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Introduction

The Iranian nuclear issue has been an ongoing security risk of international 
concern since evidence of undeclared nuclear facilities in Iran were publicly 
revealed in 2002. Since this time, various efforts have been made by the UN, 
U.S., and EU to stop Iran from developing atomic energy for military pur-
poses. Indeed, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has repeat-
edly, without any major success, tried to persuade Iran to halt its enrich-
ment process and receive answers about the suspected military dimensions 
of the project. However, the IAEA’s attempts to carry out inspections have 
either been delayed or denied. 
 In 2006, the IAEA board referred Iran to the UN Security Council, and 
the UN imposed its first round of sanctions on Iran the same year. Four 
years later, the situation had still not improved, and the UN imposed its 
fourth round of sanctions, which included an arms embargo. In December 
2010, key world players and Iran held talks in Geneva on the Iran nuclear 
program, and another set of talks were agreed to be held in January 2011. 
In the end of 2011, an IAEA report was released, which suggested that Iran 
was secretly working to obtain nuclear weapons. In response to this, the 
U.S. imposed additional sanctions on Iran directed at the Iranian central 
bank and against oil companies that trade with Iran. The EU followed suit 
in January 2012 and agreed to an oil embargo against Iran. With the situa-
tion in the region growing increasingly tense, in March 2012 Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that time was running out to prevent 
Teheran from developing a nuclear weapon. He also raised the prospect of 
Iran’s nuclear program going underground. He was unequivocal that Israel 
would never tolerate a nuclear Iran. During this time it was also reported 
that the Gulf Arab states had urged the U.S. to attack Iranian nuclear facili-
ties; American officials, however, decided against such a strategy citing that 
it would create more instability in the region. 
 In sum, many policy analysts argue that the nuclear program in Iran is 
a dangerous development in the region. If Iran were to successfully develop 
nuclear weapons, it would add another layer of complexity to an already 
complicated region which has undergone a major political change. 
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 In light of the events outlined above with increasing tensions surround-
ing the issue, ISDP decided to hold a half-day seminar on Iran and its nuclear 
program, which took place in Stockholm on March 27, 2012. The Institute 
invited policy analysts from the United States, Europe, as well as a (Euro-
pean) specialist living in Turkey to meet and discuss the issue.  The seminar 
focused on U.S., European, and regional perspectives, and, in particular, the 
possibility of the U.S. and the EU finding a common policy strategy on the 
Iranian nuclear issue. 
 Three of the papers included in this report were written and submit-
ted by the speakers themselves while two are based on transcripts from the 
seminar, and, as such, have been edited for clarity. The views expressed in 
this report are solely those of the authors and do not reflect the opinions of 
ISDP.



Assessing the Obama Administration’s Iran Policy

Richard Weitz 
Senior Fellow and Director, Center for Political-Military Analysis, 
Hudson Institute

In a speech at Hankuk University in South Korea ahead of the March 2012 
Nuclear Security Summit in Seoul, President Barack Obama warned that 
time was running short for a diplomatic solution to the Iranian crisis. “Under 
the NPT [Nuclear Proliferation Treaty], Iran has the right to peaceful nuclear 
energy,” Obama said. “In fact, time and again, the international community, 
including the United States, has offered to help Iran develop nuclear energy 
peacefully. But time and again, Iran has refused, instead taking the path of 
denial, deceit and deception.”  At this point, “There is time to solve this dip-
lomatically. It is always my preference to solve these issues diplomatically,” 
Obama added. “But time is short. Iran’s leaders must understand they too 
face a choice. Iran must act with the seriousness and sense of urgency that 
this moment demands. Iran must meet its obligations.”* 
 Despite genuine efforts at engaging Teheran, the Obama administration 
has proven unable to resolve U.S. differences with the Iranian government 
over its nuclear program, regional security issues, or other disputes. Efforts 
at negotiation have encountered the problem that many influential Iranians 
are deeply committed to making progress in developing nuclear technolo-
gies. In addition, the Iranian elite have been so divided that any person that 
proposes major Iranian concessions is denounced as a traitor. 
 Even so, the Iranian government continues to make progress toward a 
nuclear weapons capability and remains securely in power despite inter-
nal discontent. Iran’s nuclear program has progressed sufficiently far that a 
limited military strike—such as the earlier Israeli air strikes against Iraq and 
Syria—would probably prove insufficient.
 Nonetheless, these engagement efforts did help the U.S. secure the 
enactment of many sanctions, both through the UN and supplementary 

*  Remarks by President Obama at Hankuk University, available at http://www.white-
house.gov/the-press-office/2012/03/26/remarks-president-obama-hankuk-university
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measures adopted by individual or groups of governments. Raising the 
costs Teheran pays for developing nuclear technologies has discouraged 
other governments from pursuing nuclear weapons. 

Unsuccessful Engagement

During his first year in office, Obama’s Iran policy focused on limiting Tehe-
ran’s expanding nuclear energy program, which is giving Iran the capa-
bility to manufacture nuclear weapons. U.S. officials tried to negotiate an 
agreement with Teheran while simultaneously making the case with other 
governments for further sanctions should Teheran continue to enrich ura-
nium and undertake other acts that violated UN Security Council resolu-
tions. Obama sent personal letters to Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei hoping to initiate a dialogue at the highest level. In addition to its 
declaratory statements, the administration also arranged for senior Ameri-
can diplomats to meet with their Iranian counterparts and made a generous 
offer of nuclear collaboration.
 The high point of these diplomatic engagement efforts occurred in Octo-
ber 2009, when representatives from the United States and Iran, along with 
other countries, met in Geneva and Vienna to negotiate a deal that would 
exchange some of Iran’s current stocks of low-enriched uranium (LEU) for 
higher-enriched fuel cells required by Teheran’s medical research reactor. 
The Obama administration described the proposal as a confidence-building 
measure that would delay Iran’s ability to make a nuclear weapon from its 
LEU stocks by at least several months as well as jumpstart negotiations that 
would ideally lead to a negotiated settlement and would determine limits 
on Iran’s nuclear activities. Unfortunately, the parties have proven unable 
to agree where, when, and how the transaction should occur. 
 The Obama administration also sought to engage the Iranian govern-
ment on other issues, including regional security concerns such as the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Unlike the Bush administration, the Obama 
White House has neither accused the Iranian government of assisting the 
anti-American insurgencies in neighboring countries, including Yemen, nor 
highlighted Teheran’s links with terrorist movements seeking to attack the 
United States, Israel, or other countries. Obama has also dropped the rheto-
ric of regime change and the need to keep the military option available. 
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Obama has made clear, however, that the United States would consider 
military intervention if Iran closed the Straits of Hormuz.
 These engagement efforts also failed to make much progress. Despite an 
exchange of several letters with Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
and Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Obama has failed to estab-
lish an enduring dialogue with Iranian leaders. Senior U.S. and Iranian dip-
lomats met at various international conferences and discussed Teheran’s 
nuclear future, Afghanistan, and other issues, but with no evident bridg-
ing of their often sharply differing positions. Iranian representatives con-
sistently denounce Washington’s support for Israel, escalation of the war in 
Afghanistan, and military presence in Iraq and the Persian Gulf. They char-
acterize Obama as simply continuing Bush’s policies, though with softer 
rhetoric.

Sanctions and Other Coercive Measures

Despite these setbacks, the sincerity of the Obama administration’s engage-
ment efforts made it easier for the Obama administration to induce foreign 
governments, particularly those in Europe, to adopt a harder stance toward 
Teheran. In addition, the tarnished July 2009 Iranian presidential elections, 
accompanied by the regime’s massive use of force against peaceful demon-
strators, sharply diminished the legitimacy and popularity of the Iranian 
government.
 The United Nations and its individual members have adopted a series 
of increasingly severe sanctions on Iran on account of its nuclear activities. 
One advantage of having the UN Security Council adopt sanctions against 
Iran is that member states can cite them to legitimize applying even harsher 
sanctions against Teheran. Various governments, especially the United 
States and European Union, have supplemented these UN-mandated sanc-
tions with their own national or multinational sanctions. These measures 
aim to achieve the goals of existing UNSCRs but impose enforcement mea-
sures well beyond their formal obligations under the resolutions. In craft-
ing their supplementary sanctions, these governments worked closely with 
Washington to develop measures that most strongly leverage their unique 
commercial strengths vis-à-vis Iran. 
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 These supplementary sanctions have provoked tensions with Russia, 
China, and other countries that refuse to accept their legitimacy. These gov-
ernments cannot veto the sanctions, as Beijing and Moscow can with pro-
posed UNSC measures, but their firms often run afoul of the non-UN sanc-
tions because of their dealings with Iranian entities. Western governments 
do not want to apply their supplementary sanctions only against their own 
companies since Russian, Chinese, and other foreign firms would simply 
“backfill” for Western businesses forced to end their ties with Iran. 
 Evidence exists that the sanctions are having some effects on Teheran’s 
behaviour. More and more foreign businesses are ceasing to engage in com-
merce with Iran for fear of running afoul of international sanctions that 
would impede their access to more lucrative Western markets. Foreign gov-
ernments such as India are having trouble paying for their purchases due 
to Iran’s exclusion from most international banking networks. Furthermore, 
other countries such as China are demanding hefty discounts for any future 
purchases. After having ignored the sanctions for years, Iranian leaders have 
been denouncing them more vehemently and even threating self-defeating 
military actions, such as closing the Persian Gulf to oil shippers. At the same 
time, Iranian representatives have appeared more eager to resume nuclear 
negotiations to avert additional sanctions. Most importantly, Iran’s nuclear 
program is proceeding more slowly than that of previous nuclear weapons 
states.
 The effects of the sanctions are being amplified by the clandestine cam-
paign of sabotage and disruption that may enjoy some U.S. or other foreign 
government’s support. These indirect actions aim to disrupt Iran’s nuclear 
activities as a means to delay its progress and raise its costs. These clan-
destine means include assassinating Iranian nuclear scientists, infecting the 
computers supporting Iran’s nuclear activities with malicious software, and 
other covert attacks. Some analysts believe the Stuxnet worm alone delayed 
Iran’s nuclear progress by up to two years without entailing the risks of 
a military attack that might have yielded the same results but with much 
greater collateral damage and other risks. 
 Whatever the problems with relying on sanctions and cyber-attacks, 
they seem a superior approach to employing military force to disrupt Iran’s 
nuclear program, which would be problematic. A limited air strike would 
likely fail to set back Iran’s nuclear program for more than one or two years, 
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and would probably accelerate Teheran’s pursuit of weapons-grade ura-
nium afterwards, with a probable result being Iran’s withdrawal from the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. A Desert Storm-type air campaign would 
result in Iran’s resuming its program, with even greater effort, as soon as the 
bombing ended. It would prove counterproductive by driving the program 
further underground, strengthening the unpopular Iranian regime, ending 
its already constrained cooperation with the IAEA, and proving difficult 
for the United States to sustain diplomatically or domestically. The only 
plausible military option would be an Iraq 2003-style massive invasion and 
military occupation of all of Iran, which would allow the occupiers to track 
down and destroy all of Iran’s nuclear assets. Obviously, few policymakers 
have the stomach to pursue that option.
 Many analysts have cited Israel’s 1981 bombing of Iraq’s Osirak pluto-
nium reactor and last fall’s Israeli destruction of an alleged nuclear reactor 
in Syria as examples of how “surgical” air strikes against a few key facilities 
might cripple Iran’s suspected nuclear weapons program. The most com-
mon proposal is to bomb the uranium enrichment plant at Natanz, the ura-
nium conversion facility in Esfahan, or both complexes. But Iran’s nuclear 
program differs in several fundamental respects from those of Syria, Iraq, 
and North Korea, which unlike Damascus or Teheran has openly acknowl-
edged its past pursuit of nuclear weapons. 
 Iran’s nuclear program relies on enriching uranium using gas centri-
fuges rather than, as in the three aforementioned countries, producing 
weapons-grade plutonium by operating a nuclear reactor. Gas centrifuges 
are small, easy to hide, and replicable. As a result, there is no single bottle-
neck site whose destruction would cripple Iran’s nuclear weapons develop-
ment. In addition, American, Israeli, and other foreign intelligence services 
appear to lack essential details about Iran’s nuclear facilities. For example, 
Iranians have proven clever at concealing the identity of the manufactur-
ers of the components used at Natanz and Esfahan. Without such knowl-
edge, compiling an effective list of bombing targets is extremely difficult. 
During the past few decades, moreover, Teheran’s diverse international 
procurement efforts have resulted in the acquiring of an extensive stock of 
equipment, parts, and raw materials suitable for developing civilian nuclear 
power or nuclear weapons. Furthermore, whereas both Iraq and Syria could 
not replace the reactor destroyed by Israel without foreign assistance, Iran’s 
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indigenous industries have developed the capacity to produce many essen-
tial components for gas centrifuges. 
 In short, even if an air strike destroyed all the key components of the 
nuclear facilities at Natanz and Esfahan, which is highly unlikely, a com-
mitted Iranian government could reconstitute a possible nuclear weap-
ons program fairly rapidly. Although a backup centrifuge facility might 
not produce sufficient uranium fuel for Iran’s nuclear reactor at Bushehr, 
the declared purpose of the Natanz and Esfahan facilities, it could make 
enough for a bomb, which is just a small fraction of the capability needed 
for a power reactor. In the meantime, air strikes could lead Iranian leaders 
to expel international inspectors and disengage from other nonproliferation 
restraints. In retrospect, Israel’s destruction of Osirak in 1981, hailed at the 
time as a great success, may simply have accelerated Iraq’s nuclear weapons 
program. Unlike Iraq, moreover, the Qom revelation shows that Iranians 
are hiding key elements of their nuclear program in deep subterranean tun-
nels and other hardened complexes near Natanz and Esfahan, where essen-
tial nuclear equipment and materials may be sheltered from conventional 
air strikes. 
 The Obama administration is, however, undertaking military actions 
designed to mitigate the adverse consequences of a radical Iranian regime 
possessing growing nuclear weapons potential. This requires ensuring that 
Iran does not become excessively emboldened by its nuclear advances and 
that other aspiring nuclear weapons states are not inspired by Iran’s achieve-
ments to pursue their own ambitions. The latter policy implies deterring 
Iran from using or transferring nuclear weapons, material, or technology. 
It also involves preventing Iranian leaders from feeling “immunized” from 
punishment for any regional provocations and aggression. To achieve these 
ends, the Obama administration has been reinforcing the U.S. military pres-
ence in the region and bolstering the missile defense and military capabili-
ties of key regional allies. 

The Problem: Iran’s Incomplete Democratization

President Obama correctly pointed out that, despite U.S. and other interna-
tional efforts to negotiate a compromise, “[it] may be that their ideological 
commitment to nuclear weapons is such that they’re not making a simple 
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cost-benefit analysis on this issue.” The main problem is the nature of the 
Iranian political system, which has become compounded with a new politi-
cal dynamic entirely unexpected when Obama launched his engagement in 
early 2009: the emergence of a powerful mass movement in Iran seeking to 
change the regime’s policies and, increasingly, its form of government.
 In addition to the widening gulf between the Iranian government and its 
people, the regime’s hardliner response has produced unprecedented divi-
sions within the ruling elite and complicated reconciliation efforts between 
Washington and Teheran. An unfortunate dynamic has arisen in which, 
when Iranian negotiators accept a compromise regarding their nuclear poli-
cies or other activities, reformers as well as nationalists attack the govern-
ment for selling out Iran’s interests. 
 Whatever he might privately wish to occur in Teheran, Obama had been 
careful to shun the rhetoric of regime change. But under the pressure of 
events and to counter criticisms that he has offered insufficient public sup-
port for the protesters, Obama adopted an increasingly critical tone when 
commenting on Iranian domestic politics. In response, Iranian officials 
accused the United States and its allies of seeking to use the protesters to 
replace their regime. 
 The recent renewal of negotiations might achieve a limited compromise 
settlement in which Iran would cease enriching uranium to twenty-percent 
and make its past and current nuclear activities more transparent in return 
for lifting some sanctions. But an enduring U.S.-Iran reconciliation remains 
improbable until Iran has new political leaders unafraid of losing power to 
a popular revolution and capable of envisaging a genuine improvement in 
bilateral relations.

The U�S� Approach to the Iranian Nuclear Issue

Jamie Fly
Former Executive Director of the Foreign Policy Initiative

There are three key points concerning Iran and its nuclear program. The 
first point is that we are running out of time. It is pretty clear that, until now, 
our strategy to make Iran stop its nuclear program has completely failed. 
The second point is that containment will not work. Right now there is more 
agreement than disagreement in Washington D.C. on this matter. President 
Obama has made it clear that he does not support a policy of containment, 
as seen in recent statements, especially in the president’s interview with Jef-
fery Gilbert of The Atlantic. The third point is that if you support the policy 
of containment, in the end you need to seriously consider a military option. 
There are many concerns with a military option, however. 
 For several decades the United States has been dealing with the prob-
lems related to Iran’s possible nuclear capability. It has been almost ten years 
since Iran’s main enrichment facility in Natanz was revealed to the world, 
and it has been six years since the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) Board of Governors referred Iran to the Security Council. While the 
Security Council and the United States have been trying to deal with the 
matter with futile progress, Iran has significantly increased its nuclear capa-
bility. It has now reached the point that many in the international commu-
nity believe that Iran is on the threshold of nuclear weapons capability or 
maybe still holding out the option of making that final decision. 
 We must try to examine why the U.S. policy has failed. The policy has 
been a bipartisan failure and it cannot be pinpointed to a specific adminis-
tration—both the Bush and Clinton administrations’ policies have failed. If 
we look at the Bush administration, it was mainly focused on other concerns 
after the 9/11 attacks and only toward the end of the administration did it 
begin to engage in diplomatic efforts to put pressure on Iran. At that time the 
administration was trying to tighten up the sanctions and made an attempt 
to rally an international coalition. However, the 2007 National Intelligence 
Estimate showed that this really set back efforts because the administra-
tion focused on only one aspect of the program, namely the weaponization 
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work. The intelligence community believed that this was halted in 2003, 
which made it even more difficult to convince the international community 
to make this inversion a priority. Simultaneously, there was a lot of preoccu-
pation in the Bush administration with the worsening situation in Afghani-
stan and dealing with the situation in Iraq. 
 In dealing with Iran’s nuclear issue there was one key fault of the Bush 
administration’s approach, which was the “P5+1” approach. This approach 
is a weak and ineffective way to approach the problem and unfortunately it 
has been carried over to the Obama administration. The international com-
munity has repeatedly negotiated with Iran, who either appears to accept 
some sort of deal, as seen in Geneva, but quickly backs out of the agreement 
upon return to Iran, or the Iranian negotiators do not seriously commit to the 
talks and spend half of the meeting outside of the room, as seen in Istanbul. 
In the meanwhile, the international community has not made any progress 
while Iran has ramped up its nuclear activities. For the last ten years, Iran 
has built up its nuclear capacity and today it has over 9000 centrifuges run-
ning and a second facility near the city of Qom. Iran is enriching uranium 
up to 20 percent, which, according to some, as seen in the 1990s, accounts 
for some nine-tenths of the work required to make a nuclear weapon. The 
missile program has made significant gains, and weaponization efforts, 
which the United States intelligence community believe were halted for the 
most part in 2003, were by the accounts of the IAEA report scientifically 
advanced. Basically Iran lined up the key elements of the program while 
the United States was pursuing a diplomatic strategy combined with the 
sanctions.
 The Obama administration came into office saying that it wanted to 
engage with Iran on the issue, despite not harboring too much hope of suc-
cess. The president’s rhetoric on foreign policy during his campaign was 
that the United States would reach out to Iran, and other alienated coun-
tries, and somehow automatically he insinuated that this would generate a 
positive response. This notion of engagement did not lead to any real con-
cessions or serious reaction from Iran. The reason for this is probably partly 
due to the political instability in the country since 2009. Even if Iran was 
interested in engagement, it basically took the Obama administration six 
months before it was ready to seriously engage with Iran, one of its major 
mistakes being to wait until after the June 2009 Presidential election in Iran. 
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At this point the Iranian people had taken to the streets and mass violence 
was perpetrated against innocent civilians who were protesting. This led to 
uncertainty in the administration in how to proceed with the engagement 
strategy. On the one hand it, did not want to alienate President Ahmadine-
jad, but on the other hand, the administration felt it needed to express its 
support for the Iranian people. This obviously set back the talks even more. 
 The Bush administration worked closely with our European partners, 
who at that time were ready to ease the pressure on Iran. Therefore the 
European embassies in Washington were surprised that President Obama 
did not let them know that the administration was going to engage with 
Iran and ask the EU to back that engagement with willingness to take effec-
tive action. This lapse in communication led to the loss of almost a year of 
time and in the meanwhile Iran moved closer to nuclear weapons capabil-
ity. It is crucial to remember that we do not have an unlimited amount of 
time and the loss of that year was fateful in many respects.
 The Obama administration has now, to its credit, enacted a lot of sanc-
tions and works with the European Union and other partners in Asia. The 
sanctions are not a goal in themselves: the sanctions are all about trying to 
get Iran to halt its nuclear program and eventually give it up. However, 
this has clearly not happened. As mentioned earlier, Iran is not even seri-
ous about coming to the negotiating table to actually discuss the issues. At 
this point, even if we pursued a lot of these expensive sanctions, Iran is 
not seriously considering stopping its program. On the contrary, it is very 
determined to continue with the program despite the cost to its economy 
and people. Therefore, it is unlikely that the sanctions will be successful in 
the long run. 
 The administration still hopes that there is a diplomatic path out of this 
problem and that there will be talks in April 2012. Nothing is likely to come 
out of these talks, except perhaps a discussion of some sort of fuel swap, 
similar to the others discussed in 2009. However, this is just a first step and it 
is uncertain if Iran is going to accept it; and even if Iran did accept, it would 
just result in the need for another deal in six months to a year from now, and 
this is the best-case scenario. 
 The failures that have been mentioned all stem from the same funda-
mental problem that is being overlooked by the United States: namely, it 
is not just the Iranian nuclear program that is the problem, but rather it is 
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a problem of trust. The West is not going to be able to conclude a deal if it 
cannot completely trust the current regime, and this will be difficult unless 
the regime represents the views of the Iranian people and is freely elected. 
This is why containment is not an option. The human rights situation in Iran 
is abysmal. There are thousands of political prisoners languishing in Iranian 
prisons, including journalists, human rights defenders, and political activ-
ists. Additionally, there is a real concern in the United States that Iran could 
have the potential to carry out a terrorist attack on American soil. 
 Looking at other aspects, Iran has driven up the oil price, creating insta-
bility in the region as well as on the energy markets in general. Further, 
Iran has supported the unrest in countries like Yemen and more recently 
propped up the regime of Basher al-Assad. This is a regime that threat-
ens America and Western interests for a broad range of reasons, not only 
because of the nuclear program, and this is why containment is a danger-
ous approach. There is also a real concern about how containment would 
work given Iran’s connections to terrorist proxies. Iran would not necessar-
ily transfer nuclear weapons to terrorists. But, if a terrorist group were to get 
involved and there was a dramatic terrorist attack, it would be difficult to go 
after Iran, even via conventional means. When considering this it is impor-
tant to remember the general inherent instability of the Iranian regime. No-
one knows what sort of chaos might result because of internal opposition 
forces. That would lead to a lot of uncertainty and perhaps a loss of control 
over nuclear weapons. 
 Where does this take us in terms of policy options? We need to pur-
sue sanctions as much as possible and wait and see how the talks in April 
develop. However, the result of the talks will lead to the reconsideration of 
a military option. No one wants to use the military option, but the debate 
that is emerging in the United States is less about whether a military option 
is the right approach and more about when it is. President Obama has not 
taken the military option off the table; however, he does not think it should 
be pursued this year. And here within lies the disagreement between the 
United States and Israel. 
 If the United States decides on military action, whether in six months 
or in two years from now, it should be a sustained bombing campaign that 
would target some of the regime leadership elements. There is no given 
in this scenario and no guarantees that military action can bring about a 
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regime change. Part of the reason for even advocating a more significant 
military option is because, if the United States takes actions against Iran, it 
is not going to be a targeted two-day strike. The United States would end 
up destroying as much of Iran’s defense system as possible, demolishing 
their ability to respond militarily and restrict their moves. That is just how 
the United States goes to war as demonstrated in Libya. This will be a sig-
nificant military option and engage the United States in several weeks of 
operations in Iran. There is no reason why the military operation should not 
be extended to target actual elements of the regime that assist in keeping 
the regime alive. Perhaps this would help light the spark among the Iranian 
people that would bring about the fall of the regime, which a lot of Iran 
analysts believe is going to happen. The question is whether this is going to 
happen quickly enough for the nuclear timeline that we have. 
 The current strategy has clearly not been successful. Indeed, it has failed 
thus far. If there is consensus that containment is dangerous, then it is ruled 
out as an option. If this is the conclusion, then a military strike, although 
it has a lot of down sides, is probably in the end not as dangerous to the 
United States and Western interests as a nuclear Iran. Considering today’s 
scenario this is increasingly where the debate will be heading in the coming 
months.  



The EU Approach to the Iranian Nuclear Issue

Roland Freudenstein*

Deputy Director, Head of Research, Center for European Studies

The strategy Western decision-makers have toward Iran and its nuclear 
issue is based on the assumption that Iran will behave rationally and halt 
its program; such an assumption forgets, however, that from an Iranian per-
spective it is more rational to move ahead with the program than turn back. 
The EU position, for its part, is characterized by the imposition of sanctions. 
And although my personal opinion differs in some points from the position 
of the EU and many of its national governments, this presentation will try 
to present that perspective objectively.

Europe and the Iranian Problem

European public opinion is clear on what is the most dangerous develop-
ment in the Middle East. This was a question that surfaced during a panel 
debate recently in Brussels: the answer from all European panelists—with 
a few exceptions—was that the most dangerous imaginable development 
is an Israeli or U.S./Israeli strike on the Iranian nuclear program. With that 
premise, if sanctions do not work, then containment, and in the end perhaps 
even acceptance, will become the preferred option.
 Member states and European institutions prefer not to talk in terms 
of alternatives, however; they say that sanctions must work. And that of 
course they will not accept an Iranian nuclear weapon. As a result, there 
is no clear debate on the two “alternatives”: containment/acceptance or a 
military strike. 
 There is a lot of mutual backslapping in Europe around the fact that for 
the first time since 2006 the international community is unified against Iran. 
This refers to the current U.S./EU consensus on sanctions and the joint agree-
ment on even tougher sanctions in July 2012. In official Brussels rhetoric, it 

* This piece reflects Roland Freudenstein’s personal comments on the topic and are 
not those of any party or foundation in Brussels.
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is evident that the military option should not be taken off the table, because 
the Iranian leadership should believe that there is one. Notwithstanding, 
there are significant differences between member states (as well as between 
the U.S. and the EU) on how seriously the military option should be taken.
 From Teheran, the EU sees mixed signals emerging.  There are clearly 
different strategies at work and it is hard to obtain a clear picture of what 
the Iranian government’s plan is. Policy makers agree, however, that the 
time for “good options” has passed (and even that of so-called bad options) 
and that now we are only facing very bad options.
Europe and the U.S.
 Despite a very positive response from Washington on the EU position 
on sanctions, there is enormous resentment in Brussels. The impression is 
that the U.S. is not honestly and seriously appreciating Europe’s efforts and 
the extent to which Europe is hurting itself and its business interests and 
incurring material losses since January 24, 2012. Indeed, behind the scenes 
there are huge disagreements, which will become stronger in the weeks to 
come. 
 On a couple of topics, differences are clearly emerging. There are propo-
nents in the U.S. of even tougher sanctions to cripple Iran. For example, the 
EU is trying to keep its financial institutions  outside of sanctions legislation, 
while in the U.S. plans are being mooted to extend sanctions in this domain 
as well. As of yet, it is not clear whether this will happen.
 Currently the U.S. is trying to target all financial transactions with Iran, 
which implies all trade transactions; whereas the EU maintains that legiti-
mate trade can still be conducted with Iran. In the European view, sanctions 
should only target services and transactions that have something to do with 
the nuclear weapons program. There is also the question of the Shah Deniz 
gas field in Azerbaijan, which is 10 percent owned by Iranian investors, and 
even though situated outside Iran, it could, if the U.S. so decides, become a 
target for sanctions. European businesses are trying hard, however, to have 
Shah Deniz exempted from the sanctions regime. In sum, the unity of posi-
tion concerning Iran is likely to pass, and new differences of opinion will 
emerge between the EU and U.S. on the question of further sanctions.
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Israel

Israel regards the Iranian nuclear issue as very serious and sees that an 
Israeli airstrike may be necessary—even if it has to conduct such a strike 
unilaterally. The question is, why has it not struck already? Why wait until 
Iran puts all its research and production sites underground so that even the 
U.S. Air Force would have difficulty in targeting them?
 The answer is two-fold. On the one hand, the intelligence needs to be 
accurate. You want to know as much as possible about the other side—this 
takes time and the optimal moment may not have arrived yet. On the other 
hand, it is also necessary to have optimal ballistic defense. It may be that the 
pieces are not in place yet. While the Iron Dome close-range missile defense 
system has been tried out, there are not enough units at the moment to sus-
tain an onslaught of massive rocket attacks. 
 In any case, critics of a possible strike against Iran state that this would 
only delay the nuclear program for one, two, or maybe three years, and that 
the Iranians would only become more determined to continue the program. 
Proponents of strikes argue, however, that any delay to Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram is desirable. Second, predictions that it is only possible to delay the 
program by only a couple of years are doubted by some experts. If Iranian 
nuclear sites are attacked, it is argued, such sites would be impossible to 
rebuild in a short to medium-term perspective.

Conclusion

EU-U.S. sanctions can be viewed either as a glass half-full or half-empty. 
The EU would tend to argue that the “sanctions glass” is half-full, that 
something has been achieved, even though it hurts countries like Greece, 
which will not get energy supplies from Iran and need credit guarantees 
(something which the U.S. is in any case willing to help with). But in gen-
eral, the EU does not feel its efforts and pains have been sufficiently appre-
ciated by the U.S. It is clear, however, that the EU position on sanctions is 
in part a response to Israeli talk about a military strike. While this has been 
the main motivation behind the new unity between the EU and the U.S., it 
is uncertain if it will last.
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 While European proponents of the military strike option are few, it can 
be argued that there may be no other option, except, that is, for “accepting” 
an Iranian nuclear program and striving to contain it, which in any case 
is likely to be futile. Without regime change in Iran, the security situation 
in the Middle East with the prospect of a nuclear armed Iran will only get 
much worse.



Europe and the Iranian Nuclear Dilemma
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A large majority of Europeans, Scandinavians especially, want to avoid a 
military attack against Iran at all costs. This is illustrated in the article “The 
only option on Iran” in the New York Times by the foreign ministers of Swe-
den and Finland.* They argue that the only available approach toward Iran 
is a diplomatic one, but this is clearly not correct. Europe should make plans 
and allowances for a military option to be used as a last resort. 
 The European position is not based on analyses and conclusions but 
rather on emotions. Europe does not want a military attack on Iran so 
therefore we prefer not to think about it. That is the fundamental problem. 
Instead Europe continues to hope that other options and other sanctions 
work and that Iran will eventually succumb. But it is not likely. Up until 
today, the sanctions have not worked and therefore a military option may 
be the only solution. Europe should start contemplating possible military 
action because it is important to be mentally prepared for such a scenario. 
 So far, Iran has successfully negotiated its way around the sanctions 
using an “on-off approach.” When the situation has been dire, Iran has 
approached the EU and its High Representative for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy Catherine Ashton, stating that it is prepared to negotiate 
again on the condition that the sanctions are lifted. Until now Europe has 
always accepted and decided to give Iran yet another chance. However, 
while Europe refrains from actions, business continues as usual in Iran. This 
behavioral pattern should be clear by now. What Europe has to start con-
sidering is a choice between having, if not a nuclear armed Iran, an Iran that 
can build nuclear arms or containment. If it means containment, Europe has 

* Carl Bildt and Erkki Tuomioja, “The only option on Iran,” The New York Times, 
March 20, 2012, accessed July 20,  2012, www.nytimes.com/2012/03/21/opinion/the-only-
option-on-iran.html?_r=0.
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to seriously consider a military option; however, mentally we are not yet 
prepared for this.
 The possibility of an Israeli unilateral strike on Iran this year does not 
seem likely. It is essential to remember that the strike would have devastat-
ing effects on the whole region, and potentially also Europe. This is one of 
the reasons why the military option is not commonly discussed in Europe. 
We really do not know how to consider the consequences of a potential 
Israeli strike. In the end it will boil down to what kind of strikes will be 
undertaken. The most likely option will be a prolonged military operation 
that will go on for weeks. 
 A further dilemma is the diverging views that Israel and the U.S. 
(and possibly Europe) have. Israel does not want Iran to reach the point 
of nuclear weapon capabilities because it would significantly compromise 
Israel’s security position, and it is unclear how that situation will be dealt 
with. The U.S., on the other hand, knows that it would be able to handle the 
situation. This is the main point of contention. Contrastingly, in Europe, 
we are constantly underestimating the fact that Israel has to live with the 
consequences of an actual Iranian nuclear attack. We tend to see the Iranian 
rhetoric as only rhetoric and nothing more. 
 Iranian rhetoric, however, is based on very solid ideas of Israel (and 
Jews) as being an existential enemy that should be, in Iranian official par-
lance, “wiped of the map.” This is of course not necessarily reason enough 
to attack Iran, but given the fundamental political notions in Iran about 
Israel, one has to be prepared for a possible unilateral Israeli attack, even 
if that is unlikely at the moment. However, both Europe and the U.S. have 
to consider the situation from a larger perspective when discussing various 
actions. If Israel makes a unilateral strike on Iran, it is very likely that Hez-
bollah will start terrorist attacks as means of retaliation, and in this regard, 
it is important to remember that Iran does not have full operational control 
over the organization. 
 The bottom line is—are we willing to live with an Iran with nuclear 
weapons capabilities? If the answer is yes, then containment is a good 
option. If the answer is no, we have to start planning military options. 
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On June 9, 2010, Turkey openly defied U.S.-led international pressure on 
Iran over its nuclear program by voting against a package of additional 
sanctions against Teheran at the UN Security Council. The attempt failed 
and the package was approved. Nevertheless, Ankara’s attempt to block it 
led to speculation in the media that what appeared to be the increasingly 
warm ties between Sunni Turkey and Shia Iran marked the beginning of a 
strategic alliance. 
 A little under two years later, the picture looks very different. Bilateral 
relations between Ankara and Teheran have cooled considerably with the 
two countries finding themselves on opposite sides of the sectarian fault line 
that has re-emerged as one of the main factors shaping Middle Eastern poli-
tics. Yet Turkey’s attitude toward Iran’s nuclear program—and the growing 
threat of military action if sanctions fail—remains essentially unchanged 
and reflects the ambivalence felt by many Sunni Muslims in the region; few 
have any desire to see Teheran become a nuclear power but are nevertheless 
distrustful of the West and resentful of what they regard as the hypocrisy of 
its campaign of sustained pressure against Iran, based on suspicion of Tehe-
ran trying to acquire nuclear weapons, while remaining silent about the one 
country in the Middle East which is known to possess them, namely Israel.
 For Turkey, its policy toward Iran’s nuclear program has been further 
complicated by its ambitions of regional hegemony. Despite the apparent 
rapprochement in 2009-2010, Turkey and Iran have always been more rivals 
than allies, with each competing for influence in the Middle East. For this 
reason, Turkey has no desire for Iran to become the first Muslim nuclear 
power in the region. But there is also an awareness that it cannot maintain 
that the Middle East is a region of Turkish influence if the ultimate arbiters 
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of what happens in the region are outside powers, such as the U.S. and its 
allies.

Turkey, Iran, the Region, and the West

After it first came to power in November 2002, Turkey’s ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) was careful to balance increased engagement 
with other Muslim countries with continued good relations with the U.S. 
and the EU. However, as it grew in confidence—and particularly since the 
appointment of Ahmet Davutoglu as foreign minister in May 2009—it vig-
orously cultivated closer ties with regimes in other predominantly Muslim 
countries in the Middle East. A former academic, in his writings Davutoglu 
had made no secret of his dreams of establishing a neo-Ottoman sphere of 
influence in which Turkey would be the primus inter pares of a regional 
bloc of nations. In their initial stages these ambitions resulted in Turkey 
lifting visa requirements, holding joint Cabinet meetings with its Muslim 
neighbors and attempting to lay the foundations for an economic union by 
establishing a regional free trade zone. As late as February 2011, Davutoglu 
was still insisting to foreign journalists that Turkey was now the dominant 
power in the Middle East and that nothing could happen in the region with-
out Ankara’s active involvement.
 Turkey’s policy toward Iran formed part of the same strategic vision. 
The intention was not to form an alliance inside the Middle East but to cre-
ate a bulwark against what was regarded as interference by outside powers. 
Both believed that they stood to gain from joining forces against the West. 
For Iran, Turkish support for its stance over its nuclear program offered 
an opportunity to weaken Western pressure, particularly as it involved 
recruiting a member of NATO to its side. For Turkey, the stand-off offered 
an opportunity to demonstrate its growing power. Through late 2009 and 
into 2010, Ankara energetically tried to demonstrate that it could succeed 
where others had failed by brokering an agreement between Teheran and 
the international community over its nuclear program.
 However, inside the Middle East, Turkey and Iran remained rivals, 
not allies. Indeed, despite all the effusive rhetoric about shared values and 
Muslim brotherhood whenever officials from the two countries met, they 
made no attempt to cooperate—whether at state or NGO level—within the 
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region, even in areas where their policies appeared almost identical. On the 
contrary, at the same time as they were presenting a united front to the 
West, Turkey and Iran continued to compete for influence, both politically 
in countries such as Syria and Iraq and in their attempts to appeal to broader 
public opinion in the Arab world.
 The competition was particularly intense on the Palestinian issue, which 
retains an iconic importance for most Muslims in the region and where the 
Turkish and Iranian positions are almost identical. When Israeli comman-
dos raided a Gaza-bound Turkish aid flotilla on May 31, 2010, killing nine 
ethnic Turks, Teheran issued a string of public statements fiercely condemn-
ing the incident. However, privately, Iranian officials made little secret of 
their dismay. They had long sought to ensure that they were regarded as the 
Muslim world’s foremost champions of the Palestinians by issuing series 
of coruscating speeches denouncing Israeli policies. Yet Turkey had gone 
beyond mere words and been prepared to allow its citizens to sacrifice their 
lives for the Palestinian cause.
 Nevertheless, it was not until early 2011, as the Middle East was swept 
by the uprisings that have become known as the “Arab Spring,” that the 
underlying tensions between Turkey and Iran came to the surface. Initially, 
the AKP was ambivalent toward the pro-democracy protests: supporting 
them when they were against regimes with which its relations were weak 
(such as Tunisia) or strained (such as Egypt), and opposing them when they 
threatened governments with which it had cultivated a very close relation-
ship, such as Libya and Syria—although it eventually turned against these 
regimes too. One country where the AKP has remained steadfast in its sup-
port for the government and its opposition to the popular demonstrations 
is Bahrain, where it has continued to back the Sunni ruling elite against 
protests by the Shia majority. Privately, Turkish officials have accused Iran 
of seeking to foment an uprising in Bahrain. In turn, Iranian officials com-
plain that Turkey applies double standards, supporting protests calling for 
greater democracy when they are by Sunnis and opposing them when they 
are by Shia Muslims.
 The AKP had regarded Syrian President Bashar al-Assad as being under 
its influence. As the death toll in Syria continued to rise through the first half 
of 2011, al-Assad not only ignored Ankara’s calls for him to defuse the pro-
tests by implementing democratic reforms but sidelined those members of 
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his inner circle who had traditionally been close to Turkey, instead aligning 
himself even closer with Iran. In September 2011, after months of prevarica-
tion, Turkey announced that it would deploy a radar system for NATO’s 
missile shield in eastern Anatolia. Although it was publicly denied by the 
AKP, nobody—least of all in Teheran—was in any doubt that the radar was 
directed against Iran. In late 2011, with relations between Turkey and Iran 
already at their lowest ebb since the AKP came to power, a new source of 
tension emerged in Iraq as Shia Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki began to 
pursue increasingly sectarian policies: and, in the process, distancing the 
Baghdad government from Ankara while strengthening its relations with 
Teheran.
 As a result, as the international pressure on Iran began to build through 
early 2012, relations between Turkey and Iran were very different to two 
years earlier. Although the two countries had always been rivals, several 
Iranian officials made no attempt to hide their belief that—particularly since 
the deployment of the NATO radar—they were now more like enemies. In 
2009-2010, Iran had been prepared to risk Turkey enhancing its prestige—
and thus its standing in the region—by attempting to broker a deal over its 
nuclear program because it regarded the potential benefits—particularly the 
creation of divisions within NATO—as outweighing the likely costs. How-
ever, for many in Teheran, Turkey’s decision to deploy the NATO raider 
was a turning point—confirmation that, despite its pro-Muslim rhetoric, the 
Turkey of the AKP remained as much a lackey of the West as it had been 
under the AKP’s more secular predecessors. As a result, Iran has reacted 
much more coolly to Turkey’s offers to try to broker—and to host meet-
ings—to try to resolve the impasse over its nuclear program.

Distrust and Uncertainty

The distrust of the motives behind the West’s campaign to curb Iran’s 
nuclear program is driven by more than simply dismay at the perceived 
double standard of ignoring their own nuclear capabilities. For many in the 
Middle East, the current momentum toward military action against Iran is 
uncomfortably reminiscent of the propaganda campaign that preceded the 
2003 U.S.-led invasion and occupation of Iraq. At the time, there were those 
who would have believed that the claims that the regime of Iraqi President 
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Saddam Hussein possessed WMD was merely a pretext to seize control of 
Iraq’s oilfields even if WMD had been found. The fact the claims turned out 
to be false merely reinforced suspicions of the West, and the resultant dam-
age to its credibility persists to this day.
 There are concerns not only about the likely high civilian death toll of 
any military action against Iran but also the aftermath. Whatever they may 
think about the regime of Saddam Hussein, few in the Middle East believe 
that the region is a safer and more stable place as a result of the campaign 
to overthrow him. There is a widespread belief that, after creating chaos 
in Iraq, the U.S. and its allies have withdrawn and left the countries of the 
region to live with the consequences; and that the same will happen after 
any military action against Iran, particularly as it is impossible to predict 
how the regime in Teheran will react, whether it will survive, or what will 
happen in the country if it falls.
 Yet there is also an awareness that the repercussions could be even 
worse if, unlike in the run-up to the 2003 war against Iraq, this time the 
West’s allegations turn out to be true and that Iran develops nuclear weap-
ons without anybody being able to stop it. There is a genuine fear that Iran’s 
acquisition of a nuclear capability could trigger a regional arms race. The 
Shia-led protests in Bahrain have reinforced fears amongst the ruling Sunni 
elites in the Gulf—and in Saudi Arabia—of a possible expansion of Iranian 
influence in the region. These fears are likely to increase considerably if Iran 
develops a nuclear bomb.
 For Turkey, a nuclear Iran would pose a different set of challenges. Even 
when they were defending what they said was Teheran’s right to a nuclear 
energy program, AKP officials were adamant that they had no desire to 
have a nuclear-armed Iran as their neighbor. It is not just about security. 
Turkey’s economic strength and ability to project soft power in the region 
currently dwarfs that of Iran. However, it would be difficult for the AKP to 
continue to stake a claim to being the dominant power in the Middle East if 
its main rival possessed nuclear weapons and it did not.


