


[image: Cover.jpg]






“In a field dominated by Western voices, Mousavian and Kiyaei offer a refreshing perspective as Iranian scholars who understand both worlds. They offer practical ideas for how the Iran nuclear agreement can be a building block to the long-sought goal of a Middle East free of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons. At a time when the nuclear agreement is under severe pressure, their prescription is another strong reason to preserve the accord.”

— Mark Fitzpatrick, International Institute for Strategic Studies

“The book makes thoughtful, well-informed, original, balanced, and timely contributions to the academic and policy debates on the challenges of reducing the risks from nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction in the Middle East, focusing particularly in the Persian Gulf region. At a time when we are so close to war as a result of the U.S. confrontation with Iran—nominally over Iran’s nuclear program, but at least as much because of regional rivalries—it is an important reminder that there are more creative and positive ways to deal with the situation.”

— Frank von Hippel, Princeton University, USA

“The dynamics that produce calls for making the Middle East a zone free of weapons of mass destruction are not going away. Neither are the obstacles to creating such a zone. Mousavian and Kiyaei make a fresh and constructive case for why Middle Eastern states and others should more energetically begin efforts to build such a zone and how it could be designed and verified.”

— George Perkovich, Ken Oliver and Angela Nomellini Chair and vice president for studies, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

“For over 30 years, the international community has struggled over the goal of freeing the Middle East from weapons of mass destruction. This effort found new impetus in December 2018 when the United Nations agreed to hold an annual conference to develop and conclude a legally binding treaty for such a zone. In this timely and necessary contribution, Mousavian and Kiyaei chart a detailed and compelling path for what such a treaty could include and how it could be achieved.”

— Zia Mian, Princeton University, USA






A Middle East Free of Weapons of Mass Destruction

The establishment of a Middle East zone free of nuclear weapons, a concept more recently broadened to cover all weapons of mass destruction (WMD), has been before the international community for decades. In this book, two experts from the region explore why the matter remains unresolved and outline a comprehensive yet achievable roadmap to a Middle East free of WMD.

Weapons of mass destruction pose an existential threat to global peace and security. But nowhere is it more urgent to stem their spread than in the Middle East, a region fraught with mistrust and instability. Accounting for these geopolitical realities, including the ongoing talks to curb Iran’s nuclear program, the authors present a practical and innovative strategy to a Middle East free of WMD. They outline a phased approach toward disarmament in the region, prescribing confidence-building measures and verification tools to create trust among the region’s governments. Their vision also sees the realization of a WMD-free zone within a broader regional agenda for security and cooperation to advance socioeconomic and political progress.

This book will be of great interest to students and scholars of international relations, politics, and security studies in the Middle East.

Seyed Hossein Mousavian is a Middle East security and nuclear policy specialist at the Program on Science and Global Security. He is a former diplomat who served as Iran’s ambassador to Germany (1990–1997), head of the Foreign Relations Committee of Iran’s National Security Council (1997–2005), spokesman for Iran in its nuclear negotiations with the international community (2003–2005), foreign policy advisor to the secretary of the Supreme National Security Council (2005–2007), vice president of the Center for Strategic Research for International Affairs (2005–2009), general director of foreign ministry for West Europe (1987–1990), chief of parliament administration (1984–1986), and editor-in-chief of the English-language international newspaper Tehran Times (1980–1990). Mousavian earned a PhD in international relations from the University of Kent, U.K.

Emad Kiyaei is a principal at the international consulting firm IGD Group, where he provides political, business, and civil society leaders with strategic advice at the intersection of political risk, disarmament, and diplomacy. He is also a director at the Middle East Treaty Organization (METO), which seeks to eradicate all weapons of mass destruction from the Middle East through innovative policy, advocacy, and educational programs.

He lectures and participates at conferences on the Middle East and disarmament issues at various academic and policy institutions. Formerly, he was a researcher for Princeton University’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs and an associate at Columbia University’s Center for International Conflict Resolution (CICR). Emad served as executive director of the American Iranian Council (AIC), an educational organization that focuses on U.S.–Iran relations. He holds a master’s of international affairs from the Columbia University School of International and Public Affairs, USA.
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Foreword

In October 2011, I was appointed by the UN secretary-general as the facilitator for a conference on the establishment of a Middle East zone free of nuclear weapons and all other weapons of mass destruction. This appointment was part of the decision of the 2010 Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) Review Conference concluding document, which called for the conference to be held in 2012 with the attendance of all states of the region. In spite of significant efforts by all, the conference in Helsinki has not yet materialized. The goal of a Middle East zone free of weapons of mass destruction thus remains elusive.

It is welcome that discussions and exchanges continue regarding this important topic. The situation on the ground in the Middle East does not bode well for immediate results, but efforts to find workable solutions and, perhaps, new perspectives remain crucial for progress in this important but challenging issue.

I have had the privilege to get to know one of the authors of this book, Ambassador Seyed Hossein Mousavian, during my activities as facilitator. His background as a journalist, politician, diplomat, and scholar gives him an excellent viewpoint from which to evaluate the progress so far, understand the obstacles that until now have prevented the states of the region from making steps toward the goal, and think about the ways forward.

What is remarkable in this book is its fundamental idea to discuss, in the spirit of openness, various new, alternative, or complementary avenues potentially available for the region to try to make progress, including subregional approaches and a wider perspective for security and stability of the Middle East. Perhaps one of the core reasons making progress in this important endeavor has been so difficult is the deep-rooted mistrust that prevails in the region. This has, of course, its reasons, and will be difficult to change. Yet, without an effort to build trust and mutual confidence, chances of success remain low.

I am confident that this interesting book will bring an important contribution to the ongoing discussion regarding ways to improve the perspectives for a more secure and more stable Middle East.

Jaakko Laajava
Finnish ambassador and under secretary of state (Ret.)
Facilitator of WMD-free zone in the Middle East






Introduction

The Middle East might seem to be the last place on earth to establish a geographic area free from all weapons of mass destruction (WMD), but the potential benefits in striving to achieve this goal far outweigh the risks involved. The idea of a weapons of mass destruction-free zone in the Middle East (hereafter WMDFZ, or simply “zone”) is decades old and was first proposed by Egypt in 1990 with support from Iran. The primary aim of realizing such a zone is to rid the region of all weapons of mass destruction—chemical, biological, and nuclear. The zone would eventually cover a vast geographic area of about 15 million square kilometers (approximately one and a half times the size of the United States) and include all twenty-two Arab countries in the Middle East and Africa in addition to Iran and Israel (with a total population of more than half a billion), stretching from Iran in the east and north to Mauritania in the west, and as far south as Comoros.

Realizing such a zone in the Middle East is paramount for a region reeling from decades of instability, insecurity, destruction, and WMD proliferation. The scope of the zone should not be limited to ridding the region of these destructive weapons; it should also include the creation of a closer political climate in which it can be achieved, requiring a rare occurrence of collective cooperation in a divided region. This process will require a complete reversal of the current animosity and misunderstanding among regional countries that has decapitated the drive toward improved security and socioeconomic and political advancement in the region. Therefore, the WMDFZ will not only contribute to strengthening nonproliferation efforts; it will inevitably open the discussion to other security-related challenges facing the region. The Middle East has all the ingredients to flourish: strategic location, vast natural resources, millennia-old cultures, and an educated youthful demographic hungry for transformation in their region and eager to be connected to the global community. It also possesses the ingredients for carnage to ensue and hatred to flourish, with an added toxic dose of ethnic, sectarian, national, and religious fanaticism.

The recent history of the region is littered with governments attempting to expand and use weapons of mass destruction, including the use of chemical weapons by Egypt in Yemen (1962–1967); by Iraq on its own citizens (1988) and against Iranians during the eight-year war (1980–1988); and by Syria in multiple cases since 2013.1 There are also continuing concerns over Israel’s opaque nuclear weapons program and the advancement of Iran’s nuclear developments. These nonproliferation challenges are further compounded by the lack of global nuclear weapons disarmament; regional proliferation risks as nations develop their own nuclear energy programs; and the increasing threat of WMD acquisition and use by extremists and terrorists. These historical and contemporary WMD proliferation risks impede the realization of the zone and also contribute to the broader security context of threats facing the Middle East. There is no shortage of security challenges, including the role of world powers in the militarization of the Middle East; regional rivalry, particularly between Iran and Saudi Arabia; the unresolved decades-old Israeli–Palestinian conflict; and the origins and ramifications of the Arab Spring, including the ongoing instability in Libya, Syria, and Yemen.

There are, however, encouraging developments that could strengthen the chance of achieving a WMDFZ. Specifically, the breakthrough in nuclear talks between Iran and the EU3 + 3 (the United States, the United Kingdom, Russia, France, China, and Germany) coupled with efforts to rid Syria of its chemical weapons.

Iran and the EU3 + 3 agreed on a Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) on July 14, 2015, which puts in place unprecedented inspections and transparency measures to ensure Iran’s nuclear program remains peaceful. Iran also agreed to limit its nuclear program, which effectively closed the two routes to developing nuclear weapons, namely uranium enrichment to weapons grade and the amassing of plutonium. In return for Iran’s full implementation of its nuclear commitments, the United Nations, the European Union, and the United States removed all nuclear-related sanctions imposed on the country.2 While the JCPOA was a great asset for nuclear nonproliferation, it does face major challenges to its sustainability and full implementation. Chief among them is the unilateral decision by President Trump to withdraw the United States from the deal on May 8, 2018.3 This move has placed the future of the accord on an unpredictable path, with the risk of the complete collapse of and repercussions for Iran’s nuclear program as well as wider regional security implications. Meanwhile, the continuing conflict in Syria and further cases of chemical weapons use have brought into sharp focus the difficulty in verifying the complete removal of Syria’s chemical weapons stockpile. It goes without saying that these sobering developments have placed doubt on the longevity of the JCPOA and the complete destruction of Syria’s chemical weapons stockpile; however, the limited success thus far, coupled with ongoing international efforts to salvage the JCPOA and bring an end to the Syrian conflict, can ultimately inject needed urgency into achieving a WMDFZ in the Middle East.

More recently, the First Committee of the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), tasked with addressing disarmament and international security matters, adopted a resolution in October 2018 (introduced by Egypt with support from Arab states) requesting that the UN secretary-general convene an annual regional conference on the zone by the end of 2019 and subsequent conferences each year until an accord on the zone is adopted. Despite explicit opposition from both the United States and Israel, the first “Conference on the Establishment of a Middle East Zone Free of Nuclear Weapons and Other Weapons of Mass Destruction” was convened at the UN Headquarters in New York from November 18 to 22, 2019. The conference was presided over by Jordanian Permanent Representative to the UN Ambassador Sima Bahouz, with facilitation by the UN Office of Disarmament Affairs (UNODA).4 At the opening session of the conference, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres reminded the participants that achieving the zone would not only contribute to WMD nonproliferation but also serve as “means for States to take the initiative and work together to advance their own common regional security.”5 This conference was a watershed moment for advancing the zone, as past attempts had failed to materialize. To the surprise of naysayers, participation in the conference was robust—with the presence of all twenty-two member states of the Arab League, Iran, four nuclear-armed states (China, France, Russia, and the United Kingdom), relevant international institutions, and a handful of civil society organizations. The only ones missing in the room were Israel and the United States, who remain attached to their insistence that the region is not “ready” to discuss the zone, with U.S. Ambassador to the Conference on Disarmament Robert Wood adding that the United States opposes the conference because of its “focus on isolating Israel.”6

The regional countries participated in good faith, with discussions on key issues facing the realization of the zone (technical and security related), and laid the groundwork for future conferences. At the conclusion of the conference, participating states adopted a political declaration by consensus, which emphasized their intention to “pursue, in accordance with relevant international resolutions, and in an open and inclusive manner with all invited States, the elaboration of a legally binding treaty to establish” the zone.7 The political declaration leaves the door open for all invited states to participate in subsequent conferences.

Taking advantage of these positive developments, albeit with limitations and challenges, will require implementing innovative initiatives to address WMD and the security challenges that face the realization of the zone. One such initiative would strengthen the nuclear nonproliferation regime by regionalizing the principles of the EU3 + 3 and the Iran nuclear accord. Furthermore, to remove concerns over national uranium enrichment, which could be weaponized, it is worthwhile to assess the potential for creating the first multinational enrichment facility in the region. As a stepping-stone to the final zone, and to build momentum, another initiative may be to establish a regional cooperation and security arrangement in the Persian Gulf that would include a subregional WMDFZ. This subregional zone would serve as a litmus test for the eventual broader zone by initially addressing both WMD-related and security challenges among a smaller group of participants to boost the chances of reaching a wider consensus. That said, there is a need to think outside the security and nonproliferation paradigm by incorporating the influence of civil society and religion to advance the zone. The role of civil society through activism, advocacy, and public awareness is crucial in pressing governments within the region and beyond to take concrete actions toward the zone. Within the religious domain, working with prominent religious leaders who denounce the production, stockpiling, and use of all WMD will carry enormous weight in achieving popular support for the zone.

While a macro view of the region is necessary to highlight the enormity of the task ahead, there is a need to frame the implementation of the zone within a practical and attainable roadmap. The details of achieving the end state of a WMDFZ in the Middle East through a phased approach will include proposed guidelines and parameters for the zone, with practical, confidence-building measures to shore up trust among all stakeholders and a sequence of steps to achieve universality of all WMD nonproliferation treaties and conventions by regional member states.

With slow progress, political wrangling on the issue, and many setbacks for establishing the zone over the decades, there is a risk that any initiative will be seen as naive and hopeless. Yet, that is exactly why there is an urgent need for advocates of the zone, scholars, and policymakers to refine practical mechanisms to achieve movement toward a WMDFZ in the Middle East. Inaction is not an option, as the region will either continue on its path toward mass destruction or look ahead to the realization of a WMDFZ in the Middle East, which will have wide-ranging socioeconomic, political, security, and nonproliferation benefits. The zone’s positive impact will not be limited to the region and will have profound effects on the global WMD nonproliferation regimes. Achieving a WMDFZ will make progress toward a regional security arrangement and cooperation, contribute to the positive influence of religion on nonproliferation, reduce conventional arms expenditure, and bring about a more constructive role for world powers in the region.

The fact that a zone free from all weapons of mass destruction has never existed complicates matters. However, successful examples of nuclear weapons-free zones (which exclude other weapons of mass destruction, such as chemical and biological weapons) could be used as a basis on which to establish the more encompassing WMDFZ. An encouraging sign and notable achievement for nonproliferation of nuclear weapons is that all countries in the region, except Israel, are parties to the Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT).8 Entered into effect in 1970, the NPT aims to advance disarmament of nuclear weapons already in existence and stem the proliferation of nuclear weapons and related technologies, while at the same time promote peaceful uses of nuclear energy. The NPT established a safeguards arrangement under the auspices of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to ensure that nuclear facilities and materials in signatory states are monitored and verified for peaceful purposes. Currently, 191 countries have signed and ratified the NPT, more than any other international arms control and disarmament agreement.9

Article VII of the NPT supports establishing nuclear weapon-free zones (NWFZs). The general definition of such a zone is a group of countries in a specified geographic area that agree not to manufacture, acquire, or test nuclear weapons within their respective land and water territories. Once a regional NWFZ is realized, the treaty remains in force indefinitely, though with an option for nations that are party to the zone to withdraw. Currently, there are five NWFZs around the world: Latin America and the Caribbean (2002), the South Pacific (1986), Southeast Asia (1997), Africa (2009), and Central Asia (2009).10

The idea for creating an NWFZ in the Middle East dates to the early 1970s, when the UNGA passed a joint Iranian and Egyptian resolution calling for the abolition of nuclear weapons in the Middle East.11 If realized, the NWFZ would commit regional countries, like other similar zones across the world, to refrain indefinitely from the manufacture, acquisition, testing, or possession of nuclear weapons.12 A key motivation for the resolution was to constrain the nuclear-weapon capabilities Israel had developed in the late 1960s and to prevent further proliferation in the Middle East.

Since 1980, the UNGA has adopted the resolution and annually called for the NWFZ by consensus, including the official support of all Arab states, Iran, and Israel. The wide support for such a zone, however, has not translated into practical steps toward implementing the resolution, and progress has been slow. The main stumbling block has been the sharp disagreement among countries in the region on the terms and the sequence of steps leading to its establishment. The security concerns in the region are viewed from two perspectives: Israel, as the sole nuclear weapons state, insists on a comprehensive peace agreement with its Arab neighbors before committing to any talks on the zone, while other regional states emphasize the need for the creation of the zone first, before the details of a comprehensive peace agreement are finalized.13

Part of the rationale for establishing a WMDFZ is to assuage Israeli concerns that a zone focusing on nuclear weapons would single out Israel and require it to disarm its nuclear weapons. In such a scenario, Israeli nuclear disarmament would be matched by the commitments of other regional countries to dispose of their chemical and biological weapons. Hence, the notion of establishing the wider, encompassing WMDFZ in the Middle East resurfaced during the 1995 NPT Review and Extension Conference. Since the NPT came into force in 1970, all members of the treaty meet every five years at the NPT Review Conference to discuss how to further strengthen global nuclear nonproliferation and to fulfill their obligations.

The 1995 conference had two major outcomes. The first was the indefinite extension of the NPT, and the second was the passing of a resolution (cosponsored by Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States) calling for the “establishment of an effectively verifiable Middle East zone free of weapons of mass destruction.” The resolution also called on all NPT members, in particular the nuclear-weapon states, to “extend their cooperation and to exert their utmost efforts with a view to ensuring the early establishment by regional parties of a Middle East zone free of nuclear and all other weapons of mass destruction and their delivery systems.”14 However, few hard results have materialized.

The NPT Review Conference in 2000 reaffirmed the goal of the 1995 conference and stated that the resolution would be “valid until its goals and objectives are achieved.”15 It was only at the 2010 NPT Review Conference, however, that practical steps were agreed on to make progress toward establishing the WMDFZ. Specifically, it was agreed that, in consultation with regional countries, the UN secretary-general (UNSG) and the three cosponsors of the 1995 resolution would convene a WMDFZ conference in 2012, to be attended by all states in the Middle East. NPT members also appointed Finland’s former ambassador to the United States and United Kingdom, Jaakko Laajava, as the WMDFZ facilitator with “a mandate to support implementation of the 1995 Resolution by conducting consultations and undertaking preparations for the convening of the 2012 conference.” It was also agreed that a host country would be selected to convene a conference.16

In November 2012, however, the WMDFZ conference was called off by the United States because of ongoing conflicts in the Middle East and because “states in the region have not reached agreement on acceptable conditions for a conference.”17 The American statement also mentioned that the United States could not support a conference “in which any regional state would be subject to pressure or isolation,” a clear reference to Israel’s objection to participate.18 With the exception of Israel, all other regional countries had confirmed their intention to attend.19 Similarly, at the 2015 NPT Review Conference, the final draft document calling to restart the talks on the WMDFZ was derailed by the United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada. This time, the primary objection aired by the United States was that the final draft document set “unworkable conditions” and “arbitrary deadlines” and the agenda set for the conference lacked “consensus and equality.”20 Once again, with only Israel not committing to attend the conference, the U.S. objection alongside those of the United Kingdom and Canada was seen as strong-arming by Israel.21

In response, Egypt walked out of the Preparatory Committee (PrepCom) meeting in Geneva for the 2015 NPT Review Conference in protest of the lack of progress on convening the WMDFZ conference. Egypt stated that the purpose of its walkout was “to send a strong message that it does not accept the continued lack of seriousness in dealing with the issue of establishing [the] zone.”22

The 120 member states of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) to the NPT also expressed their regret at the indefinite postponement of the conference and blamed Israel for the hold-up. The NAM was established in 1961 as a group of nations that sought independence not formally aligned with either the United States or the former Soviet Union.23 The call on Israel went further: “to renounce possession of [its] nuclear weapons, to accede to the NPT without preconditions and further delay, to place promptly all its nuclear facilities under IAEA full-scope safeguards according to Security Council resolution 487 (1981) and to conduct its nuclear related activities in conformity with the non-proliferation regime.”24

As detailed previously, previous attempts at convening the conference on the zone were intricately tied to the 1995 agreement for the indefinite extension of the NPT. Therefore, with no future date set for the conference, this issue will remain a key point of debate, particularly as nations prepare for the 2020 NPT Review Conference. It is against this bleak background that other avenues to convene the conference outside the NPT process were advanced, specifically the 2018 UNGA resolution that led to the first conference on the zone in November 2019 at the UN Headquarters in New York. While this UN-facilitated conference is independent of the NPT and obligations set by the 1995 indefinite extension, it is an important step toward realizing the zone. An important outcome of the 2019 November conference is that the participating states reached a political declaration in which they reaffirmed their commitment to continue working on the zone issue in an inclusive and consensus-based manner. This positive outcome could also refocus the 2020 Review Conference agenda on the need for nuclear-weapons states under the NPT to deliver on their disarmament obligations.
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1 Regionalization of the Iran accord

To achieve a zone free of weapons of mass destruction in the Middle East requires measures to enhance transparency and verification in the conventional and peaceful applications of nuclear, biological, and chemical technologies around the region. Luckily, the tremendous international effort to resolve, through diplomatic means, Iran’s nuclear ambitions resulted in the extensive Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015. The numerous rounds of negotiations and the obstacles encountered in reaching the deal highlight the necessity of sustained political and diplomatic efforts to achieve such an ambitious and wide-ranging endeavor. Ultimately, the historic accord could serve as a foundation in the region for further expansion of the transparency and verification mechanisms created during those negotiations.

The signing of the JCPOA on July 14, 2015, following more than a decade of failed nuclear negotiations between Iran and the EU3 + 3, marked a peaceful settlement of the Iranian nuclear dispute. The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) unanimously approved the accord on July 20, 2015, ushering in a new era in Iran’s relations with the international community.1 The UNSC is primarily tasked with maintaining international peace and security with the sole power within the United Nations to pass binding resolutions to all 194 UN member states, impose international sanctions, and authorize the use of military force.2 The JCPOA is the most comprehensive agreement ever achieved on nonproliferation; it contains the most far-reaching transparency and verification mechanisms ever implemented in the history of the NPT. It closes all possible pathways to a nuclear weapon and prevents any covert weapons programs. While the JCPOA represents one of the most important diplomatic and nonproliferation achievements of the last several decades, regrettably, President Trump’s withdrawal from the JCPOA in May 2018 has showcased the vulnerability in maintaining such complex multilateral agreements. However, the ongoing international effort to salvage the nuclear deal aims to ensure that its complete unraveling is not contingent on Trump’s decision. There are encouraging signs that all other parties to the agreement (United Kingdom, Russia, Germany, France, EU, and Iran), with the notable exception of the United States, are determined to support the full implementation of the JCPOA. Ultimately, the survival of this historic nuclear accord and the process through which the international community succeeds or fails in resolving this current impasse will be paramount to global nuclear nonproliferation and the achievability of any future NWFZ and WMDFZ in the Middle East.

Iran’s nuclear negotiations

The achievement of the JCPOA offers a blueprint for multilateral negotiations and provides examples of the concessions and political will required by all sides to move the process forward. It is worth noting that the JCPOA details technical processes that have enabled the international community to render Iran’s nuclear program peaceful.

While the JCPOA was aimed specifically at resolving the Iranian nuclear dispute, the composition of the final document can serve as a basis for parts of the final WMDFZ agreement; particularly useful are the sections within the JCPOA that deal with enhanced monitoring and verification tools for nuclear activities and infrastructure. Also, the dispute resolution mechanism and confidence-building measures could be of use in the development process of the WMDFZ. The key to an eventual WMDFZ will be the coupling of multilateralism through diplomacy with the closing of current loopholes in nonproliferation treaties to stem weaponization. For this reason, a closer look at the process that achieved the JCPOA, with details on the key elements of the agreement, provides a realistic and plausible approach to the wider ambition of ridding the region of all weapons of mass destruction. This overview will also illuminate the sheer magnitude of the agreement and the intricate details that had to be ironed out among the negotiating parties. This understanding will be crucial prior to tackling the ramifications arising from President Trump’s withdrawal from the JCPOA.

Chronology of important milestones in JCPOA negotiations

The monumental achievement of the JCPOA involved some of the most complex diplomatic negotiations ever undertaken. An examination of these efforts and key milestones detailed subsequently can provide a glimpse into the arduous process necessary to implement a WMDFZ that requires the backing of the entire Middle East.

November 24, 2013. The shift toward a diplomatic resolution, after years of failed attempts to settle the Iranian nuclear issue, accelerated after the EU3 + 3 and Iran signed an interim nuclear deal called the Joint Plan of Action, and a new round of talks were started to reach a mutually agreed long-term comprehensive solution to ensure Iran’s nuclear program would be exclusively peaceful.3 The Joint Plan of Action represented a serious step toward defusing the long-standing dispute.

February 20, 2014. The EU3 + 3 and Iran agreed on a framework, a plan of action, and a timetable to conduct negotiations on a comprehensive agreement within four months.4

April 9, 2014. Negotiations in Vienna ended on a high note, with the EU foreign policy chief at the time, Catherine Ashton, noting that negotiators “held substantive and detailed discussions covering all the issues which will need to be part of a Comprehensive Agreement,” but acknowledging that “a lot of intensive work will be required to overcome the differences which naturally still exist at this stage in the process.”5 They also agreed to start drafting the comprehensive deal in upcoming negotiations.

June 20, 2014. This round of Vienna negotiations ended with key issues unresolved. As a result, the deadline for an agreement was extended to November 24, 2014.

July 19, 2014. Following the extension, further rounds of negotiations were held, with Iran and the EU3 + 3 agreeing to extend the approved provisions in the interim Joint Plan of Action until a final deal could be reached.

November 24, 2014. The negotiations continued in Vienna, with progress made on previous challenges, but it was clear the November 24 deadline to reach a breakthrough was unattainable. Therefore, all sides agreed to a second extension, with an aim to finalize a comprehensive deal by July 2015.6

April 2, 2015. The negotiations finally reached a breakthrough in Lausanne. The negotiators agreed to a framework deal for Iran’s nuclear activities, with the details presented at a joint press conference held by High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs Federica Mogherini and Minister of Foreign Affairs of Iran Mohammad Javad Zarif. The framework deal addressed key issues that had marred negotiations in the past and accelerated the process toward the final agreement. Primarily, it curtailed Iran’s two primary avenues to a possible nuclear weapon: uranium enrichment and the accumulation of plutonium. Therefore, Iran committed to limit its “enrichment capacity, enrichment level and stockpile” while also “redesigning and rebuilding a modernized Heavy Water Research Reactor in Arak that will not produce weapons-grade plutonium.” To rule out the possibility of reprocessing the spent fuel from the Arak reactor to amass weapons-grade plutonium, Iran agreed to refrain from future plans to build a reprocessing plant and to export all spent fuel.

Next came the mechanisms to verify Iran would adhere to these limitations. Iran agreed to strict monitoring and inspection by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), whereby the agency can make “use of modern technologies and will have enhanced access through agreed procedures, including to clarify past and present issues.” In return:


the EU will terminate the implementation of all nuclear-related economic and financial sanctions and the US will cease the application of all nuclear-related secondary economic and financial sanctions, simultaneously with the IAEA-verified implementation by Iran of its key nuclear commitments… . A new UN Security Council Resolution will endorse the JCPOA, terminate all previous nuclear-related resolutions and incorporate certain restrictive measures for a mutually agreed period of time.7


July 14, 2015. Intense negotiations continued, following the framework agreement reached at the Lausanne talks. With pressure mounting on negotiators from inside and outside their respective countries, the talks were, at times, at risk of collapsing. Ultimately, following seventeen days of negotiations in Vienna, on July 14, 2015, all parties agreed to the final text of the JCPOA.8

July 20, 2015. The UNSC unanimously passed a resolution endorsing the JCPOA, which opened the process for UNSC nuclear-related sanctions on Iran to be removed once the steps stipulated in the JCPOA where taken. The JCPOA details a step-by-step approach and reciprocal commitments (by Iran and EU3 + 3) as laid down in the agreement with endorsement by the UNSC. The JCPOA is composed of a general section addressing the main content of the agreement, the preamble and general provisions, nuclear matters, sanctions, an implementation plan, and a dispute resolution mechanism, and is supplemented with five Annexes (Annex I: Nuclear-Related Measures, Annex II: Sanctions-Related Commitments, Annex III: Civil Nuclear Cooperation, Annex IV: Joint Commission, and Annex V: Implementation Plan).9

September 17, 2015. Following official endorsement of the JCPOA by the UNSC, the members of the EU3 + 3 and Iran had a ninety-day period to pass the legislation in their respective parliamentary bodies. The United States completed its congressional review process on September 17.

October 13, 2015. Iran’s parliament, Majlis, passed a bill approving the deal, while Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei weighed in a week later with a conditional endorsement in which he outlined eight specific concerns over some aspects of the accord.10 Principal among Ayatollah Khamenei’s concerns was his long-held distrust of the intentions of the U.S. government in negotiating with Iran, regardless of the issue at hand. Ayatollah Khamenei alluded to this point in a letter to President Hassan Rouhani regarding the implementation of the JCPOA, in which he wrote “neither in the nuclear issue nor in any other issue, had [the United States] been pursuing no other approach but hostility and disturbance, and [it] is unlikely to do otherwise in the future.”11 He also emphasized that the


removal of unjust economic and financial sanctions and its enforcement [the lifting of sanctions] is tied to Iran’s future actions under the JCPOA, it is necessary that solid and sufficient guarantees be arranged to avoid any infraction by the opposite parties. Written declaration by the US president and the European Union for the lifting of the sanctions is among them. In the statements of the EU and the US president, it must be reiterated that these sanctions will be fully lifted. Any declaration that the structure of the sanctions will remain in force shall imply non-compliance with the JCPOA.12


October 18, 2015. This date marked Adoption Day of the JCPOA, upon which all parties to the deal would begin to take concrete steps to turn the agreement into a reality, meaning Iran began taking measures to limit its nuclear program, while the EU3 + 3 took initial steps to provide Iran with relief from nuclear-related sanctions.13 In a joint statement marking this milestone, Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif and EU Foreign Policy Chief Federica Mogherini said that “all sides remain strongly committed to ensuring” implementation of the deal and “will make all the necessary preparations.”14

December 15, 2015. The next pivotal moment in the Iran nuclear saga came when the IAEA board of governors passed a resolution endorsing Director General Yukiya Amano’s report, Final Assessment on Past and Present Outstanding Issues Regarding Iran’s Nuclear Program. Amano’s report outlined that Iran had conducted feasibility and scientific studies on developing a nuclear explosive device prior to 2003 and that some activities continued thereafter. However, he added that “The Agency has no credible indications of activities in Iran relevant to the development of a nuclear explosive device after 2009. Nor has the Agency found any credible indications of the diversion of nuclear material in connection with the possible military dimensions to Iran’s nuclear program.”15 The endorsement by the IAEA was the last step stipulated under the November 2013 Framework for Cooperation between Iran and the IAEA, which was designed to assess issues related to possible military dimensions (PMDs) to Iran’s nuclear program by the end of 2015.

January 16, 2016. A major milestone was Implementation Day of the JCPOA, which meant all parties to the agreement (EU3 + 3 and IAEA) were satisfied with Iran’s steps, as stipulated under the JCPOA, to curtail its nuclear program for solely peaceful purposes.
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