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INTRODUCTION: 
 

  

This work aims at analyzing and comparing the approaches of three principal global powers 

Russia, the United States, and Europe regarding the Joint Comprehensive Action Plan of 2015. 

In particular, it examines the negotiations’ process which led to the signing of the agreement, 

the interests that each actor had in reaching the deal and their strategies, and finally the position 

taken by these three states after the United States’ withdrawal from the JCPOA in 2018. 

The reasons why I chose to deal with this topic are in first position, my strong interest and 

curiosity for international politics and in particular for the dynamics existing between the 

countries that I decided to analyze;  secondly, the importance, relevance, and influence of 

nuclear energy in the international political scenario. Therefore, given the vastness of the 

subject, I decided to analyze more specifically the case study of Iran and the positions of the 

various actors. 

 This study was conducted through the use of academic books, scientific articles, official 

IAEA documents, United Nations resolutions, official European documents, official 

declarations, published and issued in the local and foreign political arena. Furthermore, this 

research is articulated into four chapters, each of them based on the analysis and comparison 

of three parameters regarding each actor, namely: the relationship between Iran and the actor, 

the existing interests between Iran and the power, and each Country's position after the 

withdrawal of the United States from the plan. 

The first chapter introduces the JCPOA, explaining the historical context and events 

that led to the signing of the pact.  

This part of the study recounts the origins and background of Iran's nuclear program. Having 

thus provided a general framework of Iran's nuclear past, the various stages of the negotiation 

process between the different actors, which occurred between 2003 and 2015, are then analyzed 

in detail.  Summing up, this chapter highlights the incentives that Iran and the three major 

powers taken into consideration had in concluding the 2015 Iranian nuclear plan. 

 The second chapter focuses on one of the three powers analyzed: Russia. 
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The chapter summarizes the relationship between Russia and Iran until the JCPOA was 

reached, analyzes in detail the existing interests between Iran and Russia, and finally highlights 

the position and strategy followed by Russia after the United States withdrew from the deal in 

2018. In more detail, it aims to explain how the Iranian Nuclear deal has placed Tehran in a 

stronger strategic position and is capable of changing the balance in the Persian Gulf area and 

the Middle and Near East. In this context, the relations between Iran and Russia from the 

economic, commercial, and financial points of view, wound in different channels of 

collaboration.  

Therefore, this part of the research focuses on four main interests underlying the bilateral 

relationship between Iran and Russia which are: economy, security, energy, and geopolitical. 

In terms of economic interests, after the achievement of the JCPOA and then after the gradual 

reduction of sanctions, many economic opportunities opened up for Russia that strengthened 

relations between the two countries. In particular, the area of greatest interest for both was 

military technology: Russia wanted to consolidate supremacy in arms sales to Iran, while Iran 

wished to reduce the military technology gap with rivals in the region. 

As for the energy sector, Russia feared that Iran's return as an oil and gas supplier to the energy 

market, would threaten its position. In conclusion, the principal Russian worry on the issue of 

Iran's international rise was the concern of oil. 

On the geopolitical level, Russia and Iran shared the same goals, in particular they both 

supported the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria and were opposed to Saudi initiatives in the 

region. The unique point where they disagreed was Israel: Iran remained a rival of Israel while 

Russia tried to maintain a more nuanced approach. 

From a security perspective, the JCPOA would benefit from this aspect as well. Russia 

remained far more vulnerable to a possible Iranian nuclear attack than any other actor among 

the P5+1 member states.  So a nuclear deal provided Russia with a safeguard against an Iranian 

nuclear attack, something it would not have been able to achieve on its own.     

To sum up, Russia retains that Iran could be a favorable partner for Russia in the region since, 

from a geopolitical point of view, Iran’s interests aligned more with Russia’s ones rather than 

with those of the Western powers, and also because they have common viewpoints towards 

political, regional and global issues.  

Lastly, regarding the position of Russia after the exit of the United States from the JCPOA, the 

research shows how it faced a difficult position: on the one hand, Russia wanted to continue to 

maintain relations with Iran so that it could replace western companies, while, on the other 

hand, it was concerned that new sanctions imposed could negatively affect the Iranian economy 
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and generate destabilization, also leading Russian companies to withdraw from the market. For 

these reasons Russia decided to continue to implement the JCPOA and to support Iran, 

remaining faithful to the deal. 

It is possible to affirm that Russian companies wanted to adopt the "wait and see" strategy: 

wait for the action of European leaders and the reimposition of sanctions by the United States, 

and then decide how to act. 

 The third chapter focuses on the United States. This part provides an overview of the 

relationship between Iran and the United States since 1953. It then points out Obama's first two 

terms and the rise of Trump, explaining how these two different administrations have affected 

the JCPOA. 

During his first term, Obama sought to adopt an opposite strategy to that of his predecessor 

Bush: following a diplomatic approach which did not involve military intervention. Obama has 

consistently pushed a plan of action known as "dual-track" that combines diplomacy with 

sanctions rather than pursue a hardline approach.  

During his second term, Obama maintained a soft line on Iran, being opposed to international 

isolation and containment of Iran. To sum up, at the time of his election, Barack Obama wanted 

to operate a disengagement from the Middle East, in favor of a more incisive role in the Far 

East. Moreover, he preferred a multilateral approach and wanted to prevent a conflict with Iran 

at all costs. For this reason, his two mandates were characterized by a long negotiation process 

with the Islamic Republic, to find a deal that would prevent it from developing and using an 

atomic bomb.  

With the rise of Trump, the scenario completely changed. Indeed, unlike Obama, Trump has 

always adopted harsh rhetoric towards Iran and always claimed to be against the JCPOA and 

in favor of the signing of a new pact. However, he continued to adopt the sharper language and 

state that he would implement an increasingly tough approach to Iran. The American president 

often reiterated that if no changes to the JCPOA were made or if no new solution was proposed, 

the United States would withdraw from the plan: in 2018 therefore the President officially 

declared the withdrawal of the United States. He reasoned his choice by claiming that, after a 

month of negotiations with European allies, it was clear that the JCPOA could not prevent Iran 

from coming into possession of atomic weapons.   

The last chapter focuses on the European Union. 

In particular, this part describes the existing relationship between the two powers, the interests 

between the EU and Iran, and finally to analyze the European position after the United States' 

exit from the deal in 2018.  
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First of all, it is possible to observe how, unlike the United States, the European Union has 

always had good relations with Iran trying to include it economically and strategically at the 

international level. In addition, it is crucial to note how the European Union has been for years 

one of the considerable Iranian partners with Iran that exported a large share of its oil and 

petroleum products to European markets in return for machinery, transport equipment, and 

chemicals. 

As for the interests of the European Union in Iran, the chapter describes three of them : security, 

energy, and economy.  

From the point of view of security, the JCPOA guaranteed Europe greater tranquility about the 

possible development of a military nuclear program. From the energy point of view, Vice 

President Mogherini  affirmed that Iran would be a fundamental partner for Europe for energy 

security. From the economic point of view instead, it is possible to claim that the ties between 

Iran and the EU focus on infrastructure, financial, and airplane sectors.  

The crucial point covered in this chapter is the European strategy after Trump's exit: keep the 

agreement alive, and maintain the areas of cooperation already existing between Iran and the 

European Union to continue to implement the JCPOA.  

Among the instruments conceived by the European Union to adequately address the critical 

situation caused by the increase in sanctions, there are the Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) 

through the foundation of the Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges (INSTEX).  However, 

Iran has shown its discontent with these instruments accusing Europe of not being very brave 

in maintaining its economic sovereignty.  

In conclusion, it is possible to note that the only solution to bring the negotiating partners closer 

together would be to return to the full application of the JCPOA as originally conceived. 

However, there seem to be many obstacles, including the condition imposed by Iran to 

negotiate with the United States only through the mediation of the other participants, which 

would result in an inevitable slowdown of the negotiations. 

Through this dissertation it was possible to examine the different strategies 

implemented by Russia, the United States, and the European Union, considering the interests 

that each of them had in Iran.  

In the conclusions, the possible scenarios concerning the future of the JCPOA will be exposed. 
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CHAPTER I: THE JCPOA 

 

1.1  Background and origins of the Iranian nuclear program 

 

1.1.1 The Iranian nuclear past 

 

To better understand how Iran and the group of international powers known as the  E3/EU+3 

or the P5+1 reached the “Iran Deal” that is the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 

on 14 July 2015, it is necessary to analyze the events that preceded it. 

This deal is the effect of several negotiations which ended a process started in 2003 by France, 

Germany, and the United Kingdom and subsequently joined by the European Union High 

Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and finally extended in 2006 to China, 

Russia, and the United States.  

The negotiation process can be defined as long and complex, and before describing the periods 

of negotiation, it is crucial to start from the origins of the Iranian nuclear program. 

During the Cold War, the US considered Iran as its fundamentally in the Middle East to 

counterattack the Soviet Union. From 1957 those two powers announced their cooperation 

concerning the “cooperation in research in the peaceful uses of atomic energy”1 through an 

agreement.  After the establishment of the TRR or Teheran Research Reactor in 1959, the US 

decided to supply with the highly enriched uranium (HEU) in 1967.  

In the following years, Iran signed the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 

based on three principles disarmament, nonproliferation, and the peaceful use of nuclear power, 

and signed its safeguards Agreements with the IAEA. Precisely during the 1970s, a period 

characterized by a dramatic oil crisis and by harsh conflicts in the Middle East, the shah of Iran 

chooses to develop nuclear energy. To do so, he looked at the Western Countries to build 

different reactors. When in 1974 India erupted its first nuclear device, the American 

intelligence began to be suspicious concerning the possibility that Iran could have developed 

its nuclear weapons since it generated all scientific and industrial bases.2 Nonetheless, the 

                                                 
1 Esfandiary D., Finaud M., “ The Iran Nuclear Deal: Distrust and verify. An analysis of the 2015 Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action and its potential implications for global and regional security”. P. 11 [2016] 

2 Central Intelligence Agency, “Prospects for Further Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons”, Special National 

Intelligence Estimate, SNIE 4-1-74, 23 August 1974, 

<http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB240/snie.pdf>.  
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United States president Gerald Ford gave to Iran the occasion to take control of the whole 

nuclear fuel cycle, through the acquisition of a reprocessing facility to create plutonium. 3 

Under Jimmy Carter’s presidency several restrictions were made on the agreement concluded 

in 1978, but then Iran’s Islamic Revolution of February 1979 led to the elimination of the deal.4 

The revolution established the formation of the Islamic Republic, and this event led the West 

to stop any kind of collaboration and supply for nuclear power. Additionally, the United States 

pressed both the IAEA and China not to sustain Iran in producing the uranium hexafluoride, 

that was needed for the uranium enrichment.5 Subsequently, after the Iranian bombing of 

Bushehr during the Iran-Iraq war that lasted eight years, the United  States started to 

impose national sanctions on Iran, which is considered among terroristic states.6 While the 

United States enhanced the number of restrictions with the 1992 Iraq-Iran Arms Proliferation 

Act and the 1996 Iran-Libya Sanctions Act7, Iran was looking to a Pakistani nuclear scientist 

to obtain the technology needed to build centrifuges to enrich uranium.  

To worsen the situation, in August 2002 an exiled Iranian opposition group reported that Iran 

had secretly built two pieces of nuclear equipment: one in Natanz and the other in Arak. In 

response to this event, the IAEA’s director- general, Mohamed ElBaradei, in 2003 announced 

to the Board of Governors: “Iran had failed to meet its obligations under its Safeguards 

Agreement”8. Iran replied by affirming that its program was made only for peaceful aims, but 

given the mistrust of the Iranian statements, in September 2003 the Board of governors 

requested Iran to “to suspend all further uranium enrichment-related activities and ... any 

reprocessing activities”.9 

The Governors explicitly asked Iran to take the necessary steps both to solve all the issues 

regarding nuclear power and to implement the IAEA Additional Protocol which provides for 

                                                 
3 D. Linzer, “Past Arguments Don’t Square with Current Iran Policy”, Washington Post, 27 March 2005.  

4 Ibid., 1. P. 12 

5 M. Hibbs, “U.S. in 1983 Stopped IAEA from Helping Iran Make UF6”, Nuclear Fuel, Vol.28(16), 4 August 

2003.  

6 Ibid.,1 P. 13 

7 Z. Laub, “International Sanctions in Iran”, CFR Backgrounder, Council of Foreign Relations, 15 July 2015.  

8 All citations from IAEA documents related to Iran can be retrieved at 

<https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/focus/iran/iaea-and-iran-iaea-reports>.  [06-06-2003] 

9 Ibidem 
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the possibility of inspections in case of unclear activities. From this moment on, a series of 

negotiations attempt was made before the formation of the JCPOA, and thus it is possible to 

divide the negotiation into different periods: from 2003 to 2006, from 2006 to 2008, from 2008 

to 2013, and lastly from 2013 to 2015. 

1.1.2 Negotiations’ process: from 2003 to 2015 

 

Starting from 2003, the foreign ministers of the so-called E3 ( France, Germany, UK), asked 

the Iranian counterpart, Kamal Kharraazi, to suspend the enrichment and so to follow the 

requirements given by the IAEA, in exchange for technical cooperation. 10  

In the Teheran Statement that took place on 21 October 2003, a meeting between Iran’s foreign 

minister and the E3 ministers,  Iran implemented the IAEA Additional Protocol, and Teheran 

would have suspended the Natanz and Arak projects in exchange for technical cooperation with 

a peaceful Iranian nuclear program. Despite the agreement, there still was uncertainty 

concerning the lasting of the enrichment suspension, indeed for the E3, the suspension would 

be permanent, while for Iran would only be temporary to ease the negotiation for long-term 

cooperation.11 Mohamed ElBaradei, IAEA general director affirmed: “ To date, there is no 

evidence that the previously undeclared nuclear material and activities ... were related to a 

nuclear weapons program. However, given Iran’s past pattern of concealment, it will take some 

time before the Agency can conclude that Iran’s nuclear program is exclusively for peaceful 

purposes.”12 

At the same time, after the sign of the agreement by Iran in 2004, the IAEA started its 

inspections of Iranian nuclear powers and thus discovered several Iranian activities that were 

not declared even though they should have been, and for this reason, the IAEA Board of 

Governors issued a resolution affirming that “[Iran’s] commitments have not been 

comprehensively implemented”. 

Given the situation, and the pressure raised after the events mentioned, the EU High 

Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy, requested other negotiations with 

Iran, that were definitively concluded in the Paris Agreement of 2004. According to this, Iran, 

                                                 

10 P. Taylor and L. Charbonneau, “EU Big Three Offered Iran Carrot for Nuclear Deal”, Reuters, 19 September 

2003.  

11 M. Fitzpatrick, The Iranian Nuclear Crisis: Avoiding Worst-case Outcomes,  Oxford, Routledge, 2013, pp.23 

ff.  

12 All citations from IAEA documents related to Iran can be retrieved at 

<https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/focus/iran/iaea-and-iran-iaea-reports>.  [06-06-2003] 
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as reported by Finaud in “The Iran nuclear deal” accepted to “ o suspend “all enrichment-

related and reprocessing activities” and that this “suspension will be sustained while 

negotiations proceed on a mutually acceptable agreement on long-term arrangements”.  

According to the E3, indeed, this suspension has not to be considered as a legal obligation, but 

rather as a measure needed to increase confidence. Iran interpreted this agreement as a 

recognition of its right to enrich uranium, whereas the E3 imagined that a long-term accord 

would give enough guarantees that Iran’s nuclear facility is built for peaceful aims. 

In 2005, Iran made different proposals beyond the scope of its nuclear project, among which 

there was the collaboration to fight terrorism and conflicts like those in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

The Arms Control Association in “History of Official Proposal on the Iran Deal” reported : 

“the nuclear “objective guarantees” included an Iranian commitment not to pursue WMD, 

continuous on-site inspections at key facilities, a limit to the expansion of Iran’s enrichment 

program and a policy declaration of no reprocessing. In exchange, Iran requested, among other 

things, that the EU remove restrictions on transfers of conventional arms and dual-use goods 

to Iran, recognize the latter as a major source of energy for Europe, and guarantee its access to 

advanced nuclear technology.”13 According to this, in August 2005 the E3/EU presented a 

request for long-term cooperation whereby Iran was asked not to withdraw from the NPT, and 

to give back spent nuclear fuel to countries that provided it, and the EU assured supplies of 

LEU for light-water reactors.14 

This proposal was strictly rejected by Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Iran’s president that succeeded 

Mohammad Khatami. The president reasoned its decision by sustaining that this deal did not 

respect Iran’s “inalienable right” to enrich uranium. As a consequence, Iran started to produce 

again the uranium hexafluoride (UF6) and this automatically led the EU to cease the 

negotiations and on 24 September 2005 the IAEA Board of Governors proclaimed that Iran did 

not comply with the Safeguards Agreement. This opened the door to the country’s referral to 

the UNSC.15 

                                                 

13Arms Control Association, “History of Official Proposals on the Iran Nuclear Issue”, Fact Sheets & Briefs, 

January 2014, <http://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/Iran_Nuclear_Proposals>.  

14 Esfandiary D., Finaud M., “ The Iran Nuclear Deal: Distrust and verify. An analysis of the 2015 Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action and its potential implications for global and regional security”. [2016] p. 15 

 
15 Esfandiary D., Finaud M., “ The Iran Nuclear Deal: Distrust and verify. An analysis of the 2015 Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action and its potential implications for global and regional security”. P. 16 [2016] 
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From that moment to 2008 a new phase of negotiations started since the UN Security Council 

was involved. Moreover, on 4 February 2006 the Board of Governors of the IAEA demanded 

the general director to inform the UNSC of all the reports and resolutions regarding the 

implementation of safeguards in Iran.16 The UNSC affirmed that it was necessary that Iran 

would have suspended all enrichment-related and reprocessing facilities, rethought the building 

of the Arak reactor, and ratified the Additional Protocol and, lastly cooperated with the Agency.  

By this point, Iran responded by interrupting the unilateral implementation of the Protocol and 

all non-binding verification provisions. Additionally, Russia and China were reluctant to 

continue sanctioning Iran, and therefore, on 29 March 2006, the UNSC emitted a presidential 

statement by which it invited Iran to carry out the measures provided by the IAEA, and it also 

requested another report from the Agency within one month. 17 

This intermediate step taken by the UNSC did not bring any desired result, indeed Iran began 

to enrich uranium at Natanz, and subsequently, the deputy head of Iran’s Atomic Energy 

Agency affirmed that Iran intended to expand the nuclear program to 54,000 centrifuges. 

Obviously, in the aftermath, George W. Bush ordered the UNSC to immediately act. 

In the meantime, the E3/EU enlarged the team, including the US, Russia, and China becoming 

the so-known P5+1. Finaud Marc affirmed in “The Iran nuclear deal”: “ The new structure 

adopted a “package” of proposals: Iran would confirm its suspension of all enrichment-related 

and reprocessing activities; in return, light-water reactors would be provided to Iran through 

joint projects, along with nuclear fuel guarantees and a stock of fuel; the UNSC would suspend 

its discussion of Iran’s nuclear program; and there would be cooperation on civil aviation, 

telecommunications, high technology, agriculture, etc.” 18 This proposal needed to be endorsed 

by the UNSC, that did it with the Resolution 1696 of 28 July 2006. The Council followed 

Russia’s and China’s preference not to impose strict sanctions on Iran, but it took decisions 

under article 40 of Chapter VII of the UN Charter, according to which they are binding.  

According to this resolution, Iran should have suspended by 31 August 2006 the enrichment, 

and if it did not then the UNSC would have adopted sanctions; as expected Iran rejected to 

implement the resolution but at the same time, Iran appreciated two positive aspects of the 

                                                 
16 Esfandiary D., Finaud M., “ The Iran Nuclear Deal: Distrust and verify. An analysis of the 2015 Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action and its potential implications for global and regional security”. P. 17 [2016] 

17All references to or citations from UNSC resolutions related to the Iranian nuclear programme can be retrieved 

at <http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-documents/iran/>.  

18 Ibid.,18 
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request: Iran’s inalienable rights to generate its nuclear program with peaceful aims without 

being discriminated, and the willingness for negotiations to make “comprehensive 

cooperation” with Iran. 19 

The UNSC was tied to its ultimatum, and hence when Iran refused to suspend its enrichment-

related activities, the Council was obligated to impose new sanctions on Iran. Through 

Resolution 1737 (2006) of 23 December 2006, the UNSC banned the transmission of 

technology that would be used by Iran to develop nuclear facilities. Additionally, all states 

were requested to freeze the Iranian organizations and individuals’ assets connected with Iran’s 

nuclear projects. The implementation of the resolution was monitored by the “Sanctions 

Committee”, which also needed to scrutinize the demands for transfer to Iran and request 

reports on national implementation. On 24th March 2007, another resolution (Resolution 1747) 

was taken, and according to this, it was prohibited to export arms from Iran and to freeze the 

assets, and restrict travels. At the same time, the IAEA keeps inspecting and verifying Iran’s 

nuclear program. 20 

Iran also re-proposed to expand the discussion with the P5+1 to non-nuclear issues, through 

the “Package for Constructive Negotiations” which included collaboration on several problems 

as terrorism, drugs, illegal immigration, and so on. The P5+1 decided to reformulate the 

proposal to give more incentives to Iran, also considering the possibility of dialogue on other 

issues as regional security, trade, economy, etc. The document sent to from the EU High 

Representative to their Iranian counterpart on 12 June 2008, signed the beginning of a new 

approach by the P5+1.21 

Since 2008, a new phase of negotiations began, and it was based on reciprocity. The plan was 

based on an “exchange of shares” meaning that Iran needed to suspend its enrichment activities 

and the P5+1 needed to avoid imposing sanctions against Iran. Iran agreed to this different 

approach of negotiations, and so on July 2008, a meeting took place in Geneva. In this meeting, 

Iran drafted a “non-paper” which contained the common elements of the previous “packages” 

                                                 

19 Institute for Science and International Security, “Islamic Republic of Iran’s Response to the Package Presented 

on June 6, 2006”, <http://www.isis-online.org/publications/iran/iranresponse.pdf>.  

20 Esfandiary D., Finaud M., “ The Iran Nuclear Deal: Distrust and verify. An analysis of the 2015 Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action and its potential implications for global and regional security”. P. 11 [2016] 

 
21 Ibidem 
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Despite the meeting, that can be considered as one the highest-level meeting between US and 

Iran for the implementation of UNSC resolution, Iran did not change its policy and the UNSC 

reacted by calling on Iran to wholly comply with its commitments.  

A major change occurred with the United States presidential election of Barack Obama. This 

shift in the US presidency led to the removal of the suspension of uranium enchainment 

activities to let Iran participate in dialogue, therefore in 2009, the P5+1 invited Iran to the talks 

to reach a diplomatic solution. As already happened, Iran tried again to expand the cooperation 

with the P5+1 to other fields within a broader framework that would have considered Iran as a 

partner of the great powers in proposing both world and regional issues.  

Iran again declared that it needed LEU as fuel for TRR, and also made it known its intention 

to build a new fuel enrichment plant. This announcement was concerned by the French and 

British leaders like Iran’s continuation of unwillingness to meet its obligations under the UNSC 

resolutions and IAEA requirements, but the P5+1 decided to keep negotiating with Iran.22 

In the following years Iran started to collaborate with Brazil and Turkey in the “swap deal” and 

in 2010 adopted the Tehran Declaration or Joint Declaration based on the same principles of 

the “fuel swap” proposal of the Vienna group ( US, France, Russia, and IAEA). According to 

this plan, “ Iran would ship 1,200 kg of its 3.5 percent LEU (or 80 percent of its stockpile) to 

Russia for enrichment to 20 percent and France would convert this into 120 kg of fuel rods for 

the TRR.” However, the “fuel swap” fell apart, and subsequently, given this disagreement the 

UNSC imposed other sanctions. Following the UN sanctions,  also the US and the UN imposed 

sanctions unilaterally, but notwithstanding the dialogue remained open.  

In fact, Sergei Lavrov, Russia’s foreign minister, made another proposal: he suggested a “step 

by step” approach agreed by the US, and generally by the P5+1, and finally endorsed by the 

G-8. With the  2012’s declaration, the principles of a step by step approach and reciprocity 

were reaffirmed, but most importantly the aim underlined in the declaration was to find a shared 

solution to the nuclear issue according to which Iran would have implemented all the UNSC 

resolution and all sanctions should have been dismissed once international confidence in the 

peaceful purpose of Iran’s nuclear project was restored. This was a crucial moment, indeed 

from then the negotiations accelerated.  

In this context, a relevant event was the election of Hassan Rouhani as Iranian President in 

2013. Along with the election of Obama, the initiative proposed by Lavrov marked a turning 

point. On 26 September 2013, the Iranian foreign minister Javed Zarif met the United States 
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Secretary of State, John Kerry, and presented a new idea that was considered by Kerry as “very 

different in tone and in vision”. Thereafter, in October 2013, the P5+1 defined the new Iranian 

plan as an important contribution. The proposal was taken as a basis for comprehensive 

cooperation and as was temporary confidence-building measure for the subsequent months. 

The negotiators met in Geneva in November 2013 and adopted the JPOA (Joint Plan of Action), 

which was the latest step before the final comprehensive agreement.23 

The agreements which went from 2013 to 2015 signed the final negotiations before the 

establishment of the JCPOA. The JPOA needed to prepare the way to a “mutually agreed long-

term comprehensive solution establishing that Iran’s nuclear program would only be peaceful”. 

Marc Finaud, in “The Iranian Nuclear Deal”, reported that “ half the existing 20 percent 

enriched Iranian uranium was to be retained and the remaining UF6 would be diluted to no 

more than 5 percent, no enrichment of uranium over 5 percent would be carried out for six 

months, no further improvements would be made to the Natanz and Fordow plants or the Arak 

reactor, there would be no reprocessing or construction of a reprocessing facility, and there 

would be enhanced monitoring of facilities. In return the P5+1 would, among other things, 

pause efforts to reduce Iran’s crude oil sales; enable the repatriation of some oil revenue; 

suspend sanctions on insurance, transportation, petrochemical exports, gold and precious 

metals, and the auto industry; allow the supply of spare parts for the safety of civil aviation; 

refrain from new nuclear-related sanctions; facilitate humanitarian trade; etc.” 24 

Those elements were agreed upon in the negotiation and were necessary to reach the final 

comprehensive solution, in fact when this solution would have been implemented, then the 

Iranian nuclear project would have been considered likewise that of any non-nuclear power 

state party to the NPT. Nevertheless, this agreement was not approved by everyone, indeed 

Benyamin Netanyahu, the Israeli Prime Minister reacted negatively, and also the Saudis behind 

the scenes expressed their discontent with the potential agreement, even though publicly 

seemed to support it.  

Iran met all the deadlines and implemented all the requirements outlined in the JPOA, and the 

IAEA recognized its report in 2014. On the other powers’ hand, the US and the EU respected 
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their promises by the lifting of sanctions covered in the JPOA, and by the releasing of oil 

payments held up by the application of oil sanctions.25 

To what concerns Iran’s nuclear past, the IAEA already in November 2013, concluded with 

Iran a “Framework for Cooperation Agreement”, to give the Agency all the necessary 

information unresolved regarding the nuclear facilities. 

The final talks were resumed in December 2014 with the presence of foreign ministers and 

Federica Mogherini, the EU High Representative. In 2015 the negotiators declared in Lausanne 

that a “broad” agreement had been concluded, including the fundamental characteristic of the 

proposed JCPOA. As underlined in “ The Iran Nuclear Deal”, The Lausanne Accord provided 

that: “Iran’s enrichment capacity, enrichment level, and stockpile would be limited for 

specified periods; there would be no enrichment facility other than Natanz; Fordow would be 

converted into a nuclear physics and technology center; Iran would rebuild a modernized 

heavy-water research reactor at Arak with international assistance; there would be no 

reprocessing and the spent fuel would be exported; the IAEA would have enhanced access to 

Iranian facilities; the EU and US would terminate all nuclear-related economic and financial 

sanctions upon IAEA certification of Iran’s implementation of the agreement, and a new UNSC 

resolution would endorse the JCPOA and terminate all previous nuclear-related resolutions.”26 

Finally, on 14 July the negotiators claimed that they had reached the JCPOA. The official 

document comprehended a principle text and five technical annexes on nuclear-related 

commitments, sanctions-related commitments, civil nuclear collaboration, the Joint 

Commission, and an implementation project. 

This joint statement by Iran and the P5+1 named the agreement as “historic” because, after 

many years of long negotiations, it created “the conditions for building trust and opening a new 

chapter” in their relations, and also it would confirm that Iran’s nuclear project would only 

have peaceful purposes using “balanced deal that respects the interests of all sides”.27 

 

1.2 The deal: JCPOA 

                                                 

25 J. Rezaian and A. Gearan, “U.S., Europe Lift Some Iran Sanctions under Nuclear Deal”, Washington Post, 20 

January 2014.  
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1.2.1 The JCPOA’s content 

 

Eventually, the arrangement was reached: the JCPOA instituted the most intrusive controlling 

regime activated by the IAEA ever. The JCPOA provided that Iran would implement the 

requirements of the IAEA Additional Protocol, according to which the Agency can check on 

Iran’s compliance with the agreement, by accessing any site at which he has reason to have 

doubts regarding activity involving fissile material.  

The IAEA would monitor Iran’s facilities, uranium mines, and centrifuge production for 20-25 

years. Additionally, to solve disagreements on the implementation of IAEA access, it has been 

established a dispute-resolution plan.28 

One of the most important aspects of the deal regards the sanctions; in fact, most of the 

economic sanctions which have been imposed on Iran needed to be waived or suspended once 

the Agency had ensured that Iran had taken the crucial steps to reduce uranium enrichment and 

to eliminate centrifuges and the Arak reactor core.29  

The precedent resolutions of the UNSC that established restrictions on Iran were to be 

substituted by a new resolution, mainly the 2231 UNSCR, which granted restoration of 

sanctions by a majority vote of the council without the possibility from any UN  permanent 

members to use the veto right. This new resolution still provided restrictions on conventional 

arms and missile-related delivery for five and eight years and contained provisions of the 

JCPOA for checking on the procurement of nuclear-related goods and equipment which needed 

to conform with the allowed size and function of the project.30 

Western powers shared the same wisdom that Iran could not be trusted if they did not anticipate 

strong penalties for Iran’s non-compliance. This did not provide that other powers which signed 

the agreement always would honor commitments under the deal and so any system was 

provided to deal with the United States’ withdrawal in 2018. Therefore, the JCOPA, differently 

from the NPT, has not withdrawal clause.  

Even though the limitations laid down by the JCPOA on civil nuclear facilities end after a 

limited period, the obligations not related to nuclear weapons activities and the key verification 
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measures of the Additional Protocol are not definitive. A great improvement of the Additional 

Protocol provided by the JCPOA regards the maximum periods for IAEA to control suspicious 

undeclared sites, indeed, in the worst case 24 days in which the IAEA is unsatisfied with Iran’s 

response to its concern. Iran has 24 hours to respond to an inspection which is requested by the 

Agency. This limit of time demonstrates a huge improvement to the Additional Protocol, which 

does not include this limit on delays; 24 days may be considered enough for cheaters to remove 

evidence, but the US Department of Energy National Laboratories showed that in this time is 

not possible to produce even limited quantities of uranium. Another important differentiation 

with the NPT, concerns the limits on civilian nuclear capability, since their imposition for 15 

years, would preclude Iran to build nuclear weapons without detection after Termination Day. 

31 

The deal perfectly respected what the Obama administration had set as its most important aim, 

which is to block all of Iran’s plans to build a nuclear program. This purpose was reached by 

extending the so-called “breakout” time to one year, the time that Iran would have needed to 

produce HEU ( highly enriched uranium) for a weapon, and by presenting an extensive 

monitoring mechanism that would provide high trust of detecting enrichment at undeclared 

sites.  

Subsequently, the powers that signed the deal agreed to focus only on the  nuclear issue, 

avoiding to enlarge the dialogue to other issues as Iran’s sustain for Hizbullah and other non-

state actors in MENA regions, an accusation of association with terrorist groups or human-

rights abuses; those seemed to be less important to the P5+1 than blocking Iran’s potential 

willingness to nuclear weapons. They believed that adding other issues would endanger the 

situation that was already complex. Nevertheless, a preface to the JCPOA mentioned the fact 

that the “full implementation of the JCPOA”  by the parties would have positively contributed 

to regional and international peace and security. 

Among the issues excluded more specifically, the Western powers agreed to eliminate from 

the talks Iran’s ballistic missile program. This became a key point of contention for critics of 

the agreement, given the important role carried out by missiles as means for nuclear weapons. 

Iran, China, and Russia rejected the USA’s proposal regarding the inclusion of missile 

restrictions. 
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As already mentioned, after years of negotiations, finally the P5+1 and Iran agreed to the 

landmark JCPOA which provides restrictions on Iran’s nuclear project, and also provides 

verification and implementation measures, and in exchange for relief of sanctions and peaceful 

nuclear collaboration. The JCPOA deals with both routes to a nuclear weapon which are 

enriched uranium and plutonium. It provides well-précised constraints on Iran’s nuclear 

program that last, at least 25 years.  

Analyzing in more detail the JCPOA schedule of the steps, it is possible to affirm that the 

JCPOA is organized in several steps. 

The 18 October 2015, is known as the JCPOA Adoption Day, the day on which the deal finally 

became effective, after 90 days between the adoption of the agreement and the real 

effectiveness. 

The second step took place on 16 January 2016, and it is known as the “Implementation Day”, 

in which all the sanctions have been withdrawn: however, the European Union sanctions would 

remain present until the “Transition Day.” The third step was held in 2020 when the UNSC 

ban conventional-arms export to Iran expired. Then in 2023, there has been the JCPOA 

“Transition Day”, the moment at which the IAEA draws the “broader conclusion” according 

to the Additional Protocol, that all nuclear facilities in the country stay only for peaceful 

purposes.  

UNSCR 2231 will be eliminated in October 2025, ten years after the Adoption Day, and only 

at this point, the UNSC will close Iran’s nuclear site. 

 

1.2.2 Two paths to a nuclear weapon: enriched uranium and plutonium  

 

As already affirmed, this deal addresses both the routs to a nuclear program, and the first one 

is the enriched uranium. To what concerns this first “path” to a nuclear weapon, with the 

JCPOA agreement, Iran’s there will be a reduction of 68 percent of centrifuges, which means 

that Iran will be allowed to enrich uranium only to less than 5 percent for ten years.32 

However, Iran will maintain a uranium enrichment program, which will be needed only for a 

peaceful nuclear program. Iran wishes to expand its enrichment activities without any 

constraints after the end of the JCPOA implementation period but practically is not likely to 

realize immediately. Concerning the second path to a nuclear weapon that is plutonium, states 
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generally can choose to use plutonium-239 as fissile material in the essence of a nuclear 

weapon. Weapons-grade plutonium is generated in heavy-water reactors, indeed Iran produced 

its heavy-water reactor at Arak, which has not been finished. The JCPOA closed the plutonium 

path to nuclear weapons, and Iran under this deal committed not to build other heavy-water 

reactors, neither to reprocess spent fuel or separate plutonium for 15 years. With the JCPOA 

deal, Iran started to work with the P5+1 to rebuild the heavy-water reactor. 33 

Despite the deal presents all the necessary measures to block Iran’s potential path to a nuclear 

weapon, however, there is still be a possibility for Iran to “sneak out”, using non-declared 

facilities. Properly, for this reason, the JCPOA put in place the most intrusive monitoring and 

verification system: the deal provides detailed instructions guarding against misinterpretation 

and permitting the P5+1 to gives sanctions to Iran in the case it does not respect the rules. 

The system though by the JCPOA is intrusive and arranges the monitoring of all the aspects of 

Iran’s nuclear project. Under the agreement, Iran needed to ratify and apply the Additional 

Protocol and adhere to Code 3.1 of its Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement with the IAEA.34 

Iran’s adherence to the Protocol is permanent, and also the IAEA will have the possibility to 

access all Iran’s nuclear activities for the next 20 years. This means that the Agency can 

constantly check the country’s enrichment capacity, including through real-time control of its 

enrichment activities and access to its uranium mining. The plan also provides a mechanism to 

access sites of concern, in case the Agency believes that there is a suspicious facility at an 

undeclared site. Iran can also challenge the inspection request by the IAEA, leading to a process 

that could be solved for up to 24 days. This measure has been taken to close a loophole in the 

Additional Protocol, which does not explain what the international community should do if a 

country does not give IAEA access to suspicious activity in 24 hours. With this mechanism 

then Iran cannot “sneak out”. A critique that has been presented from opponents of the JCPOA, 

regards the lack of inspections of all suspicious activities “anytime, anywhere”; but Iran would 

have never accepted such a rule, making it impossible to reach a compromise. Iran, like any 

other country for the matter, wished to protect its military activities and defenses, especially 

given the fact that most of them do not regard nuclear programs at all.  

 

1.2.3 The agreement’s incentives: sanctions relief and nuclear cooperation  
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Another important aspect of the deal regards the “carrots”; in fact, to incentivize the application 

of the deal the P5+1 and Iran needed to settle several “benefits”. This would assure that Iran 

would implement the agreement in the long term. Among those carrots, the most relevant are: 

sanctions relief and civil nuclear cooperation. 

Starting with the first one, it is possible to affirm that the timeline and the aim of sanctions 

relief represented one of the most critical issues in the negotiations on the Iranian nuclear 

program. In the beginning, Iran was firm: all reliefs needed to be anticipated. This reason 

explains mostly why there has been a delay in reaching the deal, indeed only in 2015, the 

powers have achieved the final deal.35 However, the Iranian negotiators’ team already knew 

that the sanctions relief would have been done only after the implementation of the terms of 

the final agreement.  

As already mentioned, the mechanism of sanctions’ relief started on the “Implementation Day”, 

when the Agency controlled Iran’s compliance with the nuclear measure provided in the 

JCPOA. With resolution 2231 indeed, the UNSC unanimously approved the deal and decided 

to annul the previous resolution once Iran implemented JCPOA’s nuclear obligations. 

Consequently, the UN sanctions on Iran were “terminated subject to re-imposition” on 

Implementation Day.36  

The EU sanction, as anticipated, was not fully lifted, indeed it only lifted its unilateral financial 

and energy sanctions and its 2012 oil embargo. The sanctions that the EU lifted were on 

shipping, insurance, gold, and precious metals and it also unfroze Iranian assets. Rather, 

concerning the US sanctions, it is possible to affirm that they had a complicated nature and, it 

was not possible to remove them immediately, as it happened with the EU and UN sanctions.  

Only on the “Implementation Day”, the US stopped applying most of the sanctions on Iran’s 

financial and energy fields and it also let Iran access to oil revenue kept abroad. Even if the US 

eliminated the implementation of banking sanctions on Iran, other banks with that country will 

stay frozen out of the US market because of US third-party sanctions.37 The only kind of 

sanctions that remained was the one related to human rights abuses and terrorism. 
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The subsequent step in the sanction relief  “plan” occurs on “Transition Day”, as anticipated in 

this dissertation, eight years after the JCPOA agreement by Iran or once the Agency will affirm 

the peaceful aim of Iran’s nuclear program. After that, the EU will finally eliminate its arms 

embargo and restrictions on the transferring of ballistic missile technology. In the USA, 

instead, while the president may delete executive orders, about the elimination of the remaining 

sanctions on Iran’s nuclear proliferation facilities it is necessary to have legislative action.38 

Finally, the UN also will lift restrictions on trade in conventional arms, which will take place 

five years after the JCPOA. 

An innovative character of the deal is the “snap-back” measure agreed by the negotiators. 

According to this aspect, any party of the JCPOA may launch an investigation in case they 

suspect Iranian non-compliance, which might lead to a reimposition of sanctions on Iran. With 

this mechanism, any violation of the deal would be reported to the UNSC and then reported to 

the Joint Commission for resolution of the dispute; at this point, the commission would emit a 

non-binding opinion to the UNSC which will finally determine whether or not to snap back the 

sanction. 

A complex issue of the sanctions relief process will be the detangling of the several sanctions 

regimes and overlapping restrictions for Iran to enjoy the benefits of the removal. First of all, 

the EU and UN sanctions were eliminated on Implementation Day, while the US only stop to 

be implemented later. As a consequence, different businesses might fear that the US could 

suddenly reimplement sanctions on Iran, and this would enhance the risk for them to do 

business with Iran. Additionally, if Iran does not comply with the agreement, and then the 

sanctions are re-imposed, there is no clause in the JCPOA Resolution 2231 which outlines that 

signed contracts need to be respected. The sanction abolition is indispensable to guarantee the 

endurance of the deal because it encourages Iran to respect the agreement. 39 

The second aspect that can be considered as a “carrot” to make the deal regards the civil nuclear 

cooperation.  

The deal promotes the civil nuclear cooperation between the powers of the deal and other 

foreign countries’ providers. This particular character of the deal is important for Iran to gain 

acceptance in the country. In fact, during the years Iran built a narrative of nationalism and 
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prestige related to the nuclear issues.40 Obviously this made difficult for Iran to accept a 

document that stripped it of aspects of its nuclear program, built under pressure and without 

the reinforcement of cooperation to keep advancing its peaceful civilian nuclear program. With 

this provision, Iranian officials can “swallow” the JCPOA pill by affirming that the deal allows 

Iran to legitimately continue its research and development of its nuclear program, with the 

support of foreign nuclear powers’ technology. 

Concerning the civil nuclear cooperation, the crucial aspect is the cooperation of P5+1 states, 

Iran, and other nuclear powers on the reconstruction of the Arak reactor. The negotiators also 

agreed to ease Iran’s possession of light-water reactor facilities, including helping to build new 

reactors and to get training and technology. The P5+1 will help Iran in fuel production and 

enhance the security of its nuclear activities and materials due to training programs. 

The presence of a list of civil nuclear cooperation projects with Iran, presented in the deal, is 

important for the long-term application and respect of the agreement. Apart from giving 

legitimacy to Iran’s civil nuclear development which is necessary to have domestic support of 

the agreement, collaboration provision also entails Iranian scientists and engineers with plans 

that they can keep working on. Knowing Iran’s civilian nuclear program could be a way to 

know how Teheran works on its program and also to know what are its priorities. Moreover, 

cooperation will lead to more transparency on Iran’s nuclear program and standardization of 

Tehran’s security practices. Also, it would lead Iran to establish a steady relationship which 

could be useful after the expiration of the JCPOA, letting Iran expand its program faster. 

To sum up, if the JCPOA will be implemented as planned, it will oblige and roll back Iran’s 

nuclear program by stopping both the enriched uranium and plutonium paths to a nuclear 

weapon. The deal, as explained in detail, provides the most intrusive verification mechanism 

to date, by giving IAEA unprecedented access to all steps of the fuel cycle in Iran. The JCPOA 

does not completely block Iran’s enrichment capacity or close all its activities since that type 

of agreement was not easy to reach. Both actors, the P5+1 on one hand and Iran on the other, 

have incentives to assure effective implementation of the JCPOA.41 
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1.3 Potential weaknesses of the deal 

 

The major weakness of the JCPOA is that some of the limitations of Iran’s enrichment activities 

will be removed after 10 to 15 years, mostly regarding its centrifuge capability to carry out 

research and development of future centrifuges.42 The restrictions on the number of centrifuges 

Iran may operate will be eliminated after 10 years, and limitations on Iran’s uranium stockpile 

will be deleted after 15 years and most importantly constraints on Iran’s research and 

development begin to come off in 10-15 years and beyond. This means that Iran could conduct 

research or also construct new ones which would be more efficient to allow Iran to shorten the 

breakout time with fewer centrifuges. 

However, some reasons mitigate this problem. If the inspection regime last beyond 15 years, 

which would be the most favorable scenario for an Iranian pursuit of a nuclear weapon would 

still be a secret pathway. Several aspects of the JCPOA could be renewed, in particular, if the 

Iranian’s implementation of this deal satisfies the international community, and if Iran is 

pleased with the pros of the civilian nuclear collaboration it has under the deal. Therefore, Iran 

has the incentive to renew the agreement or continue to obey and respect the restrictions, 

otherwise, it might risk being sanctioned.  

1.3.1 Domestic impact  

 

It can be affirmed, that once that the nuclear deal between Iran and the P5+1 has been reached, 

what gains more attention are the implications of the JCPOA for the Middle East region and 

its security, and the expectations to maintain dialogue with Iran. Obviously, the deal guarantees 

that a wall to dialogue with Iran has been eliminated especially for Western countries. 

Marc Finaud affirmed in “The Iranian nuclear deal”: " Generally, the implications of the 

nuclear agreement are threefold: for Iran’s domestic politics, for its regional relations, and its 

relations with the West – the US and the EU in particular. While in the immediate aftermath of 

the deal the domestic and international situation seems to have worsened for Iran, it is expected 

that in the long term the agreement may positively influence Iranian foreign policy.”43 
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Briefly, it is possible to say that in the aftermath of the July 2015 deal the political conflict in 

Iran worsened. However, there is more scope for moderation due to the empowered president 

that since his election in 2013, has shown his interest to engage both with the West and with 

Iran’s neighbors. A stronger and more independent Iran will be easier for it to reach its own 

interests. It also aspires to gain regional stability and to cooperate and strengthen ties with the 

EU, US, and the region. 

Lastly, this deal could lead to greater cooperation between Iran and the United States on several 

complicated issues. With time, it could also conduct collaboration to reach stability in 

Afghanistan, stronger US-Iranian cooperation against ISIS, a de-escalation of the conflict in 

Yemen, and also a new relationship for energy partnership in the Gulf. However, it could also 

lead to an opposite effect, which is enhancing tensions between Iran and its regional 

competitors.   

In the following chapters, this study will deeply analyze the international implications of the 

deal especially focusing on the actors taken into consideration by this research.  

 

CHAPTER II: Russia 

 

2.1 Theoretical framework  

 

In this section of the dissertation, there will be analyzed theories on sanctions and nuclear 

deterrence related to the case of Iran. The aim is to better illustrate the theories which are 

beyond the interests of the actors in joining the deal, their strategies, and their position toward 

the JCPOA. 

 

2.1.1  Sanctions 

 

The debate on sanctions is settled once again; indeed, due to Iran’s nuclear program 

preparation, scholars and policymakers are reflecting on the utility of sanctions. According to 

Megan L. O’Sullivan, despite reliable criticism, sanctions regimes during the 1990s gave many 

lessons. Moreover, even if it is not possible to attribute major foreign policy victory only to the 

use of sanctions, at the same time, in some occasion sanctions or the threat of them helped to 

reach a positive outcome such as in the 1990s, Indonesia in 1999, and Serbia in 2000.44 
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A deeper analysis of the many sanctions regimes, the variety of results, and the different 

circumstances under which sanctions were adopted seemed to give two lessons for 

policymakers which seems to still present foreign policy problems. 

First of all, sanctions work better when the sanction regime is based on the goals set out for it. 

According to the author, this seems to be evident, but actually, very few sanctions strategies 

are realized with a clear goal that has to be reached and with the awareness that the sanctions 

regime should be built on the desired result. Indeed, if a sanctioned strategy aims at bringing a 

change in the government’s behavior it should create a flexible scheme for working through 

different issues and to reach incremental progress by partially eliminating sanctions. Contrarily, 

if the sanctions’ regime aims at containing a country it needs to give priority to the multilateral 

support for sanctions to maximize the economic impact. As an alternative, a sanctions strategy 

based on promoting a wholesale change in the government will necessitate a different set of 

sanctions.45  

Second, the chance that sanctions may work depends on the extent to which they are properly 

flanked by other tools. Furthermore, to work precisely, diplomacy needs to have other tools as 

a military force to bring satisfaction without other efforts, or economic engagement to achieve 

strategic gains without complementary actions. 46  

To have an overall successful strategy it is necessary to have several components as sanctions 

and other foreign policy tools. Therefore, efficient sanctions are likely to be those accompanied 

smartly with diplomacy, the threat of force, economic incentives. Those two lessons may seem 

to be abstract, but actually, there are practical examples of the success and failure of past 

sanctions that can be associated with the adherence or departure from them.47    

Before explaining the case of sanctions on Iran, it is possible to mention two different instances: 

one in which the sanctions’ regime succeeded and another in which it failed. 

As reported by Meghan L. O’Sullivan, in the case of Vietnam and the United States in the 

1990s, the sanction strategy came out to be very well-structured on the goal of getting Hanoi 

to modify its behavior. 

The multi-tiered sanctions permitted the Clinton administration to provide a road map, 

according to which certain sanctions would be removed as Vietnam addressed specific 

concerns as cooperation with the Cambodian peace process. The sanction strategy was enough 

adjustable to allow the US administration to lift sanctions in the case in which Vietnamese 
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action was correct,  suspend lifting when they were not, or threaten to reimpose sanctions in 

case of relapse.  It is necessary to underline how the sanctions regime was accompanied by 

several other instruments, especially regular and direct dialogue between the US and Vietnam 

which granted them to smooth out misunderstandings and to carry on their expectation or 

explanations.48 By 1995, the United States and Vietnam reestablished normal diplomatic 

relations, in 2001 signed a bilateral trade agreement, and finally in 2004 direct air connections 

resumed. 49 

If the case of Vietnam can be considered as an example of sanctions regime success, the case 

of Iraq can be considered as an example of the failure of sanctions strategy which aimed at 

changing Saddam Hussein’s behavior. Moreover, the complexity of sanctions, which also 

entailed UN constraints and United States’ penalties, and the different purposes of the many 

countries imposing sanctions made it extremely difficult to use endorsements as a liber tool to 

benefit or penalize steps in a long process of rehabilitation. 50 However, despite the complexity 

of the sanctions regime, they were well organized for the aim of containing Saddam’s 

government and, finally, did a great job of limiting resources arriving at it and contrasting its 

external ambitions over the thirteen years in which the sanctions were given. 51The sanctions 

were well based on the objective of containment, which gives importance to multilateralism 

and doesn’t require the same adaptability as restrictions that seek at changing behavior. In 

addition, there were also other foreign policy instruments, as the use of military force to 

strengthen no-fly zones and the most extensive humanitarian program ever tackled by the UN 

to mitigate human consequences of sanctions.52   

Analyzing the case of Iran, and the sanctions imposed on it, it is possible to observe how there 

has been a visible lack of strategic direction concerning sanctions in Iran between the 1990s 

and 2000s. During this period, the United States tried to use sanctions to coerce Iran to limit its 

willingness of weapons of mass destruction, cease its support for terrorists, terminate its 

opposition to Israel, and end human rights violations. Given these objectives, the United States 
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imposed a strong rigid sanctions regime that limited all political, economic, and diplomatic 

relations. According to Meghan O’ Sullivan, this type of strategy could not be considered as a 

framework for gradual rapprochement.53 Also, given the fact that were not well-structured to 

gain specific goals, sanctions on Iran during this period amounted to the whole United States’ 

policy. Only with the Clinton administration, there has been an effort to start a dialogue, 

otherwise, no other means accompanied sanctions to reach a larger and greater strategy.54  To 

make things worse, affirmations by several administrations suggested that the United States’ 

policy aim was a change in government in Iran.55 

Analyzing deeply the sanctions’ process build-up by the United States from 2010, it is possible 

to observe that the new Obama administration tried to follow the pre-existing sanctions’ 

scheme to reach its aim which was changing Iran’s behavior. However, the first step made in 

this direction was refused by Iran, which declined the possibility to have a dialogue. Given the 

fact that all the hopes of using restrictions to change behavior were dashed, the Obama 

administration has implemented a sanctions regime much more coherent with the purpose than 

has been the case in the past years. The first major step was restricting and better defining the 

objective: by recognizing the “Islamic Republic of Iran”, the United States made clear that they 

were not trying to change Iran’s government. From that moment on, the United States’ board 

was clear and coherent that restrictions aimed to force Iran to participate in the crucial 

negotiations on its nuclear program. This approach was more complicated than a simple 

“sanction for containment” strategy since a change in the behavior requires the sheer impact of 

sanction to be turned into political change. Once this goal has been established, the next step 

was to rally enough multilateral support for the limitations that would generate sufficient 

pressure on Teheran. This implied a considerable diplomatic effort, as well as executive and 

congressional duties, as the Obama administration worked with other actors to build 

international consent for the fourth round of UN sanctions, which were followed by the 

European Union ones one week later.56 

                                                 
53 Ibidem. P.11 

 
54 In 1998, after the election of President Mohammad Khatami, the Clinton administration sought to extend an 

opening for dialogue with Tehran through a speech by Secretary of State Madeleine Albright. Madeleine 

Albright, ‘‘Remarks at 1998 Asia Society Dinner,’’ Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, New York, June 17, 1998, http:// 

www.aghayan.com/alb061798.htm. 
55  J. Dumbrell, ‘‘The Bush Administration, US public diplomacy and Iran’’ (working paper, School of 

Government and International Affairs, Durham University, Durham, 2007). 

http://dro.dur.ac.uk/4123/1/51832.pdf. 
56 L. O’Sullivan M., Iran and the Great Sanctions Debate. P. 11 



 28 

In building its strategy, the Obama’s administration did not make the common mistake of only 

including sanctions to achieve its goals, indeed the imposition of restrictions of 2010 was 

accompanied by other political instruments; however, the problem was that they were not 

enhancing the drive to get Iran at the negotiating table to make real concessions, and they may 

generate the opposite by increasing insecurity and doubts over the plans of the United States 

and the international community. In the case of Iran, building a great and clear sanctions 

strategy is not the only element that needs to be taken into account, moreover the most 

important challenged concerns the international consensus on sanctions against Iran. The 

international community has demonstrated a great level of unity in imposing sanctions on Iran, 

mainly given the efforts of the Obama administration. 57 

According to the author then, it is possible to affirm that even if the sanctions regime is 

constructed on the goals at hand and limitations are coupled with other policy means, it is not 

sure that sanctions will work. Related to the specific case analyzed by the author, the sanctions 

imposed would have had an economic impact, and with the additional restrictions imposed by 

the United Nation, Europe, and other countries would have generated uncertainty in Iran 

economy and would have reduced its capability in developing its oil and gas field as the country 

whished. The real question regards whether this regime would result in behavioral change 

among the policymakers in Teheran. According to Meghan O’ Sullivan, the result will depend 

on the internal dynamics of the government, on Iran’s government's ability to unify its 

population in the face of sanctions, and on how the government sees the requests of the 

international community. As anticipated at the beginning, The Obama administration should 

also think about how to transform the sanctions regime based on a failure or success. If 

sanctions will lead a more agreeable Teheran to the negotiating table, the United States and the 

international community would need to rapidly rethink the regime of sanctions in favor of a 

new one capable of delivering behavior changes. The author affirms that: “ This conversion 

will require some creative thinking and some intense diplomacy, for, for sanctions to function 

as a framework for step-by-step negotiations, they need to be flexible and easily lifted to build 

confidence or recognize positive actions quickly. With the web of sanctions currently in place, 

negotiators may have difficulty in responding with the alacrity required in a bargaining 

dynamic.” 58 This means that to achieve a certain objective, that in this case was a policy 

change, then the administration is obliged to reconsider its scheme. Yet, the author concludes 
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that it is too idealistic thinking that the 2010 sanctions-based strategy would allow reaching 

strategic results with Iran. To conclude, sanctions schemes should be modified according to 

the objectives that a certain country is willing to achieve, and in particular, they may lead to 

success as well as to failure. In the case of Iran, as it has been already studied in the first chapter, 

the restriction regime has been changed several times since 2010, and the “final” agreement 

has been reached only in 2015 with the approval of the JCPOA. 

 

2.1.2  Nuclear Deterrence  

 

Other important theories related to nuclear weapons concern deterrence. Generally, deterrence 

is considered an instrument to deter nuclear terrorism. A range of strategies as arms control 

focused on stated would not cease non-state terrorist threats but at least would help in reaching 

this aim. However, after 9/11 the Cold War concept of deterrence has been re-elaborated to 

face the threats of a new era. Moreover, terrorist groups as Al-Qaeda or ISIS, which aspire to 

carry out mass-casualty attacks may not be deterred by the threat of retaliation but states that 

live in an international system in which the international law governs states’ behavior must 

respect leverage which affects their conducts. In 2004, the United Nations Security Council 

unanimously approved Resolution 1540, which recognizes Non-state weapons of mass 

destruction (WMD) terrorism as a “threat to international peace” and asks member states to 

implement corresponding measures of internal regulation. A possible violation of the 

Resolution would be told to the Security Council for appropriate sanctions under the Chapter 

VII of the United Nations Charter. There are two main variants of classical deterrence strategy 

which respectively are deterrence by punishment and deterrence by denial.59 The first one aims 

at affecting the intention of a state to accomplish a hostile act through the credible threat of a 

disciplinary response, while the second one seeks at affecting the capacity of the target state ( 

by stopping the acquisition of those instruments or by adopting defensive measure to make 

them ineffective.)60  

To better understand the difference between these two types of strategies and to find out in 

which of those falls the case of Iran, it is necessary to explain more details of both. 
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Starting from the first one, it is possible to say that according to Robert Litwak: “The vast 

majority of work done in the nonproliferation area to counter nuclear terrorism falls under the 

rubric of deterrence by denial. This covers a range of activities including export controls to 

limit access to technology and physical security at sensitive sites to lock down fissile material 

to prevent illicit diversion, an objective pioneered through the U.S. Cooperative Threat 

Reduction program which the Obama administration had proposed expanding to regions 

beyond its original focus on the former Soviet Union.”61   

However, some shapes of deterrence by denial can also be non-cooperative as the interdiction 

of contraband cargoes through the multinational Proliferation Security Initiative to avoid the 

purchasing of WMD technologies. The strategy of the United States was a deterrence-by-denial 

strategy called “cooperative threat reduction” with the adoption of four Nuclear Security 

Summits by bringing together a lot of heads of state.  

An impressive result of the Summit process was the reduction in the number of countries which 

possessed weapons-usable nuclear materials, from 32 in 201 to 24 by the end of 2015.62   

Generally, the Summit initiative resulted in the elimination of approximately 3,000 kilograms 

of Highly enriched uranium, sufficient to build 100 bombs.  

Another type of deterrence, as already mentioned, is known as Deterrence by Punishment. The 

impulse for the Bush administration’s decision to start a preventive war to overturn the Saddam 

Hussein regime in Iraq in 2003 was a nightmare scenario that a “rogue state” would give 

nuclear weapons to a terrorist group. Bush government did not deliver a deterrent threat to 

prevent the transferring from state to non-state actor until North Korea decided to carry out a 

nuclear test in October 2006. Considering the scenario of the Agreed Framework in 2003, 

President Bush had alerted North Korea that its endeavors to buy nuclear weapons would not 

be accepted. 63Nevertheless, North Korea enlarged its stock of weapons-grade fissile material, 

and only after its nuclear test in October 2006 and after having proclaimed itself as a nuclear 

weapon state, President Bush did announce a policy of deterrence by punishment. As reported 

by David E. Sanger he affirmed that: “The transfer of nuclear weapons or material by North 
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Korea to states or non-state entities would be considered a grave threat to the United States, 

and we would hold North Korea fully accountable for the consequences of such action.” 64  

While Bush’s statement was referred to North Korea, the administration later extended that 

formulation into a general policy in February 2008.65 Yet the difficulty of strengthening the red 

lines was evident in 2007, months after the North Korea nuclear test and the deterrence menace 

when Pyongyang carried out a state-to-state transfer with Syria by giving a prototype of a 

nuclear weapon. Bush administration did not react militarily, however, Israel decided to act 

unilaterally by bombing the Syrian site in September 2008.66 

The Obama administration’s Nuclear Posture Review of 2010 inserted a repetition of Bush’s 

policy toward transfer by reaffirming the United States’ commitment to consider fully 

accountable any state or terrorist group, or other non-state actors that sustain or enable terrorist 

attempts to achieve or use weapons of mass destruction, by either facilitating, financing or 

giving competences or safe havens for the effort.67 However, there is still uncertainty regarding 

what is meant with “fully responsible” actors; David E. Sanger reported that “ To the dismay 

of arms control proponents who hold that the sole purpose of nuclear weapons should be to 

deter other states’ nuclear weapons, the Obama administration’s calculated ambiguity left open 

“the option of using nuclear weapons against foes that might threaten the United States with 

biological or chemical weapons or transfer nuclear material to terrorists.”68   For North Korea 

a clear alternative to the calculated ambiguity would be an explicit red line: the conscious 

transfer of weapons of mass destruction capacities by the Pyongyang regime to a non-state 

actor could generate a non-nuclear and regime-changing response from the United States. This 
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position, which goes beyond the US policy, could show an effective form of deterrence by 

punishment.69   

Taking into consideration the case of Iran, analyzed in this research, it is possible to say that 

Iran found itself at an inflection point since by concluding the JCPOA of 2015 with the world’s 

major powers, it will prevent its access to nuclear materials usable for fifteen years. By limiting 

Iran’s capabilities, this arms control arrangement was a form of deterrence by denial. The 

nuclear agreement was transactional since it addressed an urgent threat to avoid an Iranian 

nuclear leak to the bomb. Iran remains targeted as a state sponsor of terrorism by the United 

States Department, but the JCPOA, if successfully implemented, removes the possibility of 

Iran transferring a nuclear weapon or materials that could be used for building arms to a terrorist 

group.  

It can be said that Obama’s strategy of “pressure and engagements” to obtain the nuclear 

agreement with Iran showed the successful management of the two kinds of deterrence, by 

punishment and by denial. Moreover, the government threatened deterrence by punishment, 

which was widely understood as a potential military attack on the nuclear infrastructures of 

Iran, if the country crossed the technological threshold of armaments.  

Also, Obama better explained that the mixed message of Bush’s government, affirming that 

the aim of the United States was not the maximalist purpose of regime change but was to 

modify Iranian behavior by conforming the Iranian nuclear program into compliance with its 

NPT duties. By restricting the focus of Iranian conduct that violated imposed norms, the Obama 

administration gained multilateral support, which entailed also the sustain of Russia and China, 

to exercise crucial pressure on Iran. The JCPOA has established a fundamental non-

proliferation precedent. This approach, that is deterrence by denial through weapons’ control 

could be used to manage two other difficult situations related to nuclear capabilities, North 

Korea and Pakistan. 

 

2.2  A summary of Iran and Russia’s relations 

 

Putin’s return to Kremlin in 2012, and the following election of Hassan Rouhani as the 

president of Iran in 2013, signed the beginning of a new period in Iranian-Russian relations, 

which had been declining during the year of Dmitry Medvedev’s presidency between 2008 and 

2012. Vladimir Putin, only two months after his election, met his Iranian counterpart, 
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Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. During the meeting, the Russian president affirmed Moscow’s 

intention in boosting its relations with Tehran. Putin outlined in his speech the issues that both 

countries should have discussed; they entailed a wide range of regional problems as the legal 

status of the Caspian Sea, the instability in Syria, Iraq, bilateral relations, and perspective on 

the settlement and management of the nuclear concern.  

The presidents talked about the problem of the low volume of bilateral trade and investment, 

the prospect of Russian-Iranian cooperation in the nuclear and oil and gas fields, as well as the 

possibilities for Russian military exports to the Islamic Republic.  

After the meeting, Tehran and Moscow began to actively coordinate their efforts on Syria. The 

Kremlin has endorsed the Iranian’s inclusion in international discussion of the situation in 

Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq. In 2014, Russian foreign minister Sergey Lavrov even named 

Iran as “a natural ally” of Russia in the fight against religious extremism in the Middle East. 

These claims aimed at demonstrating that Russia considered Iran as more than just a “southern 

neighbor”.  

The purpose of Russian and Iran to build closer relations after the presidential elections in 

Russia and Iran in 2012 and 2013 respectively was brought by a complex mixture of internal 

drivers and external challenges. Both presidents needed to rethink their foreign policy 

priorities. While the ideational elements related to the Russian confrontation with the West 

became one of the most important determinants for Putin’s foreign policies, Rouhani took 

power with the extremely pragmatic task of saving the country from the pressure of restrictions.  

As a consequence, this difference determined the perception of each other in the minds of Putin 

and Rouhani. Finally, both Russia and Iran were forced to deal with the challenges posed to 

their interests by the Syrian crisis and the outcomes of the Arab Springs. 70 

 

2.2.1 Iran’s foreign policy objectives and Russia’s role. 

 

Rouhani’s idea of Russia was largely dependent on the foreign policy aims of Iran’s political 

agenda when he arrived at the power. From this point of view, Rouhani could be considered as 

a unique Iranian president: moreover, contrary to his predecessors, Rouhani did not think 

globally, but he was concentrated on concrete objectives to be reached. His purposes were: to 

facilitate the burden of international restrictions, enhance the economic situation in Iran, and 
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secure Iran’s regional interests in the unfolding conflicts in Syria, Yemen, and Iraq. Rouhani’s 

plan did not follow a global strategy, rather it was mainly based on regional and security goals. 

His instrumental and pragmatic foreign policy thinking played a key role in Tehran’s 

relationship with Moscow. 

Since 2013, dialogue with Russia has decreased since Tehran gave much more attention to 

other foreign policy aims as relations with central Asian countries. As a consequence, dialogue 

with Russia on some of these issues decreased, whereas it strengthened on others. 

First of all, after the partial lifting of the sanctions as a result of the accord (JCPOA), Russia 

started to sustain Iran’s application to the full membership in the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO), since before that time, there was a total rejection to guarantee Iran’s 

membership in the SCO due to both internal and external factors.  

Rouhani, under these circumstances, decided to stop negotiations for Tehran’s membership in 

this organization until better times, especially given that the SCO was opposing Iran’s 

achievement of certain political goals.71 

The nuclear question regarded a different case and Iran searched for dialogue with Moscow on 

this: by 2013, it was clear that the restrictions against Iran were working. Moreover, Iran was 

almost cut off from the international banking and security system, and the possibility to access 

foreign investments, advanced technologies and international sea carriage services were highly 

restricted. 

Patrick Clawson reported: “ In 2012, the official rate of unemployment reached 12.2% (and 

more than 19% in unofficial calculations). The shutdown of industrial projects requiring 

foreign technology, investments, and equipment accelerated the growth of this indicator.” 72 

This explains the fact that Rouhani came to the power by playing on the feelings of the majority 

of Iranian society, which wished the new government to substantially reinforce their quality of 

life and the socio-economic conditions in the country. This latter was related to the easing of 

the United States and the European sanctions, which put pressure on the Iranian economy. It 

was properly in this context that Moscow played a key role: it proposed an initiative that 

generated the necessary framework for Iran’s negotiations with the international community 

on the nuclear field. For Tehran, was crucial to have Russia on board during these negotiations, 
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as for the Iranian leaders, Moscow and, to a lesser level, Beijing were the forces that could 

counteract the Western powers during nuclear talks.  

Since 2012, even before the elections of Rouhani to the president, the Russian administration 

actively worked to support authorities in Tehran and the West on the nuclear issue.  

Lavrov proposed in 2012 to set the stage for negotiations, which finally led to the signing of 

the JCPOA and thus to the beginning of the partial lifting of restrictions. 

Russian interests in the settlement of the nuclear issue were easy: Moscow hoped that a nuclear 

agreement would guarantee that Iran would not become another “hotspot” on the post-Soviet 

space’s periphery. In addition. The end of Iran’s pariah status and its gradual reintegration into 

the international community would also allow Russia to collaborate with the Islamic Republic 

more actively on regional questions without damage the Kremlin of being accused of creating 

an “unholy” alliance.  

Finally, Moscow wished that reaching a nuclear agreement would remove the sanctions that 

had hindered Russia’s economic activity in Iran: thus, international restrictions were a serious 

obstacle to the development of economic cooperation between Iran and Russia. 

As a matter of fact, in the eight years preceding the JCPOA, Russian businesses failed to make 

any substantial economic basis in Iran.  

Russia's investment activity in the Islamic Republic since 2006 had been unimpressive, and 

since 2011, the volume of trade between the countries had been continuously falling by more 

than 30 percent annually and by 2014 it reached around $1.7 billion. According to Moscow 

experts, the principal reason for this was the international restrictions adopted against Iran, 

which compelled the Russian business to refrain from dealing with Iran. For this specific 

reason, the end of the sanctions regime would, in exchange, grant Russian companies better 

access to the Iranian economy. In 2015 international discussions resulted in the signing of a 

“nuclear agreement”, the JCPOA, which put Iran’s nuclear program under the control of IAEA 

and the international community, resulting in a restriction being partially eliminated.  

This was surely a significant achievement of Iranian diplomacy and guaranteed Rouhani’s re-

election for a second presidential term in 2017.  

To sum up, for Russian- Iranian relations, the successful end of the nuclear negotiations 

provided a necessary boost for further development.73 
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2.3 Russia’s interests in the JCPOA  

 

After having illustrated two of the several theories that may influence actors in deciding on the 

nuclear field, and especially regarding the case of Iran, and also after having analyzed the 

relationship between Russia and Iran, this part of the current research aims at clarifying the 

interests that the Russian Federation had in taking part to the Iran Deal of 2015.  

The JCPOA certainly puts Tehran in a new, stronger position and potentially able to change 

the balance of the Persian Gulf area and the Middle and Near East of the region.  

In this context from the purely economic, commercial, and financial point of view, the 

relationship between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Russian Federation winds through 

various channels of collaboration and in different dossiers, starting from the sensitive sector of 

nuclear energy. Moscow has guaranteed its commitment to the conversion of the uranium 

enrichment plant in Fordow into a nuclear technology center with implications in the field of 

medicine, for example, and the Russian contribution to the construction of the Bushehr nuclear 

power plant is well known.  

Looking at every single productive sector and the possible commercial entanglements between 

Moscow and Teheran, without framing them in a wider frame of reference, which also entails 

the balances of the area and the cross relations between the main regional players which are 

Iran, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Israel, and the points of understating between Iran and Russia. 74 

 

2.3.1 Economic benefits  

 

The survival of Iran’s Islamic regime, accompanied by the gradual disposal of restrictions, 

opened up essential economic opportunities for Russia as well. Moreover, economic relations 

between Iran and Russia, have intensified in the last several months before the deal, as the two 

countries negotiated commercial transactions of significant meaning for Russia. 75 Also, 

already in 2014, Russia signed a multibillion-dollar accord to construct two additional nuclear 

reactors for Iran at the Bushehr nuclear power plant. 76 
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Other than substantial revenues achieved from the creation of those facilities, Russia will also 

be able to sell Iran nuclear fuel throughout the durability of reactors. The agreement also 

contains possibilities for Russia to build up to six other reactions in the future. 77 

In January, Iran and Russia signed a new military cooperation accord, that facilitates the future 

transfer of Russian military weapons to Iran.78 

Later, Vladimir Putin affirmed that he was lifting the ban on the delivery of air defense systems 

to Iran opening the way for future weapons sales once sanctions were removed.  

Before ceasing the S-300 sale, Russia had long been Iran’s first weapons supplier, with total 

sales of about $ 3.4 billion between 1991 and 2010.79 

Russia hoped that the elimination of the United Nations’ restrictions would have led to a 

resumption of large-scale arms transfers. Indeed, Sergei Shoigu, Russia’s defense minister, 

claimed that Russia would have tried to build a “long-term and multifaceted” military 

relationship with Iran.  

According to Paul Schwatz, Iran’s military sorely needed modern arms, but given the disputes 

and general mistrust, it is not likely that the West would sell such weapons to Iran for some 

time to come, even after having reached the Iran deal; Iran would, in any case, remain 

suspicious of relying on the West for the essential weapon system. Therefore, given Russia’s 

breach with the West due to Ukraine and its increasing aversion in sustaining the Western 

sanctions initiatives as showed by its votes to block United Nations restrictions against Syria, 

Iran would probably feel safer in relying on Russia for future arms sales.80 

At the same time, Iran was most likely to look at the West to obtain computer and 

telecommunications systems, electronic materials, and other types of high-technology 

commercial equipment since Western products are technologically more developed than 

Russian ones. Nonetheless, according to Y.Y. Belobrov, Russia was likely to create its way in 

certain areas where it remains technologically competitive as space technology, oil and gas 
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drilling and refinery equipment, pipeline construction, metallurgy, mining, civil aviation, 

chemical equipment, and railway expansion.81  

If Western companies hesitated to enter into Iranian markets due to lingering worries over the 

stability of Iran’s relationship with the West, Russia could acquire market share in other fields 

of Iran’s economy as well. Indeed, Mehd Sanayee, who was Iran’s ambassador to Russia at 

that time, noted that the two countries planned to enhance bilateral trade from $ 5 billion to $70 

billion per year over the future years.82 Even if this objective seemed to be exceedingly 

ambitious, it represented the final purpose of the two countries concerning their trading 

relationship.  

Iran’s opening to trade and the international market could certainly determine positive 

consequences also in and for the Russian market. But it was above all in the Defense and 

military material sector that the true axis of understanding between the two countries unfolds, 

a relationship consolidated and strengthened well before the gradual elimination of sanctions, 

albeit with alternating fortunes (with specific reference to the agreement for the sale of Russian 

S-300 air defense systems, later canceled in 2010, restored in 2015 and still awaiting Persian 

payment.)83 

To sum up, the most intense collaboration, also because it was supported by Russian giants as 

Rosoboronexport (arms export), Atomstroyexport (export of atomic equipment and materials) 

and even, albeit with greater reactance, Gazprom, was further consolidated with the visit, in 

February 2015, of Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu to Iran for priority talk with his 

Persian counterpart Hossein Denhgan. The common will was to exploit the synergy in the 

sector: on the one hand, Iran wished to reduce it is the military technology gap with rivals in 

the region ( most of all Israel and Saudi Arabia), on the other hand, attracted by the Iranian 

necessity, Russia aimed to consolidate its supremacy in the sale of armaments to Iran, in 
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particular in those sectors, as surface-to-air missile technology and air fighters, in which it had 

a significant competitive advantage over the other major provider, China. 84 

 

2.3.2 Energy sector 

 

One important potential negative effect for Russia arising out of the agreement would be the 

enhanced competition that Russia will face when Iranian gas and oil supplies return to the 

world energy markets. Given the Iranian economic situation, it will be keen to resume large-

scale oil and gas exports to obtain much-needed revenue.85  

The injection of Iranian oil into a market that was already glutted, threatens to increasingly 

reduce oil prices at a time when Russia’s economy has already been badly affected by lower 

oil prices and a consequent decline in the ruble’s price. A growth in Iranian natural gas exports 

would also pressure regional gas prices, especially for Europe which in turn would negatively 

affect Russia’s economy.86 However, Iran needed at least a year to increase its oil production, 

and even longer to enhance the gas one. Nor there is no guarantee that oil and gas prices would 

still be at the same low levels when important Iranian supplies come online. Meanwhile, Russia 

at that time already begun taking steps to balance the potential damages arising from Iran’s 

return to the energy markets. In August 2014, Russia and Iran signed a memorandum of 

understanding on a $ 20 billion barter accord under which Russia would have exchanged up to 

500,000 barrels of oil per day from Iran in return for Russian goods and services.87 Even though 

Iran’s oil minister later denied that the accord had gone beyond the discussion phase, 

subsequent reports from Russia show that it may be still alive.  

According to Reuters, in April 2015, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov 

claimed that the agreement was active and that Russia had already begun to deliver grain, 
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equipment, and construction equipment to Iran. However, this assertion has been contradicted 

by other reports.88   

In any event, if this agreement has complied, it would theoretically enable Russia to maintain 

this extra oil off the market until prices return to a lower and more acceptable level. 

Undoubtedly, enhanced Iranian production is not the only element that would determine future 

oil prices, indeed much depended on the policy of OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting 

Countries), particularly Saudi Arabia, which could answer to growing Iranian production by 

decreasing their result to bypass further price declines and to keep the same profit margins. 

Meanwhile, Russia has done little to balance the potential impact of diminished Iranian natural 

gas exports, the threat was less immediate given the delays that Iran faced in increasing gas 

production.   

To conclude, the main Russian concern on the subject of Iran’s international rise was the 

question of oil, moreover, in the medium term, the Vienna agreements would allow Iran to 

return to being an adequate energy provider, potentially undermining some positions of pre-

eminence matured over time by the Kremlin, at least as far as Europe is concerned. The friction 

in OPEC key between Russia and Saudi Arabia, ready to freeze part of the oil production to 

counteract the decrease in prices, and the Iranian opposition in this regard, further show the 

divergent need of the two countries.89 

 

2.3.3 Geopolitical advantages 

 

Paul Schwartz affirmed: “Russia is also poised to benefit geopolitically from the nuclear 

accord, because Iran is likely to emerge from this process as a newly empowered state, no 

longer constrained by the international sanctions regime and thus able to leverage its enormous 

energy reserves to obtain billions of dollars in additional export revenues”.90 

The new wealth would enable Iran both to enhance Iran’s military power and to better support 

its allies in the region relative to that of Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 

allies as well as Israel.  
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Generally, this outcome would benefit Russia, which stood to gain the most from a newly 

empowered Iran able to more efficiently achieve its Middle East purposes. According to Paul 

Schwartz, as things stood, there were several and strong reasons for Iran and Russia to 

strengthen cooperation in the region since in general, they shared the same geopolitical 

objectives. 91  

For instance, Russia and Iran both were strong supporters of the Bashar al-Assad regime in 

Syria, whereas contrarily, since the Syria crisis exploded in earnest, the West has repeatedly 

asked for Assad's removal from power. Even though Western nations have started to work with 

Assad (even if not officially), in the fight against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), 

their will to work with Assad was still limited and is not likely to endure once the threat from 

Isis was ceased. 92 

Russia and Iran were also united by the opposition to Saudi initiatives in the region, Iran due 

to the intensified sectarian distinctions it had with Sunni-led Saudi Arabia and because it saw 

Saudi Arabia as its greatest political competitor in the Middle East and Russia which was 

worried for Saudi support for Sunni radicalism and its possible spillover effects in Russia. 93 

 Additionally, Moscow has been annoyed by Saudi efforts to diminish oil prices, which as a 

consequence had badly undermined Russia’s economy. Contrarily, the United States and its 

Western allies had long enjoyed close links with the Saudis. Moreover, despite disagreements 

among them regarding the right strategy toward Syria and the wise to follow the Iran 

agreements itself, they were likely to stick together aligned on crucial concerns in the Middle 

East, comprising opposition to Assad and Iran’s adventurism in the region. 

However, the is an area in which the two countries differed markedly: in their relationship with 

Israel. Indeed, while Iran kept staying an implacable rival of Israel, Russia’s approach to Israel 

had been more nuanced. For instance, even though Russia continued to support the cause of 

Palestinian statehood, it has done so in a balanced way, considering Israel’s interests and also 

sometimes condemning Palestinian attitude, and scrupulously bypassing a starkly anti-Israeli 

tone.94 
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At Israel’s demand, Russia had also agreed to moderate or even eliminate weapons sales to 

Syria and Iran because they were considered as particularly alarming to Israel. From the Israel 

part, there has been a strong sustain for Russia, where more than 1 million Israeli citizens 

originally left the former Soviet Union to reach Israel. Also, Russia was considered as a 

fundamental export market for Israeli technology and agricultural productions. 

Thus, while Russia would have certainly tackled challenges in managing its relations with both 

Israel and the newly empowered Iran, it had proved at keeping good relations with both states 

despite such issues. This means that in the absence of a total transformation and development 

in the relationship between Iran and the West, Russia and Iran were likely to reinforce their 

ties once the Iranian agreement was in place. 95 

Given the already strong relationship, after the JCPOA it was possible to expect greater 

cooperation between the two in several areas, including showing support for Assad in Syria, 

enhancing their correspondent influence in Shiite-dominated Iraq, and facing Saudi influence 

in the region. Lastly, the consequence would be to reinforce Iran’s influence in the region at 

the expense of the United States’ allies, thereby simultaneously reducing American influence 

while increasing Russia’s one.  

The common commitment in support of the Assad regime in Syria, in the civil conflict since 

2011, with the complication of the presence of the Islamic State, has certainly welded the 

military relations between Iran and Russia, precisely because both Sukhoi Su-30SM and T-90 

are employed, in various capacities, on Syrian territory. 96 

The alliance of convenience, or marriage of interests, that seemed to have revived after the 

agreement for the cessation of hostilities in Syria, reached in February 2015, did not shield 

Russia and Iran from the different horizons and objectives that distinguish them in the common 

defense of the status quo of Assad in Syria. For Iran, the permanence of Assad's government 

was fundamental for the country's stability (and, at the same time, for the maintenance of 

Iranian influence in Syria); for Russia, which was particularly interested in the coastal area 

from Latakia to Tartous, where it had an important naval base in the Mediterranean, the 

destinies of future Syria and al-Assad were not inextricably intertwined, and this could lead 
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Moscow to favor possible situations and understandings of compromise not acceptable to 

Teheran. 97 

Syrian Civil War indeed appeared to be the main game-changer in the relationship between 

Iran and Russia. Russia’s military involvement in the Syrian conflict in late 2015 became the 

main element that brought the two countries together. From Tehran’s point of view, the start 

of Moscow’s engagement in Syrian affairs gave to Iranian authorities what they had been 

searching  for a decade: a solid military base for the development of bilateral relations.98 Since 

the 2000s, Tehran had been searching for a leading world power that could be a counterweight 

to the US pressure on Iran, and Russia was one of the best candidates for this role. However, 

during the precedent decades, any Iranian try to win Moscow’s sustain had failed; the Kremlin 

collaborated with Teheran only on a case-by-case basis, and attentively followed that this 

collaboration never reached the level when it could negatively influence the development of 

the Russian dialogue with Western powers or other countries of the Middle East. Moreover, 

until 2012, Moscow had sacrificed its good relationship with Teheran many times to enhance 

its ties with the United States and the European Union. Thus, the so-known reset in Russia-

United States relationship declared Medvedev and Obama in 2009 was one of the reasons why 

Russian authorities postponed the delivery of the S-300 missile complexes to Teheran and 

issued unilateral restrictions against Iran in 2010.99 

However, even given these conditions, Russia remained the most favorable candidate for the 

Iranian authorities as a potential counterweight to the US influence in the Middle East. Tehran 

attempted to form a stronger political collaboration with Russia, therefore they tried to find 

political issues of common interest whose discussion could lead to long-term cooperation 

between the two countries. The perfect time came when there has been a total degradation of 

Russian relations with the United States as a consequence of Euromaidan in Ukraine, and when 

Moscow started to be involved in Syria. Those two events led to the long-awaited 

circumstances for increasing discussion between Russia and Iran.100 
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Putin’s decision to send Russian troops to Syria opened even more options for this cooperation: 

indeed, after the start of the Russian military action, Iranian authorities sent a clear message 

about the readiness to collaborate with Russia. 

Russian leaders also seemed to be very interested in enhancing relations with Tehran after the 

signing of the JCPOA. Since 2012 when the international community renewed its attempt to 

settle the Iranian nuclear program, Russian leaders were worried about the possibility that the 

end of sanctions and subsequent Iranian rapprochement with the West could reduce Moscow’s 

influence in Tehran and thus distance the Islamic Republic from Russia. The failure for Iran 

and Russia to create a solid relationship through the strengthening of bilateral economic ties 

compelled Moscow to reinforce the discussion of political issues of mutual interest.101  

As a consequence, cooperation in Syria became of the most important issues as a base for the 

development of the bilateral dialogue between Iran and Russia. 102  

To conclude is possible to affirm that the very arc of crisis represented by the Syrian war, with 

several regional players competing or clashing as Iran and Saudi Arabia, as already mentioned, 

however, contributed to emphasize some differences in perspective that divide Moscow and 

Tehran, if the Russia/Iran link is introduced in the broader framework of power relations and 

balances in the area from Lebanon to Afghanistan. Indeed, as explained previously, Moscow 

had important accords with Israel and did not wish to reduce this agreement with a high content 

of technological value) to please Iran, nor does it aspire to antagonize Saudi Arabia, as could 

be intended from the note of criticism issued by the Kremlin for the attacks on the Saudi 

Embassy in Teheran and the consulate in Mashad. Contrarily, Moscow did not raise any 

exceptions for the execution in Saudi Arabia of the Shiite preacher Nimr al-Nimr on January 

2, 2016 (a fact that had triggered Iran's violent reaction). 103 

It is then possible to conclude that Russia tried to keep the relations with all regional actors 

balanced and to maintain its good relationship with Iran by exploiting the “new” Iran agreement 

of 2015.  
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2.3.4 Security benefits  

 

The JCPOA would also benefit Russia’s security. Even if was not widely acknowledged, 

Russia remained much more vulnerable to a possible Iranian nuclear attack than any other 

actors among the P5+1 member states. Iran’s recently constructed Shahab-3A ballistic missile 

had an effective range of up to 2,000 kilometers, not long enough to reach any other P5+1 

members state, but more than sufficient to arrive and hit targets in Western Russia.104  

Furthermore, given the fact that Russia was the signatory of the Intermediate Nuclear Forces 

(INF) Agreement, it was forbidden from fielding medium-range nuclear-armed missiles able 

to strike Iran directly, which would provide the most effective instruments of deterring such a 

potential Iran attack. By confining Iran’s capacity to develop nuclear arms, therefore, a nuclear 

agreement provided Russia with a safeguard against Iranian nuclear attack, a result that it would 

have been unable to reach on its own.   105 

However, the reduction of the Iranian nuclear threat was certainly not the most important 

advantage that Russia would receive from a concluded nuclear agreement. It was thus even 

more important the fact that the accord virtually assured the long-term survival of Iran’s Islamic 

Republic, which had long been one of Russia’s first aims in the Middle East. Russia’s 

willingness to preserve the regime that existed at that time did not arise out of any crucial 

affinity it might hold for mullahs, instead, it reflected Russia’s view that Iran’s regime could 

guarantee stability in the Middle East that was already hit by several unrests and also that 

instability in Iran could also negatively affect Russia’s interests in the region.  

Additionally, it also reflects Russia’s belief that Iran could be a favorable partner for Russia in 

the region since, from a geopolitical point of view, Iran’s interests aligned more with Russia’s 

ones rather than with those of the Western powers.  

As reported by Paul Schwartz, Iran’s defense minister Brigadier General Hussein Dehghan 

affirmed: “ Iran and Russia have common viewpoints towards political, regional and global 

issues.”106  
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Even though Iran’s nuclear agreement may not insulate Iran fully from the forces of change, it 

would at least leave a militarily imposed regime from the table, as long as Iran would comply 

with the agreement.107 

 

2.4 Development of Russia and Iran relationship after United States’ withdrawal from 

the JCPOA 

 

One of the most important challenges that were faced by Moscow and Tehran in the process of 

developing their relationship was the decision of the United States to withdraw from the 

JCPOA, as claimed by President Donald Trump in May 2018. 

According to Khozanov the unpredictability of the Iranian plan’s future immediately revived 

old rumors that Russia was interested in maintain anti-Iran sanctions rather than lifting them; 

but while there was some truth in these speculations, the reality was more complicated and 

more diverse. The situation that existed in Iran before May 2018 fully adapted Russia's 

interests. Tehran has been excluded by the remnants of the restrictions regime 2010-2015. 

These sanctions, as well as Trump’s menace to impose new punitive actions against Tehran, 

prevented Western investors from intervening in the Iranian economy.108 

Yes, this did not represent an obstacle for Russian businesses: moreover, contrarily to their 

Western enemies, Russian companies were the first to trade Iranian oil after the JCPOA was 

established in 2015. Almost all Russian oil and gas companies were working out their 

participation in Iran’s hydrocarbon plans.109 

By May 2018, Kremlin was sure that Russia was not limited by time and it should not be rushed 

when working with Iran, permitting the Iranian leadership to get used to the idea that Russia 

was the only possibility. There were also no illusions in Moscow that Russian companies could 

replace Westerners: Russia’s purpose was to fill the spaces it was interested in, but not to take 

the whole economy. Simultaneously, the Kremlin was not interested in enhancing the United 

States sanctions regime above the already existing level.  
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On the one hand,  Russia was worried by the fact that the new restrictions could lead to the 

partial restoration of the pre-2015 sanction regime that could negatively influence the Iranian 

economy and thus lead to socio-economic destabilization of the country.  

On the other hand, new restrictions could put some pressure on Russia’s companies interested 

in Iran and make them withdraw. As a consequence, Moscow decided to secure the 

implementation of the JCPOA and to support Iran in staying loyal to the agreement.110 

Nevertheless, after statements by Trump in May 2018 this negative scenario became a reality. 

The tone of the statements by Russian and Iranian officials about the bilateral collaboration 

under sanctions differed, indeed while Russians tried to be cautious, the Iranian due to obvious 

propaganda issues declared the beginning of a new age of Russian-Iranian cooperation 

determined by Trump’s decision to leave the JCPOA, pushing Tehran towards Moscow.111 

Thus, Russian oil companies were about to sign new contracts in Iran: Gazprom intended to 

invest in the development of the Iranian LNG producing capacities. Rosneft, in turn, signed a 

cooperation road map with the NIOC that comprised $30 billions of investments in the oil and 

gas area of Iran ( the whole oil output of projects to be issued by Rosneft might reach 55 million 

metric tons annually).112Gazprom Neft gave Iran all technical plans to develop the Cheshm-e 

Khosh and Shanguleh oil fields. In early December 2017, it also improved the proposal to 

develop the Iraqi Badr oil field and Iranian Azar oil field, as a united group.  

Yet, it is possible to affirm that all these will have never been carried out due to several reasons. 

First, Iran was interested in showing to the international community that Trump’s behaviors 

were futile. Concerning plans to get closer with Russians, Tehran was trying to upset 

Americans, supposing that United States policymakers would not like to see Iran and Russia 

building a real alliance under the pressure of restrictions. Second, forthright statements on the 

prospects of Russian-Iranian collaboration under sanctions were often made by Iranian or 

Russian politicians who were not accountable for the practical development of these ties.113 
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Those who were responsible, contrarily, were often modest in their declarations: they probably 

did not get that Trump’s decision would not help in the development of economic ties between 

the two countries.114 

Third, Russian policymakers and businessmen were against the United States' proposal to 

restore sanctions. This skepticism was not determined by compassion to Iranian problems, but 

by the negative behavior towards restrictions as a tool of political pressure. It is also 

fundamental to mention the fact that Moscow was also under the United States sanctions and 

could not allow itself to stay silent on this concern. 

The same was valid for Russian business: on May 25, 2018, the managing director of Rosneft, 

Igor Sechin severely criticized the United States' choice to impose restrictions against Iran and 

Venezuela: basically, its speech largely reflected the worries of Russian companies on the 

sanctions inflicted to Russia.115 

 

2.4.1 Russia’s “wait and see” strategy  

 

Practically, Russian companies seemed to be ready to adopt “wait and see” tactics and if 

necessary, were decided to step back from Iran in precise areas. There had already been the 

case of Russian company’s withdrawal from Iran, probably under the influence of United 

States’ restrictions. Thus, in May 2018, the Russian-Middle Eastern Trade Centre declared its 

willingness to leave Iran. 116 

This society had been contracted to construct desalination facilities in Iran. Shortly after, one 

of Russia’s major oil producers, Lukoil, also stated its intention to leave Iran. As of June 2018, 

other Russian companies operating in Iran had shown interest in enduring their efforts to 

participate in the Iranian market.117 

However, there was a clear understanding that Trump’s decision to leave the JCPOA made this 

task more risky and challenging. Even though Kremlin tried to ensure its Iranian allies its 
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readiness to keep business with Tehran, Russia’s presence in Iran depended on two factors: 

first, the behaviors of the Europeans; moreover, Moscow noted that if European politicians 

needed to support their statements on European readiness to guarantee ties with Iran to make 

sure that Russia would not be standing alone against the United States if decided to protect Iran 

from America restrictions.118 

The second element was Trump’s determination in restoring sanctions and implementing new 

measures against Iran. By 2019, none of these elements could persuade Russa that it should 

keep its business in Iran. Moscow’s leverage to affect the United States’ attitude was negligible. 

This was officially recognized. In early May 2018, Lavrov claimed that Russia could do 

nothing about new restrictions that would be imposed by Trump.119 

The Kremlin was not enough ready to fight for Iran: if Moscow saw that the situation was not 

developing on behalf of Iran, and the Europeans failed to present an adequate opposition to 

Americans, the majority of Russian oil and gas companies would probably put cooperation 

with Tehran on pause or at least reassess their strategies in Iran. Nevertheless, this would not 

mean the whole disruption of collaboration, as this would inevitably backfire, compromising 

the political dialogue and relationship between the two countries, which Moscow would try to 

prevent.  

In the worst-case situation, if the Europeans left Iran and the United States imposed secondary 

sanctions, the field of cooperation would probably be reduced and be limited to the several 

projects actively protected by the Russian administration, or that were in the zones not covered 

by sanctions such as the building of the Bushehr nuclear plant, and Sirik power plant and maybe 

the Russian Railways Company (RZD) projects. 

Government oil businesses would also attempt to stay in Iran, and, probably keep their presence 

hoping to assure their share of the Iranian market until better times.  

Yet despite Russia’s “wait and see” strategy, Moscow did not mean to stay completely idle and 

wished to try to protect Iran from external pressures. 
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Russian vice prime minister Dmitry Kozak affirmed in May 2018 that Moscow noted 

difficulties for its companies in Iran, which entailed those caused by the use of dollars for 

financial operations.120 

Yet it would seek to reduce the effect on bilateral relations. Kozhanov affirmed: “First, 

Moscow thought to return to the situation of 2012-2015 when the lion’s share of business 

between the two countries was done in grey areas by small and medium enterprises that were 

not affected by sanctions (for some of them, Iran was the only external market). Second, Russia 

could try to create a legal means to avoid the US sanctions. Trump’s sanctions could boost the 

use of national currencies in bilateral trade;121 

Novak affirmed also that local currencies could be used by Russia in oil accords with Iran, even 

though he underlined that this would request the creation of a certain administrative 

mechanism.122 

Russian and Iranian businessmen would open corresponding accounts in Russian and Iranian 

banks. Moscow also established direct connections between Russian and Iranian banking 

systems. In addition, in November 2017 Russia and Iran implemented together with the “oil-

for-goods” program where Moscow brought Iranian oil in exchange for Russian machinery and 

investment.  

This initiative had been discussed since the early 2010s. Initially, it was intended to support 

Iran in evading the oil trade embargo imposed by the United States, the European Union, and 

their partners. This program saved Iran’s economy from a crisis and provided Russian 

businesses with additional oil reserves to trade abroad.  

After the adoption of the JCPOA, the discussion of this agreement was postponed but later 

renewed. This time, the oil-for-goods program was expected to compensate for the lack of 

financial reserves in Iran that had blocked Tehran from paying for imports of Russian 

equipment in hard currency.   

If the United States had tried to persuade the buyers of Iranian oil to find alternative suppliers, 

the oil-for-goods program could be utilized for the needs it had been initially supposed to 

satisfy. In 2017, Moscow confirmed that in 2018, it planned to continue the implementation of 
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this program. It was expected that Moscow would pay 5 million tons of oil annually from Iran. 

In exchange, the Kremlin had planned to supply Iran with goods of the value of $ 45 billion. 

Third, in May 2018, The Eurasian Economic Union and Iran signed a temporary accord on the 

creation of a free trade zone that implied the reduction of existing trade tariffs and customs 

duties.123 

This move would not be able to have a positive global effect on Iran’s economy, indeed the 

overall volume of trade between the European Economic Union and Iran had been $ 2.7 billion 

( the share of Russian-Iranian trade was $1.7 billion) and this would not dramatically improve. 

The immediate positive effect was also doubtable. Kozak sustained that Russian business 

would be able to earn an additional $150 million.124 

Yet, this free commerce area would create loopholes for restrictions evasion and still help to 

develop the Russian- Iranian economic relations under sanctions.  

Between 2012 and 2015, Iran had also been actively using the post-Soviet area as the territory 

from which it could use technologies and funds, and even reach international financial 

systems.125 

Finally, Russia and Iran had also talked about exotic ways to evade new United States 

sanctions.  

As a method to compensate for the potential removal of Iran from the SWIFT system, Tehran 

recommended using crypto-currencies for bilateral financial operations. According to the head 

of the economic commission of the majlis, Mohammad Reza Pourebrahimi, the Central Bank 

of Iran had already received a request to study this option.126 

In May 2018 Pourebrahimi met his Russian counterpart, the head of Duma’s economic 

commission, Dmitry Mezentcev, and suggested utilizing the crypto-currencies for bilateral 

trade.  According to the Iranian MP, the reaction of Russian parliamentarians was positive, 

although there was no precedent that crypto-currencies had been used in this way before.127 
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2.4.2 Limitations of Iranian-Russian dialogue 

 

To conclude, it is possible to affirm that Rouhani’s presidency underlined two main directions 

of the Russian-Iranian political relationship: the situation in Syria and the future of the JCPOA. 

In both cases, the two countries had endeavored to reinforce cooperation and essential effects 

were achieved. Yet, the Russian-Iranian dialogue also had its limitations. Thus, Moscow and 

Tehran were obliged to become partners in Syria under different contexts. However, their 

collaboration was occasionally limited by those cases where they were both involved in this 

interaction. 

The additional further forming of the full-fledged alliance was hindered by shared mistrust and 

concerns that this could damage the Russian and Iranian relationship with third parties. It could 

therefore be summed up that the Russian-Iranian dialogue on Syria had already attained the 

maximum of its potential by the end of the first Rouhani presidential term in the office.  

While actively arguing about the issue of United States sanctions with Moscow, Tehran still 

counted on Russia as the last resort in the JCPOA agreement.  

This was given by the fact that Russia could offer Iran only diplomatic sustain and some 

marginal practical measures to balance the negative results of American sanctions. The latter 

was large because of the lack of economic potential to support Iran, although, if it could, 

Moscow would assist Tehran in sanctions evasion. It may be expected that Moscow would be 

more active in protecting Iran’s interests in its stand-off with the United States and try to 

mobilize the international community against the United States. 

Russia and Russian business, contrarily, had decided to follow the “wait-and-see” strategy: 

Moscow did not want to leave Tehran but needed to limit its economic presence in Iran 

considering the threat of the American secondary restrictions to be imposed against Russian 

business.128 

 

CHAPTER III: The United States  

 

3.1 Iran and United States’ bilateral relationship 
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This part of the dissertation aims at analyzing and describing the evolution of the relationship 

between Iran and the United States over the years, to better understand the interests that the 

United States had in the Middle East and the different positions taken by Obama and Trump 

regarding the Iran Nuclear Deal. 

 

3.1.1 An historical analysis of Iran-United States relations until 1953. 

 

It is necessary to analyze the historical framework of US-Israel bilateral relations to 

comprehend the contemporary relations and the positions taken by the United States’ 

Presidents regarding the Iranian Deal, given the fact that the United States’ role in Iranian 

politics and security has been both crucial and controversial.  

The United States started to be engaged in Iran during the 19th century, when American 

missionaries arrived in Persia. The event signed the beginning of  the U.S. diplomatic mission 

to Iran began in 1883.129 

It is necessary to mention that the United States’ commitment in Iran was not one of the first 

interests that United States had in the world, until the discovery of oil. Indeed, with the finding 

of oil in Iran, the American oil giants immediately started to have economic interests there and 

for this reason, the United States started to focus their attention to Iran. 130 

The American oil giants soon developed economic interests and Iran became the principal point 

of the United States’ interests. 131 

The moment in which the interests of the U.S came to the surface, was when, in 1941, Iran 

started to consider the United States as a natural ally, insofar the U.S sustained it during the 

Anglo-Soviet invasion trough economic and military support.132 

The first turning point in their relationship camewhen Muhammad Reza Shah substituted his 

father with the sustain of the United States and from that moment on the American commitment 

in Iran grew stronger. 133 
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The nationalist forces and the Islamic clergy always looked at the United States’ excessive 

commitment in Iran, negatively. These two reasons pushed Mohammad Mosaddegh to lead a 

coup which ended with the removal of the Shah of Iran in 1953. Nevertheless, the American 

response succeeded in putting the Shah back in power and this further strengthened US 

involvement in Iran.  134 

When Great Britain left the Gulf in 1969, Iran finally became the most influential, strong and 

big partner of the United States in the Middle East.The shah became more assertive in the 

region but at the same time repressive domestically.  135 

It has to be noticed that the nationalist coup of 1953 had already awakened the Islamic clergy 

in Iran, and additionally Ayatollah Khomeini soon became a sign of “resistance and hope” to 

the common Iranians against Shah’s repression and suppression. It took more than two decades 

for Ayatollah Khomeini to achieve enough sustain to bring a popular revolution and remove 

the Shah of Iran in 1979 and the United States’ commitment. 136 

In summary, similarities can be seen from this historical analysis: the United States was 

involved in regime change in Iran in both 1942 and 1953, and still maintains that revolutionary 

Iranian regime change is possible and important to achieve its interests.  

The United States tried regime change in the 2009 presidential election when Mir Hossein 

Mousavi was endorsed for the presidential race. This option was rejected when it was revealed 

that Mousavi was a follower of the nationalistic approach. 137 

Moreover, the permanent American engagement in Iran has aroused popular dissatisfaction and 

also anti-Americanism, which later turned into the hallmark of revolutionary Iran’s foreign 

policy posture. 

Hussain Nazir affirmed: “ Also, the US has been unable to understand the Iranian national 

psyche and character studded with religious ideology in the post-revolutionary Iran. Moreover, 

the Iranian bellicosity and conflictual posturing brought domestic dividends but at the cost of 
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international isolation, which continued during the rule of Ayatollah Khomeini and later during 

Mahmood Ahmadinejad’s presidency.”  138 

Basically, the United States’ behavior which aimed at changing Iran’s regime put pressure on 

the country and generated feelings of annoyance on Iran’s population.  

 

3.1.2 Revolutionary Iran phase and the United States 

 

The fall of the Shah of Iran represented a huge loss for the United States' influence in the 

Middle East.  

As a consequence, the Iranian leadership showed a revolutionary fervor, to which the United 

States reacted with counter-actions that worsened the bitterness of the bilateral relationship. 139 

The United States answered with the following counter-actions:the taking over of the United 

embassy staff as a hostage in Tehran and freezing the Iranian assets in the United States.  

Some events further bothered the Iranian leadership, as the Western support on Iraq during the  

Iran-Iraq war (1980-88), and finally the demolition of an Iranian airliner with 370 people on 

board by the United States in July 1988.140 

In the aftermath of the Kuwait crisis (1990-91), the United States adopted the “dual 

containment” strategy against Iran and Iraq, which did not lead to the desired aims. 141 

The Iranian opposition to the United States’ engagement in the Middle East and its constant 

support to Iran had won a lot of sustain for Iran in the region. Iran had found two regional 

proxies, Hezbollah and Hamas, to undermine the United States and Israeli role in the regional 

security dynamics. Iranian opposition to the “Peace Process” and continued United States  

political and military support to Israel against the Palestinians has toughened the Iranian 

position vis-à-vis the United States.  

Furthermore, the application of negative adjectives by Iran as the “Great Satan” and by Iran 

such as “ Great Satan” and by the United States as “Islamic Fundamentalism”, “ Rogue State” 

and lastly “Axis of Evil” turned out as added fuel to the fire in the United States – Iran bilateral 
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relations. Therefore, from the “dual containment” strategy to the “regime change” the United 

States was unable to shape the Iranian idea.  142 

          As affirmed by Nazir Houssani: “The post 9/11 regional security framework brought the 

United States and Iran closer: the United States defeated two main regional enemies of Iran. 

Taliban, an ideological and political menace in Afghanistan in 2001, and Saddam Hussein in 

Iraq, a regional security threat to Iran in 2003. In exchange, Iran offered logistical support for 

United States’ actions in Afghanistan and eased its positions with the United States’ role in 

Afghanistan and Iraq” 143 

However, the detection of the Iranian nuclear program in 2002 became an additional reason of 

conflict between the two countries. The conflicting position on the nuclear issue from both the 

countries proved unconvincing for both: Iranian affirmation of “right to peaceful uses of 

nuclear energy under Article IV of the non-proliferation treaty” and the United States’ position 

of “Iranian pursuit of Weapons of Mass Destruction”. 

The agreement on Additional Protocol to the NPT and the United Nations imposed regime 

sanctions against Iran since 2006 were seen as counter-productive by Iran. 144 

It is also important to mention the fact that, despite the different approaches of the two countries 

concerning bilateral and regional concerns, both have tried to make positive overtures. 

Moreover, both moderate Iran presidents, Hashemi Rafsanjani and Mohammad Khatami 145 

kept a “critical commitment” with the United States’ European allies, the EU-3. 

Around 1998, there have been positive moves that, however, culminated into any tangible 

outcome due to the severe “trust deficit” that existed in their relationship: both countries’ 

attempts to normalize the relations and to promote a better understanding between the two 

failed. 
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The new United States president Barak Obama came with his policy strategy of “change” in 

his election campaign and addressed the Iranian issue. Initially, he sustained the normalization 

of relations between Iran and the United States 146, nevertheless, the Congressional disapproval 

of the Presidential actions and its hardened position on the Nuclear Deal between the P5+1 and 

Iran eclipsed any chances of rapprochement. 

With the ending of the first decade of the century analyzed, the event in the Middle East took 

a different stride: on one hand, the 2010 Arab Spring in the region had the United States lost 

its credibility, and on the other hand, it gave to the Iranian regional influence due to its 

democracy against stability generating chaos and unrest in the whole Arab world. This forced 

the United States to rethink its strategy of “denial” to “engagement” with Iran.  

Also, it is important to point out that the continued United Nations’ sanctions, the deteriorating 

Iranian economy, and the social discontent within Iran also pushed Iran to reconsider its foreign 

policy strategy.  

In 2013 a pragmatist Hassan Rouhani became the Iranian president and with his policy of 

“prudent moderation”, “constructive commitment” and “heroic flexibility” 147, led to the 

interim nuclear deal in November 2013, to the freezing of the Iranian nuclear program and to 

the easing of sanctions which raised hopes for a long wished rapprochement between the 

United States and Iran. 148 

Finally, the agreed environment in April 2015 at Lausanne for a comprehensive nuclear deal 

by June 2015 brought to the historic opportunity for the normalization of relations after 35 

years of bitter opposition.  

 

3.1.3 Conflict of interests: the Iranian nuclear program issue until Barack Obama’s 

presidency.   

 

The relations between Israel and the United States are affected by several concerns bilaterally, 

regionally, and worldly. In particular, three are the key issue areas that mostly undermine their 
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ties: Iran’s nuclear program, Iran’s alleged support to "terrorist entities", and its opposition to 

Middle East security architecture. 149 

Focusing especially on the Iranian nuclear program, it was initiated with the United States’ 

sponsored “ Atom for Peace Program” in the early 1950s. At the end of the 1970s, Iran was 

afraid that its oil reserves will not be able to meet the requests of the burgeoning population 

and economic development. Indeed, in 1973, the United States-based Sandford Research 

Institute predicted Iran’s need for nuclear energy and recommended the production of 20,000 

MW of nuclear electricity by 1990 150 

For this reason, the Shah planned to construct 20 nuclear power reactors and to appease the 

fears, and he took part in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1968 and rarified it in 

1970. 151 

The Iran-Iraq war and the revolution led to the full deactivation of the nuclear program in 1979. 

Nevertheless, subsequently in 1990,  due to the recovery of the request for nucl 

ear energy by Iran,  the work on the Bushehr nuclear power plant began again, first with 

German collaboration and later with Russian support. 152 

Since then Iran has constructed several advanced nuclear facilities spread all over Iran, 

including plants to enhance the number of nuclear power reactors .153 

In 2002, the Iranian opposition in exile, particularly Alireza Jafarrzadeh, a member of the 

National Council of Resistance on Iran, disclosed several secret nuclear facilities in Iran. As 

already highlighted by the current study, in 2003 President Mohammad Khatami in a 

proclamation confirmed the existence of complex nuclear plants at Natanz capable of 

producing highly enriched uranium (HEU)154 
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In 2003, the IAEA inspectors unearthed very developed which had been unrevealed earlier. 

The IAEA warned Tehran to disclose all supposed activities in the country and open all its 

nuclear facilities for inspection, or it should be ready to manage the consequences. 155 

These revelations gave alarm bells around the world and the Iranian nuclear program became 

a huge global concern. Despite Iranian affirmations that their nuclear program was purely made 

for peaceful aims, the Western powers, especially the United States did not trust the Iranian 

stance and points towards its advanced facilities such as the Enrichment Plant. 

The world apprehensions were shown in the United Nations Security Council, which passed a 

series of resolutions, resulting in military-economic sanctions against Iran from 2006.  156 

This was, although Iran signed and ratified all international arms control treaties and constraints 

including the Additional Protocol, suggested by the EU-3 and the IAEA in 2004. 

Direct negotiations on Iran’s nuclear ambitions started in early 2013 between the P5+1 and 

Iran with the final objective of resolving the controversy. The direct talks began with Barack 

Obama’s telephonic talk with President Hassan Rouhani in September 2013. From that specific 

moment, an interim deal was reached between the two sides in November 2013, which was 

extended twice for six months until November 2014, to arrive at a definitive deal by June 2015. 

As it has been mentioned yet, the deal entailed the possibility for Iran to keep nuclear facilities 

that are insisted were made for peaceful and civilian aims, but they would be subject to strict 

production limits. 157 

Also, Iran got relief from decade-long economic sanctions, especially embargo place on the 

sale of its oil, and impeded access to the international financial system. 158 

While most Iranians celebrated the finalizing of the deal positively, United States’ hawkish 

allies as Israel and Saudi Arabia judge it as a grave danger to the region and the world. 
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Besides the mentioned problem areas, there were some more challenges to the normalization 

of bilateral relations between the United States and Iran: mainly the United States regional 

allies, the domestic political structures, and institutional hardline approach of the Congress and 

Iranian majlis towards each other. 159 

However, the “existential threat” to Israeli security was represented by the nuclear program. 

Therefore, Israel was against any normalization of the relationship between Israel and the 

United States. After the nuclear talks between Iran and the P5+1, Israel launched a diplomatic 

offensive against the deal. The Israeli premier, Benjamin Netanyahu, ventured to address 

United States Congress against signing a deal with Iran. 160 

As it has already been claimed, in 2015 after long negotiations between Iran and the P5+1, the 

Iranian nuclear agreement has been dealt with. The deal entailed a lot of measures as the 

reduction of the number of centrifuges or the break of enrichment at Fordow. However, 

according to the deal, United States sanctions on Iran regarding security and human rights 

abuses would remain in place: it provided that AIEA would make inspections on Iranian 

facilities and sanctions would have been re-imposed if Iran breached the deal. 

Generally, the deal seemed to ensure a win-win position for both sides as they had come out of 

their fixated positions to gibe diplomacy a possibility for bringing an end to the nuclear 

controversy that started in 2002. 161 

The overall context was hailed by Obama who defined it as “a good deal that would address 

concerns about Iran’s nuclear ambitions. We have reached a historic understanding with Iran.” 

162 

However, President Obama called his regional ally King Salman of KSA, inviting him to Camp 

David to talk about Iran and the turmoil in the region, and he also talked with Benjamin 

Netanyahu ensuring that the Iranian deal significantly diminished the Iranian pathway to the 

nuclear bomb. 163 
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The Iranian foreign minister defined the deal as a “win-win outcome” and he also claimed that 

“ they would not allow a return to the old system”.  164 

He affirmed that the two countries would have tried to overcome distrust, but he also added 

that the Iran-United States relationship did not deal with the agreement, given the fact that the 

two countries had several divergences.  165 

The direct negotiations between John Kerry and Javad Zarif gave the opportunity for mutual 

understanding between the countries after 35 years of hostility, giving a possibility of a new 

beginning in the negotiations.. During the 35 years analyzed of the United States and Iran 

relations, both states have been on a conflicting path with each other, on issues as Iran-Iraq 

War, Terrorism, Israel, etc.  

From Ayatollah- Khatami to Rouhani, Iran and United States have seen contrasting approaches, 

and finally had firstly considered their national security objectives as a regional power. 

Likewise, from hostility to amity and containment to engagement, the United States realized 

that their regional security purposes are interwoven with Iranian regional actions. 166 

From Carter to Reagan and Bush to Obama, strategies of containment to dialogue, the United 

States came to the power politics in its relations with Iran. Therefore in the regional security 

complex of the Middle East needed each other. 167 

Despite several challenges and concerns, both sides had shown their will to collaborate and 

stabilize their relations being circumvented by third parties and a dynamic regional security 

environment. The start of direct negotiations over the Iranian nuclear issue in September 2013 

was a try of their political acumen and diplomacy. The intense extensions of deadline beyond 

March 31, for reaching an agreed context of understanding for an eventual definitive deal by 

June 2015 was the clear demonstration of new realities and news beginnings. Despite strong 

opposition from domestic institutions and key decision-makers, the leadership of Iran and the 

United States have demonstrated that the road to normalization stands in dialogue, debate, and 

diplomacy. 168 
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However, the new start in the United States and Iran relations had to resist the baggage of 

conflictual history, hardline parliaments, dissatisfied allies, and changing regional security 

environment. 

It is necessary to mention the fact that, as will be explained by this study in the following 

sections, the relationship between Iran and the United States especially regarding the JCPOA 

changed with the election of the new United States President Donald Trump in 2017. Moreover, 

in 2018 Trump decided to withdraw from the JCPOA, attacking frontally Iran as it hasn’t 

happened in a long time since the American presidency. 

In the following parts, there will be analyzed the American interests in signing the JCPOA, the 

two different and opposed approaches of Obama and Trump, particularly the United States’ 

position before and after the withdrawal, and the possible future scenarios.  

  

3.2 United States’ interests in signing the deal and the Obama administration. 

 

In this section of the research there will be analyzed the interest that the United States had in 

the Middle East region that led to the sign of the JCPOA. More specifically, there will be 

analyzed Obama’s policy and strategy toward Iran in his two mandates, to better understand 

his decisions regarding the nuclear issue. 

 

3.2.1 Obama’s first mandate  

 

Barack Obama was elected in 2008 and starting from that moment he was supposed to face a 

situation characterized by the existence of a sanctions regime and the failure of diplomatic 

efforts to find a solution. As previously analyzed the chance of reaching a deal had been further 

reduced since 2005, due to the election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who belonged to the most 

intransigent current of the Iranian political class. 169 Thus, Iran was in 2008 disinclined to 

collaboration and dialogue.  

However, the Iranian issue, especially regarding its nuclear program, did not interest only the 

United States but a multitude of state actors. First of all, the views of the United States’ allies 

in the Middle East region are relevant: in particular, Israel and Saudi Arabia that originally 
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have not been allies, supported an aggressive policy towards Tehran. Israel particularly 

proposed, referring to the Iranian nuclear program, the zero enrichment solution: this policy 

was shared, until 2008, also by the United States’ administration consistent with Bush’s point 

of view. This strategy would have entailed that the United States remain involved in the Middle 

East scenario, to contain potential responses from Iran: basically, it did not consider the 

possibility to find a diplomatic solution.  

           Contrarily, European allies preferred a diplomatic solution for a different reason. The 

first one was economic: since the time of the Clinton presidency, the United States’ sanctions 

have also applied to European companies that sought to create a business with Iranian oil 

companies. 170 

These countries sustained and implemented the sanctions regime but only because they 

considered sanctions as a useful incentive to push Iran to negotiate a lasting solution to the 

problem of its nuclear development program. 171 

On the other hand, the Bush administration favored unilateral action and did not exclude a 

military operation. For this reason, the so-known EU-3 (the United Kingdom, Germany, and 

France) decided to initiate individual negotiations in Iran starting from 2003. 172 

However, these negotiations did not lead to any desired objectives and they have been 

interrupted in 2005 after the resumption of activities at the Isfahan site. 173 

Obama’s election in 2008, gave hope for a change in United States policy toward Iran. In his 

five years in office, Barack Obama never intended to completely reverse the line that Bush 

followed in his two mandates at the White House that led to the adoption of international 

sanctions against the Iranian regime. Obama as a democratic candidate shared some 

assumptions that triggered the policy of the Republican administration then in power: he was 

clearly against any weaponization of the Iranian nuclear program and sustained that he would 

do anything in his power to prevent Iran from buying the bomb. 174 
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Obama affirmed that he wanted to pursue a serious, coordinated diplomatic effort able to 

modify global opinion about the American strategy to Iran and strengthen the United States’ 

position and credibility in the region. The final goal was, on the one hand, to apply to the 

Iranian case the logic of “diplomacy first” that it tried to communicate during his electoral 

campaign as one of the key points of his foreign policy strategy; on the other hand, it was to 

change the policy of the previous administration and its rejection to dialogue as a dorm of 

punishment to the hostile regime. 175 

It is possible to say that both Bush and Obama wished Iran to halt uranium enrichment and to 

abandon its nuclear program, and to adopt the diplomatic option instead of choosing a military 

intervention, yet Obama always refused Bush’s hard-line approach of diminishing contacts 

with Tehran as a form of pressure on the Iranian regime, and in the combination of diplomacy 

and sanctions generally known as “dual-track approach”, tried to put more emphasis on the 

first compared to his predecessor. 176 

When Obama took office, the crisis over Iran’s nuclear program entered in an extremely 

difficult moment. Moreover, he had to put all his efforts in the initial stage not only on engaging 

Tehran but also on preventing Congress from adopting tougher restrictions before the 

administration had exhausted the option of direct negotiations.177 

The centrality of the nuclear concern in the diplomatic overture to Iran was re-established in 

the policy review that the State Department produced in April 2009 under the direction of 

Hilary Clinton’s special reporter for the Middle East, Dennis Ross. The review was carried out 

at the initiative of Obama to recognize how best to implement the new strategy toward Iran 

launched by the administration and its promise for diplomacy. Thus, he ratifies the so-known 

“hybrid option” preferred by Ross, a new form of the dual-track strategy based on the mixture 

of tightening restrictions, providing benefits to Russia and China to support sanctions, while 

engaging Iran without preconditions. 178 

However, this plan has proven difficult to be followed, not only for the difficulties that it 

presented on the internal sphere but also as a consequence of the particularly bad timing it had 

to face. As already cited previously, the win of the ultra-conservative Mahmud Ahmadinejad, 
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and the widespread allegations of irregularities in the vote brought to the explosion of a popular 

protest all over the country.179 

Obama denounced the strong repression and the human rights violation, but the priority is given 

to the negotiations on the nuclear issue consistently limited the tone and the scope of his 

statements. Eventually, the final result was to attract criticism from those, in Iran and more 

generally in the international community, who were expecting a more decisive stance in favor 

of the protesters and, simultaneously, to further complicate the involvement with the leadership 

in Tehran.  180 

Domestically, the election fallout led to the possibility for opponents of diplomacy in 

Washington to minimize the political area for maneuvering and strengthen the limits of his 

strategy of commitment, providing strong impetus to revisit the issue of sanctions in the 

Congress. 181 

 

3.2.2 Obama’s “Dual Track Strategy into Practice” 

 

 

The limits highlighted in the previous paragraph, became clear when the administration tried 

to realize one of the crucial pillars of its approach with Tehran: diplomacy without 

preconditions. In October 2009, there a was a new round of restrictions, that was the the first 

since Obama took office. The event gave the chance for the first bilateral meeting between 

representatives of the two parties in decades who specifically were the Undersecretary of State 

William Burns and the Iranian chief negotiator Saeed Jalili; they had individual talks during 

the meetings, making the most essential bilateral contact between the two countries for 30 

years.182 

The discussions led to a preliminary agreement regarding the so-called fuel-swap proposal, 

according to which in exchange for a supply of fuel for the Tehran Research Reactor, Iran 

would embark on an equivalent quantity of uranium enriched to 4 % totaling about 1,200 

kilograms and accounting for roughly 80 % of Iran’s low-enriched-uranium (LEU) stockpile 
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at the time. United States officials retained the deal as a success and the parties agreed to meet 

again to finalize the swap deal. 183 

                      Yet, the positivity raised by the Geneva dialogues has only been temporary. 

Indeed, during the meeting organized some weeks later in Vienna that was necessary to  

elaborate the details of the deal, the Iranians have called into question the fundamental 

proposal, complaining about the lack of certainties from the P5+1. At the same time, Congress 

enhances its push on the White House to speed up on the sanctions track, despite the initial 

diplomatic success in Geneva. 184 

Washington gave an ultimatum to Tehran, also due to the pressure coming domestically, which 

ended up accelerating the failure of the negotiations. The Iranian leadership eventually failed 

to provide a final solution to the swap proposal, most of all as a consequence of the domestic 

opposition to the deal, and the division among the Iranian decision-makers emerged after the 

June 2009 events185 

Parsi argued: “The Obama administration took a calculated risk when it chose to engage the 

Iranian government so soon after the electoral scandal. Success could open up significant space 

for additional diplomacy, but failure, particularly if caused by repercussions of the election 

dispute, could risk giving the impression that diplomacy as a whole has been exhausted. At the 

end of the day, it was a risk that did not pay off for the president’s desire to resolve tensions 

with Iran through diplomacy” 186 

The announcement of the failure of negotiation to justify the decision to begin the enrichment 

of uranium at the 20 percent level in early 2010, has been proved that the climate had changed 

and the time for negotiations was over. The decision paved the way for the progressive increase 

of the stockpiled of low-enriched uranium and the enlargement of Iran’s enrichment activities.  

From that specific moment on, also as a result of the poor outcome of the talks around the swap 

deal, Washington stepped back from the frontline of negotiations with Iran, moreover from 

2010 to 2012 the major suggestions to Iran would be made under the initiative of alternative 

actors such as Brazil, Turkey, and Russia with limited or no sustain from Washington. In 

February, the Iranian decision to refuse the United States’ offer to help Tehran purchase 
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medical isotopes on the world market, generated Obama’s reaction and with the failure of the 

Vienna dialogues, marked the beginning of a new phase in the United States’ policy strategy 

toward Iran, based on the so-called “second track”: pressure and sanctions.  

This was not a sudden change, but rather a gradual realization that the initial attempt at dialogue 

had not given any result, further alimented by the Congress’ pressure to give a firm response 

to Tehran’s provocations. 187 

This new stage still comprehended a great effort of diplomacy, but this time toward the other 

members of the United Nations Security Council, fore and foremost China and Russia, asked 

to endorse the adoption of multilateral sanctions targeting Tehran’s nuclear program. Then the 

United Nation’ Resolution would consequently provide a legal basis for Washington and its 

allies to give additional measures on Iran. 188 

The diplomatic campaign was, most of the time, led personally by Obama and by his trusted 

Ambassador to the United Nations Susan Rice. In this context, in May 2010, the Brazilian 

President Lula da Silva and Turkish Prime minister RecepTayp Erdogan announced that they 

had stricken an agreement with Iran properly based on the swap proposal of the previous 

October. 189 

The Obama administration was taken by surprise as it enlisted the help of Russia and China in 

a new round of UN sanctions. The State Department denied the relevance of the agreement the 

administration was almost entirely opposed to the agreement considered as an unnecessary 

concession to Tehran in a phase of cohesion between the P5 + 1.190 

By acting as such, the Obama government was clarifying that the negotiations over the Iranian 

nuclear dispute should have been run by either in the framework of the United Nations Security 

Council through the means of sanctions or in bilateral dialogue between Washington and 

Tehran, without external actor entitled to intervene in the concern. 191 

The United Nation resolution 1929 which imposed tougher restrictions on Iran was passed in 

early June 2010. The adoption of international means cleared the ground for the action of the 
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United States Congress that two weeks later overwhelmingly approved extensive sanctions that 

went beyond the United Nation resolution.192 

To some extent, the passing of Resolution 1929 marked both the highest point and the end of 

Obama’s diplomacy strategy on the Iranian nuclear concern in his first term in office. 

Parsi claimed that “A year and a half into his presidency, President Barack Obama was 

celebrating not the diplomatic victory he had been seeking, but rather the imposition of 

sanctions he had hoped to avoid”  193 

By securing the approval of United Nations’ sanctions before an intervention of the Congress 

that would strongly undermine his position as a negotiator, he demonstrated the strength vis-à-

vis its domestic and international interlocutors.194 

It is true that at the beginning of his presidency he tried to avoid the negative language used by 

his predecessor had been accused of, preferring a style of communication-based on shared 

respect. Though, when he was asked to put in practice this approach and enter the negotiations 

without precondition, Obama fulfilled this goal only partially. Thus, he never abandoned the 

idea of Iranian suspension of all its enrichment facilities and he never accepted to recognize 

Tehran’s nuclear rights under the NPT, as the Europeans counterpart did in the early 2000s. 195 

All these elements tested to be essential in the failure of the negotiations as the Iranians used 

them to justify their refusal of the P5+1 proposals. As has been claimed, some gestures marked 

his departure from the Bush years, yet the degree of the departure should not be excessive. 196 

When Obama became president, he was intrigued by what would later be identified as the 

"grand bargain," or the idea that diplomacy with respect to the nuclear issue should involve 

broader negotiations that took into account other issues such as Iran's role in the region, its 

involvement in the Syrian war, Iraq and Afghanistan. 197 

Within two years of taking office, some limitations both domestic and international, bad timing, 

and some fragilities in his overall strategy thwarted his efforts, turning him into what has been 
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described as a "progressive pragmatist," progressive when possible, pragmatic when 

necessary.198 

The Iranian nuclear issue proved to be a major manifestation of this. Several factors led the 

president to do so: pressure from regional allies, particularly Israel and Saudi Arabia; the 

difficult search for compromise with other UN Security Council actors, especially Moscow and 

China; and the drain on resources and energy on many other initiatives the administration has 

undertaken. 199 

Still, the more serious challenge that the Obama administration had to cope with was internal, 

specifically the pressure coming from Capitol Hill that, as the result of the 2010 Congressional 

elections, was dominated by the Republican party. Indeed, as affirmed by Jay Solomon in the 

Wall Street Journal “The Obama administration has fought Congress on Iran sanctions for 

much of its time in office”. 200 

The other crucial restrain came from the interlocutor, which was the Iranian government.  

The Iranian government seemed to be a very tough counterpart to deal with, strict to keep its 

nuclear policy but also bound to a growing isolation, due to its internal cohesion by the struggle 

between its main centers of power, both internally and globally delegitimized by the scenarios 

of June 2009. 201 

The outbreak of the Arab Spring in early 2011, tough adding incentives for Tehran’s 

commitment to the stabilization of the region, further deflected energies and resources from 

the Iranian dossier. 

In January 2012, Obama gained European backing for a new round of restrictions that included 

an embargo on Iranian oil, which entered into force in July. In April the P5+1 and Iran renewed 

negotiations after more than two years after the failure of the swap proposal and agreed to work 

together on a step-by-step process with reciprocal actions of confidence-building. 202 

Nevertheless, the upcoming elections in the United States and Iran complicated the negotiations 

and made it difficult for both presidents to get involved in any deal during the electoral 
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competition; in this framework, the stalemate emerged as the only possible choice for both 

actors.  

3.2.3 Obama’s second mandate  

 

During the 2012 electoral campaign, a good deal of attention was devoted to the Iranian issue. 

Obama was accused by some United States’ Republican candidates of passiveness and 

repeatedly claimed their willingness to act militarily to avoid that Iran could buy nuclear 

weapons.  

Obama, though without presenting a new strategy of involvement, reiterated his reluctance to 

this course of action trying, simultaneously, to defend himself from the accusation of not 

having done enough to prevent Iran from joining this nuclear club. 203 

The P5+1 negotiations renewed in Istanbul in April 2012, although they gave a sign of slight 

hope, still seemed limited by the preconditions of both sides. After months of hostility, and on 

the eve of the 2013 elections, the struggle between President Ahmadinejad and Supreme Leader 

Ali Khamenei, key players in the Iranian political scene, was still ongoing. 

Against this somewhat negative backdrop, and with the administration's failures that had 

occurred over the previous four years, Obama's victory was interpreted as an opportunity to 

capitalize and a sign of hope. At the beginning of the second term, the Obama administration 

was asked to change the U.S. strategy towards Tehran that had proven to be unsuccessful. 

Therefore, it was asked to achieve the goals set in 2008 and not achieved either because of the 

administration or because of the events of 2009. 

Yet with the pressure coming from the Congress and the allies and with the upcoming vote in 

Iran, Obama and his very new upcoming vote in Iran, Obama and John Kerry, who was his 

very active new Secretary of State, could do not a lot in the aftermath of the elections to get the 

negotiations out of the stalemate. 

Both the United States and Iran’s inability to renounce to some of their preconditions, first of 

all, the United States’ request for the suspension of all Iranian enrichment facilities and 

Tehran’s demand to acknowledge Iran’s nuclear rights, proceeded to make any progress nearly 

impossible.  

The months that preceded Obama’s victory had witnessed an escalation of tension between the 

two parties, with the Republicans increasingly determined to put in practice a policy of 

obstructionism, as already analyzed previously. Even arguments as measures with traditional 
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bipartisan support, as subsidies to the agricultural sector, had indeed become a battleground 

and were not approved. 204 

For the Democrats, therefore, it was important to regain control of the House. In the previous 

paragraph, the tendency of the Congress to approve with great majorities measures against Iran, 

in contrast to the strategy pursued by Obama, was highlighted. 

It must be added, however, that these proposals were initially presented in the appropriate 

Committees; thus, having a Democratic chairman at the head of the key committees could avoid 

the presentation in the House of bills being too hostile to the President. Additionally, the 

chairman has an influential role in determining which hearings to schedule and which issue to 

concentrate and work on.  

The presence of John Kerry at the head of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, therefore, 

had a protective effect regarding the presidential action ( even though he obviously could not 

block all economic sanctions proposals, since there was almost an anonymous consensus).  

Moreover, the obstructionist behavior of the Republican Party has provided Obama with the 

opportunity to reunite his party around his Iran policy, thus undermining the approach of the 

Congress. The first results were seen as early as February 2012, when many Democratic 

Senators showed skepticism towards authorizing military action against Iran- especially in case 

Romney won.  205 

However, the 2012 elections delivered a scenario – in Congress – very similar to the previous 

one: the Democrats maintained control of the Senate with a three-seat advantage; in the House, 

however, while narrowing the gap, they still had more than 30 seats fewer than the Republicans. 

206 

To what concerns another of the intervening variables, however, the new Obama administration 

has been more cohesive than in the first term. John Kerry replaced Hilary Clinton in the role 

of Secretary of State. Kerry was more inclined towards using diplomacy with Iran rather than 
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his predecessor, as also claimed by Parsi, the former First Lady’s presidential aspirations 

prompted her not to expose herself personally on politically divisive issues.  207 

Additionally to Kerry’s appointment, other changes in the administration healed the existing 

dissent on one of the key negotiating issues: recognizing Iran’s right to have a uranium 

enrichment program. In 2013, also other officials, as Gary Samore (White House Coordinator 

for Arms Control and Weapons of Mass Destruction), were replaced. 

In the second mandate, then, the intervening variable of dissension within the administration 

became a factor in favor of Obama’s strategy. All of the factors analyzed were fundamental in 

positively influencing Obama’s action. The turning point, nevertheless, came with a change in 

the independent variable of the international scenario: in June 2013, the moderate Hassan 

Rouhani was elected president of Iran in the first round.  208 

Differently from 2009, Khamenei decided not to intervene, thus recognizing Rouhani’s win.209 

This event is crucial not only because of the victory of a moderate candidate but also because 

the favorite Saeed Jalili, conservative and former head of the Iranian delegation who 

negotiated, without much success, with the P5+1 group was defeated. Due to Jalili’s 

uncompromising stance, his victory would have further complicated the diplomatic solution.210 

Moreover, Rouhani’s victory affected the behavior of Congress and, therefore, one of the two 

intervening variables. Before his election, indeed, both chambers had kept their strategy of 

open hostility to the Islamic Republic. On May 8, a bill had been proposed and it would have 

further tightened sanctions against the Iranian financial system.  

Moreover, on July 31, shortly before Rouhani’s inauguration, the House had almost 

unanimously approved a new bill that would impose new sanctions. 

It has to be noted that, for the objectives of the intervening variable of unified or divided 

government, this bill never made it to the Senate floor for a vote. 

As pointed out earlier, the benefits of unified government should not be analyzed in comparison 

to votes, but also by considering the votes that do not occur.  
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After his inauguration, Rouhani has taken a very conciliatory approach; moreover, in 

September 2013 he wrote an editorial in the Washington Post, in which he vindicated his 

programmatic platform based on hope and prudence and also invited the international actors 

for a constructive commitment with Iran.  211 

These openings affect both at the international level because they have instilled optimism in 

some European countries, and at the level of the United States Congress: within the Chambers, 

indeed, advocates of diplomacy have been able to pursue their strategy more forcefully, not 

having a controversial counterpart as Ahmadinejad. 212 

Obama’s strategy, based on reconciliation with the Muslim world and diplomacy, made 

additional steps forward in September 2013, during a plenary session of the United Nations 

General Assembly. Indeed, on that occasion, he affirmed his willingness to resolve Iranian and 

Pakistani concerns, and, as a sign of de-escalation, cited Khamenei's fatwa against the 

development of atomic weapons. 213 

Moreover, in these months, while the P5+1 group negotiations did not produce many results, 

Oman’s secret channel had allowed the two delegations to make much progress and reach a 

tentative agreement. 

Despite some tensions with European countries - which challenged the United States’ decision 

to negotiate in secret in Oman, without informing anyone, Iranian Foreign Minister Javid Zarif 

announced on November 24 that the parties had approved a tentative agreement, Joint Plan of 

Action (JCPOA).  214 

Although it was only tentative, the deal was a considerable achievement in several respects: 

first, it confirmed the soundness of the approach pursued by Obama, as it was indeed possible 

to negotiate even with historically enemy countries. Moreover, it undermined one of the 
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assumptions promoted by Israel and accepted by almost a member of Congress, meaning that 

Iran was not a rational actor and, therefore, should not be treated as such.  215 

This rebuttal could further contribute to aligning more and more Democratic congressmen with 

the line taken by the president, undermining bipartisan unity in the legislative body. 

Moreover, to achieve this ideal, Obama’s actions were driven to a greater extent by his 

principles. Obviously, a decisive role was also played by Rouhani, but the change from the first 

mandate was evident: in this case, it was almost exclusively the international scenario that 

guided the presidential action in foreign policy. Alone, the new Iranian president would not 

have been sufficient.  

The United States needed to compromise and recognize Iran’s right to enrich uranium, subject 

to the NPT treaty. This provision is present in the interim agreement. The Bush administration, 

which followed a unilateralism in both domestic politics and the international arena, would not 

compromise with a militarily inferior nation that was part of the Axis level of Evil. 

The Obama doctrine, on the other hand, was based on an awareness of the limits of the United 

States, and the JPOA reflected this view. 216  Additionally, it is important to remember that 

Obama wanted to reduce the commitment in the Middle East.  

Another difference from the first term is that this time, Obama acted more decisively toward 

Congress. Moreover, even though in the first years of his presidency he had acted several times 

one-sidedly and using a broad interpretation of the president’s powers, as in the case of 

participation in Libya. 217 

However, to what concerns the Iranian case, he had been more cautious. A confirmation of the 

change in approach can be noted in the State Union speech delivered in January 2014. Indeed, 

one month earlier, Minister Zarif had clarified that if the United States imposed new sanctions, 

then negotiations for a final agreement would immediately stop for good. 218 
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Yet, a few days later, Senators Robert Menendez and Mark S. Kirk had introduced a bill to 

strengthen the restrictions regime. During the State of the Union, Obama has responded to the 

action of the two senators and made clear that he would veto it. 219 

The president's bet, then, was that the Republicans would not find enough Democrats to grant 

the bill a larger majority than two-thirds. 

Until a few years earlier the bet would likely have been lost, but after the JPOA, nevertheless, 

more and more congressmen began to sustain the diplomatic effort. Partly due to this, the bill’s 

co-sponsors stopped at 59, not even sufficient to pass the filibuster. 220 

           Obama’s strategy toward Tehran was based on progressive disengagement in the Middle 

East. During his eight years as president, this conviction has grown stronger and stronger, in 

part due to the political leaders in the region, including Netanyahu and the Saudi royal 

family 221. 

Regarding the Israeli Prime Minister, the disagreement over the approach to be used toward 

Iran was stark from the beginning but gradually enhanced as it became clear that diplomacy 

was producing results.  

Instead, as far as the Saudis were concerned, the issue was not just about Iran. Indeed, already 

in 2002, Obama had clearly expressed concerns toward Iran by affirming: “You want a fight, 

President Bush? Let's fight to make sure our so-called allies in the Middle East, the Saudis, 

and the Egyptians, stop oppressing their people, and suppressing dissent, and tolerating 

corruption and inequality, and mismanaging their economies so that their youth grow up 

without education, without prospects, without hope, the ready recruits of terrorist cells”  222 

Its openness to the historical enemies of the United States, therefore, has been immediately 

related to the will to question some of the decades-old paradigms of the United States. Also, 

with time, and therefore, with the failure of the Arab Springs and the rise of new contracts, the 
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president became more skeptical of the opportunity of improving the situation in the Middle 

East.  223 

Obama’s intervention, eagerness to find a deal with Iran, was also influenced by the 

independent variable of the international scenario. Indeed, despite restrictions, Iran was 

continuing with its uranium enrichment program. According to Parsi, the Islamic Republic 

acted in this way precisely to demonstrate to the international community the frivolity of 

sanctions and thus, to convince the P5+1 group to negotiate more favorable terms.  

More specifically, the objective was to end the Middle East regional order based on the 

containment and isolation of Iran.  224 

Moreover, Israel by showing its hostility to the diplomatic attempt ended up favoring it albeit 

not intentionally. Netanyahu has repeatedly affirmed that, if sanctions did not convince Iran to 

give up its uranium enrichment program, then military action would have to be considered.  225 

Former Israel Defense Minister Ehud Barak confirmed that, on at least two occasions, 

Netanyahu had decided to engage Iran, but had been blocked by the military forces. 226 

As pointed out by Parsi, should Israel declare war, Iran would necessarily respond, sparking a 

new conflict in the Middle East. In such a situation, the United States would have had to support 

its historically. The prospect of being involved in the third war, always in the same region, in 

less than two decades was in line with Obama's strategic design. Israeli threats, therefore, 

provided an additional incentive to pursue the diplomatic approach.227 

           To sum up, at the time of his election, Barack Obama wished to operate a disengagement 

from the Middle East, in favor of a more incisive role in the Far East. Moreover, he preferred 

a multilateral approach and he wanted to prevent a conflict with Iran at all costs. For this reason, 

his two mandates were characterized by a long negotiation process with the Islamic Republic, 

to find a deal that would prevent it from developing and using an atomic bomb.  

To achieve this aim, the variable of the international context has been decisive: the election of 

Hassan Rouhani and the open hostility of Israel have represented, for different motives, 
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incentives to pursue the diplomatic effort. Another factor that has to be considered is that, 

compared to the four years, in the second term Obama was able to benefit from a much more 

cohesive government. Moreover, over the years the president has taken a less cautious and 

more unprejudiced approach. If he decided to give the JCPOA the form of a treaty, 

congressional approval would have been unlikely. Instead, having opted for an executive 

agreement, it was the Republican-led Congress that had to find a strategy to get veto-proof 

majorities, thus putting the administration in a strong position.  

The Republican party checked on both houses but did not have enough majority in the Senate 

to avoid a filibuster. Moreover, the presence of a divided government paradoxically helped 

Obama: Netanyahu’s speech in the House pushed many Democrats to be more supportive of 

the President’s effort. Iran was historically a bipartisan issue, but the actions of the 

aforementioned domestic and international actors changed the scenario, affecting the 

intervening variable of party polarization. 

In Iran, Obama was able to change the paradigm of the United States’ policy and obtain a deal 

with a historical enemy.  228 

The JCPOA, however, contains several critical aspects, previously highlighted, generated by 

some factors: first, the divided government still produced limitations for Obama because he 

could not promise the removal of sanctions, but could only rely on waiver authority ̧ which has 

a temporary effect and to be constantly renewed. Moreover, Israeli rhetoric has increased the 

risk of the fight, weakening and the U.S. negotiating position and strengthening that of the 

Iranians (aware of the U.S. president's desire to avoid a new war at all costs). 

Lastly, the weaknesses of the agreement, have played a fundamental role in recent years: the 

Trump presidency, indeed, has leveraged precisely those factors to lend legitimacy to its 

strategy towards Iran, which as it will be described in the current research, differs. Significantly 

from that of its predecessor. 

 

3.3 Trump administration and the effects on the JCPOA. 

 

Before analyzing Trump’s foreign policy towards Iran and his strategy over the JCPOA is 

necessary to summarize what happened until his election. 
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Generally, it can be affirmed that the provisions of the JCPOA exclusively concerned the 

Iranian nuclear issue and, therefore, had the precise purpose of avoiding Iran from developing 

its nuclear program to the point where it could generate an atomic bomb. Simultaneously, a lot 

of Iran deal’ supporters, hoped that this diplomatic success would lead to a relaxation of 

bilateral relations between Iran and the United States, thus fostering a more cooperative 

approach on fundamental topics.  229 

Despite this hope, the framework immediately showed to be more complex. Indeed, for 

instance, in October 2015 Iran successfully tested a ballistic missile capable of carrying a 

nuclear warhead. 230  

The Obama administration deemed this action non-compliant with the United Nations Security 

Council Resolution 2231. For this reason, in January 2016, the president imposed restrictions 

against those involved in the missile test. Despite the full implementation of the agreement, 

tensions between the two countries continued to persist. On March 8 and 9, Iran conducted 

additional missile tests. 231 

Again, several members of the United States administration, including Secretary of State John 

Kerry, and Iranian Foreign Minister Zarif provided two different perspectives of analysis: for 

the former, Iran violated the United Nation Resolution 2231. For the latter, the test is not 

forbidden by the JCPOA and involved missiles that are developed for the sole aim of self-

defense. The latter view was also shared by High Representative Federica Mogherini. 232  

Another breach of the deal was reported on November 8, when the IAEA reported that Iran’s 

stockpile of heavy water was 130.1 tons and, therefore, slightly exceeded the 130-ton limit 

under the JCPOA; however, subsequently, it was claimed that Iran had performed a transfer of 

11 tons of heavy water outside of its national territory, thus falling within the limits of the 

agreement. 233 
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At the time of Trump’s election, therefore, Iran had overall complied with the provisions of the 

JCPOA, although it had committed a violation on at least two occasions.  234 

 

3.3.1 Trump’s strategy towards the Middle East.  

 

To what specifically regards Trump’s strategy over the deal it is important to mention two 

crucial elements. Firstly, Trump was against the JCPOA from the beginning and he wanted to 

renegotiate it. In particular, he had often talked about a new agreement that could also resolve 

the issue of ballistic missiles: indeed, they could reach Europe and have been one of the reasons 

why the United States had installed anti-missiles defenses on the continent, which have been a 

source of tension with Russia.  235 

Trump’s objective then is twofold. First, he wished to improve relations with the government 

in Moscow. 236 Additionally, he believed that such a deal could foster United States’ 

disengagement from the Middle East. Surprisingly, he was in favor of reducing commitment 

in the region. 237  Second, at the same time, some of his believe complicated the achievement 

of this aim. Moreover, Trump adopted very harsh rhetoric towards Iran and claimed that the 

new deal should have involved the zero enrichment solution.  

As pointed out by Parsi, the two fundamental factors of successful diplomacy during Obama’s 

government was the acceptance of Iran’s right to uranium enrichment and the adoption of less 

aggressive language by the United States. Trump, by not respecting these two conditions, had 

since the election campaign diminished the chances of engaging in a new negotiation process. 

In addition, Trump has repeatedly expressed criticism of NATO; As a proponent of an anti-

value approach, he retained that allies should act as such and contribute equally to the 

maintenance of the Atlantic Alliance. 238 
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Incidentally, this principle had also been expressed a lot of times by Obama. 239 Unlike Obama, 

Trump adopted a sharper language and, in April 2016, defined NATO as obsolete.240  

Trump, so, has from early on risked reducing his possibilities of success in the international 

arena. The Atlantic alliance and European allies were crucial in combating and resolving 

various global problems. 241 This was also true for Iran, especially since three European 

countries are part of the JCPOA and so is the European Union, which was equally criticized by 

the Republican presidential candidate during his campaign.242 

Finally, his promise of a tougher approach to Iran was welcomed by Israel and several other 

Arab countries, but his rhetoric also risked alienating the part of the Muslim world that opposed 

the regime in Tehran. On several occasions, Trump criticized Obama for his refusal to use the 

term “Radical Islamic terrorism.”  243 

Furthermore, Trump wanted to place himself in stark opposition to Obama and the reason was 

mainly electoral. Indeed, his predecessor’s policies were approved by the majority of the 

population, but not by Republicans.  244 

At the same time, his rhetoric on Islam further reduced the possibility of negotiating a new 

agreement with Iran and had the potential to damage the Middle East alliance system on which 

the U.S. strategy was based. As will be analyzed, this risk was avoided because the Trump 

administration transformed its hostility against all forms of Islamism into opposition to political 

Islam. This allowed him to strengthen ties with states such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia. 245 

 

3.3.2 The first Trump’s presidential phase: from the settlement to the JCPOA 

withdrawal  
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After his election, Trump had to select the members of his administration and he decided not 

to consider all the experts who criticized him in the months leading up to his election. 246  For 

this reason, he was forced to choose much military personnel or people without the necessary 

experience. 247 

For example, Trump assigned the role of National Security Advisor to General Michael T. 

Flynn, who is best known for his positions on Islam. Specifically, he has said that Islam is a 

political ideology that hides behind religion, and he has also stated that being afraid of Muslims 

is a rational sentiment. 248 

In February 2017, twenty-four days after his appointment, Flynn decided to resign following 

the publication of reports regarding his meeting with Russia's ambassador to Washington, 

Sergey Kislayk. In his place, another general, Herbert R. McMaster, was appointed. The 

difference between the two military men is notable: McMaster, following the thinking of 

former general and CIA director Michael H. Petraeus, has often stated that - to win conflicts in 

the Middle East - it is necessary not only to kill terrorists, but also to show cultural sensitivity, 

protect the population, and change social conditions. 249 

Within the administration, nevertheless, Trump had not only selected conservatives, realists, 

and internationalists like McMaster. 250 Indeed, he had placed them alongside figures 

considered more nationalists and in line with the president’s electoral base. 

Due to the presence of two ideologically contrasting groups, and taking into consideration the 

inexperience of the president and several members of his administration, foreign policy 

decision-making was often ineffective and did not allow for clear strategies. 251 
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The lack of a course of action was also evident in the Iranian case. In the first few months of 

his presidency, Trump acted in contradiction to his election promises. Conforming to the views 

of the deal’s supporters, the White House certified Iranian compliance with the JCPOA 

provisions in both April and July of 2015. 252 

At the same time, Trump began to lay the groundwork for a marked change in strategy. First, 

the president acted on the variable of the international system. In May 2017, he attended a 

summit in Riyadh along with fifty-five leaders and representatives of Muslim-majority states.  

On that occasion, he called on those present to strive to eradicate religious extremism, 

promising that the United States would support them in their efforts. .253 

In the following months, Trump continued with his strategy towards Iran. Indeed, in 

September, during a speech delivered during a session of the United Nations General 

Assembly, he broadly criticized the JCPOA: “The Iran Deal was one of the worst and most 

one-sided transactions the United States has ever entered into. Frankly, that deal is an 

embarrassment to the United States” 254 

These were later amplified and confirmed by Netanyahu, indeed in his speech he said that he 

could not have agreed more with Trump’s description of the Iran nuclear deal. 255  

The two leaders, then, seemed to agree on the strategy to be adopted towards Iran.  

On October 13, the president announced that he would not send Congress the quarterly 

certification on the JCPOA. 256 This action-known as decertification-is not in violation of the 

agreement, but it does grant the legislative body a sixty-day time frame within which canceled 
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sanctions could have been reimposed under an expedited procedure 257 . Moreover, in his 

speech, Trump also called on Congress and allies in the P5+1 group to propose solutions (and 

enact legislation) that would correct the many flaws in the agreement. To underscore the 

urgency of the situation, Trump also reminded that, if the problem was not resolved, then the 

United States could exit the JCPOA at any time.  

However, his words did not have the effects desired and so, in January 2018, he had to execute 

the certification again.258 

To understand the failure of Trump’s strategy it is necessary to consider the variable of the 

international system. Indeed, Saudi Arabia welcomed Trump’s speech.  259 

At the same time, nevertheless, European allies reacted differently. A few hours after the 

United States president’s speech, the leaders of Germany, France, and the United Kingdom 

issued a statement in which they confirmed their support for the JCPOA and recalled that Iran 

respected and complied with the provision of the agreement.260 

Moreover, the leaders still shared concerns about Iran’s ballistic missile program and said that 

they were ready to collaborate with the United States. 261 On the other hand, High 

Representative Mogherini claimed that the deal was working and, therefore, the European 

Union would continue to implement it. 262 

In addition to allied countries, even within the United States administration, Trump’s position 

was not shared by everyone. For example, on October 3, ten days before the president's speech, 
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Mattis was heard by the Senate Armed Service Committee. On that occasion, he stated that 

remaining within the JCPOA was in the national interest of the United States. 263 

Once again, it is possible to note that there is not an unambiguous position on the matter: 

international and internal events within the administration have surely influenced the inaction 

of congressmen that, in the sixty days provided by decertification, did not even present a bill 

to reimpose the sanctions.  

Congress did not act for different reasons: first, no one has tried to reimpose sanctions because 

Trump in his speech did not explicitly refer to them. Instead, the President has talked about 

fixing the JCPOA’s problems. In this case, however, any bill would have had to override 

filibuster attempts in the Senate. Realizing this, European leaders reached out to Democratic 

senators, especially non-supporters of the JCPOA, to convince them not to sustain any 

Republican proposal.  264 

This attempt succeeded in part because the polarization in Congress reached its highest level 

ever at that time. 265 Thus the failure of decertification was given by the meeting of several 

variables in the analysis project: the lack of cohesion within the administration generated 

confusion among congressmen, including Republicans. Moreover, European powers criticized 

Trump’s speech and leveraged a polarized Congress and a Senate controlled by Republicans, 

but with an insufficient majority to avoid the danger of filibuster. At this juncture, the 

president's convictions did not play a prominent role, which is why he had to send Congress a 

new quarterly certification on January 12, 2018. 266 

 

3.3.3 Trump’s final decision  
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On January 12, however, Trump issued an ultimatum: if Congress did not enact legislation that 

would address the many problems with the JCPOA, he would announce his exit from the 

agreement.  267 

Again, the presidential strategy was at odds with the position of the European allies, indeed, 

the day before, High Representative Mogherini and the foreign ministers of France, Germany, 

and the United Kingdom met the Iranian Foreign minister Zarif, and on that occasion, they 

reiterated that the JCPOA had made the world safer. 268 Unlike other times, Trump has made 

his campaign promise a reality: indeed, on May 8 he officially affirmed that he was leaving the 

agreement. 269 

During his speech, he reasoned his choice by claiming that, after a month of negotiations with 

European allies, it was clear that the JCPOA could not prevent Iran from coming into 

possession of atomic weapons.  270 

He also reiterated that the United States had stopped making empty threats: this is consistent 

with his ideological beliefs, moreover, Trump during the electoral campaign affirmed that other 

countries considered the United States weak. 271 

From the domestic point of view, it is necessary to consider the administration variable. Indeed, 

in March, the president relieved Secretary of State Tillerson of his duties, replacing him with 
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CIA Director Michael Pompeo. 272  Compared to his predecessor, is more hostile towards 

Iran.273 

Additionally, in March, Trump announced that McMaster would be replaced by John Bolton, 

who serves as Permanent Representative to the United Nations from 2005 to 2006.274 

Bolton is a proponent of U.S. interventionism abroad. Concerning Iran, in 2017 he formulated 

an action plan to exit the JCPOA. 275 

The new configuration of the Trump administration, then, is more cohesive and in favor of 

leaving the agreement. 

Lastly, in addition to the administration, the international system has also favored the 

president’s actions. Israel and Saudi Arabia have intensified their relations with the U.S. 

administration. As noted above, in May 2017, Trump proposed to the Saudis a strategy for joint 

action against Iran. Moreover, the President officially recognized Jerusalem as the capital of 

the State of Israel and ordered the relocation of the embassy there. 276 

The choice to abandon the Iran nuclear deal, then, was coherent with Trump’s course of action 

in the Middle East, indeed Netanyahu has publicly praised the president for his decision. 277 

As for congress, nonetheless, its role was not prominent. Moreover, Trump was able to make 

the decision unilaterally because the JCPOA took the form of an executive agreement.  

In the last chapter there will be analyzed European Union’s position toward the JCPOA, and 

the possible future perspectives after Biden’s election. 
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Chapter IV: The European Union. 

 

4.1 European Union relations with Iran 

 

This part of the analysis aims at summarizing the relations between Iran and the European 

Union from the 1990s with the initial commitment to the following containment. Containment 

was followed by the signature of the JCPOA by the Permanent Members of the Security 

Council plus Germany representing the European Union, the so-called P5+1. 

  

4.1.1 A brief history of European Union-Iran relations: from “critical dialogue” to a 

“comprehensive dialogue”.  

 

Since the mid-2000s the controversy over the nuclear deal has dominated the relationship 

between the European Union and Iran. The European Union’s policy aim in this regard has 

always been to “achieve a comprehensive, negotiated, long-term settlement which restores 

international confidence in the exclusively peaceful nature of the Iranian nuclear program while 

respecting Iran’s legitimate right to the peaceful use of nuclear energy under the Non-

Proliferation Treaty.”278 

This declared goal was not different from that of the United States. Brussels, nevertheless, had 

initially followed another strategy from Washington.  

Since the early days of the 1979 Revolution, as already anticipated, relations between Iran and 

the United States have been marred by shared hostility and mistrust. Washington tried to isolate 

and contain Iran. For their side, the Europeans have taken a more diplomatic approach and 

sought to positively intervene in Iran’s domestic and foreign policies by committing the country 

in commercial and diplomatic relations. 279 

The two roles became equivalent at the beginning of this decade and Brussels followed 

Washington’s approach in imposing strict economic restrictions on Iran and suspending most 

of the means of cooperation.  

Since the signing of the JCPOA, nonetheless, the European institutions and members states 

have vigorously sought to reinsert Iran economically and strategically, while the United States 

approach has been much more restrained.  
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The difference between the American and European strategies toward Iran can be explained by 

historical, commercial, and geopolitical elements.280 

Since the 1979 revolution, Iranian-United States relations have been marked by mutual 

antagonism, while those with Europe have witnessed several up and down scenes. 

Generally, nevertheless, Tehran has had better relations with the European Union and some 

individual countries than with the United States. The European Union has also been Iran’s 

major trade partner for many years: indeed, Iran exported a large share of its oil and petroleum 

commodities to European markets in return for machinery, transport equipment, and chemicals. 

There is another element which has to be taken into consideration, that is proximity: Iran and 

the broader Persian Gulf/ Middle East region are in the EU’s wider neighborhood, whatever 

happens, there has a stronger and more clearer impact on Europe than on the United States.  

Against this background, Tehran and Brussels tried to establish a cooperative approach in the 

aftermath of the Iran-Iraq war. These efforts, nonetheless, were hampered by disagreements 

over the fatwa (religious ruling) against Salman Rushdie and allegations of Iranian involvement 

in terrorist activities. 281 

As it was affirmed by Blockmans: “Despite these obstacles and setbacks, the Iranian and 

European sides initiated the so-called “ critical dialogue”, which later evolved into a 

comprehensive one. The European Union sought to use growing trade and commercial ties as 

well as flourishing political dialogue to change Iran’s policy in four fields: human rights, the 

Arab-Israeli conflict, allegations of sponsoring terrorism, and proliferation of weapons of mass 

destruction.” 282 

Gradually, the nuclear question has been the key point in the relations between the two 

countries, particularly since the revelation of previously undeclared nuclear activities in 2002. 

Those nuclear activities were accompanied by two other developments. First, the United States 

invasion of Iraq in 2003 increased tensions in the Middle East. European Union member states 

were deeply divided, also because of the chance that  Washington might start another war 

against Iran, and thus it would further destabilize the European Union’s neighbors. Second, to 
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close ranks, in December 2003 the European Union provided a huge plan against the 

proliferation of WMD, signaling a growing role for Europe. Those events led laid the 

foundation for European-Iranian nuclear talk. Diplomatic efforts have been carried on by 

France, Germany, and the United Kingdom (the “E3”) and begun in 2003. Afterwards, Javier 

Solan, the then High Representative for the Common Foreign and Security Policy, joined the 

negotiation on behalf of the EU. 283 

In November 2004 the Europeans and Iranians signed a deal known as the Paris Agreement, 

under which Tehran agreed to stop uranium enrichment and the “E3/EU” recognized that the 

temporary pause was a voluntary confidence-building instrument and not a legal obligation. As 

already deeply explained in the previous chapter, this deal did not last long because the two 

actors accused each other of not living up to their engagements.  

After the election of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005, Tehran resumed its enrichment 

of uranium and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) reported Iran to the United 

Nations Security Council. In 2006 and 2008, Solana tried to reach a negotiated outcome to the 

nuclear issue that included several economic and diplomatic incentives.284 

These incentives were minor than Iran’s expectations and request, nonetheless. 

In this framework, the United Nations Security Council issued four resolutions (1737 of 

December 2006, 1747 of March 2007, 1803 of March 2008, and 1929 of June 2010). These 

resolutions imposed strict and comprehensive economic sanctions on Iran, and at the same 

time, the European Union took a similar decision to that of the United States and adopted a 

range of autonomous sanctions. However, it is important to mention that the negotiating track 

was never completely abandoned. 

Between 2010 and 2014, European Union High Representative Catherine Ashton led several 

meetings to negotiate with Iran in a format that became, as it has been already mentioned, the 

“P5+1” or ‘E3+3’ (France, Germany, the UK, China, Russia, and the US). 

Her successor Federica Mogherini and the team at the European External Action Service 

(EEAS) led by Helga Schmid, kept trading with Tehran and eventually, along with other global 

powers, concluded the JCPOA.  

As it was affirmed by Cronberg “The Great Balancing Act: EU policy choices during the 

implementation of the Iran deal”,  in it is possible to highlight different conclusions regarding 
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the ties existing between the European Union and Iran. First, the European Union has always 

kept a unified voice, throughout this long negotiating process for a nuclear agreement with 

Iran. Occasionally, some minor disagreement arose between the individual European actors, 

but eventually, Iran was always shown with a coherent European policy. Moreover, some 

European Union analysts have sustained that the outcome of the negotiations with Iran over its 

nuclear program was a success for the European Union diplomatic institutions that were put in 

place with the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009.  Second, it is possible to affirm 

that the signing and the further  implementation of the JCPOA shows that a new chapter in Iran 

and EU relations was about to be written: indeed, it is possible to argue that the European 

Union, with its proven history as a successful economic player, is well-positioned to 

substantially increase investments and trade ties with Iran.285 

During a visit to Tehran of Federica Mogherini and other fellow European Commissioners, the 

European Union and Iran defined a wide program which involved bilateral cooperation which 

comprises political, human rights, macro-economic and finance talks, as well as collaboration 

on agriculture and the agri-food industry, transports.286 

Third, both the European Union and Iran are suffering from regional fights and instability in 

several Middle Eastern and South Asian states, entailing also Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq.287 

Nevertheless, the implementation of the JCPOA was likely to ease and strengthen strategic 

collaboration between Brussels and Tehran, as seen in the Geneva dialogues on Syria. 

 

4.2 European interests in Iran   

 

This part of the research there will analyze the interests that the EU had in Iran, which 

influenced European Union’s choice to sign the JCPOA. The European Union has had several 

interests with the Islamic Republic mainly in three sectors: security, energy, and trade. Security 

interests generally entail the regional activities carried on by Iran, ranging from engagement in 
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regional conflicts as the civil war in Syria and Yemen; regarding the energy sector, since the 

extraction of oil and its use became the engine of the world, Iran has the fourth-largest oil 

reserves along with considerable gas ones as well, that have attracted global and regional actors 

to the energy supplies of the Western Asian countries. Finally, the Iranian economy despite 

some of its structural conditions imposed by the isolation from the international financial 

system and international institutions like the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund 

still had economic opportunities in a spectrum of different fields ranging from the airplane and 

the automotive industry to the clothing and luxury goods ones.  

 

4.2.1 Security interests 
 

European Union security interests in Iran were mainly shaped by the chance of Iran developing 

a military nuclear program that would have been against the Non-Proliferation Treaty. During 

the 1990s European Union engaged in critical and constructive dialogues with the Islamic 

Republic to boost overall relations. As in the early 2000s, following the ratification of the 

JCPOA, the European Union has been involved in dealing with the security risks posed by Iran 

through integration and normalization in the international system, which would distance Iran 

from pursuing nuclear military capacities, as was mapped out in the European Union non-

proliferation strategy in 2003 288 and the recent years, reiterated in the 2016 European Union 

Global Strategy.289  

Vice President Federica Mogherini, reaffirmed this message to the United States in 2017, when 

the chance of the return of sanctions loomed in Brussels by highlighting the multilateral rather 

than bilateral nature of the deal, by claiming that: “This is not a bilateral agreement. This is 

not an agreement that involves six or seven parties. This is a UN Security Council Resolution 

with an annex. And as such, all Member States of the United Nations is considered to be bound 
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to the implementation of it. So, it doesn’t belong to one country, to six countries, to seven 

countries, to the European Union—it belongs to the international community.”290  

On the other hand, the European Union is skeptical regarding Iranian regional activities and 

development of the regional missile program, nevertheless, European Union policymakers 

retained that they consist of a set of other several interests subordinated to the maintenance of 

the JCPOA. Indeed, European Union policymakers affirmed that they were favorable to the 

idea of discussing and potentially reaching another deal that would allow the settling of 

European Union and United States security interests and worries. Moreover, additionally to the 

development of a military nuclear program, the European Union is engaged in a regional war 

between the United States and Iran that would cause further humanitarian concerns to be 

addressed. 

European Union policymakers believed that Iran has to be involved in the talks with the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC), to have a peaceful solution to the regional conflicts. Indeed, 

despite the isolation and the pressure along with a violent war with Iraq that lasted 8 years, the 

Islamic Republic is a stable regime. After the discovering of the Arak heavy water reactor and 

Natanz uranium enrichment plant the chance of a military confrontation between the United 

States and Iran became highly concrete 291 and the European Union did not want to repeat the 

Iraq experiment, which obstructed transatlantic relations along with creating fragmentation 

inside the European Union itself, with Germany and France contrary to United States strategies 

while the United Kingdom was more favorable and aligned with them. Finally, the situation 

has become very volatile and similar to that of the critical dialogue in recent years in light of 

the United States withdrawal from the JCPOA and the maximum pressure campaign. Indeed, 

in January 2020 the menace of a military conflict became concrete as both Iran and the United 

States were engaging in a game of brinkmanship with some extraterritorial military strikes on 

both sides.  
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The oil facilities on the East coast of Saudi Arabian-owned Aramco were victims of drone 

missile attacks. The Houthis, the Zayd religious minority in Yemen committed in the Yemeni 

civil war against the Saudi-led coalition, affirmed to be responsible for the attacks. On the other 

hand, the United States told that the real entity perpetrator of the attacks was Iran due to the 

technology used as Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) along with the ballistic computations 

that indicated that the drones were coming from Iran rather than Yemen. Iran denied the United 

States charges but the European Union is sure that even though the attack did not originate 

from Yemen there must have been some Iranian engagement in the process, as the Houthi 

rebels are considered to be an instrumental proxy group of Iran through which it carries out 

foreign policy aims in the region. The E3 on this occasion made a joint statement condemning 

the activities carried out by Iran, even if the United Nations could not independently verify that 

Iran was engaged in the attacks. Furthermore, the situation worsened when in January 2020 

Trump authorized a strike in Iraq which ended with the death of General Soleimani, the leader 

and strategist of the Quds forces, the foreign operations section of the IRGC. The attack was 

justified in light of Soleimani’s designation as a terrorist, that he was posing an imminent 

menace to the United States security interests and that it was part of a broader strategy of 

deterrence.292  

The death of Soleimani and the attacks launched against the coalition troops including 

European ones in Iraq raised the scenario of a direct military conflict between Iran and the 

United States. On this occasion, French President Macron, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, 

and British Prime Minister Boris Johnson issued a joint statement293in which they encouraged 

both sides to immediately de-escalate tensions and to resort to diplomatic channels to solve 

their differences rather than military force. 

 

4.2.2 Energy cooperation  
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In terms of energy, the European Union has crucial issues that it has been trying to solve for 

decades. The issue of energy security was inserted in the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 under art. 194 

(1), which affirms that the European Union energy policy aims to “ensure the security of energy 

supply in the Union’ even if each Member State enjoys the right to determine the energy 

sources to use and the general structure of the energy supply.294  

The general picture is not good for the European Union for different reasons: firstly, in 2010 

the European Union dependency rate was at 53.7 percent, a figure that shows the constraints in 

exerting its foreign policy in light of the need to import energy sources from outside the Union, 

even though the situation differs from member state to member state.295  

In 2016, DG energy of the European Commission estimated that around 40 % of the gas 

imported by the European Union, came from Russia which confers leverage on the latter in the 

negotiation of energy prices along with favorable contracts.296  

Forecasts about the nature of European Union gas imports are not promising either. Moreover, 

according to Energy Agency, the European Union's gas importance will increase and reach 

77% of the gas request in 2025 and 83 % of the gas request in 2040. 

These factors explain why the European Union searched for new suppliers in the Caspian Sea 

and the Middle East such as Azerbaijan and Iran. Regarding energy diplomacy, energy security 

is conceptualized as “forms of state power used to secure access to foreign energy supplies’ 

and as a political problem caused by the overreliance on markets and lack of strategic vision.297  

Thanks to its multilevel conduct of external relations “the EU energy diplomacy is a complex 

blend of multi-stakeholder and state-centered diplomacies, participants and communication 

modes”.298  

The European Union, like every other state in the international scenario, pursues the policy aim 

of ensuring the supply of energy through strategic diversification and maintaining political trust 

with foreign suppliers.299  
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Ukraine- Russian stand-offs in which Russia prevented the flow of natural gas through Ukraine 

pipelines as the “epiphany” of the energy vulnerability the European Union suffers.300  

As a consequence, the crisis led to the commencement of a new policy of diversification related 

to energy sources and routes, which would then be confirmed by subsequent crises like the one 

that happened in 2014. 301  

This engagement has been reiterated in the European Union Global Strategy of 2016, in which 

the differentiation of energy sources and suppliers was a strategic aim to be reached.302  

In 2015, the European Union created the Energy Union, an institutional platform to intensify 

its efforts and this engagement has pushed the European Union to find access to energy supplies 

to countries as Azerbaijan and above all Iran. Simultaneously, the European Union has been 

trying to limit the share of gas coming through the South Stream and Nord Stream 2 from 

Russia, and European Union diplomats strengthened their ties with Azerbaijan to accede its gas 

through the Southern Corridor, which could be joined by Iranian gas as well. A crucial 

challenge is given by the reluctance of European Union Member States to give more 

competencies in the field of energy, which inevitably leads to a fragmentation of member states' 

actions. The European Council, to encourage the security interests regarding the regional “hot 

war”, In 2016 verbally engaged in the balanced purchase in the energy sector from both sides 

of the Persian Gulf. 

This decision would involve an increase in the acquisition of Iranian oil and gas along with a 

decrease in the two goods coming from members of the GCC.303  

Indeed, European Union imports of oil from Gulf Arab Countries as Saudi Arabia have 

prevented it from reacting to systematic breaches of human rights. Moreover, this engagement 

was reiterated in the 2016 European Union Global Strategy,304 as energy is explicitly cited as 

one of the areas in which the European Union wanted to commit with Iran.305  
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In 2016, the buying of Iranian oil from European Union member States skyrocketed reaching 

almost 4 billion barrels per day, close to the one before the European Union aligned with the 

United States and United Nations sanctions.306  

This higher increase of Iranian oil from European Union members states was followed by high-

ranking visits of the European officials to Iran, with Vice President Mogherini traveling there 

at different times. In an official visit after the implementation of the JCPOA, Mogherini 

claimed that Iran over the following years would become a fundamental partner for allowing 

the development of the European Union energy mix and improving its overall energy 

security.307 At the same time, there has been made an official and joint institutional framework 

named the European Union - Iran Dialogue on Energy in which the European Union 

Commissioner for Climate Action and Energy, along with the Iranian Ministers of Petroleum 

and Energy issued a joint statement.308 

On the other hand, Iran’s legislator softened the requirements for foreign companies to access 

renovation and investment procurements to attract also European capital and technology.309  

Among these, many European multinationals as Total. Shell and Eni took immediately the 

opportunity to invest in Iran to improve Iranian oil and gas production.  

Some days after the implementation of the JCPOA, Iranian President Hassan Rouhani left for 

Europe to deepen economic ties with European Union member states and visited different 

European capitals. He first went to Rome, to Italy where he received a heap welcome and 

during the meeting, Iran and Italy signed cooperation deals worth 14 billion Euros in industrial 

fields including gas industry. 310  

ENI, the Italian oil multinational signed a deal with Iranian authorities to resume the 

development of the Dakhokhin Oilfield e South Pars and one of its subsidiaries Saipem signed 
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a deal with Persian Oil and Gas Development to upgrade different refineries as the Pars Shiraz 

and Tabriz ones.311  

According to media reports, Saipem and the Iranian Government were talking about the idea 

of a pipeline contract worth approximately $ 4.3 billion and Saipem would have directly 

controlled about 40 % of any bilateral arrangement in the Iranian market.312  

Similarly, during the French visit of Rouhani the French oil company Total signed an 

agreement with the Iranian government that would have committed the former to buy 200,000 

barrels of oil from Iran for its refineries. 313  

These are two examples that provide deeper insight into European Union energy interests with 

Iran and its endeavor to improve European Union energy security. The European Union 

investments in the Iranian energy field were not limited to conventional energy resources but 

included also renewable energies.  

During his visit, the Commissioner for Climate Action and Energy in April 2017, took part in 

the first Iran-European business forum about sustainable energy, in which investment 

opportunities were discussed in terms of energy efficiency and energy conservation. 314  

Finally, the European Union investment of technology and capital would have improved the 

overall efficiency of the extraction of energy resources: this result would have been ideal for 

both Iran and the European Union with the former enhancing its revenues and the latter 

diversifying its energy sources and routes.  

 

4.2.3 Economic interests  

 

The European Union interests however were not only circumscribed to the energy sector, even 

if it represented a considerable share of overall European Union interests in Iran. Within the 
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structure of the EEAS, the Iran task Force was generated to deepen collaboration in different 

dimensions, entailing energy, migration, and security. The Iranian economy and society, 

despite being still based on the export of energy sources as oil and gas, involves solid industrial 

productions in other industry sectors if compared with the Gulf monarchies. Moreover, the 

socio-economic and political model that represents the functioning of these states is called the 

rentier state, which reverses the maxim ‘no taxation without representation in ‘no 

representation, no taxation by underlying how the government subsidizes all public services in 

exchange for no political rights and an authoritarian form of government.  

The cost of public services is paid through the export of commodities. 

The Iranian economy is still highly dependent on the export of energy facilities but it also had 

developed during the decades' other industries. Indeed it is important to mention that the Iranian 

President, during his visits, did not only concluded energy contracts and collaboration deals 

but also ones in the airplane and financial fields. For example, regarding the infrastructure 

sector, Italian companies were ready to give important financial resources into the 

infrastructures of Iran, as Condotte d’Acqua and Ferrovie Dello Stato (FS). Moreover, the 

former made a contract with the Iranian government worth $ 4 billion for the construction of a 

port complex in Bander Abbas, whereas the latter engaged in assisting in the development of 

both high-speed and conventional rail lines with projects to educate the operative personnel.315  

Finally, it can be concluded that the European Union interests were not only limited to the 

security and energy ones but involved a spectrum that would have incentivized European 

businesses to seek profits.  

As already said, all the investments done, have been stopped by the reintroduction of the United 

States secondary sanctions by the Trump administration.   

 

 

4.3 The European Union's response to the withdrawal of the United States from the 

JCPOA 
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This part of the analysis will explain what has been the answer of the European Union after 

Trump decided to withdraw from the Iranian deal, the instruments  taken by the European 

Union to face the future of the JCPOA without the United States, and the resumption of 

dialogue after Biden’s election.  

 

4.3.1 United States withdrawal: the European Union strategy 

 

Trump’s decision to leave the deal on 8 May 2018 found an instantaneous and firm response 

in Brussels: the European Union, according to what was expressed by the High Representative 

of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Federica Mogherini in a statement 

following Trump’s one, accounts the Iranian nuclear agreement not as a bilateral deal but as “ 

a crucial building block in the international nuclear non-proliferation regime and, as such, 

crucial for the security of the Middle East region, Europe and the world.” 316  

Mogherini then claimed that “as long as Iran continues to fulfill the obligations contracted with 

the JCPOA, the European Union will continue to implement the agreement, seeking to ensure 

the continuity of economic benefits". To this aim, the High Representative expressed the 

intention to act “to protect the security and the economic interests of the European Union”. 

In the following week, there has been the first post-United States exit meeting after the USA 

exit from the JCPOA, between the Iranian Foreign Minister, Mohammad Javad Zarif, High 

Representative Mogherini, and the Foreign Ministers of the three E3 countries (France, 

Germany, United Kingdom).317  

The aim of this meeting as well as the following statements and meetings was to give adequate 

assurances to Iran concerning the European willingness to do everything possible to safeguard 

the existence of the deal.318  

Also, Mogherini indicated nine areas of cooperation between the European Union and Iran to 

be maintained to ensure the continued implementation of the JCPOA: the maintenance and 
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deepening of EU-Iran economic relations; the continuation of the sale of gas, oil, and 

petrochemical products from the Iranian petrochemical sector; banking transactions; 

transportation by sea, land, air, and rail; export credit and transport by sea, land, air, and rail; 

export credit and financial cooperation, with the launching of investment support measures; 

further signing of contracts between European companies and Iranian counterparts; greater 

investment in Iran; protection of European economic operators and the guarantee of legal 

certainty; the development in Iran of a transparent and business environment based on shared 

rules.319  

On the same day, the High Representative highlighted that the action of mechanism and tools 

for the protection of the deal would not only be the prerogative of the E3 but would also entail 

other member countries and would take place not only at the European Union level but also at 

the national level, especially concerning the creation of measures to protect national economic 

operators. 

However, from May to September 2018, the most important initiatives have been taken by 

Brussels at the instigation of the High Representative and the E3s, while at the national level 

the strategy that seems to have prevailed has been on of “wait- and- see”, which means waiting 

to see what measures were chosen at the European Union level.  

 

4.3.2 European Union’s instruments to preserve the deal. 

 

Immediately after the announcement of the United States withdrawal, the European Union 

developed tools to make up for the agreement, keeping the negotiating table with Tehran open 

and, above all, protecting European companies that would have been overwhelmed by the 

extraterritorial reach of United States sanctions.  

Given the contingency of the time available to try to stem the effects of US sanctions, before 

the first tranche scheduled came into force, the European Union activated a tool first tried in 

1996: the "Blocking Statute" (Regulation no. 2271/96). This instrument was intended to 

prohibit European companies from complying with extraterritorial effects of United States 

sanctions, guaranteeing them compensation for the damages suffered and neutralizing in the 

European Union the effect of foreign court rulings on such restrictive measures. 320  

                                                 
319
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However, the blocking statute was immediately found to be weak and not adequate as it had 

little effect on restrictive measures other than sanctions as confiscation, freezing of assets, or 

prohibition of market access. Properly, for this reason, France, Germany, and the United 

Kingdom approved a new policy in February 2019: the Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) through 

the creation of the Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges (INSTEX).321  

The SPV working is based on the exchange, which means an exchange of goods between 

European and Iranian companies without the use of financial transactions, to circumvent the 

direct exchange of money. The financial channel created through INSTEX would have implied 

a tripartite system: European companies wishing to buy goods from their Iranian counterparts 

would have had to make the payment through INSTEX, which would then have been 

responsible for the actual payment from its headquarters in Iran, to circumvent the sanctions.322  

 

323Image. 1 – Source: Twitter AFP News Agency  

 

Despite that INSTEX is indicative of a concrete European effort to keep alive the commercial 

dialogue with Tehran by preserving the JCPOA, this initiative has not been taken kindly 
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considered by the Iranian government, which, indeed, has not yet been decided on necessary 

mirror system in Iran.  

First of all, the reasons for Iranian reticence could be found in the field of application of 

INSTEX, which still results as scarcely diversified, with only medicines, food, and 

humanitarian aid being included in the list of commercial goods. Secondly, the European Union 

has demanded to Iran which conditions were needed for the full implementation of the tool, 

membership of the “Financial Action Task Force” (FATF), and a negotiation plan regarding 

the much-discussed Iranian ballistic missile program. The first clause would be necessary since 

the FATF in February 2020 included Iran in the list of “high-risk jurisdictions”, reinserting its 

countermeasures, which are in force until Iran implements the necessary measures to fill the 

gaps in the fight against the financing of terrorism.  

The Iranian government has rejected both of the imposed clauses: about the former, it is 

plausible that the Iranian government is not in favor of subjecting itself to more pervasive 

supervisory scrutiny for its financial institutions; about the latter clause, Tehran has not been 

silent since the 2015 JCPOA about its opposition to negotiating domestic ballistic missile 

programs aimed at enhancing conventional military capabilities.324  

Therefore, although INSTEX was used for the first time in March 2020 to import into Iran 

medical equipment necessary to contain the Sars-Cov-2 epidemic, the Iranian government does 

not hide its discontent, having, last January, accused Europe of "little courage" for not 

maintaining its economic sovereignty and having also declared that, given the ineffectiveness 

of INSTEX, the State will import the goods promised by the Union from other channels.325 

 

4.3.3 What’s next? The necessary resumption of dialogue.  

 

United States extraterritorial restrictions, in the absence of a unanimously applied tool capable 

of counteracting them, keep having a crucial impact on the Iranian and European economy, 

forcing trade partners to tighten their dialogue. Indeed, many European companies have 

severed their commercial relationship with Tehran, as the French multinational Total, the 

Italian steel giant Danielli, the German insurer Allianz, the Franco-German aircraft 
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manufacturer Airbus, the aircraft manufacturer ATR, and the car manufacturers Peugeot, 

Renault, and Volkswagen.326  

In light of this context, the return to the full application of the JCPOA, as it was created 

originally, would be the only possibility able to bring the negotiating partners closer to a 

concrete dialogue and to revive the Iranian economy, whose GDP has sunk since 2018, 

reaching a maximum contraction of -6.8% in 2019. For this reason, in April 2021, the Joint 

Commission, which is responsible for overseeing the implementation of the JCPOA, met a lot 

of times in Vienna and resumed its work with representatives of all negotiating parties except 

the USA. 

The parties involved discussed the measures necessary for the lifting of restrictions, nuclear 

implementation for the possible return of the USA to the JCPOA, and its full and effective 

implementation.  

Even though the several meetings have been defined as “constructive” by the participants, it is 

clear that there are crucial obstacles to the full reactivation of the JCPOA: the first among all, 

the condition imposed by Iran to negotiate with the United States only through the mediation 

of the other participants, which will result in an inevitable slowdown of the negotiations. 327  

Additionally, Iran formulated a specific condition for agreeing to abide by the clauses of the 

nuclear program, the prior removal by the United States of all sanctions imposed by former 

President Trump in a single tranche. However, the U.S. expressed its readiness to lift only the 

sanctions related to the JCPOA, suggesting a willingness to confirm those imposed for reasons 

outside the nuclear deal (terrorism, human rights violations, interference with elections). 

According to Carlo Trezza, the European Union should follow these objectives: “Consolidate 

consensus around returning to full implementation of the JCPOA agreement; to avoid 

modifying the agreement or applying it only partially. This would be an unattainable goal given 

that the text is implemented by Security Council Resolution 2231 which has made it legally 

binding; ensuring the simultaneous withdrawal of the sanctions contemplated by the JCPOA 

agreement and the retaliatory measures introduced by Iran in the nuclear field. As of January 

20, 2021, the United States should commit to freezing the implementation of any new sanctions 

and Iran to freezing any further retaliatory nuclear activities. Agree, once the agreement is 
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reactivated, on the launch of further negotiations to address, hopefully at the regional level, the 

many unresolved issues that still stand in the way of a return to normalcy in the Gulf region.”328  

To sum up, it seems clear that there is a willingness on both sides to reactivate the JCPOA. The 

United States decided that willing for a bigger deal would not work and that an early 

reactivation of the deal is the best tool to calm things down and then use the other sanctions as 

leverage on the other issues. For its side, Iran sees an advantage in the agreement as it would 

gain economic benefits.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

Analyzing in detail Iran's 2015 nuclear plan and the positions of three major players was the 

goal of this work.  

As a result of this research, it is possible to say that each actor participating in the agreement 

had strong incentives: on the one hand, Iran obtained the interruption of a part of the sanctions, 

on the other hand, it allowed cooperation between all the states involved in the field of nuclear 

energy. Moreover, cooperation led to more transparency on Iran's nuclear program and 

standardization of Tehran's security practices. 

By analyzing the single actors and comparing their interests and strategies, it has been possible 

to observe that Russia has always preferred a diplomatic approach, attempting to adapt to the 

behaviors and tactics of the others actors: it has always preferred dialogue to military 

intervention.  

As for the European Union, it is possible to say that it has been fundamental for the survival of 

the JCPOA for different reasons: firstly, the EU has always had good relations with Iran, and 

this facilitated the dialogue on nuclear energy; then, its presence has been crucial after Trump 

decided to exit: moreover, together with Russia it has been decisive in its choice to continue 

implementing the deal and tried to put in place tools that would facilitate the continuation of 

the JCPOA. The European Union has always adopted a diplomatic strategy and approach, such 

as Russia. 

Finally, the United States, as demonstrated, has pursued two contrasting strategies: while 

Obama's strategy has been more in line with Russia’s and European’s, Trump adopted an 

opposite approach: an aggressive policy towards Iran that led to the exit from the plan.  

The work concludes by setting out the general context following Trump's exit and by exposing 

in particular the positions of Iran and the USA. Finally, it mentions possible future scenarios. 

First of all, it is necessary to underline that the new US president, after initial uncertainties 

about the resumption of the agreement, said he was in favor of negotiations with Iran. At the 

same time, the Iranian leadership, after having seen the chance of a new diplomatic course, 

tried to convince the USA not to delay the re-entry into the nuclear plan stating that, otherwise, 

it would have reduced the access of the UN inspectors to its nuclear program.  

However, both countries remained firm on their conditions: Iran said it would only return to 

compliance with the conditions imposed by the agreement if the US lifted economic restrictions 

as provided by the Iran deal, whereas the US said it would lift sanctions only after Iran stopped 

over-enriching uranium in violation of the agreement. 
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A possible reconciliation lays in both Biden's foreign policy and the willingness to reopen 

negotiations of the new Iranian president Ebrahim Raisi who has been elected in June 2021. 

However, to date, the sabotage of the nuclear power plant in Natanz pushed Iran to take this 

path. Therefore, Tehran decided to further enrich uranium to 60%, approaching the threshold 

of military use, just on the eve of the consultation at the IAEA in Vienna, and to scale back the 

access of UN inspectors to its nuclear program. 

Nevertheless, these events have not slowed down the diplomatic process: after Easter, the Joint 

Commission of the JCPOA met in Vienna for the first time since 2018 in the presence of a US 

delegation. This phase did not lead to direct talks between US and Iranian representatives but 

was nevertheless described as "encouraging" after months of standstill. 

However, after the Iranian presidential elections of June 2021, which saw the radical Ebrahim 

Raisi prevail, the resumption of negotiations on the JCPOA seems to be far away. The new 

Iranian president declared that he does not want to meet the US president to resume 

negotiations.  

On the one hand, Raisi stands firm on his positions, and on the other hand, Biden is up against 

Republican opposition to lifting the sanctions imposed by his predecessor: to do so, he would 

have to spend political capital that he might need for his domestic political agenda, and Israel, 

with which Iran has tense relations, does not facilitate its decision. 

It can be concluded that possible future scenarios may entail a reconciliation between the 

United States and Iran, which depends both on their willingness to negotiate and on their 

foreign policy priorities or the eventual failure of the JCPOA, that would inevitably lead to 

negative consequences, including a possible conflict in the Middle East as a result of the 

hostility between the US and Iran. Given the current situation, however, it would seem difficult 

to think of an imminent reconciliation between the two partners. 

Despite this, the fundamental objective of the international community should be and remain 

only one: to contain the tension in the Middle East as much as possible to preserve world 

security. 

All scenarios, therefore, remain open and in evolution. 
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SUMMARY 

 

            

This work aims at analyzing and comparing the approaches of three principal global powers 

Russia, the United States, and the European Union regarding the Joint Comprehensive Action 

Plan of 2015. I decided to cover in this research, the case study of Iran's 2015 nuclear deal, due 

to the importance of nuclear energy in the international context. 

Specifically, I decided to consider three of the main actors participating in the nuclear deal, and 

analyze their interests, strategies, and positions relating to the case study of Iran.  

Therefore, after laying out the historical context in which the agreement was signed between 

the various actors and highlighting their reasons and incentives, the work considers three 

parameters for each actor taken into consideration. These are the Country's interests with Iran, 

their strategies regarding the JCPOA, and what position they have decided to adopt after the 

US left the JCPOA in 2018. 

 The first chapter describes precisely all the negotiations’ phases that go from 2003 to 

2015. The first period of negotiations went from 2003 until 2008: during these years, the E3 ( 

France, Germany, UK), tried to negotiate with Iran to obtain a suspension of uranium 

enrichment. However, despite all the attempts to find a shared solution, that could have brought 

both sides together, no compromise could be reached until 2008. A new phase of negotiations 

started in 2008. Moreover from that moment on, several events laid the ground for a possible 

agreement between Iran and the other powers:  the election of Obama as United States President 

in 2009, Russia’s Foreign Minister Lavrov proposal to follow a “step by step” approach agreed 

by the P5+1, and finally the election of Hassan Rouhani as Iranian President in 2013. All those 

facts led to the adoption of the Joint Plan of Action in November 2013, which signed the final 

phase in the negotiations before the adoption of the JCPOA. The JPOA had the aim to prepare 

the ground to a “mutually agreed long-term comprehensive solution establishing that Iran’s 

nuclear program would only be peaceful”. All the provisions agreed upon in the negotiation 

were respected: on the one hand, Iran met all the deadlines and implemented all the 

requirements outlined in the JPOA, and the IAEA recognized its report in 2014; on the other 

hand, the participants respected their promises by removing the sanctions covered in the 

JCPOA and by releasing of oil payments. 

Finally, on 14 July 2015, the negotiators claimed that they had reached the JCPOA. The official 

document comprehended a principle text and five technical annexes on nuclear-related 

commitments, sanctions-related commitments, civil nuclear collaboration, the Joint 
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Commission, and an implementation project. Eventually, the arrangement was reached: the 

JCPOA instituted the most intrusive controlling regime activated by the IAEA ever. The 

JCPOA provided that Iran would implement the requirements of the IAEA Additional Protocol, 

according to which the Agency can check on Iran’s compliance with the agreement, by 

accessing any site at which he has reason to have doubts regarding activity involving fissile 

material. On 20 July 2015, the UNSC unanimously adopted resolution 2231 which endorses 

the JCPOA. As it was affirmed by the UNSC, the JCPOA signed a turning point for the 

relationship between Iran and the other powers regarding the nuclear issue. In particular, this 

resolution provides four “days”: the adoption day which occurred on 18 October 2015, 90 days 

after the endorsement of the plan; the implementation day when the SC received the report 

from the IAEA; the transition day, which will occur eight years after the adoption day or upon 

receipt by the Security Council of the report from the IAEA stating that the IAEA has 

concluded that all nuclear material in Iran stays in peaceful activities; and lastly the termination 

day that will occur ten years later from adoption day and it implies that all the provision of the 

2231 resolution shall be ended. The first chapter ends by highlighting the benefits that the deal 

offered to incentivize the participation of the actors. Among the “carrots”, two are the most 

important: sanctions relief and civil nuclear cooperation. Concerning the sanctions relief, the 

2231 resolution provided that the previous resolution would be annulled and therefore most of 

the sanctions that were imposed on Iran were lifted, to encourage Iran to respect the agreement. 

Regarding civil nuclear cooperation, the JCPOA promotes this collaboration between the 

powers of the agreement and other foreign countries’ providers.  

The presence of a list of civil nuclear cooperation projects with Iran, presented in the deal, is 

important for the long-term application and respect of the agreement. Apart from giving 

legitimacy to Iran’s civil nuclear development which is necessary to have domestic support of 

the agreement, collaboration provision also entails Iranian scientists and engineers with plans 

that they can keep working on. Knowing Iran’s civilian nuclear program could be a way to 

know how Teheran works on its program and also to know what are its priorities. Moreover, 

cooperation will lead to more transparency on Iran’s nuclear program and standardization of 

Tehran’s security practices. Also, it would lead Iran to establish a steady relationship which 

could be useful after the expiration of the JCPOA, letting Iran expand its program faster. 

 

  The second chapter focuses on one of the three powers analyzed: Russia. 

The chapter summarizes the relationship between Russia and Iran until the JCPOA was 

reached, analyzes in detail the existing interests between Iran and Russia, and finally highlights 



 119 

the position and strategy followed by Russia after the United States withdrew from the deal in 

2018. In more detail, it aims to explain how the Iranian Nuclear deal has placed Tehran in a 

stronger strategic position and is capable of changing the balance in the Persian Gulf area and 

the Middle and Near East. The election of Vladimir Putin as the President of the Russian 

Federation marked the beginning of a new period in Iranian-Russian relations. Putin and his 

Iranian counterpart Ahmadinejad met to discuss several common regional issues as the 

instability in Syria, bilateral relations, and their position toward the nuclear issue. In particular, 

the dialogue and the interests between Tehran and Moscow strengthened.  

 In this context, the relations between Iran and Russia from the economic, commercial, and 

financial points of view, wound in different channels of collaboration.  

Therefore, this part of the research focuses on four main interests underlying the bilateral 

relationship between Iran and Russia which are: economy, security, energy, and geopolitical. 

In terms of economic interests, after the achievement of the JCPOA and then after the gradual 

reduction of sanctions, many economic opportunities opened up for Russia that strengthened 

relations between the two countries. In particular, the area of greatest interest for both was 

military technology: Russia wanted to consolidate supremacy in arms sales to Iran, while Iran 

wished to reduce the military technology gap with rivals in the region. 

As for the energy sector, Russia feared that Iran's return as an oil and gas supplier to the energy 

market, would threaten its position. However, Iran needed at least a year to increase its oil 

production, and even longer to enhance the gas one. Nor there is no guarantee that oil and gas 

prices would still be at the same low levels when important Iranian supplies come online. 

Meanwhile, Russia at that time had already begun taking steps to balance the potential damages 

arising from Iran’s return to the energy markets. In any event, if this agreement has complied, 

it would theoretically enable Russia to maintain this extra oil off the market until prices return 

to a lower and more acceptable level. To conclude, the main Russian concern regarding the 

energy sector, on the subject of Iran’s international rise was the question of oil, moreover, in 

the medium term, the Vienna agreements would allow Iran to return to being an adequate 

energy provider, potentially undermining some positions of pre-eminence matured over time 

by the Kremlin, at least as far as Europe is concerned. In conclusion, the principal Russian 

worry on the issue of Iran's international rise was the concern of oil. 

On the geopolitical level, Russia and Iran shared the same goals, in particular they both 

supported the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria and were opposed to Saudi initiatives in the 

region. Russia and Iran both were strong supporters of the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria. 

Syrian Civil War indeed appeared to be the main game-changer in the relationship between 
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Iran and Russia. Russia’s military involvement in the Syrian conflict in late 2015 became the 

main element that brought the two countries together. From Tehran’s point of view, the start 

of Moscow’s engagement in Syrian affairs gave to Iranian authorities what they had been 

searching  for a decade: a solid military base for the development of bilateral relations.  Since 

the 2000s, Tehran had been searching for a leading world power that could be a counterweight 

to the US pressure on Iran, and Russia was one of the best candidates for this role and for this 

reason, Russia remained the most favorable candidate for the Iranian authorities as a potential 

counterweight to the US influence in the Middle East.  

Tehran wanted to build a strong political cooperation with Russia and so, both of them 

attempted at finding political issues of common interest whose discussion could lead to long-

term cooperation between the two countries.329 

The unique point where they disagreed was Israel: Iran remained a rival of Israel while Russia 

tried to maintain a more nuanced approach. 

From a security perspective, the JCPOA would benefit from this aspect as well. Russia 

remained far more vulnerable to a possible Iranian nuclear attack than any other actor among 

the P5+1 member states. However, the reduction of the Iranian nuclear threat was certainly not 

the most important advantage that Russia would receive from a concluded nuclear agreement. 

It was thus even more important the fact that the accord virtually assured the long-term survival 

of Iran’s Islamic Republic, which had long been one of Russia’s first aims in the Middle East. 

Russia’s willingness to preserve the regime that existed at that time did not arise out of any 

crucial affinity it might hold for mullahs, instead, it reflected Russia’s view that Iran’s regime 

could guarantee stability in the Middle East that was already hit by several unrests and also that 

instability in Iran could also negatively affect Russia’s interests in the region. 

Additionally, it also reflects Russia’s belief that Iran could be a favorable partner for Russia in 

the region since, from a geopolitical point of view, Iran’s interests aligned more with Russia’s 

ones rather than with those of the Western powers. 

So a nuclear deal provided Russia with a safeguard against an Iranian nuclear attack, something 

it would not have been able to achieve on its own.     

To sum up, Russia retains that Iran could be a favorable partner for Russia in the region since, 

from a geopolitical point of view, Iran’s interests aligned more with Russia’s ones rather than 

                                                 
329 Kozhanov N. “ Foreign Policy of Iran under President Hassan Rouhani’s First Term (2013-2017). Edited by 

Luciano Zaccara. 
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with those of the Western powers, and also because they have common viewpoints towards 

political, regional and global issues.  

Lastly, regarding the position of Russia after the exit of the United States from the JCPOA, the 

research shows how it faced a difficult position: on the one hand, Russia wanted to continue to 

maintain relations with Iran so that it could replace western companies, while, on the other 

hand, it was concerned that new sanctions imposed could negatively affect the Iranian economy 

and generate destabilization, also leading Russian companies to withdraw from the market. For 

these reasons Russia decided to continue to implement the JCPOA and to support Iran, 

remaining faithful to the deal. 

It is possible to affirm that Russian companies wanted to adopt the "wait and see" strategy: 

wait for the action of European leaders and the reimposition of sanctions by the United States, 

and then decide how to act.  

The Kremlin tried to reassure Iran allies regarding its readiness and willingness to maintain 

business there. However, Russia’s presence in Iran depended on two factors: first, Europeans’ 

actions; moreover, Moscow wanted to make sure that Europeans politicians supported their 

statements on European readiness to maintain relationship with Tehran without leaving 

Moscow alone against the United States. The second element was Trump’s determination in 

restoring sanctions and implementing new measures against Iran. By 2019, none of these 

elements could persuade Russa that it should keep its business in Iran. Moscow’s leverage to 

affect the United States’ attitude was negligible. This was officially recognized. In early May 

2018, Lavrov claimed that Russia could do nothing about new restrictions that would be 

imposed by Trump. 330 

The Kremlin was not enough ready to fight for Iran: if Moscow saw that the situation was not 

developing on behalf of Iran, and the Europeans failed to present an adequate opposition to 

Americans, the majority of Russian oil and gas companies would probably put cooperation 

with Tehran on pause or at least reassess their strategies in Iran. Nevertheless, this would not 

mean the whole disruption of collaboration, as this would inevitably backfire, compromising 

the political dialogue and relationship between the two countries, which Moscow would try to 

prevent.  

In the worst-case situation, if the Europeans left Iran and the United States imposed secondary 

sanctions, the field of cooperation would probably be reduced and be limited to the several 

                                                 
330 “Lavrov Schel ne Podlezhashchey Peresmotru Otmenu Sanktciy SB OON protiv Irana,” RBC, May 10, 2018, 
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projects actively protected by the Russian administration, or that were in the zones not covered 

by sanctions such as the building of the Bushehr nuclear plant, and Sirik power plant and maybe 

the Russian Railways Company (RZD) projects. Basically, Russia preferred to follow a 

“diplomatic” strategy. 

 

 The third chapter focuses on the United States. This part provides an overview of the 

relationship between Iran and the United States since 1953. It then points out Obama's first two 

terms and the rise of Trump, explaining how these two different administrations have affected 

the JCPOA. 

In summary, the United States has been involved in regime change in Iran both in 1942 and 

1953 and still believes that regime change in revolutionary Iran is possible even today to 

achieve its own interests. Moreover, the permanent American engagement in Iran has aroused 

popular dissatisfaction and also anti-Americanism, which later turned into the hallmark of 

revolutionary Iran’s foreign policy posture. Basically, the United States’ behavior which aimed 

at changing Iran’s regime put pressure on the country and generated feelings of annoyance on 

Iran’s population. The fall of the Shah of Iran represented a huge loss for the United States' 

influence in the Middle East.  

Consequently, the revolutionary fervor demonstrated by the Iranian leadership and the United 

States counter actions worsened the bitterness of the bilateral relationship. The immediate 

actions and counter-moves from Iran and the United States respectively were: the taking over 

of the United embassy staff as a hostage in Tehran and freezing the Iranian assets in the United 

States.  

The Iran-Iraq war (1980-88), and the Western sustain on Iraq, and finally the demolition of an 

Iranian airliner with 370 people on board by the United States in July 1988, further annoyed 

the Iranian leadership. Furthermore, the application of negative adjectives by Iran as the “Great 

Satan” and by Iran such as “ Great Satan” and by the United States as “Islamic 

Fundamentalism”, “ Rogue State” and lastly “Axis of Evil” turned out as added fuel to the fire 

in the United States – Iran bilateral relations. Therefore, from the “dual containment” strategy 

to the “regime change” the United States was unable to shape the Iranian idea.331 

 

            

                                                 
331 Hussain Nazir. “ US-Iran Relations: Issues, Challenges and Prospects”.  Vol. 12, No. 2 (2015), pp. 29-47 
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With the ending of the first decade of the century analyzed, the event in the Middle East took 

a different stride: on one hand, the 2010 Arab Spring in the region had the United States lost 

its credibility, and on the other hand, it gave to the Iranian regional influence due to its 

democracy against stability generating chaos and unrest in the whole Arab world. This forced 

the United States to rethink its strategy of “denial” to “engagement” with Iran.  

One of the most important issue that mostly undermine the ties between those two countries is 

the Iran nuclear Program: in 1979, the nuclear program was completely deactivated due to the 

revolution and the Iran-Iraq war. However in 1990, the Iranian demand for nuclear energy 

recovered and the work on the Bushehr nuclear power plant began again, first with German 

collaboration and later with Russian support. In 2003, the IAEA inspectors unearthed very 

developed which had been unrevealed earlier. The IAEA warned Tehran to disclose all 

supposed activities in the country and open all its nuclear facilities for inspection, or it should 

be ready to manage the consequences.   

These revelations gave alarm bells around the world and the Iranian nuclear program became 

a huge global concern. Despite Iranian affirmations that their nuclear program was purely made 

for peaceful aims, the Western powers, especially the United States did not trust the Iranian 

stance and points towards its advanced facilities such as the Enrichment Plant. Direct 

negotiations on Iran’s nuclear ambitions started in early 2013 between the P5+1 and Iran with 

the final objective of resolving the controversy. The direct talks began with Barack Obama’s 

telephonic talk with President Hassan Rouhani in September 2013. From that specific moment, 

an interim deal was reached between the two sides in November 2013, which was extended 

twice for six months until November 2014, to arrive at a definitive deal by June 2015. As it has 

been mentioned yet, the deal entailed the possibility for Iran to keep nuclear facilities that were 

made for peaceful and civilian aims, but they would be subject to strict production limits. In 

2015 after long negotiations between Iran and the P5+1, the Iranian nuclear agreement has been 

dealt with. The deal entailed a lot of measures as the reduction of the number of centrifuges or 

the break of enrichment at Fordow. However, according to the deal, United States sanctions on 

Iran regarding security and human rights abuses would remain in place: it provided that AIEA 

would make inspections on Iranian facilities and sanctions would have been re-imposed if Iran 

breached the deal. 

Generally, the deal seemed to ensure a win-win position for both sides as they had come out of 

their fixated positions to gibe diplomacy a possibility for bringing an end to the nuclear 

controversy that started in 2002. 

 



 124 

 

During his first term, Obama sought to adopt an opposite strategy to that of his predecessor 

Bush: following a diplomatic approach which did not involve military intervention. Obama has 

consistently pushed a plan of action known as "dual-track" that combines diplomacy with 

sanctions rather than pursue a hardline approach.  

During his second term, Obama maintained a soft line on Iran, increasingly spying on the 

disposal of Iran's international isolation and containment. To sum up, at the time of his election, 

Barack Obama wanted to operate a disengagement from the Middle East, in favor of a more 

incisive role in the Far East. Moreover, he preferred a multilateral approach and wanted to 

prevent a conflict with Iran at all costs. For this reason, his two mandates were characterized 

by a long negotiation process with the Islamic Republic, to find a deal that would prevent it 

from developing and using an atomic bomb.  

With the rise of Trump, the scenario completely changed. Indeed, unlike Obama, Trump has 

always adopted harsh rhetoric towards Iran and always claimed to be against the JCPOA and 

in favor of the signing of a new pact. However, he continued to adopt the sharper language and 

state that he would implement an increasingly tough approach to Iran. Unlike his predecessor, 

he did not respected two crucial conditions for maintain a good relationship with Iran: 

respecting Iran’s right to uranium enrichment and using not an aggressive language. The 

American president often reiterated that if no changes to the JCPOA were made or if no new 

solution was proposed, the United States would withdraw from the plan: in 2018 therefore the 

President officially declared the withdrawal of the United States. He reasoned his choice by 

claiming that, after a month of negotiations with European allies, it was clear that the JCPOA 

could not prevent Iran from coming into possession of atomic weapons.   

 

The last chapter focuses on the European Union. 

In particular, this part describes the existing relationship between the two powers, the interests 

between the EU and Iran, and finally to analyze the European position after the United States' 

exit from the deal in 2018.  

First of all, it is possible to observe how, unlike the United States, the European Union has 

always had good relations with Iran trying to include it economically and strategically at the 

international level. In addition, it is crucial to note how the European Union has been for years 

one of the considerable Iranian partners with Iran that exported a large share of its oil and 

petroleum products to European markets in return for machinery, transport equipment, and 

chemicals. Since the mid-2000s the controversy over the nuclear deal has dominated the 
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relationship between the European Union and Iran. The European Union’s policy aim in this 

regard has always been to “achieve a comprehensive, negotiated, long-term settlement which 

restores international confidence in the exclusively peaceful nature of the Iranian nuclear 

program while respecting Iran’s legitimate right to the peaceful use of nuclear energy under 

the Non-Proliferation Treaty.” as affirmed by the Council of Europe.332 

As for the interests of the European Union in Iran, the chapter describes three of them : security, 

energy, and economy. Since the signing of the JCPOA, nonetheless, the European institutions 

and members states have vigorously sought to reinsert Iran economically and strategically. 

As it was affirmed by Blockmans: “ Despite these obstacles and setbacks, the Iranian and 

European sides initiated the so-called “critical dialogue”, which later evolved into a 

comprehensive one. The European Union sought to use growing trade and commercial ties as 

well as flourishing political dialogue to change Iran’s policy in four fields: human rights, the 

Arab-Israeli conflict, allegations of sponsoring terrorism, and proliferation of weapons of mass 

destruction.” 333  

As also for Russia and for the United States, the nuclear question has been the key point in the 

relations between the two actors, particularly since the revelation of previously undeclared 

nuclear activities in 2002. 

From the point of view of security, the JCPOA guaranteed Europe greater tranquility about the 

possible development of a military nuclear program. However, on the one hand, Europe 

ensured Iran regarding the nuclear deal, on the other hand the European Union was skeptical 

regarding Iranian regional activities and development of the regional missile program: 

nevertheless, European Union policymakers retained that they consist of a set of other several 

interests subordinated to the maintenance of the JCPOA. 

From the energy point of view, Vice President Mogherini  affirmed that Iran would be a 

fundamental partner for Europe for energy security. 

From the economic point of view instead, it is possible to claim that the ties between Iran and 

the EU focus on infrastructure, financial, and airplane sectors. Moreover, the Iranian economy 

is still highly dependent on the export of energy facilities but it also had developed during the 

decades' other industries. In fact, the Iranian President, during his visits concluded energy 

contracts and collaboration agreements as well as ones in the airplane and financial fields. 

                                                 
332 Council of the EU, “Factsheet: The European Union and Iran”, doc. 5555/2/12 REV2, 23 March 2012. 

 
333 Blockmans S., Ehteshami A., Bahgat G. 2016. “ EU-Relations after Nuclear Deal”. 
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The crucial point covered in this chapter is the European strategy after Trump's exit: keep the 

agreement alive, and maintain the areas of cooperation already existing between Iran and the 

European Union to continue to implement the JCPOA. Mogherini sustained that until Iran 

fulfill the obligations and followed the conditions imposed by the JCPOA, then the European 

Union would continue to implement the deal and to protect the security and economic interests 

that it had.  

Among the instruments conceived by the European Union to adequately address the critical 

situation caused by the increase in sanctions, there are the Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) 

through the foundation of the Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges (INSTEX).  However, 

Iran has shown its discontent with these instruments accusing Europe of not being very brave 

in maintaining its economic sovereignty.  

The work concludes by setting out the general context following Trump's exit and by exposing 

in particular the positions of Iran and the USA. Finally, it mentions possible future scenarios. 

First of all, it is necessary to underline that the new US president, after initial uncertainties 

about the resumption of the agreement, said he was in favor of negotiations with Iran. At the 

same time, the Iranian leadership, after having seen the chance of a new diplomatic course, 

tried to convince the USA not to delay the re-entry into the nuclear plan stating that, otherwise, 

it would have reduced the access of the UN inspectors to its nuclear program.  

However, both countries remained firm on their conditions: Iran said it would only return to 

compliance with the conditions imposed by the agreement if the US lifted economic restrictions 

as provided by the Iran deal, whereas the US said it would lift sanctions only after Iran stopped 

over-enriching uranium in violation of the agreement. 

A possible reconciliation lays in both Biden's foreign policy and the willingness to reopen 

negotiations of the new Iranian president Ebrahim Raisi who has been elected in June 2021. 

However, to date, the sabotage of the nuclear power plant in Natanz pushed Iran to take this 

path. Therefore, Tehran decided to further enrich uranium to 60%, approaching the threshold 

of military use, just on the eve of the consultation at the IAEA in Vienna, and to scale back the 

access of UN inspectors to its nuclear program. 

Nevertheless, these events have not slowed down the diplomatic process: after Easter, the Joint 

Commission of the JCPOA met in Vienna for the first time since 2018 in the presence of a US 

delegation. This phase did not lead to direct talks between US and Iranian representatives but 

was nevertheless described as "encouraging" after months of standstill. 

However, after the Iranian presidential elections of June 2021, which saw the radical Ebrahim 

Raisi prevail, the resumption of negotiations on the JCPOA seems to be far away. The new 



 127 

Iranian president declared that he does not want to meet the US president to resume 

negotiations.  

On the one hand, Raisi stands firm on his positions, and on the other hand, Biden is up against 

Republican opposition to lifting the sanctions imposed by his predecessor: to do so, he would 

have to spend political capital that he might need for his domestic political agenda, and Israel, 

with which Iran has tense relations, does not facilitate its decision. 

It can be concluded that possible future scenarios may entail a reconciliation between the 

United States and Iran, which depends both on their willingness to negotiate and on their 

foreign policy priorities or the eventual failure of the JCPOA, that would inevitably lead to 

negative consequences, including a possible conflict in the Middle East as a result of the 

hostility between the US and Iran. Given the current situation, however, it would seem difficult 

to think of an imminent reconciliation between the two partners. 

Despite this, the fundamental objective of the international community should be and remain 

only one: to contain the tension in the Middle East as much as possible to preserve world 

security. 

All scenarios, therefore, remain open and in evolution. 

 

 


