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Executive Summary 

Assuming it to be pursuing a nuclear weapon 

programme and determined to prevent proliferation, 

the international community is on a course to isolate 

Iran through a series of sanctions. This is a high-

stakes approach that has already entrenched 

positions. Tensions have been heightened by a series 

of diplomatic incidents involving Iran and Israel, 

over-interpretation of the recent International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) report on Iran’s nuclear 

activity, international attempts to restrict Iran’s 

access to financial markets, and Iran’s continued 

drive to acquire dual-use nuclear technology and 

nuclear material while confident of domestic 

support. The region now faces the prospect of a 

proliferation cascade, or unilateral military action by 

Israel.  

The period ahead of the 2012 Weapons of Mass 

Destruction-Free Zone (WMDFZ) in the Middle East 

conference presents a window of opportunity to 

improve diplomatic relations. The current sanctions 

regime and covert action approach has a number of 

unintended consequences, not least in bolstering the 

resolve of the Iranian leadership in resisting external 

pressure. Contrary to much of the existing 

commentary on this issue, Iran could be seen as a 

rational actor seeking regional influence. The 

WMDFZ process is an opportunity to engage Iran and 

its neighbours in dialogue. 

States will need to agree on organising principles 

ahead of the WMDFZ conference, with a view to 

building a concept of security better suited to all the 

key regional actors, such as: 

 The pursuit of trust-building measures by 
Middle Eastern states, but also by the P5 + 1; 

 Greater involvement of states in the region 
determining the diplomatic agenda; and, 

 The re-integration of Iran into the 
international community through a robust 
nuclear verification and inspection regime. 

 

Military action poses an inherent risk to the global 

non-proliferation regime, in particular if it were in 
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the form of unilateral action by Israel, a non-NPT 

state acting to punish a member-state for apparently 

transgressing it. It would result in a renewal of Iran’s 

trajectory towards the nuclear threshold with 

greater unity of support within the country. Even 

today, the combination of covert action and 

sanctions has undermined dialogue, and has 

achieved little more than delay for Iran’s nuclear 

programme. 

The WMDFZ conference, valuable in itself, is the 

beginning of a wider political and diplomatic regional 

process, with implications beyond WMD. It offers the 

hope of reintegrating Iran, and of greater 

transparency and engagement on the part of all the 

actors involved.  

 

Introduction 

The road towards a 2012 Conference for a WMDFZ in 

the Middle East is proving a tumultuous one. A series 

of diplomatic incidents, including assassination plots 

linked to Iran, covert action against Iranian 

personnel and facilities, as well as the November 

2011 report by the IAEA on Iran, and tightening 

international sanctions, have contributed to the 

deterioration of diplomatic relations between Iran 

and the international community. As diplomatic 

relations between Iran and the P5 + 1 have ground 

to a halt, the United States and Europe have 

increasingly come to rely upon sanctions and the 

implied threat of military action to deal with Iran; 

the Iranian nuclear programme has therefore 

become, in its own right, the key area of focus ahead 

of the conference.  

The shortfalls of contemporary behaviour by states 

integral to the negotiation process, including Israeli 

military posturing, the international sanctions regime 

and Iran’s failure of transparency over its nuclear 

programme, have all hampered the diplomatic 

process. Yet, the WMDFZ conference presents a 

number of opportunities for a more constructive 

political environment, and a framework that could 

overcome these obstacles. 

Iran’s Strategy 

Addressing Iran’s nuclear programme is central to 

the success of the WMDFZ conference. The Islamic 

Republic believes the restrictions to its right to 

enrich uranium are illegal, and its sentiment is 

historically rooted. Buttressed by popular support for 

its civil nuclear programme, uranium enrichment is 

regarded as a ‘sovereign right and a great source of 

national pride’.1 It is also regarded as integral to the 

country’s modernisation, particularly as a source of 

energy independence, set against the memory of the 

1953 coup d’etat, in which British control of Iran’s 

petroleum resulted in regime change. Additionally, 

the Iran-Iraq War also rendered the revival of its 

nuclear programme in the late 1980s as a defensive 

measure against Iraqi aggression, due in part to 

Iraq’s use of chemical weapons against Iran. (The 

programme had previously been halted by the 

Ayatollah Khomeini on Islamic grounds.) The West’s 

unseating of Saddam Hussein and Muammar Gaddafi 

in the past decade has simply added to Iran’s 

strategic calculation that any state without a nuclear 

deterrent is vulnerable to concerted U.S. action.  

Despite the prevailing view in the media, there is a 

widespread consensus amongst analysts that Iran 

has not yet decided to produce a nuclear weapon, 

but may have decided to develop the capability to 

produce and deliver one.2 The Iranian regime is 

highly aware of the consequences of acquiring a 

nuclear weapon – be that a pre-emptive attack 

against it by the United States and Israel, or regional 

proliferation – and it is also wary of losing the 
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support it receives from members of the Non-

Aligned Movement. The resulting strategy is 

therefore what the EU’s Institute of Security Studies 

labels a particular form of ‘nuclear ambiguity’. 

Different than Israel’s ‘nuclear ambiguity’ policy, 

which refers to a lack of transparency over its 

considerable nuclear arsenal and a pre-emptive 

strike policy against regional states, Iran’s ‘nuclear 

ambiguity’ allows it to ‘hover on the legalistic 

threshold between being inside and outside the Non-

Proliferation Treaty (NPT)’.3  This strategy allows for 

the continuation of uranium enrichment for civilian 

purposes, but leaves obscure whether any political 

decision has been made to resume a nuclear 

weaponisation programme. Technically (though not 

politically), this might put Iran on a similar path to 

Japan’s model, for example. 

Military Threats against Iran 

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and 

Defence Minister Ehud Barak have been warning 

that by the end of 2012, Iran could have hidden 

underground all the necessary components to 

produce a warhead.4 According to reports, 

Netanyahu – who fervently believes Iran poses an 

existential threat to Israel – in concert with Barak, 

has been attempting to mobilise the Israeli cabinet in 

favour of military action against Iran’s nuclear 

facilities. The Israeli argument rests on the premise 

that a pre-emptive strike against Iran bears fewer 

risks than allowing a nuclear-armed Iran to emerge 
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in the region, for fear of a nuclear weapon being 

used against Israel by Iran or its proxy forces.  

Yet, as has been written extensively elsewhere, an 

Israeli strike poses significant risks to international 

security. Above all, military action risks forcing an 

Iranian exit from the NPT, radical reaction from 

Iran’s proxies, Hamas and Hezbollah, and a 

concerted push by Iran towards a formal resumption 

of a weaponisation programme.5 The Secretary-

General of the IAEA, Yukiya Amano, has voiced his 

concern that military action would cut off the 

Agency’s access to Iran’s nuclear facilities, further 

obscuring Iran’s enrichment activity. 6 It would 

provide a rallying point for Iranian citizens in support 

of their nuclear programme and the government’s 

standing, and would also strengthen the 

government’s resistance to what is perceived as 

‘punishment’ for challenging the dominance of the 

West.7  

In view of the consequences, however, are Israeli 

military threats credible? Or are they simply efforts 

to draw attention and coerce support from the 

United States and Europe? Israel has been 

unrelenting in its campaign to pressure the 

international community to take urgent military 

action against Iran, repeatedly stating that an attack 

would have to take place within the next year in 

order to be effective. But, Israeli sabre-rattling may 

be seen as political cover for possible covert action 
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against Iranian nuclear infrastructure (the Stuxnet 

virus, believed to be of Israeli and American origin 

damaged Iranian centrifuge technology, several 

Iranian scientists with links to Iran’s nuclear 

programme have been assassinated, and an 

explosion took place at a Quds Force missile base in 

Iran).8 Israel’s advocacy of military action could be a 

façade for a longer-term strategy – continuing to 

covertly disrupt Iran’s nuclear technology, whilst 

maintaining pressure upon the international 

community to take action. It is in this way that Israeli 

sabre-rattling has become a key facet of Israel’s 

nuclear strategy.  

There has also been considerable internal debate 

within the United States on military action, 

particularly within the context of the upcoming 

Presidential elections. Having failed to establish 

dialogue with Iran in 2009, the Obama 

administration has since relied upon sanctions and 

covert action as the bedrock of its policy towards 

Iran. Its policy has been shaped by a general 

consensus that a lack of evidence concerning a 

weaponisation programme cannot justify military 

action. The U.S. intelligence community, for 

example, gave its assessment that although Iran may 

be preserving its options for a nuclear capability, it 

has not made a decision to formally resume its 

nuclear programme for military purposes.9 Similarly, 
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in a recent assessment, the Obama administration 

played down the implications of the November IAEA 

report on Iran, which linked Iran’s uranium 

enrichment activity with potential nuclear weapons 

development in the past decade.10 Furthermore, top 

U.S. officials, including Defence Secretary Leon 

Panetta and serving military, have expressed strong 

views on the ‘strategic futility’ of bombing Iran’s 

nuclear facilities.11 Wary of highlighting U.S. 

impotence in the case of an Iranian nuclear 

‘breakout’, President Obama has consistently stated 

that military action remains a tool for the United 

States against Iran, but as a last resort. His 

resoluteness to prevent proliferation is bolstered by 

a personal commitment to the global non-

proliferation regime.  

By contrast, some officials from the previous Bush 

administration and Republican Presidential 

candidates have criticised the ‘lack of seriousness’ in 

Obama’s sanctions approach and view the recent 

alleged Iranian plot to assassinate the Saudi 

Ambassador to the United States as a pretext for 
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military action.12 Their proximity to Israeli lobbies in 

Washington has limited the ability for Obama to 

pursue a diplomatic approach,13 and has deepened 

the hard-line bipartisan approach towards Iran in 

Congress. This is reflected in the unanimous Senate 

vote on sanctioning Iran’s Central Bank against the 

advice of the Administration,14 and the Iran Threat 
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Western leaders back to the diplomatic path. 16 

Despite its initial rhetoric and the complexity of its 

balancing acts, the Obama administration has largely 

followed a continuation of the containment policy of 

its predecessor. In avoidance of a military strike, it 

has been using surveillance drones and information 

warfare to sabotage Iran’s nuclear infrastructure (in 
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reinforced its military presence in the Gulf.18 
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Although the Administration has rejected the policy 

of containing a nuclear-armed Iran, it has also 

expressed a strong reluctance to involve itself in an 

Israeli strike. However, were Israel to take unilateral 

action, the United States may find itself compelled to 

support it. High-level talks between U.S. and Israeli 

officials, as well as public statements made by 

Obama and British Prime Minister David Cameron 

reinforcing the sanctions/diplomacy dual-track have 

attempted to contain this moral hazard, and appear 

to have quelled immediate pushes for military 

action. For now the prospect of military action 

remains a distant possibility.19  

Sanctions 
European states generally see sanctions as an 

alternative, not a prelude, to military action, though 

their attitudes towards Iran have hardened in recent 

years. The failure of previous negotiations, pressure 

from the United States, and the November IAEA 

report have all galvanised European governments 

into adopting tougher measures. The IAEA report in 

particular had a significant impact on the European 

states, whose over-interpretation of findings on 

possible military dimensions to Iran’s nuclear 

programme shaped their tenacity to pressure Iran. 

The report detailed research by Iranian scientists 

into trigger devices, warhead design and 

conventional explosives for missiles, but failed to 

present new findings indicating any sort of formal 

weaponisation process in place under the current 

regime.20 It was criticised directly by Russia and 

other states as beyond the mandate and 
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competence of the Agency, pointing to the 

politicisation of the IAEA under Amano’s term.21 

Similarly, a follow-up report released by the Agency 

in February 2012 did little other than consolidate 

concerns expressed in the November report.22  

These aspects of the report, along with the 

ambiguity of recent diplomatic incidents, have 

further rooted a negative image of the Iranian 

regime. Tehran’s refusal to permit the IAEA access to 

Parchin fuelled suspicions linking the site to nuclear 

activity, despite the site being a military facility and 

therefore outside of the Agency’s remit. 

Furthermore, a series of attempted assassinations of 

diplomatic personnel in India, Georgia and Thailand 

were denounced as being authorised by elements of 

the Iranian government, despite tenuous evidence.23 

Such instances have been leapt upon as grounds to 

increase punitive measures against Iran. The 

resulting shift in European policy is intended not only 

to punish the regime and coerce it into changing 

policy, but also to inhibit Iran’s ability to develop a 

nuclear weapons capability.24 Demonstrated in the 
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European oil embargo on Iran, it is expected that 

depriving the Iranian regime of a key source of 

revenue will undermine technological progress and 

force Iran to return to the negotiating table.  

France and Germany have shifted away from an 

incentive-based approach to negotiations towards 

increased pressure against Iran, both countries now 

recognising Iran as a ‘threat to regional and 

international security’.25 France has been particularly 

aggressive towards Iran under President Sarkozy’s 

leadership; it recently called for sanctions on an 

‘unprecedented scale’, and in the aftermath of the 

IAEA report, pushed for an embargo against Iran’s oil 

exports.26 Germany too has shifted towards seeing 

further sanctions as ‘unavoidable’,27 despite its 

previous reluctance as a result of its economic 

relationships.28 This change of heart may have been 

influenced by a series of defence agreements with 

Israel.29  
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Iran’s largest purchaser of oil, is even more 

sensitive.30 Not all Arab neighbouring states are 

comfortable with pressuring Iran either (in 

particular: Bahrain, Oman and Qatar).31 

Sanctions are clearly being coordinated in order to 

close international loopholes.32 The EU, for example, 

has gradually tightened its sanctions on Iran through 

measures such as adding 180 Iranian officials and 

companies to a blacklist, matching the structure of 

U.S. sanctions.33 Nevertheless, their limitations are 

becoming increasingly evident; economic pressure 

has rarely been known to fundamentally alter a 

policy deemed central to the ‘continued survival of 

each regime’ or state security.34 Though sanctions 
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alter the regime’s behaviour.35 Iran continues to 

produce more enriched uranium each month, evades 

sanctions, and manufactures its own materials such 

as carbon fibre to circumvent U.N. blacklists.36 The 

broader strategic use of sanctions by the great 

powers to influence one another is gradually 

undermining the value of sanctions, both the 

Chinese and the Russians seeing an opportunity to 

undercut American influence in the Middle East.37 

Furthermore, although part of the ‘dual-track’ 

approach employed by the Western states, the 

steadfast pursuit of sanctions has contributed to the 

recent diplomatic stalemate. Britain, having led the 

recent charge in sanctioning the Iranian Central Bank 

- the main conduit for Iran’s oil sales - saw its 

ambassador expelled from Tehran in retaliation, and 

the subsequent ransacking of its embassy by 

protestors.38 The United Kingdom responded by 

removing its diplomats and ordering the expulsion of 

all Iranian diplomats from London.39 With several 
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European countries also having taken punitive 

diplomatic measures, notably France, Germany, the 

Netherlands and Norway, the repercussions for Iran 

have been highly significant in having the diplomatic 

passages to other countries involuntarily constricted.  

East versus West 

Sanctions tend to frame the issue as one of control 

by the West, rather than allowing regional initiatives 

to take root.40 Reflecting a wider divide between 

East and West, a recent Russian initiative offering 

phased lifting of sanctions in return for greater 

Iranian transparency on its nuclear activities was 

rejected by the West, the latter conditioning talks on 

Iran’s prior suspension of all enrichment activity.41 

Much of Russia’s recent opposition to expand 

sanctions stems from frustration at this rejection, 

and a fear of the IAEA report being abused as ‘an 

instrument of regime change’. 42 Vladimir Putin’s 
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return to the Russian Presidency is likely to harden 

this difference, as is Russian use of the nuclear 

programme as a bargaining chip against NATO’s 

proposed ballistic missile defence shield, ahead of 

the NATO (and NATO-Russia) summit in Chicago in 

May 2012.43  

China has been less assertive.44 On the one hand, 

China has found a ‘natural strategic partner’ in Iran, 

with some dependence upon Iranian petroleum 

imports, whilst also being Iran’s biggest arms 

supplier, and a significant industrial partner. 45 On 

the other hand, China values its position in the global 

non-proliferation regime, and does not want to 

aggravate the United States, so has reluctantly 

supported the U.N. sanctions thus far. Although 
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th
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Russia and China have kept diplomatic channels 

open with Iran, their policies ultimately benefit the 

U.S. strategy in providing Iran with an incentive to 

constrain its behaviour in order to retain Russian and 

Chinese support.46 

Towards Reconciliation 

The period leading up to the WMDFZ conference is 

an opportunity to restore diplomatic relations and to 

move away from the politics of isolation practiced by 

several sides in this multidimensional dispute. Trust-

building will require greater political inclusion of two 

states in particular – Israel and Iran. Israel is 

currently excluded from various bodies in the Middle 

East and North Africa (such as the Preparatory 

Commission for the Comprehensive Nuclear Test-

Ban Treaty Organisation (CTBTO) and the IAEA Board 

of Governors) because other states refuse to 

recognise it as a state.47  

Arab states and Israel have minimal influence in the 

negotiations process around Iran’s nuclear 

programme. The WMDFZ conference could draw 

these states into an important process that 

strengthens the capacity of regional states to handle 

Iran’s nuclear programme, Israel’s nuclear arsenal, 

and future nuclear challenges. Central to this effort is 

the need to arrive at a clear expression of what 

‘security’ means for each state involved, including 

freedom from existential threats, the protection of 

identity, and preventing regional domination. Wider 

political issues such as the Israel-Palestine conflict or 

the stationing of NATO nuclear weapons in Turkey 

would also likely arise.48 Furthermore, the weight of 

                                                           
46
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upcoming presidential elections and the perception 

of U.S. partiality in the region renders the period 

ahead of the 2012 conference a timely opening in 

which regional states could take a lead in the 

negotiations process.49  

Whilst the WMDFZ process cannot ignore the 

broader political and peace processes, the 

technicalities of nuclear negotiation will help frame 

the discussion. A pertinent starting point would be 

discussing a regional Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty 

(FMCT), with verification measures. Arab states such 

as Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Egypt have articulated 

their desire to ‘include Israel’s nuclear arsenal in the 

equation’ for 2012, warning that the balance 

between Israel’s arsenal and Iran’s nuclear 

programme will also need delicate management.50 

Arab states look for a process that promises to end 

with Israeli ratification of the NPT as a non-nuclear 

weapon state and IAEA inspection visits to its nuclear 

facilities. Ratification of the Comprehensive Nuclear 

Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), Chemical Weapons 

Convention (CWC), and Biological and Toxin 

Weapons Convention (BTWC) and the closure of the 

Dimona facility are also desired. Israel too will be 

looking for stronger ratification and entry into force 

of an Additional Protocol by Iran, transparency over 

past weapons-related research, and crucially, 

recognition of Israel.51 

Members of the P5 + 1 group have a vital role to play 

beyond laying down conditions for non-nuclear 

weapon states. They will need to give clear negative 

security assurances, and are likely to be asked to go 

beyond a promise not to use nuclear weapons, and 

conditionally foreswear military intervention outside 

of the U.N. framework. The significance of such a 

measure would be threefold. First, it would mitigate 

the pressures on middle powers to acquire nuclear 

                                                           
49

 Ingram, ‘Key Findings from the BASIC Malta Workshop’. 
50

 Karon, ‘Is Israel Again Weighing an Attack on Iran’s 
Nuclear Facilities?’. 
51

 Ingram, ‘Key Findings from the BASIC Malta Workshop’.  

weapons in order to balance superior conventional 

attack capabilities of the nuclear weapons states, as 

opposed to fearing the use of nuclear weapons 

against them. Second, it would enhance the 

effectiveness of the non-proliferation regime if 

controls over the transfer of nuclear technology 

were not determined by particular bilateral 

relationships, but rather by international principle 

and the proliferation record of recipient states. 

Third, it would strengthen the international nuclear 

security system if export controls were more tightly 

monitored and states held accountable to universal 

principles. Germany, for example, has sold Israel six 

dolphin-class military submarines since 2005, 

capable of carrying nuclear warheads.52 Similarly, the 

United States has been heavily criticised for its 2008 

agreement with India, under which India could 

receive nuclear reactors and associated technology 

from the United States, despite its nuclear weapons 

programme.53  

Conclusion 

Nuclear security in the Middle East needs to progress 

towards a more inclusive, non-discriminatory 

concept, conducive to regional stability. The WMDFZ 

process, tied into the NPT regime, offers an 

important forum in which this can occur, provided 

that states avoid using the conference to isolate Iran 

or Israel.  

Despite the bluster, it seems unlikely that Israel or 

the United States will deliberately strike Iran in the 

short-term. The consequences are too dire and are 

compounded by strong domestic, economic and 

political constraints. Nevertheless, signs have 

emerged of a severe rift within the international 

community between East and West on the 

appropriate path to take. Several states are arriving 

at the conclusion that sanctions can do little more 

                                                           
52
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53

 Slavin, How Reliable is Intelligence on Iran’s Nuclear 
Programme?, p. 13.  
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delay the regime’s pursuit of a nuclear capability. But 

slowing Iran’s nuclear development must sit 

alongside other strategies that are effective in 

turning the momentum.  

Iranian re-integration into the international 

community would come in exchange for increased 

transparency, full compliance with international 

norms and Iran’s assimilation into a regional 

structure that strengthens the security and 

assurance of its neighbours. Resolving regional 

political issues in parallel with nuclear security would 

lead towards the development of a regional 

mechanism for managing future Middle Eastern 

nuclear diplomacy. Moreover, recognising the 

limitations of economic pressure on the Iranian 

economy would constitute a step towards restoring 

dialogue as the principal political tool. The WDMFZ 

conference in 2012 offers a distinctive opportunity 

from which an improved framework can emerge.  
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