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This workshop took place at a time of significantly increased tension 

between Iran and the West.  Participants explored the development of 

Iran’s nuclear program, its impact on Israel’s security, increasing threats of a 

possible military attack on Iranian nuclear facilities, and prospects for a 

negotiated settlement.  
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MAIN POINTS 

 The rhetoric and tension between Iran and the West has escalated recently to a dangerous 

level. 

 There is grave concern in Israel about the status of the Iranian nuclear program, Iranian 

intentions to bury key nuclear facilities underground, and the threat they believe the Iranian 

program poses to Israeli security.  As a result, there currently appears to be much less 

willingness in Israel to focus on positive inducements and confidence building measures to 

alleviate some of the current tension. 

 There seems to be little, if any, belief among Israeli participants that Iran has any interest in 

good faith negotiations at this time.  This view was contested by the non-Israeli participants. 

 And yet, even some of the most critical Israeli voices expressed interest in better 

understanding what Iranian demands might be in future negotiations.  

 Near unanimous opinion exists on the Israeli side that combining heightened pressure and 

increased threats of imminent military attack is the only possible way to coerce significant 

concessions from the Iranians.  Iranian intransigence is blamed for narrowing options.  

However, while the Israeli leadership seems to be moving toward a military option, this is not 

yet a consensus position among Israelis. 

 There is an overriding concern that the timespan for preventive action is closing.  Defense 

Minister Barak has warned that within months Iran may enter a “zone of immunity” as it 

moves toward further burying key assets.  This adds an intense time pressure to the dynamic. 

 Most strongly believe military threats must be credible, clear, and unequivocal, while others 

fear such threats take a dynamic of their own and could overtake the supposed raison d’etre 

of seeking to bring Iran to the negotiating table. 

 Critics are deeply worried that the current intensive pressure on Iran may yield unintended 

consequences, and that the situation could easily spiral out of control. 

 There are questions as to whether or not Israel has the military capability on its own to 

destroy Iran’s nuclear facilities, and some believe strongly the US should lead a possible 

military strike.   
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 However, many believe there is no stomach in the USA for a military strike on Iran, and some 

believe Israel’s perceived “arm twisting” of the USA to engage in military action may 

backfire on Israel if it is not careful. 

 Some pointed out that Iranians perceive themselves as being backed into a corner through 

the increased threats of military action, acts of sabotage and assassinations, and what they 

consider to be a biased report from the IAEA in November.  Many fear Iran will react by 

pushing more strongly on the track to weaponization. 

 Some are seriously concerned that the Israelis (and especially the Israeli leadership) are 

underestimating the likelihood that any military action on Iranian nuclear facilities could lead 

to further military engagement in the region.  Iran has said if its facilities are attacked 

militarily they will respond with missile attacks on Israel, but this threat does not seem to 

have much resonance.   

 A military attack on Iran most likely will lead Iran to withdraw from the Non-Proliferation 

Treaty (they might even withdraw if other pressures become unsustainable).  This could have 

profound follow-on impact for the future of the NPT regime and encourage further nuclear 

proliferation in the Middle East.  Some believe Israel is seriously underestimating the risk 

posed by a collapse of the NPT and the possible outcome that Israel might find itself 

surrounded by additional nuclear neighbors as a result of its short term focus on Iran. 

 There are however several steps that could be proposed in international negotiations which 

deserve immediate attention on both the diplomatic and “Track 2” or “Track 1.5” level.  

Some possible steps are outlined on page 20-21. 

 All of these developments are occurring in a context of massive transformation in the region, 

and the impact of the “Arab spring” on Israel, Iran and the USA is not fully clear. 

 It is clear, however, that the Arab spring has given political space for increased involvement 

of Islamic movements throughout the region and that these movements will provide additional 

support for the Palestinians. 

 Some believe that Israel has not fully explored the opportunities that the Arab spring has 

created and that the conflict with Iran may be detracting Israel from pursuing possible 

proactive steps that could yield greater long-term stability for Israel. 

 There is a sense that short-term domestic political interests in Israel, the US and Iran are 

clouding long-range thinking.  There was further concern, especially among international 

participants, that the mix of drum beating and political posturing could create an 

unstoppable move toward a deepening of the regional crisis, if not war.   

 Some strongly believe that more, not less, dialogue across divides is needed in such times of 

tension. 
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REPORT 

On 6 January 2011, the Pugwash Conferences on Science and World Affairs, in association with the Center 

for Iranian Studies at the University of Tel Aviv and Israeli Pugwash Group, convened an informal 

“Roundtable on the Nuclear Program of Iran” at the residence of Norwegian Ambassador Svein Sevje1. 

Twenty-seven participants met for the day-long session, and explored the following topics: 

 Iranian perspectives on the nuclear issue 

 Iran’s domestic scene 

 Iran, the “Arab Spring” and the region 

 Effectiveness of international efforts to prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons 

 Israel-US dimensions 

The meeting was held according to traditional Pugwash/Chatham House rules.  As a result, no statement can 

be attributed to any individual, but the substance of discussions can be reported out.   There was no attempt 

to achieve consensus, but rather, as in all Pugwash meetings, the goal was to encourage sharing of what were 

at times very divergent perspectives. 

 

On Iranian perspectives on the nuclear issue 

According to some participants, within Iran there is consensus on the nuclear file and there is no group, even 

among the Green Movement, urging Iran to give up its nuclear program at this time  There may besome in 

Iran who, while recognizing Iran’s right to peaceful nuclear energy, would encourage Iran to postpone 

exercising this right.  However, these voices will not gain strength or have any room to maneuver in the current 

extremely tense environment.  Many believe that the increased rhetoric and pressure on Iran only reinforces 

this domestic consensus in favor of Iran’s right to a peaceful nuclear program, including the right to enrichment. 

Over the course of the past 12-13 years, the Iranian nuclear program has been moving slowly.  There still is 

only a limited nuclear energy program in operation, despite significant financial investment in the program.  

This is not necessarily due to sanctions.  It may be due to their internal organizational problems.  Nevertheless, 

there is no serious internal complaint regarding the cost-effectiveness ratio of this program. 

There is no question that Iran is moving toward the capability to build nuclear weapons.  (An argument put 

forward was that Iranians may have assumed that the capability to build nuclear weapons would be enough 

of a deterrent.)  Iran claims in any case that its program is for peaceful purposes.  It was noted that if there 

were a clear political determination within Iran to weaponize, a nuclear weapons capability could be reached 

relatively quickly. 

There is a strong feeling in Iran that they have been discriminated against in recent years.  According to their 

narrative, this perception stems from their experience in 2003-2005, when Iran agreed to added nuclear 

safeguards under the Additional Protocol.  However, the international community (especially Europe) didn’t 

                                                
1 This report is prepared by Pugwash Senior Program Coordinator Sandra Ionno Butcher, who has sole responsibility for the 
content (sibutcher@earthlink.net).  The opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect the views of the rapporteur, the Pugwash 
Conferences or any of the sponsoring organizations.  Pugwash appreciates the support for its Middle East project provided by 
the Norwegian MFA, the Carnegie Corporation, other funders and our national groups. 
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want to talk, and instead referred the Iran nuclear file to the UN Security Council.  Iran believes this action 

was not consistent with the United Nations bylaws and in response President Ahmadinejad said Iran would not 

abide by the Additional Protocol.   From the Iranian perspective, they expected the Turkish-Brazilian proposal 

of May 2010 would be accepted, but it was not.  (These issues are addressed further below.) 

There is a current feeling in Iran that the international isolation and discrimination is strongly accelerating.  The 

anti-Iran rhetoric has increased, and heavier sanctions aimed at the Central Bank and exports have been 

imposed upon them by the US, EU and others.  They say they were falsely accused of a fake assassination 

attempt on the Saudi envoy.  They have experienced 

a string of acts of sabotage, including explosions at 

their nuclear facilities, cyber-attacks and 

assassinations of several nuclear scientists.  

Controversial provisions were included in the US House 

Resolution 1905, which, in addition to heavy sanctions 

provisions, contains anti-diplomacy language that 

forbids US officials from speaking to Iranian officials. 

These sorts of actions precipitate reactions.  For 

example, the 8 November 2011 IAEA report was 

controversial in that it relied on unspecified 

intelligence from member states, which many (not only 

in Iran) agree is not what the Agency is supposed to 

do.   As a response, Iran refused to participate in an 

IAEA-sponsored meeting on the proposed 2012 

conference on a Middle East WMD Free Zone.   

There is a sense in Iran that their restraint in responding is wearing thin.  This then leads some to question, what 

would you do if you were in a position of authority in Iran?  Backed into a corner, as the Iranians increasingly 

perceive themselves, would you try to acquire nuclear weapons, the sooner the better?   

Iran’s domestic scene as viewed from outside 

According to one description, Iran’s economic situation is “strange.”  There are signs of rising inflation.  The 

Central Bank is not publishing information, yet by some reports the currency has lost 50% of its value in the 

black market in the last 6 months, though this is not yet reflected in domestic prices.  Factories are competing 

for cheap goods from China and other countries.  There reportedly are widespread layoffs, subsidies are 

being eliminated, the compensation system is very costly, and it is unclear how much is being saved.  Other 

sectors are swallowing increasing prices and production costs.  In such an environment, some wonder how it is 

that Iran remains stable.  In addition, corruption in Iran is a problem, and Iranians are particularly sensitive to 

this fact.  

Next month, Iran will celebrate 33 years of the Islamic revolution.  There is a sense that the Iranians have lost 

momentum, and that while they do not view themselves as weak, international and regional developments 

have left them in a defensive posture. 

Some point out that in the past, Iran was pragmatic.  Whenever a clash appeared between ideology and 

national interests, interests usually won.  Generally speaking policy has been faithful to the national interest.  

Some say that in Iran now it is not national interest dictating, but the survival of the regime. 

 B. Friedman, G. Golan, Y. Evron, P. Cotta-Ramusino, 

S. Sevje, K. Simonen 
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There reportedly is a split between President Ahmadinejad and Supreme Leader Khamenei, with various 

implications, but Ahmadinejad still enjoys some support and some say the conservative elements are thus 

afraid to take strong measures.  However, there is a sense that increasingly decisions are being made to 

strengthen Supreme Leader Khamenei’s position, and that the more the interests of Khamenei become 

synonymous with the state’s interest, this is a dangerous trend. 

Others urge caution in overemphasizing the split between Ahmadinejad and Khamenei.  Some say 

Ahmadinejad is completely dead politically, and point out that many of the people around him have been 

arrested and weakened.  To continue to see the split as a major driver of the situation is, according to some, 

missing the point.  Some are concerned that Khamenei is disoriented politically.  There are only approximately 

20 people around him giving him advice – and who exactly those people are differs depending on who one 

speaks to.  This isolation can add to the dangers of miscalculation.  Khamenei is now 69 years old, and some 

point to great uncertainty as to what will happen when he dies. 

Role of the Revolutionary Guards 

The commander of the Revolutionary Guards has said that in the next election the Revolutionary Guards will 

confirm the Islamic credentials of the candidates (this was previously done by the Council of Guardians).  In 

other words, according to one participant, the Revolutionary Guards have a growing role as the “king 

makers” in the Iranian political system, and this has important implications for a clerical-military regime.  It 

was noted that the Revolutionary Guards are not 

monolithic, and factions exist.  The current 

leadership of the Revolutionary Guards is said to 

side with Khamenei against President Ahmadinejad. 

Some felt that the IRGC influence in Iran, though 

profound, can be overstated. 

While no one can be certain how the Revolutionary 

Guards will react, some analysts believe that the 

more the IRGC and  the people around 

Ahmadinejad are pressured, the more likely they 

are to react for self-preservation of the regime.  

Some say this small clique running the government in 

Iran doesn’t have a grip on the economic situation, and don’t particularly care—they are, according to one 

participant, “military-oriented and brutal,” and will make choices for the preservation of the regime and the 

security that nuclear weapons might provide them.  As one participant commented, from this clique’s 

perspective, “the ultimate guarantor is a [nuclear] deterrent against the Great Satan.”  

The Revolutionary Guards are still seen as the main beneficiaries of the economic situation—by some 

estimates they control 20-40 percent of the economy, but they have no access to foreign capital.  As one 

participant said, “all boats sink because of sanctions, including the IRGC.”  Others countered, however, that 

sanctions may strengthen the Revolutionary Guards.  Given their role in the black market activity they may 

profit from sanctions and their ability to dispense patronage may increase.   

The rial is now 18,000 to the dollar.  There is a question as to how much Iran holds in reserves and what will 

happen if there is a run on currency.  Questions were posed as to the impact of economic sanctions on the 

Revolutionary Guards, given the extent of their reported involvement is the economy.   

  

 
D. Menashri, P. Jones, C. Kupchan 
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Human rights in Iran 

It was noted that internally in Iran the confidence in the legitimacy of the regime has taken a blow since the 

last election.  According to one participant, repression in Iran has been “efficient.”  Some say it has been 

increasing since 2005, especially in 2009 and in the last year.  According to some reports, Iran has executed 

600 people already this year.  People are worried that things would be worse and not better if they have 

another uprising.  There is a feeling among many that they have too much to lose.  One participant referred 

to a “culture of escapism from politics” in Iran, which might change overnight, or it could last a long time.   

The human rights situation in Iran is being overshadowed by the current focus on the Iran nuclear file.  Some 

believe Europe should “show more muscle” and address these human rights issues.  For example, Rafsanjani’s 

daughter was just sentenced to six months in jail, they are penetrating social media and websites are blocked, 

etc.  Someone asked, “Where are the Mousavis, the other Ayatollahs, the civil society?” 

Others point out that if the West wants to help Iran change internally, the best way to do this would be to 

remove the nuclear file as an issue of contention.  Lacking the unifying problem of the nuclear issue, the regime 

may be more susceptible to internal strain. 

 

Iran, the “Arab spring” and the region  

Some believe we are entering a period of “tremendous uncertainty” in the region, with big questions 

remaining as to the extent states will continue to pursue vital national interests.  The emerging power of 

political Islam and the power of the Arab street have lots of implications.  Some see the Egyptian example as 

a warning and that the power of the Arab street will lead to negative effects on relations with Israel.  This 

may be unavoidable.  It is arguable that relations with Palestinians will be an increasingly salient factor in the 

attitudes of different Arab states toward Israel.   

No “Persian spring”? 

Others warn that the Arab spring is still ongoing and it is impossible to predict how it will end.  It might be 

similar to what happened in Iran in 1979.  This is a perspective put forward by the Iranian regime itself, but 

others think the situation is more similar to Iran in 2009. 

According to one participant, based on its experiences in the late 19th century, 1979 and 2009, Iran has the 

“copyright” on the sorts of movements that recently have swept through the Middle East. And yet, it was noted 

that Iran was “surprised” by the “Arab spring” and that it is unlikely in the short term that there will be an 

uprising in Iran (though there is a view that it cannot be ruled out, as these sorts of movements are by nature 

unpredictable).   

The regimes that have fallen were typically arranged around one person or family and fell when the system 

around them concluded that person lost authority.  In Iran, the nature of the regime is different.  While the 

Supreme Leader is powerful, he is not all-powerful.  After 2009, this is changing and the regime is narrowing 

to an ever smaller group of people.  As this trend continues, some believe the Iranian government might find 

itself susceptible to what happened in Egypt.  Another interpretation is that the regimes that collapsed were 

started as nationalistic, socialist regimes supported by the Soviet Union.  Syria, Yemen, Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, 

(Algeria in the past), are all still under crisis.   

One participant warned about the economies of the countries experiencing the Arab spring.  Oil and gas 

reserves are diminishing, especially in the Gulf States and Saudi Arabia.  Water is becoming a major issue, 
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especially in Jordan, Syria, Egypt and some other countries, including some with access to the sea that failed 

to invest in desalination plants. 

Some say there has been no Persian spring because most Iranians do not want a revolution and have  fatigue 

at the idea of going through that again.  As one participant said, “there is no stomach” at this time in Iran for 

another revolution.  Repression has been effective and, as one participant said, “green has gone back to 

being a color.” The movement has no leadership left—they are in prison, under house arrest, etc.  Some 

believe Iranians need a valid alternative ideology since the ideology of democracy on its own is not enough 

to rally millions.  Since popular faith in the economy is low, some believe the main failure of the Green 

Movement was that it should have focused more on questions like “where is my oil money?”   There is clearly 

discontent, and perhaps the population might be delighted if the regime were to fall, however many believe 

the Iranian population is not likely at this time to risk their lives for something too abstract to define.   

Some analysts believe there is a danger of a very low turnout in the coming March Iranian parliamentary 

(Majlis) elections.  This can hurt Iran, because in the past it has claimed high voter turnout legitimized the 

elections. 

Increased role of Islamic movements 

While the regional impact of the “Arab spring” has not yet been seen, one of the main outcomes of these 

developments is the increasing role of Islamic movements throughout the region.  The future international 

approach to these Islamic movements is a major outstanding question, and the question is of obvious relevance 

for Israel.  One participant said the Islamic movements are “not as anti-Israel as one might expect or fear.”  

They are more detached, more focused on internal problems, and have more diverse attitudes than one might 

expect.  This leaves room for dialogue.  There is no sign as of yet that they have developed an extreme 

attitude. 

Some pointed out that “political Islam” is itself in a dynamic phase, and it will also be changed by what 

happens as the Islamic movements become involved in governments.  One participant said that perhaps the 

Islamists know the West and its politics better than we know them and that we need to study their ideology, 

specifically what he termed their use of anti-Semitism as strategic weapon and concerns about the possibility 

they may take away the rights of women and religious minorities. Some cautioned against overestimating the 

division in Islam between Sunnis and Shia.  One participant highlighted the big differences between the 

Salafists and the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt.  The Salafist vision, said one participant, is “undemocratic by 

any standard.”  Some believe the connection between Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood could be positive.  

  

Impact of  the “Arab spring” on Israel  and Palestine 

The rise of the Islamic movements certainly will lead to an increase in international support for Palestine, and 

this will affect Israel as will the developments in Egypt..2  Israel’s ability to “deal under the table” with Egypt 

while maintaining public verbal antagonism will be decreased.  That said, there does not appear to be a 

desire in Egypt to break the agreement with Israel. 

In the short term, some say the Arab spring has been bad for Israel, since in general political Islam is more 

critical of Israel than the unseated regimes, though the long-term impact remains to be seen.  Israel has 

                                                
2 Between August and the end of October 2011, Pugwash had intensive activity in Egypt with presidential candidates and 
other political forces.  The reports are available at www.pugwash.org.   
 

http://www.pugwash.org/
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resolved to sit tight and do nothing, as one person said, to “keep its powder dry.”  ome believe there 

appears to be room for some proactive activity that Israel is not taking, and they believe that Israel stands to 

lose by this inaction.   

Among those who fear the rise of political Islam will make things increasingly difficult for Israel are those who 

say there is a need to get the conflict with Palestinians off the agenda.  Egypt may have played a positive 

role in reconciliation between Hamas and the PLO and it may have been a factor in the prisoner exchange.  

“Something is changing,” according to one participant.  Hamas has changed position to commit to 1967 

borders and using non-violent means.  This may be due to the loss of Syrian and Egyptian influence.  Syrian 

opposition is also in Lebanon and there seems to be some interesting developments there.  Jordan’s king may 

be in trouble and this is to some more of a worry.   Many expect to see Iran, Turkey, Egypt, Syria and Saudi 

Arabia putting greater constraints on Israel’s “freedom of behavior.”   

It was noted that Arabs do not want to come to Israel and nothing will be able to shift their negative 

perception until Israel dramatically changes its attitude to the Palestinians.  Some believe that if Israel could 

develop a different approach on the Palestinian issue, there is room for a lot of opportunity.  However, if 

political constraints stop decisive Israeli steps on Palestine, there will not be a gain for Israel in region.  Some 

Israelis noted that they are not optimistic about progress on Palestine, given the current Israeli government’s 

views on this matter.  Some urged the Israeli government to be more forthcoming in its negotiations with the 

Palestinians and to “recognize the new realities.” Some say that Israel’s priority should be on solving the 

Palestinian problem, but others disagree strongly and say the priority is Iran.   

Egypt 

Some noted there have been conflicting statements about Egypt’s attitude to the peace treaty.  The Muslim 

Brotherhood reportedly has been explicit in saying they would bring the treaty to referendum or to 

parliament.  US State Department Spokeswoman Victoria Nuland recently said the US administration is in 

touch with the movement in Egypt, and that they say they have no intention of abrogating the agreement.  

Two billion US dollars may hold some influence in this respect.   

It is unclear the extent to which the Israeli government is reaching out to engage with the Islamic movements in 

Egypt, and some believe Israel should make more efforts in this direction.  Some felt that if Iran could 

reconnect with Egypt, this might be positive.  Iran would feel less isolated and more committed to a regional 

approach.  Egypt will not tolerate Iran having a military nuclear program. 

Syria 

According to some, if Syria falls, this may be a short-term good for Israel.  If it weakens Iran’s presence in 

Syria, and if Hezbollah is cut off from what some say are its Iranian patrons, this would be good for Israel.  

They say it doesn’t solve the Iran nuclear problem, but it weakens Iran’s capacity to deter Israel on its borders 

through threat of rockets, missiles from Syria, southern Lebanon, and Gaza and it improves Israel’s capacity to 

maneuver.  However, the question of what a successor regime in Syria might look like raises concerns.  If it is 

“more political Islam,” it might enhance the specter of Israel being surrounded by Sunni political Islam.   

Some believe Syrian regime change will be costly to Israel in the Golan Heights, while others see is potential 

for opportunity and believe Israel should try to engage with some of the opposition in Syria.   

Others caution against ruling out the Syrian regime too soon, and warned that if it survives, Iran’s position may 

be strengthened.  Some say it is difficult to see an optimistic scenario for Syria.  Even if Assad falls, there is no 

assumption there will be a different regime with full control of the whole country and there may be a civil 

war.  This would not be so good for Iran as a strong ally, but Iran may have the opportunity to operate there, 
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and this may have a negative effect for Israel.  Someone compared the possible future Iran-Syrian 

relationship to that between the US and Egypt post-Mubarak.  Mubarak fell but the US maintains influence. 

If the regime survives it will be more dependent on Iran.  Regarding Syria and Israel possibly resuming 

negotiations in the future, it was pointed out, in most cases to reach agreement there needs to be a strong 

regime, not a weak one. Weak regimes are more cautious than strong ones.  The Syrian situation may seem 

more like Iraq than Libya.  This may have negative implications for the Allawis, and the prospect of a civil war 

may leave problems for Israel—another Sinai on the Golan border? 

Impact of the “Arab spring” on Iran  

One participant commented it would have been interesting to be a fly on the wall in Tehran over the last 

year, where the mood most likely shifted from excitement, to optimism, to concern, to worry.   

Will this be a new phase in Arab-Persian relations in the Gulf?  Some believe that Iran may face some 

strategic challenges as a result of the changes in the Middle East.  If Syria falls this may be a major blow to 

Iran.  Iran may try to cultivate Iraq as a replacement.  There is a concern that developments may exacerbate 

the Sunni-Shia divide in the Middle East.  The survival of the Bahraini government, from this perspective, is a 

setback for Iran.  The Turkish-Iran rivalry may increase.  In Syria, Iran’s interests are with the regime against 

people, but in Bahrain Iran is with the people against regime.  Some raised concerns about Iran’s intentions in 

Afghanistan.  It should be expected that their intelligence agencies will be actively trying to find alternative 

routes to maintain regional influence.  

Some felt that Iran were more losers than winners in the Arab Spring (though this doesn’t mean Israel were 

winners either) since the zeitgeist, the mood of the Arab spring doesn’t fit well in Iran.  From this perspective, 

viewing the impact of the Arab spring only in terms of the rise of Islamist movements is too narrow a 

perspective.  The other trend in the Arab spring is the strong opposition to authoritarian regimes.  In Iran, they 

are moving to an increasingly authoritarian regime.  The Iranian model is not particularly attractive to people 

involved in the Arab spring, whether they are Islamist or non-Islamist.  Salafists do not find the Iranian model 

attractive.  Some say Turkey might be better poised to benefit, as the Turkish model has more to offer the 

Arab states than the Iranian model. 

According to one participant the Arab spring is empowering Turkey and Saudi Arabia, and this could be bad 

for Iran.  The Turks are extending influence through soft power, the Saudis through both soft and hard power.  

Saudis are determined to make sure this movement doesn’t reach their borders.   Some pointed out that the 

Turkish model is also moving in an unfavorable direction, the example of the arrests of journalists was 

highlighted, along with the arrest of the former chief of staff.   Some believe Israel will eventually achieve 

reconciliation with Turkey.  Turkey may be the main benefactor of changes in Syria. It is believed by some 

that Turkey is providing a base for opposition and some weapons.  The situation in Iraq, according to one 

participant, is a “big gain” for Iran. 

One participant said fears of Iran’s military nuclear capabilities are less a question of whether or not “an 

Ayatollah will launch nuclear weapons against Israel” than a concern that nuclear weapons capability may 

give Iran other options.  There is a worry this may embolden Iran’s allies and possibly related groups and 

movements in the region.  One participant said it is possible that in the event of a military attack against Iran, 

Iran might chose to retaliate by “activating” its allies in the region (Syria, Hezbollah, Hamas), though there 

was a question posed as to whether or not the Arab spring currently affects Iran’s potential to activate its 

allies.  Regarding the overall balance in the region, one participant imagined that if he were a defense 

analyst in Tehran, he wouldn’t be very happy as it’s hard to imagine that people in Hezbollah are not 

“terrified” by what is happening in Syria. 
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Impact of the “Arab spring” on the role of the US in the region 

A “non-trivial variable” in the regional implications of the Arab spring is the impact on the role of the United 

States in the region, according to one participant who sees this is a “mixed picture.”  Qaddafi is gone and 

Syria is in trouble.  But in Egypt, a close ally of the US has been swept away.  It is not clear what the net 

impact of the changes in Egypt will be, and this is unsettling for the US.  Bahrain is significant for the US 

because it is a base for US naval power in the region. There may be a lid on the troubles there, but there are 

still worrying complications for the US.  Last month the US left (was thrown out of?) Iraq, this is also another 

significant change in the picture.  The bulk of deployable US ground forces were based in Iraq, this is a 

profound change for the US.  In DC, there is an argument that the Saudis are discomfited by the 

“incompetent” US reaction to the Arab spring.  US relations with the Saudis have also been bruised recently.  

One participant said in Egypt “Obama is tied in knots,” partly due to the Clinton links with the Mubarak 

family.  While DC sees its position in the region is hurt, it is not considered to be unsalvageable.   While the 

US may have new limitations, it is still the main external power in the region. 

Generational empowerment 

Some urged participants not to dismiss the very significant generational change in the region, and the extent 

to which this has fueled the Arab spring.  The technological and communications revolution demonstrated to a 

new generation that it can change the realities of life, that they do not have to accept things without question.  

The results are not yet sufficient for the young people, and the shift in perception is irreversible.   

Some said it is important to note that there was an “Israeli summer” as well.  Israelis were also on the street 

and may come back again. 

 

The Iran nuclear file 

There was agreement among many (but not all) that Iran has the right to nuclear energy for peaceful 

purposes.  However, the vast majority (if not all) of the Israeli participants felt that before the international 

community can be comfortable with Iran exercising this right, the Iranian regime needs to be convinced to 

“stop raising flags of the past” (i.e.—that it is the enemy of Israel, the Middle East, and ultimately of Western 

civilization) and it needs to be much more transparent in its program.   

There is a palpable fear in Israel that the fact Iran doesn’t have nuclear weapons now is no guarantee for the 

future.  This view is prevalent even among some of the most open-minded people in Israel toward Iran.  As 

one participant said, “If Iran doesn’t have mercy for its own children, we cannot trust it to have mercy on our 

children and grandchildren.” 

Israelis point out that the problem of Iran is not only a problem for Israel.  Some are pleased that Israeli 

political leaders have kept relatively quiet over the past few weeks while the US has been so vocal.   

Are efforts to prevent Iran from getting nuclear weapons effective?  

Some say it is as “clear as the sun in midday” that Iran wants nuclear weapons when one looks at the spectrum 

of their capabilities, the mass of people involved, their investment in facilities and knowledge, etc.  Some 

strong voices in Israel say it is not only obvious that they want them, but that they “are there” and believe that 

the “Iranians are playing international field like they have it.”  The only “small difference,” according to one 

participant, is “technical.”   
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While there was disagreement about the above statement, there is however widespread consensus from all 

sides that Iran could develop a nuclear weapons capability if it wants to.   

Some believe that saying that they won’t is a gamble that Western, and particularly Israeli, leaders cannot 

afford to take, especially given the Iranian regime’s prior incendiary statements on the Holocaust and Israel.  

This uncertainty, many believe, is what will prompt future moves. 

If one assumes that the hardest part of seeking a nuclear weapons capability is acquiring fissile material, one 

participant said, “from a non-proliferation point of view, Iran is there.”  Iran is now enriching, and has the 

inherent ability to enrich to higher levels more quickly.  Iran has announced its intention to enrich to 20 percent 

at the Fordow plant, near Qom.  This plant will be fully operational soon, and it is widely believed this will 

then give Iran the potential to build nuclear weapons.  (When a country achieves 20 percent enrichment 

capability it is 90% of the way to the needed level for a nuclear weapons program.) 

Israel’s defense minister warned in late 2011 that there may be matter of months before Iran enters a “zone 

of immunity.”  Once they enter this “zone” (through moving aspects of the nuclear program underground) the 

concern is that options will be even more limited.  The fear is that once things move underground at Qom, then 

the option of a military attack is gone or is severely constrained.  This belief is part of what is driving the 

current high stakes pressure being exerted on Iran.   

Some say the timing for Iran to weaponize could be short.  Participants were reminded that in the US 

Manhattan Project, the time from Oppenheimer’s clearance to the first test of a nuclear device was four days 

short of two years.  Iran is starting from a different base, and are already “beyond most thresholds” in terms 

of their physical capacity to make a nuclear weapon.  One participant suggested that Iran could make a 

rudimentary implosion device in six months, but if they do this they know they will “get the hell bombed out of 

them.”  The bigger issue, according to this participant, is to prevent the development of circumstances in which 

Iran can weaponize and get away with it.   

A controversial report issued by the IAEA in November 2011 has added fuel to these concerns.  While many 

experts say the report recycled old (and perhaps discredited) information and that it represented an erosion 

of the integrity of the IAEA since it used unspecified sources from national intelligence agencies rather than 

independently verified information, others see the IAEA report as a “smoking gun.” 

What about a clandestine program? 

The problem of a possible clandestine/covert program is often raised, and yet there is no technical solution to 

this problem.  There always will be residual worries about possible cheating, as there were with the Soviet 

Union.  This is, according to one participant, an “irreducible factor.”  Therefore the question is “not how to get 

a perfect outcome, but how to maximally protect our interests.” 

Some believe it is important to prepare for a worst-case scenario.  If one assumes that Iran wants to reach a 

potential to break out and make nuclear weapons in the shortest time, their tactics would be simply to buy 

time, which is what many believe the Iranians are doing.   

According to one participant, preventing one bomb in the basement is not the central problem (and it is 

unlikely we can ever fully rule this option out), but rather the more significant challenge is to avoid 

development a full-scale military nuclear program.  As one participant said, there is a “tremendous 

difference” between where they are now and a real weapons capability.  This would include not just having a 

nuclear device, but having means of delivery, having a survivable arsenal, etc. 
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Trust? 

Even if Iran implements the Additional Protocol or some more stringent measures, this question of the possibility 

of secret facilities always will exist.  For some this raises the element of trust.  The question becomes, it is 

possible to define an adequate set of verification measures?  The complexity of the challenge increases as the 

program progresses.  The more advanced the machines they have, the smaller the footprint.  No country 

would be comfortable with foreign inspectors roaming everywhere, looking at facilities with suspicion.  Yet, 

they say, in the right sort of environment, this could be overcome.  As one participant said, “If Thailand wants 

to do this, of course you could come up with measures.”  But given the lack of trust in the Iranian government it 

is unlikely to be feasible.  While it may be technically possible to set up increased inspections and related 

measures one participant noted, the “inspectors are not policemen.”  There also is a lack of trust in the IAEA 

instruments.  The feeling among many in Israel is that the IAEA has failed many times. 

Others pointed out that in the US policy circles, there is not concern about the hidden facilities, partly because 

it cannot be controlled, but also because they have had advanced knowledge of certain developments, such 

as Fordow.   

Brazil and Japan, have the same (or advanced) technical capabilities as Iran.  (Japan, according to one 

participant has everything one could want to be a nuclear weapons state “except the decision to do it.”)  

Participants were reminded that the international community knows less about the Brazilian program, for 

example, which is enriching and which has not agreed to the Additional Protocol.   

Many international participants believe that the stakes are too high and that additional avenues must be 

explored urgently to address these issues.  One participant said, “trust is a gamble, but it is better than sure 

disaster.”   

Others point out that while trust is critical, there is a chicken and egg dynamic.  If one says that trust is needed 

before there can be a solution, there will be no solution to the problems.  Trust is generated by building trust.  

Even during the Cold War, the US and Soviet Union as enemies made agreements.  Arms control and 

disarmament processes can work to build trust, even among enemies.  (Others say Cold War arms control was 

easier because it focused on delivery vehicles and not fissile materials.)  One participant suggested that 

perhaps instead the starting point should be demonstration of mutual respect. 

Even some of the most hawkish voices in Israel reaffirm that Israel and Iran have in the past been on good 

terms, and that they could in future be on good terms again.  But from their perspective it was not a change in 

Israel that destroyed those relations, but changes in Iran.  So if the two countries are to move to a more 

cooperative future, they say it will require changes on the Iranian side.   

One participant encouraged a thought exercise of imagining half the room was full of Iranians, and to picture 

how one might frame this discussion among enemies.  It would not work to say “we don’t trust you.”  Instead, 

you need to focus on a framework for discussion and set some mutually agreed rules for that discussion. 

Some others say that they have no choice but to “trust” the regime and its word, given the gravity of some 

statements from the Iranian leadership that promote “genocidal anti-Semitism” as the mission of the regime.  

(Others point out that on this basis, then, one should also trust them when they say their goal is not to develop 

nuclear weapons.) 

Divergent perspectives on history of negotiations 

From some perspectives, the record of negotiations over the past ten years has been “disastrous” and has left 

Iran “in no position to backtrack.”  Others believe there have been many promising proposals from the West 
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that Iran has rejected and others say that “whatever the international community has offered Iran has never 

been considered by Iran to be serious.”  They say the Europeans put forward positive proposals in the 2003-

2005 period. 

Some express clear frustration that for the past five-eight years there has been a “wall of people” saying 

that there is no evidence Iran is going to a military nuclear capability and that now there are an increasing 

number saying that Iran has the capability.  “Where was the international community between those points?” 

asked one participant, who said this has led now to a “lose-lose” situation.  These voices are extremely 

frustrated with the argument put forward by some that it is not possible to pressure Iran now because it will 

become more motivated to get nuclear weapons. 

Some say that Iran is never unified in negotiations, and its leaders fear compromise with the West because 

they fear the domestic effect this will have.  For example, it was noted that Mousavi and Khamenei were 

against the Russian proposal. 

Others believe that between 2002-2005 the EU missed three opportunities in negotiations, and did not take 

Iranian proposals at face value regarding suspending enrichment, the Additional Protocol, and instead 

referred Iran to the UN Security Council.  This was “a disaster,” according to one participant. 

Some believe strongly that in 2003 Iran felt the international pressure.  This was evident in many ways.  For 

example, at a Pugwash meeting in Iran in 2004, Iranians indicated they would implement the Additional 

Protocol and stop enrichment, but they were unclear what would happen next.  Clearly the answer from the 

West to such Iranian proposals was negative.  Iran felt deceived at that point, and Ahmadinejad profited.  

The end result is that the West is not trusted.   

Lessons of the LEU deal(s) 

How to interpret the lessons of the Brazil-Turkey deal 

sparked strong controversy among participants.  Some 

believe that the West lost a major opportunity to follow 

through on the opening this deal provided.  A criticism was 

put forward that Iran was only doing this deal to get rid of 

sanctions.  Some queried if the purpose of sanctions was to 

get Iran to the table, then how can it be considered 

deceptive if they were seeking removal of the sanctions?  In 

other words, the value of the sanctions seems to take priority 

over the value of the breakthrough the sanctions were 

supposed to encourage.  Some also felt it was a mistake 

that the Iranians were told the only way they could show their 

seriousness was to agree in seven days.  

Some rejected the Brazil-Turkey deal out of hand because the first paragraph reinforced the “right of all 

State Parties, including the Islamic Republic of Iran, to develop research, production and use of nuclear energy 

(as well as nuclear fuel cycle including enrichment activities) for peaceful purposes without discrimination.”3  

This, they say, allowed for enrichment up to 20 percent.  Others point out that this is standard diplomatic 

language and that the meat of the proposal was the substantive proposal for 1200 kg of Iranian LEU to be 

sent to Turkey, and held in escrow, and Tehran would receive 120 kg of fuel for the Tehran Research Reactor 

                                                
3 The text of the Brazil-Turkey deal is available here: http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/julian-borger-global-security-
blog/2010/may/17/iran-brazil-turkey-nuclear  
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within one year.  This reflected Obama administration’s proposals, though some query if it represented the full 

nuance of Obama’s position.  Several pointed out that this deal was less effective in May 2010 than it was 

when originally proposed because the percentage it represented of Iranian LEU was decreased over time.  

Others point out, however, that would have been the case even if the deal were agreed in October.  The deal 

was only meant to be a confidence building measure and was never meant to the be the end game. 

Others say there is a more fundamental problem and say the LEU deal in October and the Turkish-Brazil deal 

were “fundamentally misguided” as they did not address the central concerns.  The US proposed it as a CBM, 

there was little in it for Iran.  This became the “roll of the dice” for the Obama administration in terms of 

engagement with Iran.  Two one day meetings in October 2009 over the “sideshow” of the LEU deal and the 

refueling needs of a research reactor did not address the central concerns. 

The previously mentioned November 2011 IAEA report is another area of controversy.  According to one 

participant, the IAEA report made things “much worse.” 

Effectiveness of the “pressure track” 

There were strongly divergent perspectives in the room, particularly between Israeli and international 

participants, on the question of whether or not the pressure currently being applied on Iran and that which is 

threatened will yield the desired result of seeking a positive agreement on the Iranian nuclear file.  A question 

was raised as to whether or not the West understands the Iranian domestic scene well enough to know what 

sanctions and  pressures would be effective, and what level of pressure is needed to achieve objectives in 

coercing the desired behavior.  Some argue that the West does not know the Iranian “pain threshold.”   

There is little if any sympathy in Israel for Iran’s current plight. While some emphasize historic ties between the 

Israeli and Iranian people, the Israeli narrative is that Iran has created this situation by taking as its goal the 

destruction of Israel.  Given history, anti-Semitic statements must be taken seriously.  Others commented that 

the most extreme Iranian statements have not been repeated recently, and this may be a signal that Iran has 

adjusted its rhetoric, if not its approach.   

Some believe strongly that without the pressure that has been applied to date the Iranian nuclear project 

would have gone much further, and that this pressure is the central factor affecting Iran’s cost-benefit analysis.  

It was, one Israeli participant said, only after people started thinking the “Israelis are getting crazy,” that 

people began to take action in Europe and the US.  This has indicated these tactics might work.   

Iran’s leadership until now, some noted, has demonstrated pragmatism and rationality, and some believe it 

still must consider the pressures being applied in making its decisions.  In fact, some felt that Iran was 

forthcoming in 2003 after the US invasion of Iraq put Iran under extreme pressure, and this is “proof” that 

pressure might help spur a more conciliatory approach from Iran.  

As to whether or not the external pressure fosters unity within Iran, some wondered if people will rally around 

the regime when it is under extreme pressure.  They doubt that “demonstration of non-competence” causes 

people to rally around the regime. 

Others felt that the focus on pressure/no pressure is not the issue, but it is rather the proportionate emphasis 

between pressure and diplomacy that is out of balance.  The supposed dual track policy is almost non-

existent.  From this perspective the 2003 situation is more complicated.  Iran believed it could escape the 

pressure.  However, now Iran doesn’t believe the sanctions will be lifted if they change behavior, and this 

perception may in fact be correct (lifting sanctions in Libya and Iraq took more than seven years).  The 

Congressional sanctions in particular have conditions that could mean that it could take a decade to lift them, 
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given various conditions for lifting the sanctions included in the text (including some related to human rights 

and nuclear energy).  It is believed by some that very few members of Congress will “commit political suicide” 

to urge lifting the sanctions, even if Iran is more forthcoming in negotiations.  While it is not impossible to lift 

the sanctions, the timeline could be so slow that transactions are unattractive.  European sanctions are more 

flexible, as they are done through the foreign ministries and executive branches as opposed to the legislative 

branch.  Lifting EU sanctions, according to one participant, is not insignificant as they are the “bone crushers.” 

The way in which indiscriminate sanctions are hitting the Iranian population leaves the people divided, 

according to one participant.  The impact on air travel was given as an example.  Limits on refueling impact 

their ability to go to Europe.  Internal flights are sourced to Qatar airlines, and charges for domestic tickets 

are 30 percent higher.  It is reported from people who travel between Iran and the West that threat of war 

has become so problematic that it has desensitized people to the threat of sanctions and economic problems.  

As one participant said, “If you are worried about getting bombed, you don’t worry about the cost of meat 

rising 10 percent.”  In other words, rather than being a force multiplier for the sanctions and economic 

pressure, threats of war may be canceling the intended impact of the economic pressures.  One participant 

pointed out that in more cases than not, sanctions don’t work, although they are working in Burma now, and 

pointed out that sanctions are not more than 25% effective according to the literature. 

Also, Western domestic economic troubles may prohibit taking further certain decisive steps, such as those 

which may drive up oil prices.  China and Russia are not in step with the sanctions, and it is unknown if their 

policies change. 

Sabotage 

Some believe that to the extent there has been any delay in Iran’s progress toward weaponization it is not 

necessarily because Iran didn’t want it, but “because someone is taking care to slow down this process.”  Some 

believe firmly that sabotage is among the acceptable tools available to the international community in 

response to the gravity of the Iranian situation.  Others disagree vehemently with this approach.  In addition 

to moral questions it raises regarding respect for national sovereignty, any short-term benefits may be far 

outweighed by what could be highly negative long-term impact.  This split was notable particularly but not 

exclusively between the Israeli and international participants. 

Some believe it is difficult to explain the lack of Iranian response to two years of computer virus attacks, 

sanctions, assassination of scientists, 18 suspicious explosions in 2011 alone, etc.  One participant said that US 

intelligence reportedly has not identified any specific retaliation for these events.  One explanation could be 

that perhaps until recently the Iranians calculated they could absorb the assassinations, Stuxnet, etc., and still 

outpace events with advances in the nuclear program.  While pressure is slowing things, and hurting the 

economy, they are still able to show progress.  They may assume that if they retaliate, the dynamics could 

change and reverse the trends.  However, Iran seems to be coming to the end of this calculated restraint.  

Internal pressures within Iran are mounting to draw a line in the sand.  The attack on the British embassy 

backfired.  However, if it is a signal of the end of restraint then the next few months will be very dangerous, 

especially when combined with what some perceive as a shifting change of the balance between ideology 

and state interests, and “less than perfect” decision making in the US and Israel.   

The pressures aim to get Iran break its stance on the nuclear issue and to come back to the table, but many, 

particularly non-Israeli participants, expressed belief that there is a much greater likelihood that this 

inordinate pressure will lead to some unintentional consequences, based on a series of miscalculations. 
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Oil and the Straits of Hormuz 

Iranians have recently warned the US not to return its aircraft carrier to the Gulf region.  One participant 

noted that in Iran they “don’t have the tendency of warning twice.”  This sort of language is worrisome to 

Israelis precisely because Iran is considered to be in a weakened position.   

However, despite recent threats, many others believe it is highly unlikely that Iran will close the Straits of 

Hormuz.  Iran, some say, will not be able to survive for a year without oil exports and note that according to 

some estimates they have reserves for only 9-10 months.  It also was noted that during eight years of war 

between Iran and Iraq, Iran never closed the Straits despite threats to the contrary.  As one participant said, 

“Iran is not that stupid.”  The possible effects of an increase in oil prices were raised with concern by some 

participants.  Even a minor increase could have significant implications. 

Military attack and the Israel-American debate 

There are still some voices in Israel who do not want a military attack on Iran, but there appears to be 

significantly stronger consensus on the advisability of threatening and even implementing such strikes.  Some 

people encourage more discussion of the consequences of a possible military attack.  Some believe that while 

military action may work in the beginning, the consequences will be so severe that they will negate any 

perceived short-term benefits. 

It was noted that prior to the attacks on Osirak and the Syrian reactors, there was not much talk about it in 

Israel.  One participant noted that the Israelis have not spoken about this in two weeks, and wondered if this 

should cause concern?   

Questions arise as to whether or not there is an appetite in the US for a military strike, even if the strike is a 

surgical strike.  Some say the public won’t support it for fear of being dragged into another war.  It was 

noted the US does not take kindly to the impression that Israel is twisting its arm to try to get it engaged 

militarily. 

The question was also posed as to whether or not there is support in Israel for an attack on Iran, and what 

concern there is in Israel about the possibility of blowback.  As one person said the statements from Israel are 

“worrisome.”  In additional, some believe Israel should first defend against missiles, etc. from Hezbollah and 

Hamas. 

Many, if not most, Israelis see the “only option” is to tighten the 

track of military action, seriously and step by step, and at the 

same time negotiate sanctions.  The two tracks serve each 

other.  According to one participant, if the entire world, 

including Iran, Europe, the US, have the feeling “something 

disastrous” might happen and at the same time there is 

pressure, only then might it work.   

Kennedy’s approach to the Bay of Pigs, in which he failed 

because he relied only on a military option, was compared by 

one participant with the Cuban Missile Crisis in which military 

options were prepared, an airplane lost, a blockade 

implemented, nuclear readiness was increased, simultaneously 

with intensive negotiations. The problem is if a purely military 

attack fails, it can leave the opponent stronger (as Castro was 

left stronger by the Bay of Pigs). 
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Some suggest it would be possible/prudent to use some small operations, deployment, carriers in water, jet 

squadrons to deploy in area, exercises which are revealed to the public, to create an amount of 

readiness/tension to “serve diplomacy.”   

One participant claimed that the “major factor” which made the US the clear superpower in the world and 

which gave it status in the second half of the 20th century was the fact it used its atom bombs in August 1945.  

Some participants interpreted this highly controversial statement as a tacit encouragement that the US (or 

maybe Israel) possibly should use nuclear weapons if the conflict escalates, and took very strong issue with this 

statement.  (Others commented privately about this logic, which if adopted by the Iranians would seem to 

provide inducement for them to develop and use a nuclear weapon!)  

Some believe that if the US wins this conflict with Iran it could give them status they held 30-50 years ago and 

this development would serve US, Israel and the West.  Some believe the US could, without involvement on the 

ground, with its capabilities and the amount of ammunition it has and through the international support it could 

collect, do the mission and help the US re-achieve great power status.  Some even urge the US goal should be 

not to destroy the facilities, but to stop the regime.  There was, it must be noted, extremely strong 

disagreement on this in the room.   

Americans, some said, have a low appetite for military intervention based on their very negative recent 

experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan and to deal with Iran would be more complicated and the response of 

Iran is not easy to predict.  If the US found itself in an unplanned position of an invasion of Iran, this would be 

very difficult.  Some pointed out that the American population did not have a big problem with the Libya 

action, but others noted that parallels cannot be drawn. 

From the Iranian perspective, it has been conjectured that some in Iran believe they will win a military conflict, 

they think “the worse the better.”  This is not a majority, but it is the same thinking as was behind the UK 

embassy attack.  Some say that if there is an attack against an Iranian facility, not just an exercise, they will 

react against Israel.  This is, according to one participant, “risky business.”  

Effectiveness of a strike? 

Participants discussed whether a military strike would mean an end of the nuclear program or a delay (if so, 

for how long?) and with what repercussions.  There are those who believe Israel and the Western world are 

exchanging intelligence, and that they have adequate intelligence to conduct an effective strike.  The cyber 

attack capability indicates there is “good penetration” into and understanding of the program, otherwise such 

an attack would not have been possible. 

Some believe Israel has the capability to reach the targets and get past air defense systems, but the question 

as to whether or not Israel could penetrate Qom is uncertain.  Some say Israel does not understand the limits 

of its power.  Israeli political leaders indicate they can do it.  If credible and effective, then it should be 

possible to repeat the operation in the future.  When Defense Minister Barak says it is essential to prevent 

Iran from entering the “zone of immunity,” some would like to know more specifically what is meant.  When 

will the window close? Would it delay the program for a few years?  

One participant noted that the only military action that could end Iran’s nuclear program would be one that 

causes regime change and this scenario is not possible.  Some strongly countered and said that no one in Israel 

is thinking of attacking non-nuclear targets.  It is “sheer nonsense,” according to one participant, to think the 

attacks might “flatten Iran” or attack oil targets. They are only discussing precision attack on nuclear targets.  

Someone raised the question as to whether or not Israel is capable of destroying critical nodes of Iran’s 

nuclear program, and what it might achieve in such an attack.  There are three twin cascades in Qom.  Israel 
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cannot take out the Qom facility with conventional weapons.  This raises the question as to whether or not a 

military attack can stop Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons, and whether Israel has the capability to do this. 

Some believe that exaggerations on all sides must be limited, whether overestimating the Iranian nuclear 

weapons program, or overemphasizing the likelihood that preventive steps might lead to a regional war.  

Who would participate in this war? Who has an interest?  Even Hamas is perceived as trying to distance 

themselves from Iran. 

Some, including some Israelis, believe an Israeli attack on Iran would be “a major historical mistake.”  This is 

because of the law of unintended consequences, and in particular the impact it would have on the future 

relations of the Israeli and Iranian people, which would be long-term and which would have negative 

consequences and create serious friction as Israel continues to live in the region.  Iran wants to be a major 

power in the region.   

One participant summarized that perhaps the overriding and depressing message from this part of the 

discussion from the Israeli side (especially the official Israeli view) seemed to be that avoiding the risk of a 

nuclear Iran is worth the risk of the consequences of military action.  The question then is whether Israelis truly 

believe it is an exaggeration that Iran will do what it says in such an event (i.e. attack Israel with missiles) and 

what unintended longer term consequences might result from such a reaction. 

Keep Iran in the NPT? 

Some fear that the current path is leading to possible Iranian withdrawal from the nuclear Non-Proliferation 

Treaty.  If Israel (a non-NPT member with nuclear weapons) initiates an attack on nuclear facilities in Iran (a 

non-nuclear NPT member), it is important to understand the effect this will have not only in Iran, but globally.  

One participant warned, “If you want to preserve the NPT, be careful.”   Iran leaving the NPT would be a 

“devastating development.”  It would send a signal to the entire region and cause a collapse of the non-

proliferation regime.  How other countries may react in this situation is impossible to predict. 

Iranians keep saying privately and publicly they value their nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) 

membership and that they want to stay in the NPT.   There are those who believe that Iran will not proceed to 

make progress on nuclear weapons without leaving the NPT.   Reasons for leaving the NPT would be  

1) In response to extreme pressure. 

2) After nuclear facilities are attacked.  If they are attacked there is little question Iran will leave the 

NPT.  It would prove conclusively to them that there is no benefit to continuing to stay in the NPT.  

The NPT gives them the right to help in production of nuclear energy.  If they are bombed, 

possibly by a nuclear-armed non-NPT member, they have no reason to stay in the NPT.   

3) Less likely but still possible is that they may get out if the oil market situation gets too grave. 

If Iran exits the NPT, there is concern that it might have a domino effect among others in the region, especially 

among Arab countries.   

Is there another way out? 

One participant said, “if you want to live in a peaceful world, then you have to take a risk for peace.”  It is 

not enough to say that if you have tried negotiations once and they failed then you don’t try again.  One 

participant expressed concern that in the US environment and maybe in Israel, there is less political risk in 

sending troops to war than in sending a dozen diplomats to negotiate.  There doesn’t seem to be courage in 

the US or Iran to make a deal.  Even in informal discussions in Iran, serious proposals are not forthcoming at 

this time. 
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Some believe that nothing can happen before the US election, but that the time should be used to prepare 

groundwork, establish connections, and prepare for a more cooperative approach.  Israel should, from this 

perspective, “stay out of the picture” as there is no possibility of direct talks.   

Most international participants urged that discussions should take place in the US and in some Western 

countries to agree to “maximize control and minimize humiliation for Iran.”  A calculated provisional “political 

defeat” for the West in the short-term (specifically on allowing enrichment) could yield to some long-term 

significant changes. Even some of the most critical Israeli voices expressed interest in further information about 

what Iranian demands might be in possible future negotiations.   

What would be their objectives in bargaining toward the abandonment of what most in Israel believe to be 

steps toward a nuclear weapons capability?  The end goal is unclear.  It is said there are elements in the 

White House that understand the solution will have to allow Iran some level of enrichment, but such a decision 

will not be taken until the last moment.  Some believe that if the West doesn’t veto enrichment, it is less likely 

Iran will become an overt nuclear weapons state.  (It was noted that Iran still uses the slogan “Nuclear energy 

for all, nuclear weapons for none.”)   Allowing Iran to continue a civilian nuclear program may allow them to 

“gain some points” but practically this will prevent them from developing openly a nuclear weapons program.   

There is great skepticism among some Israelis that if the sanctions are removed and the additional protocol is 

adopted that the situation will be defused.  Many believe that Iran had repeated opportunities get out of 

their situation, for example that ElBaradei gave them an opening, but they didn’t go through with it. 

What is the goal? 

There are parameters that can be explored for moving forward.  However, the end goal needs to be thought 

through, possible options include:     

 Roll back their program to “square one” (a maximal result for the West, but unlikely)--

suspension (the EU+3 agreement?) 

 Permit some enrichment capability 

 Place barriers that influence the Iranian decision making process 

 Negotiations as an end of their own 

 Iran to have a “Japan-like” status?  Some say this would only be thinkable if there were a 

change of regime 

 Do nothing, and hope for the best 

Possible concrete steps 

For those sites that are known, one non-Israeli participant pointed out, there are ways to increase confidence 

they are not being misused and to have warning time if there is deviation. 

 Increased transparency could be achieved if Iran would ratify and implement the Additional 

Protocol.  This doesn’t solve all problems, but as one participant said it provides a “bigger 

hunting license” than basic safeguards.  The additional protocol doesn’t have the ability to 

search for undeclared facilities.  It does allow for area surveys, and while this is good for 

nuclear reactors and reprocessing plants, it is not good for uranium enrichment plants 

because they are very well sealed.   
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 Additional transparency measures could be negotiated with the IAEA, beyond the Additional 

Protocol, which give some limited rights to site visits. 

 Measures to maximize chances to see covert activity could be contemplated.  Iran could 

invoke the Japan model, where Japan allows a continuous IAEA presence – two IAEA 

inspectors are allow to be present, it allows IAEA lab assays, surveys and technicians onsite 

at short notice.  Iran is subject to IAEA inspections at short notice (1-2 hours) but this could be 

moot if there were continuous presence or increased short notice inspections allowed.   

 Continuous monitoring could be built into enrichment plants, continuously monitoring the 

material flow for any gaps. 

 Cascade halls could have IAEA closed circuit TVs, where the cassettes are popped out and 

taken out monthly.   

 Technology could be explored to get real-time TV surveillance of the cascade halls to watch 

for re-piping (needed for high enrichment). 

 Freezing the number of centrifuges could be proposed. 

 Capping enrichment below 20 percent, perhaps at 5 percent could be explored further (see 

below).  Any detection beyond this level could trigger a reaction and a legal right to 

protest. 

 Allow some EU technicians to Qom and do enrichment together, in an international facility.  

 Give Iran a role in providing fuel for the region. 

These are examples of barriers and reassurances that could help.  The best solution might be to give Iran 

formal recognition of its rights to nuclear energy, to give them some credit for their restraint and efforts.  

While this may be difficult, it could potentially keep them in the NPT, which should be in everyone’s interest.  

Some such steps may allow Iran to claim a victory to an extent, but it will be a “pyrrhic victory.”  (Pugwash 

previously put forward a proposed model agreement, which might serve as a starting point.)  

This does not address the covert problem.  As previously stated, there are no technical or military solutions to 

the question of covert sites.  But such measures would turn breakout into a major political choice.  Iran would 

have to throw out the IAEA.  Such a move would be very dramatic, visible and unambiguous. 

It is important to note, however, that many believe Iran is not making a cost-benefit analysis that would need 

to be a part of their side of the discussions.  Some say that they are motivated by preserving the regime and 

are willing to bear the economic and other costs of the international pressure against its nuclear program.  

From this perspective, shared by many in Israel, Iran is “past the point of negotiated settlement.” 

Five percent? 

As mentioned above, some (for example Graham Allison) have proposed a cap on enrichment at 5 percent, 

with a related set of verification measures.  In principle, many say, that if it is possible to cap at 5 percent 

and if there were confidence in the verification measures, then this may be a good idea (5 percent is slightly 

more than Iran needs for Bushehr, for example).  However, critics say that when a country has the ability to 

enrich to 5 percent, they always have the potential (especially if they are using more modern machines) to 

breakout.  Weaponization and warhead packages are always possible.  As one expert said, “verification of 
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5 percent is easy, but verifying there is no undeclared site is difficult.”  A method would have to be agreed 

whereby a search could be done.  Only the DPRK had this special inspection verification provision, and they 

refused to allow inspectors in. 

Others say there is no evidence at all that Iran would be willing to accept this.  Others point out that 

Ahmadinejad floated this idea in New York and it is as yet untested.  Some believe that Ahmadinejad has no 

power to follow through on this in any event. 

It is rumored that the US plans to put forward in January/February the P5+1 talks a proposal based on no 

20 percent enrichment and relinquishing 20% of the existing stockpile in exchange for no additional UN 

sanctions.  The outstanding question is whether or not Khamenei is strong enough to implement the deal. 

No extra discrimination 

One participant noted that if there is some assumption of discrimination or an idea that there may be good 

versus bad proliferators, then things will go nowhere.  This perspective is put forward by countries like Egypt, 

which has not agreed to the Additional Protocol to make a political point.  They ask why is it that Israeli 

nuclear weapons should be considered any less worrisome than Iranian nuclear weapons?  How can this be 

explained to Iran?  There is an assumption that Israel’s nuclear weapons can be controlled, but we do not 

know exactly how the decision making process works in Israel, and what structures and policies are in place.  

To some, this is a significant concern. 

Positive inducements? 

Some believe that the best arms control measures are those that do not try to change the status quo.  From this 

perspective, the main job is to stop proliferation at the current level of states with nuclear weapons (this 

includes Israel).  Others see this as too limited a view.  

There are some opportunities on the international calendar in 2012 to create some positive environment and 

to put forward some positive inducements.   There was little or no resonance in the room among Israeli 

participants for discussing as another avenue to explore solutions to the Iranian nuclear file the proposed 

2012 international conference on a Middle East free of nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass 

destruction being hosted by the Finnish government and facilitated  by Amb. Jaakko Laajava.  

Conclusion 

Participants were reminded at the beginning of the meeting that 

Israel’s founding father, David Ben Gurion, urged Israel to be a 

“light unto other nations” and that the creation of a good society 

was a fundamental aim of the state.  Some, both within and 

without Israel, are concerned that the Iran situation may be used to 

detract from these aims (by taking focus from the Palestinian issue 

and other concerns).  Others see the current track as the only way 

to protect Ben Gurion’s dream and legacy in the face of what they 

perceive to be an existential threat. 

Pugwash as an organization remains committed to facilitating 

dialogue across divides.  Pugwash greatly appreciates the 

willingness of those involved to engage in frank, informed, and at 

times difficult discussions.   

B. Lapidot, A. Braverman, S. Brom, E. Asculai 
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Several participants took part on 8 January 2011 in an independently organized public event 

on “Iran, Nuclear Proliferation and the Stability of the Middle East,” at Tel Aviv University’s 

Center for Iranian Studies.  Left to right: D. Menashri, G. Golan, P. Cotta-Ramusino, E. Ben 

Eliyahu, P. Jones, C. Kupchan, M. Litvak 


