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ABSTRACT:

Dear Secretary of State Blinken,

Today’s investigation will consist of a brief review of the issues and policy options as

they surround the United States’ nuclear relations with the state of Iran. As will be explored

within the “background” section, the United States and Iran have had and continue to have

something of a troubled relationship. Even considering this however, years of negotiations

between the United States, their allies and Iran would eventually resulted in an agreement known

as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (or JCPoA), limiting Iran’s capacity to develop

nuclear weapons in exchange for the removal of certain economic sanctions, mainly from the

United States. The first few years of the agreement were relatively uneventful, until then

President Trump made the decision to withdraw from the agreement, ostensibly with the

intention of creating a new agreement with more favorable conditions. Relations between the two

nations have continued to sour, although moving forward, both the Biden administration as well

as the new Iranian administration have suggested that they would be willing to return to the

bargaining table.

Based upon the success of the previously existing agreement and the difficulties entailed

in creating a new one, the United States appears to have three main policy options: stay

withdrawn from the agreement, return to the original one, or try to negotiate better terms. While

remaining withdrawn would be easy in the short run, the continued existence of sanctions upon

Iran could prove to be problematic. Likewise, with virtually every party involved on the Iranian

side expressing an unwillingness to agree to new terms, this does not appear to be the best option

either. With this in mind, simply returning to the 2015 nuclear agreement with Iran looks to be
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the best path forward, as this will still give the United States a say in Iraian nuclear affairs while

also avoiding any future potential conflicts that might arise due to the existing sanctions.

BACKGROUND:

It should suffice to say that the United States - both in the past and through today - has

had and continues to have a decidedly tenuous relationship with the state of Iran. A series of

coups in the 1950’s and 1970’s (both of which the US played a part in) eventually gave way to

the current Islamist administration, who then very quickly responded to these instances of

American intervention with a series of kidnappings. Although the prisoners would eventually be

released, a problematic relationship between Iran and the United States would continue well into

the 21st century, with Iran on several occasions being accused of harboring or abetting known

enemies of the United States. It was during this time that the Iranian regime began to explore the

use of nuclear technology, as one source notes how “At the start of the Iraq war in 2003, the CIA

received credible information that Iran had been secretly conducting nuclear activities in its

civilian nuclear facilities” (Pfeifer, 2021). Despite the claims of some Iranian officials, there was

a fear among western nations that Iran would use this technology to create nuclear weapons, thus

posing a major security threat; and so with this threat in mind, a group of nations consisting of

the United States, China, Russia, the United Kingdom, France and Germany began to meet with

Iranian officials in order to reach an agreement regarding Iran’s nuclear capabilities.

Although an agreement would eventually be struck in the 2010’s, getting there was no

small feat. For the Iranians, the goal was to convince the United States and their allies to lift

economic sanctions on the nation while also preserving some nuclear capabilities, supposedly for

energy purposes. Another source discusses “the tens of millions of Iranians unhappy over… the

impact of U.S. sanctions”, suggesting that these sanctions were in fact damaging to the Iraian
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economy (Pollack, 2021). The United States and their allies on the other hand, needed Iran to

agree to monitoring and nuclear enrichment limitations to ensure that Iran did not develop

weapons grade nuclear materials. A final agreement was eventually struck in 2015 under

President Obama’s Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, where “according to the deal, Iran

agreed to limit enrichment and accept stronger monitoring in exchange for relief from sanctions”

(Pfiefer, 2021). In the years to follow, Iran generally accorded with the terms of the agreement,

although the Trump administration would announce in 2018 that the United States would

withdraw from the agreement with the intent of negotiating a better deal. Following the

assasination of Iranian General Qassem Soleimani in 2020 by the Trump administration, Iran

announced that they would no longer be adhering to the guidelines originally set out in the Joint

Comprehensive Plan of Action, placing the agreement in serious jeopardy. With that being said,

Iranian officials continue to cooperate with the organizations responsible for monitoring and

tracking Iran’s nuclear development, suggesting that there is still room to renew the agreement

for all parties involved.

DISCUSSION:

Before getting into a discussion of the policy options here one must come to understand

the terms of the original Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (or JCPoA). In doing so, one must

pay special attention to the materials used in both nuclear fission to create energy, and nuclear

weapons. To produce a nuclear weapon, a nation must obtain both “enough highly enriched

uranium to produce enough material to construct a uranium bomb and tens of thousands of

centrifuges” (The White House, 2015). Under the terms of the agreement, Iran would have to

both limit their number of centrifuges, and agree to outside monitoring in order to limit their

stockpiles of uranium. This uranium can also be used in nuclear fission to produce energy,
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although as was previously suggested, many believe that Iran would use this technology to

produce nuclear weapons if given the opportunity.

Among other things, the departure of the Trump administration poses an opportunity for

both sides in these negotiations. The airstrike that killed Soleimani essentially cut off diplomatic

relations between the US and Iran, but with officials on both sides expressing a willingness to

return to the bargaining table, now appears to be the time to act. Based on the complexity of the

original agreement (some 150 pages long according to the White House) (The White House,

2015), starting from scratch seems like a foolish idea, as it would ignore years and years of work

that was previously done on the issue. With this in mind, the policy options to be discussed in the

following paragraph will relate to the original JCPoA, where the United States can either stay

withdrawn from the agreement, return to the original agreement, or try to negotiate a better one

as former President Trump once suggested he might do. As the following discussion will show,

there are certainly reasons as to why each of these paths might be attractive, although when

examining the situation closely a clear superior choice will begin to emerge.

POLICY OPTIONS:

As was suggested in the previous paragraph, the United States could generally go three

directions in terms of their nuclear negotiations with Iran: remain withdrawn from the JCPoA,

return to the original agreement, or try to negotiate a new one. Beginning with the first option

here, doing nothing and simply remaining withdrawn from the agreement - and thus nuclear

negotiations with Iran - entirely might be easy in the short term, although as research suggests,

doing so could cause problems in the long run. One source cites how “Tehran's new government

will approach negotiations, not optimistic about the prospects ahead and emphasizing that if

diplomacy fails, the US is ‘prepared to use other options.’” (Gauoette, Atwood, and Hansler,
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2021), suggesting that a failure to return to the agreement or negotiate a new one might lead to

serious consequences, up to and including warfare. Indeed, given how the economic sanctions

have impacted Iran’s well-being along with the security threat that a Iran with nuclear

capabilities could pose, it appears to be in both parties interests here to at the very least meet at

the bargaining table. Make no mistake: even returning to the original agreement will be no small

feat, as another article discusses “the position of Iran’s hard-liners (in parliament), who have

made clear that they oppose any negotiations or cooperation with the United States, including a

return to the terms of the JCPOA” (Pollack, 2021). Fortunately enough, the original agreement

was struck without the explicit agreement of these hard-liners within the ranks of Iran governing

bodies, suggesting that the same might be true today, especially when considering the suggested

willingness of other government officials towards rejoining the agreement.

In addition to staying withdrawn from the JCPoA, the United States could also re-enter

into the original agreement without changing any of the originally stated terms. This would

require less work and likely less time than attempting to negotiate a new agreement with the

Iranians, many of whom feel as though the original agreement was already “too generous to the

United States and too disadvantageous to the Iranians” (Pollack, 2021). Forging new terms for

the agreement could work out in the United States’ favor, but based upon the span of roughly ten

years that it took to reach the original agreement, trying to agree on new terms could take just as

long. In Tehran, there are promising signs that the president (who holds a considerable degree of

political freedom) wishes to return to the original JCPoA, as a previously cited source further

describes how

“On Dec. 14, 2020, Iranian President Hassan Rouhani apparently stated that Iran would rejoin

the JCPOA ‘within one hour’ of the United States doing so” (Pollack, 2021), suggesting that at
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the very least, there are some within Iran’s government with a desire to go back to the original

agreement. Still, looking at our final option, one might have good reason to seek to revise the

terms of the original agreement.

As a final option, the United States and their allies could attempt to negotiate a new

nuclear agreement, as recent events suggest that some elements of the original agreement could

use some fine tuning. Although the United States withdrew from the agreement, the other five

nations involved in the negotiations did not, as Iran still corresponds with officials from

international nuclear agencies in order to ensure their compliance. After several years without an

issue, Iran made headlines in February of 2021 upon the discovery that they had been developing

uranium metal, in violation of the 2015 agreement (De Luce, 2021). This, when combined with

several other smaller violations suggests that tighter monitoring and restrictions upon materials

might be important inclusions in any future negotiations, although even here, including these

new stipulations is likely easier said than done. Indeed, one source observes that “the key issue

for Khamenei and other Iranian leaders is not reentry into the agreement, but the prospect that

the United States will seek to expand the terms of the JCPOA or negotiate a follow-on pact that

would further restrict Iran’s nuclear program” (Pollack, 2021), suggesting that any further

revisions to the original agreement might be met with harsh resistance. Altogether, when one

weighs the benefits and downsides of all of these options, a clear superior choice begins to

emerge.

RECOMMENDATION:

In order to limit the security threat posed by a nuclear Iran, the United States should seek

to return to the terms of the original Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action as agreed upon in 2015.

In fact, doing so is perhaps the only way that the United States and Iran would be able to
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establish any sort of cooperation on the issue; as will be shown when evaluating the other

options. Remaining withdrawn from the existing agreement not only gives the United States no

say in Iranian nuclear matters politically, but also continues to place harmful sanctions upon the

Iranians who - in growing numbers - are beginning to suggest that warfare might be an option if

these sanctions are not removed in the near future. Likewise, while attempting to forge new

terms in the deal could further benefit the United States and their allies from a security

standpoint, reaching a point of agreement seems unlikely, if not impossible. As was previously

suggested, the Iranian president appears to be one of the few proponents of returning to the

original agreement among the ranks of the Iranian government, and considering how even he is

skeptical of agreeing to new terms, the United States could save a great deal of time and energy

simply be returning to the original agreement. The original agreement might not have been

perfect as subsequent violations from the Iranians appear to suggest, but even then, something is

better than nothing; and so in the absence of any major geopolitical changes in one direction or

the other, the best path forward for the United States, their allies, and even Iran appears to be

returning to the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action.
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