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Iranian Nuclear Issue: A Backgrounder 

Dr.DeepikaSaraswat, Associate Fellow, MP-IDSA 

Introduction 

 Over the last year, Iran has engaged with France, Germany, Britain, 

Russia and China and indirectly with the United States (US) in negotiations, 

which are aimed at persuading the US to return to the nuclear agreement and 

Iran to resume compliance. Iran and these six world powers, signed the Iran 

nuclear deal, formally called the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), 

in 2015 after twelve years of fitful diplomacy and protracted sanctions by the 

US, the European Union (EU), and the UN Security Council. Under the 

agreement, Iran had briefly received sanctions relief and peaceful nuclear 

cooperation in exchange forrestrictions on its nuclear programme and 

“unprecedented transparency and intrusive monitoring” by UN nuclear 

watchdog the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA),aimed at blocking 

all potential pathways for Iran to make a nuclear weapon.The negotiations 

leading to a successful agreement had also led to a decisive split from the overt 

hostility that had long defined the US-Iran relationship. However, in May 2018, 

the US President Donald Trump, marking a sharp turn from his predecessor 

Barack Obama, who had hailed the deal as a step towards a “more hopeful 

world”, withdrew from the accord.1Subsequently, President Trumpembarked on 

a ‘maximum pressure campaign’ reinstating most of the US sanctions on 

banking and energy trade and ‘secondary sanctions,’ ostensibly with the aim of 

negotiating a better agreement, but widely seen as precipitating regime change 

in Irani. 

 In 2019, asthe European signatories, namely France, Germany and the 

UK (EU-3) failed in circumventing the unilateral US sanctions, Iran responded 

by gradually breaching JCPOA-mandated restrictions on its enrichment 

                                                             
i Secondary sanctions are aimed at preventing non-US third parties from doing business with Iran. 



programme, once again raising fears about Iran’s nuclear breakout. ii Further, 

Iran responded to Trump administration’s economic war by raising collective 

insecurity in the region, namely targeting oil shipping and facilities of the US 

allies in the Gulf. The election of Joe Biden – who was vice-president during 

the Obama administration which signed the deal – as the President,did not result 

in the swiftreturn of the US to the JCPOA.However, in April 2021, Iran agreed 

to talks with the JCPOAsignatories, with the EU coordinator of the Joint 

Commission of the JCPOA playing the intermediary between Iran and the USat 

Vienna. Iran’s Western interlocutors, alarmed by Iran’s acceleration of its 

enrichment of uranium to near weapons-grade, were driven by a sense of 

urgency to reach an agreement. Iran for its part adopted a hardened position in 

negotiations,giventhat the unilateral US withdrawal imperilled the JCPOA. 

Following the election of the conservative Iranian President EbrahimRaisiin 

June 2021, Iran’s approach was driven by the goal of sanctions relief as the 

Raisi administration has not invested the same political capital as his moderate 

predecessor Hassan Rouhani for a successful outcome or détente with the US.  

In February2022, the EU-3 negotiators had indicatedthat they had covered a lot 

of ground in the eighth round of talks, which were now in the last stages. 

However,Russia’s demand for US guarantees protecting the entire gamut of 

Iran-Russia bilateral economic ties from Western sanctions on Russia over the 

war in Ukraine,threatened to derail the talks. But after Russia retractedfrom its 

obstructionist stance,the EU Coordinator announced an indefinite ‘pause’,as the 

US-Iran stalemate continued over Iran’s demand for reversing the 2019 listing 

of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) from the US State 

Department’sForeign Terrorist Organisation (FTO) list. So far,both Iran and the 

US havecontinued blaming each other for delays and inflexibility.  

                                                             
ii Break-out time is a ‘technical measure’ of the time needed for gathering enough weapon-grade uranium for a 

single nuclear weapon.’ The length of the ‘breakout’ time is the test for any deal, as in exchange for sanctions 

relief, Iran accepted restrictions on nuclear activities thereby extending ‘breakout’ time from a few weeks to at 

least six to twelve months. 



US Initiative of ‘Atoms for Peace’ and the beginnings of Iran’s Nuclear 

Programme 

 

 The foundation for Iran’s nuclear programme was laid in 1957, when Iran 

and the United States signed the Agreement for Cooperation Concerning Civil 

Uses of Atoms under theAtoms for Peace Program initiated by the President 

Eisenhower in 1953.2 Under the Program, the United States provided research 

reactors, fuel and scientific training to developing countries interested in the 

civil nuclear programme in exchange for commitment to use the technology and 

education for peaceful and civilian purposes. With US help, Iran established the 

Tehran Nuclear Research Center (TNRC) and received a 5 megawatt (MW) 

thermal research reactor and also highly enriched uranium from the US to fuel 

the reactor in 1967.3In 1970, Iran ratified the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 

(NPT), becoming one of the original signatories to the Treaty that governs the 

spread of the nuclear weapons. Subsequently, it concluded a Safeguards 

Agreement with the IAEA, which cameinto force in 1974. Iran owes its early 

technological infrastructure and scientific expertise in the nuclear field to the 

Iran’s pre-revolution strategic relations with the US, Germany and France. 

Awash with petrodollars following the 1973 oil embargo by the OPEC oil 

producers, confident from Iran’s ‘special relationship’ with the US and its 

growing pre-eminence in the Persian Gulf owing to its independent military 

posture, the Shah had announced an ambitious nuclear power programme in 

1974. In order to realise his goal of achieving 23,000 MW nuclear power 

capacity, he established the Atomic Energy Organisation of Iran 

(AEOI).4Subsequently, the United States and Iran signed an agreement 

worthUS$15 billion for construction of eightnuclear power reactors in Iran, 

while Tehran was to investUS$2.75 billion in a uranium enrichment facility in 

the US and was to have a facility to reprocess US-derived plutonium in 

Iran.5Similar agreements for constructing power reactors and nuclear fuel 

contracts were signedwith Germany and France. Following the Islamic 



Revolution, the US government obstructed the legal transfer of nuclear 

technologies and materials to Iran and pressurised European countries to halt 

their involvement with Iran’s civilian nuclear programme.  

Russia and Iran’s Civil Nuclear Programme 

 From the mid-1980s, Iran’s mistrust of the Western nations and the 

international agencies translated into covert efforts at developing an indigenous 

nuclear fuel cycle and pursuit of civilian nuclear cooperation with Russia and 

China. Following up on a 1992 agreement for long-term cooperation on the 

peaceful use of atomic energy, Russia agreed in 1995 to construct and fuel a 

1,000 MW nuclear power reactor in Bushehr on the site of a plant on which 

some work was done in 1970s by the  German firm Siemens but had suffered 

damages during the Iran-Iraq war.6  In 1997, after the Clinton administration – 

pursuing a containment policy against Iran and Iraq – successfully dissuaded 

China from constructing two nuclear plants in Iran, Russia was able to gain a 

comparative advantage in the Iranian nuclear energy market.7 

 Following the revelation of Iran’s underground nuclear facilities in 2002, 

the Bush administration continued its intensive efforts for Russia to delay the 

construction of the reactor and transfer of fuel load to Iran over its concerns 

about possible reprocessing of the spent fuel to extract plutonium for nuclear 

weapons.8 In February 2005, Iran and Russia concluded a nuclear fuel supply 

agreement in which Russia would provide fuel for the Bushehr reactor and Iran 

would return the spent fuel to Russia.9 However, after Iran ignored a series of 

UNSecurity CouncilResolutions calling it to suspend enrichment and came 

under the UN sanctions, Russia delayed the completion of the plant. In 2007, 

Russia and Iran engaged in a very public dispute over payment issues. Russia 

pushed the start-up of the plant to 2008 alleging that Tehran had fallen behind 

with payment, while Iran disputed the claim saying that it had made proper 

payment and Moscow was delaying due to pressure from the West.10Again, in 

2009, as Tehran dithered on the UN-drafted proposal to send low-enriched 



uranium to Russia and France, where it would be turned into fuel for a Tehran 

medical research reactor, Russia announced another delay citing technical 

issues.11 It also voted in favour of the UN multilateral sanctions on Iran in 2010. 

The spread of Stuxnet computer virus targeting the inner workings of industrial 

plants, led Russia to delay the placing of fuel rods after the plant was 

inaugurated in August 2010. The plant eventually began operations in May 

2011, and remains the only ongoing nuclear power plant in Iran.12 

Revelation of Iran’s ‘undeclared’ Nuclear Programme 

 In August 2002, an exiled dissident group,the National Council of 

Resistance of Iran, revealed that Iran was building two clandestine nuclear sites 

– a uranium enrichment plant and research lab at Natanz and a heavy water 

production plant at Arak.13 The discovery of these undeclared plants suggested 

that Iran had made considerable progress in its nuclear programme throughout 

the 1990s despite US sanctions, throughtwo different routes. Iran denied any 

wrongdoing and maintained that as a signatory to the NPT, it was obligated to 

inform the IAEA only after uranium enrichment was about to begin.14Iran’s 

Permanent Representative at the UN, Mohammed JavadZarifclaimed before the 

UNSC that Iran’s legitimate activities were ‘driven underground’ by a hostile 

international environment and the West’s denial of technology to Iran. 15But the 

United States securitised Iran’s nuclear programmein the wake of= mounting 

international concerns about the weakening of the global non-proliferation 

regime, especially in the run-up to the US invasion of Iraq over allegations of 

possessing weapons of mass destruction. There were alsorevelations that Libya 

had been secretly pursuing nuclear weapons capabilityandnews about North 

Korea’s intention to withdraw from the NPT.The  global nuclear black market 

spearheaded by the former head of Pakistan’s nuclear programme A.Q. 

Khanand the history of US-Iran hostility since the Islamic Revolution in 1979 

had been exposed . In January 2002, US President Bush had designated Iran as 

part of the ‘axis of evil’ together with Iraq and North Korea to legitimise the US 



goal of militarily confronting the statesaccused of sponsoring terrorism and 

developing weapons of mass destruction.16 

 In February 2003, President Khatami, while citing Iran’s “legitimate right 

to obtain nuclear energy for peaceful aims” expressed Iran’s readiness for 

international inspection of its nuclear activities to address safeguard concerns.17 

Subsequently, during a visit by the IAEA team in the same month, Iran declared 

its fuel enrichment facilities in Natanz and heavy water production plant in 

Arak. The IAEA also inquired about Tehran’s import of natural uranium and 

processing of such material, which had not been declared to the agency.18In 

subsequent inspections in August and September 2003, the IAEA found traces 

of highly enriched uranium at Natanz and traces of weapons-grade uranium near 

another facility near Tehran. The IAEA board of governors therefore adopted a 

Resolution expressing concerns over “failures by Iran to report material, 

facilities and activities that it is obliged to report under the Safeguards 

Agreement.”19It also requested Iran to sign, ratify and implement the Additional 

Protocol as a confidence-building measure and called on Tehranto suspend all 

further enrichment activities.  

The EU-3 Diplomacy with Iran 

 In April 2003, the Bush administration had rejected President Khatami’s 

offer of a ‘grand bargain’ under which Iran was prepared to talk tothe US about 

its nuclear programme, its support for Palestinian groups and relationship with 

Israel.20In the absence of the US engagement with Iran and threats of forcible 

regime change, major European powers like the United Kingdom (UK), France 

and Germany (EU-3) saw an opportunity to pursue diplomacy with Iran. While, 

Britain saw Europe’s Iran initiative as a way to heal the transatlantic riftthathad 

emerged from France and Germany’s opposition to the US invasion of Iraq, the 

French were driven by European objectives and wanted to give Europe a voice, 

andGermany hoped to prevent a conflict over the issue of nuclear 

proliferation.21In talks with the EU-3, Iran agreed to suspend uranium 



enrichment and implement the Additional Protocol in December 2003. The 

Additional Protocol was to enable the IAEA to implement in full the 

verification measures under the safeguards agreement, but also giveit broader 

rights of access to Iran’s nuclear sites to help the Agency reach a conclusion on 

the nature of Iran’s nuclear programme and the correctness and completeness of 

Iran’s declaration of its nuclear activities.22In the November 2004 ‘Paris 

Agreement’ between Iran and the EU-3, Iranmaintained that its suspension of 

enrichment was voluntary and not a legal obligation, and that it had enrichment 

rights under NPT that could be exercised without discrimination.23 But the EU-

3’s inability to moderatethe US position insisting on ‘indefinite’ suspension of 

enrichment by Tehran, its failure to remove the US threat of using military force 

against Iran, and the onset of a hardline presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 

in August 2005,precipitated a halt in diplomatic activity between Iran and the 

EU-3.  

Nuclear Diplomacy between Iran and P5+1  

 President Ahmadinejad, while denying that Iran was seeking a bomb, 

used nationalist discourse asserting Iran’s “inalienable right” to nuclear 

enrichment to rally the Iranian population around his defiant posture. As he 

resumed production of uranium hexafluoride – a feedstock for centrifuges – at 

the Isfahan facility, the EU-3 increasingly aligned their position with that of the 

US and cleared the way for the IAEA to take Iran’s nuclear dossier to the 

UNSC.  

 However, Russia and China continued to favour resolving the issue 

within the IAEA rather than the UNSC. Moscow, given its involvement in 

Iran’s civil nuclear programme, tried to assuage the concerns of the European 

countries and the US about its militant nature. Supported by with China, it 

advocated a diplomatic solution to the issue and contested a draft Resolution 

introduced by France and Germany in the UNSC in May 2006, which invoked 

chapter 7 of the UN Charter, allowing the Security Council to take punitive 



measures such as imposing sanctions or using military force “to maintain or 

restore international peace and security”, in addition to calling Iran to halt 

construction of nuclear reactor.24But after Iran failed to act on Russia’s offer to 

enrich uranium for Iran’s nuclear industry, both Russia and China supported the 

IAEA Board of Governors’ decision to refer Iran’s nuclear file to the UN 

Security Council in July 2006. 25 Following the referral to the UNSC, five 

permanent members of the UNSC –the US, the UK, France, Russia and China 

together with Germany (P5+1 also called EU3+3 by Europeans) –initiated a 

dual track of engaging Iran in negotiations offering incentives, while using 

multilateral sanctions to put pressure.The Ahmadinejad administration stressed 

Iran’s legitimate right to enrichment and refused to comply with the UNSC 

Resolution of July 2006 and four others ofDecember 2006, March 2007, March 

2008 and June 2010, calling on Iran to suspend its enrichment and reprocessing 

activity, thus ending up inviting multiple rounds ofUN sanctions on the country.  

The US also adopted unilateral measures against Iran. In 2007,the US 

Departmentof Treasury sanctioned three Iranian banks, froze assets of the IRGC 

under counter-proliferation authorities of Executive Order 13382 and listed its 

expeditionary Quds Force as a terrorist group, alleging that it provided material 

support to the Taliban and other terrorist organisations.26 After a fuel-swapping 

proposal under which Iran was to ship its stockpile of low-enriched uranium to 

Russia in exchange for fuel rods fell through because Iran’s reformist 

opposition criticised the proposal, theUS Congress passed the Comprehensive 

Iran Sanctions, Accountability, and Divestment Act (CISADA)in June 2010, 

enacting sanctions and depriving foreign banks of access to US financial system 

if they do business with Iranian banks or the IRGC 27 

In early 2012, when it became clear that severe punitive sanctions on Iran failed 

to convince Iran to halt its nuclear programme, the United States and Iran 

agreed to direct talks in P5+1 format. The talks gathered momentum only after 

Obama’s re-election and the election of moderate Hassan Rouhani as President 



of Iran in June 2013. Hassan Rouhani’s constructive approach tonuclear 

diplomacy was rooted in his pursuit of détente with the West and his agenda of 

reviving Iran’s economy through greater integrationwith the international 

economy, includingaccess to the international financial system, Western 

investment,technology etc. As Rouhani demonstrated political will to reach a 

negotiated settlement, the US dropped its demand from Iran to suspend nuclear 

enrichment as had been required by multiple UNSC Resolutions.28The Obama 

administration decided to let ambiguity prevail in Iran’s interpretation of the 

NPT as ensuring its legitimate right to enrich uranium/nuclear energy for 

peaceful purposes.29 As part of a compromised solution, the JCPOA allowed 

Iran to claim that its ‘right to enrichment’ was now recognised by world powers, 

while its Western interlocutors could point to the limiting of Iran’s enrichment 

to below 5 per cent and intrusive monitoring by the IAEA ensuring its 

exclusively peaceful nature. 

 Sanctions relief to Iran involved the issuance of US Presidential waivers 

from US laws regarding sanctions on Iran after every 120 to 180 days. The idea 

was that sanctions will not be fully lifted over a long period during which Iran’s 

nuclear file was expected to be fully normalised.30In addition, the 2015 Iran 

Nuclear Agreement Review Act (INARA) requires the US President to certify 

Iran’s compliance with the deal every 90 days, failing which Congress has the 

option to introduce legislations imposingUS sanctions waived by the President 

or suspended under the JCPOA.31 

The US Withdrawal from the JCPOA and Iran’s Response 

 Iran’s theocratic leadership had sought to pre-empt the transformational 

potential of the nuclear agreement by describing it as a limited engagement with 

the West in order to defend its nuclear right and lifting of unjust sanctions. 

ButPresident Trump’s October 2017 decision notto certify the deal to the 

Congress conclusively ended these hopes.Trump in his election campaign had 

denouncedthe deal as ‘disastrous’, especially for its provision of ‘sunset 



clauses’ which will allow lifting of certain restrictions on Iran’s nuclear 

enrichment programme after 2025, and for not addressing Iran’s regional 

behaviour and its ballistic missile programme. Since the JCPOA was not a 

treaty, which requiredCongressional approval or even a signed executive 

agreement entered into by the President without Congressional approval, but a 

non-binding political commitment by an administration, in May 2018, President 

Trump was able to withdraw the US from the JCPOA by signing an executive 

memorandum. 32In addition, because the JCPOA related changes to the US 

sanctions were made by executive order, President Trump did not need 

Congressional approvalto reinstate sanctions targeting Iran’s oil sales, its wider 

energy industry, shipping, banking, insurance and so on. 

 Further, President Trump revived hishostile rhetoric against the Islamic 

Republic of Iran, calling Iran’s elite Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) a 

“corrupt personal terror force of Iran’s leader” and put it on the State 

Department’s list of FTO, first time applying such a designation to a duly 

authorised armed force of another country.33The FTO designation not only 

expanded previous terrorism-related sanctions, freezing its assets, but more 

importantly, it was aimed at stigmatising and isolating the IRGC internationally 

so as to make it difficult for foreign companies to conduct business with Iranian 

entities linked to the IRGC.  

 Given that the IAEA continued to confirm Iran’s compliance, the 

remaining signatories of the deal,the EU-3– Russia and China – took a stance 

against the unilateral US withdrawal. But the European signatories failed to 

create effective mechanisms to circumvent US sanctions even one year after US 

withdrawal. The EU’s special purpose vehicle, the Instrument in Support of 

Trade and Exchanges (INSTEX), announced in November 2019, remained 

limited to facilitating humanitarian trade in medicine and medical goods 

between Europe and Iran.34 



Iran rejected US offers of negotiations amidst the Trump administration’s 

‘maximum pressure’ policy. Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei, who 

sets the overarching framework of foreign and security policy, stated in a 

speech in June 2019 that the US’official claims of seeking negotiations with 

Tehran is an act of “deception”merely aimed at disarming the Iranian nation of 

its “elements of power.”35 Declaring that Iran will not negotiate on strategic 

issues of revolution and military capabilities, Khamenei announced the end of 

the one-year phase of ‘strategic impatience’ since the US withdrawal and that 

Tehran will use its own instruments of pressure against the US. Subsequently, 

Iran embarked on a gradual scaling down of its commitment under the JCPOA, 

surpassing the limits of its stockpile of enriched uranium, using advanced 

centrifuges, and breaching limits of heavy water on its stockpile.  

Following the assassination of Iran’s chief nuclear scientist Mohsen 

Fakhrizadeh in December 2020, Iran’sconservative-dominated parliament 

overwhelmingly approved a bill, ‘Strategic Action to Eliminate Sanctions and 

Defend Iranian Nation’s Interests’.The bill boundthe government to start 

enriching uranium at 20 percent purity, install advanced centrifuges and 

requiring the government to suspend compliance with the Additional Protocol to 

the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty after three months from the ratification if 

the parties to the JCPOA fail to uphold obligations under the deal.36 In January 

2021, Iran resumed enriching to 20 per cent at its underground facility and 

Fordow and by April 2021, when JCPOA signatories began negotiations for 

reviving the agreement, Iran was enriching uranium up to 60 per cent, which is 

nearly weapons-grade. 37 

 Along with escalating its nuclear programme, Iran’s response to the US 

sanctions –seen as economic warfare against Iran–was to try and raise the 

collective insecurity in the Persian Gulf region through deniable attacks on 

shipping and oil facilities of US Gulf allies, namely the United Arab Emirates 

and Saudi Arabia.In doing so, Tehran sought to put pressure on neighbours who 



were supporting the US ‘maximum pressure’ policy. Similarly, by threatening 

wider energy security, it hoped to raise international stakes in the US-Iran 

standoff.  

Israel’s opposition and sabotage attacks on Iran’s nuclear facilities 

 Israel sees Iran’s potential to build a nuclear weapon as an existential 

threat. Since Israeli intelligence reportedly passed information about Iran’s 

nuclear programme to the Iranian dissident group in 2002, Israeli leaders have 

constantly appealed to the US to pressure Iran to give up its nuclear 

programme.38Israeli officers have made no secret of Israel’s pursuit of the 

‘credible military option’ to setback and even destroy Iran’s nuclear 

programme.39 Apart from the Stuxnet computer virus, which destroyed 

hundreds of centrifuges at the Natanz nuclear enrichment facility, Israeli 

operatives have assassinated five Iranian nuclear scientists between 2010 and 

2020, including Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, coming soon after the election of Joe 

Biden, who promised a return to the nuclear deal with Iran.40 

 Among all the regional countries – such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE – that 

have criticised the JCPOA, Israel has been the foremost critic of the nuclear 

deal with Iran. Then Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu criticised the JCPOA 

for not achieving a complete dismantling of Iran’s enrichment programme, 

calling a “mistake of historic proportions,” and therefore supported 

Trump’sdecision to rescind the agreement. As Iran scaled up its enrichment 

activities retaliating against the US’ ‘maximum pressure’ policy, Israel stepped 

up its covert acts of sabotage targeting Iran’s nuclear activities. In July 2020, an 

explosion blew up a centrifuge assembly buildingin the underground Natanz 

facility. This waslater identified as a sabotage in Iran’s security investigations.  

The most recent attack on the Natanz facility in April 2021 demonstrated that 

Israel would go it alone in sabotaging Iran’s nuclear activities even as the Biden 

administration pursued diplomacy to revive the 2015 nuclear agreement. After 

the attack destroyed centrifuges and some of the IAEA’s surveillance cameras, 



Iran refused IAEA access to install new cameras pending Iran’s investigation of 

the potential role of cameras in attacks.41These attacks, blamed by Iran on 

Israel, therefore onlycontributed tocomplicateIAEA’s continuity of knowledge 

of Iran’s nuclear programme. The current President Naftali Bennett has 

maintained that Israel will not adhere to any restored deal and will retain the 

freedom to act against Iran.42 

Iran’s approach in negotiations to revive the JCPOA 

 Over the last two years, Iran has suspended its nuclear commitments 

under the JCPOA; it has been careful not to break the safeguards agreement that 

allows the IAEA inspectors to verify compliance with the NPT.43 By repeatedly 

making last minute deals with IAEA, it has avoided the censure resolution 

against Iran.44 Iran’s revised nuclear posture has been aimed at demonstrating 

Iran’s defiance of Washington’s ‘maximum pressure’ campaign, building 

leverage in the run-up to the talks and deterring any future non-compliance by 

the US by demonstrating Iran’s ability to quickly scale-up its nuclear activity. 

Further the Raisi government has delinked its economic agenda with the revival 

of the agreement with the West by devoting a substantial foreign policy 

bandwidth to ‘economic diplomacy’ with non-Western powers Russia and 

China, and Iran’s immediate neighbours. Therefore, when the Raisi 

administration resumed talks in November 2021, it was able to argue that West 

needs the agreement more than Iran and could take an uncompromising line on 

core issues of seeking political and economic ‘guarantees’ against future 

violation of the deal, and ‘verifiable’ lifting of all sanctions on Iran.  

Iran’s Western interlocutors, concerned about the shrinking of Iran’s breakout 

time, repeatedly insisted on deadlines for concluding an agreement. Their 

rationale wasthat the longer Iran stayedoutside the agreement, the more nuclear 

expertise it will gain.Further,as Iran reached the nuclear threshold the original 

deal would become obsolete.45 Together with the EU, whose representative acts 

as the coordinator of the JCPOA joint commission, some of the regional 

https://www.tasnimnews.com/en/news/2022/02/01/2654741/no-iaea-access-to-new-nuclear-site-in-iran-before-conclusion-of-vienna-talks-envoy


countries namely, Oman and Qatar, which have stakes in peacefully resolving 

the issue, have played a role in bridging the gaps between Iran and the West. In 

March 2022, Oman facilitated the release of two British-Iranian nationals who 

were been detained in Iran for four years and the release by Britain of a Shah-

era debt of GBP 390 million to Iran.46 Qatari foreign minister Sheikh 

Mohammad bin Abdulrahman Al-Thani visited Moscow in March 2022 when 

Moscow’s demand for guarantees from the US against sanctions hindering Iran-

Russia trade ties had derailed the talks. As talks remain stalemated over 

Tehran’s demand for the removal of the IRGC from the FTO list and 

Washington’s insistence that Iran addresses US non-nuclear concerns –namely 

Iran’s regional activities–EU-Irannuclear talk coordinator Enrique Mora visited 

Iran in March and again in May 2022, advocating a ‘middle way’ between 

positions held by Iran and the US.47 

Conclusion 

 Over the last two decades Iran’s nuclear issue has been a key influence on 

regional (in)security in West Asia, a major contention between Iran and the US 

and one of the important drivers of Iran’s internal political dynamics. US threats 

and sanctions against Iran have led the latter to regionalise the insecurity it 

experiences.In doing so, Iranthus makes it difficult for regional states and others 

to sustain the pressure against it. By the same corollary, international efforts for 

a diplomatic resolution of Iran’s nuclear issue have nudged Tehrantosupporta 

security dialogue with its neighbours, but have also made Iran’s Gulf 

neighbours wary of Iran using its stabilised international position and increased 

inflow of finances to consolidate its network of allies and claim regional 

dominance. The failure of US pressure campaigns against Iran, both in the run-

up to the JCPOA and following the US withdrawal from the agreement, is 

underscored by the fact that s Iran refused to negotiate under coercion.Further, 

sanctions and pressure campaigns have led to the ascendancy of conservative 

and hardliners at the expense of moderates and reformists, who have 



traditionally advocated dialogue and détente with the West including the US. 

Further, US threats and Israel’s sabotage campaigns against Iran have only 

resulted in temporary setbacks in Iran’s nuclear programme and have served to 

deteriorate the regional security situation. Therefore, notwithstanding the 

current stalemate in talks at Vienna, the lack of better alternatives to diplomacy 

may eventually lead the negotiating parties to seek compromise to revive the 

multilateralIran nuclear deal. The revival of the deal will also support the 

ongoing Iran-Saudi Arabia dialogue towards stabilising the region.  
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