sanctions on Iran, claiming the sanctions 

were “an instrument of regime change.”9

As tension has mounted in recent months over Iran’s nuclear program, 

Russian leaders and officials have escalated their opposition to further 

action against Iran at the same time they have worked with other P5+1 

members to resume talks with Tehran. Incoming President Vladimir 

Putin has claimed the United States and European Union seek regime 

change in Iran. Similar to other world leaders, however, Putin has wor-

ried publicly about the consequences of a potential military strike on 

Iran’s nuclear program and characterized these consequences as “truly 

catastrophic” and “impossible to imagine their real scale.”10 Foreign 

Minister Sergei Lavrov disapproved of unilateral sanctions imposed 

by the United States, European Union, and others. He argued that the 

NATO-facilitated overthrow of Libyan dictator Moammar Qaddafi, 

Continued on next page

Russia’s complex dealings with Iran and the West
Balancing its own interests with those of the world will be increasingly difficult
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who had given up his embryonic nuclear program, “gives certain 

countries grounds to think about running their own nuclear program.”11 

Finally, Russia continues to hope its step-by-step proposal for resolv-

ing the issue will be accepted by Iran and the United States and the 

European Union in forthcoming talks.12

Analysis
Russia’s Iran policy is the result of Moscow’s attempt to weld a set of 

diverse and divergent global and regional interests into a coherent 

approach to a major international problem. First and foremost, it 

seeks security and stability in the post-Soviet states on its southern 

border—goals that would be severely jeopardized by a military 

strike on Iran’s nuclear program or an Iranian nuclear weapon. 

Russia has legitimate worries that the unpredictable consequences 

of a military strike against Iran could spill over into the post-Soviet 

states to its south.

At the same time, a nuclear-armed Iran would also threaten to 

reduce Russian influence while increasing Tehran’s in those same 

post-Soviet states and could create another security challenge for 

Moscow.13 While Russia does not welcome the prospect of a nuclear 

Iran, it does not appear to share the threat analysis of the United 

States, Israel, or Europe when it comes to an Iranian bomb. The chal-

lenge for Moscow is to alleviate American, Israeli, European, and 

Arab security concerns over Iran’s nuclear program while avoiding a 

potential military strike against Iran driven by these concerns that 

Russia believes would be disastrous.

Russia also wishes to preserve and possibly expand its economic 

interests to the extent possible in Iran. Despite the prospect of new, 

hard-hitting sanctions against Iran’s financial sector from the United 

States, Russian energy company OAO Tatneft signed a $1 billion oil 

field development deal with Iran in December 2011.14 Russia also 

profited substantially from its role in building the Bushehr reactor, 

netting $1 billion for the project.15 But Russia also has shown willing-

ness, however limited, to subordinate its economic interests to inter-

national concerns over Iran’s nuclear program: Moscow conditioned 

its participation in Bushehr on Iran returning spent fuel to Russia and 

supported U.N. Security Council Resolution 1929, which effectively 

banned sales of heavy weapons to Iran and canceled a major sale. 

Economic interests are therefore a major consideration in Russia’s 

Iran policy, but it has proven willing to abjure them to achieve goals 

deemed more important in certain circumstances.

Russian policy toward Iran also takes into account broader trends 

such as relations with the United States and Russia’s views on 

evolving international norms. Overall, Moscow’s cooperation with 

the United States on Iran’s nuclear program tends to improve and 

deteriorate along with the overall state of bilateral relations. When 

relations have been relatively good, as they were in 2009 and 2010, 

Russia has signed up for expanded international sanctions in the U.N. 

Security Council and canceled arms sales to Iran. Moscow’s support 

for such sanctions has been grudging at best and it has announced 

major arms sales when ties have frayed.

Yet good relations have not prevented Russia from attempting to water 

down sanctions or from opposing unilateral ones. Bad relations have 

also not stopped Moscow from attempting to mediate a solution that 

enhances its own status with both the United States and Iran.

Russia’s position vis-à-vis the United States and Iran is also influenced 

by Moscow’s take on the international environment. In the wake of 

the U.S. invasion of Iraq and again following the NATO-facilitated 

overthrow of the Qaddafi regime in Libya, Moscow has viewed 

American moves toward harsher actions against Iran over its nuclear 

program as a pretext for regime change. As its after-the-fact rhetoric 

regarding Libya and its shielding of the Assad regime in Syria appears 

to indicate, Russia views the emergence of the “responsibility to pro-

tect”16 doctrine and other norms and actions that compromise state 

sovereignty as a threat to its own internal stability and therefore vigi-

lantly guards the traditional prerogatives of sovereignty as a matter 

of self-interest. As a result, Russia will be more resistant to attempts 

to change Iranian internal behavior (such as its nuclear program) via 

sanctions and more accepting of Iranian claims of nuclear “rights” if it 

believes the concept of state sovereignty to be under threat.

Ultimately, Russia knows it needs to address U.S. security concerns 

about Iran’s nuclear program and places greater importance on its 

relationship with Washington than its relationship with Tehran. At the 

same time, Moscow wishes to preserve or expand its economic influ-

ence in Iran and to resist what it believes, depending on events, to be 

the creeping diminution of state sovereignty organized by the United 

States. The result is that Russia has very gradually downgraded its 

relations with Iran or modified them to reflect U.S. concerns, as in the 

Bushehr reactor deal. It has engaged in the U.N. sanctions process but 

generally refused to assent to measures that might harm its econom-

ic or normative interests while averting unilateral sanctions and has 

repeatedly proposed a number of solutions that have won neither 

Iranian nor American support.

In short, Russia has attempted to safeguard its own security, economic, 

and normative interests regarding Iran while positioning itself as a key 

broker between Iran and the United States to avoid a military conflict.

So far, Russia’s approach has met with little success in achieving its 

multiple goals. Its diplomatic proposals have gone nowhere, and its 

increased distance from Tehran and membership in the P5+1 group 

has undercut its attempts to serve as a mediator. While Moscow has 
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had some success in watering down international sanctions, it could 

not prevent potentially crippling unilateral American and European 

sanctions from being enacted. What’s worse, Moscow’s blunt and 

harsh rhetoric against the United States and its European partners 

sows disunity among the P5+1 members, providing Iran with incen-

tives not to comply with its international obligations. The longer 

progress is not made on a diplomatic solution, the greater the risk of 

an Israeli or U.S. military strike.

As tensions between the United States and its allies on the one hand 

and Iran on the other continue to escalate, Russia’s efforts to maintain 

its diplomatic balancing act are proving increasingly difficult to sus-

tain, and over time they increase the risks that something jeopardiz-

ing Russia’s multiple goals will occur.
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China has so far played a quiet and somewhat constructive role in responding to 
international concerns over Iran’s nuclear program.68 At the same time, however, 
China’s economic interests in the Persian Gulf region—with nearly one-fifth of its 
oil imports coming from Gulf states—may force it to take a more active posture 
against a potential Iranian nuclear weapon.69 American diplomats should continue 
to emphasize the danger to Chinese interests that both Iranian nuclear weap-
ons and a potential conflict between Iran and either the United States or Israel 
would prove. Due to China’s geographic distance from the region (compared 
with Russia) and the largely economic nature of its interests there (as well as the 
importance of Sino-American relations), it may be more possible to get Beijing to 
try to persuade Iran to live up to its international obligations by pointing out the 
potential consequences of bombing Iran or an Iranian bomb for Chinese interests.

In addition, the United States will have to take additional diplomatic measures to 
ensure Japan and India both have sufficient oil supplies in the event of a poten-
tial breakout scenario. Both countries import most of their oil from the Persian 
Gulf—Japan nearly three-quarters and India almost 45 percent. Current sanctions 
are already forcing Japan to cut its oil imports from Iran, while Japan’s imports 
from Saudi Arabia increased almost 20 percent in January 2012 compared to the 
previous year and those from Iran decreased 12 percent in the same time period.70 
India, despite assertions that it would not cut off oil imports from Iran,71 is in 

USA

Other

Canada

Mexico

Russia

Nigeria

Columbia

Venezuela

Saudi Arabia
Iraq

Kuwait

UAEQatar

China

Other

Saudi
Arabia

Angola

Brazil
Libya

Oman

Kazakhstan

Russia

Sudan

Kuwait
Iraq

Iran

FIGURE 3

Crude oil consumption by country 

US crude oil and petroleum products consumption, 2011 China crude oil consumption, 2010

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration



10 key questions | www.americanprogress.org 33

touch with Iraq and Saudi Arabia about expanding imports beginning in April 
2012. Indian private oil companies also are cutting back on their purchases of 
Iranian oil due to U.S. and EU sanctions.72

Both India and Japan will require further diplomatic efforts to assure energy 
supplies in the event of a breakout crisis, and India will likely require diplomatic 
measures similar to those outlined above with Russia in order to convince New 
Delhi of the danger of a breakout situation. The presence of millions of Indian 
migrant workers in Gulf Arab countries will also undoubtedly be a consideration 
of the Indian government that will have to be addressed in a crisis as well.
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Conclusion

Iran acquiring a nuclear weapon would have negative consequences for global 
and regional security. To acquire a nuclear weapon, Iran will either have had to 
leave the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty or brazenly violate it. This blatant 
violation of the global nonproliferation regime could lead to a wave of other 
countries—among them Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Turkey—to either leave the 
Non-Proliferation Treaty or violate it in pursuit of their own nuclear weapons. 
These states and others may hedge, using civil nuclear programs as a cover for 
military efforts just as Iran did. As a result, the painstakingly crafted nonprolifera-
tion regime of the past 45 years could crumble in short order.

An Iranian nuclear arsenal also would create a much more dangerous region as 
Tehran tests the limits of its new power. While Iran’s current and near-term bal-
listic missiles do not have the range to reach Israel with a first-generation nuclear 
weapon, if Iran develops such a delivery system, then the risk of a deadly confron-
tation between Iran, its proxies, and Israel increases.

Should other regional powers such as Saudi Arabia acquire their own nuclear 
weapons quickly, the risks of regional nuclear war would multiply. The risk of 
nuclear war between Iran and Israel or some other regional power that acquires 
nuclear weapons is not a question of regime irrationality or deterrent credibility—
it is simply a matter of the chances that the inevitable human and organizational 
frictions attendant to any international crisis could lead to a cataclysmic result that 
neither party to the conflict desires.

Avoiding such an outcome is precisely why it is so important for the Obama 
administration to continue to use every available tool, including potential direct 
diplomatic engagement with the Iranian government, to deal with the issue. 
While the long-term goal remains an Iranian nuclear program fully under IAEA 
monitoring, the shorter-term goal should be to continue to lengthen Iran’s nuclear 
timeline while keeping the door open for Iran and the international community to 
achieve a comprehensive understanding both on the nuclear issue and a broader 
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set of concerns. The international community has a vital common interest in main-
taining a strong international nonproliferation regime. A strategy that continues to 
isolate and constrain Iran in response to its refusal to abide by its obligations, but 
which also offers a clear pathway to a negotiated solution, is the best one.

Speaking publicly on this subject in early March, President Obama made it quite 
clear that his administration “will take no options off the table” when it comes to 
preventing Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. The challenge facing the United 
States and the global coalition seeking to rein in Iran’s nuclear ambitions will be to 
use the right tools at the right time—understanding that right now is the time to 
ask all the hard questions while preparing for any possible contingency.



  About the authors and acknowledgements | www.americanprogress.org 37

About the authors

Rudy deLeon is the Senior Vice President of National Security and International 
Policy at the Center for American Progress. deLeon has previously worked as a 
senior U.S. Department of Defense official, a staff director on Capitol Hill, and a 
corporate executive. Beginning in 2001 he served as a senior vice president for the 
Boeing Company for five years after working in government for 25 years. Prior to 
working for Boeing, deLeon was the Deputy Secretary of Defense and a member 
of the Deputies Committee of the National Security Council and the National 
Partnership Council. In earlier Pentagon assignments, deLeon served as undersecre-
tary of defense for personnel and readiness from 1997 to 2000 and as undersecretary 
of the Air Force from 1994 to 1997 during the Clinton administration. From 1985 
through 1993 deLeon served on the Committee on Armed Services in the U.S. 
House of Representatives as a member of the professional staff and as staff director. 
In 1986 deLeon participated in the debate and passage of the Goldwater-Nichols 
Act, which made fundamental changes to military organization and operations. 
deLeon earned a bachelor’s degree from Loyola Marymount University in 1974, and 
in 1984 he completed the executive program in national and international security at 
the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University.

Brian Katulis is a Senior Fellow at the Center for American Progress, where his 
work focuses on U.S. national security policy in the Middle East and South Asia. 
Katulis has served as a consultant to numerous U.S. government agencies, private 
corporations, and nongovernmental organizations on projects in more than 
two-dozen countries, including Iraq, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Yemen, Egypt, and 
Colombia. From 1995 to 1998 he lived and worked in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip and Egypt for the National Democratic Institute for International Affairs. 
Katulis received a master’s degree from Princeton University’s Woodrow Wilson 
School for Public and International Affairs and a bachelor’s in history and Arab 
and Islamic studies from Villanova University. He is co-author of The Prosperity 
Agenda, a book on U.S. national security.

Peter Juul is a Policy Analyst at the Center for American Progress, where he spe-
cializes in the Middle East, military affairs, and U.S. national security policy. He 
holds degrees in international relations from Carleton College and security studies 
from Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service.



About the contributors

Matt Duss, a Policy Analyst at the Center for American Progress and the Director 
of Middle East Progress, contributed the analysis of the Iranian leadership. 
Duss received a master’s degree in Middle East studies from the University of 
Washington’s Jackson School of International Studies, and a bachelor’s in political 
science from the University of Washington.

Ken Sofer, a Research Assistant with the National Security team at the Center for 
American Progress, contributed research on the international oil markets. Sofer 
graduated with a bachelor’s degree from the University of Southern California, 
where he studied political science and international relations with a focus on U.S. 
foreign policy. Hestudied Arabic and Middle East politics in both Cairo, Egypt, 
and Amman, Jordan.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank all of our colleagues at the Center for American Progress 
for their valuable comments and additions to the report. We also thank the 
Editorial and Art teams at the Center for their tremendous work and for their 
quick and professional preparation of this report for publication.

38 Center for American Progress | Strengthening America’s Options on Iran



 Endnotes | www.americanprogress.org 39

1   yukio Amano, “Implementation of the NPT Safeguards 
Agreement and Relevant Provisions Security Council 
Resolutions in the Islamic Republic of Iran” (Vienna, 
Austria: International Atomic Energy Agency, 2012), 
available at http://www.iaea.org/Publications/docu-
ments/Board/2012/gov2012-9.pdf.

2   Scott Pelley, “The defense Secretary: leon Panetta,” 
CBS News, january 29, 2012, available at http://www.
cbsnews.com/8301-18560_162-57367997/the-defense-
secretary-leon-panetta/?pageNum=2&tag=conte
ntMain;contentBody; Amos Harel, “Some 200,000 
Missiles Aimed Consistently at Israel, Top IdF Officer 
Says,” Haaretz, February 2, 2012, available at http://
www.haaretz.com/news/diplomacy-defense/some-
200-000-missiles-aimed-consistently-at-israel-top-
idf-officer-says-1.410584; david Albright and others, 
“Preventing Iran From getting Nuclear weapons: 
Constraining Its Future Options” (washington: Institute 
for Science and International Security, 2012), available 
at http://www.isisnucleariran.org/assets/pdf/uSIP_
Template_5March2012-1.pdf.

3   u.S. Senate Committee on Armed Services, Hearing 
to Receive Testimony on the Current and Future 
worldwide Threats to the National Security of 
the united States, 112th Congress, 2d sess., 2012, 
available at http://armed-services.senate.gov/Tran-
scripts/2012/02%20February/12-03%20-%202-16-12.
pdf.

4   Institute for Science and International Security, “Ex-
cerpts from Internal IAEA document on Alleged Iranian 
Nuclear weaponization” (2009), available at http://
www.isis-online.org/uploads/isis-reports/documents/
IAEA_info_3October2009.pdf.

5   Albright and others, “Preventing Iran From getting 
Nuclear weapons: Constraining Its Future Options.”

6   Ibid.

7   East-west Institute, “Iran’s Nuclear and Missile Potential: 
A joint Threat Assessment by u.S. and Russian Technical 
Experts” (2009), available at http://docs.ewi.info/jTA.
pdf.

8   jacques E.C. Hymans, “Crying wolf About an Iranian 
Nuclear Bomb,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (2012), 
available at http://thebulletin.org/web-edition/op-eds/
crying-wolf-about-iranian-nuclear-bomb.

9   Ken dilanian, “u.S. does Not Believe Iran Is Trying To 
Build Nuclear Bomb,” los Angeles Times, February 23, 
2012, available at http://articles.latimes.com/2012/
feb/23/world/la-fg-iran-intel-20120224; Pelley, “The 
defense Secretary: leon Panetta”; Harel, “Some 200,000 
Missiles Aimed Consistently at Israel, Top IdF Officer 
Says.”

10   Michael Elleman and Bernard gwertzman, “How Serious 
Are Iran’s Threats?” (washington: International Institute 
for Strategic Studies, 2012), available at http://www.iiss.
org/whats-new/iiss-experts-commentary/how-serious-
are-irans-threats/; Michael Elleman, “Iran’s Ballistic 
Missile Program” (washington: united States Institute 
of Peace, 2010), available at http://iranprimer.usip.org/
resource/irans-ballistic-missile-program.

11   Theodore Postol, “Technical Addendum to the joint 
Threat Assessment on the Iran’s Nuclear and Missile 
Potential – The Sejjil Ballistic Missile” (2009), available at 
http://docs.ewi.info/jTA_TA_Sejjil.pdf; East-west Insti-
tute, “Iran’s Nuclear and Missile Potential: A joint Threat 
Assessment by u.S. and Russian Technical Experts,” 11; 
Elleman, “Iran’s Ballistic Missile Program.”

12   Postol, “Technical Addendum to the joint Threat Assess-
ment on the Iran’s Nuclear and Missile Potential.”

13   “Sanctions Hold up Iran Nuclear drive: uN Report,” 
Agence France-Presse, May 12, 2011, available at http://
www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/AleqM5hg3
9zXlizN7aQqgK7r6Nwguddczg?docId=CNg.5a8628d6
8aaad3951a53bfe874d45f6c.541.

14   Albright and others, “Preventing Iran From getting 
Nuclear weapons: Constraining Its Future Options.”

15   Ibid.

16   Ibid.

17   Mark Hosenball and john Shiffman, “uS, European 
Officials Probe Iran Nuclear Smuggling,” Reuters, 
March 28, 2012, available at http://www.reuters.com/
article/2012/03/28/usa-iran-smuggling-iduSl2E8ERO-
dR20120328.

18   Tabassum Zakaria and Mark Hosenball, “Special 
Report: Intel Shows Iran Nuclear Threat Not Imminent,” 
Reuters, March 23, 2012, available at http://www.
reuters.com/article/2012/03/23/us-iran-usa-nuclear-
iduSBRE82M0g020120323.

19   Isaac Arnsdorf, “Iran Sanctions May Be Cutting Oil Flow 
as Ships Cancel Voyages,” Bloomberg, March 7, 2012, 
available at http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-
03-07/iran-sanctions-may-already-be-cutting-crude-
flow-as-ships-cancel-voyages.html.

20   dan Strumpf, “Iran Sanctions Are Having Quicker 
Impact Than Expected,” The wall Street journal Market-
beat, March 7, 2012, available at http://blogs.wsj.com/
marketbeat/2012/03/07/iran-sanctions-are-having-a-
quicker-impact-than-expected/.

21   Christopher johnson, “Iran Sanctions Already Hitting 
Oil Trade Flows: IEA,” Reuters, February 10, 2012, avail-
able at http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/02/10/
us-iran-oil-iduSTRE8190MQ20120210.

22   Steven Mufson and joby warrick, “Noose Tightens 
Around Iranian Oil Exports,” The washington Post, 
March 5, 2012, available at http://www.washington-
post.com/business/economy/noose-tightens-around-
iranian-oil-exports/2012/03/05/gIQAAedftR_story.html.

23   Thomas Erdbrink, “Ahmadinejad Admits Impact of 
Sanctions on Iran,” The washington Post, November 1, 
2011, available at http://www.washingtonpost.com/
world/middle_east/ahmadinejad-admits-impact-of-
sanctions-on-iran/2011/11/01/gIQAvBIacM_story.html.

24   Rick gladstone, “In Reversal, Iran Allows Interest Rates 
to Increase,” The New york Times, january 25, 2012, 
available at http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/26/
world/middleeast/iran-currency-freefall-forces-presi-
dent-to-allow-rise-in-interest-rates.html.

Endnotes



25   “From Half-Hearted to Harsh,” The Economist, February 
25, 2012, available at http://www.economist.com/
node/21548235.

26   Mohsen Asgari and james Reynolds, “Iranians Anxious 
Over Sanctions and Mismanaged Economy,” BBC News, 
March 1, 2012, available at http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
world-middle-east-17205823.

27   glen Carey, “Iran Central Bank Moves to Avert Sliding 
Rial as Allies Tighten Sanctions,” Bloomberg, january 
5, 2012, available at http://www.bloomberg.com/
news/2012-01-05/iran-central-bank-moves-to-avert-
sliding-rial-as-allies-tighten-sanctions.html; Bill Spindle, 
Benoit Faucon, and Farnaz Fassihi, “Iran Cracks down on 
dollar Trades,” The wall Street journal, january 17, 2012, 
available at http://online.wsj.com/article/SB100014240
52970203735304577164640064408710.html.

28   Rick gladstone, “Strained By Sanctions, Iran Eases 
Money Policy,” The New york Times, March 19, 2012, 
available at http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/20/
world/middleeast/iran-eases-its-currency-exchange-
policy.html.

29   daniel Fineren, “Barter, Other Steps Help Iran Firms 
Beat Sanctions,” Reuters, February 29, 2012, available 
at http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/02/29/us-iran-
trade-iduSTRE81S12g20120229.

30   laurence Norman, “Swift to Cut Ties with Iran Banks 
After Eu Ban,” wall Street journal, March 15, 2012, avail-
able at http://online.wsj.com/article/SB1000142405270
2303863404577283532862521716.html; Indira A.R. lak-
shmanan, “Sanctioned Iran Banks Being Cut Off From 
global Network,” Bloomberg, March 15, 2012, available 
at http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-03-15/
swift-will-halt-financial-messaging-for-sanctioned-
iranian-banks.html; Charles Recknagel, “Explainer: How 
does A SwIFT Ban Hurt Iran?” Radio Free Europe/Radio 
liberty, March 16, 2012, available at http://www.rferl.
org/content/explainer_how_does_swift_ban_hurt_
iran/24518153.html.

31   Barack Obama, “Presidential Memorandum – Presi-
dential determination Pursuant to Section 1245(d)
(4)(B) and (C) of the National defense Authorization 
Act for Fiscal year 2012,” press release, March 30, 2012, 
available at http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-
office/2012/03/30/presidential-memorandum-presi-
dential-determination-pursuant-section-1245.

32   Annie lowrey, “Obama Finds Oil in Markets Is Sufficient 
to Sideline Iran,” The New york Times, March 30, 2012, 
available at http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/31/busi-
ness/global/obama-to-clear-way-to-expand-iranian-
oil-sanctions.html; Nathan Hodge and Tennille Tracy, 
“Obama Clears Sanctions Against Iran,” The wall Street 
journal, March 30, 2012, available at http://online.wsj.
com/article/SB100014240527023034047045773137940
19149280.html.

33   Parisa Hafezi, “Iran Reports Nuclear Progress as 
Sanctions loom,” Reuters, january 1, 2012, available 
at http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/01/01/iran-
iduSl6E8C109y20120101; Shirzad Bozorgmehr and 
Moni Basu, “Sanctions Take Toll on Ordinary Iranians,” 
CNN, january 23, 2012, available at http://www.cnn.
com/2012/01/23/world/meast/iran-sanctions-effects/
index.html.

34   Roberta Rampton, “global Oil Capacity Enough for Iran 
Sanctions: Chu,” Reuters, March 1, 2012, available at 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/03/01/us-usa-
iran-sanctions-iduSTRE8201u720120301.

35   Energy Information Administration, The Availability and 
Price of Petroleum and Petroleum Products in Countries 
Other Than Iran (department of defense, 2012), avail-
able at http://www.eia.gov/analysis/requests/ndaa/.

36   javier Blas and jack Farchy, “Iran Sanctions Put Saudi 
Oil Output Capacity to the Test,” Financial Times, 
February 29, 2012, available at http://www.ft.com/intl/
cms/s/0/66031696-62ef-11e1-b837-00144feabdc0.
html#axzz1oyviKObb.

37   wael Mahdi, “Saudi Oil Can Replace large Share of Iran 
Exports, EIu Says,” Bloomberg Businessweek, january 
25, 2012, available at http://www.businessweek.com/
news/2012-01-25/saudi-oil-can-replace-large-share-of-
iran-exports-eiu-says.html.

38   yara Bayoumy and Ahmed Rasheed, “Iraq Capable of 
doubling Output by 2015 – IEA,” Reuters, February 29, 
2012, available at http://af.reuters.com/article/com-
moditiesNews/idAFl5E8dT9P420120229?pageNumber
=1&virtualBrandChannel=0.

39   guy Chazan, “IEA warns of Failing Spare Oil Capacity,” 
Financial Times, March 14, 2012, available at http://
www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/14b2afec-6db0-11e1-b9c7-
00144feab49a.html#axzz1pxCfr0Hz.

40   Energy Information Administration, world Oil Transit 
Chokepoints (department of defense, 2011), avail-
able at http://www.eia.gov/countries/regions-topics.
cfm?fips=wOTC&trk=p3#hormuz.

41   Energy Information Administration, Country Analysis 
Briefs – Saudi Arabia (department of defense, 2011), 
available at http://www.eia.gov/countries/cab.
cfm?fips=SA.

42   Energy Information Administration, world Oil Transit 
Chokepoints.

43   Caitlin Talmadge, “Closing Time: Assessing the Iranian 
Threat to the Strait of Hormuz,” International Security 
(2008), available at http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/
files/IS3301_pp082-117_Talmadge.pdf.

44   Kathleen Hunter and Viola gienger, “Iran Able to Block 
Strait of Hormuz, general dempsey Says on CBS,” 
Bloomberg, january 9, 2012, available at http://www.
bloomberg.com/news/2012-01-08/iran-able-to-block-
strait-of-hormuz-general-dempsey-tells-cbs.html.

45   david Blair, “Britain, uS and France Send warships 
Through Strait of Hormuz,” Telegraph, january 23, 2012, 
available at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/world-
news/middleeast/iran/9031392/Britain-uS-and-France-
send-warships-through-Strait-of-Hormuz.html.

46   joby warrick, “Iran’s underground Nuclear Sites Not 
Immune to u.S. Bunker Busters, Experts Say,” The 
washington Post, February 29, 2012, available at http://
www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/
experts-irans-underground-nuclear-sites-not-immune-
to-us-bunker-busters/2012/02/24/gIQAzwaghR_story.
html.

47   whitney Raas and Austin long, “Osirak Redux? As-
sessing Israeli Capabilities to destroy Iranian Nuclear 
Facilities,” International Security (2007), available at 
http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/files/is3104_pp007-
033_raas_long.pdf.

48   Iran Crisis: IAEA Offered Conditional Access to Parchin,” 
BBC News, March 6, 2012, available at http://www.bbc.
co.uk/news/world-middle-east-17269341.

40 Center for American Progress | Strengthening America’s Options on Iran



  Endnotes | www.americanprogress.org 41

49   Nada Bakri, “Hezbollah leader Backs Syrian President 
In Public,” The New york Times, december 6, 2011, 
available at http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/07/
world/middleeast/hassan-nasrallah-hezbollah-leader-
showcases-defiance-in-rare-appearance.html.

50   Alexandra Sandels, “Nasrallah: Tehran won’t Order 
Hezbollah Strikes If Israel Attacks,” los Angeles Times 
worldNow, February 8, 2012, available at http://latimes-
blogs.latimes.com/world_now/2012/02/nasrallah-iran-
aid-syria-lebanon-shiite-sunni-assad-khamenei-islam-
hezbollah.html.

51   “Hezbollah: Israeli Attack on Iran would Set Middle 
East Ablaze,” Haaretz, February 29, 2012, available at 
http://www.haaretz.com/news/diplomacy-defense/
hezbollah-israeli-attack-on-iran-would-set-middle-east-
ablaze-1.415596?locallinksEnabled=false.

52   lt. gen. Ronald l. Burgess, jr., “Iran’s Military Power: 
Statement Before the Committee on Armed Services, 
united States Senate,” April 14, 2010, available at http://
armed-services.senate.gov/statemnt/2010/04%20April/
Burgess%2004-14-10.pdf.

53   Saud al-Zahid, “Chief of Iran’s Quds Force Claims Iraq, 
South lebanon under His Control,” al-Arabiya, janu-
ary 20, 2012, available at http://www.alarabiya.net/
articles/2012/01/20/189447.html.

54   Ethan Bronner, “Israel Says Iran Is Behind Bombs,” The 
New york Times, February 13, 2012, available at http://
www.nytimes.com/2012/02/14/world/middleeast/
israeli-embassy-officials-attacked-in-india-and-georgia.
html?pagewanted=all.

55   jon donnison, “Hamas denies It will Attack Israel in 
Any war with Iran,” BBC News, March 7, 2012, avail-
able at http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-
east-17285050.

56   “Hamas denies It Intends to Stay Out Of Any war with 
Iran,” Haaretz, March 7, 2012, available at http://www.
haaretz.com/news/diplomacy-defense/hamas-denies-
it-intends-to-stay-out-of-israeli-war-with-iran-1.417142.

57   “Hamas Political leaders leave Syria For Egypt and 
Qatar,” BBC News, February 28, 2012, available at http://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-17192278.

58   Rachel Brandenburg, “Iran and the Palestinians” 
(washington: united States Institute of Peace, 2010), 
available at http://iranprimer.usip.org/resource/iran-
and-palestinians.

59   Office of the Coordinator for Counterterrorism, Foreign 
Terrorist Organizations, Country Reports on Terrorism 
2010 (department of State, 2011), available at http://
www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/crt/2010/170264.htm.

60   Fares Akram and Isabel Kershner, “gaza Fighting 
Continues, despite Truce Efforts,” The New york Times, 
March 11, 2012, available at http://www.nytimes.
com/2012/03/12/world/middleeast/gaza-fighting-
continues-despite-truce-efforts.html.

61   “Iran urged to Enter Into ‘Serious’ dialogue,” BBC News, 
March 8, 2012, available at http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
world-middle-east-17295189.

62   jay Solomon, “Nuclear Agency Fears Tehran is ‘Cleans-
ing’ Site,” The wall Street journal, March 7, 2012, avail-
able at http://online.wsj.com/article/SB1000142405297
0204603004577267970324144002.html.

63   “Hillary Clinton: Time Running Out For diplomacy with 
Iran,” uSA Today, March 31, 2012, available at http://
www.usatoday.com/news/world/story/2012-03-31/
iran-diplomacy/53910834/1.

64   “Iran’s Nuclear Program leaves world Powers divided,” 
CBC News, March 7, 2012, available at http://www.cbc.
ca/m/touch/world/story/2012/03/07/iran-countries-
divided.html; Nicholas Kulish and james Kanter, “world 
Powers Agree to Resume Nuclear Talks with Iran,” The 
New york Times, March 6, 2012, available at http://
www.nytimes.com/2012/03/07/world/middleeast/iran-
agrees-to-inspection-of-secret-military-site-report-says.
html.

65   Catherine Ashton, “Statement by High Representative 
Catherine Ashton on the Iranian Nuclear Issue,” March 
6, 2012, available at http://www.consilium.europa.eu/
uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/128765.
pdf.

66   “Russia’s Putin: Attack on Iran would Be ‘Truly 
Catastrophic,’” Haaretz, February 26, 2012, available at 
http://www.haaretz.com/news/diplomacy-defense/rus-
sia-s-putin-attack-on-iran-would-be-truly-catastrophic-
1.414960?locallinksEnabled=false.

67   “Russia urges Swift Resumption of Iran Nuclear Talks,” 
Reuters, March 6, 2012, available at http://www.reuters.
com/article/2012/03/06/iran-nuclear-russia-iduSl5E8E-
62Aj20120306.

68   Rudy deleon and others, “China’s Quiet Role in Pressur-
ing Iran” (washington: Center for American Progress, 
2012), available at http://www.americanprogress.org/
issues/2012/02/china_iran.html.

69   Ken Sofer, “China and the Collapse of its Noninter-
ventionist Foreign Policy” (washington: Center for 
American Progress, 2012), available at http://www.
americanprogress.org/issues/2012/03/china_noninter-
vention.html.

70   Benoit Faucon and Summer Said, “japan and Spain 
Reduce Iranian Oil Imports,” wall Street journal, March 
3, 2012, available at http://online.wsj.com/article/SB100
01424052970203753704577259131404277846.html.

71   james lamont and geoff dyer, “India Resists Call To 
Cut Iran Oil Imports,” Financial Times, March 1, 2012, 
available at http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/0f1daa50-
61c6-11e1-94fa-00144feabdc0.html#axzz1qv7VxSnd.

72   Nidhi Verma, “India’s Top Iranian Buyer Plans to Cut 
Imports,” Reuters, March 5, 2012, available at http://
www.reuters.com/article/2012/03/05/us-mrpl-iran-
iduSTRE82400920120305.



42 Center for American Progress | Strengthening America’s Options on Iran



 Appendix | www.americanprogress.org 43

The structure of the Iranian government

Unelected bodies

The supreme leader, or Rahbare Mo’azzame Enghelab (leader of the revolution), 
stands at the top of the Islamic Republic of Iran, having the final say on all politi-
cal and religious matters. He is also the commander in chief of Iran’s armed forces. 
The current supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, is the second since the cre-
ation of the Islamic Republic in 1979. The first was Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 
one of the leaders of the revolution and the founder of the Islamic Republic.

Unlike his predecessor, Khamenei is not known for his religious scholarship.1 
He was selected as successor shortly before Khomeini’s death, when the long-
intended successor, Ayatollah Montazeri, had a falling out with Khomeini over 
Montazeri’s criticisms of the authoritarian excesses of the regime. Because 
Khamenei was not a senior cleric at the time of his selection, his ascent required a 
change to the constitution enabling a lesser cleric to serve as supreme leader. His 
lack of religious credentials has been a continuing source of political vulnerability 
and personal insecurity.

The most learned cleric, or faqih, acts as the earthly representative of the 12th 
imam, whose eventual return will inaugurate an era of peace and justice, accord-
ing to Shia eschatology. The faqih has the final say on matters of state based on the 
guardianship of the most learned jurist, or Velayat-e faqih, the political-religious 
doctrine on which the Islamic Republic is based. Ayatollah Khomeini developed 
and promulgated this doctrine in a series of lectures while in exile in Najaf in 
neighboring Iraq in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

As with other trends in Shia scholarship at the time such as that of Iraqi Ayatollah 
Muhammad Baqr al-Sadr, founder of Iraq’s Da’wa Party, Khomeini’s ideas broke with 
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Shia tradition (in which clerics avoided overt involvement in politics) by advocating 
a much more prominent leadership role for clerics in political matters. As supreme 
leader, however, Ayatollah Khomeini had formal powers comparable to a consti-
tutional monarch. But after a series of constitutional amendments hastily adopted 
shortly before Khomeini’s death, the position became more powerful and effectively 
independent of any formal checks and balances under Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

The Council of Guardians is made up of 12 persons, six clerics appointed by the 
supreme leader and six legal scholars selected by the head of the judiciary (who is 
himself appointed by the supreme leader) and approved by the Majlis (the Iranian 
Parliament), to serve for six-year terms. The council has veto power over all legisla-
tion and strictly vets candidates for political office, effectively acting as a check on 
Iran’s democratic institutions.

The Expediency Discernment Council was created by Ayatollah Khomeini in 1988 
to manage disputes between the Majlis and the Guardian Council. Shortly before 
his death in 1989, Khomeini ordered a constitutional revision process that would 
officially establish the council.2 It currently consists of 28 members, all of whom 
are appointed by the supreme leader to serve five-year terms. Since 2002, the 
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council has been headed by Ayatollah Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani. On March 14, 
2012, Supreme Leader Khamanei announced Rafsanjani’s reappointment.3

The head of the judiciary is tasked with ensuring that Islamic law is enforced 
throughout the judiciary system. He is appointed by the supreme leader for a 
five-year term and in turn appoints the chief justice of the Supreme Court and the 
chief prosecutor. The current head is Sadeq Larijani, the younger brother of Majlis 
Speaker Ali Larijani.

Elected bodies

The president is elected for a four-year term and is limited to two terms. Though 
the office has a high public profile, its power is severely constrained by the consti-
tution, and the president’s authority extends mainly to domestic and economic 
affairs. The current president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, was able to inject himself 
into foreign policy only when he had the backing of the supreme leader. Now that 
Khamenei has withdrawn his support, Ahmadinejad has found himself increas-
ingly isolated. In October 2011 Khamenei proposed possibly abolishing the office 
of the president, but it’s unclear whether he will pursue this.4

The Cabinet of Ministers is made up of 24 ministers, chosen by the president and 
confirmed by Iran’s Parliament, the Majlis. The supreme leader has the ability to 
choose or dismiss cabinet ministers as he sees fit.5

Vice presidents oversee various aspects of the president’s agenda. The constitu-
tion empowers the president of Iran to appoint as many or as few vice presidents 
as he requires. Currently there are 12 vice presidents serving under Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad.

Parliament, or the Majlis, was first created as a result of Iran’s constitutional revolu-
tion in 1906, with both an upper and lower house. After the 1979 Iranian revolution, 
the lower house was abolished. The parliament is currently made up of 290 repre-
sentatives, elected every four years. Both Majlis candidates and the legislation the 
Majlis produces are subject to the approval of the Guardian Council. The current 
Majlis speaker is Ali Larijani. For the 2012 Majlis elections, the council rejected the 
candidacy of 45 percent of some 5,200 applicants. Reasons for rejection included 
allegations of “not believing in Islam,” “not being a practitioner of Islam,” “not being 
loyal to the Constitution,” and “not being loyal to the Velayat-e Faqih.”6
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The Assembly of Experts is made up of 86 clerics tasked with electing and over-
seeing the actions of the supreme leader, though they have never been known to 
publicly challenge any of the decisions of the supreme leader. They are elected by 
the public for eight-year terms after being vetted by the Guardian Council.

Other key institutions

The Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps was created after the 1979 revolution to 
safeguard the Iranian revolution against possible coup attempts and to enforce 
Ayatollah Khomeini’s vision of the Islamic Republic. It currently consists of 
around 125,000 members, with ground, air (which oversees Iran’s ballistic mis-
sile force),7 and naval divisions, the latter of which is primarily responsible for 
the Persian Gulf. The Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps has become deeply 
involved in politics and grown into a potent economic and political force as its 
veterans have moved into positions of power. Independent of the Iranian armed 
forces, the guards corps is believed to control monopolies in a number of key 
industries, including construction and telecommunications, in addition to a $20 
billion import empire. Politically the guards corps is not monolithic and contains 
supporters of the various political trends in Iran, including the reformists.

The Quds Force is a special unit within the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps tasked with exporting the Islamic revolution. The Quds Force manages 
Iran’s relationships with various militant and terrorist groups in the region and 
around the world. It reports directly to the supreme leader. Its current com-
mander is Major General Qassem Soleimani. The Quds Force is also implicated 
in the alleged plot to assassinate the Saudi ambassador. The plan was revealed 
in October 2011, with “Gholam Shakuri, an Iran-based member of Iran’s Qods 
Force,” named as a defendant.8

The Basij is a volunteer militia tasked with internal security and suppression of 
dissidents. Created in 1980 by Ayatollah Khomeini to assist the guards corps, the 
basij is believed to be responsible for much of the street violence during the June 
2009 demonstrations under the direction of the supreme leader’s son—and likely 
the intended heir—Mojtaba Khamenei. President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was 
himself a member of this organization during the Iran-Iraq war.

The Judiciary was, similar to the Majlis, first created after the constitutional 
revolution in 1906, although it did not begin fully functioning until Reza Shah 
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came to power in 1925. After the Islamic revolution of 1978, the judiciary was 
reoriented around the principles of the revolution, with secular jurists being 
replaced by clerics and elements of Sharia law incorporated into the civil code. 
The Iranian court structure includes revolutionary courts, which deal with 
offenses that undermine the Islamic Republic of Iran, and public courts, which 
deal with basic criminal infractions.

The Supreme National Security Council was formed as a result of the 1989 con-
stitutional revision. Presided over by the president, it includes the speaker of the 
Majlis, the chief of the judiciary, the heads of the armed forces, the ministers of 
Foreign Affairs, the Interior, and Information departments, heads of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps, and two representatives chosen by the supreme 
leader. Its current secretary is Saeed Jalili, who in this capacity also serves as Iran’s 
chief nuclear negotiator.

The Armed Forces currently has around 220,000 regular army personnel, 18,000 
navy personnel, and around 52,000 air force soldiers. The regular army, navy, and 
air force are overseen by Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps counterparts and 
supported by basij battalions.9

The Ministry of Intelligence and Security is the secret police/intelligence appara-
tus of the Islamic Republic of Iran, working both inside and outside the country. 
It is believed to be one of the most powerful ministries in the government. It 
operates with a secret budget and answers directly to the supreme leader. From 
the late 1980s through late 1990s, ministry agents were behind the brutal killings 
of a number of dissidents and activists in Iran, known as the “chain murders” or 
“serial murders.” This was eventually admitted by the ministry after years of public 
outcry, though it blamed the murders on “rogue elements.”10

Main current political divisions in Iran

Since the mid-1990s during the presidency of popular reformer Mohammed 
Khatami, Ayatollah Khamenei has worked diligently to marginalize the power 
of the reformist bloc in Iran’s political system. The carefully stage-managed 2005 
election of Khamenei’s then-favorite Mahmoud Ahmadinejad—the conservative 
populist former mayor of Tehran—was a major step in this campaign. But even as 
he worked behind the scenes to marginalize the forces of reform (and sometimes 
even more openly, as in the rejection of large numbers of reformist candidates 
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by his representatives on the Guardian Council), he was careful to maintain the 
pretense of the office of supreme leader as above the usual political fray.

With President Ahmadinejad’s 2009 re-election, however, Khamenei’s interven-
tion on behalf of his protégé was so blatant, congratulating Ahmadinejad on his re-
election even before all the votes had been tallied. Millions of enraged proreform 
voters took to the streets for days of protest, in what became known as the “Green 
Wave.” With this intervention Khamenei showed that he considered his goal of 
marginalizing the forces of reform to be more important than the even the most 
minimal pretense of democracy.

Ahmadinejad vs. Khamenei

And yet, since the beginning of his second administration, Ahmadinejad under-
took a number of initiatives that were seen as a direct challenge both to the 
supreme leader and to the larger clerical establishment. In the former case, 
Ahmadinejad fired Intelligence Minister Heidar Moslehi in April 2011 against the 
wishes of the supreme leader. Khamenei’s insistence that Moslehi be reinstated, 
yet another very public intervention in political affairs, resulted in Ahmadinejad 
removing himself from the public eye for 11 days—even skipping meetings of 
the cabinet—in what was regarded as a shocking protest cum temper tantrum. 
Ayatollah Mesbah Yazdi, who had previously been considered a close spiritual 
adviser to Ahmadinejad, publicly warned him that disobeying the supreme leader 
is equivalent to “apostasy from God.”11

In regard to the clerical establishment, Ahmadinejad and several of his key aides, 
most prominently Esfandiyar Rahim Mashaei, Ahmadinejad’s chief of staff, who 
many viewed as Ahmadinejad’s chosen successor, began to speak more openly about 
their vision of a populist, Iranian-nationalist-tinged Islam, in which pride in Persian 
history and civilization mingled with conservative Shiism. Ahmadinejad and his circle 
promoted a heavily messianic form of Shiism in which he claimed to be able to com-
mune with the Hidden Imam (whose return many Shiites believe will inaugurate an 
era of peace and justice under Islam) and suggested other lay worshippers could too.

This embrace of messianic populism by the president was seen as a direct threat to the 
political power of the clerics, who perceived it as an effort to sideline their authority to 
interpret scriptures. They responded with a series of political attacks on Ahmadinejad 
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and his aides, including accusing Mashaei of “sorcery.”12 Mashaei was forced to step 
down as one of Ahmadinejad’s vice presidents, though he remains chief of staff.

All of this added up to a severely weakened and politically neutered Ahmadinejad. 
The president’s allies were trounced in the March 2, 2012, parliamentary elections by 
candidates much closer to the supreme leader. Khamenei’s supporters captured more 
than 75 percent of the seats in what was essentially a competition between conserva-
tive and ultraconservative factions jockeying for position under the supreme leader.13

Facing considerable internal tension and growing popular discontent resulting 
from increasing international economic and financial sanctions because of Iran’s 
continued nuclear program, Iran’s supreme leader was clearly desperate to present 
the elections as an affirmation of the regime’s flagging legitimacy and a rebuttal to 
international criticism and pressure over its controversial nuclear program. Iranian 
state television quoted Khamenei as declaring a religious obligation to vote, say-
ing that a high voter turnout would “safeguard” Iran’s reputation.14 Intelligence 
Minister Heydar Moslehi similarly stated that a large turnout would “deal a heavy 
blow to the mouth” of Iran’s foes.15

The March 2012 Majlis elections were carefully managed, both at the front end by 
the vetting of candidates and at the back end with the actual voting. This year the 
Guardian Council barred 35 sitting members of the Majlis from seeking re-elec-
tion and blocked nearly 2,000 others from running out of a total of nearly 4,500 
applicants. Reports from foreign journalists indicate that the conduct and cover-
age of the election were even more tightly controlled than in previous elections. 
“I have never been corralled like this,” one Western reporter told PBS’s Tehran 
bureau. “Apart from the fact that people are very much afraid to talk in public, we 
have been constantly monitored and harassed.” Among the foreign media, he said, 
“We all agree this is the most tightly controlled we’ve ever seen it.”16

Reformists marginalized

Meanwhile the reformists announced their decision to boycott the election weeks 
before they took place, both as a gesture of protest and in anticipation of being 
prohibited from running by the Guardian Council—one of two official bodies 
responsible for vetting candidates along with the Interior Ministry. Leading green 
movement figures Mir Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi, both reformist 
candidates in 2009, have been under house arrest for more than a year.17
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Former reformist president Mohamed Khatami came under intense criticism for 
his decision to cast a vote rather than boycott, but his move was seen as an effort 
to “stay in the game” by signaling continuing support for the system, as well as 
a tacit admission that the green movement is not an important player in Iranian 
politics at the moment.

Conservatives, ultraconservatives dominate

Though 13 different conservative coalitions fielded candidates for election in 
Tehran alone, the two largest coalitions—the United Principlist Front and the 
Stability, or Steadfastness, Front—together secured about three-quarters of the 
seats. The Principlists originally rose in response to Mohamed Khatami’s reformist 
presidency but splintered into a number of factions, including Ahmadinejad’s. The 
United Principlist Front was established in response to Khamenei’s call for unity 
among his supporters in the wake of the 2009 protests.18 It includes moderates, 
conservatives, and hardliners, including many former Ahmadinejad supporters, 
and is led by conservative Ayatollah Mohammad Reza Mahdavi Kani, secretary 
general of the Militant Clergy Association.

The Stability/Steadfastness Front is made up largely of hardliners and is led by 
ultraconservative cleric Ayatollah Mesbah Yazdi, Ahmadinejad’s former spiritual 
adviser who has now withdrawn his support for the president. Yazdi has strong 
ties to the intelligence community and the Revolutionary Guards and is known to 
be a strong believer in the imminence of the return of the Hidden Imam (the Shia 
messiah, or Mahdi), a view he shared with his erstwhile disciple Ahmadinejad. 
There are also rumors that Yazdi belongs to the extremist Hojattieh society, a con-
spiratorial sect considered so extreme that it was banned by Ayatollah Khomeini 
in 1983.19 Similar to rumors about the Freemasons in Europe or the Gulenists in 
Turkey, the Hojattieh are believed by some Iranians to have infiltrated the various 
levels of Iranian government and exercise influence throughout the system.

Iranian officials declared a 64 percent turnout, a “victory”20 for the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, though many observers doubted this number. At the very least it seems clear 
that the elections represent a victory for Ayatollah Khamenei’s efforts to reassert his 
power over Ahmadinejad’s upstart faction and re-establish himself as the unques-
tioned “decider” of the Islamic Republic. Khamenei’s confidence is apparently so 
great that on March 15 he reappointed Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani as head of the 
Expediency Council, after having him removed after the June 2009 elections.21 
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Rafsanjani had been seen as sympathetic to Iran’s reformers, and his own daughter 
was arrested for taking part in the post-election demonstrations. Rafsanjani’s reap-
pointment is a fairly clear sign that Khamenei no longer sees him as a threat.

Finally, the role of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps in Iran’s politics and 
economy has tracked with the supreme leader’s efforts to marginalize the reform-
ers in Iran’s system. The Revolutionary Guards benefited from their close relation-
ship to Khamenei, which has enabled them to place their alumni in key positions 
of influence. This in turn has delivered considerable benefits to the guard corps’s 
networks in terms of government contracts and virtual monopolies in major 
industries such as telecommunications and construction, which has seriously 
diminished the influence of Iran’s traditionally powerful bazaari, or merchant 
class, as well as control of Iran’s considerable black market in smuggled goods. The 
Revolutionary Guard’s influence in Iranian affairs has become so great that in 2009 
Iran scholar Rasool Nafisi suggested that Iran “is not a theocracy anymore,” but “a 
regular military security government with a facade of a Shiite clerical system.”22

A silver lining in Khamenei’s reassertion of authority

It’s unclear what the recent election results will mean for negotiations over Iran’s 
nuclear program. Khamenei himself has long been known to be one of the big-
gest skeptics of the possibility of a deal with Western powers. He believes the 
West is out to destroy the Islamic Republic. But if Khamenei has now once again 
established himself as the unquestioned arbiter of Iran’s politics, he may feel 
more confident in allowing his representatives to engage with the so-called P5+1 
countries—the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Russia, China, and 
Germany, which are negotiating with Iran on the nuclear issue—in a way that Iran 
has thus far been unwilling to do.

While it’s important to be wary of over-interpreting signals out of Tehran, there 
have been a few recent indications that Khamenei could be willing to move on a 
nuclear deal. Last month, in what could be seen as an attempt to allay international 
concerns over Iran’s possible weaponization, Khamenei said that having nuclear 
weapons “is a sin as well as useless, harmful and dangerous.”23 On March 8, 2012, 
Khamenei praised President Barack Obama’s remarks downplaying the talk of war, 
declaring a “window of opportunity” for diplomacy with Iran.24 And in a recent 
interview with CNN, published on March 16, 2012, Ali Larijani, a close adviser to 
Khamenei, disavowed Ahmadinejad’s infamous remark that Israel must be “wiped 
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off the map,” saying that the remark was “definitely not” meant in a military sense, 
and that such a move was not “a policy of Iran.”25

These are all mild statements to the extent that they represent Iranian leaders 
addressing two key issues of stated international—particularly U.S. and Israeli—
concern. But Iran’s record of prolonged negotiating punctuated by deliberate 
breakdowns cannot be forgotten. Still, these remarks by Khamenei and Larijani 
should be considered seriously. Iran’s first supreme leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, 
was able to reverse himself and “drink the cup of poison” by accepting a 1988 
ceasefire with Iraq in part because he enjoyed unquestioned authority.26 Now that 
Khamenei has demonstrated his own supremacy, he could have enough political 
space to make a similar, previously unacceptable compromise.
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