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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

By Colin H. Kahl, Melissa G. Dalton and
Matthew Irvine

A nuclear-armed Iran would pose a significant
challenge to U.S. and Israeli interests and would
increase the prospects for regional conflict.
Nevertheless, a preventive military strike against
Iran’s nuclear program by either the United States
or Israel at this time is not the best option, and
rushing to war would risk making the threat worse.

Although Iran could probably be deterred from
deliberately using or transferring nuclear weapons,
a nuclear-armed Iran would be a more danger-

ous adversary in several respects. Believing that

its nuclear deterrent would make it immune from
retaliation, the Iranian regime would likely increase
its lethal support to proxies such as Hezbollah and
Hamas and commit more brazen acts of terrorism
abroad, thus creating more frequent arises in the
Levant. The Israeli-Iranian rivalry would be more
prone to crises, and these crises would entail some
inherent risk of inadvertent escalation to nuclear war.
Preventing Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons
should therefore remain an urgent priority for both
the United States and Israel.

Until Iran appears poised to weaponize its nuclear
capability, however, the preferable option is to
continue the current combination of pressure

and diplomacy. All options, including preventive
military action, should remain on the table, but
policymakers should recognize that the potential
risks and costs associated with using force are high.
Military action should remain a last resort, which
should be contemplated only by the United States
and only under stringent conditions.

This report is the first in a series on the conse-
quences of Iranian nuclearization.' It examines the
direct threat that a nuclear-armed Iran might pose
to Israel and the associated risks of Israeli-Iranian
nuclear confrontation.

Our analysis of these potential dangers concludes:

o The threat from Iran’s nuclear program is growing

but not yet imminent. Credible evidence suggests
| 5
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that Iran is pursuing a “nuclear hedging” strategy
that aims to develop the indigenous technical capa-
bility to rapidly produce nuclear weapons at some
point, should Iran’s supreme leader decide to do so.
However, Iran is at least a year — and likely further
— away from developing nuclear weapons.

o Multiple Iranian nuclear futures are possible.
If Iran’s nuclear progress continues, the supreme
leader could conceivably be satisfied with
stopping at a “threshold” capability just short
of full-fledged weaponization. If the Iranian
regime chooses instead to cross the nuclear
threshold, the ultimate size and character of
Iran’s nuclear arsenal could follow a number of
different pathways, each of which would produce
different risks.

o Iran is unlikely to deliberately use a nuclear
weapon or transfer a nuclear device to terrorists
for use against Israel. The Iranian regime is not
suicidal and is sufficiently rational for the basic
logic of nuclear deterrence to hold.

« A nuclear-armed Iran would nevertheless be more
aggressive and dangerous than an Iran without
nuclear weapons. If Tehran thought that its nuclear
deterrent would protect it against retaliation, Iran
would be emboldened to increase its support for
proxies in the Levant and terrorism abroad.

o A more crisis-prone Israeli-Iranian rivalry
would create some inherent risk of inadvertent
nuclear war. The possibility of Israeli-Iranian
nuclear escalation has been somewhat exag-
gerated, but it is not trivial and would have
potentially devastating consequences.

As policymakers attempt to head oft those chal-
lenges, we make several recommendations:

 Preventing a nuclear-armed Iran should
remain the priority. Given the threat posed by
a nuclear-armed Iran, current policy rightly
emphasizes prevention rather than containment
with regard to the possibility of Iran developing
nuclear weapons.

Iran, Israel and the Bomb

o The United States and Israel should avoid tak-

ing steps that limit diplomatic options. The best
diplomatic outcome would be to roll back Iran’s
current nuclear progress. Yet even as policymak-
ers aggressively pursue preventive efforts, they
should avoid drawing diplomatic red lines — most
notably, insisting that Iran end all domestic ura-
nium enrichment - that box in negotiators and
make creative solutions to the Iranian nuclear
threat more difficult.

The use of force should be a last resort. As the
United States and its partners pursue a diplo-
matic solution that pressures Iran to meet its
international obligations, all options, including
possible military action, should remain on the
table. However, because of the enormous risks
and uncertain benefits involved, a preventive
strike on Iran’s nuclear program should remain
a last resort. Such a strike should only be consid-
ered if four conditions are met: 1. all nonmilitary
options have been exhausted, 2. Iran has made

a clear move toward weaponization, 3. there is a
reasonable expectation that the strike would set
back Iran’s program significantly and 4. a suf-
ficiently large international coalition is available
to help manage the destabilizing consequences
of the strike and to work collectively in the
aftermath to contain Iran and hinder it from
rebuilding its nuclear program.

Israel should not attack Iran. A near-term Israeli
attack on Iran fails to meet any of the previous
criteria and would likely backfire, increasing the
risks to Israeli security and regional stability.
Only the United States - if it had exhausted all
other options and faced compelling evidence that
Iran was determined to produce a bomb — would
have any hope of producing a significant delay

in Iran’s nuclear program while holding together
the type of coalition required for effective post-
strike containment.



[I. INTRODUCTION

On March 5, 2012, Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu addressed the American
Israel Public Affairs Committee annual policy
conference in Washington and described the grave
threat posed by Iran’s nuclear ambitions. “Iran
calls for Israel’s destruction, and they work for

its destruction - each day, every day,” Netanyahu
said. “This is how Iran behaves today, without
nuclear weapons. Think of how they will behave
tomorrow, with nuclear weapons. Iran will be even
more reckless and a lot more dangerous.” Arguing
that a nuclear-armed Iran would be undeter-

rable, Netanyahu stated that “responsible leaders
should not bet the security of their countries on
the belief that the world’s most dangerous regimes
won’t use the world’s most dangerous weapons.”
Those weapons could be used directly or “Iran
could threaten all of us with nuclear terrorism.”
Netanyahu further predicted that Tehran would
extend its nuclear umbrella over Hezbollah, Hamas
and other Iranian-backed militants, emboldening
them to increase their attacks against Israel and the
United States. Finally, warning of the emergence
of a Middle East with multiple nuclear-armed
rivals, Netanyahu concluded that “the world’s most
volatile region would become a nuclear tinderbox
waiting to go oft.”

This report is the first in a series examining the
possible consequences of Iranian nuclearization. It
assesses:

o The risk that Iran would deliberately use nuclear
weapons against Israel or transfer a weapon to
terrorists for use against Israel;

o The prospect that nuclear weapons would
empower Iranian adventurism, embolden Iran’s
proxies to threaten Israel and constrain Israeli
responses to these threats; and

o The danger that future Israeli-Iranian crises
could escalate to nuclear war.?

A nuclear-armed Iran could also produce other
negative implications for Israeli and U.S. interests
and regional stability. For instance, Iran’s develop-
ment of nuclear weapons might encourage further
regional proliferation, undermine the global non-
proliferation regime, enable Iran to practice coercive
diplomacy in the Persian Gulf and elsewhere, and
create significant challenges for U.S. freedom of
action in the Middle East.* This report, however,
focuses on the most direct threats to Israeli secu-
rity and the prospects for Israeli-Iranian conflict.
Understanding these dynamics is crucial to the for-
mulation of U.S. policy, both because of America’s
long-standing commitment to Israel’s security and
because Israeli-Iranian rivalry - already a source of
regional tension — would likely become even more
dangerous if Iran acquired nuclear weapons.

We contend that a nuclear-armed Iran would
become a more dangerous adversary for Israel

and the United States, even though Israel and

the United States would likely prove capable of
deterring the deliberate use or transfer of those
weapons. Believing that its nuclear deterrent would
immunize it from retaliation, the Iranian regime
would probably increase its lethal support to
proxies such as Hezbollah and Hamas and com-
mit more brazen acts of terrorism abroad, which
would produce more frequent crises in the Levant.
A more crisis-prone Israeli-Iranian rivalry, in turn,
would produce some inherent risk of inadvertent
nuclear war. Although the risks of crisis escala-
tion in these circumstances have been somewhat
exaggerated, they are nontrivial, and the potential
consequences of even such a low probability event
would be devastating. All told, even if the dangers
emanating from a nuclear-armed Iran might not be
as grave as some fear, Iran’s acquisition of nuclear
weapons would still represent a significant chal-
lenge to Israeli and American interests and further
destabilize a vital region.

Our findings reinforce the importance of prevent-
ing Tehran from developing nuclear weapons.
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Deterrence and containment of a nuclear-armed
Iran is theoretically possible, but it would be
practically difficult, and prevention is preferable.
Yet, even as policymakers aggressively pursue
prevention efforts, they should avoid steps that
make creative diplomatic solutions to the Iranian
nuclear challenge more difficult to achieve. In
particular, insisting that Iran permanently halt all
domestic enrichment in the hopes of producing an
optimal deal would most likely result in no deal at
all. Policymakers should also consider the use of
force against Iran’s nuclear program a last resort.
All options, including preventive military action,
should remain on the table, but the potential risks
and costs associated with using force are high.
Military action should be employed only under
very stringent conditions — and only the United
States is capable of meeting these conditions.



[Il. IRAN'S NUCLEAR PATHWAYS

Iran appears to be pursuing a strategy of “nuclear
hedging” that aims to develop a technical capabil-
ity to produce nuclear weapons rapidly, should
Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
decide at some point to do so.’ This strategy
includes Iran’s well-known efforts to master the
science and technology of producing nuclear fuel,
clandestine and dual-use weapons-related research
and development of advanced ballistic missiles.

Tehran’s nuclear activities aim to advance several
interests, the first and foremost of which is regime
survival. In addition, Iran’s nuclear program also
serves a number of the regime’s revisionist ambi-
tions, including making Iran the pre-eminent
regional power in the Middle East; championing
resistance to the “injustices” imposed by “arrogant
powers” (the West and Israel); promoting Tehran’s
particular brand of revolutionary Islamist ideol-
ogy; asserting leadership in the wider Islamic
world; and reclaiming Iran’s “rightful place”
among the world’s most important political,
economic and scientific states. Thus, in the view of
the Iranian regime, possessing a nuclear weapons
capability would not only deter foreign meddling
and attack but also enhance Iran’s stature and give
the Islamic Republic a freer hand to expand its
regional influence and export its ideology.

Nearing the Threshold

Credible estimates, based on data from the U.N.
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA),
suggest that Iran has already developed a “near-
threshold” nuclear weapons capability - that is, the
technical capability to develop nuclear weapons
within a few years. The Institute for Science and
International Security concludes that Iran’s cur-
rent stockpile of 3.5 percent low-enriched uranium
(LEU), if further enriched to weapons-grade
uranium (WGU, typically defined as enrichment
above the 90 percent level), would produce enough
fissile material for five nuclear weapons. Given the

Iran probably has the
capability to produce a crude
testable nuclear device within
about a year of deciding to
do so. Fashioning a device
that could be used effectively
against Irans adversaries

would likely take longer.

number of current-generation IR-1 centrifuges at
Iran’s Natanz and Fordow enrichment facilities,

it would presently take Iran at least four months
between deciding to “dash” for a bomb and pro-
ducing sufficient WGU for a single weapon. (Iran
would still require additional time to simultane-
ously fashion other components for a device). Iran
also continues to produce 19.75 percent LEU at

the Natanz pilot plant and at Fordow, ostensibly

to fuel the Tehran Research Reactor and produce
medical isotopes to treat cancer patients. Enriching
uranium to 19.75 percent accomplishes about 90
percent of the effort required to reach weapons-
grade level, so Iran could substantially reduce the
time required to produce WGU for a single weapon
if it accumulated a sufficient stockpile of 19.75 LEU
over the next year. The installation of additional
IR-1 centrifuges at Natanz and Fordow, or the
large-scale installation of much more efficient next
generation (IR-2m or IR-4) centrifuges still under
development at the Natanz pilot plant, could com-
press the timeline even further.” All told, given the
four months that it would take to produce fissile
material and the additional time required to simul-
taneously overcome remaining technical hurdles
associated with weaponization, Iran probably has
the capability to produce a crude testable nuclear
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device within about a year of deciding to do so.®
Fashioning a device that could be used effectively
against Iran’s adversaries would likely take longer.

The unclassified key judgments of the 2007
National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) on Iran’s
nuclear program indicated that the Islamic
Republic halted its organized weaponization work
in late 2003.° Those findings are not infallible, but
according to press reports, the 2010 NIE confirmed
that assessment, and the TAEA has reached simi-
lar conclusions.!® Nevertheless, the IAEA has also
documented that Iran carried out procurement
and research “relevant to the development of a
nuclear explosive device” before 2003'" and prob-
ably possesses enough information to design and
build a crude nuclear explosive device that it could
potentially detonate underground or deliver by
aircraft or ship.'? Moreover, despite the 2003 halt
order, Iran likely continued some weapons-related
research under the guise of dual-use activities,
some of which may be ongoing."

The most likely eventual delivery system for Iranian
nuclear weapons is ballistic missiles, given Tehran’s
current reliance on conventional missiles as its pri-
mary deterrent, as well as the poor condition of the
country’s air force and its lack of deep-strike capa-
bilities. Iran already has the largest and most diverse
inventory of ballistic missiles in the Middle East." It
continues to field increasing numbers of short-range
and medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) —
including several MRBMs, such as the modified
Shahab-3/Ghadr-1 and the solid-fuel Sejjil-2, that are
theoretically capable of delivering a nuclear payload.
However, developing and miniaturizing a nuclear
warhead for a ballistic missile would represent a
significant technical challenge for Iran."”” Current
and former U.S. and Israeli officials have suggested
that it would take several years after Iran decided

to produce nuclear weapons for the country to start
fielding nuclear-capable missiles.' Iran also has an
ambitious space program that could contribute to
the eventual development of an intercontinental

Iran, Israel and the Bomb

ballistic missile (ICBM) able to hit the United States.
But, given remaining technical hurdles, Iran is
unlikely to field an ICBM before 2020, regardless of
other progress associated with its nuclear program."”

Beyond such technical considerations, Iranian wea-
ponization would not begin until the supreme leader
made the political decision to dash for a bomb,

and U.S. intelligence officials have testified that
Khamenei has not yet done so."® Similarly, Lt. Gen.
Benny Gantz, Chief of Staff of the Israeli Defense
Forces (IDF), recently told Haaretz that Iran “is
going step by step to the place where it will be able
to decide whether to manufacture a nuclear bomb. It

hasn’t yet decided to go the extra mile.””

Moreover, Khamenei is unlikely to make such a

rash decision anytime soon. Western intelligence
services have successfully uncovered previous efforts
by Iran to construct covert enrichment sites, and
current and former U.S. officials express confidence
that Iran does not currently have additional covert
facilities.” If that information is correct, a nuclear
“breakout” would require diversion of Iran’s LEU
stockpile and further enrichment to WGU at Natanz
or Fordow.?! Because Natanz and Fordow are both
declared facilities, IAEA inspectors would detect
such activities or the Iranian regime would have

to tip its hand by kicking out those inspectors first.
Such brazen moves, however, would be likely to
trigger a draconian international reaction, including
possible military action. Thus, Khamenei is unlikely
to act until Iran has the capability either to build
several devices so quickly that the international
community cannot respond or to build them in
secret — which could be years from now.*

Across the Threshold?

The nature of the nuclear weapons capability
desired by the supreme leader remains highly
uncertain. Conceivably, Khamenei could be satis-
fied with stopping at a “threshold” (or “virtual”)
capability just short of full-fledged weaponization.
A threshold capability “is commonly understood



Khamenei is unlikely to act
until Iran has the capability
either to build several

devices so quickly that the
international community
cannot respond or to build
them in secret — which could be

years from now.

to mean possession of the indigenous ability to
acquire nuclear weapons within a relatively short
time frame, ranging from a few weeks to sev-

eral months.”* If Iran manages to make steady
progress in accumulating LEU, installing more
advanced centrifuges, and conducting additional
clandestine research and development relevant to
weaponization, it could conceivably reach a thresh-
old capability in the next few years.*

A threshold capability might be enough for Iran.
Khamenei might conclude that acquiring the ability
to rapidly produce nuclear weapons would provide
Iran with a sufficient deterrent and enhance Iran’s
regional influence, without incurring the costs of
going further. After all, the possibility that Tehran
might rapidly assemble weapons during a crisis or
in the aftermath of a strike would present potential
foes with a nontrivial risk of nuclear retaliation.

At the same time, Khamenei might calculate that
maintaining a threshold capability would lower the
costs imposed on Iran, including the risk of deeper
international isolation, an expensive regional arms
race and a potential U.S. or Israeli military strike
that might otherwise result from a decision to irre-
futably violate the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT). For at least the past seven years, Khamenei
has also stated repeatedly that the acquisition,

stockpiling or use of nuclear weapons would be a
“grave sin” against Islam,” issuing a religious edict
(fatwa) on the matter that senior Iranian officials
describe as “a binding commitment.”* Fatwas are

reversible in cases of extreme political expediency.?”
However, in the absence of a clear external provo-
cation that would justify reversing long-standing
religious declarations on the grounds of self-defense,
the international and domestic costs associated with
a threshold capability would be lower than those of a
tully weaponized nuclear arsenal.

For all of those reasons, the supreme leader might
be satisfied with a threshold capability and freeze
the program at that stage. Nevertheless, Khamenei
has argued that the decision by Libya’s Moammar
Gadhafi to abandon his nuclear program made
him vulnerable to being overthrown by Western
powers,” and Iran seems unlikely to stop short of
a threshold capability without being compelled or
persuaded to do so.

If Iran chooses instead to cross the threshold, the
ultimate size and nature of its arsenal is difficult to
predict. Even if Khamenei concludes that a thresh-
old capability is insufficient, he may still determine
that a relatively small number of assembled weap-
ons (on the order of six to 12 nuclear weapons, the
size often used to describe North Korea’s potential
inventory)*® would be adequate to deter external
attack. Such a limited stockpile would be consider-
ably cheaper to build and maintain than a large
arsenal. If, in contrast, Iran ultimately builds a
more sizable stockpile of weapons, it is unclear
whether that arsenal would remain a purely
“regional” capability, oriented around MRBMs, or
evolve into an intercontinental capability.

Iran would also have to choose between openly
declaring (and potentially testing) its nuclear
weapons — as India, Pakistan and North Korea
eventually did - or keeping its nuclear status opaque
(that is, veiled and undeclared as a matter of policy),
as Israel has. If Iran pursued a path of keeping its
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FIGURE 1: IRANIAN NUCLEAR TRAJECTORIES
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states opaque, it would most likely deny possession
of nuclear weapons publicly, avoid explicit public
nuclear threats or references to its nuclear doctrine,
limit open debate about nuclear policy, bureaucrati-
cally compartmentalize the program, and attempt to
avoid obvious and easily detectible deployments of
forces.** Which pathway the regime might ulti-
mately follow is uncertain, but Iran’s leaders might
calculate that opacity would mitigate some of the
negative international reaction associated with fully
weaponizing their program.

Figure 1 summarizes those different trajecto-
ries, with the solid lines representing current

progress and the dotted lines representing
potential future pathways. The figure is, of
course, an oversimplification; certain impor-
tant elements of nuclear doctrine and posture,
including command-and-control arrangements,
are absent (although they will be mentioned
below). Nonetheless, recognizing these alterna-
tive trajectories is important because they have
very different implications for the threats posed
to Israeli security and regional stability.



IV. DELIBERATE NUCLEAR USE
AND NUCLEAR TERRORISM

Netanyahu regularly describes Iran as a fanati-

cal state, motivated by a virulently anti-Western
and anti-Semitic ideology, and apocalyptic Shiite
religious beliefs that celebrate the suffering and
martyrdom of the faithful. The Iranian regime, in
Netanyahu’s view, is “driven by a militant ideology
that is based on an entirely different set of values,
a value system that may seem entirely irrational

to us but is pervasive, very powerful, among those
competing for leadership among the Islamic mili-
tants.”™' According to Middle East scholar Bernard
Lewis, “in this context, mutual assured destruc-
tion, the deterrent that worked so well during the
Cold War, would have no meaning.”?

The concern that Iran would use nuclear weapons,
or transfer them to terrorists, in a premeditated
attempt to destroy the Jewish state is a major rea-
son that many Israelis view a nuclear-armed Iran
as an existential threat.*® “The objectives of Iran
are clear,” Netanyahu recently argued. “It wants to
destroy Israel and is developing nuclear weapons to
realize that goal.”*

Inflammatory statements by Iranian leaders seem
to support this judgment. For example, shortly
after coming to power in 2005, Iranian President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad threatened to “wipe
Israel off the map.” Although some people have
questioned the translation of Ahmadinejad’s exact
words (and whether his statement was a threat

or a prediction),’* Ahmadinejad himself has

never refuted the interpretation.”” That general
sentiment has also been echoed by other Iranian
officials,* and Iranians regularly drape Shahab-3
missiles with English and Farsi banners reading
“Israel Should Be Wiped Oft the Map” during
Iranian military parades (a habit dating back to
1998).%? Other Iranian statements suggest that the
country’s leaders might believe that even a limited
nuclear blow would destroy Israel, raising the

concern that a nuclear-armed Iran might con-
sider a premeditated first strike. On December 14,
2001, former Iranian President Akbar Hashemi
Rafsanjani, a noted Iranian pragmatist, said, “If
one day, the Islamic world is also equipped with
weapons like those that Israel possesses now, then
the imperialists’ strategy will reach a standstill

because the use of even one nuclear bomb inside
Israel will destroy everything.™® Rafsanjani reiter-
ated the warning in a 2012 interview, which he
characterized as “advice” aimed at demonstrat-
ing “that having nuclear weapons is not even in

Israel’s interest.”!

Iran Can Be Deterred From Using

Nuclear Weapons

Despite the abhorrent and inexcusable rhetoric of
Iranian leaders, the actual behavior of the Islamic
Republic over the past three decades suggests that
the regime is rational. Consequently, there is a
high probability that nuclear deterrence between
Israel and Iran would operate much as it did for the
superpowers during the Cold War.*

As the Washington Institute for Near East Policy’s
Michael Eisenstadt notes, the perception of Iran as
irrational and undeterrable is “both anachronistic
and wrong.™ While Iran’s revolutionary leader-
ship has repeatedly supported Islamic militancy
and used violence abroad to promote its ideologi-
cal agenda, Iran has also demonstrated a degree of
caution, sensitivity to costs and the ability to make
strategic calculations when the regime’s survival is
at risk.* There is no evidence for the claim that Iran
is a suicidal state that would be willing to incur the
massive retaliation that would inevitably result from
the use of nuclear weapons. This is unsurprising
since the continued survival of the Islamic Republic
is necessary to achieve every one of the regime’s
material and ideological objectives, including the
success of the revolution at home and the spread of
Iran’s Islamist model abroad. In this sense, in the
words of former Israeli Mossad Chief Meir Dagan,

“the regime in Iran is a very rational one.™
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Although the founder of Iran’s revolution,
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomenei, often called Iran “a
nation of martyrs,” he also established the princi-
ple of the “expediency” of the regime (maslahat) in
the late 1980s. This pragmatic move had the effect
of formalizing “the supremacy of raison d’etat

over the tenets of Islam as the precept guiding
Iranian decisionmaking.™ As a result, the Islamic
Republic’s foreign policy has blended revolution-
ary agitation with prudent adjustments, especially
when confronting severe threats.* For instance,

in 1988, facing the risk that an undeclared naval
war with the United States would escalate and the
possibility of a devastating defeat by Iraqi President
Saddam Hussein’s forces, Khomenei chose the
“poison chalice” of a ceasefire with Iraq instead of
embracing national martyrdom. Similarly, in 2003,
the lightening-fast U.S. invasion of Iraq created
fear in Tehran that the Iranian regime would be
next on Washington’s hit list, which encouraged
Iran to suspend uranium enrichment and allow
intrusive inspections.*

Iran has a long history of sponsoring brazen ter-
rorist attacks abroad, including the bombings of
the U.S. Embassy and Marine barracks in Lebanon
in 1983, the Israeli Embassy and a Jewish com-
munity center in Argentina in the early 1990s and
the U.S. Air Force barracks at Khobar Towers in
Saudi Arabia in 1996, as well as the alleged plot
against the Saudi ambassador to the United States
last year.”” This leads some observers to conclude
that the regime is willing to run excessive risks and
thus might contemplate using nuclear weapons
should Iran acquire them.*® However, the nature
of the attacks mentioned above reveals a degree of
caution. Tehran has historically employed covert
action and terrorism abroad - instead of overt
strikes and conventional aggression — precisely to
maintain a degree of plausible deniability designed
to shield the regime from massive retaliation and
direct confrontation with Israel and the United
States.”! Given the absence of overt U.S. or Israeli

Iran, Israel and the Bomb

military retaliation against Iran in response to
these indirect attacks, it is difficult to argue that
Iranian leaders have miscalculated.

More generally, Iran appears to have calibrated its
support for proxies in order to limit prospects for
retaliation. For example, as Bruce Riedel notes,
Iran has been careful to limit its support to insur-
gents fighting U.S. forces in Iraq and Afghanistan
over the past decade to preclude a major military
response from Washington.” Additionally, when
the United States has sent clear warnings that
Iranian activities risked direct retaliation, Tehran
seemed to have gotten the message. After the 1996
Khobar Towers bombing, for example, Washington
warned that further attacks risked direct reprisals
against Iran, and there were no further bombings
of U.S. facilities in the Gulf.” Furthermore, in
summer 2011, after a series of powerful improvised
rocket attacks by Iranian-backed Shiite militants
in Iraq created a significant spike in U.S. mili-
tary casualties, public warnings by the Obama
administration and private messages communi-
cated through the Iraqis led the Iranian regime to
throttle back.™

If the Iranian regime is indeed rational, it will
realize that a nuclear attack on Israel would trig-

ger massive retaliation, and deterrence should hold.
Although Israel has long adopted a strict nuclear
policy of amimut (or “opacity”), it is widely assumed
to have a robust nuclear arsenal.” The extent and
nature of Israel’s alleged nuclear program is unclear,
but public estimates of the arsenal’s size range from
60 to 400 warheads, with the most credible estimates
putting the number at between 100 and 200 fission
weapons (it is unclear whether Israel also has ther-
monuclear weapons).” The nature and quantity of
potential Israeli nuclear delivery systems is equally
murky, but Israel possesses dozens of road-mobile,
solid-fuel Jericho Il MRBMs and is reportedly
developing a Jericho III missile (potentially with
intercontinental range), both of which are theoreti-
cally capable of delivering nuclear weapons.”’ Israeli



air force F-15 and F-16 fighter-bombers are also
believed to be nuclear-capable for small-yield war-
heads.*® Finally, the Israeli navy currently possesses
three Dolphin-class diesel-electric submarines,
recently received a fourth from Germany (which
will go into operation in 2013) and has two more
on order. Some sources suggest these submarines
may be capable of launching Popeye Turbo nuclear-
capable cruise missiles.”

If the Iranian regime is indeed
rational, it will realize that a
nuclear attack on Israel would
trigger massive retaliation,

and deterrence should hold.

Israel’s presumed mix of nuclear forces provides

a viable second-strike capability, giving it the
ability to massively retaliate against Iran’s major
cities, military facilities and economic infrastruc-
ture should Iran ever attack the Jewish state with
nuclear weapons.®® Moreover, if Iran acquires
nuclear weapons, Israel would likely move quickly
to bolster its second-strike capabilities and the
survivability of its command-and-control systems.
If Iran declares its arsenal or tests a device, it also
seems likely that Israel would overturn its current
policy of amimut in order to clarify its nuclear doc-
trine and clearly spell out red lines to Tehran.

Even in the absence of any Israeli countermoves,
Iran would likely require a few dozen nuclear
weapons and advanced delivery systems to realisti-
cally threaten a viable “counterforce” strike that
could eliminate Israel’s retaliatory capability (and
if Israel indeed has submarine-launched capabili-
ties, even this would be insufficient). Given Iran’s
limited capabilities for the foreseeable future, and

the strength of Israel’s ballistic missile and air
defenses, Tehran’s ability to successfully destroy
or decapitate Israel’s command-and-control
systems seems limited, even if Iranian decision-
makers perceive Israel to be a “one bomb” (or a
“few bombs”) country. This profound asymmetry
between Iranian and Israeli capabilities would give
even reckless Iranian leaders pause. After all, if an
Iranian attack failed to completely destroy Israel’s
retaliatory capabilities, Tehran would face a devas-
tating response from the Jewish state.®

Iran would be further deterred from attacking
Israel by the prospect of a massive conventional or
nuclear retaliation from the United States.® With
or without a formal extension of the U.S. nuclear
umbrella, the long-standing U.S.-Israel alliance and
the likelihood of extraordinary political pressure
inside the United States to respond in the aftermath
of a premeditated Iranian strike on Israel would
likely be sufficient to deter Iran. Indeed, the Iranian
conspiratorial tendency to see the American “Great
Satan” and the Israeli “Little Satan” as inextricably
linked would only deepen Tehran’s perception that
an attack would produce an overwhelming U.S.
response. In addition, until Iran develops sufficient
ICBM:s to overwhelm U.S. national missile defenses,
the credibility of any U.S.-extended deterrence rela-
tionship with Israel is further enhanced by the fact
that Iran cannot effectively threaten the American
homeland with retaliation.® Finally, a bolt-from-
the-blue nuclear attack on Israel would likely
produce global condemnation and the prospect of a
draconian international response, which could iso-
late and punish Iran to an extent that would make
it difficult for Iranian leaders to achieve any other
national objective. Faced with these stark realities,
Iran’s leaders would quickly realize that any poten-
tial nuclear strike against Israel would gain little
and risk everything, dissuading it from launching
such an attack.

To the extent that religious motivations and the
regime’s commitment to “resistance” figure into
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Iranian calculations, they too will weigh against
using nuclear weapons against Israel. Not only
has Khamenei declared the use of nuclear weap-
ons forbidden by Islam, but any Iranian nuclear
attack on Israel would risk killing many tens of
thousands (perhaps millions) of Palestinians. A
strike aimed at decapitating the Israeli political
leadership would likely destroy Jerusalem - the
home of the Al-Aqsa mosque and the third-
holiest city in Islam. Given the centrality of the
Palestinian cause to Iran’s revolutionary self-
identity, as well as Tehran’s broader ambitions
to be the leader of the Islamic world, a nuclear
strike on Israel would be self-defeating.% In this
context, it is worth remembering that the infa-
mous 2001 Rafsanjani “one bomb” threat against
Israel referenced above concluded with the fol-
lowing statement: “However, it will only harm
the Islamic world.”¢

In short, although the Iranian regime’s hostility
toward Israel runs deep and Iran’s leaders deploy
reprehensible rhetoric and capitalize on the slow-
boil rivalry with the Jewish state to bolster the
regime’s domestic legitimacy and standing in the
Islamic world, it is unlikely that the regime would
seek a war that would risk the end of the Islamic
Republic. That is the case today, and it would
remain the case if Iran acquired nuclear weap-
ons.?” Given the regime’s anti-Semitic rhetoric
and animosity toward the Jewish state, Israeli
anxieties about Iran’s nuclear ambitions are
understandable, and both Israel and the United
States should continue their efforts to prevent
Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. However,
as it relates to the possibility of the deliberate
use of nuclear weapons by Iran, the basic logic

of deterrence would likely hold. Indeed, in 2009,
Israeli Defense Minister Ehud Barak observed
that an Iranian bomb “would not make [Iran] a
threat to Israel’s existence. Israel can lay waste to
Iran.”® If this fact is clear to Israel’s leaders, it is
likely to be equally clear to Iran’s.

Iran, Israel and the Bomb

Rogue Guards?

The discussion thus far has treated the Iranian
regime as a unitary actor, but of course it is not.
If Iran acquires nuclear weapons, maintaining
basic deterrence would depend not only on the
rationality of the supreme leader but also on his
ability to maintain control over the use of those
weapons. It is not yet possible to know what the
precise national command authority arrange-
ments would be if Iran were to develop a nuclear
arsenal. Nevertheless, because nuclear weapons
would be so intrinsically linked to the survival

of the regime, we would expect the supreme
leader to have sole decisionmaking authority over
nuclear use in noncrisis situations.®” The small
size of Iran’s initial arsenal would further encour-
age and facilitate tight control.”’ Yet because the
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) con-
trols Iran’s missile forces and is heavily involved
in the current nuclear program, there is reason to
believe that an elite element within or associated
with the guards would be given physical control
of Iran’s nuclear arsenal.”! Thus, even if formal
launch authority resided with the supreme leader,
there would be some risk of unauthorized use by a
rogue IRGC commander.”

Moreover, since 2005, the power of ultraconserva-
tive “principlists,” including the IRGC, in Iranian
politics has grown, and it is conceivable that the
guards could eventually take power.” The potential
role of the IRGC in future Iranian nuclear deci-
sionmaking could make a future nuclear-armed
Iran more difficult to deter.” After all, the IRGC’s
ideological identity is defined in part by its role as
the vanguard of resistance against Israel and the
West, and it has displayed a penchant for risk-tak-
ing in the past.”

Nevertheless, the prospect of a deterrence break-
down resulting from rogue IRGC actions or the
guards’ growing influence is probably low for
two reasons. First, the IRGC has demonstrated
fierce loyalty to both the supreme leader and the



survival of the Islamic Republic,”® and one can
safely assume that only the most loyal, trusted

and well-trained units would be given custody of
Iran’s nuclear arsenal.”” Thus, even if Iran lacked
technical safeguards against unauthorized use, the
likelihood of rogue action is probably slight.

Second, the chief goal of the IRGC is the pres-
ervation of the revolution, the state and its own
parochial political and economic prerogatives — all
of which would be destroyed by massive Israeli
retaliation.” If anything, the continued ascen-
dance of the IRGC invests the guards more deeply
in ensuring the survival of the state, providing a
compelling incentive to avoid risking a nuclear
exchange.”

Apocalyptic Cults and a Collapsing Regime
Even if Iran’s current regime is rational, the regime
could change in ways that make deterrence less
viable.* Some fear that leaders embracing an
apocalyptic variant of Shiism (sometimes referred
to as the “cult of the Mahdi”) might eventually
seize control of the regime. On the surface, this
seems plausible because President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad and some individuals within the
IRGC appear to subscribe to these beliefs.®! Such
messianic leaders might nihilistically welcome
destruction to usher the return of the Twelfth

Imam and the “day of judgment.”

Although it is impossible to predict the precise
course of future events in Iran, this scenario seems
unlikely. Adherents to the cult of the Mahdi are a
distinct and increasingly marginalized minority
in Iran, largely composed of ultraconservative lay
people who are reviled by the traditional cleri-

cal establishment (including Khamenei).* The
entire notion that nonclerics could have contact
with the Mahdi is so inherently threatening to the
clerical establishment and the institution of the
supreme leader that it is hard to see how they could
come to dominate the Islamic Republic. Indeed,
the 2011 power struggle between Khamenei and

Ahmadinejad, in which Khamenei emerged the
victor and the IRGC leadership overwhelmingly
sided with the supreme leader, included a promi-
nent crackdown against Ahmadinejad’s allies for
their supposedly “deviant” views.*

Still other observers contend that a future Iranian
regime, in the death throes of internal revolt and
besieged by perceived foreign threats, might be
tempted to employ a nuclear “Sampson option,”
lashing out against Israel.® This scenario also
seems improbable. After its brutal crackdown of
the Green Path Movement in 2009, the regime
appears to be relatively stable for now.*® The
grievances underlying the Green Path Movement
have not gone away, and the Arab Spring demon-
strates how quickly events can change. But even
if internal unrest reemerges, Israel is not likely

to be, or be held, responsible for the threat to the
regime beyond the inevitable rhetoric of “Western
and Zionist conspiracies.” Moreover, if the regime
were to face a significant internal challenge in the
future and somehow believe that Israel (or the
United States) was to blame, there would be little
incentive for a sinking regime (including elements
that may hope to survive to fight another day) to
lash out against even highly unpopular external
foes in a manner that would invite overwhelm-
ing retaliation and therefore only accelerate the
regime’s demise."’

Nuclear Terrorism

The U.S. government regularly cites Iran as the
world’s leading state sponsor of terrorism, and
the IRGC-Qods Force (the guards’ covert action
wing), Lebanese Hezbollah and other Iranian-
backed groups have carried out numerous
terrorist attacks against Israeli and American tar-
gets abroad. Furthermore, according to Director
of National Intelligence James Clapper, the
alleged Qods Force plot to assassinate the Saudi
ambassador to the United States in Washington
suggests that Tehran may be willing to carry out

terrorist attacks against its enemies’ homelands
| 17
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The nature of Iranian interests
and the regime’s past behavior
suggest that it is unlikely that
Tehran would pass a nuclear
device to terrorists to use
against Israel or any other

nuclear state.

in response to real or perceived threats to the
regime.™® Thus, it is not surprising that Israeli
and U.S. officials would express concern that
a nuclear-armed Iran might transfer a nuclear
device to terrorists.*

Nevertheless, the nature of Iranian interests and

the regime’s past behavior suggest that it is unlikely
that Tehran would pass a nuclear device to terrorists
to use against Israel or any other nuclear state. As
noted above, the Iran regime calibrates its support
of terrorist activities to minimize the risks of direct
retaliation and confrontation. Whatever risks it
might have been willing to run in the past by spon-
soring attacks against Israeli and U.S. targets would
pale in comparison to the gamble that Tehran would
be taking by using a terrorist organization to deliver
a nuclear attack. In the aftermath of an “anony-
mous” terrorist nuclear attack sponsored by Iran, a
nuclear forensics investigation, in combination with
other intelligence and law enforcement information,
would likely identify Iran as the source of the device,
putting the regime at risk of massive retaliation

and placing its very survival at stake.”® Regardless

of the evidentiary findings, Iranian leaders would
confront the prospect that Israel and the United
States would hold Iran responsible for the use of any
nuclear device by a group known to be associated
with Tehran.” Nothing in the regime’s past behavior

Iran, Israel and the Bomb

suggests that it would run such risks of annihila-
tion. Indeed, the Islamic Republic already possesses
weapons of mass destruction (WMD), maintaining
the capability to produce and weaponize chemi-

cal and probably biological weapons,” yet there is
no documented case of the IRGC or other Iranian
entities transferring these weapons to proxies or ter-
rorist organizations.”

Moreover, although we describe groups such as
Hamas, Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hezbollah

as Iran-backed “proxies,” Iran has varying degrees
of actual influence over them and controls none

of them completely.” It is hard to believe that any
state would provide its ultimate weapon to sub-
state groups without certainty about how it would
be deployed - especially because the fate of Iranian
civilization could hang in the balance.”” For some
period of time, this reluctance would be com-
pounded by the small nature of the Iranian nuclear
arsenal, which would require Iran to maintain pos-
session and tight control to maximize deterrence.

Finally, the same concerns about horrific
Palestinian “collateral damage” and the destruc-
tion of Jerusalem that weigh against a premeditated
Iranian first strike would also likely discourage

an Iranian decision to transfer — or any Islamist
terrorist decision to use — a nuclear device for use
against Israel. It is impossible to reclaim the land of
Israel for the Muslim faith by destroying it.



V. IRANIAN ADVENTURISM
AND ISRAELI-IRANIAN RIVALRY

It is unlikely that a nuclear-armed Iran would
deliberately use or transfer a nuclear device, but
Tehran’s emergence as a nuclear power would
nevertheless result in a more dangerous Iran and
an even more tense and violence-prone rivalry
with Israel. Israeli-Iranian nuclear competition is
likely to follow the historical pattern known as the
“stability-instability paradox,” in which the very
stability created by mutually assured destruction
generates greater instability by making provoca-
tions, disputes and conflict below the nuclear
threshold seem “safe.”® During the Cold War, for
example, nuclear deterrence prevented large-scale
conventional or nuclear war between the United
States and the Soviet Union, but the superpowers
engaged in several direct crises, as well as proxy
wars in Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Angola,
Nicaragua, El Salvador and elsewhere.”” More
recently, nuclear weapons have made the Indian-
Pakistani rivalry more crisis-prone even as they
have discouraged large-scale war or a nuclear
exchange.”® Similarly, even if deterrence between
Israel and Iran holds, Tehran’s development of
nuclear weapons is likely to encourage Iranian
adventurism, reduce Israeli freedom of action
and increase aggressive actions by Iranian prox-
ies, resulting in more frequent and intense crises
involving Israel and Iran.

An Emboldened Iran

If survival was the only goal driving Iran’s for-
eign policy, it is conceivable — though unlikely

- that Iranian adventurism would decrease in

the aftermath of acquiring nuclear weapons. Iran
provides material support to proxies throughout
the Middle East and sponsors terrorism in part to
demonstrate a capability to retaliate against Israel,
the United States and other states if they attack
Iran or undermine Tehran’s interests. Therefore,
if the regime believed that nuclear weapons alone
provided an adequate deterrent, it might not need

such retaliatory capabilities. According to this
view, a nuclear-armed Iran might be more cautious
and curtail its support to proxies to avoid being
embroiled in disputes that could now take on exis-
tential implications.”

However, while regime survival remains para-
mount, the Islamic Republic’s motivations also
include revisionist goals. Iran does not seek ter-
ritorial expansion in the Levant,'® but it does seek
to play a dominant regional role and to promote

its revolutionary ideology. Consequently, Iran’s
covert operations and support to Syria, Hezbollah
and Palestinian factions are meant to do more than
simply advance defensive and retaliatory aims;
they are also tools to pressure and intimidate other
states and indirectly expand Iran’s influence and its
revolutionary agenda.'” The Iranian regime prefers
such indirect methods because they minimize the
risk of direct confrontation, and Tehran calibrates
its support to militants and sponsorship of terror-
ism for the same reason.

Iran provides substantial support and encourage-
ment to proxies and sponsors terrorist activity, and
preventing Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons
would not make the problem go away.'”” However,
if Iranian leaders perceived that a nuclear arsenal
provided a substantially more robust deterrent
against retaliation, the regime would likely pur-
sue its objectives more assertively.'”® This would
be consistent with the historical pattern of more
aggressive behavior by new nuclear states (see text
box on next page).

The growing role of principlist hardliners within
the Iranian regime — most notably, elements of
the IRGC - makes such behavior even more likely.
Iranian principlists see the competition with
Israel and the United States as a zero-sum game
and are inclined to take more risk in promoting

a revolutionary agenda abroad. They are further
encouraged to pursue revisionist aims by a strong
ideologically-informed belief in the inevitable
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A Historical Perspective: Provocative Actions by Emerging Nuclear Powers

There is a long history of emerging
nuclear powers taking provocative
actions. In 1950, for example, Soviet
leader Joseph Stalin gave North Ko-
rea the green light to invade South
Korea — thereby starting the Korean
War — apparently believing that the
United States was unlikely to re-
spond in the aftermath of the Soviet
nuclear test in 1949. Similarly, Mao
Zedong authorized Chinese troops
to attack Soviet border forces in
1969, five years after China became
a nuclear power. The attack was an
attempt to warn Moscow against
further border provocations and
mobilize domestic Chinese support
for revolution, and Mao may have
been emboldened by the belief that
China’s recently acquired nuclear
capabilities would keep the con-
flict limited. In the end, the border
clashes produced a larger crisis than
Mao expected, raising the possibil-
ity of a Soviet nuclear strike. Mao
was forced to back down.!%*

In South Asia, Pakistan’s develop-
ment of nuclear weapons facilitated
its strategy of engaging in low-in-
tensity conflict against India, making
the subcontinent more crisis-prone.
Although Pakistan’s intense and
long-standing rivalry with neighbor-
ing India is not a perfect parallel to
the Israeli-Iranian relationship,'®
there are numerous similarities.

Like Iran’s position relative to Israel,
Pakistan has a much weaker conven-
tional military than India. Like Iran,
Pakistan also has ambitions beyond
mere survival (in this case, regard-
ing territorial control of Kashmir).

As Islamabad’s nuclear capabilities
have increased, so has the volatil-

ity of the Indian-Pakistani rivalry.
Compared with the nonnuclear
period (1972-1989), the number of
militarized disputes between India
and Pakistan grew considerably
during the ensuing de facto nuclear
period (1990-May 1998), with Paki-
stan initiating the majority of these
crises. Moreover, since June 1998,
when both India and Pakistan openly
tested nuclear devices, Islamabad
has appeared willing to more assert-
ively back militant groups fighting

in disputed Kashmir and to support
groups that have conducted terrorist
attacks elsewhere in India. In 1999,
Pakistan sent conventional forces
(disguised as insurgents) across the
Line of Control in the Kargil district
of Kashmir, triggering a limited war
with India - a move encouraged by
the Pakistani belief that their nuclear
deterrent would limit conventional
retaliation by New Delhi. Addition-
ally, over the past decade, Pakistani-
backed militants have engaged in
high-profile terrorist attacks inside
India itself, including the 2001 attack
on the New Delhi parliament com-
plex and the 2008 Mumbai attacks
(which the Indians often refer to as
their”9/11").1%

Irag’s nuclear ambitions under
Saddam Hussein provide another
example. Archival evidence sug-
gests that Irag’s quest for nuclear
weapons was driven in part by Hus-
sein’s desire to use them as a cover
for conventional aggression against
Israel. Despite Hussein's incendiary
rhetoric toward the Jewish state,

he seemed to understand the basic
principles of deterrence and did not
seriously contemplate using nuclear

weapons against Israel. At the same
time, Hussein seemed to believe
that Irag’s development of nuclear
weapons would shield the country
from Israeli nuclear retaliation in
response to an all-out conventional
invasion by Iraq and other Arab
states, enabling a future nuclear-
armed Iraq and its allies to defeat
Israel through a war of attrition.'*”

More broadly, recent quantita-

tive analyses of the relationship
between nuclear proliferation and
militarized disputes show that,

on average, states with nuclear
weapons are no more (or less) likely
to become involved in international
militarized disputes,'® or to initiate
these disputes.!” However, in the
initial period of time after develop-
ing nuclear weapons, inexperienced
nuclear powers do appear more
prone to involvement in militarized
disputes.!!® Historically, leaders in
new nuclear states not only appear
to believe that a nuclear deterrent
provides greater room for provoca-
tion without retaliation but also
seem to go through an initial period
of probing the limits of their new
power. Moreover, new entrants into
the nuclear club may feel entitled
to more influence and respect

and therefore be more inclined to
aggressively challenge the status
quo.''! The same analyses suggest
that the longer a state possesses
nuclear weapons, the less likely it

is to become involved in disputes.
But it seems to take nuclear powers
time to learn that nuclear weapons
are good for deterrence but not
much else.!



A nuclear-emboldened Iran is
likely to enhance substantially
its lethal aid to proxies, support
for terrorism and other forms

of dangerous behavior.

ascendency of Iran, the inevitable decline of the
United States and the inevitable erasure of Israel as
a political entity in the Middle East.'?

For all those reasons, a nuclear-emboldened

Iran is likely to enhance substantially its lethal
aid to proxies, support for terrorism and other
forms of dangerous behavior. Specifically, Tehran
would likely be willing to provide Hezbollah

and Palestinian groups with even more deadly,
sophisticated, long-range and accurate conven-
tional weaponry for use against Israel. In an effort
to bolster allies’” deterrent capabilities, Iran might
even consider transferring “dual-capable” weap-
ons, leaving Israel uncertain as to whether these
systems are conventional or armed with chemi-
cal, biological or nuclear warheads. Iran might
also feel freer to give its proxies a green light

to actually employ advanced systems - such as
Hezbollah’s reported stockpile of Zelzal rock-

ets and Fateh 110 and SCUD missiles capable

of reaching Tel Aviv'"* - instead of encouraging
them to keep these weapons in reserve (as Tehran
may have done with the Zelzals during the 2006
Lebanon war).'” Believing that a nuclear deter-
rent raises the level of violence it could commit
abroad with impunity, Iran might also increase
the frequency and scale of terrorist attacks carried
out directly by the IRGC-Qods Force or indirectly
through Hezbollah and other militant groups
against Israeli and U.S. targets abroad. A bolder
Iran might be willing to increase the forward
deployment of IRGC forces in the Levant'® or

have its navy engage in more frequent shows

of force in the Mediterranean in support of its
allies."” In an effort to further burnish its resis-
tance credentials, playing to both domestic and
regional audiences, a nuclear-armed Iran might
also be willing to issue explicit or implied warn-
ings during crises involving its allies and Israel,
threatening to use “all means” at its disposal

to preserve the survival of Syria, Hezbollah or
Palestinian groups. And, diplomatically, Iran
may be more willing to play a spoiler role in the
Israeli-Palestinian peace process.

Israeli Freedom of Action

In addition to increasing direct threats to Israel in
the Levant and elsewhere, Iranian nuclear weap-
ons might also limit Israel’s freedom of action to
respond to these challenges. In South Asia, for
example, the fear of possible nuclear escalation has
not prevented India from assertively defending its
territory, but it has constrained New Delhi’s ability
to use its significant conventional superiority to
conduct strikes against terrorists or their sponsors
inside Pakistani territory."®

Certainly, the shadow of an Iranian nuclear bomb
will not make Israel militarily impotent. During
the Cold War, for instance, the upper limits on
escalation imposed by mutually assured destruc-
tion did not prevent the superpowers from fighting
extraordinarily hard against each other’s allies in
the developing world. Also, compared with South
Asia, where the extent of Indian military actions

is constrained by the fact that Pakistan’s proxies
operate from Pakistani territory, Israel will have a
freer hand to respond to Hezbollah and Palestinian
groups that operate far away from the Iranian
homeland. As we discuss in more detail in the
next section, the nature of the stakes, as well as the
balance of military capabilities, will also strongly
tavor the Israelis in crisis bargaining situations
with a nuclear-armed Iran. Consequently, the
Israelis will not be powerless to respond to Iranian

provocations in future crises in the Levant.'”’
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Still, in the hypothetical future of a nuclear-armed
Iran, there is little doubt that even a small potential
for nuclear escalation would produce heightened
Israeli anxiety in future crises with Iranian-backed
groups. Indeed, even if the aggregate level of
Iranian adventurism and proxy activity remained
relatively constant instead of increasing, we

would still expect an erosion of Israeli freedom of
action to respond to advanced weapons transfers,
provocations, proxy attacks (e.g., rocket strikes,
kidnappings, etc.) or terrorism abroad if Iran
became a nuclear-armed state.'” Direct military
action against Iran itself would be riskier than it is
today, and Israel’s political and military leadership
would be likely to pursue the use of conventional
force in Gaza or Lebanon (or potentially Syria)
with more caution if it were uncertain about what
level of force might inadvertently cross Iranian red
lines.'” As Barak recently argued:

From Israel’s point of view, a nuclear state offers
an entirely different kind of protection to its
proxies. Imagine if we enter another military
confrontation with Hezbollah, which has over
50,000 rockets that threaten the whole area of
Israel, including several thousand that can reach
Tel Aviv. A nuclear Iran announces that an
attack on Hezbollah is tantamount to an attack
on Iran. We would not necessarily give up on

it, but it would definitely restrict our range of
operations.'?

Similarly, Maj. Gen. Amir Eshel, then head of the
IDF planning branch and now the Israeli air force
chief, acknowledged in January, “When the other
side has a nuclear capability and [is] willing to use
it, you think twice. You are more restrained because

you don’t want to get into that ball game.”*

More Aggressive Proxies?

In the event of a nuclear-armed Iran, Hezbollah
and Palestinian groups could grow bolder and
more aggressive in their confrontation with Israel.
Israeli officials believe that Iranian-backed groups

Iran, Israel and the Bomb

currently limit the frequency and scale of their
attacks out of concern that, across a certain line,
Israel would respond with large-scale conven-
tional force, as it did in 2006 in Lebanon and 2008
in Gaza. Therefore, if Iranian-backed militants
felt confident that an explicit or implicit Iranian
nuclear guarantee limited Israel’s willingness to
engage in large-scale operations, those groups
might be willing to accept more risk in conduct-
ing attacks against Israel. Thus, as the IDF’s Eshel
notes, Iran’s allies and proxies “will dare to do

things that right now they would not dare to do.”'*

Nevertheless, three caveats should be kept in mind.
First, Iranian proxies have their own interests that
may or may not be advanced by ratcheting up the
conflict with Israel at any given point in time.'*
Hamas and other Palestinian militants gladly
accept assistance from Iran, but they ultimately
make decisions about attacks on Israel on the
basis of their own parochial calculations.'*® Even
Hezbollah, the militant group most closely associ-
ated with the Iranian regime, regularly shows its
independent and prioritizes its domestic survival
and satisfying its constituents over those of its
patron in Tehran.'”” Hezbollah is also increasingly
anxious about the implications of unrest in Syria,
and if President Bashar al-Asad’s regime falls, it
would increase Hezbollah’s fears about its own
domestic power in Lebanon, potentially placing
further constraints on its political will and ability
to act on behalf of Tehran.'*®

Second, the notion that proxies would take more
risk in their conflicts with Israel typically presumes
that Iran would extend its nuclear umbrella over
them - and that may or may not happen. Even

if a nuclear-armed Iran provides more aid to its
proxies, Tehran may resist providing an explicit
security guarantee because of concerns about
moral hazard and entrapment (i.e., concerns that
proxies would be encouraged to engage in activities
that Tehran did not support and the prospect that
every dispute between its allies and Israel would



embroil the Islamic Republic in a potential nuclear
showdown). Tehran may opt instead for vague
threats that give it plenty of flexibility to back away
from crises. As James Lindsay and Ray Takeyh
write, “Iran will rattle its sabers and pledge solidar-
ity with Hamas and Hezbollah, but it will not risk
a nuclear confrontation with Israel to assist these
groups’ activities. Hamas and Hezbollah learned
from their recent confrontations with Israel that
waging war against the Jewish state is a lonely
struggle.”®

Third, even if the Islamic Republic did provide

a nuclear security guarantee to its proxies, it is
unlikely that Iranian-backed groups would see it
as sufficiently credible to decisively shape their cal-
culations.” During the Cold War, American allies
in Western Europe fretted that the United States
might not be willing to risk Boston for Berlin to
repel a Soviet attack. Likewise, there is no reason
to believe Hezbollah, Hamas or Syria would have
sufficient confidence in the Iranian regime’s will-
ingness to risk Tehran in order to save Beirut, Gaza
or Damascus."!

Ultimately, groups aligned with Iran will likely
become more assertive if the country goes nuclear.
However, they will have to balance any support
from Iran and the desire to combat Israel against
their own political calculations and their lingering
doubts that the Islamic Republic would be willing
to risk everything on their behalf.
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VI. PROSPECTS FOR CRISIS
ESCALATION

For at least some period of time, the already-

tense Israeli-Iranian rivalry is likely to become
even more crisis-prone if Iran develops nuclear
weapons.'* During the early Cold War period the
superpowers were involved in several crises, and on
at least one occasion, the 1962 Cuban missile crisis,
they came perilously close to nuclear war. Israeli-
Iranian crises could be even more prone to the
types of misperceptions and miscalculations that
could lead to a nuclear exchange.'*

In the context of an Israeli-Iranian nuclear rivalry,
two interrelated dangers could emerge. The first is
crisis instability. Although mutual deterrence should
be sufficient to prevent premeditated attacks dur-

ing “peacetime,” reciprocal fears of surprise attack
could produce incentives for either side to launch

a deliberate pre-emptive attack."* Despite Israel’s
overwhelming nuclear superiority, its lack of strategic
depth and its perceived vulnerability might drive
Israeli leaders to pre-emptively launch a nuclear strike
if they saw an Iranian attack as imminent. Moreover,
because of Israel’s overwhelming nuclear superiority,
in addition to its long tradition of favoring offensive
action, Israeli leaders may believe that such a strike
would be effective. For the same reasons, the small
size of Iran’s initial arsenal may create an intense

fear on the regime’s part of a disarming Israeli attack
during a crisis, creating “use them or lose them”

incentives for Tehran to go first.'*>

A second danger is inadvertent escalation. A

sense of acute vulnerability to a disarming first
strike — especially rapid decapitation of command-
and-control - could lead Israel and Iran to adopt
hair-trigger launch postures or to predelegate launch
authority for their nuclear arsenals to subordinate
commanders. This in turn would raise the specter
of accidental or unauthorized use of nuclear weap-
ons during a crisis as a result of false warnings, bad

intelligence, miscommunications or rogue actions."*

Iran, Israel and the Bomb

Israeli-Iranian Crises Are Unlikely

to Approach the Brink of Nuclear War

In a scenario in which both Israel and Iran possess
nuclear weapons, the risks of nuclear escalation
must be taken seriously. Importantly, however,

the deterrent value of nuclear weapons means

that Israeli-Iranian crises are unlikely to become
nuclear crises in the first place, and if crises prog-
ress, the most likely outcome is for Iran to back
down far short of nuclear war.

The prospects of crisis instability or inadvertent
escalation only transpire if one or both parties are
willing to run the risk of nuclear war in order to
achieve their objectives. Yet given the most probable
scenarios for future Israeli-Iranian crises, they are
very unlikely to evolve in this direction. During the
Cold War, for example, the United States and the
Soviet Union were not squeamish about engaging
in proxy conflicts across the globe, but they were
extraordinarily careful to avoid allowing third par-
ties in peripheral conflicts to embroil them directly
in ways that might risk a nuclear war."’ Similarly,
the nature of the stakes involved in future Israeli-
Iranian crises in the Levant suggests that Iran will
be strongly inclined not to turn proxy conflicts into
nuclear showdowns. In contests between nuclear
powers, “states are not likely to run major risks for
minor gains,”® and Iran has an interest in not let-
ting conflicts that are peripheral to the survival of
the regime be defined as crises that are central to the
fate of the Islamic Republic. Recklessly brandish-
ing nuclear threats in an attempt to gain influence
in the Israeli-Palestinian peace process or defend
Hezbollah, Hamas or other allies from Israeli
attacks would transform an event that has inher-
ently limited stakes into one that could produce
infinite damage to the Iranian regime."*” Tehran
would therefore face powerful incentives not to go
down this road. Meanwhile, so long as Iran does not
initiate nuclear threats, Israel has no need or incen-
tive to issue its own nuclear warnings to prevail in
such disputes.



Furthermore, because Israel’s conventional superior-
ity gives it many military options below the nuclear
threshold, Iran would likely be the first in any crisis
to reach a decision point regarding the use of nuclear
weapons. A consideration of the stakes involved, the
military balance and past behavior all suggest that
the most likely outcome of any future Israeli-Iranian
crisis in the Levant would be for Tehran to “blink”
well before it risked a nuclear exchange.

The stakes involved for each party and their
relative willingness to take risk are central to

the outcome of crises involving nuclear states.'*
Although it is difficult for nuclear states to credibly
threaten to initiate a nuclear attack under condi-
tions of mutually assured destruction, they can
seek to prevail in crises with other nuclear states by
taking steps that raise the risk of a crisis getting out
of control, with the goal of making the other side
back down.'"! Traditionally, deterrence theorists
have argued that the state with the most at stake

in the outcome of the crisis typically has a greater
willingness to run risks and is perceived to have
greater credibility in making threats. In a crisis
between two nuclear powers, therefore, the state
enjoying the greater resolve is likely to prevail short
of all-out nuclear war, forcing the other side to
retract its demands and back down.'* In this view,
nuclear advantage does not translate into a clear
bargaining advantage in a crisis.'”® Nevertheless,
recent research suggests that in past nuclear crises,
both nuclear superiority and the balance of resolve
have mattered, and the former contributes to the
latter by enabling states to run higher risks.'**

Regardless of whether the balance of resolve or
nuclear superiority is more important, both fac-
tors would weigh heavily in Israel’s favor in any
conceivable crisis with Iran in the Levant. Because
such crises would occur on Israel’s borders or
involve proxy attacks that threaten the Israeli
homeland, Israel’s stakes in the outcome of these
crises would be greater than those of Iran. While
uncertainty about the balance of resolve can lead

to miscalculation, it is difficult to believe that the
Iranian regime would doubt Israel’s willingness to
defend itself in these circumstances. Furthermore,
as Israel took steps to defend its vital interests in a
crisis that was ultimately peripheral to the Iranian
regime’s survival, Israeli leaders could credibly run
higher risks (even if Israel found itself somewhat
more constrained than it is today). Therefore, in
tuture Israeli-Iranian crises, we would expect Iran
to back down far below the threshold of initiating a
nuclear war.'?

Tehran's long history of
deserting allies when they get
into trouble provides support
for the expectation that Iran
would back down in future

crises with Israel in the Levant.

Additionally, Tehran’s long history of deserting
allies when they get into trouble provides support
for the expectation that Iran would back down in
tuture crises with Israel in the Levant. In numerous
cases, Iran has chosen not to intervene to support
its Shiite allies in order to avoid a direct confronta-
tion or deeper involvement in peripheral conflicts.
Examples include the 1991 Shiite uprisings in Iragq,
the 1998 capture of the city of Mazar-e-Sharif by
the Taliban (leading to the death of Iranian diplo-
mats and thousands of Shiite Hazaras), the 2006
Israel-Hezbollah war, the 2008 Iraqi-U.S. “Charge
of the Knights” operation against Iranian-backed
Shiite militants in Basra, and the 2011 Saudi
intervention and Bahraini government crackdown
against the Shiite opposition.'* Iran also reneged
on its 2010 decision to send a naval flotilla to Gaza
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in the face of Israeli threats'” and blinked again

after making threats against the U.S. Navy in the
Strait of Hormuz in January 2012."® A nuclear-
armed Iran might be somewhat bolder, but it will
not alter its fundamental interest in avoiding major
confrontation to bail out proxies.

Some analysts contend that the nature of the
Iranian political system makes it uniquely difficult
for the regime to make concessions under external
pressure. The high degree of factionalism contrib-
utes to decision paralysis and hardliners tend to
resist compromise with “arrogant powers” outside
of Iran."” Historically, however, the regime has
overcome paralysis during times of crisis, and the
more central the issue to the regime’s survival, the
more the decision rests with the supreme leader.'
If the stakes were nuclear war, the supreme leader
would have every incentive to assert his authority
to head off annihilation. The hardliners that sur-
round him, no matter how stubborn, are unlikely
to prove suicidal.

Thus, even if the Israeli-Iranian relationship
becomes more crisis-prone, there are compelling
reasons to expect these disputes to be resolved short
of all-out war."!

Incentives for Pre-emption

In the unlikely event that Israel and Iran did find
themselves deep in a crisis in which one or both
sides brandished nuclear threats, reciprocal fears

of surprise attack could drive either to launch a
pre-emptive nuclear strike. It is difficult to judge the
precise risks associated with this scenario, how-
ever, because much depends on the nature of Israeli
and Iranian nuclear doctrine, the posture of their
forces and the nature of the particular crisis — all
unknowns.

Despite an apparent logic encouraging each side to
strike first in such situations, several factors miti-
gate the risk. Israeli fears of surprise attack might
be significant, but Israel will also face compelling

Iran, Israel and the Bomb

reasons not to pre-emptively use nuclear weapons
in a crisis. Because of its official policy of nuclear
opacity, Israel has never articulated its nuclear
doctrine. Nevertheless, on the basis of observed
behavior and deductive analysis, specialists on
Israel’s alleged nuclear capabilities speculate that
the primary purpose of these capabilities is to deter
an all-out conventional attack or the use of WMD
by regional adversaries that would threaten Israel’s
existence or — should deterrence and defense fail

- to provide a weapon of last resort in the face of
imminent defeat.’® In a nuclear crisis with Iran,

it is unclear what threshold of “imminent threat”
would lead Israeli leaders to contemplate the first
use of nuclear weapons, but the basic logic of the
strategic situation suggests that the threshold
would have to be very high.

Somewhat paradoxically, Israel’s lack of strategic
depth and its sense of extreme vulnerability — the
factors that supposedly drive pre-emption incen-
tives — also drive the threshold for a successful
Israeli first strike so high that it may rule out
nuclear pre-emption. If a hypothetical Iranian
nuclear arsenal paralleled the country’s current
“civilian” nuclear program, Iran would be likely to
use a combination of dispersal and concealment
(including hardened underground sites) to protect
its embryonic nuclear weapons stockpile. Thus,
even during the initial period when Iran’s arsenal
would be small and theoretically vulnerable, there
is reason to believe that Israel would lack perfect
information about the whereabouts and readiness
of these weapons - and, consequently, Israel would
lack confidence that it could destroy all of them.
Moreover, when and if Iran developed missile-
deliverable nuclear weapons, it would likely focus
on solid-fuel missiles (such as the Sejjil-2) that
could be fired on very short notice from fixed hard-
ened silos and road-mobile launchers. The latter
would probably be very difficult for the Israelis to
detect and pre-emptively destroy with confidence
during a crisis (see text box)."** Israel’s apparent



Lessons from the 2006 Lebanon War:
Israel’s Ability to Strike Mobile Missiles
The 2006 Lebanon war offers cautionary lessons
regarding Israel’s ability to neutralize threats from
mobile missiles. The Israeli air force had great suc-
cess pre-emptively destroying Hezbollah's fixed
long-range rocket sites in the first few days of the
conflict. The air force was also successful at time-
sensitive precision targeting of mobile launchers
for medium-range rockets operating in southern
Lebanon, destroying some prior to launch and
the vast majority almost immediately after they
got off their first weapon.' This was a terrific
achievement in a conventional conflict, limit-

ing the number of rockets that fell on northern
Israel, but the ability to kill future Iranian mobile
ballistic missile launchers after a shot would

offer little solace in a nuclear context. Moreover,
unlike in Lebanon, there is no guarantee that the
Israelis would have sufficient persistent, real-time
intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance
capabilities to locate Iran’s mobile launchers (and
distinguish nuclear-armed systems from conven-
tional ones and decoys) in a timely and targetable
way. That said, in other respects, Israel might
have more success in destroying mobile nuclear
launchers. Because of their destructive radius,
potential Israeli nuclear strikes would not require
the degree of accuracy that conventional ones do,
and if necessary, a barrage of strikes could con-
ceivably be used against possible launch areas,
increasing the prospects of killing mobile missiles
before launch.

nuclear superiority notwithstanding, even a small
Iranian arsenal might therefore be able to survive.

There are so many variables and unknowns that it is
difficult to predict the success of future pre-emptive
Israeli strikes on Iranian nuclear missiles. Yet the
uncertainty surrounding those variables is precisely
why the probability of achieving 100 percent success
seems remote and why a pre-emptive strike dur-

ing a crisis may be highly unattractive. There is a

nontrivial probability that some Iranian weapons
would survive an Israeli first strike, and the strike
itself would significantly increase the prospects
that Iran would retaliate using its residual arsenal.
Perhaps Israel’s increasingly robust ballistic missile

defenses would prove sufficient to detect incoming
decoys, defeat countermeasures and destroy Iran’s
remaining nuclear missiles, but the margin for error
would be terrifying for Israeli political and military
leaders contemplating initiating a nuclear exchange.
Ultimately, if the motivation for pre-emption stems
from the notion that Israeli leaders could not toler-
ate any risk of an Iranian nuclear attack, they dare
not pre-empt. Moreover, as the Iranian arsenal
grows over time, Israel’s ability to pull off a success-
tul first strike — and thus its incentive to launch one
in a crisis — will decline even further.

Meanwhile, Iran also faces fewer incentives to use
nuclear weapons pre-emptively during a crisis than
is commonly assumed. Because the factors that
would discourage Israeli pre-emption - Iranian
dispersal, concealment and mobility — reduce the
vulnerability of Iran’s arsenal to an Israeli first
strike, they simultaneously lower Tehran’s incen-
tives to go first."*® Even if the Iranian regime feels
that its initially small nuclear weapons stockpile is
vulnerable, the arsenal will not be large or accu-
rate enough to carry out a successful counterforce
strike against Israeli nuclear targets. In addition,
the Iranians would most likely lack sufficient intel-
ligence regarding critical Israeli targets, including
those associated with its command-and-control
network, to risk going first in a nuclear war.
Because it cannot carry out effective counterforce
strikes, Iran would likely have no choice but to
adopt a “countervalue” approach aimed at Israeli
cities. However, because using nuclear forces to
strike an adversary’s cities before losing one’s own
weapons does nothing to prevent or limit the dam-
age from the other side’s retaliatory capabilities,
there would be little incentive to pre-empt in a cri-
sis.'”” Indeed, leaders in Tehran would likely realize
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that even moving the country’s limited arsenal out
of hiding and taking steps to make Iranian missiles
launch-ready might actually make at least some of
its weapons systems more vulnerable to an Israeli
attack, providing disincentives against taking these
provocative steps. Lastly, for Iran, nuclear pre-
emption would only make sense if being struck
first by Israel is much worse than the Israeli retalia-
tion that would ensue if Iran chose to go first.”** In
this context, absorbing the damage from a suc-
cessful Israeli counterforce strike against Iranian
military targets would likely be “less destructive,
more easily recovered from, and therefore prefer-
able” to all-out Israeli retaliation to an Iranian first
strike.'”

It is impossible to know what Iran’s future nuclear
doctrine might be,'* but its current military
doctrine suggests that the Islamic Republic is
more likely to adopt a reactive “ride-it-out-and-
retaliate” approach than one emphasizing the first
use of nuclear weapons. Iran’s military doctrine
seeks to deter attack by threatening to unleash a
mix of proxy and terrorist violence, ballistic mis-
sile strikes and various anti-access/area-denial
capabilities (e.g., small attack naval craft, mini-
submarines, mines, anti-ship cruise missiles, etc.)
aimed at holding adversaries” high-value targets,
such as civilian areas and economic chokepoints,
at risk. When and if deterrence fails, Iranian
doctrine calls for absorbing the first blow and
then retaliating in a way that raises the costs for
opponents through attrition and exhausting their
forces.'"! Moreover, the Islamic Republic has no
history of pre-emption in the conventional arena,
and - with the exception of the regime’s disastrous
decision to eschew a ceasefire and instead launch
an ill-fated 1982 offensive into Iraq'®? - Iran has
no real history of offensive conventional action at
all. Iran’s unconventional forces and proxies have
committed terrorist acts overseas, but Iran’s over-
all military tendency is reactive and retaliatory.

In this context, a July 1998 statement by Iranian
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Although there may be
incentives for both sides to
adopt hair-trigger nuclear
postures, there also are several
compelling incentives cutting

in the opposite direction.

Defense Minister Ali Shamkhani following the
first test launch of the Shahab-3 missile is telling:
“We have prepared ourselves to absorb the first
strike so that it inflicts the least damage on us. We
have, however, prepared a second strike which can
decisively avenge the first one, while preventing a
third strike against us.”'*
terns hold, a nuclear-armed Iran is likely to favor a
classic deterrence approach rather than embrace a
pre-emptive doctrine.

Thus, if historical pat-

Accidental Armageddon?

While the risk of a deliberate pre-emptive attack
during a nuclear crisis is probably low, the possibil-
ity of inadvertent escalation is a greater concern.
Reciprocal fears of a decapitating first strike,
coupled with extraordinarily short flight times

for incoming nuclear missiles, could lead Israel
and Iran to adopt “launch-on-warning” or other
rapid-reaction procedures for their nuclear arse-
nals. With both sides’ weapons on a hair trigger, it
is possible that an error could lead to catastrophic
escalation. During a future Israeli-Iranian crisis,
the lack of direct lines of communication and
decades of distrust and hostility could lead each
side to assume the worst. This may incline leaders
on both sides to interpret uncertain or conflict-
ing intelligence in the most threatening light.

The possibility of technical problems associated
with early-warning systems could pose additional
challenges. Consequently, deep into a crisis, with



nuclear forces at a high state of alert, false warn-
ings of an impending attack by one side could lead

to an accidental nuclear war.'%*

The precise risk of inadvertent escalation in a
hypothetical Israeli-Iranian nuclear crisis depends
heavily on the nature of Israeli and Iranian nuclear
postures, including their deployment patterns and
command-and-control arrangements.'*> Because
we know nothing definitive about Israel’s posture,
and Iran has yet to develop one, the best we can do
is speculate about the risks given the posited nature
of each side’s arsenal and interests.

Although there may be incentives for both sides to
adopt hair-trigger nuclear postures, there are also
several compelling incentives cutting in the oppo-
site direction. An Israeli fear that Iran was capable
of a successful first strike would ostensibly be the
major factor encouraging the adoption of launch-
on-warning or other rapid-reaction procedures.
Yet for quite some time, Iran’s nuclear arsenal and
targetable intelligence would likely be insufficient
to destroy Israel’s nuclear forces or command-
and-control systems. When combined with Israel’s
robust retaliatory capabilities and Israeli and U.S.
ballistic missile defense systems, this could con-
ceivably give Israeli leaders sufficient confidence
against the possibility of a disarming Iranian first
strike, allowing them to avoid adopting a risky;,
accident-prone nuclear posture that could inadver-
tently trigger the very nuclear war they sought to
avoid. Moreover, we would expect the same factors
militating against Israeli pre-emption to make
Israel less inclined to adopt a posture that could
lead to pre-emption by mistake.

Tehran is even less likely than Israel to adopt a
hair-trigger nuclear posture. If the regime believes
that dispersal, concealment and mobility pro-
vide a degree of invulnerability for its nuclear
arsenal, it too has no incentive to employ launch-
on-warning or other rapid-reaction procedures

in order to protect those forces. Furthermore, in

the absence of Iranian counterforce capabilities
to seriously degrade Israeli nuclear forces and
thus limit potential retaliatory damage, it would
be difficult to rationalize a rapid-reaction posture
that would risk inadvertent nuclear war while
providing few rewards. Last but not least, for the
foreseeable future, Iran’s lack of adequate early-
warning systems (e.g., long-range radars, reliable
reconnaissance satellites, etc.) would make launch-
on-warning technically infeasible because there
would be no capability to detect an incoming
attack.'*

The greater danger of inadvertent war is the risk
of Iranian predelegation of launch authority to
subordinate commanders, leading to an accidental
or unauthorized launch during a crisis. The degree
of risk will be determined largely by the nature of
Iran’s eventual command-and-control procedures,
and it is impossible to know for sure what those
will be. As we noted above, the supreme leader

is likely to maintain sole decision authority over
nuclear use in noncrisis situations, but the physi-
cal custody of the weapons may reside with an elite
unit within the IRGC. Nevertheless, if the supreme
leader fears that Israel might have the capability

to decapitate Iran’s command-and-control system
during a war, he will face incentives to delegate
launch authority to lower-echelon IRGC com-
manders during a crisis. Most likely, this would
not mean total abdication of centralized launch
authority, but it would instead produce a narrow
set of circumstances in which that authority would
pass to subordinates. Delegation, in turn, would
create fewer physical constraints against accidental
or unauthorized use.'®’

The risk of rogue use would probably remain
relatively low for the reasons discussed above,

but predelegation would raise the possibility of

an accidental launch stemming from a disrup-
tion of communications, which local commanders
might misperceive as the result of an Israeli attack.
Moreover, if Iran relies heavily on mobile missiles
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for its nuclear arsenal, this could create additional
challenges to maintaining connections with central
leadership during a crisis.'*®

At the same time, the relatively small number of
communications nodes required for Iran’s initial
arsenal could theoretically make redundant commu-
nications somewhat easier to establish, reducing the
prospect that direct contact with central authorities
would be disrupted or garbled by intermediar-

ies.'®? Furthermore, so long as Iran does not adopt a
pre-emptive nuclear doctrine, we would expect the
political leadership to maintain some procedures

for central confirmation before launch. Accidental
launches would still be conceivable in situations
where actual communications were severed. However,
a ride-it-out-and-retaliate doctrine would lessen time
pressures for lower-echelon IRGC commanders to
immediately respond, providing some time to ensure
that communications with central leadership had
actually been cut off by an Israeli attack and lowering
the odds of an accidental launch.'

Different Trajectories, Different Risks

Finally, because the danger of crisis escalation
depends in part on the precise nature of Iran’s
nuclear arsenal, these risks are likely to change
over time. As Iran’s arsenal grows in size and
sophistication, confidence in the survivability

of its weapons (and its command-and-control
systems) is likely to increase, reducing the temp-
tation for crisis pre-emption on both sides of the
Israeli-Iranian rivalry. Once the superpowers had
reached rough nuclear parity in the Cold War,

for example, the number of direct crises, and

the associated risks of escalation, declined.!”" In
South Asia, it also appears that the India-Pakistan
nuclear rivalry has stabilized somewhat in recent
years.'”” Nevertheless, even as the risk of crisis
instability might be expected to decline, the risk
of accidental or unauthorized use might actually
go up as Iran’s arsenal becomes larger and more
organizationally complex.'”

Iran, Israel and the Bomb

The degree of Iranian opacity will also affect the
associated risks. If Iran follows Israel’s policy of
nuclear ambiguity, its inability to openly discuss
red lines and to debate and declare its nuclear
doctrine could complicate certain elements of
deterrence. However, that inability would also
make Iran less likely to brandish nuclear threats
and thus less likely to become entrapped in crisis
escalation to nuclear war. On balance, the added
uncertainty about the precise nature of Iran’s
arsenal and command-and-control arrangements
could actually help bolster deterrence by enhanc-
ing the perceived survivability of its retaliatory
capabilities.'™ If Iran declared its arsenal, Israel
would probably follow suit. If not, reciprocal
opacity could make the nuclear rivalry somewhat
less intense.'”



VII. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Tehran’s nuclear ambitions threaten to further
destabilize an already volatile region. While a
nuclear-armed Iran would be unlikely to delib-
erately use or transfer nuclear weapons, it would
probably become more aggressive in support-

ing militancy and terrorism in the Levant and
elsewhere. Such actions would threaten Israel’s
security and exacerbate an already dangerous
Israeli-Iranian rivalry, raising the small but poten-
tially devastating risk of nuclear escalation.

As policymakers seek to head off those challenges,
we offer four recommendations.

1. Preventing a Nuclear-Armed Iran Should
Remain the Priority

Some of the worst-case fears associated with Iran’s
nuclear ambitions are unlikely to materialize, but a
nuclear-armed Iran would nevertheless pose a sig-
nificant challenge to Israel’s security and increase
the prospects for regional conflict. Therefore,
preventing Iran from developing nuclear weapons,
rather than adopting a policy of nuclear deterrence
and containment, should remain the priority.

If preventive efforts fail, the United States could
potentially work alongside Israel and other regional
states to manage and mitigate many of the risks
associated with a nuclear-armed Iran." In seeking
options for deterring and containing a nuclear-
armed Iran, the United States could:

o Adjust its nuclear declaratory policy to commu-
nicate clear red lines to Iran regarding nuclear
use or transfer that, if crossed, would trigger
massive retaliation;

« Provide extended deterrence guarantees and
additional security assistance, and adjust the
posture of forward-deployed forces to dissuade
Iranian aggression and reassure anxious allies;

« Bolster the early-warning systems and integrated
air and ballistic missile defenses of the United

States and its regional partners, as well as their
capabilities to detect and defend against terrorist
attacks;

 Enhance diplomatic, intelligence, military and
economic efforts to disrupt covert operations by
Iran and activities by its proxies;

« Help to establish mechanisms for direct dia-
logue, crisis communications and arms control
among Israel, Iran and the United States; and

« Encourage Israel and Iran to adopt mutual “no
first use” pledges and technical safety measures
to reduce the risk of accidental escalation.'”

A viable deterrence and containment strategy

is conceivable in theory, but it would be a very
complex undertaking in practice. Containing
Iranian-backed terrorism and militancy is already
difficult and would likely become more so if Iran
acquired nuclear weapons. In addition, during the
initial period after Iran developed nuclear weap-
ons, its growing assertiveness would likely collide
with acute Israeli anxieties and a mutual sense of
vulnerability, making the stability of any deter-
rence and containment arrangement very fragile.
The potential cost of failure would also be very
high. Thus, adopting a policy of nuclear deterrence
and containment is not preferable and should only
be considered as a fallback position if all other
preventive efforts fail.

Current U.S. policy reflects the emphasis on
prevention over containment. The Obama admin-
istration’s “dual track” policy of sanctions and
diplomacy aims to prevent Iran from developing
nuclear weapons. President Obama has consistently
said an Iranian nuclear weapon is “unaccept-
able” and underscored that all options - including
military force — remain on the table to prevent
Iran from developing nuclear weapons. Recently,
he has underscored the unacceptability of Iran
developing nuclear weapons by making clear that
the administration does not endorse a policy of

nuclear containment."”® Secretary of Defense Leon
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Panetta has described Iranian development of
nuclear weapons as a “red line,” and Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Martin Dempsey
has stated that the U.S. military has a viable plan in
the event of a contingency with Iran."”” The admin-
istration has also positioned some 40,000 troops in
the Persian Gulf, accompanied by strike aircraft,
two aircraft carrier strike groups, two Aegis bal-
listic missile ships and multiple Patriot antimissile
systems.'*’At the same time, Obama has repeat-
edly stated that he prefers a peaceful solution and
that there remains a window of opportunity to use
unprecedented pressure, exerted through stringent
multilateral and unilateral sanctions on Iran, to
reach a lasting diplomatic settlement.'®!

Achieving a diplomatic
settlement remains the most
attractive policy because, short
of invading and occupying
Iran to dismantle its nuclear
program, the only sustainable
preventive solution is one in
which the Iranians choose, or
are compelled, to step back

from the nuclear brink.
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Achieving a diplomatic settlement remains the
most attractive policy because, short of invad-
ing and occupying Iran to dismantle its nuclear
program, the only sustainable preventive solu-
tion is one in which the Iranians choose, or

are compelled, to step back from the nuclear
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brink." From 2006 to 2008, the Bush administra-
tion helped orchestrate a series of U.N. Security
Council resolutions aimed at using multilateral
economic sanctions to pressure Tehran to live

up to its international obligations under the
NPT."® The Obama administration then lever-
aged Iran’s refusal to respond positively to the
administration’s 2009 engagement efforts to

forge international consensus to implement even
tougher pressure measures. Unprecedented finan-
cial and energy sanctions - the latter of which are
only beginning to kick in — appear to be affecting
Iranian calculations, as evidenced by the regime’s
increasing willingness to negotiate over its nuclear
program.'® After more than a year without talks,
serious negotiations between the P5+1 (the perma-
nent members of the U.N. Security Council plus
Germany) and Iran have finally resumed. In the
wake of recent meetings in Istanbul and Baghdad,
it remains uncertain whether the P5+1 and Iran
will make meaningful progress in the months
ahead.' Nevertheless, there is still time on the
clock and a process is in place to build toward a
possible diplomatic agreement.

Reaching a final diplomatic settlement that pro-
vides assurances against Iranian weaponization
efforts and sufficient transparency to verify those
assurances, while allowing Iran to pursue the
peaceful use of nuclear energy, will be difficult to
achieve. However, the Iranians have left the rhe-
torical door open for such a final settlement. The
Iranian regime appears committed to a nuclear
hedging strategy, but the costs — including both
economic costs and the threat of military action

- may be reaching the point where the leadership
will be forced to compromise. Khamenei’s repeated
insistence that Iran’s program is solely for peaceful
civilian purposes, as well as his statements that the
acquisition or use of nuclear weapons would be a
grave sin against Islam, may or may not reflect the
supreme leader’s true beliefs. Nevertheless, they
provide a public justification that could potentially



allow the regime to resolve the current crisis
without losing face, so long as any final agreement
included sufficient benefits for Iran — such as a
lessening of sanctions, assurances that the regime
would not be changed by force and expanded inter-
national cooperation - and so long as Iran’s rights
under the NPT were respected.'

2. The United States and Israel Should Avoid
Taking Steps That Limit Diplomatic Options
Diplomacy should aim to roll back Iran’s nuclear
progress and to minimize the risks that Iran could
“break out” of any future agreement and rap-

idly develop nuclear weapons. The further away
Iran gets from the nuclear threshold, the better.
Policymakers should acknowledge, however, that
not all scenarios involving a nuclear Iran carry

the same risks. Although far from optimal, Iran’s
current near-threshold status is preferable to a
threshold capability, which in turn is far prefer-
able to a fully weaponized nuclear arsenal.'®’
Consequently, in diplomatically pursuing the most
desirable outcome, nuclear rollback, policymakers
in Washington, Jerusalem and elsewhere need to
avoid taking steps that inadvertently increase the
prospects of less desirable outcomes.

Many members of Congress, as well as Israeli
leaders, insist that Iran must be prevented from
attaining a nuclear weapons capability'®®
undefined technological status that, according to
U.S. intelligence officials, Iran may already have
achieved."™ By drawing the diplomatic red line at
“capability,” proponents (intentionally or unin-
tentionally) narrow the prospects for a peaceful
solution. For years, Israeli leaders identified the
“point of no return” for Tehran’s nuclear weapons

capability as the mastery of centrifuge technology
190

—an

- a Rubicon that the Iranians crossed long ago.
Now, to preclude or roll back Iran’s capability,
some Israeli officials, members of Congress and
outside experts insist that the Obama administra-
tion reject any deal with Iran that would permit
future domestic enrichment, however limited and

regardless of the associated safeguards.'”' This
position is at odds with statements last year by
Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, recent
comments by other Obama administration offi-
cials and the implied position of the P5+1 in their
previous negotiations with Iran, which leave the
door open for a deal that would eventually permit
some amount of domestic enrichment (capped at
the 5 percent level required to fuel civilian light-
water reactors).!”?

Insisting that Iran end all domestic Iranian enrich-
ment is understandable given Iran’s past behavior,
and the permanent end to enrichment activities
would make a final settlement easier to verify. But
it would also reduce almost to zero the chances

of a final agreement acceptable to Iranian lead-

ers. The Iranian regime has banked its domestic
legitimacy on asserting Iran’s inalienable nuclear
“rights” in the face of international pressure.'”® As
such, insisting on an optimal deal would likely
result in no deal, making either a nuclear-armed
Iran or a military confrontation with that country
more likely. The most important goal should be

to prevent Iran from developing actual nuclear
weapons, not to stop it from obtaining a vague
“capability” that could include many activities
technically permitted under the NPT. If Iran verifi-
ably ends its weaponization work, operates strictly
and transparently within the confines of the NPT
and agrees to sufficient technical safeguards and
intrusive inspections to detect and deter cheat-
ing, those actions should be viewed as sufficient to
address the greatest dangers emanating from Iran’s
program, even if some limited domestic enrich-
ment is permitted."

3. Using Force Should Be a Last Resort

If diplomacy fails, military force should remain an
option, given the threat posed by a nuclear-armed
Iran. However, because of the likely costs and
uncertain benefits associated with this option, poli-
cymakers should consider employing it only as a last
resort and only under very stringent conditions.
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An Israeli or U.S. military strike on Iran could
destabilize the Middle East profoundly. In its
aftermath, Iran would likely retaliate, using bal-
listic missile strikes and proxy and terrorist attacks
against Israeli and U.S. targets, potentially causing
substantial casualties and further destabilizing a
region already roiling because of the Arab Spring.
Retaliatory attacks by Hezbollah or Palestinian
groups against Israel could lead to a wider war

in the Levant. Attacks by Iranian-backed Shiite
militants against U.S. diplomats in Iraq or a surge
in lethal assistance to insurgents fighting NATO
troops in Afghanistan could also escalate the
U.S.-Iranian conflict further. And despite efforts to
dissuade Iran from threatening oil shipping, mis-
calculation in the crowded waters of the Persian
Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz could produce a
major confrontation with the U.S. Navy. A wid-
ening conflict in the Gulf could in turn send oil
prices skyrocketing. Even in the absence of such
escalation, a preventive Israeli or U.S. strike could
rattle markets and push oil prices higher at a frag-
ile time for the global economy.'”

While the potential costs of attacking Iran are
fairly clear, the potential benefits are uncertain.
Iran’s nuclear program is advanced, dispersed,
redundant and hardened. A military strike could
damage key facilities, but it would not reverse
Iran’s accumulated nuclear knowledge or its abil-
ity to eventually build new centrifuges. An attack
might therefore only delay the program for a short
period. Moreover, it would risk rallying Iranian
opinion around weaponization. Domestically,
Iranians overwhelmingly support the country’s
right to maintain a civilian nuclear program, but
they are deeply divided about whether the coun-
try should convert that capability into nuclear
weapons.'”® In the aftermath of a strike, however,
hard-line voices inside and outside the regime
would have a powerful argument in favor of
acquiring a nuclear deterrent to prevent future
attacks. Iran would likely kick out TAEA inspectors
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and move rapidly to reconstitute its nuclear pro-
gram. And, in the absence of inspectors on the
ground, Iran’s rebuilding efforts would be more
difficult to detect.

Therefore, although the option of using force to
prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons
should remain on the table, the high risks and costs
associated with military action mean it should be
considered only if:

« All nonmilitary options have been exhausted;

o Iran has made a clear move toward
weaponization;'”’

o There is a reasonable expectation that a strike
would significantly set back Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram; and

« A sufficiently large international coalition is
available to help manage the destabilizing conse-
quences of the strike and to work collectively in
the aftermath to contain Iran and hinder it from
rebuilding its nuclear program.'®

4. Israel Should Not Attack Iran

Given the widely held Israeli view that Tehran’s
nuclear ambitions represent an existential threat,
Israeli leaders may decide to launch a preven-

tive strike to degrade the program.'” Yet the ratio
of risks to rewards argues powerfully against an
Israeli attack. The strike itself could unleash a wider
Middle East war while only delaying the program
one to three years and potentially making the
Iranian nuclear threat to Israel worse.

A near-term Israeli attack on Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram would not meet any of the criteria listed
above. Because nonmilitary options have not been
exhausted, and Iran is at least a year (and prob-
ably further) away from obtaining a bomb, an
Israeli strike on Iran would not satisfy the first
two criteria. Barak frequently warns that Iran’s
program might soon be so hardened and redun-
dant that it will enter a “zone of immunity” from



Israeli attack, creating a now-or-never impetus to
strike.?”® However, despite its formidable military
capabilities, Israel probably already lacks the capa-
bility to significantly set back the Iranian program
(the third criterion).?’! Indeed, senior U.S. defense
officials have repeatedly stated that an Israeli
attack would only delay Iran’s nuclear program

by one to three years — with the lower end of that
range seeming more probable.”** For example, on
February 17, 2012, General Dempsey told CNN
that an Israeli attack would set Iran’s program
back “a couple of years” and “wouldn’t achieve
their long-term objectives” of preventing a nuclear-
armed Iran.?” Echoing this view, Israeli President
Shimon Peres recently said: “Some people say it
[an Israeli strike] will make Iran powerless for

two to three years. That’s not good enough.”* (In
contrast, because the United States possesses much
larger bunker-busting munitions and the ability to
prosecute a sustained campaign instead of a one-
time strike, U.S. military action would potentially
be considerably more effective.)**

Moreover, an Israeli strike would likely prompt

the Iranian regime to rapidly rebuild its nuclear
program, just as Hussein redoubled his efforts
after Israel’s 1981 preventive strike on Iraq’s Osirak
nuclear reactor (see text box on next page). Indeed,
in the aftermath of an Israeli strike, Iran would
have incentives to reconstitute its program in the
very facilities that Barak and other Israeli leaders
worry are invulnerable from attack, and prob-

ably in new clandestine facilities as well. For that
reason, a growing number of former Israeli intel-
ligence officials have criticized the prospect of an
Israeli preventive strike, partly on the grounds

that it might actually accelerate Iran’s nuclear
activities.?"

Barak has acknowledged that an Israeli military
strike “would be complicated with certain associ-
ated risks.” However, he has argued, “a radical
Islamic Republic of Iran with nuclear weapons
would be far more dangerous both for the region

and, indeed, the world.”™” Given the Israeli per-
ception of the Iranian nuclear threat, even a
minor delay in Iran’s program might seem like an
improvement over the status quo. However, there

are reasons to believe that an Israeli strike would
actually make the Iranian nuclear threat worse.
Following such a strike, Iran would face incentives
to rebuild its program in a manner that would be,
on balance, more dangerous for Israeli security and
regional stability. It currently remains conceivable
that the Iranian regime will settle for a threshold
nuclear capability instead of a fully weaponized
arsenal. After an attack, however, any prospect of
Iran’s stopping short of a fully weaponized arsenal
would probably vanish. By the time the dust had
settled from a strike, the internal debate in Iran
would favor those urging Iran to pursue an unam-
biguous nuclear deterrent. Furthermore, having
experienced an actual bolt-from-the-blue attack,
Iran would probably be more inclined to build
alarger arsenal to avoid a future disarming first
strike and would face greater incentives to pre-
delegate launch authority as a protection against
decapitation, thereby increasing the future risks of

inadvertent nuclear escalation.?®®

Unless there is some prospect of maintaining suf-
ficient international agreement in the aftermath
of an attack to thwart Tehran’s rebuilding efforts
(the fourth criterion), and ultimately compel the
regime to abandon its nuclear weapons ambitions
altogether, an Israeli strike would, at best, have
limited effects and, at worst, increase the threat.?®
Yet it is hard to imagine that a unilateral Israeli
strike would contribute to greater international
cooperation - indeed, it would likely have the
opposite effect. For the foreseeable future, Israel
is not capable of marshaling an international
mandate or a sizable coalition in support of a
strike. On the contrary, a unilateral Israeli strike
would probably be widely portrayed as a viola-
tion of international law, allowing Iran to play the
victim and shattering the international consensus
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The New Lessons of Osirak

Israel’'s bombing of the Iragi nuclear
reactor at Osirak in 1981 is often
cited as a justification for a preven-
tive Israeli strike on Iran’s nuclear
program. New evidence, however,
suggests that the strike did not
delay significantly Iragi president
Saddam Hussein’s nuclear ambitions
and may even have accelerated cer-
tain aspects of his country’s nuclear
program. It is vital, therefore, to un-
derstand the true lessons of Osirak
as they pertain to a possible strike
on Iran’s nuclear program.

On June 7, 1981, eight Israeli F-16
fighter-bombers, protected by six
F-15 escorts, destroyed the nearly
complete nuclear reactor at the
French-supplied Osirak complex in
Tuwaitha, Irag. Supporters of the
attack within the Israeli govern-
ment saw the reactor as central to
Hussein’s plans to build nuclear
weapons. Israeli Prime Minister
Menachem Begin viewed the
threat as existential, arguing that
Hussein was a fanatical ruler who
persistently denied Israel’s right
to exist and would not hesitate

to drop nuclear bombs on the
Jewish state.?!? The timing of the
strike was justified on the grounds
that intelligence suggested Osirak
would soon receive its first ship-
ment of fuel and begin opera-
tions.?!! Two days after the strike,
in a historic press conference,
Begin said, “We chose this mo-
ment: now, not later, because later
may be too late, perhaps forever.
And if we stood by idly, two, three
years, at the most four years, and
Hussein would have produced his
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three, four, five bombs ... Another
Holocaust would have hap-
pened in the history of the Jewish
people?1

Barely a week after the strike,
Begin told CBS News that “this at-
tack will be a precedent for every
future government in Israel.”?!3

In the years since, Israeli leaders
have regularly invoked the “Begin
doctrine” and pointed to the Osirak
example as a model for other
preventive strikes. For example, in a
September 2002 op-ed in The New
York Times calling for the Bush ad-
ministration to invade Iraqg, Israel’s
then-Prime Minister (how Defense
Minister), Ehud Barak, wrote:

“We in Israel have already been
through this. ... [The 1981 Osirak
raid] delayed an Iragi bomb by at
least 15 years. The whole world
condemned Israel — only to realize
later how farsighted it had been.”?'4
More recently, in a speech to the
Herzliya security forum in Israel

on February 2, 2012, Barak directly
channeled Begin’s Osirak rationale
in making the case for potential
military action against Iran, saying
“those who say ‘later’ may find that
later is too late.”'> Additionally, in
the wake of reports suggesting
that Israeli President Shimon Peres
opposed a possible strike on Iran,
Barak sought to discredit Peres by
pointing to his similar opposition
to the 1981 attack.*'¢

Yet recent academic research,
based on new information and the
memoirs of individuals involved in
Irag’s nuclear program, which were
made available only in the past

decade, casts significant doubt on
the standard portrayal of Osirak.

First, by the late 1970s, Hussein
(initially as vice president and then
as president) thought that Iraq
should develop a nuclear weapons
capability at some point, but he ap-
parently had not yet made the final
decision to launch a full-fledged
nuclear weapons program prior

to the Israeli strike. According to
Norwegian scholar Malfrid Braut-
Hegghammer, a leading authority
on the Iraqi program, “on the eve of
the attack on Osirak, Iraq was in the
process of establishing a techno-
logical base that could facilitate
developing the building blocks for a
nuclear weapons program ... [but]
Irag’s pursuit of a nuclear weapons
capability was both directionless
and disorganized.”?’

Second, as Emory University’s Dan
Reiter detailed in a 2005 study,

the Osirak reactor was actually not
well designed to efficiently pro-
duce weapons-grade plutonium.!®
Indeed, technical analyses since
the Israeli raid suggest that, if Hus-
sein had decided to use Osirak to
develop nuclear weapons and had
successfully evaded detection, it
would have taken several years -
perhaps well into the 1990s - to
produce enough plutonium for a
single bomb.?'° Even with sufficient
fissile material, Iraq would have had
to design and construct the weapon
itself, a process that had not even
started when Israel attacked.?

Third, the French technicians who
were constantly present at Osirak



and the IAEA inspectors who made
bimonthly visits likely would have
detected any diversion of highly
enriched uranium fuel, attempts to
produce fissionable plutonium or
other structural changes to the facil-
ity for weapons-related use. Detec-
tion in turn would probably have
triggered a cutoff of Irag’s supply
of nuclear fuel. Contrary to Israeli
assessments at the time, the near-
term risk of an Iragi nuclear “break-
out” was actually quite low.?*!

Fourth, by demonstrating Iraq’s
vulnerability, the attack increased
Hussein’s determination to de-
velop a nuclear deterrent and, as
Braut-Heggheimer persuasively
documents, provided Irag’s nuclear
scientists with an opportunity to
better organize the program.??
Even if one believes that Hussein
was motivated to pursue nuclear
weapons before the attack, it is
clear that he devoted significantly
more resources to that effort in

the aftermath of the Israeli as-
sault. A month after the strike, he
declared that it would be “an ad-
ditional strong stimulus to develop
this course ... with even greater
resources and with more effec-
tive protection.””* As Reiter noted,
“after the attack, the Iraqi nuclear
program increased from a program
of 400 scientists and $400 million
to one of 7,000 scientists and $10
billion."?*

Israel’s strike changed the nature
of the program but did not halt it,
and in some ways the Israeli action
worsened overall proliferation risks.
Iraq was not in a position to replace

Ultimately, it took the
devastation of the 1991
Gulf War, followed by
more than a decade of

Washington-led postwar
containment - including
sanctions, intrusive
inspections, no-fly zones
and periodic bombing,
not to mention the 2003
U.S. invasion - to fully
eliminate Iraq’s nuclear

program.

its reactor because it depended
on a foreign supplier to provide
components. So instead, Hussein
allowed the IAEA to verify Osirak’s
destruction and then shifted from a
plutonium strategy to a much more
dispersed and ambitious covert
uranium-enrichment strategy. This
approach relied on undeclared
sites away from the prying eyes of
inspectors and capitalized on the
widespread misperception within
the international community that
the Osirak strike had resolved
Irag’s nuclear challenge. Hussein'’s
strategy also aimed to develop
indigenous technology and ex-
pertise to reduce the reliance on
foreign suppliers — an approach
that Iran has pursued as well. The
post-Osirak reconstitution process
was slow and at times clumsy, but

Irag’s challenges were more a by-
product of lingering organizational
problems than anything related to
Israel’s preventive strike. Further-
more, when inspectors were finally
given access to the program after
the 1991 Gulf War, as part of the
U.N.-imposed disarmament regime,
they were shocked by the extent of
Irag’s nuclear infrastructure and by
how close Hussein had gotten to a
bomb.?*

At the very least, the Osirak strike
did not end Iraq’s drive to develop
nuclear weapons. Ultimately, it
took the devastation of the 1991
Gulf War, followed by more than a
decade of Washington-led postwar
containment - including sanctions,
intrusive inspections, no-fly zones
and periodic bombing, not to men-
tion the 2003 U.S. invasion - to fully
eliminate Irag’s nuclear program. In
a sense, the international commu-
nity got lucky in its adversary. Had
Hussein not invaded Kuwait in 1990,
Irag probably would have devel-
oped nuclear weapons sometime
in the early- to mid-1990s - in other
words, around the same time that it
might have developed them in the
absence of an Israeli strike.
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needed to support sanctions, diplomatic isolation,
potential re-strikes on nuclear facilities and other
enforcement measures designed to block Iran’s
reconstitution efforts.

An Israeli strike would thus risk producing the
worst possible outcome for Israel’s security: an
implacable and vengeful Iranian foe, locked into

a nuclear rivalry with the Jewish state and deter-
mined to produce the type of arsenal that would
most threaten Israel and the wider region. To make
matters worse, an Israeli strike would destabilize
the region and create a requirement for post-

war containment at the same time it reduced the
likelihood of marshaling the sort of international
cooperation required to mitigate these dangers

and keep Iran isolated. Thus, while many Israelis
believe “nothing could be worse than a future with
a nuclear-armed Iran,” RAND Corporation scholar
Dalia Dassa Kaye astutely notes that “a future with
a nuclear-armed Iran that has been attacked by
Israel could actually be a lot worse.”?

For those reasons, even though the option of using
military force should remain on the table, Israel
should not employ this option.??” Only the United
States, having exhausted all other options and
acting in the face of compelling evidence that Iran
was determined to acquire a bomb, would have
any hope of simultaneously producing a meaning-
ful military delay in Iran’s program and holding
together the type of coalition required to prevent
Iran from reemerging more dangerous than ever.
Discouraging an Israeli attack while remaining
open to the possible future use of U.S. force is
therefore the right approach.



VIIl. CONCLUSION

Policymakers should work aggressively to prevent
Iran from developing nuclear weapons. The threat
posed by a nuclear-armed Iran is neither immi-
nent nor as dire as some observers suggest, but a
nuclear-armed Iran would nevertheless threaten
Israel’s security and increase the prospects for
regional confrontation. Even if the deliberate use
or transfer of a nuclear device by Iran is unlikely,
Iran’s emergence as a nuclear power could cre-
ate a much more dangerous rivalry with Israel
than exists today. In addition, a more crisis-prone
Israeli-Iranian relationship would carry an inher-
ent risk of inadvertent nuclear escalation.

Yet as policymakers confront the threat of a
nuclear-armed Iran, they should avoid taking
steps that make a diplomatic solution more dif-
ficult to achieve. Force should remain an option,
but military action should only be a last resort, if
all nonmilitary alternatives have been exhausted
and Iran has made a clear move toward weapon-
ization. Even then, force should be used only if it
can significantly impair Iran’s nuclear program
and if the international community is sufficiently
united to manage the consequences and aftermath
of a military attack. Only the United States, acting
under the right circumstances and with a large
coalition, would be able to employ the use of force
and manage the associated risks effectively.

A nuclear-armed Iran is an outcome that the
United States and Israel should work together to
avoid. However, they should do so in ways that will
make them more secure, not less.
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