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Executive Summary
The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action ( JCPOA) on the Iranian nuclear programme,
concluded in Vienna on 14 July 2015, is the result of intensive negotiations between Tehran
and the group of countries known as the P5+1. Three major developments enabled
breakthroughs in the negotiations. The first was the election of Barack Obama as US
president in November 2008, allowing direct US negotiations with Iran. The second was a
shift in P5+1 policy from insistence on the cessation of uranium enrichment by Iran
combined with sanctions, to one of containing Iran’s nuclear programme and using the
lifting of sanctions as leverage. The third major development was the 2013 election of
Hassan Rouhani as president of Iran on a platform of sanctions relief and economic
recovery. A mutually acceptable agreement was achieved through dialogue and active
diplomacy rather than threats (including of a military strike), isolation and unilateral
demands. Both sides achieved their goals: for the P5+1, that of preventing Iran from
manufacturing nuclear weapons, and for Iran, that of preserving its acquired nuclear knowhow and having the sanctions lifted. The Vienna agreement put into place an
unprecedented verification system to ensure that Iran will not enrich uranium above
a low level, that the volume of its stockpiles will remain capped, that its capacity to produce
enriched uranium will be limited and that it will not produce weapons-grade plutonium.
The IAEA will monitor the whole Iranian fuel cycle, from mining to spent fuel (which Iran
will not be able to reprocess). The lack of mutual trust between Iran and the P5+1 explains
this extensive verification system, which follows a “distrust-AND-verify” approach. Iran also
had to work with the IAEA to clarify pending questions on the past possible military
dimensions of its programme. The monitoring mechanism put in place will ensure joint
supervision of the implementation of the commitments (including a Joint Commission and
regular ministerial meetings). The JCPOA is a model of a cooperative security approach.
How this agreement will affect the reintegration of Iran into the international community
remains to be seen. Expectations of a dramatic normalization of relations with the US
seem premature, especially as the anti-US and anti-Israel rhetoric of the conservative circles
in Iran continues. But the lifting of sanctions will allow a partial resumption of international
trade with Iran, including in the oil sector, and is likely to influence exchanges and opening.
In the Middle East, one can only hope that including Iran – a key player – in the
international talks on the Syrian conflict will have a stabilizing effect. In the longer term the
JCPOA could facilitate the renewal of discussions on a zone free of weapons of mass
destruction in the Middle East, or even become a model for managing nuclear proliferation
crises in regional environments characterized by mistrust and a high degree of
militarization.
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1. Introduction
Iran and the group of states known as the E3/EU+3 or the P5+1 agreed to the so-called
“Iran Deal” – officially called the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action ( JCPOA) – on the
Iranian nuclear programme in Vienna on 14 July 2015.1
1.1 A major achievement
This agreement is the result of intensive negotiations, ending a process initiated in 2003
by three European countries − France, Germany and the United Kingdom (UK) − later
joined by the European Union (EU) High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security
Policy (E3/EU), and enlarged in 2006 to include China, Russia and the United States (US)
(from then on, the E3/EU+3 or P5+1). The talks led to the first milestone in Geneva in
November 2013 with the interim agreement that suspended parts of the Iranian nuclear
programme for the duration of the talks. The April 2015 framework agreement adopted
in Lausanne followed this and served as the basis for the final comprehensive agreement,
the JCPOA.
Three major developments enabled breakthroughs in the negotiations. The first was the
election of Barack Obama to the US presidency in November 2008, allowing more direct
US negotiations with Iran. The second was a shift in the E3/EU+3’s policy on Iran: initially,
they insisted on the cessation of uranium enrichment by Iran combined with a significant
and elaborate sanctions regime.2 But in 2012 the policy shifted to containing Iran’s nuclear
programme and using sanctions as leverage in the negotiations. The third major
development was the 2013 election of Hassan Rouhani as president of Iran on a platform
of sanctions relief and economic recovery. It then became clear that a mutually acceptable agreement could only be achieved through dialogue and active diplomacy rather
than threats (including of a military strike), isolation, and unilateral demands. Naturally,
both sides had their bottom lines: the E3/EU+3 sought to verifiably prevent Iran from
manufacturing nuclear weapons, while Iran sought to preserve the nuclear technology and
know-how it had acquired, including what it claimed was its “right” to enrich uranium, and
to ensure the total lifting of sanctions. Looking at the result, it is clear that both sides have
broadly fulfilled their objectives.
Among the unprecedented aspects of the Vienna agreement is the verification system put
in place to ensure that Iran will abide by its commitments. The International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) will certify that Iran does not produce highly enriched uranium (HEU)
or maintain stockpiles of enriched uranium in volumes sufficient for weapons. In addition
to the standard IAEA inspections, negotiated access to military facilities deemed to be suspicious will be possible. Iran must also convert its heavy-water reactor into a research facility
that does not produce weapons-grade plutonium. The IAEA will thus monitor the whole
Iranian fuel cycle, from mining to spent fuel (which Iran will not be able to reprocess).
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The main reason why the verification provisions are so detailed is the lack of mutual
trust between Iran and the P5+1 countries. Iran had a history of cheating, dissimulating,
reneging on past agreements and dragging its feet. But it was also the victim of breaches
of past agreements, including the denial of fuel supplies or technology to its peaceful
nuclear programme.3 To the Reagan-style Cold War motto “trust-but-verify” succeeded
a new, harsh “distrust-AND-verify” approach.
The possible military dimensions (PMDs) of Iran’s programme did not feature explicitly
in the final agreement, but were covered by a separate joint document with the IAEA under
which Iran would answer all the Agency’s outstanding questions. But the negotiators did
not make such revelations about the past a breaking point in the talks and rather focused
on the future. In the end the monitoring mechanism that was put into place will ensure
joint supervision of the implementation of the commitments made in the agreement
(including a Joint Commission and ministerial meetings every two years at least).
The JCPOA is therefore a model of a cooperative security approach.
1.2 A potential starting point
The endless hours spent in negotiations, especially by the top US and Iranian negotiators,
John Kerry and Zavad Zarif, respectively, offered a unique opportunity to discuss issues
other than uranium enrichment levels or numbers of centrifuges, but these issues may not
have been fully explored. Such contacts exclude the possibility of a dramatic normalization
of relations similar to that between the US and Cuba. There are too many areas of disagreement between Washington and Tehran to allow for rapid normalization, and their history of
mutual hostility is still too recent. But there is no reason why the US cannot try to coax Iran
into being a more cooperative actor in the Middle East following the nuclear agreement.
In the short term Iran will likely not risk jeopardizing the Vienna agreement by cheating
on its implementation. In fact, to date it has done a remarkable job of implementing its end
of the bargain in a timely way. However, whether the agreement will also lead to a change
in its aggressive behaviour in the region (in Syria, Iraq and Yemen) remains to be seen.
Today, common interests exist between, on the one hand, Iran, supported by Russia, and,
on the other hand, the enemies of the so-called Islamic State (IS). Saudi Arabia continues
to be wary of Iran, while Israel will continue to oppose the Vienna agreement because it
may shift attention to its own nuclear capabilities. Ultimately, realignments and tacit, realist
collaboration against common enemies may materialize as the strategic landscape in the
Middle East continues to change.
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The gradual lifting of sanctions and reintegration of Iran into the international community
will contribute to that country’s economic recovery, following the likely reinvestment of
some of its unfrozen assets domestically and the potential generation of revenues from
new oil and gas exports, although the falling price of oil will temper these benefits. Despite
opportunities for greater international dialogue and reintegration, Iran’s public rhetoric will
remain hostile (especially to Israel and occasionally the US) to placate powerful groups such
as the Revolutionary Guards or the anti-Rouhani clerics. But the Iranian people will increase
their calls for more openness, easier travel and greater freedom of expression. How the
regime will respond to these calls will determine the country’s future.
Finally, how will this agreement influence other nuclear proliferation issues? It is difficult
to speculate or generalize in this regard. One reason why Israel was concerned about
the Vienna agreement was that, although the JCPOA prevented Iran from becoming a
nuclear-armed state, pressure on Israeli nuclear capabilities would likely increase. This
helps to explain why Israel torpedoed the May 2015 Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)4 Review
Conference, which almost agreed to convene a conference on a zone free of weapons of
mass destruction ( WMD) in the Middle East. Of course, other short-term priorities are at
play in the Middle East and the prospects of agreeing on such a WMD-free zone are fraught
with significant obstacles. But ultimately the Vienna agreement could become a model for
managing nuclear proliferation crises in regional environments characterized by mistrust
and a high degree of militarization.

2. A long and complex negotiation process
2.1 The origins of the Iranian nuclear programme
In the early stages of the Cold War Iran was a critical US ally in the Middle East to counter
Soviet influence. In 1957 the two countries announced an agreement for “cooperation in
research in the peaceful uses of atomic energy”. In 1959 the Tehran Research Reactor (TRR)
was established and the US agreed to supply it with small quantities of HEU, which was
done in 1967. In 1968 Iran signed the NPT and in 1973 concluded its Safeguards Agreement
with the IAEA. During the 1970s, prompted by the conflicts in the Middle East and the oil
crisis that occurred at the time, the shah of Iran decided to develop nuclear energy for
power generation. He turned to Western countries, in particular France, to build two
reactors in Darkhovin, and Germany, for another two reactors at Bushehr, in both cases
with a European commitment to supply the necessary fuel. Iran also bought a 10 per cent
share in the European EURODIF consortium, which was to supply Tehran with low-enriched uranium (LEU).5
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In 1974 India exploded its first nuclear device, and the US intelligence community began
to suspect that, once Iran had fully developed its nuclear scientific and industrial base,
it would develop its own nuclear weapons.6 This did not stop the US President at the time,
Gerald Ford, from offering Iran in 1976 the opportunity to acquire a reprocessing facility to
produce plutonium, which could have allowed Tehran to control the full nuclear fuel cycle.7
The more cautious US administration of President Jimmy Carter (1977-1981) included
stringent non-proliferation clauses in the agreement that was eventually concluded in the
summer of 1978.8 But Iran’s Islamic Revolution of February 1979 was a turning point: it led
to the cancellation of the deal, and the contracts with France and Germany.
With the establishment of the Islamic Republic the West decided to stop any form of
cooperation and supply of any nuclear fuel or equipment. The US pressured the IAEA and
China to prevent Iran from producing the uranium hexafluoride (UF6) that was used in
uranium enrichment.9 The construction of the Darkhovin and Bushehr plants stopped,
and Iraq bombed the latter during the Iran-Iraq war of 1980-1988. In 1984 the US imposed
national sanctions on Iran, which was put on the list of state sponsors of terrorism. In
1987-1988 the US also tried to convince Argentina to refrain from supplying Tehran with
LEU.10 Nevertheless, Argentina agreed to reconvert the core of the TRR for the use of LEU
and supplied the fuel, together with enrichment technology.11
Meanwhile, Iran also turned to the rogue network of A.Q. Khan, the Pakistani nuclear
scientist, to acquire the technology to construct P-1 centrifuges for enriching uranium.12
During this period US sanctions were strengthened with the 1992 Iraq-Iran Arms
Proliferation Act and the 1996 Iran-Libya Sanctions Act.13
In August 2002 another key turning point occurred with the press conference of the
National Council of Resistance of Iran, an exiled Iranian opposition group, which published
evidence that Iran had secretly constructed two nuclear facilities: in Natanz, for uranium
enrichment, and in Arak, to produce heavy water that could be used for making
weapons-grade plutonium.
On 6 June 2003 the IAEA’s director general, Mohamed ElBaradei, reported to the Board
of Governors that “Iran had failed to meet its obligations under its Safeguards Agreement”,14
but Iran insisted that its programme was purely for peaceful purposes. Because of the lack
of confidence in the truth of Iranian statements, on 12 September 2003 the Board of
Governors called on Iran “to suspend all further uranium enrichment related activities and
… any reprocessing activities”. Iran was requested to take the necessary measures “to
resolve all outstanding issues involving nuclear materials and nuclear activities”, as well as to
sign and start implementing the IAEA Additional Protocol providing for possible inspections
of undeclared activities or facilities.
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2.2 Early negotiation attempts (2003-2006)
In June 2003 the foreign ministers of three EU states – Dominique de Villepin (France),
Joschka Fischer (Germany) and Jack Straw (UK), later known as the E3 – decided to engage
with the Iranian authorities. They wrote to their Iranian counterpart, Kamal Kharrazi, in August 2003 offering technical cooperation in exchange for Iran’s agreement to suspend uranium enrichment and implement the IAEA Additional Protocol.15 This initiative took place
against the backdrop of the US-led invasion of Iraq on the pretext of Baghdad’s alleged
possession of WMD, which resulted in some European countries fearing that Iran could
be the target of another US military operation.16
2.2.1 The 2003 Tehran Statement
After the September 2003 Board of Governors’ appeal to Iran and threat of referral to the
UN Security Council (UNSC), Iran complied with the IAEA’s requirements. Iran’s foreign
minister invited the E3 ministers to Tehran to discuss the nuclear programme in October
2003. Iran’s main nuclear negotiator at the time, Hassan Rouhani, secretary of the Supreme
National Security Council, announced that Tehran would suspend the operation of the
Natanz enrichment facility and the construction of the Arak heavy-water reactor, and sign
the Additional Protocol. In return the E3 promised technical cooperation with a peaceful
Iranian nuclear programme. This understanding was enshrined in the Tehran Statement
of 21 October 2003.17 But there was ambiguity about the duration of the enrichment
suspension: in the E3’s eyes the suspension would become permanent, whereas for Iran
it was only a temporary confidence-building measure to facilitate the negotiation of a
long-term agreement.18
In his 10 November 2003 report to the IAEA the director general, Mohamed ElBaradei,
noted that “To date, there is no evidence that the previously undeclared nuclear material
and activities … were related to a nuclear weapons programme. However, given Iran’s past
pattern of concealment, it will take some time before the Agency is able to conclude that
Iran’s nuclear programme is exclusively for peaceful purposes.”
Meanwhile, under the Additional Protocol signed by Iran on 18 December 2004, the IAEA
stepped up its inspections of Iranian nuclear facilities. The Agency discovered activities
that should have been declared, in particular related to new-generation P-2 centrifuges.
This is why on 18 June 2004 the IAEA Board of Governors adopted another strongly worded
resolution regretting “that [Iran’s] commitments have not been comprehensively
implemented”.
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2.2.2 The November 2004 Paris Agreement
As pressure mounted again for Iran’s referral to the UNSC, the E3, supported by Javier
Solana, the EU High Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy (making the
E3 from then on the E3/EU), undertook another round of negotiations with Iran in Paris
in November 2004. From the start Iranian negotiators wanted to specify that any suspension
of uranium enrichment would not amount to a permanent cessation, but only to a
temporary halt during the negotiations.
The clarification that Iran sought was included in the agreement signed in Paris on 15
November 2004: Iran agreed to suspend “all enrichment-related and reprocessing activities”
and that this “suspension will be sustained while negotiations proceed on a mutually
acceptable agreement on long-term arrangements”.19 The E3/EU conceded that this was
“a voluntary confidence-building measure and not a legal obligation”. Whereas Iran
interpreted the accord as recognition of its “inalienable right” to enrich uranium, the
E3/EU expected that a long-term arrangement would offer the necessary “objective
guarantees that Iran’s nuclear programme is exclusively for peaceful purposes”.20
The IAEA Board of Governors did not refer Iran to the UNSC; however, the two sides’
different approaches continued to affect their relations. In the first half of 2005 Iran offered
several proposals beyond the scope of its nuclear programme, including cooperation on
the fight against terrorism and regional conflicts such as those in Iraq and Afghanistan.
The nuclear “objective guarantees” included an Iranian commitment not to pursue WMD,
continuous on-site inspections at key facilities, a limit to the expansion of Iran’s enrichment
programme and a policy declaration of no reprocessing.21 In exchange, Iran requested,
among other things, that the EU remove restrictions on transfers of conventional arms and
dual-use goods to Iran, recognize the latter as a major source of energy for Europe, and
guarantee its access to advanced nuclear technology.22
For their part, the E3/EU formally presented a proposal for a “Framework for a Long-term
Agreement” in August 2005, offering Iran, among other things, assured supplies of LEU for
light-water reactors, a nuclear fuel reserve in a third country and recognition of Iran as a
long-term source of fossil fuel energy. In return, Iran was requested in particular not to
pursue fuel-cycle technologies and not to withdraw from the NPT, and to return spent
nuclear fuel to supplier countries.
In June 2005 Mahmoud Ahmadinejad succeeded the moderate Mohammad Khatami as
president of Iran. The newly appointed Iranian negotiators rejected the European
proposals, arguing that they did not respect Iran’s “inalienable right” to enrich uranium.
Iran resumed the production of UF6 at the Isfahan facility. As a consequence the E3/EU
halted the negotiations, and on 24 September 2005 the IAEA Board of Governors declared
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Iran in non-compliance with its Safeguards Agreement. This opened the door to the
country’s referral to the UNSC.
2.3 Involvement of the UN Security Council and sanctions against Iran
(2006-2008)
On 4 February 2006 the IAEA Board of Governors requested the director general to refer
all reports and resolutions relating to the implementation of safeguards in Iran to the
UNSC. It “deemed it necessary for Iran to: re-establish full and sustained suspension of all
enrichment-related and reprocessing activities”, reconsider the construction of the Arak
heavy-water reactor, ratify the Additional Protocol, and fully cooperate with the Agency.
Iran reacted by announcing that it would cease “unilateral” implementation of the
Additional Protocol and other non-legally binding confidence-building and verification
measures. As a result, on 29 March 2006 the UNSC issued a presidential statement calling on
Iran to implement the measures required by the IAEA and requesting a new report from the
Agency within 30 days.23 This was an intermediate step in the possible scale of responses,
due to Russia’s and China’s reluctance to move ahead with sanctions against Iran.
On 11 April 2006 President Ahmadinejad publicly made it known that Iran had begun
enriching uranium at Natanz at a level of approximately 3.5 per cent using 164 centrifuges.24
The next day Mohammad Saeedi, the deputy head of Iran’s Atomic Energy Agency, added
that Iran intended to move towards large-scale uranium enrichment involving 3,000
centrifuges by late 2006. The country would then expand the programme to 54,000
centrifuges – enough to produce enriched uranium to fuel a 1,000 megawatt reactor similar
to the one at Bushehr.25 The response of the US’s George W. Bush administration came as
no surprise: Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice called for action by the UNSC.
At the same time the E3/EU expanded the group to include the US, Russia and China, which
would from then on be known as the E3/EU+3 or P5+1. The new structure adopted a
“package” of proposals: Iran would confirm its suspension of all enrichment-related and
reprocessing activities; in return, light-water reactors would be provided to Iran through
joint projects, along with nuclear fuel guarantees and a stock of fuel; the UNSC would
suspend its discussion of Iran’s nuclear programme; and there would be cooperation on
civil aviation, telecommunications, high technology, agriculture, etc.
The P5+1 tabled this proposal to the UNSC for endorsement, which occurred in
Resolution 1696 of 28 July 2006. Following Russia’s and China’s preference, the Council did
not impose harsh sanctions on Iran, but acted under Article 40 of Chapter VII of the UN
Charter, making its decision legally binding on Iran. It also called “upon all States … to …
prevent the transfer of any items, materials, goods and technology that could contribute
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to Iran’s enrichment-related and reprocessing activities and ballistic missile programmes”.
If Iran did not comply with the requested suspension by 31 August 2006 the UNSC would
adopt sanctions. Iran rejected the call for the suspension of enrichment and reprocessing,
but noted two positive aspects of the proposal: “First – renewed emphasis on Iran’s
inalienable rights to develop its nuclear programme for peaceful purposes without
discrimination in accordance with the NPT; [and] second – readiness for negotiations
as a new beginning to reach a ‘comprehensive agreement’ with Iran.”26
However, the UNSC was bound by its ultimatum, and when Iran rejected the call for it to
suspend its enrichment-related activities the Council had no choice but to impose new
sanctions on the country. Resolution 1737 (2006) of 23 December 2006 legally prohibited
any transfer of goods or technology “which could contribute to Iran’s enrichment-related,
reprocessing or heavy water-related activities, or to the development of nuclear weapon
delivery systems” to Iran. In addition, it required all states to freeze the assets of Iranian
organizations and individuals associated with Iran’s nuclear and missile programmes.
A Sanctions Committee was established to monitor the implementation of the resolution,
examine requests for transfers to Iran and receive reports on national implementation.
Resolution 1747 followed on 24 March 2007 banning arms exports from Iran, and freezing
the assets and restricting the travel of additional individuals. It reiterated that Iran should
suspend all enrichment-related and reprocessing activities without further delay.
In Resolution 1803 of 3 March 2008 the UNSC extended trade and travel restrictions, as well
as the asset freeze in relation to proliferation-sensitive nuclear activities. It also stressed the
willingness of the P5+1 to promote dialogue with Iran.
In parallel, the IAEA continued to inspect and verify Iran’s nuclear activities. It also
conducted negotiations on a “work plan” for Iran to answer all remaining questions about
suspicions of nuclear weapons-related experiments and research. On 21 August 2007 both
sides announced that they had agreed on such a framework.
Iran also renewed its attempt to enlarge the scope of discussions to non-nuclear issues.
In May 2008 it proposed a “Package for Constructive Negotiations” that included cooperation on several issues (regional conflicts, terrorism, drugs, illegal immigration, etc.).27 For
their part, conscious that their attempts had hitherto failed to change Iran’s attitude, the
P5+1 decided to reformulate their June 2006 package in order to enhance its incentives
for Iran in a joint letter by the six foreign ministers and the EU High Representative to their
Iranian counterpart on 12 June 2008. The document also covered not only nuclear issues,
but also dialogue on regional security, trade and economic relations, energy partnerships,
etc. It marked the beginning of a new approach by the P5+1 – one that would eventually
succeed.
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2.4 The new approach to the negotiations (2008-2013)
At the June 2008 meeting in Tehran, although the suspension of enrichment-related
activities and reprocessing still remained a major difference, the negotiators contemplated
the idea of basing the negotiations on reciprocity. The “freeze-for-freeze” scheme required
Iran to suspend its enrichment-related and reprocessing activities, and in return the P5+1
would refrain from further action against the country at the UNSC. From Iran’s point of
view, despite appealing incentives, including security guarantees and legally binding
assurances of fuel supplies, the reciprocity applied only to the sequence of negotiations,
appearing at best as a face-saving device. But negotiations on long-term bilateral and
regional cooperation would only occur after Iran had suspended all enrichment-related
and reprocessing activities.28 Nevertheless, Iran agreed to this new phase of the negotiations and a meeting was convened in Geneva on 19 July 2008. For the first time, still under
the Bush administration, the US Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs, William J.
Burns, participated, overriding the US precondition of Iran’s implementation of UNSC
resolutions. This was the highest-level meeting between US and Iranian officials during the
Bush administration. At the Geneva meeting the Iranian delegation issued a “non-paper”
based on the common elements of the May 2008 Iranian package and the June 2008 P5+1
package.29 But when the Iranian negotiator, Saeed Jalili, returned home he insisted that
suspension (now taboo for Tehran) was not even discussed and that both sides had only
made proposals regarding the timing of future talks.30
Because Iran did not show any sign of policy change the UNSC adopted Resolution 1835
on 27 September 2008: whereas the Council did not increase the list of existing sanctions
against Iran, it reaffirmed its previous resolutions and commitment to an early negotiated
solution, and again called on Iran “to comply fully and without delay” with its obligations.
The EU adopted its own set of sanctions based on UNSC Resolution 1803 of 3 March 2008.31
In November 2008 Barack Obama was elected US president. The change of administration
in Washington led the US to abandon the precondition of Tehran’s suspension of uranium
enrichment-related activities for Iran to participate in the talks. Consequently, on 8 April
2009 the P5+1 formally invited Iran to resume the talks to “find a diplomatic solution to
this critical issue”.32
After several months (because of domestic political upheaval), on 9 September 2009 Iran
released a revised proposal based on the 2008 “package” that included suggestions for
discussions on many issues (human rights, terrorism, illicit drugs, illegal migration, etc.).33
Again, Iran sought to include nuclear negotiations within a broader framework that would
recognize Tehran as a legitimate partner of the great powers in addressing global and
regional issues.
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At the same time, in a test of the changed US policy after President Ahmadinejad’s
re-election, Iran made it known on 2 June 2009 that it needed to procure LEU as fuel for
the TRR, which was functioning with LEU from Argentina, because this fuel was running
out.34 On 21 September 2009 Iran also informed the IAEA of its decision “to construct a new
pilot fuel enrichment plant … [with] a level of 5 per cent enrichment” at Fordow.35 At the
G-20 Summit in Pittsburgh on 25 September 2009 the US, French and British leaders stated
that “The existence of this facility underscores Iran’s continuing unwillingness to meet its
obligations under UN Security Council resolutions and IAEA requirements”. Nevertheless,
the P5+1 reiterated their readiness to negotiate with Iran.
2.4.1 The failed enriched uranium “swap deal”
In response to the Iranian request for assistance in supplying the TRR with fuel, the “Vienna
Group”, composed of the IAEA, the US, France and Russia, met with Iran on 1 October 2009
in Geneva and discussed a US-Russian “fuel swap” proposal: Iran would ship 1,200 kg of its
3.5 per cent LEU (or 80 per cent of its stockpile) to Russia for enrichment to 20 per cent
and France would convert this into 120 kg of fuel rods for the TRR.36 But domestic power
struggles in Iran delayed a formal agreement, with officials across the political spectrum
rejecting the deal as an insult to Iranian technological prowess. Ali Larijani, the new chairperson of the Iranian parliament, expressed suspicion that the deal was a ploy to deprive
Iran of most of its LEU stockpile and considered that Iran could purchase the 20 per cent
enriched uranium from Russia directly or produce it domestically.37 Eventually the Iranian
foreign minister proposed to export the LEU in smaller quantities or to transfer 400 kg of
LEU to an isolated island in exchange for the fuel rods. But a US spokesperson rejected
this idea as inconsistent with the IAEA proposal.38
As a result, on 8 February 2010 Iran announced that it would begin producing enriched fuel
for the TRR and modify its Natanz plant to include the production of uranium enriched to
20 per cent.
Meanwhile, Brazil and Turkey had started negotiating their own “swap deal” with Iran, and
adopted the 17 May 2010 Tehran Declaration (or “Joint Declaration”) based on the same
principles as those of the Vienna Group. But the US, France and Russia rejected the proposal because it did not address Iran’s retention of 19.75 per cent enriched uranium, and
after additional months of enrichment the removal of 1,200 kg would still have left Iran
with substantial LEU stocks.39
In view of this disagreement the UNSC adopted a fourth round of sanctions in Resolution
1929 (2010) of 9 June 2010 that not only tightened nuclear proliferation-related sanctions,
but also prohibited Iran from conducting nuclear-capable ballistic missile tests and imposed
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an embargo on transfers of heavy armaments to that country. The Iranian representative
claimed that his country had “responded positively to the efforts of Turkey and Brazil, which
had pursued that deal in good faith, leading to a declaration on the exchange of fuel. But
instead of welcoming that agreement, the hostile powers had immediately introduced the
current resolution.”
Following the new UN sanctions a wave of unilateral sanctions were also imposed on Iran’s
oil sector by the US (the Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability, and Divestment Act
of 1 July 2010) and the EU (on 26 July 2010). But the P5+1 and Iran nonetheless resumed
their talks in Geneva in December 2010 and in Istanbul in January 2011. Iran’s negotiator,
Saeed Jalili, put forward two preconditions for agreeing to a deal: that Iran’s “right” to
enrich uranium be recognized and that the UN lift its punitive economic sanctions on
Tehran. Unsurprisingly, the P5+1 rejected these preconditions, but negotiations
continued.40
Russia’s foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, proposed a new approach to the negotiations
based on the “freeze-for-freeze” formula discussed in 2008.41 This offer of a “phased” or
“step-by-step” approach was publicly confirmed when Lavrov met with the US Secretary of
State, Hillary Clinton, and President Obama on 15 July 2011.42 In a May 2012 declaration this
approach was adopted by the P5+1 and endorsed by the G-8; the declaration emphasized
“the principles of a step-by-step approach and reciprocity” and maintained that the “overall
objective [was] a negotiated solution to the nuclear issue leading to Iran’s full compliance
with UN Security Council resolutions and to the lifting of all sanctions once international
confidence in the peaceful nature of Iran’s nuclear programme is restored”.
From then on the pace of negotiations accelerated. The P5+1 and Iran met multiple times
in different locations despite 30 August 2012 and 16 November 2012 IAEA reports that Iran
was continuing to increase the number of centrifuges at Fordow and producing more 20
per cent enriched uranium. But no substantial progress was made and the proposals from
each side remained far apart.
It was in this tense context that the Sultanate of Oman began to host secret discussions
between Iranian and US officials in March 2013.43 On 14 June 2013 Iran elected Hassan
Rouhani as president. Along with President Barack Obama’s election and the Russian “
step-by-step” initiative, this would be the third major turning point leading to a
comprehensive nuclear agreement. Rouhani, an experienced negotiator on the Iranian
nuclear programme, was familiar with all the complexities involved in the process. He was
also elected on a platform of economic reform, which required lifting the sanctions on Iran
while maintaining its “inalienable right” to a peaceful nuclear programme.
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At the first ministerial-level meeting between the P5+1 and Iran on 26 September 2013, the
Iranian foreign minister, Javad Zarif, presented a new proposal hailed by the US Secretary
of State, John Kerry, as “very different in tone and … in ... vision”.44 This meeting was followed by a telephone call between Presidents Obama and Rouhani, which was the highest
official contact between the two countries since 1979. In Geneva on 15-16 October 2013 the
P5+1 recognized the new Iranian proposal as an “important contribution”. The proposal
was understood to contain a broad framework for a comprehensive agreement and interim
confidence-building measures for the following three to six months.45 The negotiators
met in Geneva on 20-24 November 2013 at the ministerial level, and on 24 November 2013
they adopted the Joint Plan of Action ( JPOA), which was effectively a roadmap to the final
comprehensive agreement.
2.5 The interim agreements (2013-2015)
The JPOA was intended to pave the way to a “mutually agreed long-term comprehensive
solution that would ensure that Iran’s nuclear programme will be exclusively peaceful …;
[that] would involve a reciprocal, step-by-step process, and would produce the comprehensive lifting of all … sanctions … related to Iran’s nuclear programme”. This preamble
encapsulated both the reciprocal approach to and content of the potential comprehensive
agreement.
Half the existing 20 per cent enriched Iranian uranium was to be retained and the
remaining UF6 would be diluted to no more than 5 per cent, no enrichment of uranium
over 5 per cent would be carried out for six months, no further improvements would be
made to the Natanz and Fordow plants or the Arak reactor, there would be no reprocessing
or construction of a reprocessing facility, and there would be enhanced monitoring of
facilities. In return the P5+1 would, among other things, pause efforts to reduce Iran’s
crude oil sales; enable the repatriation of some oil revenue; suspend sanctions on
insurance, transportation, petrochemical exports, gold and precious metals, and the auto
industry; allow the supply of spare parts for the safety of civil aviation; refrain from new
nuclear-related sanctions; facilitate humanitarian trade; etc.
The negotiators outlined the elements of the final comprehensive solution. Once this
solution was implemented, the Iranian nuclear programme would be treated in the same
way as that of any non-nuclear weapon state party to the NPT. Unsurprisingly, Israeli Prime
Minister Benyamin Netanyahu’s reaction was strongly negative. Although the Saudi
government publicly voiced cautious support for the interim agreement, behind the scenes
the Saudis did not hesitate to voice discontent with the potential agreement.
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The momentum of the JPOA increased and further meetings occurred in Geneva on 9-12
December 2013, 30-31 December 2013 and 9-10 January 2014. Iran did all that it could to
meet the deadlines and undertook all the actions outlined in the JPOA, as the IAEA recognized in its 20 January 2014 report. For their part, the US and EU confirmed the lifting of
those sanctions covered in the JPOA and the release of oil payments held up by the
application of oil sanctions.46
Regarding Iran’s past nuclear PMDs, on 11 November 2013 the IAEA and Iran concluded
a “Framework for Cooperation Agreement” to provide the Agency with all the required
information on and access to both unresolved and future nuclear activities.
Intensive negotiations between the P5+1 and Iran on the final comprehensive agreement
took place in Vienna on 17-20 February, 17-20 March, 16-20 June, 2-19 July, 14-16
October and 18-24 November 2014. When target dates could not be met new deadlines
were adopted. Despite difficulties in drafting the final agreement the implementation of
the JPOA was continued and additional commitments were undertaken.
Talks resumed in December 2014 with the participation of foreign ministers and the new
EU High Representative, Federica Mogherini. On 2 April 2015 the negotiators announced
in Lausanne that a “framework” agreement had been concluded outlining the “key
parameters” of the proposed JCPOA. Under the Lausanne Accord Iran’s enrichment
capacity, enrichment level and stockpile would be limited for specified periods; there would
be no enrichment facility other than Natanz; Fordow would be converted into a nuclear
physics and technology centre; Iran would rebuild a modernized heavy-water research
reactor at Arak with international assistance; there would be no reprocessing and the spent
fuel would be exported; the IAEA would have enhanced access to Iranian facilities; the EU
and US would terminate all nuclear-related economic and financial sanctions upon IAEA
certification of Iran’s implementation of the agreement; and a new UNSC resolution would
endorse the JCPOA and terminate all previous nuclear-related resolutions.
On 14 July 2015 the negotiators announced that they had achieved the JCPOA. The
document contained a main text and five technical annexes on nuclear-related commitments, sanctions-related commitments, civil nuclear cooperation, the Joint Commission
and an implementation plan.
The joint statement by Iran and the P5+1 called the agreement “historic”, because it
created “the conditions for building trust and opening a new chapter” in the relationship
between the parties and would “ensure that Iran’s nuclear programme will be exclusively
peaceful” through a “balanced deal that respects the interests of all sides”.
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3. The 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action: an analytical appraisal
On 14 July 2015, after years of intense negotiations, the P5+1 and Iran agreed to the
landmark JCPOA, which outlines restrictions on Iran’s nuclear programme, and detailed
verification and implementation measures in exchange for comprehensive sanctions relief
and peaceful nuclear cooperation. While it garnered significant vitriol in certain quarters
in Iran, the US and the Middle East region, for others, including some 70 world nonproliferation experts, the agreement was a “strong, long-term, and verifiable agreement
that will be a net-plus for international nuclear non-proliferation efforts”.47
The JCPOA addresses both available routes to a nuclear weapon: enriched uranium and
plutonium. It clearly outlines well-defined constraints on Iran’s nuclear programme that
last between ten and 25 years or are permanent. It also establishes the most intrusive
verification system to date, which will help the IAEA to determine the peacefulness of Iran’s
nuclear programme. While Iran will return to “normal” NPT state party status after the end
of the agreement, the JCPOA reaffirms that “under no circumstances will Iran ever seek,
develop or acquire any nuclear weapons”.
3.1 The first path to a nuclear weapon: enriched uranium
Prior to the agreement Iran had 19,500 old IR-1 centrifuges in its facilities, of which
10,200 were enriching uranium at two enrichment plants: Natanz and Fordow. Following
the JCPOA, Iran’s centrifuges will be cut down to 6,104 - a reduction of 68 per cent. Of
those, 5,060 – roughly half the operating centrifuges Iran had before the agreement –
will be allowed to enrich uranium to less than 5 per cent (only at Natanz) for ten years.
The remainder of Iran’s non-operating centrifuges will be dismantled and stored at Natanz
under IAEA seal, as will all piping and connected infrastructure for the enrichment cascades.
This prevents Iran from reconnecting its centrifuges to existing infrastructure and resuming
enrichment rapidly. Importantly, the IAEA seals directly communicate any breaches to the
Agency.
Under the agreement Iran can only deploy the old IR-1 centrifuges, modelled on the
Pakistani P-1 machines, which are notoriously unreliable, prone to breakage and limited
in efficiency. The “product-to-feed ratio” for Iran’s IR-1s was below what was expected.48
Iran therefore focused some of its efforts on developing more advanced centrifuges,
installing 1,008 IR-2 centrifuges at Natanz, which it agreed not to use for enrichment under
the interim agreement. Under the JCPOA, Iran has to remove all IR-2 centrifuges and store
them under IAEA seal. It also has to cease testing its more efficient IR-2 and IR-4
machines. In fact, Iran’s general research and development (R&D) on advanced centrifuges
is restricted: it can do small-scale, in-lab testing of advanced centrifuges, but no broad
testing for the next decade. While it can feed these machines with uranium, it is not
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permitted to withdraw any enriched material from them. After this initial period Iran can
begin testing cascades of 30 IR-6 and IR-8 machines (but still not withdraw feed). Such
small-scale testing will not allow Iran to prepare its advanced machines for use in ten years
when the restrictions are lifted.
Under the agreement, for 15 years Iran can only enrich uranium to no more than 3.67 per
cent - a significant reduction from the 20 per cent it previously enriched to and the 60 per
cent it aimed to reach.49 Iran can also not build any additional enrichment plants for this
period.
According to the IAEA the “significant quantity” of HEU (enriched to beyond 20 per cent)
required to manufacture a nuclear weapon is approximately 25 kg.50 While in theory a
nuclear weapon can be made using 20 per cent enriched uranium, this would be impractical
because the device would be too large and heavy. HEU enriched above 90 per cent – i.e.
weapons-grade HEU – is preferred. Before the signing of the JCPOA Iran’s stockpile of
LEU was approximately 10,000 kg, enough to make eight to ten nuclear weapons if it were
further enriched.51 Currently Iran’s stockpile is capped at 300 kg for 15 years – a reduction
of 98 per cent, and significantly less than what is needed for a nuclear weapon. The 300
kg figure includes uranium in other forms (gas or powder), but not the fuel assemblies
required for the TRR or the Bushehr power plant. Reconverting fuel assemblies into gas or
powder is a difficult process and would be rapidly detected by the IAEA, which will closely
monitor the assemblies. The capped amount also covers the use of advanced centrifuges
after the decade-long restriction on R&D is lifted. In other words, Iran can use advanced
machines for enrichment after ten years, but for every advanced centrifuge it introduces
it must remove the corresponding enrichment capacity in IR-1 machines so that its
stockpile of LEU remains capped at 300 kg.
The time required to manufacture a nuclear weapon is also important. Negotiators settled
on the “breakout time” as the standard for measuring Iran’s ability to produce one weapon’s
worth of fissile material52 using its infrastructure. The concept itself is flawed because it
ignores the time required to weaponize the fissile material and only covers the time needed
to build one nuclear device, which would not be sufficient to build a credible deterrent.53
Nevertheless, prior to the agreement Iran’s breakout time was estimated to be between two
and three months. Today and for the next ten years the breakout time has been extended
to more than 12 months.54
Iran will, however, retain a uranium enrichment programme. Strictly speaking, this
programme is beyond what the country needs for a peaceful nuclear programme, especially
given Russia’s guarantee to supply fuel for the Bushehr power plant. Tehran believes that
relying on external supplies makes it vulnerable and insists that it needs to be self-sufficient
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in this regard. Whether Iran is right or not, the JCPOA had to address this concern.55
What is more, after the JCPOA implementation period comes to an end Iran could expand
its enrichment activities without restriction. But in practice this is unlikely to materialize
immediately. The limited testing of advanced centrifuges will not allow Iran to prepare its
advanced machines for use. Today, country’s stockpile of enriched uranium is capped and
its programme restricted such that the breakout time is significantly extended, and any
breach of the agreement would be detected by the IAEA with a high degree of reliability.
3.2 The second path to a nuclear weapon: plutonium
States can also choose to use plutonium-239 as fissile material in the core of a nuclear
weapon. Weapons-grade plutonium is produced in heavy-water reactors.56 Iran built its
own heavy-water reactor at Arak, which has not been completed. Following the interim
agreement (the JPOA) that suspended construction at the site, the JCPOA effectively
closed off the plutonium path to nuclear weapons by redesigning the facility to make
it proliferation-safe.
The Arak reactor could potentially produce two bombs’ worth of weapons-usable
plutonium per year using natural uranium feed.57 To be usable for a weapon, plutonium
would have to be separated from the spent fuel in a reprocessing facility, which Iran does
not have. Under the agreement Iran commits not to reprocess spent fuel or separate
plutonium for 15 years, or to build a facility that would allow it to reprocess fuel. Iran also
commits not to build any other heavy-water reactors for the same period. The IAEA would
most likely detect any efforts to do so.
Under the JCPOA Iran commits to halting construction at the Arak facility and working with
the P5+1 to redesign the heavy-water reactor. In January 2016 Iran made the core unusable
by filling the fuel conduits with cement. Arak will be fitted with a new, reduced-power core
of 20 MWt58 using 3.67 per cent enriched uranium. These modifications cut the production
of weapons-usable plutonium to approximately 1 kg a year. With this production rate Iran
would have to run the facility for a number of years before it could accumulate enough
material for a nuclear weapon. The agreement addresses Iran’s potential accumulation of
spent fuel by requiring Tehran to ship it all out to a P5+1 or third country, where it will
be disposed of or treated. Tehran must transfer the spent fuel within a year of unloading it
or as soon as it is safe enough to transport. It will be very difficult and lengthy for Iran to
reconvert the Arak facility into a heavy-water plant without its being detected by the IAEA.
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3.3 Verification: little room for “sneaking out”
All the measures described above block Iran’s potential path to a nuclear weapon using
existing facilities: this is the “breakout” capability. But if Iran wanted to make a dash for a
nuclear weapon it would be more likely to “sneak out”, i.e. to use undeclared facilities.
The JCPOA addresses both the “known knowns” and the “unknown unknowns” by putting
in place the most intrusive monitoring and verification system to date. All verification
measures are spelled out in detail in the JCPOA, guarding against misinterpretation and
allowing the P5+1 to reimpose sanctions if Iran does not comply.
The monitoring and verification system put in place by the JCPOA is multi-layered and
intrusive. It provides for the monitoring of all aspects of Iran’s nuclear programme. Under
the agreement Iran will ratify and apply the Additional Protocol – the most intrusive legal
verification document to date – and adhere to Code 3.1 of its Comprehensive Safeguards
Agreement with the IAEA. Iran’s adherence to the Additional Protocol is permanent,
dismissing concerns over the limited duration of the JCPOA.
Under the agreement the IAEA will have access to all of Iran’s nuclear facilities for the
next 20 years. It will continuously monitor the country’s enrichment capability, including
through real-time monitoring of its enrichment facilities and access to its uranium mining
and milling facilities. The IAEA will also supervise the production of uranium concentrate
(“yellow cake”) for the next 25 years. The IAEA seals on disassembled and stored centrifuges
will notify the Agency if they are tampered with. Iran must allow short-notice inspections
of its nuclear facilities – as short as two hours if inspectors are already present at the site.
The JCPOA also outlines a mechanism for gaining access to sites of concern, for example,
if there is suspicious activity at an undeclared site. Iran can challenge the IAEA’s request to
inspect the facility, leading to an arbitration process that could take up to 24 days to
resolve. 59 This provision is intended to close a loophole in the Additional Protocol, which
does not cover what the international community can do if a country refuses to grant
the IAEA access to a suspect facility within 24 hours. While Iran could potentially use that
timeline to hide some evidence of minor illicit activities,60 the facilities needed to develop
a covert nuclear programme are likely to leave traces of radiation that do not disappear
quickly. In other words, illicit activity at an undeclared site is likely to be detected under the
JCPOA.
If Iran decided to “sneak out” it would have to rebuild an entire covert fuel cycle, from
uranium ore to weapons-usable uranium, but it cannot do so and escape detection. Iran is
unable to produce all the parts and components necessary for its programme indigenously.
As a result, it would have either to procure what it needs or divert materials from
authorized procurements. Diversion would likely be detected by the IAEA because of the
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intrusive verification system put in place, combined with the existing export control
regimes. The agreement outlines a transparent and authorized procurement channel, overseen by the Joint Commission,61 that Iran can use to obtain specific nuclear and dual-use
items. The UNSC can approve the transfer of dual-use items to Iran on an individual basis.
Iranian procurement of sensitive items through illicit channels would be a violation of the
agreement and would lead to “snap-back” sanctions.
But what about Iran’s non-nuclear facilities? Opponents of the JCPOA criticize the lack of
“anytime, anywhere” inspections of all suspicious facilities. But Iran (or any other country,
for that matter) would never have accepted such an obligation, making it impossible to
reach an agreement. Iran legitimately wanted to protect its sensitive military facilities and
defences, some of which have nothing to do with its nuclear programme. The IAEA’s
monitoring of Iran is anyhow complemented by national intelligence organizations, which
can be expected to continue to closely monitor the country’s nuclear and military sites.
3.4 Possible military dimensions
The PMDs of Iran’s programme did not feature in the final agreement, but were covered by
a separate, secret document agreed between Iran and the IAEA committing Iran to answer
all the IAEA’s “outstanding issues” on its PMDs, as outlined in the Agency’s November 2011
report. This was completed to a satisfactory degree on 2 December 2015, when the IAEA
director general reported: “The Agency has no credible indications of activities in Iran
relevant to the development of a nuclear explosive device after 2009. ... The Agency has
found no credible indications of the diversion of nuclear material in connection with the
possible military dimensions to Iran’s nuclear programme.” On 15 December 2015 the IAEA
Board of Governors noted that “all the activities in the Road-map for the clarification of past
and present outstanding issues regarding Iran’s nuclear programme were implemented in
accordance with the agreed schedule”.
Critics of the agreement argue that not making sanctions relief dependent on the clarification of the PMDs of Iran’s nuclear programme effectively lets Tehran off the hook. But it is
highly unlikely that an agreement could have been reached had this been a condition. For
Iran, the PMD issue represented a catch-22 situation: if it came clean on past activities, it
would undermine its own nuclear rhetoric and be criticized as untrustworthy, potentially
jeopardizing the resolution of the nuclear crisis; if it refused to do so, then Tehran would
be labelled obstructive and, again, untrustworthy. The separate track agreed to by the IAEA
and Iran allows Tehran to clarify as much of this contentious issue as possible away from the
limelight.
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3.5 The “carrots”
In order to incentivize the implementation of the agreement it was vital for the P5+1 and
Iran to agree to a number of “carrots”. This would ensure that Iran has a reason to comply
with the JCPOA in the long term.
3.5.1 Sanctions relief
The timeline and scope of sanctions relief constituted one of the most contentious issues
in the negotiations on the Iranian nuclear programme. Initially, Iran was adamant that all
relief would have to be upfront. Such rhetoric continued until the framework agreement
of April 201562 and partially explains the delay in reaching the final agreement. As negotiations progressed, however, there was greater understanding among the Iranian negotiating
team that sanctions relief would be conditional on the implementation of the terms of the
final agreement.63
The sanctions relief mechanism was triggered on “Implementation Day”, when the IAEA
verified Iran’s compliance with the nuclear-related measures outlined in the JCPOA on 16
January 2016. Through Resolution 2231 of 20 July 2015 the UNSC unanimously approved
the agreement and decided to nullify previous resolutions once Iran complied with its
nuclear-related JCPOA obligations. As a result UN sanctions on Iran were “terminated
subject to re-imposition” on Implementation Day.64
The EU lifted its unilateral financial and energy sanctions, including its 2012 oil embargo, on
the same day. It unfroze Iranian assets and lifted sanctions on shipping, insurance, and gold
and precious metals. Because of the complicated and layered nature of US sanctions, lifting
them immediately, like the EU and UN sanctions, is not possible. On Implementation Day
the US ceased to apply all major sanctions on Iran’s financial and energy sectors, and gave
Iran access to oil revenue held abroad. While the US stopped implementing banking sanctions on Iran, any bank that does business with that country will remain frozen out of the
US market because of US third-party sanctions.65 The US also ended third-party sanctions
on entities trading with Iran’s transport, insurance, gold and precious metals industries, and
delisted a number of Iranian entities. But sanctions related to human rights abuses
and terrorism remained in place.
The next step in the sanctions relief timeline takes place on “Transition Day”,66 eight years
after Iran agreed to the JCPOA or once the IAEA confirms the peacefulness of the country’s
nuclear programme. Then the EU will lift its arms embargo and the restrictions on the
transfer of ballistic missile technology. In the US, while the president can cancel executive
orders, ending the remaining sanctions related to Iran’s nuclear proliferation activities
will require legislative action. The JCPOA requires the US to “seek” such action, but the
text does not offer a concrete timeline or say what would happen if the US failed to do so.

27

GENEVA PAPERS

The Iran Nuclear Deal: Distrust and Verify

The US will also delist a further 43 companies or individuals on Transition Day. Finally, the
UN will also lift restrictions on trade in ballistic missile technologies. This will follow the
removal of such restrictions on trade in conventional weapons, which will occur five years
after the JCPOA.
A novel aspect of the JCPOA is the “snap-back” provision agreed by the P5+1 and Iran.
This allows any party to the agreement to launch an investigation into suspicions of Iranian
non-compliance, which could eventually lead to sanctions being reimposed on Iran. Under
such a mechanism a violation would be reported to the UNSC and referred to the Joint
Commission for resolution of the dispute. The commission would then issue a non-binding
opinion to the UNSC, which would make the final determination as to whether or not to
“snap back” the sanctions.
Another complexity of the sanctions relief process will be the effective untangling of the
multiple sanctions regimes and overlapping restrictions in order for Iran to reap the
benefits of the relief. Firstly, the EU and UN sanctions were removed on Implementation
Day, while US sanctions only ceased to be implemented then (i.e. they remain in place).
As a result, some businesses may fear that US sanctions could suddenly be reimplemented,
which would increase the risk of doing business with Iran for them. In addition, if sanctions
are “snapped back” as a result of non-compliance, no clause in the JCPOA or UNSC
Resolution 2231 (2015) provides that signed contracts must be fulfilled. Any company
looking to do business with Iran will have to take this into consideration. Individual
designations by different countries are also problematic: some individuals have been
designated for multiple reasons under multiple lists. While there is significant overlap
among the US, EU and UN lists, some differences remain.
Sanctions relief is vital to ensure the longevity of the JCPOA, because it incentivizes Iran
to implement the deal. The process is likely to be difficult, given the intertwined and
significant nature of the multiple sanctions regimes on Iran. This will likely mitigate some
of the benefits Tehran will receive from the relief.
3.5.2 Civil nuclear cooperation
The JCPOA promotes the establishment of civil nuclear cooperation between Iran and
the P5+1 and other foreign nuclear providers. This provision is particularly important for
Iran to “sell” the deal back home. Indeed, over the years Iran constructed a narrative of
nationalism and prestige around the nuclear issue.67 This made it difficult for it to agree
to a document that stripped it of aspects of its nuclear programme, which it built under
significant hardship and pressure, without the additional incentive of cooperation to
continue to advance its peaceful civilian nuclear programme. With it, Iranian officials are
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able to justify “swallowing” the JCPOA pill by stating that the agreement allows Iran to
legitimately continue its R&D in its nuclear programme, with the assistance and superior
technology of foreign nuclear powers.
The most talked about aspect of civil nuclear cooperation, as mentioned above, is the
collaboration of P5+1 states, Iran and possibly other nuclear powers on the rebuilding
of the Arak reactor. The P5+1 also agreed to facilitate Iran’s acquisition of light-water
reactor technologies, including helping with the construction of new reactors, and
providing training and technology. The P5+1 will also assist Iran in fuel fabrication. Iran
will also seek cooperation on a number of nuclear R&D projects and nuclear safety issues
– it is the only country that operates a nuclear power plant and is not party to the Nuclear
Safety Convention,69 leading to significant concerns on the part of its Gulf neighbours. The
JCPOA encourages Iran to engage nuclear safety regulatory authorities in other countries in
order to share best practices and experiences on a number of safety issues, including, but
not limited to, crisis and accident management. The P5+1 will also help Iran to improve
the security of its nuclear facilities and materials through training programmes.
The non-exhaustive list of civil nuclear cooperation projects with Iran outlined in the
JCPOA is important for the long-term implementation of the agreement. Aside from
providing legitimacy to Iran’s civilian nuclear development – which is crucial for domestic
support of the agreement – cooperation provisions also provide Iranian scientists and
engineers with projects that they can continue to work on. Building ties with Iran’s civilian
nuclear programme could be a way to gain insight into how Tehran runs its programme and
what its priorities are. As noted, cooperation will make Iran’s programme more transparent
and may standardize some of Tehran’s security practices. Such cooperation provisions could
also help Iran to establish partnerships and relationships that it could use once the JCPOA
comes to an end, allowing Tehran to expand its programme more rapidly at that time.
If implemented correctly, the landmark JCPOA of 14 July 2015 will effectively constrain and
roll back Iran’s nuclear programme by blocking both the enriched uranium and plutonium
paths to a nuclear weapon. The agreement also establishes the most intrusive verification
system to date, giving the IAEA unprecedented access to all stages of the fuel cycle in Iran.
The agreement does not completely remove Iran’s enrichment capability or close down all
of its nuclear facilities, but that kind of agreement was not achievable. Both sides have an
incentive to ensure timely and effective implementation of the JCPOA.
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4. After the JCPOA, what next? Global and regional prospects
Now that the nuclear agreement between Iran and the P5+1 has been achieved, attention
has shifted to the implications of the deal for the Middle East region and its security, and
prospects for maintaining the dialogue with Iran. The nuclear agreement ensures that a
barrier to dialogue with Iran has been removed, particularly for some Western countries.
While in the short term its positive regional impact may be minimal, over time the JCPOA
should help to temper Iran’s regional policy.
4.1 The impact of the JCPOA
Generally, the implications of the nuclear agreement are threefold: for Iran’s domestic
politics, for its regional relations, and for its relations with the West – the US and the EU
in particular. While in the immediate aftermath of the deal the domestic and international
situation seems to have worsened for Iran, it is expected that in the long term the agreement may positively influence Iranian foreign policy.
4.1.1 Domestic impact
Although an examination of the domestic impact of the nuclear deal is not strictly in the
mandate of this paper, such an impact is important insofar as it affects Iran’s regional and
international relations. In the immediate aftermath of the July 2015 deal the political
infighting in Iran worsened. But it is anticipated that the agreement will empower and
further legitimize those who pursued and support it – the “Rouhani camp”. There is more
scope for moderation with an empowered president who since his election in 2013 has
shown that he is in favour of engagement with the West and Iran’s neighbours.70 There is
no doubt that a strong, more independent Iran will naturally pursue its own interests. But it
also seeks regional stability, and may be more understanding of Western goals if it develops
ties with the EU, the US and the region.
4.1.2 The region
To date, the nuclear agreement has freed up political space for dialogue with Iran. The
country’s participation in the talks on Syria in Vienna in October-November 2015 and
negotiations to free the US sailors captured by Iran in January 2016 are evidence of this.
But the nuclear deal has had a mixed impact on Iranian regional policy. While Tehran has
claimed that it aims to mend the divide between itself and its neighbours,71 it has not scaled
back its disruptive activities in the region, largely because the president only controls
restricted foreign policy files. Indeed, most foreign policy issues are the purview of the
Supreme Leader and the Revolutionary Guards, both of whom have more hawkish views
on the conduct of foreign policy than the Rouhani administration. As a result of this and
the regional fear of an empowered Iran, the short term will witness greater intra-regional
tensions.
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The fear is that the nuclear deal will intensify a new cold (arguably increasingly hot) war in
the region, which could easily happen if tensions arise like those following
Saudi Arabia’s beheading of Shia sheikh Nimr al Nimr in January 2016 spiral out of control.
The Gulf Arab countries made it no secret that they opposed the nuclear negotiations and
deal with Iran. For them, Iran’s nuclear programme is a secondary concern in light of
Tehran’s perceived expansionist regional policy. They believe that the JCPOA will provide
Iran with further means to fund its proxies and destabilize the region. They see the agreement as paving the way for a US-Iranian rapprochement at their expense, even though this
is clearly not on the cards in the foreseeable future.72
While some were quick to congratulate the negotiators on the outcome of the talks,73
general Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) support only materialized after weeks of intense
US lobbying.74 Throughout the negotiations Saudi Arabia was the most vocal in its scepticism. Immediately after the announcement of the JCPOA Prince Bandar wrote that the deal
would only “wreak havoc” in the Middle East and criticized the Obama administration for
pursuing it.75 With the agreement, the need to counter Iran and its influence will become
further entrenched in thinking in Riyadh, which will likely further inflame sectarian conflicts
in the region in the near future. But to date Saudi Arabia’s efforts have been largely ineffective.
Its intervention in Yemen, for example, is draining Saudi resources without much of a
positive outcome and negatively impacting its reputation. Apart from Oman, other GCC
countries will likely follow Riyadh’s lead, as was seen after the Saudi embassy incident in
January 2016. The United Arab Emirates, for instance, has struggled with Iranian influence
in the past. A rivalry between Abu Dhabi, which is generally weary of Iran, and Dubai, which
is a hub for Iranian trade in the region, was quelled by US lobbying to implement additional
sanctions on Iran in 2010.
Countries like Saudi Arabia have repeatedly claimed that they are entitled to the same
nuclear programme as Iran under the JCPOA.76 This has led to concerns of a proliferation
cascade scenario. A careful look at the region’s actual technical capability, political and
security context, and the intentions of potential contenders confirms that most of these
concerns are baseless.77
As a result, a limited response is possible from the Gulf Arab States. In the short term the
region is likely to continue to view Western rapprochement with Iran as tantamount to
accepting Iranian gains in the region. The GCC states will continue to view regional conflicts
as part of a larger struggle against rising Iranian influence and meddling. This is likely to
worsen sectarian tensions and regional conflicts. But the current downward spiral cannot
be sustained. The threat to acquire nuclear weapons is unlikely to materialize and reckless
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actions like the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen will not help the GCC cause. Today, the
JCPOA is a fact of life in the region, while the US and Europe have gone a long way towards
reassuring their Gulf Arab allies. The post-deal context should be an opportunity to test
Iranian willingness and ability to engage on regional conflicts and patch up long-standing
regional rivalries.
Today, such an opportunity exists in the conflict in Yemen. The Shi’ite Houthis’ takeover
of Sanaa in September 2014 panicked Riyadh, for whom Yemen is a primary zone of
influence and a high priority. But Yemen is far from a priority for Iran. According to a
current Iranian official, that country “is last on our list of regional priorities”.78 Unlike
its strategy in neighbouring Iraq and Syria, Tehran’s Yemen policy is erratic and lacks an
ultimate goal. Tehran provided some level of support for the Houthis, but not to the extent
portrayed by the media.79 Yemen is the area of overlap for Iran and Saudi Arabia: Iran can
compromise on Yemen, so the conversation should begin here.
4.1.3 More general dialogue with Iran?
Engagement with Iran should be based on a two-pronged strategy: discussions on areas of
conflict resolution today, and future collaboration on various issues important to both the
region and external actors, such as combating drug trafficking or terrorism. While discussions should be intra-regional, as described above, they will inevitably (and must) have an
international dimension, involving the US and its European allies, as well as, ideally, Russia.
Today, combating IS in Iraq presents the most immediate opportunity for dialogue with
Iran and limited collaboration with the West. Iran is more committed to Iraq than any other
regional player, because of the religious links, high volume of trade and 1,500 km of porous
border it shares with Iraq.80 While at first Iran sought to keep its presence as limited as
possible in order to “lead from behind”, it did not hesitate to empower local groups to fight
IS. Progressively, though, Iran ramped up its involvement by sending in advisers, including
General Qassem Soleiman – the public face of the Revolutionary Guards – and military
forces. The international community cannot contain IS and roll it back with just US-led air
strikes. Iran’s ground assistance is welcome, so long as it does not come at the expense of
Iraq’s Sunni population. With the July 2015 nuclear agreement limited Western coordination with Iran becomes possible. Not only will this likely make the campaign against IS more
effective, but working with Iran may give the US and its allies greater influence over Iranian
actions on the ground. This will be particularly important in order to manage the Shi’ite
militias under Tehran’s influence.
The conflict in Syria is more problematic. Here, Tehran and Washington have different
goals: Iran wants the Alawite regime to remain in power, while Washington wants President
Assad to go. Both, however, want to get rid of IS in Syria. Iran’s efforts in Syria include:
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overtly supporting the Assad regime; supplying money and surveillance equipment; and
funding, training and arming local popular committee militias. These militias are separate
from the Shabiha militia network, and Tehran sees them as forming a structure that it could
rely on should the Alawite regime collapse. By April 2014 Iran reportedly provided up to
$12.6 billion in financial support to the Assad regime.81 Its efforts have been a drain on its
resources at a time when Iran was facing the most comprehensive sanctions. This led to
some debate among Iranian officials over the country’s efforts in Syria. But this debate was
largely quelled after the rise of IS and the perception of the threat that the group posed to
Iran’s borders.82
Today, Iran is beginning to feel the pain of its involvement in Syria. The number of Revolutionary Guards deaths has risen, including that of senior commander Hossein Hamedani on
9 October 2015. This sparked a resumption of the internal debate about the goal of Iran’s
intervention in Syria.83 At the same time Iran reportedly intensified its efforts on the ground,
with hundreds of Iranian “volunteer” troops reportedly arriving in Syria in the lead up to
a government offensive against rebel positions in south Aleppo,84 although later reports
mentioned a pull out of Revolutionary Guards.85 These developments complicated efforts
to resolve the crisis through negotiations held in Vienna in late October 2015. Notably,
however, this was the first round of talks on Syria in which Tehran took part. While to date,
after multiple rounds of talks, very little has been achieved, it is noteworthy that Iran has
finally been included in the talks and that it sits across the table from its regional rival, Saudi
Arabia. This was inconceivable in attempts to end the war in Syria only a few months before.
The nuclear deal arguably paved the way for Iran’s inclusion in the talks on Syria.
4.2 The nuclear deal as a model for dialogue?
Clearly, the nuclear negotiations between the P5+1 and Iran are an example of sustained,
successful dialogue with Iran. Some, including in Iran, have highlighted how the nuclear
talks could serve as a model for dialogue in the region.86 The talks present a template for all
negotiations because they were inclusive, comprehensive on the issue they were intended
to tackle and resulted in a “win-win” solution for all the parties involved. The resultant
JCPOA also generated a certain momentum that should be built on to continue dialogue
with Iran, and also between Iran and its Gulf Arab neighbours.
But the P5+1 and Iranian nuclear negotiation model also has its drawbacks. The entire
process was drawn out and lasted well over a decade. The region cannot afford a similar
timeline for regional security issues. On the nuclear issue, it was only when both sides
decided that they stood to gain from the resolution of this issue, followed by the change
in individuals leading the process, that talks were able to get anywhere at all. This highlights
the dependence of the process on the personalities involved, which constitutes a limiting
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factor for regional dialogue. Current tensions between countries like Iran and Saudi Arabia
are partly due to the pre-existing perceptions and positions of those in power, and regional
dialogue cannot wait until they change.
In addition, the nuclear negotiations process was limited to the five permanent members
of the UNSC, Germany and Iran (with some role for the EU and IAEA). This worked for
the nuclear issue, but cannot be expected to work for issues of regional security. Throughout the nuclear talks other regional power centres complained that they were not at the
negotiating table on an issue that concerned them first and foremost. Building trust and a
regional security system simply cannot be achieved without all countries in the region being
involved – such a system must be a product of the region for it to be effective. Finally, the
deal was comprehensive on the nuclear issue, but not across the board – it was no grand
bargain. Regional security issues, on the other hand, will cover multiple issues and be considerably more complicated. Sticking only to the P5+1 model would not work because that
was designed to resolve a single issue only (although Iran tried to integrate it into a broader
framework).
The July 2015 nuclear agreement removed a barrier to dialogue with Iran. Today, including
Iran in discussions about other regional security issues has become possible, as seen in the
late-2015 rounds of talks on Syria. But the immediate impact of the agreement on the state
of regional relations has not been positive. Some Gulf Arab states, worried by the perceived
added credibility that the nuclear deal gives to Iran, have doubled their efforts to counter
the Islamic Republic’s influence in the region. This type of behaviour is likely to continue
and can only be resolved by encouraging intra-regional dialogue.

5. Conclusions
The 14 July 2015 JCPOA addresses one of the longest running and contentious crises
in international relations. After the collapse of the shah’s government, international
cooperation with Iran on its civilian nuclear programme was cut off. In 2002 revelations
emerged that Tehran had developed its programme in ways that made the international
community nervous. As a result the E3 spearheaded negotiations with Iran that lasted more
than a decade in various formats. The final push for the nuclear agreement began shortly
before President Rouhani was elected in June 2013. A number of factors helped the
negotiations to fruition. President Obama’s election in November 2008 led to a shift in
US policy whereby US officials were allowed to have direct contact with their Iranian
counterparts. The P5+1 also saw their goals change: initially, they insisted on an end to
uranium enrichment while imposing sanctions, but in 2012 this policy shifted to containing
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Iran’s nuclear programme and using sanctions relief as leverage in the negotiations. Finally,
the 2013 election of President Rouhani resulted in a change in the makeup of the Iranian
negotiating team and, consequently, in the tone of the talks. What the previous conditions
failed to deliver the new constellation allowed, enabling the P5+1 and Iran to agree to the
JCPOA in July 2015.
The nuclear deal rolls back and restricts Iran’s nuclear programme, and outlines detailed
verification and implementation measures to prevent any development of nuclear weapons
in exchange for comprehensive sanctions relief and peaceful nuclear cooperation. The
agreement addresses both available routes to nuclear weapons – enriched uranium and
plutonium – and tackles both “breakout” capabilities and “sneak-out” risks. Constraints
on Iran’s nuclear programme will last between ten and 15 years, but others, including Iran’s
adherence to the Additional Protocol, are permanent. The JCPOA also establishes the most
intrusive verification system to date, which, combined with the restrictions, will help the
IAEA determine the peacefulness of Iran’s nuclear programme. While until now both the
P5+1 and Iran have taken steps to implement the deal in a timely way, it remains to
be seen whether this will continue. Should issues arise, the JCPOA outlines robust
enforcement and fair and timely dispute resolution mechanisms to tackle them.
Three main lessons emerge from the successful conclusion of the JCPOA on Iran’s
nuclear activities.
The first lesson is that a sensitive issue such as Iran’s nuclear programme, which involves
factors such as national prestige, ideology, religion, and economic and strategic interests
is more likely to be affected by domestic politics than “technical” issues. In a cartoon
published during the final phase of the negotiations US Secretary of State John Kerry and
his Iranian counterpart were depicted as exerting most of their efforts trying to convince
the conservatives in their respective countries that the negotiated deal was a good one.
In the US, the Iranian nuclear file took on a partisan political dimension. It became a major
component of the Republican opposition to the Obama administration, energized by the
Israeli government’s lobbying. In Iran, the Rouhani administration had to convince
hardliners that he had not sold the country’s technical prowess out in the final agreement.
In both cases forces hostile to any rapprochement between Iran and the West have not and
will not give in. They will continue to scrutinize the implementation of the JCPOA and seize
any pretext to question its legitimacy or hamper its operation.
The second lesson of the Iran deal is that no nuclear proliferation crisis can be addressed
without careful consideration and full understanding of the regional context. As we have
attempted to recall, the origins of the Iranian effort to develop a nuclear programme date
back to the perception of betrayal by Iran’s former Western partners after the Islamic
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Revolution. This was especially the case during the Iraq-Iran war, when Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq attacked Iran’s civilian nuclear reactor, used chemical weapons against
Iran and began developing its own nuclear weapon programme. Similarly, the perception
of Iran’s hegemonic or aggressive behaviour by Israel (confronted with existential threats)87
or the Gulf Arab States, nurtured by Tehran’s support for anti-Sunni proxies, could only
aggravate the tensions and make any negotiated solution more difficult. This regional
dimension and such threat perceptions must be tackled if the Middle East is ever to become
a zone of peace, free of WMD. As a US scientist put it, “perception is awareness shaped by
belief ”88 – a definition perfectly suited to the Middle East.
The third lesson is that the process demonstrated that the only realistic and effective way
to achieve a sustainable solution to such a complex issue is patient but firm efforts in
diplomatic engagement and dialogue. While parallel pressures, such as sanctions, covert
cyber attacks, targeted killings or even threats of military strikes may have to a certain
extent been effective in bringing Iran to the negotiating table, a final agreement was only
possible once both parties realized it entailed a necessary compromise and a win-win
solution. Additionally, the P5+1 also understood that sanctions not only missed their real
“targets” (by failing to force Iran to change its policy) and unintentionally affected Iran’s
civilian population, but also had counterproductive effects in strengthening the country’s
domestic self-reliance (in terms of centrifuges and missile technology). This is why,
paradoxically, the only value left to sanctions was the leverage of their removal. Finally,
while the negotiations included all the official nuclear-weapons states, which are also
permanent members of the UNSC and may have opposing interests, the successful
conclusion of the JCPOA can be shown as an example of cooperative security. This
achievement should inspire future disarmament and non-proliferation discussions in light
of “the need for further progress in diminishing the role of nuclear weapons in security
policies” recognized by the NPT states parties.89
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Note: “Implementation Day” was on 16 January 2016.
Source: S. Smith and Q. Jurecic, “A Comprehensive Timeline of the Iran Deal”, Lawfare, 21
21 July 2015, <http://www.lawfareblog.com/comprehensive-timeline-iran-deal>90
(reproduced here with the kind permission of the publishers)
This bibliography supplements the material referred to in the footnotes.
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EU

European Union

GCC

Gulf Cooperation Council

HEU

Highly enriched uranium

IAEA

International Atomic Energy Agency

IS			

Islamic State

JCPOA

Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action

JPOA

Joint Plan of Action

LEU

Low-enriched uranium

NPT

Non-Proliferation Treaty

PMD

Possible military dimensions

R&D

Research and development

TRR

Tehran Research Reactor

UF6

Uranium hexafluoride

UK

United Kingdom

UNSC

United Nations Security Council

US		

United States

WMD

Weapons of mass destruction
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