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The international agreement with Iran continues to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear 
weapon. No American national security objective would be served by withdrawing from it 
as long as Iran is meeting the agreement’s requirements. To the contrary, given continuing 
assurance by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) that Iran is in compliance with 
the agreement, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), such a unilateral act would 
have grave long term political and security consequences for the United States. 

Reports indicate that President Trump may refuse to certify Iran’s compliance with the 
JCPOA in October, which could lead to restoring sanctions against Iran that were suspended 
in 2015 in accordance with the agreement. Doing so would bring the U.S.—rather than Iran—into 
non-compliance with the agreement.

We recommend instead a comprehensive policy toward Iran that furthers U.S. national 
security interests. This approach would push back against Iran’s threatening actions against 
its neighbors; enable the achievement of other U.S. objectives in the region; and continue to 
prevent an Iranian nuclear weapon—all without the risk of war and the consequent loss of 
American lives, resources and stature of the United States as a world leader. Specifically, we 
recommend that the U.S.:

•	 Continue to certify Iran’s compliance with the JCPOA as long as the IAEA, the U.S. 
and other nations determine that Iran is meeting its commitments. The U.S. will thereby 
buttress the international coalition that brought Iran to the table and avoid a highly 
damaging challenge to the U.S. dollar-lead international financial order that could come from 
wide international opposition to what is judged to be an unjustified re-imposition of U.S. 
sanctions. In addition, preserving U.S. fidelity to the JCPOA will be essential for successful 
future joint action should Iran ever be found in violation. Iran with a nuclear weapon would 
be a far greater threat to the region and U.S. security. 

•	 Engage fully in the work of the Joint Commission of JCPOA, the body specifically set 
up to oversee compliance by all parties to the agreement. American leadership in that 
governing body would: strengthen IAEA oversight; maintain active U.S. involvement in 
questioning all credible evidence of Iranian violations; and preserve the U.S. option to take 
unilateral action against Iran should it violate the agreement and others do not respond. 
International compliance investigations, intelligence-gathering, and inspections are 
important parts of this effort. But, they must be done in good faith and in a credible fashion, 
letting the results speak for themselves. While the U.S. should encourage the IAEA to inspect 
sensitive sites in Iran when there is evidence of possible violations, in the absence of such 
evidence, the U.S. would not have the support of a majority of Joint Commission members 
needed to require Iran to accept IAEA access.
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•	 Begin discussions with other JCPOA Joint Commission members on options for 
a follow-on agreement that would, after the expiration of JCPOA, add further 
guarantees to assure that Iran will not have the capacity to build a nuclear weapon far 
into the future. The U.S. should quietly begin conversations with its negotiating partners 
(Britain, China, France, Germany, and Russia) not to seek to renegotiate the JCPOA—which 
all would oppose—but to explore the potential for a mutually agreeable arrangement for the 
future. Consideration should also be given to approaches that would build on the JCPOA to 
promote nuclear restraints on a regional basis. 

•	 Propose a new consultative body comprising Saudi Arabia, Iran, Russia, Turkey, the 
United States, China, and the European Union that would begin regular exchanges 
on the major disputes in the area. This would not be easy and the first meeting including 
Saudi Arabia and Iran could take many months to organize. Since none of the conflicts in 
the Middle East can be resolved by military force alone and all will require some agreement 
between the Gulf States and Iran, the exploration of these broader political options is 
essential. Such a body could encourage these governments to discuss differences from the 
standpoint of nation states, not from an ideological or sectarian point of view. 

•	 Establish a regular channel of communication at a senior level with Iran that would 
enable the U.S. to express its concerns directly to Iran’s leaders about Iranian actions, 
provide a channel to resolve conflicts before they escalate, and explore opportunities for 
working in parallel with Iran on problems that impact U.S. security interests such as in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. 

•	 Begin regular consultations with U.S. allies and partners in the region to share 
information and coordinate strategies to push back against Iran’s threatening actions that 
contribute to the instability in the Middle East, including proxy and asymmetrical activities, 
particularly if direct engagement with Iran on these issues proves fruitless. Retaining the 
JCPOA will be integral to the success of this effort.

The consequences for U.S. national security of unilaterally refusing to certify Iran’s 
compliance with the JCPOA in the absence of evidence of non-compliance would be: 

•	 The U.S. would presumably re-establish unilateral sanctions against companies and 
nations that have begun economic and trade relations with Iran since the nuclear agreement 
was reached two years ago. This action might include extra-territorial sanctions against 
non-U.S. governments, banks, and private companies. While the Administration might delay 
renewing sanctions for a period of time, the intention of doing so would be clear. 

•	 The renewal of U.S. sanctions would most certainly result in Iran alleging the U.S. has 
violated the JCPOA and require a meeting of the Joint Commission (UK, France, Germany, 
Russia and China, plus Iran) to resolve the question of U.S. compliance. The renewal of 
U.S. sanctions would challenge European states and other nations to consider whether to 
acquiesce in U.S. Treasury demands or suffer potentially punishing fines for trading with and 

Page 2

the iran project 475 riverside drive suite 900, new york, ny 10115 email: iranproject@fcsny.org

www.theiranproject.org

http://www.theiranproject.org


THE IRAN PROJECT

investing in Iran. A U.S. decision to renew sanctions in the absence of evidence of Iranian 
non-compliance would damage American leadership, raise the likelihood of legal disputes 
with European companies, banks and governments, and potentially directly challenge the 
power of the U.S. Treasury and the U.S. dollar as global reserve currency. Backing away from 
the JCPOA would also damage U.S. credibility as a partner in future diplomatic negotiations 
including with North Korea. 

•	 Europe, China, and Russia could decide to continue observing the JCPOA should 
Iran continue to comply with its commitments restricting its nuclear program. Iran’s 
agreement would no doubt be based on assurances from Europe and others of continued 
sanctions relief, which would permit the expansion of trade and investment opportunities 
in Iran. Should this happen, it is the U.S., rather than Iran, that would be isolated and 
damaged economically.

•	 A clear break between the U.S. and Europe (EU) over the sanctions issues would allow 
Russia and China to move closer to achieving their longstanding goal of dividing the 
West. The collapse of the coalition that brought Iran to the negotiating table would destroy 
international unity in determining how to respond forcefully should Iran decide in the future 
to expand its nuclear program with an intention to build a nuclear weapon. 

•	 Alternatively Iran could respond to the U.S. rejection of the JCPOA by returning 
to its pre-agreement enrichment program at full strength and under far weaker 
international monitoring. A restart of an unconstrained nuclear program could be 
the default Iranian reaction given the likelihood that at least some European and Asian 
companies will decline to do business in Iran if the U.S. re-imposes extra-territorial 
sanctions. Iran with a nuclear weapon would be a far greater threat to the region and U.S. 
security than it is today. 

•	 Security forces and other hard line elements in Iran would almost surely acquire more 
political power in the wake of a U.S. effort to scuttle the JCPOA. A more dominant 
Revolutionary Guard (IRGC) role could result in heightened Iranian proxy and asymmetrical 
actions against the U.S. and its interests worldwide and further strengthen Iran’s strategic 
partnership with Russia, a relationship that so far has been based on expediency rather than 
on long historic ties or political affinity. More importantly a more powerful IRGC would 
weaken those within Iran who seek to reduce IRGC influence and to pursue the economic and 
social reforms proposed by recently re-elected President Rouhani. 

•	 Military conflict with Iran and its over 80 million people would become more likely, 
as U.S.-Iranian hostility mounts and as Saudi Arabia becomes emboldened by U.S. military 
support and the rise in American threats against Iran. An American effort to promote regime 
change through covert action, based on the false assumption that political forces exist inside 
Iran that are ready to overthrow the current government, would most certainly fail and lead 
directly toward conflict. A war with Iran is more imaginable today than at any time 
since 2012. 
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Amb. (ret.) Morton Abramowitz, Assistant Secretary of State for Intelligence and Research,  
	 Ambassador to Thailand and Turkey
Amb. (ret.) Nicholas Burns, Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs and Ambassador to Greece 
Joseph Cirincione, President of the Ploughshares Fund
Amb. (ret.) Chester A Crocker, Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs
Tom Daschle, U.S. Senator and Senate Majority Leader
Suzanne DiMaggio, Senior Fellow and Director of the Iran Initiative at New America 
Amb. (ret.) James Dobbins, Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan 
Robert Einhorn, Assistant Secretary for Non-proliferation and Secretary of State’s Special Advisor for 
	 Non-proliferation and Arms Control 
Leslie Gelb, Assistant Secretary of State for Politico-Military Affairs and Director of Policy Planning and  
	 Arms Control at the Department of Defense
Morton H. Halperin, Director of Policy Planning at the Department of State
Lee H. Hamilton, U.S. House of Representatives and Chairman of the House Foreign Relations Committee
Gary Hart, U.S. Senator and Special Envoy to Northern Ireland
Stephen B. Heintz, President, Rockefeller Brothers Fund
James Hoge, former Editor of Foreign Affairs Magazine
Amb. (ret.) Bob Hormats, Under Secretary of State for Economic Growth, Energy, and the Environment and  
	 Deputy U.S. Trade Representative
J. Bennett Johnston, U.S. Senator
LTG. Frank Kearney (ret.), U.S. Army, Deputy Director for Strategic Operational Planning at the National  
	 Counter-Terrorism Center
Amb. (ret.) Daniel Kurtzer, Ambassador to Israel and Egypt
Ellen Laipson, Vice Chair of the National Intelligence Council and President Emeritus of the Stimson Center
Carl Levin, U.S. Senator and Chairman of the Senate Committee on Armed Services
Amb. (ret.) John Limbert, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Iran
Amb. (ret.) William H. Luers, Ambassador to Czechoslovakia and Venezuela
Richard G. Lugar, U.S. Senator and Chairman of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations
Jessica T. Mathews, Director of the Office of Global Issues of the National Security Council
Amb. (ret.) William G. Miller, Ambassador to Ukraine
Amb. (ret.) Cameron Munter, Ambassador to Pakistan and Serbia
Amb. (ret.) Richard W. Murphy, Ambassador to Saudi Arabia and Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern  
	 and South Asian Affairs
Vali Nasr, U.S. Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan and Dean of Johns Hopkins SAIS
Richard Nephew, Deputy Coordinator for Sanctions Policy at the Department of State and Director for Iran of the 
	 National Security Council 
Joseph Nye, Assistant Secretary of Defense
Amb. (ret.) Thomas Pickering, Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs and Ambassador to Israel, Russia, 
	 India, United Nations, El Salvador, Nigeria, and Jordan
Paul R. Pillar, National Intelligence Officer for the Near East and South Asia
Amb. (ret.) Nicholas Platt, Ambassador to Pakistan, Philippines, and Zambia
Joe R. Reeder, Deputy Secretary of the Army and Chairman of the Panama Canal Commission
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Amb. (ret.) J. Stapleton Roy, Assistant Secretary for Intelligence and Research and Ambassador to China,  
	 Indonesia, and Singapore 
Barnett R. Rubin, Senior Adviser to the Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan
Karim Sadjadpour, Senior Associate at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace
Gen. (ret.) Brent Scowcroft, National Security Advisor
RADM (ret.) Joe Sestak, U.S. Navy, Deputy Chief of Naval Operations for Warfare Requirements and Programs
Gary Sick, Director for Iran and the Persian Gulf of the National Security Council 
Jim Slattery, U.S. House of Representatives
Anne-Marie Slaughter, Director of Policy Planning at the Department of State 
Mark Udall, U.S. Senator
Amb. (ret.) Edward S. Walker, Jr., Ambassador to Israel, Egypt, and United Arab Emirates
James Walsh, Research Associate at MIT’s Security Studies Program
Col. (ret.) Lawrence Wilkerson, U.S. Army, Chief of Staff to the Secretary of State
Timothy E. Wirth, U.S. Senator
Amb. (ret.) Frank Wisner, Ambassador to India, Egypt, the Philippines, and Zambia, and Under Secretary of State 
	 for International Security Affairs

* The signers of this statement were either former senior officials of the U.S. government or prominent national 
security leaders who have not held senior government positions. The positions listed after the names of the 
former government officials are senior posts held while in office. The positions listed after the names of those 
who were not from the government are listed with their current position.
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