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Foreword

�e threat of a nuclear-armed Iran remains the 
de�ning security challenge of our time. In “Iran’s 
Nuclear Disarmament: �e Only Deal �at Protects 
U.S. and Allied Security,” Orde Kittrie, Andrea 
Stricker, and Behnam Ben Taleblu outline a strategy 
to achieve the permanent dismantlement of Tehran’s 
nuclear weapons enterprise. Drawing from historical 
precedents and lessons learned from the deeply �awed 
nuclear deal with Iran in 2015 and leveraging today’s 
rare opportunity to force a weakened Iran into nuclear 
submission, this report presents a comprehensive road 
map for ensuring that the Islamic Republic is never 
allowed to cross the nuclear weapon threshold.

�is report rejects the incrementalism of past 
approaches, including the 2015 nuclear deal, which 
provided temporary restrictions while allowing Iran 
to retain the infrastructure needed for a rapid nuclear 
breakout. As Kittrie, Stricker, and Taleblu argue, 
any agreement must go far beyond arms control to 
the complete and veri�able dismantlement of Iran’s 
uranium enrichment and plutonium production 
capabilities, its nuclear weaponization e�orts, and 
its ballistic missile program. Transparency and 
accountability, veri�ed through robust oversight by 
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), with 
anywhere, anytime access to Iran’s nuclear and relevant 
military sites, must be the cornerstone of such a deal.

�e urgency of this framework is made clear by Iran’s 
current nuclear status. With su�cient highly enriched 
uranium (HEU) to produce multiple nuclear weapons 
within months, Tehran is closer than ever to becoming 
a nuclear-armed state. Most of this nuclear expansion 
did not occur during the remainder of President 
Donald Trump’s �rst term following his May 2018 
withdrawal from the 2015 nuclear deal. It occurred 
after the January 2021 inauguration of President Joe 
Biden who abandoned Trump’s maximum pressure 
campaign. �e clear lesson: �e Islamic Republic will 
escalate when it senses American weakness; it will 
back down when it perceives American strength. 

�e regime’s ambitions to develop a nuclear arsenal 
represent a profound threat to regional and global 
security. �is report makes clear that anything less 
than wholesale dismantlement would leave the Islamic 
Republic with the tools to advance its nuclear and 
missile programs. Kittrie, Stricker, and Taleblu also 
wisely emphasize that the risks posed by Iran’s nuclear 
program cannot be separated from the regime’s 
broader revolutionary ideology and destabilizing 
foreign policy. Iran’s ballistic missile development, 
its history of exporting terrorism, and its e�orts to 
subvert peace in the region demand an agreement that 
addresses these interconnected threats. 

Negotiating with Tehran creates the risk that its 
theocratic regime will stall for time while advancing its 
nuclear program. �e Islamic Republic is a master at 
rope-a-doping American presidents, delaying, o�ering 
reversible concessions, and heading o� U.S. power. 
Previous administrations have even rewarded Iran with 
sanctions relief simply for staying at the negotiating 
table. �us, any reduction in pressure on the Islamic 
Republic should occur only if Iran agrees to permanently 
and veri�ably dismantle all of its potential pathways to, 
and capabilities for, developing nuclear weapons.

�e report outlines an approach blending diplomatic, 
economic, and military tools to leave Tehran with no 
viable alternative but to comply. Restoring UN Security 
Council sanctions, applying maximum economic 
pressure, and maintaining a credible military deterrent 
— American and Israeli — are key components of this 
strategy. Sanctions must be true economic warfare — 
targeting Iran’s primary sources of revenue, including 
its oil and petrochemical exports, and enforced with 
an intensity that punishes circumvention by any actor 
whether or not they are U.S. allies. Irregular warfare 
operations, such as cyberattacks and sabotage, will 
play a critical role in exposing Iran’s vulnerabilities and 
degrading its nuclear and military capabilities. �e 
Trump administration must provide Israel with the 
materiel support that Jerusalem needs to destroy Iran’s 
nuclear and economic assets and those of its leaders. If 
Tehran understands that Israel has both the will and the 
capabilities to put the regime at risk, this will bolster 
American coercion and sharpen the choice for Tehran. 
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�is report is more than just a policy paper — it is a 
call to action.

I have spent decades confronting the Iranian threat. 
�e regime sanctioned and threatened FDD, my 
colleagues, and me. I have watched in recent months 
as Israel, a tiny country of 10 million people with a 
small army, air force, and intelligence apparatus, has 
severely weakened Iran’s axis of proxies, destroyed 
most of its long-range strategic air defenses, and 
dramatically reduced its ballistic missile production 
capabilities. �ere is now no better time for an 
American president to demand the deal outlined 

below or, failing that, to use military force against 
regime assets. �is report o�ers a clear and 
actionable road map for policymakers, diplomats, 
and security experts. It outlines the steps necessary 
to secure not just a temporary reprieve but a lasting 
solution that ensures that one of the world’s most 
dangerous regimes never acquires the world’s most 
dangerous weapon. 

Mark Dubowitz 
CEO, Foundation for Defense of Democracies 
March 2025

An FDD design collage featuring a satellite image of the Bushehr nuclear power plant, Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei greeting a crowd, and an Iranian-made Zolfaghar missile displayed at Azadi (Freedom) Square in western Tehran. 
(Photos by DigitalGlobe via Getty Images via Getty Images, Iranian Leader Press O�ce/Handout/Anadolu via Getty Images,  
and Morteza Nikoubazl/NurPhoto via Getty Images)
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Introduction

President Donald Trump has repeatedly expressed 
his desire for a negotiated agreement with Iran.1 
On February 4, 2025, he signed a presidential 
memorandum that restored maximum pressure 
sanctions against Tehran and that declared, “[i]t is 
the policy of the United States that Iran be denied a 
nuclear weapon.”2 �e following day, Trump posted, 
“I would much prefer a Veri�ed Peace Agreement, 
which will let Iran peacefully grow and prosper.”3 In 
a subsequent interview, the president said of Iran’s 
nuclear quest, “�ere’s two ways of stopping them. 
With bombs, or with a written piece of paper.”4 
Trump reiterated this choice soon after, indicating, 
“I’d much rather see a deal with Iran where we can 
do a deal — supervise, check it, inspect it and then 
blow it up or just make sure that there [are] no more 
nuclear facilities.”5

It therefore appears that the administration plans 
to use coercive means (what Trump’s memorandum 
refers to as “maximum pressure”) to obtain a 
negotiated solution to the Iranian nuclear issue, 
employing a credible threat of military force to 
strengthen its negotiation position. �is is a sound 
strategy, but the speci�c contours of an agreement 
matter tremendously. Any reduction of pressure on 
the Islamic Republic must only occur as part of a 
deal in which Iran agrees to a full, permanent, and 
veri�able cutting o� of all its potential pathways to 
nuclear weapons. 

1. Kierra Frazier, “Trump makes a surprising overture to Iran at NYC press conference,” Politico, September 26, 2024. (https://www.
politico.com/news/2024/09/26/trump-iran-nyc-press-conference-00181367); @trump_repost, X, February 5, 2025. (https://x.com/
trump_repost/status/1887098962521587986); @CSPAN, X, February 4, 2025. (https://x.com/cspan/status/1886880480928420252)
2. National Security Presidential Memorandum “NSPM-2, Imposing Maximum Pressure on the Government of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Denying Iran All Paths to a Nuclear Weapon, and Countering Iran’s Malign In�uence,” February 4, 2025. (https://www.whitehouse.
gov/presidential-actions/2025/02/national-security-presidential-memorandum-nspm-2)
3. @trump_repost, X, February 5, 2025 (https://x.com/trump_repost/status/1887098962521587986)
4. @clashreport, X, February 10, 2025. (https://x.com/clashreport/status/1889205053455540564)
5. “President Donald Trump: We will be bigger, better and stronger than ever before,” Fox News, February 10, 2025. (https://www.foxnews.
com/video/6368624897112)
6. Besides Iran, the parties to the JCPOA were the �ve permanent members of the UN Security Council plus Germany, known as the P5+1. 

In particular, the administration must avoid an 
agreement replicating the �aws of the 2015 nuclear deal 
with Iran, formally known as the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA).6 Since the JCPOA’s 
restrictions had preset expiration dates, or “sunsets,” it 
failed to permanently block Iran’s pathways to nuclear 
weapons. Nor did the deal ensure that Tehran’s covert 
nuclear weapons research program had ended. It also 
did not include “anytime, anywhere” inspections to 
verify Iran’s compliance. Moreover, the JCPOA did not 
address Iran’s growing ballistic missile arsenal, which 
the regime could use to deliver nuclear weapons. 

Trump exited the JCPOA in May 2018. His successor, 
President Joe Biden, subsequently sought to revive it. 
While Biden attempted to negotiate, Iran massively 
expanded its nuclear program, arriving at the threshold 
nuclear weapons status it has reached today. 

Rather than aim for a freeze or JCPOA-style modest 
rollback of Iran’s nuclear weapons program, the 
administration should press for the full, permanent, 
and veri�able nuclear disarmament of the Islamic 
Republic. �is is an admittedly high bar, but it is the 
only agreement currently worth seeking with Tehran. 

“ Rather than aim for a freeze or JCPOA-style 
modest rollback of Iran’s nuclear weapons 
program, the administration should press for 
the full, permanent, and veri�able nuclear 
disarmament of the Islamic Republic.”

https://www.politico.com/news/2024/09/26/trump-iran-nyc-press-conference-00181367
https://www.politico.com/news/2024/09/26/trump-iran-nyc-press-conference-00181367
https://x.com/trump_repost/status/1887098962521587986
https://x.com/trump_repost/status/1887098962521587986
https://x.com/cspan/status/1886880480928420252
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/02/national-security-presidential-memorandum-nspm-2/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/02/national-security-presidential-memorandum-nspm-2/
https://x.com/trump_repost/status/1887098962521587986
https://x.com/clashreport/status/1889205053455540564
https://www.foxnews.com/video/6368624897112
https://www.foxnews.com/video/6368624897112
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Moreover, there are several past examples of countries 
agreeing to completely dismantle illicit nuclear weapons 
programs. Four countries peacefully rid themselves of 
complete, functioning nuclear weapons arsenals, and 
at least two additional countries peacefully dismantled 
their own signi�cant nuclear weapons programs before 
they had achieved functioning nuclear bombs.7 While 
circumstances for each case di�er, dismantlement is 
not outside the realm of possibility. 

An agreement with Iran must ensure an end to nuclear 
fuel production, weaponization — that is, technical 
work on the steps needed to assemble a nuclear device 
— and development of nuclear-capable delivery 
systems. Iran must permit full access by the UN 
nuclear watchdog, the International Atomic Energy 
Agency, to verify all steps. Notably, the U.S. Congress 
has already formalized the requirement that Iran 
veri�ably dismantle its nuclear weapons and ballistic 
missile programs in return for sanctions relief.8

Trump should agree to enter into negotiations with 
Iran only if Tehran agrees at the outset, and takes 
actions on the ground to prove, that an agreement will 
achieve all those objectives. Trump’s negotiating team 
will also need to carefully determine the timing of 

7. Belarus, Kazakhstan, South Africa, and Ukraine peacefully rid themselves of complete, functioning nuclear weapons arsenals, while Libya 
and Taiwan peacefully dismantled their own signi�cant nuclear weapons programs before they had achieved functioning nuclear bombs.
8. �e standards outlined in Section 401(a) of the Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability and Divestment Act (CISADA)(22 U.S.C. 
§8551) and Section 8 of the Iran Sanctions Act (ISA)(50 U.S.C. §1701) establish the conditions under which U.S. sanctions on Iran may be 
lifted, particularly concerning its nuclear program. CISADA requires the president to certify that “Iran has ceased the pursuit, acquisition, 
and development of, and veri�ably dismantled its, nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons and ballistic missiles and ballistic missile launch 
technology.” ISA reinforces the requirement that Iran must no longer pose a “signi�cant threat” related to nuclear proliferation, ensuring 
that sanctions relief is tied to veri�able, sustained compliance. See: Iran Sanctions Extension Act, Pub. L. 114-277, 130 Stat. 1409, note 50 
U.S.C. §1701. (https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:50%20section:1701%20edition:prelim)%20OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-
title50-section1701)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true); Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability and Divestment 
Act of 2010, Pub. L. 111-195, 124 Stat. 1312. (https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:22%20section:8551%20edition:prelim)%20
OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-title22-section8551)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true)
9. For a potential playbook, see: Behnam Ben Taleblu, Saeed Ghasseminejad, Cameron Khansarinia, and Andrew Ghalili, “Maximum 
Support: A New Strategic Direction for U.S. Iran Policy,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, May 23, 2024. (https://www.fdd.org/
wp-content/uploads/2024/05/fdd-memo-maximum-support-a-new-strategic-direction-for-u.s.-iran-policy.pdf )

entry into force of deal provisions and whether certain  
elements must be implemented as preconditions. In 
the past, Tehran has secured concessions, including 
sanctions relief, simply for consenting to nuclear 
negotiations. It has used negotiations to mitigate 
U.S. and international pressure while bolstering its 
nuclear program and making irreversible knowledge-
based and technical gains. �e Trump administration 
should not fall for this. Nor should it accept a 
negotiation process or deal that leaves Iran with its 
nuclear infrastructure intact to simply wait out the 
Trump administration and resume its nuclear threats 
and extortion once he leaves o�ce.

To achieve Iran’s full and permanent nuclear 
dismantlement, Trump will need to impose maximum 
economic pressure on Tehran and underscore that the 
United States will, if necessary, use force to prevent 
Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon. Trump may also 
need to make clear that unless the regime promptly 
dismantles its nuclear program, Washington will 
move to explore other policy options against Tehran, 
to include assuring the success of the Iranian people’s 
goal of replacing the theocratic regime.9

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:22%20section:8551%20edition:prelim)%20OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-title22-section8551)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:22%20section:8551%20edition:prelim)%20OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-title22-section8551)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:50%20section:1701%20edition:prelim)%20OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-title50-section1701)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:50%20section:1701%20edition:prelim)%20OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-title50-section1701)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:50%20section:1701%20edition:prelim)%20OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-title50-section1701)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:22%20section:8551%20edition:prelim)%20OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-title22-section8551)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:22%20section:8551%20edition:prelim)%20OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-title22-section8551)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true
https://www.fdd.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/fdd-memo-maximum-support-a-new-strategic-direction-for-u.s.-iran-policy.pdf
https://www.fdd.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/fdd-memo-maximum-support-a-new-strategic-direction-for-u.s.-iran-policy.pdf
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Iran’s Current Nuclear Status

Limited Time Left to Stop Iran

Iran’s nuclear weapons development entails two key steps: 1) making nuclear fuel, produced either via 
uranium enrichment or plutonium reprocessing; and 2) constructing a nuclear weapon through relevant 
weaponization activities (key scienti�c and engineering work integrating a �ssile core, a triggering 
mechanism, and explosives). �ose steps are su�cient to construct a crude nuclear weapon. Tehran is also 
working on a third step: building ballistic missiles capable of carrying nuclear weapons and developing 
nuclear weapons small enough to be carried on such missiles. 

�e Institute for Science and International Security has estimated since 2021 that Iran could build a “crude 
nuclear weapon” within about six months of a decision to do so. According to the institute, a crude nuclear 
weapon “made from 60 percent highly enriched uranium (HEU) would be suitable for underground 
nuclear testing or delivery by a crude delivery system.”10

A successful test detonation of a crude nuclear weapon underground in Iran would serve to establish Iran’s 
arrival among the small group of nations possessing nuclear weapons. While a crude device would be too 
large to be delivered to a foreign target by an Iranian missile, it could be dropped from an airplane (similar 
to the crude U.S. nuclear weapons detonated over Hiroshima and Nagasaki) or delivered to its target by a 
ship or truck. A crude nuclear weapon would thus be easier to intercept than a nuclear-tipped missile (which 
would require both 90 percent weapons-grade uranium and additional work miniaturizing the weapon). 

U.S. o�cials have typically posited that Iran would need about one year to build a device suitable for a 
nuclear-tipped missile.11 Some Israeli assessments, shared with the media prior to Iran’s progress in recent 
months, posited that Iran could need as long as two years.12 

Once Iran starts the six months of work it reportedly still needs to produce a crude nuclear bomb, it may 
only need to divert enriched uranium from international safeguards to a secret site, for further enrichment 
and/or weaponization, around four months into the six-month weaponization timeline. While Iranian 
diversion of enriched uranium would trigger international alarm bells, the United States and its allies could 
potentially be left with only weeks to disrupt Iran’s sprint to a nuclear weapon.13 

10. David Albright and Sarah Burkhard, “Entering Dangerous, Uncharted Waters: Iran’s 60 Percent Highly Enriched 
Uranium,” Institute for Science and International Security, April 11, 2022. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/
entering-uncharted-waters-irans-60-percent-highly-enriched-uranium)
11. David Albright, Sarah Burkhard, and the Good ISIS Team, “Highlights of Iran’s Perilous Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons,” 
Institute for Science and International Security, August 24, 2021. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/highlights-of-irans-
perilous-pursuit-of-nuclear-weapons); David E. Sanger and Julian E. Barnes, “Iran Is Developing Plans for Faster, Cruder 
Weapon, U.S. Concludes,” �e New York Times, February 3, 2025. (https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/03/us/politics/iran-
nuclear-weapon.html); Paul Kerr, “Iran and Nuclear Weapons Production,” Congressional Research Service, December 13, 2024. 
(https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF12106)
12. Yonah Jeremy Bob, “Israel �inks Iran 2 Years from being able to detonate nuke – exclusive,” �e Jerusalem Post (Israel), 
November 16, 2022. (https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/iran-news/article-722597) 
13. David Albright, “Going for the Bomb: Part I, Pathways and Timelines,” Institute for Science and International Security, 
November 7, 2024. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/going-for-the-bomb-part-i-pathways-and-timelines)
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https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/entering-uncharted-waters-irans-60-percent-highly-enriched-uranium
https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/entering-uncharted-waters-irans-60-percent-highly-enriched-uranium
https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/highlights-of-irans-perilous-pursuit-of-nuclear-weapons
https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/highlights-of-irans-perilous-pursuit-of-nuclear-weapons
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/03/us/politics/iran-nuclear-weapon.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/03/us/politics/iran-nuclear-weapon.html
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF12106
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/iran-news/article-722597
https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/going-for-the-bomb-part-i-pathways-and-timelines/
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Nuclear Fuel

Iran already possesses enough 60 percent HEU for about six or seven crude nuclear weapons.14 Producing 
60 percent HEU represents about 95 to 99 percent of the technical e�ort to make 90 percent enriched 
uranium (also known as “weapons-grade” uranium). Such a crude nuclear weapon would require about 42 
kilograms of 60 percent HEU.15 Iran could either use its 60 percent HEU stock directly in crude nuclear 
weapons, or it could further enrich this material, as well as its lower-enriched material, to 90 percent purity 
to render all of that uranium suitable for missile warheads.

A nuclear warhead compact enough to �t atop a ballistic missile would likely require 25 kilograms of 
uranium enriched to weapons grade,16 a quantity that Iran apparently does not currently possess.17 In 
October 2024, William Burns, the CIA director at the time, said that Iran’s breakout time — the amount 
of time needed to produce su�cient weapons-grade uranium for one nuclear weapon — was then “a week 
or a little more.”18 As of March 2025, the Institute for Science and International Security assessed that 
Tehran could make enough weapons-grade uranium for a nuclear weapon in less than one week, enough 
for 10 nuclear weapons in one month, and enough for 17 weapons in four months.19 

On December 6, 2024, a con�dential IAEA report reportedly warned IAEA member states of a dangerous 
increase in enrichment activities at Iran’s underground plant at Fordow.20 Iran’s acceleration of enrichment 
there means that Tehran can produce su�cient weapons-grade uranium for seven nuclear weapons per 
month21 at a deeply buried location, which presents unique challenges for military planners wishing 
to destroy it.22

14. Laurence Norman, “Iran Has Enough Highly Enriched Uranium for Six Nuclear Weapons,” �e Wall Street Journal, 
February 26, 2025. (https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/iran-has-enough-highly-enriched-uranium-for-six-nuclear-
weapons-07e6a0bd); David Albright, Sarah Burkhard, and Spencer Faragasso, “Analysis of IAEA Iran Veri�cation and 
Monitoring Report- February 2025,” Institute for Science and International Security, March 3, 2025. (https://isis-online.org/
isis-reports/detail/analysis-of-iaea-iran-veri�cation-and-monitoring-report-february-2025)
15. David Albright and Sarah Burkhard, “Entering Dangerous, Uncharted Waters: Iran’s 60 Percent Highly Enriched 
Uranium,” Institute for Science and International Security, April 11, 2022. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/
entering-uncharted-waters-irans-60-percent-highly-enriched-uranium)
16. David Albright, “Going for the Bomb: Part I, Pathways and Timelines,” Institute for Science and International Security, 
November 7, 2024. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/going-for-the-bomb-part-i-pathways-and-timelines)
17. Olivia Gazis, “CIA director warns ‘misjudgments’ could further escalate con�ict in Middle East,” CBS News, October 8, 2024. 
(https://www.cbsnews.com/news/cia-director-william-burns-warns-misjudgments-could-escalate-con�ict-israel-hamas-lebanon)
18. Ibid.
19. David Albright, Sarah Burkhard, and Spencer Faragasso, “Analysis of IAEA Iran Veri�cation and Monitoring Report- 
February 2025,” Institute for Science and International Security, March 3, 2025. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/
analysis-of-iaea-iran-veri�cation-and-monitoring-report-february-2025)
20. David Albright and Sarah Burkhard, “IAEA’s December 6th Update on Iran,” Institute for Science and International 
Security, December 10, 2024. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/iaeas-december-6th-update-on-iran)
21. David Albright, Sarah Burkhard, and Spencer Faragasso, “Analysis of IAEA Iran Veri�cation and Monitoring Report- 
February 2025,” Institute for Science and International Security, March 3, 2025. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/
analysis-of-iaea-iran-veri�cation-and-monitoring-report-february-2025)
22. Orde F. Kittrie, Bradley Bowman, and Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Deterring Iran’s Dash to the Bomb,” Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies, August 1, 2024. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2024/08/29/deterring-irans-dash-to-the-bomb)
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Weaponization

Iran acquired vast knowledge and experience regarding key steps in the weaponization process during 
the early 2000s under the regime’s “Amad Plan,” as part of which the regime planned to build nuclear 
weapons.23 Under international pressure, Tehran downsized the program in mid-2003 but maintained 
limited activities and progress.24 

Iran is currently working to reduce the time it would need to complete weaponization after a decision to 
do so. �e 2024 U.S. Intelligence Community Annual �reat Assessment, published by the O�ce of the 
Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) in February 2024, stated that “Iran is not currently undertaking 
the key nuclear weapons-development activities necessary to produce a testable nuclear device.”25 But this 
phrase was absent from July26 and November27 2024 ODNI assessments of Tehran’s nuclear program. 

During an October 2024 counterstrike against Iran, Israel reportedly eliminated an active nuclear weapons 
research facility within Iran’s Parchin military complex called Taleghan 2.28 According to U.S. and Israeli 
o�cials, Iran was conducting renewed experiments at the site related to high explosives used to trigger 
a nuclear detonation, and the Israeli strike destroyed key equipment.29 On February 3, �e New York 
Times reported that new intelligence has convinced U.S. o�cials that a “secret team” of Iranian weapons 
engineers and scientists is exploring how to build a crude nuclear weapon “in a matter of months.”30 

23. David Albright, Olli Heinonen, and Andrea Stricker, “�e Plan: Iran’s Nuclear Archive Shows it Planned to Build Five 
Nuclear Weapons by mid-2003,” Institute for Science and International Security, November 20, 2018. (https://isis-online.org/
isis-reports/detail/the-plan-irans-nuclear-archive-shows-it-originally-planned-to-build-�ve-nu); David Albright and Sarah 
Burkhard, “We need a new discussion about Iran’s nuclear weapons work,” Institute for Science and International Security, August 
6, 2024. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/we-need-a-new-discussion-about-irans-nuclear-weapons-work)
24. David Albright, Olli Heinonen, and Andrea Stricker, “Breaking Up and Reorienting Iran’s Nuclear Weapons Program - 
Iran’s Nuclear Archive Shows the 2003 Restructuring of its Nuclear Weapons Program, then called the AMAD Program, into 
Covert and Overt Parts,” Institute for Science and International Security, October 29, 2018. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/
detail/breaking-up-and-reorienting-irans-nuclear-weapons-program)
25. O�ce of the Director of National Intelligence, “Annual �reat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence Community,” 
February 5, 2024. (https://www.dni.gov/�les/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2024-Unclassi�ed-Report.pdf )
26. O�ce of the Director of National Intelligence, ‘Iran’s Nuclear Weapons Capability and Terrorism Monitoring Act of 
2022,” July 2024. (https://www.dni.gov/�les/ODNI/documents/assessments/ODNI-Unclassi�ed-Irans-Nuclear-Weapons-
Capability-and-Terrorism-Monitoring-Act-of-2022-202407.pdf )
27. O�ce of the Director of National Intelligence, “Iran’s Nuclear Weapons Capability and Terrorism Monitoring Act of 
2022—Assessment Regarding the Nuclear Activity of the Islamic Republic of Iran,” November 2024. (https://www.dni.gov/
�les/ODNI/documents/assessments/ODNI-Unclassi�ed-Irans-Nuclear-Weapons-Capability-and-Terrorism-Monitoring-
Act-of-2022-202411.pdf )
28. Barak Ravid, “Scoop: Israel destroyed active nuclear weapons research facility in Iran, o�cials say,” Axios, November 15, 
2024. (https://www.axios.com/2024/11/15/iran-israel-destroyed-active-nuclear-weapons-research-facility)
29. Barak Ravid, “Scoop: Israel destroyed active nuclear weapons research facility in Iran, o�cials say,” Axios, November 15, 
2024. (https://www.axios.com/2024/11/15/iran-israel-destroyed-active-nuclear-weapons-research-facility); Barak Ravid, “Israel 
destroyed equipment Iran would need to develop nuclear weapon, o�cials say,” Axios, November 15, 2024. (https://www.
axios.com/2024/11/15/iran-nuclear-equiptment-destryoed-israel); David Albright, Sarah Burkhard, Spencer Faragasso, and 
the Good ISIS Team, “Taleghan 2: Pre- and Post-Strike Assessment,” Institute for Science and International Security, December 
12, 2024. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/taleghan-2-pre-and-post-strike-assessment); Andrea Stricker, “�e Curious 
Case of Iran’s Destroyed Nuclear Site,” Jewish Policy Center, Winter 2025. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/op_eds/2024/12/25/
the-curious-case-of-irans-destroyed-nuclear-site) 
30. David E. Sanger and Julian E. Barnes, “Iran Is Developing Plans for Faster, Cruder Weapon, U.S. Concludes,” �e New 
York Times, February 3, 2025. (https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/03/us/politics/iran-nuclear-weapon.html)
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Ballistic Missiles

Iran already has the largest arsenal of ballistic missiles in the Middle East,31 which U.S. intelligence long ago 
assessed would be the regime’s “preferred method of delivering a nuclear weapon.”32 Iran can be expected 
to continue improving the design, maneuverability, and survivability of its reentry vehicles, which protect 
the missile’s payload as it reenters the Earth’s atmosphere until it reaches its target. Earlier IAEA reports33 as 
well as the atomic archive34 relate previous Iranian e�orts in this space, and newer Iranian ballistic missiles 
indicate evidence of continuing advances.35

31. Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Arsenal: Assessing the Islamic Republic of Iran’s Ballistic Missile Program,” Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies, February 15, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/fdd-monograph-arsenal-assessing-
iran-ballistic-missile-program.pdf )
32. James R. Clapper, “Unclassi�ed Statement for the Record on the Worldwide �reat Assessment of the US Intelligence 
Community,” Statement for the Record before the Senate Committee on Armed Services, February 16, 2012. (https://www.dni.
gov/�les/documents/Newsroom/Testimonies/20120216_SASC%20Final%20Unclassi�ed%20-%202012%20ATA%20
SFR.pdf ) 
33. See: IAEA Director General, “Implementation of the NPT Safeguards Agreement and relevant provisions of 
Security Council resolutions 1737 (2006), 1747 (2007), 1803 (2008) and 1835 (2008) in the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
GOV/2010/1,” February 18, 2010. (https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/�les/documents/gov2010-10.pdf ); IAEA Director 
General, “Implementation of the NPT Safeguards Agreement and relevant provisions of Security Council resolutions in 
the Islamic Republic of Iran, GOV/2011/63,” November 8, 2011. (https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/�les/documents/
gov2011-65.pdf )
34. “From Iran’s Nuclear Archive: Schematics of Warhead in a Shahab-3 Re-entry Vehicle,” Institute for Science and International 
Security, May 17, 2019. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/from-irans-nuclear-archive-schematics-of-warhead-in-a-
shahab-3-re-entry-veh/8)
35. For example: Triconic warheads and Maneuvering Reentry Vehicles (MaRVs). See: “Iran’s Ballistic Missile Capabilities: A 
Net Assessment,” �e International Institute for Strategic Studies, January 1, 2010. (http://military.ddns.net/Docs/Irans_Ballistic_
missile_Capabilities_A_Net_assessment.pdf ); “Iran Unveils New Missile It Claims Is Hypersonic,” Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies, November 21, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/11/21/iran-unveils-new-missile-it-claims-is-hypersonic) 
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Iranian ballistic missiles (Illustration by Anton Petrus/Getty Images).
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Key Flaws of the JCPOA 

�e JCPOA contained major �aws that rendered it ine�ective as a means of preventing Iran from achieving 
a nuclear weapons capability. One of its foremost �aws was the legitimization of Iran’s nuclear program, 
enabling Tehran to eventually become a nuclear threshold state. �e agreement also included restrictions 
on the Iranian nuclear program that were only temporary, failed to permanently dismantle Iran’s nuclear 
assets, did not account for the regime’s past and possibly ongoing work on nuclear weapons, included weak 
veri�cation mechanisms, and did little to address Tehran’s missile program. 

Sunsets

�e JCPOA authorized a gradual sunset of limitations on Iran’s nuclear activities. �e sunsets began to 
take e�ect in 2024 and, had the deal remained in e�ect, would have culminated in a complete end to 
restrictions by January 2031, including those limiting uranium enrichment and plutonium production.36 
For example, until January 2031, the JCPOA imposed a cap of 300 kilograms of 3.67 percent low enriched 
uranium (LEU), after which Tehran could enrich as much as it wanted, even to weapons grade. 

Ongoing Enrichment and Advanced Centrifuge Research and Development 

�roughout the deal’s term, Iran retained its uranium enrichment facilities — the underground plant at 
Fordow and two at Natanz — together containing thousands of early-generation centrifuges and some 
advanced machines. 

�e JCPOA also permitted Iran to carry out research and development activities on advanced-generation 
(fast) gas centrifuges for uranium enrichment, store more than 1,000 previously manufactured advanced 
centrifuges, operate limited quantities of the advanced machines, and by 2024, manufacture and eventually 
operate thousands of new advanced units per year.37 �is enabled Iran to rebuild its nuclear weapons 
program quickly once the United States withdrew from the JCPOA in May 2018.38 

Weak Veri�cation

�e JCPOA failed to require an intensive IAEA investigation to de�nitively account for and determine 
whether Tehran’s military nuclear activities (weaponization and missile-delivery research and 
development) had ceased. �e IAEA had begun investigating the regime’s nuclear program in 2002 
following public revelations about undeclared nuclear sites and activities in Iran but was mostly treated 

36. Behnam Ben Taleblu and Andrea Stricker, “Key Sunsets Under the JCPOA and UNSC Resolution 2231,” Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies, February 24, 2021. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2021/02/19/key-sunsets-under-the-jcpoa-and-unsc-resolution-2231) 
37. European Union External Action, “About: Nuclear Agreement – JCPOA,” updated August 18, 2021. (https://www.eeas.
europa.eu/eeas/nuclear-agreement-%E2%80%93-jcpoa_en); “Iran’s Long-Term Centrifuge Enrichment Plan: Providing 
Needed Transparency,” Institute for Science and International Security, April 25, 2019. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/
detail/irans-long-term-centrifuge-enrichment-plan-providing-needed-transparency/8) 
38. Andrea Stricker, “A New, Weaker Iran Deal Would Pave a Path to the Nuclear �reshold,” �e Dispatch, February 18, 
2022. (https://thedispatch.com/article/a-new-weaker-iran-deal-would-pave); “What to Know About Iran’s Nuclear Program,” 
Foundation for Defense of Democracies with the Institute for Science and International Security, last updated December 2024. 
(https://www.fdd.org/analysis/visuals/2024/05/23/what-to-know-about-irans-nuclear-program) 
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to Iran stonewalling over questions about its 
nuclear weapons program. Tehran periodically 
sanitized and destroyed evidence at key sites.39 

�e JCPOA mandated by December 2015 
a “�nal” IAEA assessment of the agency’s 
investigations into the military dimensions of 
Iran’s nuclear program, along with an inspection 
of a sole site associated with weaponization 
e�orts, but Tehran failed to provide truthful 
answers for the report. Nevertheless, the P5+1 
(the �ve permanent members of the UN 
Security Council — the United States, United 
Kingdom, France, Russia, and China — plus Germany) proceeded with implementing the JCPOA 
anyway. �e IAEA’s investigation remained un�nished, and it was unable to inspect Iran’s suspicious work 
at numerous other sites.40 

�us, means were insu�cient to verify Iran’s JCPOA commitment that “under no circumstances will Iran 
ever seek, develop or acquire any nuclear weapons.” (�e Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty also prohibits 
Iran from manufacturing or otherwise acquiring nuclear weapons.) �ere was also insu�cient authorization 
for the IAEA to verify Tehran’s additional JCPOA commitment not to carry out speci�ed weaponization-
related activities.41 �e regime succeeded in maintaining secrecy over past and possibly ongoing nuclear 
weapons e�orts, the details of which were revealed further in mid-2018 when Israel seized a vast archive of 
nuclear documents from Iran that detailed extensive progress in Tehran’s plans to build atomic weapons.42 

In 2018, the IAEA began investigating this work by asking Iran for access to and/or information about 
four sites where the regime may have carried out nuclear weapons work using undeclared nuclear material. 
�e IAEA concluded, with little cooperation from Iran, that Tehran had carried out such work at two sites, 
in violation of its safeguards agreement. �e IAEA has not been able to close its investigation of two other 
sites due to Iran’s lack of cooperation.43 

39. IAEA Director General, “Implementation of the NPT Safeguards Agreement and relevant provisions of Security Council 
resolutions in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” GOV/2011/65, November 8, 2011. (https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/�les/
documents/gov2011-65.pdf ) 
40. IAEA Director General, “Final Assessment on Past and Present Outstanding Issues regarding Iran’s Nuclear Programme,” 
GOV/2015/68, December 2, 2015. (https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/�les/documents/gov-2015-68.pdf )
41. David Albright and Olli Heinonen, “Verifying Section T of the Iran Nuclear Deal: Iranian Military Site Access Essential 
to JCPOA Section T Veri�cation,” Institute for Science and International Security, August 31, 2017. (https://isis-online.org/
isis-reports/detail/verifying-section-t-of-the-iran-nuclear-deal) 
42. David Albright, Olli Heinonen, and Andrea Stricker, “�e Plan: Iran’s Nuclear Archive Shows It Planned to Build Five 
Nuclear Weapons by mid-2003,” Institute for Science and International Security, November 20, 2018. (https://isis-online.org/
isis-reports/detail/the-plan-irans-nuclear-archive-shows-it-originally-planned-to-build-�ve-nu) 
43. IAEA Director General, “NPT Safeguards Agreement with the Islamic Republic of Iran,” GOV/2022/5, March 5, 2022 
(https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/�les/documents/gov2022-5.pdf ); IAEA Director General, “NPT Safeguards Agreement 
with the Islamic Republic of Iran,” GOV/2023/58, November 13, 2023. (https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/�les/documents/
gov2023-58.pdf ) 
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President Barack Obama announces Iran nuclear deal, July 14, 
2015. (Photo by Andrew Harnik via Pool/Getty Images)
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�e archive, notably, also indicated that in mid-2003, Iran planned to hide and continue weaponization 
activities even after the program’s discovery.44 �e Institute for Science and International Security assessed 
that the IAEA still has not yet visited as many as two dozen sites associated with Iran’s past and possibly 
with its ongoing nuclear weapons program.45

Finally, Tehran was also not required to ratify the Additional Protocol (AP), which provides the IAEA with 
more-intrusive inspection and access rights at nuclear and associated sites.

No Missile Production Restrictions and Limited Testing Prohibitions

�e JCPOA did not address Iran’s ballistic missiles. It was silent on missile production caps, eliminating 
certain classes of weapons, enshrining range caps, and other useful arms control measures. �is was borne 
of a distinction the Obama administration made during negotiations between a nuclear weapon and the 
means to deliver it, which could be a ballistic missile.46 In its sanctions relief annexes, the JCPOA paved a 
pathway for the removal of Iran’s defense industrial base and major missile manufacturers from European 
sanctions lists.47 UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2231, which endorsed the JCPOA, watered 
down a previous UN prohibition on ballistic missile tests and transfers. It only stated, “Iran is called 
upon not to undertake any activity related to ballistic missiles designed to be capable of delivering nuclear 
weapons, including launches using such ballistic missile technology,” for eight years. Iran systematically 
�outed the call and celebrated when it lapsed.48 

Lifting Missile and Military Embargoes

�e deal also permitted through UNSCR 2231 the lifting in 2020 of a UN embargo on international military 
trade with Tehran and the lifting in 2023 of a UN embargo on ballistic missile transfers and activities including 

44. David Albright, Olli Heinonen, and Andrea Stricker, “Breaking Up and Reorienting Iran’s Nuclear Weapons Program – 
Iran’s Nuclear Archive Shows the 2003 Restructuring of its Nuclear Weapons Program, then Called the Amad Program, into 
Covert and Overt Parts,” Institute for Science and International Security, October 29, 2018. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/
detail/breaking-up-and-reorienting-irans-nuclear-weapons-program) 
45. David Albright and Sarah Burkhard, “Priority List of Sites Deserving/Requiring International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) Inspections, with Employee Interviews,” Institute for Science and International Security, May 20, 2021. (https://isis-
online.org/isis-reports/detail/priority-list-of-sites-for-IAEA-visits) 
46. See comment by Wendy Sherman on page 51 in: Wendy Sherman, “Iran Nuclear Negotiations: From Extension to Final 
Agreement?” Hearing Before the Committee on Foreign A�airs, July 29, 2014, page 51. (https://docs.house.gov/meetings/FA/
FA00/20140729/102584/HHRG-113-FA00-Transcript-20140729.pdf )
47. Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Avoiding an October Sanctions Surprise �at Would Empower Tehran,” Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies, September 5, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/fdd-faq-avoiding-an-october-sanctions-
surprise-that-would-empower-tehran.pdf )
48. Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Arsenal: Assessing the Islamic Republic of Iran’s Ballistic Missile Program,” Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies, February 15, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/02/15/arsenal-assessing-the-islamic-republic-of-irans-
ballistic-missile-program); Islamic Republic of Iran Ministry of Foreign A�airs, “Statement on the Termination of Certain 
Provisions of the UNSCR 2231,” October 18, 2023 (https://en.mfa.ir/portal/newsview/731864/Statement-of-the-Ministry-
of-Foreign-A�airs-of-the-Islamic-Republic-of-Iran-On-the-Termination-of-Certain-Provisions-of-the-UNSCR-2231-18-
October-202)
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testing49 even though Iran violated both while 
the UNSCR was in force.50 Earlier UN Security 
Council resolutions lacked expiration dates for 
these prohibitions and failed to take into account 
Iran’s status as the foremost sponsor of terrorism. 
Following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, 
Tehran �rst began arming Moscow with drones51 
and following the termination of the missile 
embargo, with missiles.52 

Sanctions Relief �at Supported 
Iran’s Terrorism

�e deal quickly relinquished leverage over Iran 
by providing immediate, rather than gradual, 
sanctions relief. After Iran took initial steps to 
implement the deal, the regime gained access to 
up to $150 billion that was used to bolster its state 
sponsorship of international terrorism, including 
proxies Hamas and Hezbollah, among others.53

49. Also applies to drone transfers: UN Security Council Resolution 2231, July 20, 2015. (https://documents.
un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n15/225/27/pdf/n1522527.pdf ); Behnam Ben Taleblu and Andrea Stricker, “Biden 
must act on Iran’s drone and missile transfers,” �e Hill, October 31, 2022. (https://thehill.com/opinion/
international/3711698-biden-must-act-on-irans-drone-and-missile-transfers)
50. Valerie Lincy and Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Iran’s Compliance with UNSCR 2231: Alleged Violence Must Be Addressed,” 
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, August 2017. (https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/defenddemocracy/uploads/
documents/MEMO_WPONAC.pdf )
51. Patrick Wintour, “Iran agrees to supply missiles as well as drones to Russia,” �e Guardian (UK), October 18, 2022. 
(https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/oct/18/iran-agrees-to-supply-missiles-as-well-as-drones-to-russia); Dan De Luce, 
“U.S. says Iran is sending ballistic missiles to Russia in a ‘dramatic escalation,’” NBC News, September 10, 2024. (https://
www.nbcnews.com/investigations/us-says-iran-sending-ballistic-missiles-russia-dramatic-escalation-rcna170414) 
52. John Hardie and Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Iran’s Ballistic Missile Gift to Russia- And Vice Versa,” �e National Interest, 
October 20, 2024. (https://nationalinterest.org/feature/irans-ballistic-missile-gift-russia-and-vice-versa-213290) 
53. Je�rey Goldberg, “Look … It’s My Name on �is’: Obama Defends the Iran Nuclear Deal,” �e Atlantic, May 21, 2015. 
(https://archive.ph/29npN#selection-523.0-526.0); Matthew Levitt, “Iran’s Support for Terrorism Under the JCPOA,” �e 
Washington Institute for Near East Policy, July 8, 2016. (https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/irans-support-
terrorism-under-jcpoa); Tzvi Kahn, “Certifying Iran’s Compliance With the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action,” Foundation 
for Defense of Democracies, September 2017. (https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/defenddemocracy/uploads/documents/
Memo_Tzvi_IranComplianceJCPOA.pdf )
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Now assassinated leader of the Palestinian Hamas movement, 
Ismail Haniyeh (2nd R), shakes hands with Iranian Chief of 
Sta� for the Armed Forces Mohammad Bagheri (L) and the 
commander of Iran’s Revolutionary Guard force, General 
Hossein Salami (C), during the swearing-in ceremony for 
Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi, Tehran, August 5, 2021. 
(Photo by Atta Kenare/AFP via Getty Images)
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Elements of a New Nuclear Deal With Iran

To ensure that Iran would be permanently and veri�ably blocked from acquiring nuclear weapons, a new 
nuclear agreement with Tehran would need to contain the following obligations designed to eliminate 
Iran’s nuclear weapons program: 

1.  Require Iran to Adhere to International Obligations:

• Permanent adherence to all obligations in the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT).

�ese include Iran’s NPT Article II commitment “not to manufacture or otherwise acquire nuclear 
weapons … and not to seek or receive any assistance in the manufacture of nuclear weapons”54 and 
its Article III safeguards obligations. Iran’s obligation to permanently abide by its NPT obligations 
would need to override the withdrawal provisions of Article X of the NPT. �is is particularly 
important because Iran has periodically threatened to withdraw from the NPT.

• Restoration of prior UN Iran resolutions and associated trade prohibitions on Iran’s nuclear, missile, 
and military programs and restoration of relevant expert panels.

�is would require the so-called “snapback” of UN sanctions and other restrictions imposed on 
Iran by several UN Security Council resolutions enacted between 2006 and 2010, all of which 
were suspended by UNSCR 2231. Alternatively, the Security Council could adopt a new resolution 
achieving the same objective.

• Compliance with other weapons of mass destruction (WMD) conventions.

Iran is in violation of the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC)55 and must come back into 
compliance with it. Given Iran’s past chemical weapons use and transfer,56 as well as its more recent 
experimentation with pharmaceutical-based agents,57 this is of great urgency.

54. Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, Washington, London, and Moscow, March 5, 1970. (https://
treaties.unoda.org/t/npt)
55. Andrea Stricker, “Trump Should Get Tough Again on Chemical Weapons States,” Washington Examiner, January 10, 
2025. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/op_eds/2025/01/10/trump-should-get-tough-again-on-chemical-weapons-states)
56. Central Intelligence Agency, Interagency Intelligence Memorandum, “Impact and Implications of Chemical 
Weapons Use in the Iran-Iraq War,” April 1988. (https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/DOC_0001030207.pdf ); 
U.S. Department of State, “Compliance with the Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production, 
Stockpiling, and Use of Chemical Weapons and on Their Destruction, Condition (10) (C) Report,” April 2023. 
(https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Report-Compliance-with-the-Convention-on-Chemical-
Weapons-005123-FIXED.pdf )
57. Mohammadreza Giveh, “Update on Iranian Pharmaceutical Based Agents and the OPCW,” Institute for Science and 
International Security, December 17, 2024. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/update-on-iranian-pharmaceutical-based 
-agents-and-the-opcw)
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2.  Eliminate Iran’s Access to Nuclear Fuel: 

• Full, permanent, and veri�able dismantlement, export, or in-place destruction of Iran’s uranium 
production assets.

Such facilities and capabilities enable Iran to produce highly enriched and weapons-grade enriched 
uranium, key fuels for nuclear weapons. Relevant assets may include but are not limited to converted and 
enriched uranium stocks; uranium enrichment infrastructure, including gas centrifuge plants; gas centrifuge 
production parts, components, and materiel, manufacturing plants, and assembly facilities; uranium 
conversion facilities; and all associated support equipment.

• Full, permanent, and veri�able dismantlement, export, or in-place destruction of Iran’s plutonium 
production assets.

Such facilities and capabilities enable Iran to produce weapons-grade separated plutonium, a key 
fuel for nuclear weapons. Relevant assets may include but are not limited to reactors suited to 
proliferation-relevant plutonium production, plutonium reprocessing plants, associated support 
equipment, and research e�orts.

• Veri�ed import of reactor fuel to run permitted research reactors and veri�ed export of spent 
reactor fuel.

Iran must be limited to importing reactor fuel and exporting spent fuel for medical isotope production in 
research reactors only and granted the same allowances to maintain nuclear power reactors for electrical 
power generation purposes only. Iran must be prohibited from having any ability to produce its own 
nuclear fuel. Removing Iran’s spent fuel will also reduce both proliferation and environmental risks.

Iran has no justi�able need to enrich its own uranium. Uranium enrichment technology is tightly 
controlled globally due to its dual applications in producing fuel for reactors and nuclear weapons.58 
As such, only some 14 countries currently enrich uranium.59 Iran can obtain enriched uranium fuel 
for reactors at market cost from authorized global suppliers, such as the United States, France, or the 
nuclear fuel consortium Urenco. 

Moreover, Tehran could obtain fuel from a multinational fuel bank. �e multinational low enriched 
uranium bank, located in Kazakhstan but owned and controlled by the IAEA, is a mechanism of last 
resort for IAEA member states in case the supply of LEU to a nuclear power plant is disrupted due 
to exceptional circumstances that prevent securing the fuel from the commercial market or any other 
supply arrangement.60 Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-SC) has suggested that the LEU bank “be expanded 
to guarantee that any [Persian Gulf ] state can fuel its commercial nuclear reactors from an IAEA 
fuel bank on the condition of forgoing domestic uranium enrichment and reprocessing.”61 �is idea 

58. Andrea Stricker and Anthony Ruggiero, “FAQ: Understanding Saudi Arabia’s Uranium Enrichment Request,” Foundation 
for Defense of Democracies, July 23, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/in_the_news/2024/07/23/faq-understanding-saudi-arabias-u 
ranium-enrichment-request)
59. “Nuclear Fuel Cycle: Uranium Enrichment,” World Nuclear Association, November 19, 2024. (https://world-nuclear.org/
information-library/nuclear-fuel-cycle/conversion-enrichment-and-fabrication/uranium-enrichment)
60. International Atomic Energy Agency, “IAEA Low Enriched Uranium (LEU) Bank,” accessed February 20, 2025. (https://
www.iaea.org/topics/iaea-low-enriched-uranium-bank)
61. Sens. Bob Menendez (D-NJ) and Lindsey Graham (R-SC), “�e Way Forward on Containing Iran’s Nuclear 
Ambitions,” �e Washington Post, June 3, 2021. (https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/06/03/
menendez-graham-iran-nuclear-ambitions)
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was also re�ected in a Senate resolution co-sponsored by Sen. Graham in 2022.62 Either option — 
imports from reliable Western suppliers or from the IAEA fuel bank — would help minimize the risk 
of a remaining civil Iranian nuclear program while addressing Tehran’s proclaimed need for a reliable 
supply of nuclear fuel for peaceful purposes.

• Full, permanent, and veri�able dismantlement, export, or in-place destruction of Iran’s heavy water 
production plant and associated equipment.

�is will protect against Iran’s ability to use heavy water for covert plutonium-producing reactors.

• Permanent and veri�able prohibition on Iran’s reconstitution of uranium conversion and enrichment 
and plutonium production and reprocessing capabilities.

Once Iran has dismantled, exported, or permitted the destruction of its uranium and plutonium fuel cycle 
assets, its commitment not to rebuild them, either overtly or covertly, must be permanent and veri�able.

• Permanent IAEA monitoring of Iran’s uranium mines, mills, and ore processing facilities and activities.

�is obligation, which is supplementary to IAEA enhanced safeguards, will protect against diversion 
to military nuclear e�orts or illicit/non-approved exports.63

62. S.Res. 511, 117th Congress (2022). (https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-resolution/511?s=3&r=1&q=
%7B%22search%22%3A%22%5C%22fuel+bank%5C%22%22%7D)
63. International Atomic Energy Agency, “Safeguards Obligations related to Uranium/�orium Mining and Processing,” 
2009. (https://www-pub.iaea.org/mtcd/meetings/PDFplus/2009/cn175/URAM2009/Session%201/4_114_Petoe_IAEA.pdf )

E
le

m
e

n
ts

 o
f 

a
 N

e
w

 N
u

c
le

a
r 

D
e

a
l 

W
it

h
 I

ra
n

Rafael M. Grossi, director-general of the International Atomic Energy Agency.  
(Photo by �omas Kronsteiner/Getty Images)
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3.   Require Iran’s Complete Disclosure of Past and Current Nuclear 
Weaponization Work: 

• Iran must provide a correct and complete description of past Iranian nuclear activities, including 
what the IAEA refers to as “possible military dimensions.”

Critical parts of Iran’s nuclear program are not fully understood by the international community. 
�us, Iran must be required to provide a baseline of information about sites, equipment, material, 
persons, and activities su�cient to make Iran’s nuclear program transparent. Until Iran correctly 
and completely answers previous questions from the IAEA about such activities and explains who 
was involved, what actions were taken, and where they took place, there can be no international 
con�dence that the development of nuclear weapons capabilities has ceased. It is vital that the 
agreement’s data declaration provisions capture past Iranian activities in su�cient detail to provide a 
baseline understanding of how far Iran may be along the path to nuclear weapons.64

• Iran must, immediately upon entry into force of the agreement, provide a correct and complete data 
declaration of its current nuclear sites, activities, material, and equipment.

�is will provide a baseline for accountancy and function as the equivalent of a tax return or 
internal audit. Declarations are compliance tools that help test Iran’s willingness to be transparent. 
Declarations also help establish those areas where Iranian nuclear equipment, material, and activities 
are located and that should therefore be subjected to persistent inspection and monitoring.65

4.  Require Unimpeded Access to Suspect Sites and Ensure Veri�cation:

• Rati�cation of and permanent adherence to the IAEA Additional Protocol and implementation of 
standard safeguards obligation Modi�ed Code 3.1.

Iran’s parliament must immediately ratify the AP. �e AP, supplementary to Iran’s comprehensive IAEA 
safeguards obligations stemming from the NPT, permits short-notice IAEA inspections of sites that 
may have possible relation to undeclared nuclear activities.66 �e AP would require Iran to permit IAEA 
access to any site the agency suspects may be engaged in such illicit activities. �e AP would also require 
Iran to report to the IAEA additional information about various nuclear-related activities, including its 
nuclear imports and exports.67 One hundred forty-one countries, plus the European Atomic Energy 
Community (Euratom) with its 27 member states, have entered into AP agreements with the IAEA.68

64. �is bullet draws heavily from Chris Bidwell, Orde Kittrie, John Lauder, and Harvey Rishikof, “Veri�cation 
Requirements for a Nuclear Agreement with Iran: Nuclear Veri�cation Task Force of the Federation of American Scientists,” 
Federation of American Scientists, September 2014. (https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/resrep19033.pdf?refreqid=fastly-default%
3Acbb638�bd80187d2f7c3853e793e585&ab_segments=&initiator=&acceptTC=1)
65. Ibid.
66. International Atomic Energy Agency, “Model Protocol Additional to the Agreement(s) Between State(s) and the 
International Atomic Energy Agency for the Application of Safeguards,” September 1997. (https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/
�les/infcirc540.pdf )
67. John Carlson, “IAEA Safeguards Additional Protocol,” Australian Government: Department of Foreign A�airs and Trade, 
last updated September 24, 2014. (https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Pages/iaea-safeguards-additional-protocol)
68. “Additional Protocol,” International Atomic Energy Agency, accessed February 20, 2025. (https://www.iaea.org/topics/
additional-protocol)
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Iran must also implement Modi�ed Code 3.1 of the Subsidiary Arrangements Part to Iran’s Safeguards 
Agreement with the IAEA. Modi�ed Code 3.1 requires Iran to provide early noti�cation and design 
information to the IAEA about the construction of new nuclear facilities as soon as the decision to 
construct, or to authorize construction of, a new facility has been taken, whichever is earlier.69 �e 
code is a legally binding commitment of IAEA safeguards that Iran has persistently violated.70

• Intensive IAEA investigation and reporting on Iran’s past and ongoing nuclear weapons program.

�e IAEA’s goal must be to determine an absence of undeclared nuclear material and nuclear 
weapons research and activities in Iran, or a “Broader Conclusion Plus,” and direct IAEA follow-up 
investigations as needed.71 

• No sanitization, dismantlement, destruction, or relocation by Iran — without IAEA participation 
— of nuclear program documentation, equipment, and sites.

In the past, Iran has engaged in such concealment activities prior to IAEA inspections or visits.

• Facilitate full and timely IAEA access, by inspectors of the IAEA’s choosing, to current and former 
nuclear program personnel, documentation, equipment, and sites, including military sites.

�e agreement, and potentially an accompanying UN Security Council resolution, should speci�cally 
require Iran to permanently provide the IAEA with “access without delay to all sites, equipment, 
persons, and documents requested by the IAEA,” as UNSCR 1929 previously required.72

• Quarterly IAEA reporting on activities taken toward the dismantlement of Iran’s non-civil nuclear 
program and the status of IAEA investigation, as well as the status of any remaining approved civil 
nuclear activities and facilities.

Such IAEA reporting will allow member states to independently review implementation of the deal.

• Establishment of a designated committee for oversight of the dismantlement of relevant Iranian nuclear 
facilities and activities.

Such a committee would comprise the United States and any other Western countries that are parties 
to the deal. It would liaise with the IAEA and provide guidance and interpretations to the agency on 
the deal’s implementation. �is committee would provide public, quarterly reports on its activities 
and Iran’s compliance with the provisions.

69. IAEA Director General, “NPT Safeguards Agreement with the Islamic Republic of Iran, GOV/2023/56,” November 15, 
2023. (https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/�les/documents/gov2023-58.pdf )
70. Ibid.
71. IAEA investigations enable the agency to reach a “broader conclusion” that all of a state’s nuclear material is devoted 
to peaceful uses. For Iran, the IAEA must have a mandate to determine that Iran’s program at large is not engaged in 
nuclear weapons activities or research. See: “Drawing Safeguards Conclusions,” International Atomic Energy Agency, accessed 
December 17, 2024. (https://www.iaea.org/topics/drawing-safeguards-conclusions) 
72. United Nations Security Council, Resolution 1929, June 9, 2010. (https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/�les/unsc_
res1929-2010.pdf )
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5.  Terminate Iran’s Nuclear Weapons Research and Development: 

• Declaration of and veri�ed permanent closure or reorientation of civilian and military research 
institutions and personnel that engage in nuclear weapons-related research.

All relevant institutions and personnel must veri�ably and permanently halt weaponization-related 
work, including work that the committee and IAEA assess have possible weaponization applications.

• Declaration and veri�ed permanent dismantlement, destruction, or export of all components, equipment, 
computer programs and models, weapons designs, research, and facilities relevant to the manufacture of 
nuclear weapons, including archived assets.

Iran must eliminate all such assets that the committee and IAEA assess have possible 
weaponization applications.

• Permanent veri�able ban on weaponization-related research and activities.

Iran must commit to a permanent ban of such research and activities and veri�cation that it has not 
reconstituted such research. 

6.  End Iran’s Illicit Imports and Exports: 

• End to non-approved imports for Iran’s nuclear and missile programs and end to any non-approved 
exports from these programs.

�is provision must include facilities and commodities covered by Nuclear Suppliers Group Part I 
and II lists and Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR) Category I and II items.73 �ese import 
and export restrictions would limit Iran’s ability to covertly reconstitute illicit nuclear facilities and 
activities or to proliferate key assets abroad. 

• Reporting by Iran and by supplier states of proposed nuclear- and missile-related imports by Iran, 
including those with dual civil and military uses, to the committee for approval or denial.

�e committee must be informed of such procurements and empowered to approve or deny them 
on a case-by-case basis. Iran must permit the IAEA to conduct checks of Iran’s ultimate use of the 
commodity to verify Iran’s stated use. 

�e JCPOA created, and UNSCR 2231 endorsed, the creation of a Procurement Channel to review 
proposals by states seeking to participate in or permit particular transfers of nuclear or dual-use 
goods, technology, and/or related services to Iran.74 But the Procurement Channel did not ful�ll 

73. “Guidelines for Nuclear Transfers,” Nuclear Suppliers Group, October 18, 2019. (https://www.nuclearsuppliersgroup.org/index.php/
en/guidelines/nsg-guidelines/guidelines-part-1); “MTCR Annex Handbook,” Missile Technology Control Regime, May 27, 2024. (https://
www.mtcr.info/en/mtcr-annex)
74. United Nations Security Council, “Information on the Procurement Channel,” October 12, 2017. (https://main.un.org/
securitycouncil/sites/default/�les/info_procurement_channel_sep17_en.pdf ) 
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its potential.75 While the Procurement Channel was theoretically still functioning as of December 
2024, submissions to it have petered out.76

• Reporting by states to the committee of any suspicious or illicit Iranian nuclear- and missile-related 
imports or exports, including dual-use.

Countries must formally report such instances to the committee so it can proactively address Iranian 
noncompliance. 

• Iran’s establishment of a fully transparent strategic trade control system to oversee and monitor any 
permitted nuclear- and missile-related procurements and exports.

Such a system must be separate from Iran’s military, which co-opts civilian institutions for cover to 
covertly import or export illicit nuclear and missile commodities and deceive suppliers about, for 
example, the end user, end use, or destination.

7.   Require Iran to Terminate WMD Delivery Vehicle E�orts and Abide by 
Arms Embargoes:77

• Full declaration to the committee of Iran’s ballistic missile, cruise missile, and drone arsenals and 
plans for their elimination.

Iran must declare those missiles that exceed MTCR Category 1 thresholds, commit to cease their 
production, and develop a plan and timetable to dismantle, export, or destroy these capabilities 
in-place. �is should also include disclosing Iran’s domestic supply chain and other facilities involved 
in the production of these projectiles. 

• Termination of all tests of surface-to-surface missiles (SSM) and space launch vehicles (SLVs) as well 
as any space-related activities that can be used to develop medium-range, intermediate-range, and 
intercontinental ballistic missiles.

Flight-testing o�ers the Islamic Republic a more ready and reliable missile force, and its space 
program is a way to grow its long-range strike capabilities while it claims to adhere to a self-imposed 
2,000-kilometer ban.

• Adherence to other UN Security Council resolutions containing arms embargoes.

Tehran should commit to abiding by all applicable existing UN arms embargoes, including those 
relating to jurisdictions where it has partners, including Yemen (UNSCR 2216), Lebanon (UNSCR 
1701), and North Korea (UNSCRs 1718 and 2270).

75. David Albright and Andrea Stricker, “Status of the Iran Nuclear Deal’s Procurement Channel,” Institute for Science 
and International Security, August 16, 2017. (https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/status-of-the-iran-nuclear- 
deals-procurement-channel/8)
76. UN Security Council, “Letter dated 16 December 2024 from the Security Council Facilitator for the implementation of 
resolution 2231 (2015) addressed to the President of the Security Council,” December 16, 2024. (https://documents.un.org/
doc/undoc/gen/n24/387/39/pdf/n2438739.pdf )
77. Mark Dubowitz, Reuel Marc Gerecht, and Behnam Ben Taleblu, “What ‘Yes’ with Iran Looks Like,” Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies, June 26, 2019. (https://www.fdd.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/fdd-report-what-yes-with-iran-
looks-like.pdf )
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8.   Terminate Iran’s Nuclear, Missile, and Arms Cooperation With Russia, 
China, North Korea, and Other States:

• Termination of Iranian military and technical assistance to the Russian Federation, including but 
not limited to support for weapons, material, and training for drones, ballistic missiles, or other 
platforms.

Iran’s transfer of missiles and drones to Russia is not covered by an active UN Security Council resolution 
and represents the �rst-ever large-scale Iranian export of these systems to the European continent. 

• Iran must detail its past, and any ongoing, nuclear and missile cooperation with North Korea, China, 
Russia, and other states.

It will be far easier to deter, detect, and interdict future nuclear assistance to Iran if it has to make 
a declaration of its past nuclear cooperation with any outside actors. �is will guard against the 
signi�cant risk that Iran could circumvent restrictions on nuclear weapons activities on its own 
territory by acquiring �ssile material from a foreign country such as North Korea or having such a 
country conduct nuclear or nuclear-related tests for it.78

78. �is bullet draws heavily from Chris Bidwell, Orde Kittrie, John Lauder, and Harvey Rishikof, “Veri�cation 
Requirements for a Nuclear Agreement with Iran: Nuclear Veri�cation Task Force of the Federation of American Scientists,” 
Federation of American Scientists, September 2014. (https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/resrep19033.pdf?refreqid=fastly-default%
3Acbb638�bd80187d2f7c3853e793e585&ab_segments=&initiator=&acceptTC=1) 

Iranian and North Korean o�cials during a meeting in Tehran, 2018.  
(Photo by ATTA KENARE/AFP via Getty Images)
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Past Precedents for Dismantlement

�ere are several precedents for Iran agreeing to completely dismantle its illicit nuclear weapons program. 
Four countries have peacefully rid themselves of complete, functioning nuclear weapons arsenals. At least 
two additional countries have peacefully dismantled their own signi�cant nuclear weapons programs 
before they had achieved functioning nuclear bombs. �us, the elements of an e�ective nuclear deal with 
Iran, as laid out in this report, are not impossible to achieve. Rather, these elements specify how to ensure 
that Iran follows through on commitments that other nations have made and kept.

�e preeminent example of a country agreeing to dismantle its own nuclear weapons program is that 
of South Africa. Starting in 1990, South Africa dismantled its six active nuclear weapons and the 
associated infrastructure for enrichment and weaponization.79 South Africa also dismantled its program to 
develop ballistic missiles capable of delivering nuclear weapons.80 IAEA inspections played an important 
role in verifying the accuracy of South Africa’s declarations, and Pretoria provided full access to sites, 
documentation, and personnel to ensure no nuclear weapons or associated program remained.81

When the Soviet Union ceased to exist on January 1, 1992, and Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine became 
independent, those three new countries inherited hundreds of former Soviet nuclear warheads. Belarus 
had at least 81 nuclear weapons on its territory, and Kazakhstan had at least 1,400 nuclear warheads on its 
territory.82 Ukraine had more than 1,300 strategic nuclear warheads and approximately 4,200 nonstrategic 
or tactical nuclear weapons.83 Pursuant to international agreements, Belarus transferred all the nuclear 
weapons in its territory to the Russian Federation by November 1996,84 Kazakhstan did so by April 1995,85 
and Ukraine did so by June 1996.86

Libya agreed to dismantle its own nuclear weapons program before it had achieved functioning nuclear 
bombs.87 In October 2003, the United States and European allies seized a shipment that was part of a 

79. David Albright with Andrea Stricker, “South Africa’s Nuclear Weapons Program: Its History, Dismantlement, and Lessons 
for Today,” Institute for Science and International Security, June 28, 2016. (https://isis-online.org/uploads/isis-reports/documents/
RevisitingSouthAfricasNuclearWeaponsProgram.pdf )
80. Ibid.
81. Ibid.
82. Joseph P. Harahan, “With Courage and Persistence: Eliminating and Securing Weapons of Mass Destruction with the 
Nunn-Lugar Cooperative �reat Reduction Programs,” Defense �reat Reduction Agency, U.S. Department of Defense, February 
11, 2015. (https://web.archive.org/web/20220228153820/https:/www.dtra.mil/Portals/61/Documents/History/With%20
Courage%20and%20Persistence%20CTR.pdf?ver=2016-05-09-102902-893)
83. Ibid.
84. “Fact Sheet: Nuclear Disarmament Belarus,” Nuclear �reat Initiative, September 12, 2024. (https://www.nti.org/analysis/
articles/belarus-nuclear-disarmament)
85. “Fact Sheet: Nuclear Disarmament Kazakhstan,” Nuclear �reat Initiative, October 17, 2024. (https://www.nti.org/
analysis/articles/kazakhstan-nuclear-disarmament)
86. “Ukraine, Nuclear Weapons, and Security Assurances at a Glance,” Arms Control Association, accessed February 20, 2025. 
(https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/ukraine-nuclear-weapons-and-security-assurances-glance)
87. Noting, of course, that Iran’s supreme leader has warned against the Libya example, noting it to be proof of Western bad 
faith. See: “Leader’s Public Address in Mashhad,” Khamenei.ir, March 21, 2011. (https://english.khamenei.ir/news/1434/
Leader-s-Public-Address-in-Mashhad)
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turnkey nuclear weapons program that Moammar Gadha� had purchased from the Pakistani A.Q. Khan 
network. Caught red-handed, Gadha� then “allowed unhindered access to IAEA inspectors, in addition 
to the full-scale removal of the program from the country, which included nuclear weapons designs, 
components, and documentation.”88

Under U.S. pressure, Taiwan chose to shutter its nuclear weapons program in 1988.89 After two decades of 
actively seeking nuclear weapons, Taiwan had reportedly advanced to within a year or two of completing 
a bomb.90 �e shutdown included closing Taiwan’s uranium enrichment work, plutonium reprocessing 
program, heavy water reactor, and nuclear weaponization research and development, as well as its nuclear-
missile delivery work, which was fully veri�ed by U.S. and IAEA inspections.91

88. David Albright with Andrea Stricker, “South Africa’s Nuclear Weapons Program: Its History, Dismantlement, and 
Lessons for Today,” Institute for Science and International Security, June 28, 2016. (https://isis-online.org/uploads/isis-reports/
documents/RevisitingSouthAfricasNuclearWeaponsProgram.pdf )
89. David Albright and Andrea Stricker, “Taiwan’s Former Nuclear Weapons Program: Nuclear Weapons On-Demand,” 
Institute for Science and International Security, October 11, 2018. (https://isis-online.org/uploads/isis-reports/documents/
TaiwansFormerNuclearWeaponsProgram_POD_color_withCover.pdf )
90. Tim Weiner, “How a Spy Left Taiwan in the Cold,” �e New York Times, December 20, 1997. (https://web.archive.org/
web/20190213002049/https:/www.nytimes.com/1997/12/20/world/how-a-spy-left-taiwan-in-the-cold.html) 
91. David Albright and Andrea Stricker, “Taiwan’s Former Nuclear Weapons Program: Nuclear Weapons On-Demand,” 
Institute for Science and International Security, October 11, 2018. (https://isis-online.org/uploads/isis-reports/documents/
TaiwansFormerNuclearWeaponsProgram_POD_color_withCover.pdf ); In addition, Iraq also eliminated its nuclear weapons 
program under signi�cant international pressure, although questions remained about its program until the fall of Saddam 
Hussein in 2003. Several other countries eliminated nuclear weapons activities unilaterally; “Nuclear Weapons Programs 
Worldwide: An Historical Overview,” Institute for Science and International Security, October 2004. (https://isis-online.org/
nuclear-weapons-programs)
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Parts manufactured for Libya's nuclear weapons program, Malaysia, 2004. (Photo by Jimin Lai/AFP via Getty Images)
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Posing the Choice to Tehran

In order to ensure Tehran’s disarmament, 
Washington will have to draw on all tools 
of national power to leave the Islamic 
Republic with no alternative to accepting the 
framework above. Speci�cally, Washington 
will need to combine intense diplomatic 
and economic pressure, covert action, and a 
credible military option.

History demonstrates that the Tehran regime 
will alter certain policies and strategies only 
when faced with meaningful risks to its top 
priority — staying in power — without which 
it would be unable to pursue any of its other 
objectives. For example, profound military and other considerations led Tehran to end the 1980-1988 Iran-
Iraq War, a con�ict that the regime styled “the Sacred Defense,” and accept a UN-sponsored cease�re it 
previously rejected.92 To e�ectively deter or coerce Iran now, the United States need not issue a direct threat 
to end the regime. However, U.S. policy should credibly threaten to impose costs that would, if sustained, 
clearly pose an existential threat.93

First, to prevent Tehran from creating and exploiting political cracks between the United States and its 
allies, the new administration and its key partners should agree to a road map with deadlines for both 
pressure and negotiations, as well as desired end states. Speci�cally, the administration should ensure 
Europe adopts Washington’s goal of full disarmament rather than resurrection of the JCPOA or a modi�ed 
version of the previous deal since those options would leave Iran’s atomic infrastructure in place.

Washington should also work with its trans-Atlantic partners to apply diplomatic pressure against Iran 
at international forums including IAEA Board of Governors meetings. �ey must hold Iran accountable 
for limiting and circumventing IAEA monitoring and otherwise failing to comply with legally mandated 
safeguards obligations, using the IAEA censure mechanism to require compliance and penalize 
nuclear escalation. 

 Imam Khoemini and �e Reason for �e End of �e Imposed War] امام خمینی )ره( و چرایی پایان جنگ تحمیلی با قطعنامه ۸۹۵“ .92
With Resolution 598],” Tasnim News Agency (Iran), July 19, 2013. (https://www.tasnimnews.com/fa/
news/1392/04/28/100347/امام-خمینی-ره-و-چرایی-پایان-جنگ-تحمیلی-با-قطعنامه598-); “چرا امام خمینی قطعنامه ۵۹۸ را دیر پذیرفت و جنگ را طولانی کرد؟ 
[Why Did Imam Khomeini Accept Resolution 598 Late and Prolong �e War?],” Imam Khomeini Website, July 12, 2023. 
(http://www.imam-khomeini.ir/fa/c76_15339/پرسش_و_پاسخ/انقلاب_اسلامی/چرا_امام_خمینی_قطعنامه_۵۹۸_را_دیر_پذیرفت_و_جنگ_را_طولانی_کرد؟)
93. Drawn directly from: Orde F. Kittrie, Bradley Bowman, and Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Deterring Iran’s Dash to the Bomb,” 
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, August 1, 2024. (https://www.fdd.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/fdd-monograph-
deterring-irans-dash-to-the-bomb.pdf )

P
o

si
n

g
 t

h
e

 C
h

o
ic

e
 t

o
 T

e
h

ra
nU.S. President Donald Trump holds a document he signed 

reinstating sanctions against Iran after announcing the U.S. 
withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal. (Photo by Saul Loeb/
AFP via Getty Images)
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Similarly, the United States should work with its European partners to leverage an impending 
comprehensive IAEA report on Iran’s outstanding safeguards issues94 as a pathway toward triggering 
the snapback mechanism in UNSCR 2231 before the mechanism sunsets in October 2025. Doing so 
will restore UN Iran sanctions and restrictions contained in previous UN Security Council resolutions, 
including the open-ended bans on Iranian missile tests and transfers, open-ended bans on Iranian 
exports and imports of conventional arms, and sanctions against Iran’s nuclear and defense-industrial 
base. �e snapback would also reimpose more stringent nuclear limitations, such as the open-ended 
requirement in Resolution 1737 of 2006 that Iran “suspend … all enrichment-related and reprocessing 
activities, including research and development.”

Second, since the bulk of the Trump administration’s e�orts are likely to be in the economic domain, 
Washington should vigorously enforce existing sanctions as part of the “maximum pressure” policy to 
sharpen the choice for Tehran. Compared with 2018 when Washington left the JCPOA, however, the 
United States has less time to wait given Iran’s considerable nuclear advances under Biden, and Tehran 
has considerably more nuclear leverage.95 Additionally, Tehran’s deepening political, economic, and 
military ties with U.S. near-peer competitors like Russia and China mean that the sanctions tool alone 
may not be as e�ective as in years past. �e United States will therefore need to ramp up sanctions quickly 
and aggressively.

In particular, the United States should strenuously enforce existing sanctions against Iranian persons, 
banks, businesses, or any other entities and their shell companies involved in major revenue generation 
operations for the Islamic Republic, such as the export or trade of oil, petrochemicals, natural gas, 
electricity, industrial metals like iron and aluminum, precious metals, and even lithium. For example, 
Iran’s oil exports brought in $53 billion in 2023.96 China purchases over 90 percent of Iran’s oil exports.97 
Given the critical role energy exports to China play in the Iranian economy, Washington must robustly 
target those involved in Iran’s oil trade with China, including shippers, port operators, insurers, re�ners, 
and �nancial institutions. �is must include levying new sanctions where possible while also con�scating 
tankers illicitly shipping this oil.98

94. See reference to the potential role of this report here: UK Ambassador to the IAEA Corinne Kitsell, “NPT Safeguards 
Agreement with Iran: Resolution to the IAEA Board of Governors, November 2024,” Joint Statement to the International 
Atomic Energy Agency, November 21, 2024. (https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/npt-safeguards-agreement-with-
iran-resolution-to-the-iaea-board-of-governors-november-2024); Francois Murphy, “IAEA Board Passes Iran resolution 
as West pushes Tehran towards talks,” Reuters, November 21, 2024. (https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/
un-nuclear-watchdogs-35-nation-board-passes-resolution-against-iran-2024-11-21)
95. Behnam Ben Taleblu and Andrea Stricker, “Exploiting America’s Declining Pressure: Iran’s Nuclear Escalation Over 
Time,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, March 9, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/03/09/exploiting-americas- 
declining-pressure-irans-nuclear-escalation-over-time)
96. Steve Holland and Je� Mason, “Trump reimposes ‘maximum pressure’ on Iran, aims to drive oil exports to zero,” Reuters, 
February 4, 2025. (https://www.reuters.com/world/us/trump-set-reimpose-maximum-pressure-iran-o�cial-says-2025-02-04)
97. Myra P. Saefong, “Trump is putting ‘maximum economic pressure’ on Iran. What’s next for oil?” Dow Jones, February 6, 2025. 
(https://www.morningstar.com/news/marketwatch/20250206157/trump-is-putting-maximum-economic-pressure-on-iran-whats-
next-for-oil)
98. For example, see: Ronen Bergman and Charlie Savage, “U.S. Seized Iranian Oil Over Smuggling Incident �at 
Escalated Tensions in Gulf,” �e New York Times, September 6, 2023. (https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/06/us/
politics/iran-oil-sanctions-violations.html); U.S. Attorney’s O�ce, District of Columbia, “United States Unseals 
Civil Forfeiture Complaint for Seizure of Iranian Oil,” February 2, 2024. (https://www.justice.gov/usao-dc/pr/
united-states-unseals-civil-forfeiture-complaint-seizure-iranian-oil)
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https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/03/09/exploiting-americas-declining-pressure-irans-nuclear-escalation-over-time/
https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/03/09/exploiting-americas-declining-pressure-irans-nuclear-escalation-over-time/
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�ird are cyber and other irregular warfare operations. �e U.S. Department of Defense de�nes the term 
“irregular warfare” to mean “a form of warfare where states and non-state actors campaign to assure or coerce 
states or other groups through indirect, non-attributable, or asymmetric activities.”99 �ese operations should 
expose Iranian vulnerabilities, damage or destroy certain capabilities, and highlight for Iranian decision-makers 
the depth of the penetration of their regime by foreign intelligence services. �e United States should also 
partner with Israel, which has engaged in a broad array of these operations, including cyber-enabled economic 
warfare and sabotage.100 Irregular warfare can help constrain the regime’s increasing desire to exploit its threshold 
nuclear status in response to its increasingly weak domestic hand.101 

Fourth, the administration should work with regional military partners, such as Israel, to make sure Tehran 
understands the constellation of military options available for use against it. Washington and Jerusalem 
should intensify the pace and scope of joint military exercises. In particular, the Trump administration 
should repeat, expand, and strengthen the Juniper Oak exercises conducted by CENTCOM and the 
Israel Defense Forces in January 2023.102 �e joint exercises aimed to send a message to Tehran that 
America and Israel were prepared to use force against Iran’s nuclear facilities and sought to demonstrate the 
interoperability and preparedness of the U.S. and Israeli militaries to undertake such a strike.103 

For a new exercise, Bradley Bowman, senior director of FDD’s Center on Military and Political Power, 
“suggests using American B-2 aircraft in addition to the B-1 and B-52 aircraft used during the last 
Juniper Oak exercise, as well as American KC-46 refueling aircraft. �at would provide Israeli �ghter 
pilots the opportunity to rehearse refueling from the KC-46 in anticipation of Israel receiving its own 
KC-46 refuelers.”104 

In addition, as part of that and other future exercises, the U.S. and Israeli air forces should rehearse 
attacks against deeply buried nuclear facilities like Fordow. Currently, only the United States possesses 

99 U.S. Joint Chiefs of Sta�, “Joint War�ghting,” August 27, 2023. (https://keystone.ndu.edu/Portals/86/Joint%20
War�ghting.pdf )
100. For example, see range of activities in: Behnam Ben Taleblu, “�e Shadow War,’” Lawfare, January 3, 2025. (https://
www.lawfaremedia.org/article/the-shadow-war)
101. Andrea Stricker and Anthony Ruggiero, “Iran Approaches the Nuclear �reshold: Washington’s Narrowing Policy 
Options,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, March 3, 2022. (https://www.fdd.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/fdd-
memo-iran-approaches-the-nuclear-threshold.pdf ); Toby Dalton and Ariel (Eli) Levite, “Iran’s Nuclear �reshold Challenge,” 
War on the Rocks, May 23, 2024. (https://warontherocks.com/2024/05/irans-nuclear-threshold-challenge)
102. According to the U.S. Department of Defense, these exercises “integrated unmanned aerial vehicles, strategic bombers, jet 
�ghters and precision �res. U.S. and Israeli forces conducted long-range strikes, suppression of enemy air defense, electronic attacks, 
o�ensive counter and air interdiction, and air operations in the maritime domain.” See: David Vergun, “Largest U.S.-Israeli Exercise 
in History Concludes,” DOD News, January 26, 2023. (https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3279772) 
103. See: Bradley Bowman with Lt. Gen. Gregory Guillot, CENTCOM Deputy Commander, “Junipers, Oaks, and 
Killer Tomatoes,” FDD’s Foreign Podicy, February 6, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/podcasts/2023/02/06/junipers-oaks-and-
killer-tomatoes); Bradley Bowman and Ryan Brobst, “With an Eye on Adversaries, the U.S. and Israel Conduct Major 
Military Exercises,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, January 24, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/01/24/
eye-on-adversaries-us-israel-major-military-exercise)
104. Andrea Stricker, “Detecting and Halting an Iranian Weaponization E�ort,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, February 
19, 2025. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2025/02/19/detecting-and-halting-an-iranian-weaponization-e�ort); Bradley Bowman 
and Enia Krivine, “Israel Has a KC-46 Problem. Here’s the Solution.” Defense News, April 21, 2022. (https://www.defensenews.
com/opinion/commentary/2022/04/21/israel-has-a-kc-46-problem-heres-the-solution); Bradley Bowman and Ryan Brobst, 
“Sen. Cotton Legislation Seeks to Expedite E�orts to Strengthen Israel’s National Security,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, 
February 17, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/02/17/sen-cotton-legislation-strengthen-israels-security)
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the bunker-busting GBU-57 Massive Ordnance Penetrator (MOP) and the B-2 aircraft that carry that 
munition. Additionally, the stealth capabilities of the B-2 “give it a reasonable chance of evading Iranian 
air and missile defenses in repeat missions over key nuclear sites.”105 Washington should consider providing 
the MOP to Jerusalem and explore ways to ensure Israel has the means to deliver it e�ectively.106

To underscore his seriousness, Trump should also consistently issue statements that underscore Washington’s 
unwavering commitment to preventing a nuclear-armed Islamic Republic of Iran. �is must include 
specifying — as done by Trump’s predecessors Barack Obama and Joe Biden — that the United States is 
prepared to use military force if necessary to prevent this. He should also reiterate his dedication to bolstering 
the American commitment to Israel, to include support for Israeli action against Iran’s nuclear facilities. 

�e United States should also engage in other visible contingency planning in the region, such as bringing 
in additional forces, bolstering the air and missile defense assets of its allies, and hardening its own military 
bases. Should Iran test American resolve with increased maritime or proxy harassment in response to 
maximum pressure sanctions as it did during Trump’s �rst term,107 decisive military responses will be 
needed to signal credibility and commitment to partners and adversaries alike. 

105. Anthony Capaccio, “US to Boost Output of Bombs Designed to Hit Underground Nuclear Facilities,” Bloomberg,  
May 14, 2024. (https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-05-14/us-to-make-more-bunker-buster-bombs-that-can-hit- 
underground-nuclear-facilities) 
106. Andrea Stricker, “Detecting and Halting an Iranian Weaponization E�ort,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies,  
February 19, 2025. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2025/02/19/detecting-and-halting-an-iranian-weaponization-e�ort); Reuel  
Gerecht and Mark Dubowitz, “How Trump Can Counter Iran’s Nuclear Ambitions,” �e Wall Street Journal, January 
22, 2025. (https://www.wsj.com/opinion/how-trump-can-counter-irans-nuclear-ambitions-hard-line-diplomacy-open-to- 
israeli-military-strike-0dd1ae6d?msockid=216879de391e6c41023768d3384c6d99)
107. See, for example: Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Making Sense of Iranian Escalation,” FDD’s Long War Journal, May 20, 2019. 
(https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2019/05/making-sense-of-iranian-escalation.php); Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Collecting 
and Analyzing Shiite Militia Attacks Against the U.S. Presence in Iraq,” FDD’s Long War Journal, May 5, 2020. (https://www.
longwarjournal.org/archives/2020/05/collecting-and-analyzing-shiite-militia-attacks-against-the-u-s-presence-in-iraq.php)
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Challenges and Opportunities 

Achieving an agreement with the Islamic Republic to dismantle its nuclear program will not be easy 
even though Iranian o�cials claim that proving to the international community that they do not harbor 
weapons aspirations is “not a problem.”108 �is section outlines select opportunities and pitfalls inherent in 
deal-making with the Islamic Republic.

Tehran has on occasion slowed or paused elements of its nuclear march. According to a U.S. intelligence 
report from 2012, the Islamic Republic’s “nuclear decisionmaking is guided by a cost-bene�t approach, 
which o�ers the international community opportunities to in�uence Tehran. Iranian leaders undoubtedly 
consider Iran’s security, prestige, and in�uence, as well as the international political and security 
environment, when making decisions about its nuclear program.”109 However, Iranian concessions have 
typically been designed to de�ect foreign pressure and to reconstitute the nuclear program at a time of the 
regime’s own choosing.

For example, despite decelerating elements of its nuclear weapons work in 2003 following the George 
W. Bush administration’s invasion of neighboring Iraq, Iran split its nuclear e�ort into overt and covert 
parts while retaining an archive of past weaponization-related studies.110 Similarly, despite multilateral 
economic pressure forcing Iran to negotiate over domestic uranium enrichment, which led to the JCPOA 
in 2015, the restrictions to which Iran agreed were not permanent, nor did they require Tehran to give up 
its enrichment capacity.111

But 2025 is not 2015. Despite the Islamic Republic being closer to a nuclear weapon now than at any 
point in its history, regional and domestic factors, particularly in the post-October 7 Middle East, o�er an 
increased likelihood of being able to use pressure successfully against Tehran.

Should the regime respond militarily to maximum pressure, the United States and Israel have a proven 
ability to intercept the majority of Iranian projectiles. In addition, following Israel’s October 2024 
retaliatory strikes against Iran, the regime reportedly does not possess the sort of long-range strategic air 
defense that could complicate a major military operation against above-ground targets on its territory.112 

108. Tom Wilson and Najmeh Bozorgmehr, “Donald Trump calls for ‘nuclear peace agreement’ with Iran,” Financial Times 
(UK), February 5, 2025. (https://www.ft.com/content/5ded3656-2455-49�-9663-a43dbe8d1064)
109. James R. Clapper, “Unclassi�ed Statement for the Record on the Worldwide �reat Assessment of the US Intelligence 
Community,” Statement for the Record before the Senate Committee on Armed Services, February 16, 2012. (https://www.dni.gov/
�les/documents/Newsroom/Testimonies/20120216_SASC%20Final%20Unclassi�ed%20-%202012%20ATA%20SFR.pdf)
110. See: Orde F. Kittrie, Bradley Bowman, and Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Deterring Iran’s Dash to the Bomb,” Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies, August 1, 2024. (https://www.fdd.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/fdd-monograph-deterring-irans-
dash-to-the-bomb.pdf ); Andrea Stricker, “Iran: �e Next Nuclear Weapons State?” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, 
August 12, 2024. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2024/08/12/iran-the-next-nuclear-weapons-state)
111. Behnam Ben Taleblu and Andrea Stricker, “Key Sunsets Under the JCPOA and UNSC Resolution 2231,” 
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, February 24, 2021. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2021/02/19/key-sunsets-under- 
the-jcpoa-and-unsc-resolution-2231)
112. Annika Ganzeveld, “�e Consequences of the IDF Strikes into Iran,” Institute for the Study of War, November 12, 2024. 
(https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/consequences-idf-strikes-iran)
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With its national currency in freefall and social unrest continuing, the regime can ill a�ord to absorb 
pressure and run the clock as it did during the �rst Trump administration. Accordingly, the opportunity 
to use pressure now against Tehran need not be seen through the same pessimistic lens as in earlier points 
during the U.S.-Iran nuclear crisis.

�is strategic context is seemingly forcing a change in Iranian discourse about deal-making with 
Washington.113 One advisor to Iran’s supreme leader said in a late January 2025 interview, “If negotiating 
with Satan is necessary for the interests of the regime, we will go to the depths of hell and negotiate.”114 
Meanwhile, Iran’s foreign minister has more recently dismissed the idea of direct nuclear talks with the 
United States so long as Washington’s maximum pressure policy is in force.115 Various Iranian outlets, 
from newspapers116 to social media, however, continue to debate, if not occasionally promote, the idea of 
negotiations with Washington.117  

But the president will have to proceed carefully and would be wise to recall his own previous comments 
about Iran’s negotiating prowess.118 Tehran likely sees talks as a way to slow-roll the return of maximum 
pressure sanctions and block Israeli or American military action. 

Should talks commence, however, one challenge for the Trump administration will be how to square its 
diplomatic nonproliferation aims with its broader counter-Iran policy. While Trump has declared, “With 

113. While Iran’s supreme leader recently poured cold water on the idea of talks with the United States, see: “One must not 
negotiate with a govt. like the US; It isn’t wise or honorable,” Khamenei.ir, February 7, 2025. (https://english.khamenei.ir/
news/11456/One-must-not-negotiate-with-a-govt-like-the-US-It-isn-t-wise); �ese comments appear to have more to do 
with Khamenei’s penchant for hedging and avoiding responsibility among regime elites. Following Trump’s inauguration, 
Khamenei had in fact already issued a cautious nod toward diplomacy. See: @Khamenei_fa, X, January 28, 2025. (https://x.
com/Khamenei_fa/status/1884184784794181783); Khamenei is therefore likely to wa�e, exactly as he did between the 2013 
and 2015 nuclear negotiations, o�ering tacit endorsement and skepticism in alternating remarks to placate di�erent regime 
elites and to avoid responsibility. See: Ali Alfoneh, “Khamenei’s Iran is not Mao’s China,” �e National Interest, June 5, 2014. 
(https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/khameneis-iran-not-maos-china-10606); Behnam Ben Taleblu, “Tehran’s Trump Trap,” 
�e National Interest, February 18, 2025. (https://nationalinterest.org/blog/middle-east-watch/tehrans-trump-trap)
 Javad] جواد لاریجانی: زمانی گفته بودم برای منافع نظام با شیطان در قعر جهنم هم مذاکره میکنیم/ ذوق زدگی سینگال خوبی نیست به امریکا“ .114
Larijani: I once said that we would negotiate with the devil in the depths of hell for the interests of the regime/Enthusiasm is 
not a good signal to America],” Jamaran (Iran), January 23, 2024. (https://www.jamaran.news/
 (بخش-بازنشر-59/1656858-جواد-لاریجانی-زمانی-گفته-بودم-برای-منافع-نظام-با-شیطان-در-قعر-جهنم-هم-مذاکره-میکنیم-ذوق-زدگی-سینگال-خوبی-نیست-به-امریکا
115. “Iran rules out ‘direct talks’ with US on nuclear issue,” France 24 (France), February 25, 2025. (https://www.france24.
com/en/live-news/20250225-iran-rules-out-direct-talks-with-us-on-nuclear-issue) 
.Shargh Newspaper (Iran), February 6, 2025. (https://cdn.sharghdaily ”,[An Adventurous Meeting] یک مالقات پرماجرا“ .116
com/servev2/IGWu9x9XGwCW/i1kub06DEUw,/03.pdf  Diplomacy: �e Inevitable] دیپلماسي؛ راه ناگزیر تهران و واشنگتن“ ;(
Path for Tehran and Washington],” Etemad Newspaper (Iran), February 2, 2025. (https://www.etemadnewspaper.ir/fa/main/
detail/228963/دیپل¦سی-راه-ناگزیر-تهران-و-واشنگ¤); “ایران با ترامپ چه کند؟ [What Should Iran do with Trump?],” Iran Newspaper (Iran), 
February 6, 2025. (https://irannewspaper.ir/8672/1/113706); Gholamreza Sadeghian, “دولت الان نباید فوت وقت کند [�e 
Government Should Not Waste Time Now],” Javan Online (Iran), February 7, 2025. (https://www.javanonline.ir/fa/
news/1281317/دولت-الان-نباید-فوت-وقت-کند); “قالیباف درباره مذاکره با آمریکا: دولت مسائل را بر اساس فرمایش رهبر انقلاب پیش ببرد [Qalibaf on 
negotiations with the US: �e government should proceed with issues based on the orders of the Revolutionary Leader],” 
Donya-e-Eqtesad (Iran) February 8, 2025. (https://donya-e-eqtesad.com/fa/tiny/news-4152486) 
 Deputy Speaker of Parliament: We have] نائب رئیس مجلس: با آمریکا هیچ دشمنی و جنگی نداریم؛ حاضر به مذاکره با واشنگتن هستیم“ .117
no enmity or war with America; we are willing to negotiate with Washington],” Fararu (Iran), January 29, 2025. (https://
fararu.com/fa/news/826489/نائب-رئیس-مجلس-با-آمریکا-هیچ-دشمنی-و-جنگی-نداریم-حاضر-به-مذاکره-با-واشنگ¤-هستیم) 
118. CNN, “Donald Trump on nuke deal: �ey are laughing at us in Iran,” YouTube, July 14, 2015. (https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=GY9mk5pEKek)
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me, it’s very simple. Iran cannot have a nuclear weapon,”119 his National Security Policy Memorandum 
2 (NSPM-2) of February 4 echoes his 12-point agenda from 2018120 that encompassed not just nuclear 
issues but also regional destabilization, terrorism, and the regime’s hostage-taking.

However, negotiations are unlikely to yield a useful agreement on Tehran’s support for proxy forces. 
Hypothetically, Tehran could o�er a political promise to not arm or fund certain groups or even make a 
legally binding commitment to refrain from such. But Iran’s track record in this area is not good, and the 
Islamic Republic is reportedly already diversifying how it supports its terrorist apparatus.121 By contrast, as 
Israeli forces have demonstrated over the past year, military action has a far greater potential to limit or roll 
back the capabilities of Iran’s proxy forces.

Another challenge inherent in negotiations is that Washington will have to o�er concessions of its own 
to secure Tehran’s agreement to dismantle its nuclear weapons capability. �e regime is likely desperate 
for sanctions relief, yet relief of any kind will end up underwriting regime stability and is likely to �ow 
to Tehran’s regional terror proxies and the supreme leader’s business empire as well as entities owned or 
controlled by Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) veterans at home.122

Relatedly, if sanctions relief and other concessions strengthen the regime, then even a sound nuclear-
only agreement will miss an opportunity to address the roots of Tehran’s foreign aggression and domestic 
suppression, which is the nature of the regime. Worse, it would be a setback to Iran’s democratic movement 
and brave protesting Iranians for whom Trump shattered political taboos in his �rst term to strongly 
support.123 In the wake of nationwide anti-regime demonstrations like the 2022-2023 “Women, Life, 
Freedom” movement124 that have shown the depth of the chasm between state and society in Iran, 
policymakers in Washington should know that any agreement with Tehran’s theocrats — even one that 
achieves the vital objective of permanently and veri�ably dismantling Iran’s nuclear weapons program — 
would not only run counter to other U.S. values but would also rest on a rocky foundation.

119. Steve Holland and Je� Mason, “Trump reimposes ‘maximum pressure’ on Iran, aims to drive oil exports to zero,” Reuters, 
February 4, 2025. (https://www.reuters.com/world/us/trump-set-reimpose-maximum-pressure-iran-o�cial-says-2025-02-04)
120. U.S. Department of State, “After the New Deal: A New Iran Strategy,” May 21, 2018. (https://2017-2021.state.gov/
iran-strategy)
121. For example: Dov Lieber, Michael R. Gordon, Benoit Faucon, and Adam Chamseddine, “Iran Is Funding Hezbollah via 
Suitcases Stu�ed with Cash, Israel Warns,” �e Wall Street Journal, January 31, 2025. (https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/
iran-hezbollah-�nancing-lebanon-airport-f9e40343); Yossi Mansharof, “Iran’s Hezbollah in focus during PM’s DC visit,” Israel 
Hayom (Israel), February 5, 2025. (https://www.israelhayom.com/2025/02/05/iran-hezbollah-in-focus-during-pms-dc-visit)
122. �is was the case with the talks that led to the JCPOA as well as the deal itself. See: Steve Stecklow and Babak 
Dehghanpisheh, “Exclusive: Khamenei’s business empire gains from Iran sanctions relief,” Reuters, January 22, 2014. (https://
www.reuters.com/article/world/exclusive-khamenei-s-business-empire-gains-from-iran-sanctions-relief-idUSBREA0L1CO); 
Yeganeh Torbati and Babak Dehghanpisheh, “Conglomerate controlled by Iran’s supreme leader a winner from nuclear deal,” 
Reuters, October 21, 2015. (https://www.reuters.com/article/world/conglomerate-controlled-by-irans-supreme-leader-a-
winner-from-nuclear-deal-idUSKCN0RF0E9); Emanuele Ottolenghi, Saeed Ghasseminejad, Annie Fixler, and Amir Toumaj, 
“How the Nuclear Deal Enriches Iran’s Revolutionary Guard Corps,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, October 4, 2016. 
(https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/defenddemocracy/uploads/documents/IRGC_Report.pdf )
123. William Cummings, “Iranian o�cial tells Trump not to ‘dishonor’ Persian language by tweeting in Farsi,” USA 
Today, January 13, 2020. (https://web.archive.org/web/20211001152100/https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/
politics/2020/01/13/trump-tweets-iran-protests/4455666002)
124. See, for example: Mark Dubowitz, “Mapping the Protests in Iran,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, last updated 
February 26, 2025. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/01/27/mapping-the-protests-in-iran-2)
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Conclusion

If history is any indicator, Iran will use negotiations to continue its nuclear march and de�ect the most stringent 
sanctions. �us, while the president seeks a deal with the Islamic Republic, he will need to sustain and amass signi�cant 
leverage via maximum economic pressure and a credible threat of military force. 

To make a deal that stands the test of time and solves the Iran nuclear crisis, Trump must insist upon the wholesale 
and irreversible disarmament of the Islamic Republic’s nuclear weapons program. 
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