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Preface

This collection of articles on various arms control dilemmas is the outgrowth 
of a project initiated at the Institute for National Security Studies (INSS) 
under the auspices of the INSS Arms Control and Regional Security 
Program, with the aim of encouraging researchers to develop expertise in the 
realm of arms control. In light of the nuclear proliferation threats currently 
challenging the Middle East, as well as ideas for advancing a weapons of 
mass destruction-free zone (WMDFZ) in the region, deeper understanding of 
relevant arms control dilemmas is strongly needed. The project is supported 
by a generous grant from the Hewlett Foundation.  

The volume covers a wide range of issues, from European efforts to 
confront Iran’s nuclear ambitions to China’s arms control policy. Turkey, 
Saudi Arabia, and Egypt are also examined, and the NPT is assessed from 
an international legal perspective. As editors, we made a conscious attempt 
to identify areas where the authors have already developed expertise, and 
then direct their attention to an arms control angle that is worthy of inquiry. 
We felt that most would be gained by encouraging this type of synergy. 
The authors selected for inclusion in this collection are researchers who 
are grappling with arms control issues in a new way, although they are 
not a homogenous group. Some are taking their first steps in the world of 
research, while others are mid-career researchers with a proven track record 
of research but who are entering the field of arms control for the first time. 

In addition to the preparation of the articles, work on this volume 
included a seminar, held after the initial drafts had been completed, where 
the authors presented their papers to a select audience for feedback and 
focused discussion. 

We would like to thank several individuals who played an important 
role in bringing this project to its successful conclusion, among them Brig. 
Gen (ret.) Shlomo Brom, Prof. Yair Evron, and Ambassador Shimon Stein 
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Preface for their insightful comments on all of the articles, and the discussants at 
the workshop, Dr. Amir Lupovici, Dr. Ilai Saltzman, and Prof. Yair Evron. 
We are most grateful to Dr. Oded Eran, Director of INSS when the project 
was initiated, and to Maj. Gen. (ret.) Amos Yadlin, the current Director of 
INSS, for seeing it through to completion, including important input on the 
final draft prior to publication. Our final thanks go to the authors, who took 
it upon themselves to widen their perspectives and enter into the intriguing 
world of arms control. 

Emily B. Landau and Anat Kurz
Tel Aviv, July 2012
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Nuclear Nonproliferation, Customary 
International Law, and the Ramifications  

for Israel

Owen Alterman

Israel has a significant national interest in the success of the nuclear 
nonproliferation regime, particularly in the Middle East. Paradoxically, in 
the international legal arena, there is some long term risk that Israel’s own 
range of policy options could be a victim of that success. More specifically, 
the risk to Israel arises out of international law’s approach to the terms of the 
Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT).1 The NPT has 
189 parties to date, making it one of the most universal of all international 
treaty regimes. It has four prime non-participants: India, Pakistan, and Israel 
(which have never signed the treaty), and North Korea (which withdrew from 
the NPT in 2003). At first glance, to the layman it might seem self-evident 
that the NPT would not apply to these states: after all, the states themselves 
have chosen not to be bound. International law, though, suggests that the 
question is more complex.

This article traces that complexity and discusses the extent to which 
the terms of the NPT already bind or could in the future bind even non-
parties, through recognition of the treaty’s provisions as reflecting customary 
international law. That would mean that under international law, Israel 
would not be permitted to opt out of the regime. In explaining that potential 
outcome, the article first provides an introduction to the concept of customary 
international law and how such law develops. Next, the article examines 
the relevant legal sources and concludes that based in part on a ruling of the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ), the scholarly consensus is that the terms 
of the NPT are not currently viewed as binding non-parties. Nonetheless, 
if the nonproliferation regime is successful over the coming decades, at 

Nuclear Nonproliferation, Customary International Law, and 
Israel
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a certain point its terms could eventually be recognized as customary 
international law and bind even states (such as Israel) that are not parties 
to the NPT. The article concludes with a brief explanation of the extent to 
which a binding customary rule in this context could adversely affect Israel in 
the international arena and what Israel could best do to counteract the trend.

An Introduction to Customary International Law
International law can primarily bind a state either as (i) treaty law or (ii) 
customary law.2 As its name suggests, treaty law is law binding because 
of a state’s obligations under a treaty to which it is a party. Customary law 
is drawn from a different source, namely, from conduct of states that over 
time has given rise to norms that then become entrenched in law because the 
states conducted themselves in that way out of a sense of legal obligation. 
For example, until their codification in the past century (some as recently 
as 1977), some of the basic rules of the laws of war were not contained in 
any treaty. Still, these were (and are) considered to be binding international 
law and bind even those states that have not ratified the treaties at issue.3 
Treaty and custom are recognized by many as equally binding sources of 
international law; in other words, if recognized as custom, a rule is no less 
binding for being unwritten or not contained in a treaty.4

Customary law itself is a general legal concept present not only in 
international law but in other legal systems in which unwritten customs evolve 
into rules viewed as binding by society. For example, in parts of Anglophone 
Africa, courts applying English-based common law sit alongside a parallel 
court system that applies the often unwritten and uncodified customary 
law of the local ethnic group.5 That law is viewed as no less binding than 
the state’s written legal codes. In the same sense, the concept of a binding 
minhag in Jewish law could be viewed as customary law development.6 In 
international law, customary law plays a significant role, applying not only 
in the nonproliferation context but in all areas of international law, from the 
law of the sea to laws of war. Therefore, it is worthwhile for policymakers 
to grasp the concept in order to understand international legal development 
in general, including legal developments that affect Israel. 

In determining whether conduct constitutes a binding custom, 
international law looks to two elements: state practice (i.e., the conduct of 
a variety of states) and an indication from states that they have pursued that 
conduct because of a legal obligation to do so (known as opinio juris).7 Both 
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are needed. For example, every four years, most states send delegations 
of athletes to the Olympic Games. The state practice is consistent and 
established. Still, sending athletes to the Olympic Games does not constitute 
binding customary law, since states do not claim they have a legal obligation 
to send the athletes, rather, that they send them voluntarily. On the other 
hand, states have long had the practice of granting immunity to foreign 
heads of state and have recognized that practice as a legal obligation, not an 
optional choice. Immunity for foreign heads of state, therefore, constitutes 
customary law.8

While the existence of the two criteria (of state practice and opinio juris) 
is a matter of agreement, their application, as with much in international law, 
is disputed. Determining whether a particular practice constitutes binding 
custom is often subject to disagreement. Still, scholars have reached some 
consensus on factors influencing the development of customary law, at least 
two of which are particularly relevant to the customary law status of the 
nonproliferation regime. First, many scholars agree that in most cases, time 
must pass before sufficient state practice has accumulated for a custom to 
be reliably established.9 Only in cases when custom is extremely uniform 
and a sense of opinio juris is extremely strong could a custom be established 
in less time.10

Second, most scholars recognize a “persistent objector” doctrine whereby 
when from the outset a state persistently objects to a rule of international law, 
that rule does not bind the particular state.11 The reasoning is that because 
under international law states are sovereign, a state’s repeated rejection of a 
rule must be respected. “The doctrine is controversial,” one leading article 
notes, “although the weight of modern academic commentary appears to 
support it.”12 Opponents of the doctrine argue that the capacity to opt out 
of a rule threatens the entire structure of international law, and in practice, 
persistent objectors have political and diplomatic difficulty in maintaining 
their positions in the face of international practice to the contrary.13

Many scholars see an exception to the “persistent objector” doctrine only 
for key, “peremptory” norms (called jus cogens norms), from which a state 
cannot opt out.14 Determination of which norms are jus cogens often seems 
to elude precise formulation. One leading treatise states that to qualify, a 
norm “must safeguard interests transcending those of individual States [and] 
have a moral or humanitarian connotation, because its breach would involve 
a result so morally deplorable as to be considered absolutely unacceptable 



14  I  Owen Alterman

by the international community.”15 A “persistent objector” may not deviate 
from such norms. For example, South Africa was not a legitimate “persistent 
objector” to the customary law that barred apartheid because of the policy’s 
systematic racial discrimination. That systematic racial discrimination would 
have, at least by the end of the regime’s tenure, been widely considered a 
norm from which a state cannot derogate.16

Closely related to the “persistent objector” doctrine is the concept of 
“specially affected states.” If states that are “specially affected” by a rule 
have particular state practice, then that state practice is viewed as more 
persuasive in establishing the customary rule. In the classic example, the 
International Court of Justice recognized that the practice of states with 
coastlines is more influential on the development of the law of maritime 
boundaries than the practice of landlocked states.17 In areas where the class 
of specially affected states is less clear, application of this doctrine becomes 
more disputed.

The Potential Customary Law Status of the NPT
The solid consensus among international law scholars is that the NPT’s 
terms do not currently constitute customary international law and so do not 
bind non-parties. As explained above, a practice is regarded as customary 
law only if supported both by state practice and also by indications that the 
state practice is due to legal obligation (opinio juris). The nonproliferation 
regime is viewed as currently lacking both components.

The leading source for an analysis of the issue is an advisory opinion of 
the International Court of Justice in The Hague. Unlike decisions of courts 
in individual states (with which laymen are most familiar) and unlike a 
distinct category of ICJ rulings that are binding, advisory opinions of the 
ICJ do not carry binding force of law.18 This is not because the opinions are 
theoretically binding but simply cannot be enforced. Rather, even the court 
recognizes (under the terms of the court’s own statute) that the opinions are 
advisory only.19 Yet even though not formally binding, they represent the 
work of a panel of international jurists under the auspices of a UN-created 
institution. The opinions and their reasoning generally serve as persuasive 
evidence of the state of the law, and scholars and international lawyers often 
cite them to support their positions.20

In 1996, the ICJ addressed the question of whether the threat or use 
of nuclear weapons violates customary international law.21 The question 
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is different from whether possession (i.e., not use) of nuclear weapons is 
prohibited, but the overlap between the issues sheds light on the customary 
status of NPT terms. As part of the analysis of the actual or threatened use 
question, the court reviewed a number of treaties, including the NPT. The 
court emphasized that the NPT’s wide ratification indicates that international 
law is moving toward greater limits on possession of nuclear weapons.22 For 
that reason, a binding rule of customary law could emerge in the future. Still, 
the court indicated, that day has not yet arrived.23 As part of their ruling, the 
judges disagreed on whether nuclear powers are “specially affected” states 
whose state practice – either by virtue of their nuclear weapons possession 
or their great power status – should be viewed as having greater influence 
on the evolution of customary law. One judge, the court’s vice president, 
argued that the practices of the nuclear powers should be a key factor, as 
theirs was “not a practice of a lone and secondary persistent objector” or 
“of a pariah Government,” rather, of states “that together represent the 
bulk of the world’s military and economic and financial and technological 
power and a very large proportion of its population.”24 Opposing that view, 
another judge argued that “where what is in issue is the lawfulness of the 
use of a weapon which could annihilate mankind and so destroy all States, 
the test of which States are specially affected turns not on the ownership 
of the weapon, but on the consequences of its use.”25 Therefore, “from that 
point of view, all States are equally affected.”26

The court’s leaning on the proliferation issue was consistent with its 
conclusion on the question of actual or threatened use. There too the court 
concluded that international law permits the threatened or actual use of 
nuclear weapons under select circumstances: “These treaties could therefore 
be seen as foreshadowing a future general prohibition of the use of such 
weapons, but they do not constitute such a prohibition by themselves.”27

Interestingly, particularly in the years before the ICJ opinion, some 
scholars had begun to assert that the nonproliferation norm was becoming 
binding custom. In a 2007 article, Orde Kittrie, a former US official on arms 
control issues, cited several scholars who had reached that conclusion.28 
Nonetheless, Kittrie added, “If customary international law did not in 1996 
prohibit in all circumstances the threat or use of nuclear weapons [because 
of the ICJ advisory opinion], it surely did not prohibit their possession, and 
if nuclear nonproliferation was not customary international law in 1996, 
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it is hard to imagine that it is customary international law today.”29 This 
demonstrates the persuasive nature of the ICJ opinion on the issue.

Still, even if the ICJ withheld the red card for nuclear weapons possessors, 
it at least indicated that a yellow card could be drawn in the future. The 
court’s reasoning allowed that more restrictive norms on nuclear weapons 
might develop as time passes. Some scholars have described the ICJ’s views 
on nonproliferation as tracing an “emerging custom.”30 That theme has been 
adopted and endorsed by noted figures in the arms control field, who argue 
that the international community should aspire to establish nonproliferation 
as binding custom. As former US arms control official Thomas Graham 
noted, “In the medium term, the objective should be to build a sufficiently 
strong NPT regime so that the norms of non-use and nonproliferation of 
nuclear weapons gradually merge with customary international law.”31 
Likewise, as David S. Jonas, then-general counsel of the National Nuclear 
Security Administration in the US Department of Energy put it,

Some might argue that “customary international law” and the 
prevalence of the NPT makes nuclear weapons illegal for these 
states [India, Pakistan, Israel, and North Korea] to possess. The 
author disagrees. These states have not signed the NPT, and as 
such, have made no commitment not to seek or possess nuclear 
weapons. Therefore, they are free under international law to 
have them. In that sense, NPT member states should not view 
it as legitimizing their possession of nuclear weapons since it 
was already lawful and legitimate. Of course, slavery was once 
legal, but evolving customary international law made it illegal, 
even for states that never signed any treaties, but continued 
owning slaves.32

The statement by Jonas puts into focus the process that would occur 
should the NPT’s terms come to be recognized custom barring non-parties. 
International law scholars recognize a “persistent objector” doctrine that 
enables states to opt out of emerging customary law through persistent 
objection to the rule from the outset. India, Pakistan, and Israel can be said 
to be persistent objectors to application of the NPT.33 With its renunciation 
of ratification, North Korea in a sense has also entered the camp of 
objectors.34 Nonetheless, the persistent objector doctrine does not apply to 
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so-called “peremptory” norms (the jus cogens norms). As Jonas indicated, 
over time nonproliferation could be elevated to jus cogens status. As one 
article notes of a potential custom on the use of nuclear weapons (again, 
similar to but distinct from the question of nuclear weapons possession), 
“The customs that prohibit nuclear weapons are fundamentally based in 
jus cogens and, therefore, the persistent objector should not be a shield 
to their legal application to bind the nuclear objector.”35 This would also 
trump an argument that development of a customary rule would have been 
defeated by the practice of states that are, arguably, “specially affected” 
by the nuclear nonproliferation regime by virtue of their status as nuclear 
powers or their nuclear ambiguity. If a jus cogens customary rule emerges, 
then the nonproliferation regime could bind non-parties over their objection. 
This process poses the risks that might narrow Israel’s policy options.

Looking Ahead
The likelihood of the nonproliferation regime becoming customary law 
and binding on all states will depend in large part on NPT compliance. 
If compliance is high, then state practice could continue to develop and, 
ultimately, result in a peremptory norm that would bind even persistent 
objectors. If compliance is low, then the NPT would not become custom. 
In his analysis of the issue, Orde Kittrie noted that declining compliance 
with the nonproliferation regime between 1996 and 2007 had worked, in 
tandem with the ICJ opinion, to reverse the trend of increased recognition 
of nonproliferation as customary law.36 Another author has explained,

The NPT, historically, was systematically violated by the 
nuclear-power states, the non-nuclear-power states and the 
non-NPT states. This systematic lack of adherence to the NPT 
strongly cuts against any claim that development and testing of 
nuclear weapons is a violation of international custom or law. As 
explained earlier, customary international law may be derived 
from the consistent behavior of state actors. If the behavior 
of the global community is used to determine the law, then 
wholesale violations of the NPT seem to be the law.37

For Israel, this presents an irony. Israel has an interest in the success of 
the nonproliferation regime, especially among its Middle Eastern neighbors. 
At the same time, the fulfillment of that policy objective – compliance with 
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nonproliferation norms – increases the likelihood of the NPT’s one day 
becoming non-derogable customary law. That customary law, binding on 
Israel, could serve to limit Israel’s policy options. Should nonproliferation 
become customary law, Israel’s policy option of possession of nuclear 
weapons would become legally unavailable. Israel’s option of possessing 
nuclear weapons could become a victim of the nonproliferation regime’s 
success.

Of course, a number of factors mitigate the potential consequences for 
Israel. First, by its nature, the risk remains in the long term; if at all, the 
custom likely would emerge only over time. Second, the norm would equally 
affect other NPT holdout states, such as India and Pakistan, which would 
give more political heft to the opposition than were Israel to object alone. 
Third, the norm must still attain the status of a peremptory norm; otherwise, 
Israel could remain a persistent objector not bound by the rule. Finally, 
whatever the status of the law, enforcement mechanisms in international 
law are famously limited and politicized. International law in general suffers 
from an inability to enforce its rules, and that fundamental weakness is 
even more exposed when the target is a state’s possession of the ultimate 
weapon. Simply put, the risk is not that a court sheriff would show a badge 
and seize nuclear bombs.

Still, a future argument that the nonproliferation regime has become 
binding customary law is not without risks for Israel. It could provide further 
rhetorical ammunition to Israel’s foes. It could become a further claim of 
violation of international law and constitute a basis (or pretense) to maintain 
grievances against Israel even once regional peace agreements were signed.

This is not to say that Israel should change its policy and encourage 
the nonproliferation regime’s failure and consequent nuclearization of the 
Middle East. Rather, the issue of customary law provides a reminder that 
even that policy has its risks. At present, these remain potential risks only. 
Should the nonproliferation regime succeed, however, Israel will need to 
present an aggressive and persistent argument that no customary rule exists 
or, failing that, argue that the NPT’s terms do not apply to Israel by virtue of 
its persistent objection.38 Israel will need to mobilize international support 
for that position and for the position that nonproliferation will not have 
become a peremptory norm. At the same time, policymakers must recognize 
that this need to request additional diplomatic help would grant further 
leverage to Israel’s allies, who could demand concessions on other matters 
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in exchange for enhanced diplomatic and legal support on nuclear issues. 
As such, a binding customary nonproliferation regime could impair Israel’s 
overall strategic position and narrow its policy options.
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The EU-3 and the Iranian Nuclear Program

Nadav Kedem

This essay reviews Europe’s response to the Iranian nuclear program, with 
emphasis on how France, Britain, and Germany – the so-called EU-31  – have 
confronted the challenge. There is no doubt that European nations view the 
Iranian nuclearization project and Iran’s military nuclear potential, as well as 
the negative ramifications of a preventive strike, as a genuine threat. At the 
same time, for the members of the European Union in general and the EU-3 
in particular, confronting the Iranian challenge is seen as an opportunity 
to promote the European worldview outside of Europe’s own borders, as 
well as an opportunity to promote a Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP) that would position the EU as a key player on the international arena.

The EU is not an all-inclusive political union, and therefore there is no 
uniform European foreign policy. On certain issues, European policy is 
represented by the EU’s official posture (primarily regarding decisions on 
the imposition of sanctions), while on other issues there are agreements 
between the leading nations – the EU-3 – without coordination with other 
EU members. For their part, the other EU members do not necessarily accept 
the stance of the EU-3. In still other contexts, EU-3 members voice their 
individual policies that are necessarily agreed upon by other EU members. 

This essay will first survey the fundamentals of Europe’s foreign policy 
that were shaped in the years following the Cold War. It will then examine 
Europe’s attempts to confront Iran, with a focus on 2003-2005, the years 
when a special effort was made to advance the European foreign policy 
vision on the international stage. The essay will then look at Europe’s 
economic dependence on Iran: this dependence clarifies the economic cost 
Europe bears in exchange for promoting its Iran policy, which in turn helps 
in estimating the probability of Europe hardening its stance on Iran. Finally, 
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the essay will offer some assessments regarding future European input for 
dealing with the Iranian nuclear challenge at the international level.

Europe on the International Arena
Despite the historical importance of the European powers in general and 
the official status of France and Britain as permanent members of the UN 
Security Council in particular, the international stature of these nations 
has fundamentally declined, at least since the end of World War II and the 
establishment of the post-war international order. However, the international 
system is dynamic and the rules of the game evolve gradually over time.2 
In other words, Europe’s weakened power base after World War II was not 
matched by an equivalent decline of its status. In fact, from a European 
perspective, the norm that was set during the Cold War meant that the US 
tended to consult and listen to its European allies on the basis of mutual 
recognition and respect for their interests. Moreover, the US often strove 
for some level or other of multilateral action that would provide its moves 
with legitimacy.3 With the end of the Cold War, the international system 
moved from a bipolar to a unipolar world in which the United States was 
the only superpower. The collapse of the USSR made Europe much less 
dependent on the US to ensure its security. Concomitantly, however, the 
relative power of the US rose and its interest in Europe fell, though there 
remained a European expectation that the US would take its European allies 
into consideration.4 This dynamic of the past two decades is the basis for the 
different outlooks that divide the US from the European nations.

The rise of new global powers, chiefly China and India, at a time of 
US dominance has presented an additional challenge to the individual and 
collective status of the European nations on the international arena. The 
military strength of the EU is negligible when compared to its economic 
power (the EU has been called “economic giant, political dwarf and military 
midget”5), despite the economic difficulties that the euro bloc has faced 
in recent years. This would seem to imply that only a joining of forces by 
the EU nations, headed by the EU-3, can enhance Europe’s standing on 
the international arena. In fact, the EU’s most effective foreign policy is 
enlargement, i.e., adding new countries to the bloc. The list of incentives the EU 
can offer member candidates is substantial. Conversely, when membership is 
not on the table, the EU’s importance drops steeply; the economic incentives 
the EU can offer in exchange for political cooperation are limited, and this 
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limits the influence the EU can wield. Moreover, cooperation on foreign 
policy among EU nations themselves often comes at the expense of their 
individual interests. Thus, despite their desire for an enhanced international 
status, EU nations find it hard to bridge the gap between individual and 
shared interests. In addition, the lack of an independent military impedes 
the EU’s ability to function without coordination with the US and without 
relying on America’s military power. 

President Bill Clinton launched a new American foreign policy agenda 
that was largely embraced by his successor, President George W. Bush. 
In his second term in office, Clinton pushed for expanding the functions 
of NATO to include confronting international terrorism, weapons of mass 
destruction, and crises beyond the Atlantic region, as well as developing 
European defensive capabilities. These processes exposed disagreements 
between the US and Europe and European reservations about US policy, 
especially with regard to the function of the UN in dealing with international 
crises and challenges.6 The change in transatlantic relations was clearly 
evident from September 1997 and in the year that followed,7 where on the 
American side one could discern a growing tendency for unilateral foreign 
policy.8 The US took steps perceived as unilateral, such as the withholding 
of funding from the UN, attempts to punish European members for dealing 
with Iran, Libya, and Cuba, and rejection of the Comprehensive Test Ban 
Treaty. Europe, however, continued to promote international law and 
international organizations without fully taking the American point of view 
into consideration. The Rome Treaty, establishing the International Criminal 
Court, was opened for signing, despite Congress’s opposition. And, contrary 
to the American position, European nations signed the Ottawa Treaty and 
the Kyoto Protocol, as well as the Rome Treaty.9

The difference between European and American preferences regarding 
the management of international relations and crises reflects differences in 
worldviews. The EU favors the handling of crises through international law 
and organizations and often adopts positions that evince greater sensitivity 
to human rights than US positions (although human rights considerations are 
certainly not foreign to the American administration). It has been suggested 
that international law and organizations are used to compensate for the 
EU’s political weakness.10 It has also been argued that at stake are values 
that have been internalized by European decision makers thanks to the 
bitter experience in the continent’s history, and that the issue of human 
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rights outweighs most cost/benefit concerns.11 These explanations are not 
mutually exclusive, and in any case this European preference has served as 
the background for disagreements between the EU and the US about how 
to approach difficult international issues. The Iranian challenge is a case 
in point.

The EU-3 and the Iranian Challenge
After the fall of the Shah and the rise of the Khomeini regime in Iran, Europe 
and many other nations ostracized Iran. Still, in light of Europe’s desire to 
confront various threats (such as terrorism and regional instability) by means 
of dialogue with a concomitant attempt to reap economic benefits, the EU 
decided in December 1992 to launch a “critical dialogue” with Iran.12 The 
dialogue, which concerned WMD and human rights in Iran, was opposed by 
the Clinton administration.13 As far as the US was concerned, Europe was 
eroding the effectiveness of the American-imposed sanctions against Iran.14

The 1997 election of Khatami as president of Iran led to an intensification 
of the dialogue between the EU and Iran. Khatami was seen as a moderate 
reformer and the dialogue with Iran appeared as the main tool to strengthen 
him politically and change Iranian policies. The results of the 2000 Iranian 
parliamentary elections and Khatami’s 2001 reelection spurred a further 
strengthening of the dialogue.  Even after 9/11, when the US sharpened its 
“axis of evil approach,” the EU used the dialogue to promote agreements 
that would allow the opening of trade negotiations. In June 2002 the EU 
foreign ministers council authorized the start of negotiations with Iran over 
the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA). The Europeans viewed the 
agreement as a strong incentive for Iran to change its policy.15

During the summer of 2002, in tandem with the crisis developing over the 
possibility of war in Iraq, information about a military nuclear program in 
Iran was revealed. What became the EU-3 took advantage of the opportunity 
created by the emergence of the Iranian threat at a time that America’s focus 
was on Iraq, and launched negotiations with Iran on a host of issues, chief 
among them the Iranian nuclear project. Colette Mazzucelli has described 
the formation of the EU-3 as follows:

In the agenda-setting phase, there was a rising suspicion of 
Iranian intentions, which led the EU foreign ministers to place 
Iran on the agendas of April and July 2003 meetings. On 12 
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September, a General Affairs Council document demanded 
the “immediate suspension of all enrichment activities from 
Tehran.” France was involved in the drafting of this document 
with Britain and Germany. In this way the E3 process began 
without formal authorization, on behalf of the Union as a 
whole.16

At the same time, particularly after January 2002, when President Bush 
coined the phrase “the axis of evil” in reference to Iraq, Iran, and North 
Korea, the American stance on Iran grew more severe. In contrast to the EU 
dialogue with Iran, the American policy focused on the “dual containment” 
of Iraq and Iran and was decidedly opposed to the European policy.17 The 
US requested an immediate discussion of the Iranian issue at the Security 
Council.18 Nonetheless, already in October 2003, the US officially supported 
the EU-3’s efforts to conduct a dialogue with Iran.19

In October 2003, the foreign ministers of the EU-3 left for Tehran in 
order to seek a diplomatic solution to the emerging nuclear challenge. At the 
end of the discussions these foreign ministers and the Iranian government 
issued a joint statement that spoke of Iran’s agreement to cooperate with the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), suspend its plans for uranium 
enrichment, and sign the NPT’s Additional Protocol, which upgrades the 
level of IAEA supervision.20 In exchange, the EU-3 foreign ministers pledged 
to recognize Iran’s right to nuclear energy and to discuss how Iran could 
provide sufficient assurances to allow it access to technologies for the 
purpose of nuclear energy. In addition, the ministers promised the Iranians 
to oppose any American policy on the issue that was more aggressive; all 
this came on top of a package of economic incentives.21

On December 18, 2003, Iran did in fact sign the Additional Protocol. From 
the European point of view, this represented a fundamental sign of success of 
their policy. As early as July 2004, however, Iran violated the understandings 
achieved with it and renewed work on uranium enrichment infrastructures. In 
light of threats to move the issue to the Security Council, Iran and the EU-3 
signed the Paris Agreement on November 14, 2004, whereby the Iranians 
again agreed to suspend their uranium enrichment program temporarily 
(despite the fact that uranium enrichment, up to a certain point, does not 
contravene the mandates of the NPT) while implementing all aspects of 
the Additional Protocol.22 In practice, Iran agreed of its own volition to a 
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confidence building measure not mandatory according to international law. 
And indeed, in the coming months Iran met its commitments. This seemed 
to constitute yet another European success.

However, soon enough differences of opinion between the Europeans 
and Iran emerged. The Iranians did not view the agreement as a long term 
commitment and declared repeatedly they would restart their uranium 
enrichment facilities. Nonetheless, in July 2005, contacts were resumed to 
discuss trade agreements and to examine the possibility of closer relations 
between the sides. Tensions rose when Ahmadinejad, considered more 
conservative than his predecessor Khatami, assumed the presidency on 
August 3, 2005. However, already on August 1, 2005, the Iranians sent 
a letter to the IAEA in which they announced that uranium enrichment in 
Esfahan would be resumed within the week. Surprised by the announcement, 
the Europeans quickly (August 5) offered Iran an upgraded incentives 
package in order to delay implementation of the plan.23 

What appeared to be a direct continuation of European policy in fact 
triggered a process in which the American and European positions converged. 
This was a period in general of reconciliation between the sides, symbolized 
by President Bush’s visit to Europe in February 2005.24 It seemed that the 
Europeans began to sense the limitations of their ability to confront Iran and 
therefore, in exchange for a promise of American support for their proposals 
on Iran, they accepted the American condition that they would make an 
explicit demand of Iran to stop uranium enrichment permanently. Iran 
withdrew from the Paris Agreement, while the IAEA Board of Governors 
announced on September 24, 2005 that Iran had violated its commitments 
to the agency.25 In other words, although since 2003 the IAEA had allowed 
the EU-3 to spearhead the attempt to confront Iran, the issue was now being 
returned to the international community for further handling. Russia took 
this opportunity to come into the picture and offered Iran joint ownership 
of the uranium enrichment facility to be located in Russia. Iran rejected the 
proposal and as a result, on February 4, 2006 the IAEA decided to turn the 
matter over to the Security Council.26

In June 2006, the EU-3, in coordination with the US, Russia, and China, 
proposed an outline for discussions with Iran. In practice, this proposal was 
the opening move in the establishment of the P5+1 or E3+3. The Iranian 
challenge was now in the hands of six nations: the five permanent members 
of the Security Council plus Germany. The EU-3 setting lost its dominance in 
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leading moves against Iran while the positions of the US and the EU-3 grew 
closer to one another.27 Since then, most of the discussions on the sanctions 
against Iran and how to act accordingly have been held between the US – 
in coordination with the Europeans – and Russia and China. According to 
Curtis Martin,

The EU-3 agreed that if negotiations ultimately failed, they 
would support taking the matter to the UN for consideration 
of sanctions, thus presenting Iran with a ‘‘fading opportunity’’ 
variant of good cop/bad cop in which Europe threatened to 
‘‘defect’’ to the side of the bad cop. For its part, the United 
States publicly endorsed the EU-3 negotiations and agreed to 
offer limited incentives to Iran as further demonstration that it, 
too, sought a peaceful resolution.28

The Europeans were obliged to compromise with the US in light of this 
development in order to allow the negotiations to continue.29 Notwithstanding 
certain reservations and differences of opinion, the Europeans generally 
supported the American stance. Transferring the attempt to confront the 
challenge to the P5+1 meant a secondary role only in transmitting messages 
to Iran, but this produced a series of Security Council resolutions, the first of 
which – Resolution 1696 – was adopted on July 31, 2006.30 The resolution 
called on Iran to cooperate with the IAEA and suspend its enrichment of 
uranium. At the same time, the resolution called for (though it did not 
mandate) all nations to ban the transfer of materials likely to serve Iran’s 
nuclear and ballistic missile programs. This resolution reflected the closing 
of gaps in the positions within the P5+1. The EU-3 recognized the need to 
apply extensive international pressure and to coordinate matters with the 
US in order to try to formulate a response to the challenge. For its part, the 
US agreed to act together with the Europeans, Russia, and China.31

Iran did not heed the dictates of Resolution 1696. As a result, on 
December 23, 2006, Security Council Resolution 1737, which imposed 
official sanctions against Iran, was adopted unanimously. The resolution 
was tempered, which allowed Russia and China to join the sanctions for the 
first time.32 However, a mere three months later, on March 24, 2007, and 
in light of a resolution proposed by the EU-3, Security Council Resolution 
1747, which tightened the sanctions regime, was adopted. In March 2008, 
Security Council Resolution 1803, which restated previous resolutions 
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and was mainly declarative in nature, was adopted. That was likewise the 
nature of Security Council Resolution 1835, adopted on September 27, 2008. 
However, on June 9, 2010, the Security Council adopted Resolution 1929, 
which significantly expanded the sanctions. In addition, the EU imposed a 
string of its own sanctions, going beyond the Security Council’s decision.33

On November 8, 2011, the IAEA publicized a particularly serious and 
well-documented report about the Iranian nuclear project.34 The report did 
not bring any new facts to light, but the establishment of the claims in so 
thorough a manner by the official international agency charged with the 
topic made it very difficult for anyone to ignore its contentions. Immediately 
after the report’s publication, the EU-3, led by France and Britain, called 
for stricter sanctions. Many EU members tried to limit the sanctions,35 but 
concerns about a possible Israeli military strike against Iran made it easier for 
the leading members of the EU to persuade the others to agree to the stiffer 
stance.36 The US, Canada, and Britain expanded the sanctions on November 
21. The most significant measures were imposed on the financial sector and 
narrowed Iran’s access to the international financial system, beyond what 
had been mandated by the previous sanctions. Given the dominance of 
the global financial center in London, Britain’s involvement is particularly 
significant. On December 1, 2011, the EU imposed additional sanctions on 
141 commercial companies and 39 individuals.37

On December 31, 2011, President Obama signed the 2012 Defense Bill, 
which allows the imposition of sanctions on companies and nations that 
buy oil from Iran. Nonetheless, after negotiations with Congress, President 
Obama managed to insert various reservations in the bill that would allow the 
president to grant deferrals and exemptions.38 At the same time, the American 
administration has pressured various nations to impose additional sanctions 
on Iran while using the authority granted it by virtue of the new bill.

On January 23, 2012, the EU imposed another round of sanctions on 
Iran. These forbid the import of crude oil and oil products from Iran to the 
EU (it also forbids the signing of new contracts and mandates that current 
contracts end by July 1, 2012). In addition, the sanctions touch on various 
aspects of Iranian oil production, for example the import of petrochemical 
products from Iran, the export to Iran of equipment and technologies relevant 
to the petrochemical sector, and investments (including joint projects) in 
the petrochemical industry. Finally, assets belonging to the Iranian Central 
Bank in the EU have been frozen, and restrictions imposed on trade with 
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Iran in gold, precious metals, and diamonds. Nevertheless, these sanctions 
are limited and allow the continuation of trade with Iran not explicitly 
forbidden by the sanctions framework.

Economic Dependence
A key European consideration in context of the Iranian nuclear issue is 
the scope of its dependence on Iran. This dependence is a factor in any 
assessment of the economic cost of the European policy and the probability 
that the European stance could grow even harsher in the future.

In 2010, total European imports from Iran stood at €14.5 billion. By 
contrast, in the same year, the scope of European exports to Iran totaled 
€11.3 billion. Despite the handsome export balance in Iran’s favor, the figure 
represents only some 0.8 percent of the EU’s total exports for that year, and 
imports from Iran represent some 1 percent of total EU imports. Most of 
the imports, some 90 percent, are made up of fuels and mining products 
(especially oil), and hence their high degree of sensitivity. Although only 
3 percent of the oil imported to the EU comes from Iran, sanctions on the 
nation in the field of oil are liable to raise the cost of oil appreciably and 
damage the European economy.39

Moreover, the dependence on Iranian oil by the various EU members is 
not uniform. Italy and Spain, key members of the EU in the throes of severe 
economic crises, import a significant amount of their crude oil from Iran. By 
contrast, France, Britain, and Germany import far less.40 In addition, beyond 
the import of oil, the scope of trade with Iran differs essentially from one 
EU member to another. For example, the scope of Germany’s trade with Iran 
is much greater than that of France and Britain. Because EU decisions on 
sanctions must be made with full member consensus, the opposition by key 
members such as Italy and Spain make it difficult to stiffen the sanctions.

Still, various steps are likely to significantly ease the economic burden 
that will result from sanctions. Increasing the oil output of the other oil 
producers – Saudi Arabia, first and foremost – could neutralize the economic 
impact most, and hence the efforts by US and Europe to persuade various 
Gulf states to increase their oil production.41 In addition, prudent use of 
the emergency reserves of International Energy Agency member nations is 
likely to reduce the economic burden significantly.42
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Conclusion
One could claim that the main reason for Europe’s relative success in 
confronting the Iranian nuclear challenge in 2003-2005 stemmed not only 
from a desire to prevent Iran from attaining military nuclear capabilities 
but also from concern about an American military strike against Iran. 
Nevertheless, during that time the Europeans wholeheartedly believed that 
negotiations, unlike the approach that guided the American invasion of 
Iraq, were the foundation for the achievements made in the dialogue with 
Iran. However, the closing of the gap between the EU’s position and that 
of the US since 2005 reflects both European recognition of the failure of 
the relatively moderate approach, at whose core were the incentives to 
Iran granted in exchange for pledges (that were never realized) to stop the 
nuclear program, and American recognition that there are good reasons to 
coordinate positions with the EU in order to create a broader coalition for 
dealing with the challenge more aggressively.

Iran’s dependence on European trade, technology, and know-how 
constitutes an advantage for Europe. Moreover, any outline of a non-military 
confrontation with Iran requires European input and participation. Therefore, 
in this context, unlike military realms, the US also needs Europe; it is not 
just Europe needing the US. Moreover, the NPT gives special status to 
the permanent members of the Security Council, including France and 
Britain, making this setting convenient from the European perspective. Most 
importantly, the Europeans’ understanding of the threat is similar enough – 
but not identical – to that of the US to enable cooperation. However, even 
when Europe cooperates with the US on the issue, it is not seen as being 
steered by the US.

In many ways, Europe’s former Iran policy was the polar opposite of 
the US policy on Iraq: use of diplomacy anchored in international law and 
helped by economic incentives versus unilateral military force, illegal to 
the European mindset. The war in Iraq, however, challenged the Europeans 
with the dilemma of developing a joint foreign policy that would provide 
a response to the Iranian challenge, while not worsening the rift between 
Europe and the US stemming from disagreements over the American invasion 
of Iraq. In fact, the Europeans set themselves apart from the Americans at the 
same time as they used the change in their policy to mend fences with the 
US. Moreover, their joint policy with the US helped repair intra-European 
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rifts between France, Germany, and Britain that stemmed from different 
perspectives with regard to the war in Iraq.43

Similarly, the Iranian nuclear challenge provided an opportunity for 
promoting the EU’s standing and worldview on the international arena.44 
Geographically Iran is relatively close to Europe but it is not seen as a 
member of the European neighborhood, and so this challenge was deemed 
suitable for demonstrating Europe’s global power. The mandate (in practice) 
given to the Europeans to manage the Iranian challenge was deemed by the 
leading European nations as the hoped-for recognition of their status on the 
part of the global powers (first and foremost the US). Later, the desire to 
enter a setting composed of international powers of supposedly equal status 
provided the motive for the change in the European approach to the Iranian 
challenge and the growing proximity to the American stances on the issue. 
An additional incentive that Europe discovered in confronting the Iranian 
challenge was the opportunity it identified to affect the nuclear proliferation 
regime, a central issue on the global security agenda.45

While Iran viewed the EU-3 as a weak element with only limited impact 
on the US (the failure of the European nations to prevent the invasion into 
Iraq served as proof), it still hoped that Europe would be able to bring the 
Americans to the negotiating table. In the absence of any real European 
military power and the willingness to use it, the Iranians did not see Europe 
as representative of the international community. Nonetheless, and even in 
light of the difficulties the US encountered in Iraq, the US chose to mend the 
fences with Europe, and thus the US, as well as Russia and China, preferred 
to enter into an existing setting based on the EU-3 – evidenced by the fact 
that Germany was included as a member of the P5+1 forum even though it 
is not a permanent Security Council member – and through it to attempt to 
confront the Iranian nuclear issue.

The European nations in general and the EU-3 in particular are not the 
central players in confronting Iran. Nonetheless, they cannot be ignored. 
Only relatively late, in light of the conclusions drawn from the November 
2011 bleak IAEA report – and at the height of the severe economic crisis – 
did EU members manage to agree to a serious stiffening of the sanctions on 
Iran. While it is doubtful that these sanctions will stop Iran, the step taken 
by the EU does strengthen the assessment that this body is capable of acting, 
albeit slowly and gradually, when faced by a real challenge. Also, the fact 
that the EU proved its willingness to impose sanctions beyond those called 
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for by the Security Council is not insignificant. Indeed, one cannot explain 
the Europeans’ more serious stance on Iran only in terms of economic 
gain. On the contrary: Europe is paying steeply for its sanctions on Iran, 
especially because imposing sanctions that are stiffer than those called for 
by the Security Council allows Russian and Chinese companies to take the 
place of European ones in Iran.

In effect, the European sanctions regime surpasses the American one, 
after many years during which America’s policy against Iran was more 
aggressive than Europe’s. This state of affairs was highlighted by Israel’s 
Deputy Prime Minister Moshe Yaalon, who expressed disappointment with 
the White House’s partial implementation of the sanctions approved by 
the American Congress. According to Yaalon, the partial implementation 
stems from considerations connected to the presidential race. On the other 
hand, said Yaalon, France and Britain have taken an aggressive stance and 
understand that the sanctions must be implemented immediately.46

Moreover, NATO’s action in Libya (2011) shows that the use of military 
forces is not necessarily taboo in Europe. While France and/or Britain do 
not have critical military weight in the context of Iran, the legitimacy that 
EU members in general and its leaders in particular can confer on a military 
strike is important. NATO even gave legitimacy to the war in Kosovo (1999) 
without the authorization of the Security Council. Such legitimacy would 
be important to the US in the constellation of considerations on a military 
strike against Iran.

It may be that the economic and political crisis facing the EU will make 
it difficult for Europe to be a principal player in confronting Iraq, both 
economically and militarily. Nevertheless, the possibility of comprehensive 
European support or support by key European nations for a military 
strike against Iran is not unrealistic. The European desire to enhance its 
international standing may make the EU accept positive decisions about such 
an attack. Worrisome developments about the Iranian nuclear project and 
the publication of further grim IAEA reports or the upsetting of the balance 
in the Gulf region, for example, may serve as background for America 
emphasizing the importance of Europe and especially the importance of 
the EU-3, which could cause them to endorse a strike even in the absence 
of Russian and/or Chinese agreement.
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Theory and Practice in China’s Arms Control 
Policy: Between North Korea and Iran

Yoram Evron

On October 16, 1964, China held its first nuclear test and earned the coveted 
entrance ticket to the nuclear power club. At the same time, its radical version 
of communism left it isolated, a pariah in the international community. In 
turn, four years later, when the regime to prevent nuclear proliferation was 
founded in the form of the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), China refused to 
join the initiative. It claimed that the treaty was little more than a belligerent 
act on the part of the United States and the Soviet Union to lock in the status 
quo and preserve their supremacy on the international scene.1 As the anti-
imperialist standard bearer – its self-image at the time – China felt it could 
not be a part of this effort.

Two decades later, very little was left of this policy. China opened itself to 
the world, abandoned its revolutionary struggle, and began to adopt a market 
economy. In the field of arms control, its reluctance regarding multilateral 
moves subsided, and it gradually started to limit the proliferation of Chinese 
arms and joined various international institutions. In 1984 it joined the 
International Atomic Energy Agency; in 1992 it became a member of the 
NPT; in 1996 it was one of the founders of the Comprehensive Nuclear 
Test Ban Treaty (CTBT); in 1997 it joined the Zangger Committee (also 
known as the Nuclear Exporters Committee); and in 2004 it joined the 
Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG). Early in the twenty-first century China 
became more involved in global arms control – in part because of its status 
as a permanent member of the UN Security Council – and started to play 
an active role both as a member of ad hoc forums to resolve nuclear crises 
and as a partner to international arms control initiatives. Today, Chinese 
experts go so far as to argue that there can be no international progress in 
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arms control without Chinese cooperation.2 The role it has played in the 
Six-Party Talks to resolve the North Korean crisis and its membership in 
the P5+1 (the permanent members of the Security Council plus Germany) 
to stop Iranian nuclearization seem to bear out this assertion.

Nevertheless, the sincerity of China’s efforts in global arms control 
has always been questionable, especially in the West. Claims that China 
is undermining international efforts are frequent: it is accused of delaying 
decisions about sanctions, emptying them of real content, and even violating 
them. An example is the criticism of China’s conduct vis-à-vis North Korea 
and Iran, which argues that it is not fully using its leverage against Pyongyang 
and Tehran, and is even hamstringing moves against them in order to further 
its own interests.

The contradiction between China’s progress in arms control and the 
criticism leveled against it raises a variety of questions. What are China’s 
fundamental arms control principles? How does the question of arms control 
fit into China’s overall foreign policy? What motivates its actions in this 
field? Most of all, what is the level of cooperation one may expect of China? 
These are significant questions because given China’s growing influence on 
the international arena, its ties with problematic nations,3 and its permanent 
Security Council membership, success in arms control depends greatly on 
Beijing. This chapter does not delve into the root causes shaping China’s 
arms control policy or deal with its nuclear policy; rather, it attempts to 
present in general terms the interconnections between China’s arms control 
policy and its foreign affairs approach. The effect of these interconnections 
on its arms control practices will be examined through analysis of the North 
Korean case, which will in turn serve as a basis for analysis of the Iranian 
case. The chapter closes with operative conclusions about the range of 
possibilities regarding the enlistment of China in arms control practices.

China’s Arms Control Policy: Stated Principles and Possible 
Meanings
Principles of China’s Nuclear Arms Control
Among the five recognized members of the nuclear club, China’s arms control 
principles seem at first glance to be the most progressive. Immediately after 
its first nuclear test it announced it would not be the first to use nuclear 
weapons, thereby becoming the first to espouse the “no first use” principle, 
which became the cornerstone of its nuclear policy. Later, it sharpened this 
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commitment with a pledge not to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear 
states and not to extend a nuclear defense umbrella to other states. China 
thereby rejected the possibility of using nuclear weapons as a coercive 
political or diplomatic tool or using them in its military plans, making its 
nuclear power solely a deterrent against nuclear attack by another power.4

China also imposed severe restrictions on itself regarding use of nuclear 
weapons as deterrence. In its official policy paper on arms control published 
in 2005, China opposed the deployment of nuclear weapons on the soil of 
other states and in outer space, announced it was not positioning its nuclear 
weapons against permanent targets, and declared that it was leaving its nuclear 
alert on a low level.5 Moreover, for many years China has made a point of 
claiming it has the smallest arsenal of nuclear weapons among the five official 
nuclear powers and has expressed opposition to the deployment of anti-
missile defense systems, saying that it would upset the nuclear balance and 
accelerate an arms race.6 In this way, China promotes nonproliferation as a 
way to strengthen its strategic deterrence: it works to reduce the geographical 
spread of nuclear weapons in the world and limit the need for ongoing 
technological developments in the field. From a different perspective, China 
is also reducing the chances of a nuclear confrontation as a result of strategic 
uncertainties. These positions, which reflect China’s rejection of nuclear 
weapons as a military and political tool, would ideally culminate in total 
nuclear disarmament, with the disarmament of certain defined regions, such 
as the Middle East, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia, as an interim stage.7

Nevertheless, China’s position on nonproliferation is somewhat more 
complex, as it strives to balance the gamut of what at times are contradictory 
goals and principles. According to China, nuclear disarmament must be 
carried out fairly for the non-nuclear states, so that they are not prevented 
from attaining nuclear energy for peaceful uses.8 This pits the arms control 
objective against states’ political rights and economic needs, thus weakening 
its status as an exclusive and all-encompassing goal. The position also 
embodies criticism of the seemingly unjust situation in which arms control 
rules do not apply equally to all states: while some nations enjoy international 
legitimacy in maintaining enormous stockpiles of nuclear weapons, other 
states that strive – at least in theory – to develop civilian nuclear capabilities 
evoke criticism and counter-measures.

This criticism is also linked to China’s opposition to the resolution of 
arms control problems through coercion and use of force. According to the 
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Chinese stand, nuclear proliferation is not the root of the problem, rather a 
symptom of more fundamental issues in international relations. Therefore, 
it is necessary to confront nuclear proliferation while also addressing the 
more fundamental issues, such as the distress and ostracism faced by states 
accused of nuclear proliferation or armament. This cannot be achieved by 
increasing the pressure on them, coercively intervening in their internal 
affairs, or discriminating against them.9 To ensure that the issue of nuclear 
proliferation is handled fairly, China contends that it should be led by 
independent international bodies, such as the UN and the IAEA, and that 
decisions on the matter should be made with equal participation of all states.10

Arms Control Principles and National Interests
China’s decision to develop nuclear weapons was based on the assumption 
that nuclear armament is a condition for becoming a global power.11 It was 
also rooted in a serious threat perception and a desire to foil a situation in 
which it would be vulnerable to nuclear extortion on the part of another 
power. Thus, following a major national effort, China acquired nuclear 
capabilities and thereby allayed its concerns about the nuclear armament of 
other nations, including adjacent states. Some two decades later, it helped 
Pakistan – with which it shares a border – develop nuclear capabilities as 
a counterweight to their common rival, India.12 Today, China borders four 
nuclear powers: Russia, India, Pakistan, and North Korea. The latter two 
are considered dangerously unstable.

China’s attitude to nuclear armament can explain its position on arms 
control. The ultimate goal of a world free of nuclear arms does not seem 
achievable for now, and therefore practical considerations shape China’s 
moves. Safeguarding its security against the superpowers is obviously a 
key consideration, and it is clear that various steps China takes are aimed at 
reducing the vast gap between it and the large nuclear powers – the United 
States and Russia. For example, in response to Barack Obama’s initiative 
for a nuclear weapons-free world, China stated that the move must start with 
steps by the United States and Russia, which have the largest nuclear arsenals 
in the world.13 Similarly, China also links various arms control initiatives, 
and conditions progress in these proposals on steps that serve its own goals. 
For example, the agreement to prevent the deployment of weapons in outer 
space has been set by China as a condition for progress in the American 
initiative of the Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty (FMCT). In fact, it seems 
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that China opposes the FMCT because it limits its ability to restock and 
expand its nuclear arsenal, which would improve its preparedness vis-à-vis 
the nuclear superpowers, led by the US.14 

China’s economic growth and the gap between its economic rise and 
military inferiority as compared to the United States have also made it rethink 
its current nuclear strategy: senior sources in the military establishment 
are calling for abandoning the restrained nuclear policy, renewing nuclear 
development, and incorporating nuclear power into China’s military strategy. 
As far as is known, these calls have so far not been answered and China’s 
basic nuclear doctrine remains unchanged.15 However, this does not mean 
that China will agree to steps – including joining the FMCT – that will 
prevent it from renewing and expanding its nuclear capabilities in the future. 
In fact, the opposite assumption seems much more likely.

On the other hand, strategic considerations and China’s complex relations 
with the United States may explain the steps Beijing is taking in the spirit of 
arms control, such as opposing the deployment of nuclear weapons on other 
states’ soil and deployment of strategic defense systems. Not only do such 
actions accelerate the arms race; they also allow the nations undertaking 
them, chiefly the US, to weaken their enemies’ capabilities and implement 
effective nuclear attacks. China, which lacks the capability to undertake 
similar moves and the interest to make the necessary investments, is afraid 
that its strategic deterrence will be weakened by the US. Other steps China 
has taken to advance its strategic goals that also further arms control include 
engaging the United States in nuclear talks (2008) and demanding that the 
United States too adopt the no first use principle, particularly with regard 
to China.16

There is likewise a strong link between arms control steps taken by 
China and its regional and bilateral interests, especially its regional status 
and a stable security environment. While the US-China competition slowly 
pervades the international system, its manifestations in the Asian-Pacific 
region are the most extreme: the United States is increasing its strategic 
involvement and military maneuvers with the East Asian and Southeast 
Asian countries while China is demanding that the United States remain 
outside of regional conflicts.17 In such a situation, even if the American 
strategic presence in the region serves China’s interest in stability, China 
still seeks to limit nuclear armament in its vicinity.18 This would explain, for 
example, China’s sweeping opposition to deploying an American nuclear 
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umbrella over other states: while an American nuclear umbrella in the Asian-
Pacific region would prevent Japan and perhaps South Korea as well from 
nuclearization, thereby serving China’s interest in maintaining regional 
stability, the presence of such a nuclear umbrella would also bear weighty 
symbolic meaning and is liable to threaten China’s long term goal of regional 
dominance. The threat would become more concrete should the United 
States strengthen and expand its nuclear umbrella by including additional 
states in the area and introducing more nuclear weapons into the region.

China’s arms control stance regarding its longstanding adversary India 
is another example, including the complaints lodged against the United 
States that contrary to NPT rules, it signed civilian nuclear agreements with 
India.19 While the complaints ostensibly reflected China’s concern about the 
nonproliferation regime, the steps it took to balance India’s strategic power 
belie this: the assistance it extended to Pakistan in constructing its nuclear 
capabilities and supplying the civilian nuclear reactor later are a gross 
violation of the principles of the NPT and other nonproliferation regimes.20 

Relations with the United States affect China’s arms control practices 
not only in the bilateral and regional context: they also play a role in the 
general competition between them, which has recently been described as 
a struggle over global power transition between a status quo superpower 
and a rising superpower.21 This contest has become more intense since 
2009, when China updated its official position regarding the state of the 
international system and adopted a more assertive foreign policy.22 As part 
of this change, China is striving to consolidate its position as a “responsible 
great power,” but with a clear reservation: it is not interested at the moment 
in reversing the current world order, but it is trying to expand its influence 
at the expense of the US. According to Schweller and Pu, the steps taken 
by China include undermining America’s efforts to resolve international 
crises unilaterally, preferring multilateral settings for resolving international 
problems, opposing coercive intervention in the internal affairs of other 
states (which refers primarily to American moves), and expanding its own 
influence over developing states.23

Indeed, China’s conduct in the arms control theater often seems a tool in 
this contest. In Beijing’s view, the United States uses the arms control regime 
to advance its own interests on the international arena and thereby challenges 
China’s interests and worldview. China’s moves are in part directed against 
this trend. An example is China’s consistent opposition to efforts by the 
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United States and its allies to impose extreme sanctions against Iran and 
support of Iran’s right, granted by international law, to develop nuclear 
capabilities for peaceful purposes. On the other hand, China is prepared to 
support weaker sanctions. Other practices include deriding the United States 
for a double moral standard (e.g., ignoring the lack of cooperation by friendly 
nations – India and Israel – with arms control regimes) and insisting that 
arms control practices not impinge on the economic rights of developing 
states.24 Some would even claim that China relates more seriously to arms 
control obligations mandated by multilateral and multinational settings than 
to those mandated by bilateral settings (e.g., agreements with the US) or 
internal legislation.25

Finally, China’s arms control policy is also presumably driven by 
economic considerations. First, maintaining a small nuclear arsenal suits its 
traditional nuclear doctrine and the principle of making security expenditures 
secondary to economic growth.26 Maintaining a small arsenal requires 
prevention of a nuclear arms race, and China’s arms control policy is to 
a large extent directed towards this goal. A second consideration, though 
of lower importance, is China’s desire to become a global supplier in the 
global nuclear industry, which would generate handsome profits should 
international limits on nuclear waste disposal go into effect.27 Finally, there is 
an issue arousing much international criticism: China is accused of exploiting 
situations in which other countries scale back their economic ties with states 
under international sanctions because of nuclear proliferation or armament. 
The most prominent example is the massive growth in China’s economic 
ties with Iran after the imposition of the sanctions.28

China’s Arms Control Doctrine and North Korea’s Armament
The Six-Party Talks to dismantle the North Korean nuclear program, which 
began in 2003 and included North Korea, South Korea, China, Japan, the 
United States, and Russia, made the handling of the issue a regional matter, 
after the failure of an earlier attempt to resolve the problem by means of 
a US-North Korean agreement (1994). Progress was hindered by several 
provocations by North Korea, the worst being a nuclear test in 2006, following 
which the Security Council imposed military and economic sanctions upon 
it (Resolution 1718). In late 2008 the talks collapsed, and North Korea’s 
steps became more extreme: in June 2009 it conducted a second nuclear 
test, which resulted in additional sanctions (Resolution 1874); in late 2010 
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it revealed another uranium enrichment nuclear program, which until then 
it had hidden and denied; and in the fall of that year it launched a limited 
military incident against South Korea.29 In 2011 North Korea expressed its 
desire to return to the negotiating table and even held a number of meetings 
with South Korean and American representatives over the conditions for 
resuming the Six-Party Talks, but despite some progress, the talks have not 
yet resumed.30 At the same time, North Korea’s political stability is severely 
threatened because of its dire economic situation, international isolation, and 
ongoing uncertainty surrounding the transition of power from Kim Jong-Il, 
who died in December 2011, to his son and designated heir, Kim Jong-Un. 

This crisis has conferred a significant role on China given its historic 
ties with North Korea, its exclusive access to the North Korean regime, 
their long shared border (1,400 km), and its permanent membership in the 
UN Security Council. China served as the host and chair of the Six-Party 
Talks and mediated between the North and South Korean leaderships during 
various crises. In fact, China is seen as having the greatest influence over 
Pyongyang; some claim that the resolution of the crisis lies in China’s 
willingness to apply its full weight to the issue. However, not only has China 
not done so, but its relations with North Korea have grown even closer since 
the collapse of the talks. First, it worked to mitigate the sanctions resolution 
in 2009. Second, it greatly enhanced its economic ties with North Korea, 
thereby easing the burden of the sanctions imposed on the regime: the 
foreign trade between the two nations grew from $370 million in 1999 to 
$3.47 billion in 2010, the economic aid it extends grew from $400 million 
in 2004 to $1.5 billion in 2009, and in recent years its investments in North 
Korea have been in the billions of dollars.31 Third, meetings between the 
nations at all governmental levels are held regularly, and in the two years 
before his death Kim Jong-Il visited China on four occasions. Finally, there 
are recent rumors about closer military ties between the two nations.32

Why does China behave this way? Presumably China is not interested 
in North Korea having nuclear arms. This would beef up the presence of 
United States strategic forces in the region and encourage the nuclear arming 
of Japan and South Korea. In addition, North Korea’s nuclear armament 
weakens the global arms control regime and expands nuclear proliferation, 
thereby damaging the stability of the world order, which is in China’s 
interest.33 Finally, China is also aware of the fact that every act of cooperation 
with Pyongyang arouses anti-Chinese criticism.
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Still, applying heavy pressure on North Korea is expected to bring about 
the collapse of its regime, and this too runs counter to Chinese interests. 
While China’s relations with North Korea have had their ups and downs, and 
even their current trust is limited,34 China is still interested in North Korea 
as a buffer zone between it and the US-Japan-South Korea alignment and 
as an ally in the region. Moreover, the collapse of North Korea is liable to 
drag the region into war, something that could have dire consequences for 
China, flood the country with North Korean refugees, and may even lead 
to a military confrontation with the US. This possibility is almost certainly 
a dominant factor in the considerations of China’s military, which plays an 
important role in the Chinese decision making process on this topic.35 Another 
reason for China’s tolerant stance on North Korea is the diplomatic difficulty 
involved in coercive arms control steps, which contradict China’s foreign 
policy guidelines and its critique of the US. Finally, China’s experience has 
taught it that it is very hard to stop a state trying to attain nuclear weapons 
if that state operates out of a sense of existential threat.36

In this set of complex considerations, the common assessment is that 
China’s supreme goal is to keep the crisis under control in order to ensure 
regional stability and prevent a war, and therefore it is also interested in the 
continuity of the Six-Party Talks.37 By contrast, disarming North Korea of 
nuclear weapons is a goal of secondary importance. At the same time, it is 
crucial for China to maintain its position as a pivotal player in the crisis, 
preserve its good relations with all the nations involved, and act in a way 
that would suit its desired image as a “responsible great power.” Finding the 
golden mean among all these objectives is not easy and China has tried to 
take the middle road: for example, it joined in approving sanctions against 
North Korea but also worked to soften their impact.38 This conduct has 
aroused dissatisfaction domestically, and local sources criticized China’s 
hesitancy. Shen Dingli, one of the most prominent international relations 
scholars in China, has claimed that Beijing’s ambivalent approach makes 
North Korea feel that China is no longer a partner that may be trusted. 
Furthermore, he blamed this policy for escalation of the situation because 
under these circumstances North Korea feels unprotected and is forced to 
develop deterrence. Shen has also criticized China’s hesitancy in defending its 
regional allies militarily, while the United States does so without hesitation.39

At the same time there has been Chinese criticism of North Korea and its 
disdainful attitude toward Beijing, such as Pyongyang informing Beijing of 
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its second nuclear test a mere half-hour before it was carried out.40 However, 
generally speaking, it seems that since 2009 China has begun to strengthen 
its ties with North Korea with more decisiveness. While its 2006 official 
national defense document (“white paper”) accused North Korea of violating 
regional stability and the 2008 national defense “white paper” called for 
resolving the nuclear issue by means of the Six-Party Talks, the 2010 national 
defense “white paper” expressed a different line and noted that the resolution 
of the problem would have to be peaceful.41 This means China is opposed to 
additional coercive measures against North Korea. Furthermore, according to 
various assessments, China is also not enforcing the international sanctions 
already imposed against North Korea and covers up illegal arms shipments 
between North Korea and Iran.42 Moreover, increased Chinese investments in 
North Korea not only strengthens China’s interest in preserving the regime,43 
but are also a declaration – both to Pyongyang and the world at large – that 
China is optimistic about the future of the nation and its regime.

To a certain extent, one may attribute this growing closeness to North 
Korea to China’s intention to fulfill a more significant role in the world 
and the region. However these motives are accompanied by more concrete 
considerations. The moment China understood that North Korea had become 
nuclear, stabilizing the region, consolidating its own status, and ensuring the 
survival of North Korea became the primary goals. Given the situation in 
Pyongyang, China’s assistance and support are meant to ease the hardships, 
allow Beijing a certain level of involvement in the transition of power 
process, and perhaps also – so China hopes – promote some reforms in 
North Korea.44 In addition, maintaining good relations with all sides is 
critical for China to continue to serve as a mediator, a position that bestows 
on it prestige and influence without costing it very much.45 As for global and 
regional criticism directed at China, one may assume that China now feels 
strong enough to withstand it, as evidenced in October 2011 by its having 
sided with the Syrian regime in the Security Council despite the consensus 
forming against it both in the West and in the Muslim world.46 This is all the 
more so in the case at hand, where thanks to its special ties to Pyongyang 
it is hard for China to relinquish involvement in the process. In addition, 
the high degree of economic dependence between the region’s nations and 
China – China is Japan’s biggest export market and South Korea’s biggest 
trading partner – and these nations’ recognition that China’s involvement is 
crucial to the stability of the Korean peninsula mute the regional criticism of 
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China’s conduct.47 Finally, strengthening economic ties with North Korea – 
trade with China accounts for more than 40 percent of North Korea’s total 
foreign trade – represents substantial economic utility for China and deepens 
North Korea’s long term dependence on it.48

China’s Arms Control Doctrine and Iran
An examination of China’s arms control policy in the context of North Korea 
indicates that stopping nuclear weapons proliferation is not an independent 
goal of supreme importance for Beijing. On one level, stopping nuclear 
proliferation is often subordinate to other goals, while on another level, it is 
a means for China to advance other interests; chief among them are ensuring 
its strategic security, preserving strategic stability, enhancing its international 
influence, and maximizing economic utility. These insights help explain 
China’s practices regarding the Iranian nuclear project. Iranian nuclearization 
is likely not seen by China as a threat to its national security, and at least some 
Chinese officials do not think Iran is liable to raise its level of belligerence in 
any significant way should it acquire nuclear arms.49 Moreover, a common 
Chinese assumption is that one cannot prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear 
arms by force: such an attempt would only lead to an outbreak of violence 
whose damage would outweigh any cost of nuclear proliferation.

Hence, other interests are shaping China’s approach to the Iranian nuclear 
endeavor, above all the need for sources of energy. Iran is one of China’s 
five largest foreign suppliers of oil, and China invests billions of dollars 
in developing oil infrastructures in Iran in exchange for guaranteed future 
supplies of oil. Therefore, and in the interests of the contracts it has signed, 
China is interested in maintaining good relations with the Iranian regime 
and in preserving the political and military stability of the Persian Gulf, 
which if upset may cause – at least in the short term – a rise in oil and gas 
prices throughout the world.50

Second, in light of China’s forecasts that its dependence on Middle 
Eastern oil is only going to grow, and given its desire to enhance its 
international political position, China presumes it will not be able to avoid 
greater involvement in the Middle East. Indeed, although it has tended 
(and apparently still tends) to view the Middle East as “the graveyard 
of empires,” it has in recent years varied and strengthened its economic, 
political, and military ties in this region. At the same time it is clear that 
Beijing is interested in weakening America’s dominance in the Middle East: 
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America’s de facto control of sea lanes from the Persian Gulf to East Asia 
is a potential pressure lever on China should Sino-American relations hit 
a severe snag.51 In this context, Iran plays a double role: not only does it 
represent the last obstacle to total American influence over the entire Persian 
Gulf area, but it also provides a direct land route (through Pakistan) between 
the Persian Gulf and China, through which it might be possible to supply 
gas and oil without dependence on naval channels.52

Third, as part of its efforts to establish its status as a leader of developing 
nations and offer different values than those offered by the US, China is not 
interested in embracing the coercive international steps taken by the West 
against Iran. China’s resistance to these steps has helped to delay a resolution 
to the crisis and expose the limitations of United States power, showcasing 
China’s own power and allowing it to generate significant economic profits. 
Still, no matter what damage Chinese interests incur should the Iranian 
regime collapse, it is clear to Beijing that its power to affect the regional 
balance is limited and it does not care to play an active role in this area.

These considerations explain the middle road taken by China, between 
public support for the Iranian regime and Iran’s right to develop nuclear 
capabilities for peaceful uses on the one hand, and its cooperation with 
international institutions and the Western powers against Iran on the other. 
Ever since the notion of international sanctions against Iran was placed on 
the international agenda, China has voted in favor of every Security Council 
resolution on the matter, albeit grudgingly and hinging its assent on limiting 
conditions. Relying on Iran’s official stance regarding the civilian nature 
of its nuclear project and the reservations expressed by the IAEA under the 
leadership of Mohamed ElBaradei about the West’s claims of the military 
nature of the project, China has refused to approve extreme sanctions and has 
successfully worked to mitigate the resolutions that were ultimately adopted.

At the same time, China has occasionally called on Iran to increase the 
transparency of its nuclear program, although it has not taken any public 
steps against it when these requests are rejected. This position, along with 
China’s rising status on the international arena, has created a situation 
in which ever-growing efforts must be expended on every new round of 
sanctions in order to gain China’s support, while China’s opposition to 
serious sanctions against Iran’s energy and finance sectors, deemed critical 
to stopping the nuclear program, remains firm. Resolution 1929, approved 
in June 2010, brought the situation to a head. After posing unprecedented 
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obstacles to approving the resolution, China finally agreed to support it in 
exchange for a commitment by the P5+1 to postpone the implementation of 
unilateral sanctions against Iran, extend immunity to Chinese corporations 
operating in Iran to future unilateral sanctions, and avoid steps that could 
have exerted significant pressure on the Iranian regime.53 These conditions 
have allowed large Chinese corporations to continue to fill the vacuum 
created by the reduction in activity of Western companies in Iran, and one of 
the results has been that these corporations have become significant players 
in the Chinese process of decision making with regard to Iran.54

Nonetheless, the success of China (in tandem with Russia) to contain 
the international sanctions against Iran (and increase its own profits) was 
short lived because it demonstrated the limitations of this approach to the 
Iranian problem. After the June 2010 sanctions resolution showed that this 
tool had exhausted itself, the United States and leading European nations 
decided to pursue unilateral sanctions. At the same time, with or without 
relation to the replacement of ElBaradei as head of the IAEA in 2009, the 
organization started presenting more explicit information about the military 
nature of the Iranian project and new revelations came to light (e.g., the 
uranium enrichment facility in Qom) that removed any doubt about its intent. 
Finally, in the second half of 2011, the military option against the Iranian 
nuclear project, which assumed a much lower profile when President Obama 
took office, was raised once again.

These developments have presented China with a dilemma as well as an 
opportunity, to which it has responded on several levels. True to its posture that 
official international bodies should handle the crisis, China has not ignored 
the harsher tones of more recent IAEA reports (though together with Russia 
it tried to postpone their presentation) and in January 2012 Chinese Prime 
Minister Wen Jiabao criticized Iran in an unprecedented manner, warning it 
not to develop nuclear weapons.55 In addition, the unilateral sanctions have 
resulted in some decrease in the activity of Chinese companies in Iran. An 
example is the freeze, or at least reduction, of the investments by Chinese 
energy companies in Iran since late 2010 because of China’s desire to improve 
its relations with the Obama administration and the concern that companies 
investing in Iran would be blacklisted in the US.56 Another example is the 
announcement by Huawei, the telecommunications equipment and services 
giant, that it has imposed its own limitations on dealings with Iran, apparently 
as a result of wanting to ease its penetration of the American market.57
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Still, China has not changed its posture on how to resolve the crisis and 
consistently continues to call for its resolution through negotiations and 
non-violent means. For example, while the Chinese Prime Minister was 
harshly criticizing the Iranian regime, China responded to the increased 
military tension in the Strait of Hormuz in January 2012 by calling for all 
sides to calm the situation and continued to aver that the fullest resolution 
to the Iranian nuclear problem was total nuclear disarmament in the Middle 
East.58 This call is of course nothing more than a veiled jab at the US, which 
is supposedly ignoring Israel’s nuclear arms, and also a wink at the Arab 
nations; furthermore, it allows China to present itself as a responsible world 
power without having to pay any concrete price.

Similar duplicity is taking place also at the economic level. While joining 
the anti-Iranian sanctions and denouncements, China takes care to fully 
exhaust all economic benefits. First, China never changed its policy and 
announced that it distinguishes between diplomatic moves against Iran and 
oil deals the two nations have signed; it will not allow any link to be made 
between them.59 Second, it does not miss an opportunity to reap economic 
benefit for its support for international steps against Iran. Already in 2009, 
Saudi Arabia proposed to China that the kingdom supply it with all the oil it 
would be denied because of joining the harsh sanctions against Iran. While 
China eventually rejected the proposal, during the Chinese Prime Minister’s 
visit to the Persian Gulf in January 2012 – when he spoke out against the 
Iranian nuclear project – it was announced that Sinopec, the Chinese oil 
giant, would build a new refinery in Saudi Arabia, that another refinery would 
be built in China together with Qatar’s oil company (apparently ensuring 
long term oil exports from Qatar to China), and that a nuclear cooperation 
agreement had been signed between Saudi Arabia and China.60 To be sure, 
there is no clear-cut evidence that these deals were signed to mobilize China 
to the anti-Iran effort, but such a possibility cannot be ruled out.

Conclusion
While China’s arms control policy seems very progressive, the nation’s actual 
conduct is affected by a host of extraneous interests, including assuring its 
global and regional status, improving the balance of power in its own favor, 
and maximizing its economic benefits. Given this, one could expect that its 
practice regarding arms control violations would be affected by the unique 
conditions of each individual case, and this is in fact borne out by China’s 
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conduct in the North Korean and Iranian crises. While the survival of both 
regimes serves Chinese interests, only the collapse of the North Korean 
regime is viewed by China as a direct threat to its national security and 
regional standing. By contrast, the collapse of the Iranian regime entails 
primarily economic damage for a limited period of time. In addition, China’s 
unique relationship with North Korea and the serious political upheavals 
liable to occur there force Beijing to take the two nations’ relations in the mid 
and long terms into account, an issue of less relevance in the case of Iran.

These differences result in the different approaches taken by China in the 
two cases. This is especially pronounced in terms of China’s willingness to 
risk violation of international agreements. Thus while China at first adopted 
a position that matched international rules and norms in both cases (with 
a tendency to uphold principles benefiting developing countries), China’s 
attitude evolved once the true military nature of the nuclear projects became 
incontestable. Although China continued to oppose harsh sanctions against 
both, it was only with regard to North Korea that it violated the sanctions 
imposed against it virtually in the open. This was particularly obvious in 
light of North Korea’s provocations internationally, which were much more 
blatant than Iran’s.

Another difference between the two crises lies in China’s role. Its status 
as the only important link to Pyongyang and its central role as a mediator 
in the Six-Party Talks confer on it a unique position and make it hard to 
dispense with its services. In the Iranian case, however, it does not enjoy 
any special status and tries to play a passive role. Thus one may presume 
that China is more willing to risk violating international sanctions against 
North Korea, assuming the other nations’ ability to respond against China 
is limited. This, however, is not the case with Iran.

Finally, the Chinese decision making process in the two cases also differs. 
In light of the military effect on China that a flare-up in the North Korean 
crisis is liable to have – which is not the case with Iran – China’s military 
leadership is deeply involved in decisions regarding North Korea. By contrast, 
in the case of Iran, the Foreign Ministry and the large corporations play a 
more prominent role. Given that the Chinese military is mostly worried 
about the collapse of North Korea, this certainly makes compromise with 
the position of the West more difficult. In the case of Iran, however, cold 
economic and diplomatic concerns presumably play a more central role.
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As far as the Middle East system is concerned, preserving the Iranian 
regime and prolonging the crisis likely serve China’s economic and 
diplomatic goals. Nonetheless, these are not critical interests for which 
Beijing would be prepared to pay a steep price, and therefore China may 
be enlisted in significant economic moves against Iran through a balanced 
and efficient mix of threats and punitive economic and image-related steps 
on the one hand, and rewards on the other. Still, such steps can be expected 
to have minimal impact, because China has only a limited desire and ability 
to prevent the activity of elements operating against Iran. At the same time, 
because of the importance China attributes to its image as a rising, powerful, 
and independent power, one cannot expect that under current circumstances 
China would agree to steps involving a public concession of its official 
postures, such as public support for using military power or international 
coercive measures against Iran – even though China is unlikely to take real 
counter-measures should such steps indeed be taken. Nevertheless, attempts 
to persuade it to join in open international efforts are not superfluous, because 
even if they are unlikely to bear direct results, they do have the power to 
increase the pressure on China because of its ties with Iran and prevent it 
from taking actions that flout international rules and understandings.
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The Iranian Nuclear Program:  
The Egyptian View

Keinan Ben-Ezra

In August 2002, information on Iranian nuclear facilities in Natanz and Arak 
that had not been previously reported to the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) was revealed. Although the regime in Tehran declared that 
the Iranian nuclear program was civilian, because the program had been kept 
secret, suspicions arose that it was not intended for civilian purposes only. 
Since then, IAEA monitoring has increased, but the agency has not received 
satisfactory answers from the Iranians and the issue has been the focus of 
rounds of negotiations that have failed to produce results. The UN Security 
Council has also imposed sanctions on Iran that have been tightened over 
the years. Nevertheless, these steps have not served to divert Iran from its 
progress in achieving nuclear capabilities.

Like other states in the Middle East and beyond, Egypt is fearful of Iran’s 
obtaining nuclear capabilities. Egypt has been forced to deal with this issue 
for several reasons. First, Iran’s ambition to obtain nuclear technologies and 
the clash this has sparked between Iran and Western states have advanced 
the Iranian drive to become a regional leader, while necessarily undermining 
the current order and the centers of power in the Middle East. Second, the 
focus on nuclear weapons in the Middle East casts a spotlight on Israel’s 
presumed nuclear capabilities. Egypt will be hard pressed to prevent 
Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons without addressing Israel’s nuclear 
capabilities, especially given Egypt’s longstanding agenda against Israel 
on the nuclear issue. Third, Egypt fears that if war breaks out in the Middle 
East following an Israeli or American attack on Iran, this will exacerbate 
regional instability. Fourth, if Iran does achieve nuclear capability, what 
should the Egyptian response be? Should Egypt work to obtain nuclear 
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capability as well? And what would be the response of other Middle East 
countries in this context?1

This article analyzes Iran’s nuclear image in Egyptian eyes, focusing on 
both the Mubarak era and the transition period after the change of government 
following the upheavals that began in Egypt in early 2011, and then examining 
future trends. Understanding that Iranian-Egyptian relations are part of a 
regional system in which Egyptian strategy influences other players such 
as Israel and Turkey, and part of a global system heavily influenced by the 
United States, China, and others, the article focuses specifically on relations 
between Iran and Egypt in the context of the Iranian nuclear program and 
analyzes them as part of a complex web of bilateral rivalry.

Iran, Egypt, and What Lies Between Them
Egypt presumes that the purpose of the Iranian nuclear program is to promote 
the “export of the revolution” and to enhance Iran’s defense and deterrence, 
and thereby expand its regional influence.2 As such, the nuclear program 
is not necessarily a future offensive option. As evident from statements by 
official Iranian spokesmen, Iran is seeking to position itself as the strongest 
and most influential state in the Middle East, and even to establish a global 
position for itself: “Iran as the second world oil producer and exporter plays 
an important role in changing global equations.”3 In the Israeli security 
establishment as well, many understand the strategic vision of the regime 
in Tehran as aiming at “use of the maximum number of means and tools 
in order to challenge and effect a change in the global strategic balance.”4

Iran’s policy reflects the drive to return to the days when the Persian 
kingdom was a world power. In this sense, the rivalry between Egypt and Iran 
is a continuation of the historic rivalry between Persia and the Mesopotamia 
region on the one hand, and Egypt on the other. Egypt is a Sunni state that 
for many years was ruled by a secular regime, while Iran is Shiite and since 
the Islamic Revolution has had a fundamentalist religious regime. Thus the 
issues in dispute have been many – religious vs. secular, Arab vs. Persian, 
Shiite vs. Sunni – and there has been friction regarding global allies, i.e., 
the US vs. the USSR. Today, the rivalry centers on the tension between 
Islamic radicalism and political pragmatism, and over the past few decades 
this difference has been a key source of tension between the two states.

Historically, tensions between Egypt and Iran have had their ups and 
downs. Relations worsened following the Free Officers’ Revolution in 1952. 
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The Shah’s regime enjoyed good relations with Israel and the United States 
at that time, while Gamal Abdel Nasser waved the flag of Arab nationalism 
and formed a strategic alliance with the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, at the 
outset of Anwar Sadat’s rule in Egypt (1970), the alliance between Egypt and 
the USSR was cancelled and there were rapprochements between Egypt and 
the United States and Egypt and Iran. Relations reached a high point with 
the signing of the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel in 1979. Following 
the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, however, the situation changed again 
for the worse. Khomeini strongly condemned Egypt’s peace treaty with 
Israel, its ties with the United States, and the liberal, anti-Islamic outlook 
that appeared to characterize Egypt. A main street in Tehran was named 
for the man who assassinated Sadat in 1981. For its part, Egypt granted 
the exiled Shah asylum, and later supported Iraq during the Iran-Iraq War 
(1980-1988). Over the past thirty years or so, the two countries have not 
enjoyed full diplomatic relations.5 

Cairo fears that an expansion of Iranian influence in the Middle East and 
beyond will occur at Egypt’s expense. Egypt sees itself as a regional power 
and the leader of the Middle East and the Arab world; it has even worked to 
obtain a permanent seat in the UN Security Council as the representative of 
Africa and the Middle East.6 Iran, which is not an Arab country, also aspires 
to leadership in the Middle East and to closer ties with states beyond the 
region. To this end, Iran is engaged in ongoing nuclear cooperation with 
North Korea7 and with states in Latin America (particularly Venezuela) and 
Africa: Iran provides support and influence through shipments of weapons 
and funds for organizations and/or various regimes, and training of soldiers 
in various countries, such as Gambia, Nigeria, Liberia, and Sudan.8 Iran has 
also sought to interfere in Egypt’s internal affairs and undermine stability 
there, for example, by operating a Hizbollah cell9 and supporting terror 
organizations in the Sinai Peninsula.10 It even attempted to take credit for the 
overthrow of the Mubarak regime, claiming that it was an Islamic awakening 
influenced by the regime of the ayatollahs in Tehran.11

In the initial period after Mubarak’s ouster it appeared that rapprochement 
between Tehran and the Supreme Military Council, which replaced Mubarak’s 
regime, was in the offing. The Foreign Minister in the provisional Egyptian 
government was even invited for an official visit in Tehran.12 However, the 
visit did not take place, and the entire trend lost steam, possibly because of 
US pressure and considerations of both Egyptian-US relations and Egyptian-
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Gulf state relations.13 Iran also sought to undermine Egyptian-Israeli relations 
by supporting Hamas and sparking tension between Hamas and Israel, which 
would then spill over into Israeli-Egyptian relations. However, in the wake of 
the turmoil in the Middle East in 2011, especially the weakening of Bashar 
al-Assad’s regime, Iranian support for Hamas has declined, Hamas and Egypt 
have grown closer, and the Hamas political leadership left Damascus and 
moved to Cairo.14 Egypt played a key role in mediating the deal between 
Israel and Hamas for the return of kidnapped soldier Gilad Shalit to Israel and 
the release of over one thousand Palestinian prisoners from Israeli prisons, 
thereby proving that it has significant influence over Hamas.

Egypt and the Iranian Nuclear Issue
The Iranian nuclear program is another area in which Egypt and Iran are 
engaged in a struggle over the nature of the Middle East and their influence 
in the region. This struggle has manifested itself in different ways in different 
periods.

The Mubarak Era, 1981–2011
Since the escalation in the Iranian nuclear crisis, and especially since 2006, 
when the IAEA determined that Iran was not fulfilling verification-related 
requirements and relayed its findings to the UN Security Council, the 
government of Egypt has been called on increasingly to deal with the Iranian 
nuclear issue. Egyptian statements on the subject – some of them public, 
others of them revealed through Wikileaks – exhibited serious concern. For 
example, in response to a declaration by Iranian President Ahmadinejad 
that whether or not the world likes it, “Iran is a nuclear country,”15 then-
Egyptian Foreign Minister Ahmed Abu al-Gheit was quoted as saying, “The 
possession by some countries of peaceful nuclear technology or of some 
stages of the nuclear cycle or carrying out some peaceful nuclear activities 
does not mean by any means that it can call itself a nuclear state.”16 This 
statement can be understood as disparagement of the Iranian declaration or 
as evidence that Egypt realizes that Iran’s nuclearization is a process aimed 
at obtaining military nuclear capability.

In any case, until 2008 Egypt was still officially addressing Iran’s nuclear 
program in relatively soft tones. Thus, for example, Mubarak’s spokesman, 
Suleiman Awwad, stated at the end of a meeting held in Alexandria on the 
subject of Iran’s nuclearization that Iran has the right to atomic energy, but 
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that it must provide guarantees to the international community and “should 
not present on a silver platter the justifications and the pretexts for those 
who want to drag the region down a dangerous slope” because of its lack 
of transparency on its nuclear program.17 At the same time, the Egyptian 
statements spoke to the connection, as perceived in Cairo, between the 
Iranian nuclear issue and the Israeli nuclear issue, and the issue of freeing 
the Middle East of nuclear weapons. In response to a question on whether 
Egypt fears Iranian nuclearization, al-Gheit replied: “We do not want to 
see [a] nuclear Iran as we do not want to see [a] nuclear Israel; we want a 
zone which is free of nuclear weapons.”18 There have also been less public 
utterances and messages, especially in recent years, which express a deep 
concern in Egypt for its regional standing given the possibility that the 
regime in Tehran will have nuclear capabilities: “We are all terrified,”19 stated 
Mubarak on May 27, 2008, in a conversation with a senior American official, 
exposed by Wikileaks, on the possibility that Iran would obtain nuclear 
weapons. Egypt’s fear can also be seen in comments by Mubarak at a July 
2, 2008 meeting between the Egyptian President, US Senator John Kerry, 
and the US ambassador to Egypt. According to Mubarak, Arab states would 
not form defensive relations with the United States against Iran for fear of 
Iranian sabotage and terror, and would not dare to take part in sanctions 
against Iran even if, in his opinion, this was the best way to contend with 
the challenge presented by Iran’s nuclear program.20

In 2009, Egypt’s tone grew a bit sharper, in keeping with the overall 
tougher international approach to progress on the Iranian nuclear program, 
given the mounting evidence on the issue. Cairo condemned Tehran for not 
cooperating with IAEA inspectors. However, it abstained in a vote on an 
IAEA resolution that called on Iran to stop construction of its enrichment 
plant at Fordow (near the city of Qom), and it even criticized the resolution 
on the grounds that every country has a right to a nuclear energy program.21 
Evidence that Egypt was avoiding explicit condemnation of Iran and was 
criticizing it without mentioning the nuclear issue can be found in comments 
by al-Gheit from May 2009:

We admit that Iran is an important and influential country in the 
Middle East and in the Arabian Gulf in particular. But we are 
concerned about Iran’s attitude in the region. We are disturbed 
by that, because their attitude on issues of stability and the 
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interests of others in the region are unacceptable. They are also 
attempting to exploit the Palestinian cause and other related 
issues to strengthen their influence in the region.22

Nevertheless, only about a year later, Egyptian public statements 
hardened. This change can be seen in the following statement, in which 
al-Gheit attacked Iran directly, focusing on the danger that Iran’s conduct 
would drag the Middle East into a nuclear arms race:

An Iranian nuclear power entails a threat of nuclear proliferation 
in the Middle East. Therefore, we will not go along with this. 
We want Iran to refrain from forcing the Arabs to engage in a 
[nuclear arms] race with it. We should take into consideration 
– and don’t forget this, because some do – that Iran aspires to 
influence the region in ways that do not coincide with the Arabs’ 
priorities and interests.23

In addition to the fear that Iran’s pursuit of nuclear capability would 
threaten Middle Eastern stability and Egypt’s standing in the region, the 
Mubarak regime also feared that its own stability would be undermined 
if it spoke out against Iran. Therefore, the messages from Cairo were 
mixed: on the one hand, there were statements compatible with US policy 
against Iran, and on the other hand, there were anti-Israel messages in the 
nuclear context, whose target audiences were the Egyptian and Palestinian 
publics. This type of message was intended to avoid accusations that Egypt 
was adopting an anti-Muslim, pro-American, and pro-Israeli line. In the 
period preceding the 2010 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) review 
conference, Egypt conducted a political campaign whose goal was to focus 
attention on Israel, not Iran, and on the plan to convene a conference in 2012 
on a weapons of mass destruction-free zone in the Middle East.24 These two 
subjects were a main focus in the review conference’s final documents.25 This 
achievement, which was intended to serve Egypt’s interests by strengthening 
its international position in general and its position in the Middle East in 
particular, did not indicate that Egypt was any less fearful of the Iranian 
nuclear program.
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The Transition Period (Starting in 2011)
With Mubarak’s ouster and the appointment of the Supreme Military Council 
to conduct affairs of state until the presidential elections, there were changes 
in the Egyptian approach to foreign relations, including the relations with 
Iran. Nabil al-Araby, who was a judge in the International Court of Justice in 
The Hague and later was elected secretary of the Arab League and who holds 
clear anti-Israel positions, was appointed Foreign Minister and expressed 
a desire to renew diplomatic ties and normalization with Iran.26 However, 
although he objected to certain aspects of Mubarak’s foreign policy, General 
Hussein al-Tantawi, head of the Supreme Military Council, which controlled 
the Egyptian provisional government, over the years supported Mubarak’s 
approach to Iran, and even believed that Iran constitutes a strategic regional 
threat.27

The Egyptian political system is in the midst of a process of change that 
will ultimately determine its policy toward Iran. At this point it is not clear 
whether statements that could be interpreted as a change in the Egyptian 
position toward Iran do in fact reflect a significant development, or whether 
they are intended to create an impression of dissociation from the policy 
of the previous regime, especially among the Egyptian public. For its part, 
Iran has sought to maximize for its own benefit the uncertainty that has 
accompanied the change in regime, and therefore it has sought to test the 
boundaries that the new government will create. In February 2011, Tehran 
sent warships through the Suez Canal to the Mediterranean.28 This move, 
which was a show of Iranian strength, was also intended to spark tension in 
Israeli-Egyptian relations and demonstrate that times are changing (in July 
2009, Cairo gave approval for Israeli submarines to pass through the canal 
in the direction of the Persian Gulf). Another possibility is that the move 
was made in an attempt to create a new route for transferring equipment and 
weapons to organizations supported by Iran, chiefly Hizbollah and Hamas.

The results of the parliamentary elections held in Egypt in November-
December 2011 clearly showed the rising power of the Islamic bloc, and it 
is possible that this development portends a rapprochement between Egypt 
and Iran. In such a scenario, it is reasonable to assume that Egypt would 
publicly support Iran’s right to a civilian nuclear program, while at the same 
time attempt to prevent Iran from obtaining the comparative advantage 
of possessing nuclear weapons. This effort would likely be exerted both 
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secretly, in cooperation with Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states, and publicly, 
by intensively promoting the plan to free the Middle East of weapons of 
mass destruction. In this way, it would also avoid the obvious need to join 
the nuclear arms race in the Middle East.

At the same time, the causes of the strategic rivalry between the two 
countries remain and can be expected to continue to temper relations between 
them. Furthermore, in the coming period, the heads of state in Egypt will be 
preoccupied with stabilizing the government. Here Egypt’s dependence on 
US aid comes into play. The new leadership cannot forfeit the aid without 
fear of losing public support because of inability to provide a response to 
severe socio-economic distress. In addition, the Egyptian army, which relies 
on US equipment, has not lost its power, and the considerations driving the 
military leadership are still central to the creation of Egyptian policy. Hence 
the assessment that Egyptian foreign policy will not change fundamentally, 
at least in the foreseeable future. In other words, the Egyptian political 
leadership is expected to adopt a policy of silence concerning the Iranian 
nuclear program and avoid conflicts in the Middle East, and certainly with 
Iran. While we can estimate that a new Egyptian government in the process 
of formation would seek to direct the country’s internal tension at an outside 
party, this would likely be Israel rather than Iran, which is easy prey in this 
sense, both in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and particularly 
in the nuclear context.

On the question of Iranian nuclearization, Egypt may adopt the line 
that was promoted for years by Amr Moussa, who served as Arab League 
secretary. Moussa, who was unsuccessful in his bid for the Egyptian 
presidency, argues that the Middle East should be nuclear free, that the 
focus should not be on Iran, and that Egypt should be a mediator working 
to find a solution to the conflict between the West and Iran on the nuclear 
issue. On a number of occasions, Moussa claimed that the Arab world 
does not have a problem with Iran: “I feel no threat from Iran’s nuclear 
program toward the Arab world and the international community, but when 
Israel does not accept the NPT and does not observe it, its nuclear arsenal 
threatens all of us.”29 He has thus turned the spotlight on Israel,30 claiming 
that Iran, like any state, had the right to atomic energy (these comments 
may indicate acceptance of the Iranian nuclear program as long as it does 
not serve as a basis for nuclear weapons). He has proposed including Iran 
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in various Middle East issues, such as the effort to reach a solution to the 
conflict between Israel and the Palestinians.31

Conclusion
Tension between Iran and Egypt reflects the competition between the 
two states, which aspire to dominate and lead in the Middle East. The 
Iranian pursuit of military nuclear capability validates Cairo’s fear of Iran’s 
ambitions for regional hegemony. For this reason, no fundamental change 
is expected in Egyptian policy toward Iran, and the Iranian nuclear program 
in particular, as a result of the establishment of the new post-Mubarak 
government. It is possible that the rise of the Islamic bloc to power in 
Egypt will foster a new era between the states. However, even if there is a 
diplomatic rapprochement between Cairo and Tehran, Egypt will likely hope 
to arrest Iran’s nuclear ambitions, and it is likely to do so in connection with 
promoting its regional agenda, which, in continuation of the policy of the 
Mubarak government, will include Israel’s capabilities. An Egyptian effort to 
free the entire region of nuclear weapons would then serve its longstanding 
goal, as well as another consistent objective: positioning Egypt as a regional 
mediator and conciliator.
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Saudi Arabia’s Nuclear Options

Yoel Guzansky

In recent years there has been much speculation that in response to Iran’s 
nuclear program, other states would feel the need to balance Tehran’s power 
and the Middle East would be thrust into a nuclear arms race. Saudi Arabia, 
Iran’s chief ideological and geopolitical rival, is central to this discussion. 
To be sure, Saudi Arabia, currently in the midst of a substantial process 
of conventional armament, has declared more than once that it is opposed 
to the development of nuclear weapons and intends to develop a nuclear 
program only for the purposes of electricity production and desalination. 
However, over the years there have been many reports that the kingdom 
has at least examined the military nuclear route and to that end has forged 
closer cooperation with a number of states, chief among them Pakistan.

There are weighty arguments why Saudi Arabia would choose not to 
acquire military nuclear power: in addition to lacking the required knowledge 
and infrastructures, the Saudis have always viewed an American defense 
umbrella as the preferred alternative. Nonetheless, the significance of a 
nuclear armed Iran for Saudi national security and the recurring questions in 
Riyadh about America’s continued willingness to function as Saudi Arabia’s 
security guarantor over time may be changing the kingdom’s thinking. This 
essay challenges the commonly accepted assumption that under all conditions 
and circumstances Saudi Arabia would rely on America’s deterrent backup, 
and suggests that Saudi Arabia is liable to seek an off-the-shelf deterrent 
for the short term, while in the long term work to develop independent 
capabilities.

Saudi Arabia’s Nuclear Rationale
Many researchers contend that already more than two decades ago the 
kingdom evinced interest in nuclear weapons.1 The kingdom’s concern that 
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Iran would export its Islamic revolution prompted the Saudis to look for 
security solutions that would ensure the kingdom’s stability. While Iran and 
Saudi Arabia have never been engaged in direct confrontation, except for 
a number of incidents during the Iran-Iraq War, over the years the Saudi 
security concept and Saudi force buildup have been aimed at deterring and 
defending against Iranian aggression. In the nuclear context, it may be that 
nuclear development in Iraq, which began in the mid 1970s with French 
assistance, also played a role.

To the Saudis, Iran today is the major threat reference. Perhaps Saudi 
Arabia reasons that in the long run it is impossible to prevent a state like 
Iran – which has made the strategic decision to develop nuclear capabilities 
– from completing its mission. Tehran may well have concluded that its 
security constraints as well as the prestige and influence that come with 
having nuclear weapons outweigh the political and economic cost it is 
currently paying and will continue to pay. Saudi Arabia, a leading Arab state 
and Iran’s major ideological-religious rival and key competitor for regional 
influence, will find it difficult to remain aloof should Iran demonstrate that 
it possesses military nuclear capabilities. Despite its wealth and status, the 
kingdom operates out of a deep sense of inferiority and vulnerability: it is 
surrounded by hostile neighbors, its long borders are completely porous, and 
its strategic installations are vulnerable. Knowing that its power cannot equal 
that of Iran, it is liable to strive for a small nuclear arsenal for deterrence. 
Saudi Foreign Minister Saud al-Faisal expressed Riyadh’s view of the 
severity and immediacy of the Iranian threat. He argued that sanctions are 
a long term solution, but Saudi Arabia looks at the Iranian nuclear program 
in the shortest term because it is closer to the source of the threat. “We want 
immediate solutions, not gradual ones.”2

In recent years Saudi Arabia has issued many statements about the nuclear 
issue in the context of Iran. To judge by these alone, there might be a 
change in the kingdom’s attitude regarding possession of nuclear weapons. 
In March 2011, in a statement that given the events in the Arab world did 
not receive sufficient media attention, Turki al-Faisal, the former head of 
Saudi intelligence and ambassador to the United States and Great Britain, 
called for the Gulf states to acquire “nuclear might” as a counterweight to 
Iran. He added that “there is nothing that prevents us” from acquiring nuclear 
arms should the efforts fail to persuade Iran to abandon its military nuclear 
program.3 This was the first time that so senior an official in the kingdom 
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spoke publicly and explicitly about the possibility that Saudi Arabia would 
acquire military nuclear capabilities. Several months later, Prince Turki, who 
was responsible for developing relations with Pakistan, issued a threat that 
could be taken to mean that Saudi Arabia would seek to develop its own 
nuclear option: “It is in our interest that Iran does not develop a nuclear 
weapon, for its doing so would compel Saudi Arabia, whose foreign relations 
are now so fully measured and well assessed, to pursue policies that could 
lead to untold and possibly dramatic consequences.”4 This statement was 
likely intended to urge the West to resolve the Iranian nuclear issue, but one 
cannot rule out the possibility that Saudi Arabia is indeed looking into its 
own nuclear option. Wikileaks documents reveal that in closed discussions 
in Washington, King Abdullah himself warned that should Iran develop 
nuclear weapons, the kingdom would follow suit.5

Perhaps more than anything else, Saudi Arabia’s strategy depends on 
whether Iran will cross the nuclear threshold and how. The Saudis are 
looking at Iran as becoming more and more entrenched in the threshold, 
which gives it some of the advantages attributed to nuclear powers and will 
allow it to break out towards nuclear weapons whenever it decides that it is 
convenient to do so. Should Iran not cross the nuclear threshold or should 
there be uncertainty about its nuclear status, it may be that Saudi Arabia 
would be content to turn a blind eye and take only symbolic steps, such as 
stepping up its civilian nuclear program. However, should it be certain that 
for all intents and purposes Iran is a nuclear state – proven, for example, by 
a nuclear test – and certainly if Saudi Arabia becomes convinced that Iran 
has an operational nuclear array, the kingdom would find it hard to maintain 
a policy of denial and would see itself obligated to acquire some sort of 
nuclear capability. In Riyadh’s view, nuclear capabilities in Iranian hands 
would allow Iran to dictate the Gulf agenda – including the oil markets, incite 
the Shiites in Saudi Arabia’s eastern province, and more easily undermine 
the kingdom’s status in the Muslim world. While nuclear deterrence does 
not ensure security against internal instability, it has the power to bolster 
domestic prestige and deter external enemies with ties to elements inside 
the country.

The Pakistani Option
The difficulty in stopping Iran on its march towards nuclear capabilities and 
Riyadh’s doubts about the reliability of America are liable to encourage Saudi 
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Arabia to shorten timetables and, in tandem with developing an independent 
nuclear infrastructure, opt – because of the urgency and the lack of an 
adequate knowledge base at home – to purchase a turn-key product and/or 
enter into a security compact of one sort or another with an external element 
in addition to the US. Over the years, Pakistan has emerged as the natural 
candidate for such an arrangement.

Relations between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia have grown appreciably 
closer since 1979, when Pakistani commandos helped Saudi security forces 
regain control of the Grand Mosque in Mecca, captured by Muslim radicals. 
In the months following the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War, nearly the entire 
Saudi political-security leadership visited Islamabad to work on developing 
relations between the two nations, motivated by Saudi fear that the war 
would spill over onto its soil. In addition to cooperation in helping the 
Afghani mujahidin, Saudi Arabia allowed the deployment of two Pakistani 
brigades, including Pakistani air force units – one at the air force base in 
Hamis Musheyat, not far from the border with Yemen, and the other at 
the Saudi air force base in Tabuq, not far from the border with Jordan and 
Israel. Pakistan helped build the Saudi air force, and even today Pakistani 
instructors and mercenaries represent a significant part of both the human 
resources and the central command structure in most of the Gulf states 
security establishments. The Pakistani armed forces also hold routine joint 
exercises with Saudi Arabia’s air force and navy.

Pakistan seemed like a natural partner for Saudi Arabia, which was 
concerned about its security. Pakistan’s loss to India in the 1971 war over 
the independence of Bangladesh (formerly East Pakistan) and the 1974 
Indian nuclear testing “for peaceful purposes” spurred Pakistan to attain 
nuclear weapons.6 Saudi Arabia gave Pakistan an annual grant of $1 billion 
to develop “an Islamic (Sunni) bomb,”7 a grant that seems to have continued 
even after Pakistan carried out its first nuclear test in May 1998. As a result 
of its nuclear testing, the US imposed sanctions against Pakistan, but Riyadh 
came to the rescue and began supplying it with oil to overcome the economic 
difficulties; this helped Pakistan continue with its nuclear program and 
tightened the relations between the two states even more.

Over the years, various publications have implied that Saudi Arabia 
is working or intends to work on developing the nuclear option. A Saudi 
diplomat, a member of the Saudi Arabian UN delegation who defected and 
was granted political asylum in the US during the mid 1990s, claimed that 
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from the mid 1970s until Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia was involved in a number of attempts to attain nuclear capabilities.8 
Sultan, the late defense minister, was the head of the program that recruited 
foreign scientists and even trained Saudi scientists at the nuclear facilities in 
Pakistan and Iraq. In addition to the financial aid to Pakistan, the kingdom 
gave Saddam Hussein some $25 billion during the war with Iran, $5 billion of 
which was designated for the nuclear program, including help in rebuilding 
the Osirak plant.9 It is unclear whether the Saudis asked to receive some of 
the program’s “products” in exchange, or whether they only sought a place 
under the Iraqi or Pakistani nuclear umbrella.

The suspicion about Saudi intentions grew as a result of the Sino-Saudi 
surface-to-surface missile deal (mediated by Pakistan) in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, after Washington refused to sell Saudi Arabia American-made 
missiles. As part of this deal, concluded without US knowledge, China 
sold Saudi Arabia some ten launchers and several dozen Chinese-made 
surface-to-surface missiles.10 This was a vote of no confidence in America’s 
willingness to protect the kingdom. The arrival of the CSS-2 missiles brought 
about a crisis in US-Saudi relations, both because Riyadh had concealed the 
deal and because the missiles were originally designed to deliver nuclear 
warheads. After the deal came to light, King Fahd sent a letter to President 
Reagan in which he assured America that the warheads were not nuclear, 
but he also refused to allow American inspections.11 To the Saudis, there 
was no option but to enter into a missile arms race in the region (Iran, Iraq, 
Egypt, North Yemen, and Syria were all arming themselves with surface-
to-surface missiles), especially in light of the use of missiles in the Iran-Iraq 
War and in the Iranian attacks on Kuwait’s oil facilities. The Saudis were 
ultimately allowed to keep the missiles, but in exchange were forced to 
sign the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.12 To this day, it is not clear if the 
Americans have been permitted to inspect the missile sites.

It is not inconceivable that in recent years Saudi Arabia has secretly 
upgraded the missiles. Moreover, there has been a growing assessment 
that Saudi Arabia has sought to renew its surface-to-surface missile arsenal 
directly from China or Pakistan (on Chinese platforms).13 The former head 
of the Pentagon’s China desk has claimed that the Saudis were looking into 
more advanced Chinese missiles such as the CSS-6.14 Moreover, there were 
continued reports about alleged contacts on the issue between Saudi Arabia 
and China, with apparent Pakistani mediation. It was claimed that during 
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President George W. Bush’s first term in office the Chinese did in fact sell 
the Saudis more advanced missiles with nuclear warheads in exchange for 
Saudi oil, and that the administration sought to avoid publicizing the matter 
so as not to damage its relations with the royal household.15 The reliability 
of this claim is questionable especially with regard to the nuclear warheads, 
but worrisome even if at issue is “only” missiles capable of carrying nuclear 
warheads. In recent years the US has been concerned about China’s conduct 
on missiles and nuclear arms, and all the recent administrations, including 
Obama’s, have continued to impose sanctions against Chinese companies 
and individuals implicated in proliferation. Moreover, if this was indeed 
the American response, it raises the concern that the US is willing to go 
quite far in order not to damage relations with the House of Saud. In any 
event, China has become Saudi Arabia’s most important oil customer, and 
in January 2012 the two nations signed the first agreement of its kind on 
nuclear cooperation.16

It is not known if Saudi Arabia has tested the Chinese missiles on its own 
soil, but it avoided using them even when it was attacked by Iraqi missiles. 
The concern is not over the missiles themselves, rather over the possibility 
that Saudi Arabia’s future actions in this sphere will be covert so as not to 
arouse criticism and to avoid embarrassing the US. In this context, in March 
2010, a new command and control center belonging to the Strategic Missile 
Force was inaugurated near Riyadh. Its commander said that this force 
plays an important role in repulsing threats to Saudi Arabia, “especially in 
a region that is in the midst of an arms race.”17 This raises the following 
question: why is Saudi Arabia investing billions in updating its strategic 
command and control facilities if it still possesses only outdated Chinese 
missiles? Perhaps the American refusal to sell surface-to-surface missiles 
to the Saudis made them reexamine the possibility of buying them from 
Pakistan or, somewhat less likely, directly from China.

The lack of transparency regarding the visit by the late Saudi Defense 
Minister Sultan to a uranium enrichment facility and a Pakistani missile 
production plant near Islamabad in May 1999 (hosted by none other than 
A.Q. Khan himself) aroused concern in the Clinton administration about 
Saudi nuclear intentions.18 It was the first and only visit to these installations 
by someone from outside Pakistan and it may have laid the groundwork for 
deepening the missile and nuclear cooperation between the two nations. On 
at least one occasion Khan also visited Riyadh (he may have been offering 
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goods to his hosts),19 and subsequent reports surfaced about Pakistani 
scientists coming to Saudi Arabia under the guise of pilgrims during the Hajj.

In 2003, The Guardian claimed that an official Saudi document indicated 
Riyadh was concerned over Iran’s nuclear program and was considering 
acquiring nuclear arms as a deterrent, maintaining an existing alliance 
with a nuclear power, or entering into a new one.20 One month later, the 
Washington Times reported that a deal had been struck between Saudi Arabia 
and Pakistan about the transfer of nuclear deterrent means.21 Further, a report 
by the Washington Institute for Near East Policy claimed that Saudi Arabia 
was considering buying nuclear arms from Pakistan.22 Nuclear cooperation 
between the two seems to have come up as a result of their shared anxiety 
about Iran’s nuclearizartion, as well as Saudi Arabia’s concern about over-
dependence on the American defense umbrella in light of the cooling of US-
Saudi relations after 9/11 and Bush’s Middle East democratization project. 
Before the American invasion of Iraq, the New York Times also reported that 
President Bush, in a private talk, said that he “wanted to go beyond Iraq” 
in the effort to prevent proliferation of non-conventional arms, and noted 
Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan as nations posing particular 
problems in this context.23

Pakistan’s willingness to provide security support for Riyadh, should 
the Saudis feel that there is a real danger to the kingdom’s stability, was 
again put to the test in the spring of 2011. The royals’ concern that the Shiite 
uprising in Bahrain would spread to Shiite centers in northeast Saudi Arabia 
where most of the Saudi oil reserves are located prompted the kingdom to 
ask Pakistan to place an expeditionary force on alert ready to be deployed 
on Saudi soil should the security situation in the kingdom deteriorate.24 
Pakistan responded favorably to the Saudi request.25

Saudi Arabia, which views Pakistan as a kind of strategic rear, has in 
recent years sought to create closer cooperation between their armed forces. 
The Saudis are behind the financing of many arms deals, and in exchange 
enjoy the training of their aerial and naval personnel by the Pakistanis. 
During a visit by Pakistani President Zardari to Riyadh in July 2011, a 
visit that reportedly enhanced the strategic relations between the nations, 
King Abdullah thanked him for his support in Bahrain (where Pakistani 
mercenaries helped put down the Shiite uprising) and his help in maintaining 
regional stability. A month later, Pakistani Prime Minister Gilani also visited 
the kingdom; he came to ask for Saudi help with oil supplies in light of 
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Pakistan’s economic situation and America’s threats to cut off support. It 
is unclear what Pakistan promised in exchange for Saudi economic aid.26 
Despite the differences of opinion with the current political leadership, 
Saudi Arabia maintains a very close relationship with the heads of Pakistan’s 
military and intelligence services, so much so that the US makes use of 
Riyadh’s contacts and influence on the internal Pakistani arena.27 This is 
significant in the nuclear context because from the start the Pakistani nuclear 
program was under the sole control of the military establishment without 
any practical involvement on the part of the political leadership.

Ties between Saudi Arabia and Pakistan are not limited to the military 
and economic spheres; they are also manifested on the religious, social, and 
political levels. Saudi Arabia funds the studies of Pakistani clerics in the 
kingdom and has built a network of mosques, charitable institutions, and 
madrassas in Pakistan. Saudi Arabia is also viewed as a significant player 
in Pakistani politics, and in the past has not hesitated to openly support 
candidates with whom it has close links. Saudi Arabia has provided political 
asylum to Pakistani politicians in exile, including former Prime Minister 
Nawaz Sharif.

The two nations, both with Sunni majorities, are interested in curbing 
Iran’s power and influence: Pakistan, lacking the monetary resources, has the 
requisite knowledge and skilled manpower, whereas Saudi Arabia is wealthy 
but lacks the relevant infrastructures and trained personnel. Therefore one 
cannot rule out the possibility that Saudi Arabia may seek to balance Iran’s 
power by increasing cooperation with its longstanding friend in the nuclear 
field, despite the political risks – especially given the kingdom’s relations 
with the US – and the fact that this would seem to contradict its stance on 
the Middle East as a nuclear weapons-free zone. In addition to a break with 
the US, the Saudis risk losing the foreign aid given in part to its civilian 
nuclear program.

The expansion of the Pakistani nuclear project in recent years has been 
aimed primarily at confronting India’s nuclear arms growth,28 as Pakistan 
is developing its nuclear program29 far beyond its own needs. The result is 
that Pakistan has the most rapidly growing arsenal of nuclear weapons in 
the world,30 which may certainly be worrisome in context of proliferation. 
In October 2010, in the first interview of its kind, the head of the strategic 
planning unit of Pakistan’s armed forces, which is responsible for the 
production, security, and storage of the nation’s nuclear weapons, said that 
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Pakistan had experience in the nuclear field and the right to provide these 
services to other nations.31

Would the deployment of Pakistani nuclear warheads in Saudi Arabia 
contradict Riyadh’s commitment to the NPT? Should Pakistan place nuclear 
weapons in the kingdom, Saudi Arabia may not view this as a violation of the 
NPT to which it is a signatory, and certainly not if the warheads themselves 
remain under Pakistani control. Such a scenario is still mere speculation and 
in the past was denied by both Islamabad and Riyadh. However, it cannot be 
ruled out definitively should Riyadh become convinced that circumstances 
have allowed Iran to break out towards nuclear arms. In this context, Gary 
Samore, President Obama’s advisor on arms control, said that the possibility 
of Pakistani forces being placed again in Saudi Arabia, this time nuclear, 
cannot be ruled out. This seems a more viable possibility than the transfer 
of nuclear warheads directly into Saudi hands.32 

It is not unreasonable that Saudi Arabia would rely for its defense on 
other states in addition to the US for the simple reason that it has already 
done so in the past. Likewise, it is not unreasonable that Saudi Arabia would 
not act with transparency, also for the simple reason that it has done so in 
the past. Should Saudi Arabia find itself in a sensitive security situation, it 
may seek to capitalize on its investment in the Pakistani nuclear program 
and pressure Islamabad to meet its obligations. Is there in fact a binding 
nuclear agreement between the states? It is unclear. The assessment is that 
both states have at least discussed the option. Moreover, assuming that 
such an agreement exists, the two have presumably trained for operational 
cooperation in this field.33

The lack of transparency typical of Saudi decision making does not allow 
knowledge of what, if any, decisions have been made. Decisions on sensitive 
issues are taken in very small settings usually involving the king and the 
brothers closest to him. Should Saudi Arabia in fact decide to explore the 
nuclear route, it would, because of its lack of independent infrastructures 
and know-how, prefer to do so with external help and acquisition of an off-
the-shelf deterrent. Although since the start of the nuclear era there has been 
no precedent of one state selling or transferring nuclear warheads to another, 
there is a precedent (Pakistan and North Korea) of proliferation of forbidden 
nuclear equipment and know-how. The closer Iran comes to the nuclear 
threshold, so Saudi pressure on Pakistan to fulfill its presumed commitments 
will grow. It is by no means certain that Pakistan will yield to Saudi pressure 
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and inducements, but it is impossible to rule out the deployment of Pakistani 
fighter jets, or more likely surface-to-surface missiles with nuclear warheads, 
controlled by Pakistan, on Saudi soil should the Saudi Arabian elite sense 
that its security is in danger.34 This option would also to a great extent 
“inoculate” Saudi Arabia against a preemptive strike against its nuclear 
installations because there will be no such installations to strike.

Civilian Nuclear Development
Along with examination of the military nuclear route, Saudi Arabia has 
in recent years started to prepare openly for the development of a nuclear 
program for the purposes of electricity production and desalination, and it 
is broadening efforts to construct a knowledge base in the field, possibly 
as another way of establishing nuclear military capabilities in the longer 
term. With this in mind, it has initiated a string of projects and signed 
cooperation agreements with France, Russia, the United States, and South 
Korea. As a possible response to Iranian nuclear development and an attempt 
to increase the pressure on the US to solve the crisis, Saudi Arabia and the 
other Gulf states announced at the end of the twenty-seventh summit of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) in December 2006 that they were 
looking to develop independent nuclear programs on their soil. They 
called for engaging in joint research to develop a shared nuclear program 
to use nuclear technologies for peaceful purposes and in accordance with 
international treaties.35 The Saudi Foreign Minister sought to assuage the 
concerns about possible GCC intentions to develop nuclear weapons and 
stated on the conference sidelines that he hopes the announcement would 
not be misunderstood. He said it was no secret and that all was done out in 
the open, with the goal is to pursue technology for peaceful uses – “no more 
and no less.”36 Despite similar declarations during the years, the kingdom 
has signaled that it would not surrender the capability to enrich uranium on 
its soil, what continues to raise doubts about Saudi Arabia’s intentions.37

In April 2010, King Abdullah published a directive on the establishment 
of a national body for nuclear R&D. In addition, it was stated that the 
kingdom would invest more than $100 billion over two decades to establish 
no fewer than 16 nuclear reactors.38 The civilian nuclear program thus seems 
to be designed as a symbolic response to Iran’s nuclear project in the short 
term, but this does not preclude that it may serve as a cover or preliminary 
stage for a military nuclear project in the future. While in June 2005 Saudi 
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Arabia signed the Small Quantities Protocol with the IAEA, this protocol 
exempts it from intrusive inspections and makes it difficult for the IAEA 
to ensure there is no forbidden development underway. The concern that 
loopholes in the protocol could allow nations to develop military nuclear 
capabilities has moved the IAEA to attempt to change it.39 Saudi Arabia’s 
response was to hurry to sign the present text, despite America’s opposition.

Reliance on America
US-Saudi relations are based on material interests. The United States 
provides Saudi Arabia with military support, while Riyadh allows the US 
free access to oil from the Gulf and provides an attractive market for the sale 
of advanced weapon systems. Although it is commonly thought that Saudi 
Arabia has no substitute for its dependence on the US, Saudi policy resists 
putting all its eggs in one basket, especially because relations between the 
two nations are not the best and the Saudis, because of the US difficulty in 
stopping Iran on its march to nuclearization and US policy in light of the 
upheavals in the Arab world, do not trust US willingness to come to the 
kingdom’s defense. The US is not seen as trustworthy a partner as it once 
was. 

Saudi doubts about their American allies preceded America’s conduct 
during the “Arab Spring” but were intensified by it.40 For its part, Saudi 
Arabia failed to cooperate fully with the US on a number of occasions, 
including the investigation of the 1996 Khobar Towers bombing and the 
events following 9/11. Wikileaks documents have demonstrated that the 
kingdom is hard pressed to stop money transfers from its soil to terrorist 
organizations. Even before the American military operation in Iraq in 2003, 
Saudi Arabia asked the US to remove American forces from Saudi soil (most 
of them were transferred to Qatar) and for a decade there have not been 
significant American forces in the kingdom. 

A signal from Riyadh that it intends to pursue the nuclear route may be an 
effective way to pressure the US to demonstrate its commitment to defend the 
kingdom more convincingly. Saudi Arabia does not miss any opportunity to 
express its displeasure with America’s policy on Iran and its fear of Tehran. 
In a press conference with Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Saud al-Faisal said that Iran’s ignoring the proposals presented to 
it increases the threat of its nuclear program: “History has shown that any 
weapons brought into the region are eventually used.”41 Indeed, in the past 
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Washington was sensitive to Riyadh’s security considerations and tried to 
lay its concerns about Iran’s nuclear program to rest. It was Secretary of 
State Clinton who declared that the US will extend its defense umbrella 
to the Gulf states should Iran acquire military nuclear capabilities.42 The 
problem with this type of declaration is that it is liable to be seen as almost 
a reluctant acceptance of an Iran with nuclear arms, certainly if uttered at a 
time when Iran still has no operational military nuclear capabilities.

Despite the tension in the relations between the two nations, it would 
seem that security-military cooperation between the US and Saudi Arabia 
remains as close as ever. However, a rupture in these relations is liable to 
damage America’s intelligence concerning Saudi preoccupation with non-
conventional arms.

One possible way for the US to strengthen the Saudis’ trust in America’s 
willingness to defend the kingdom is by stationing nuclear forces in Saudi 
Arabia, just as it has on the soil of other American allies. While the US would 
not have to deploy nuclear forces on Saudi soil to deter aggression against 
the kingdom, such a move would give a boost of credibility to the message 
of deterrence and calm the Saudis. However, any American-Saudi security 
arrangement would likely be covert so as not to embarrass the kingdom vis-
à-vis opposition elements. Another possibility is deploying nuclear forces 
(on submarines or ships) near the kingdom’s shores. This may be enough 
to persuade Riyadh of Washington’s sincerity and also bypass the Saudis’ 
sensitivity to the stationing of “infidel forces” on their soil. A hint that such 
an option might be in the making came in March 2010 when the Americans 
demonstrated the firing of a missile capable of carrying a nuclear warhead 
from a submarine near the Saudi coast.43 Recent reports claim that the US 
is considering expanding its nuclear cooperation with Saudi Arabia on the 
basis of a memorandum of understanding from 2008; apparently, in exchange 
for foregoing the operation of nuclear fuel cycles on its soil, Saudi Arabia 
would receive nuclear assistance.44 It may be that such a move, should it 
come to pass, is meant to try again to persuade Saudi Arabia to abandon its 
strategic goals, prevent other players from gaining a foothold in the attractive 
Saudi Arabian market, and challenge Iran’s nuclear policy. The US is still 
Saudi Arabia’s most secure and effective security support, but if the US 
distances itself from regional matters, the gradual entrance of new players 
into the Gulf and the current tension between the two nations, as well as the 
tension in US-Pakistani relations, are liable to change the Saudis’ thinking.
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If the US provides Saudi Arabia security guarantees – naturally in 
exchange the US would demand that Saudi Arabia forego its strategic goals 
– Saudi Arabia’s inclusion under an American defense umbrella is still not 
a given and depends on both intra-Saudi considerations and the quality 
of relations between the nations. The outcome could be that Saudi Arabia 
remains skeptical over US willingness to come to its aid and would thus with 
foreign help seek to acquire – in both senses of the word – military nuclear 
capabilities. This would give Saudi Arabia greater freedom to maneuver and 
release it from the patron-client relationship that has developed with the 
US. At the same time the kingdom would likely accelerate its independent 
nuclear development as another option in response to Iran, even if it is 
a long term one. Under present circumstances, any American attempt to 
step back from the alliance with Saudi Arabia is liable to prompt Riyadh 
to reconsider seriously the possibility of forging relations, even strategic 
ones, with other nations. The only consideration that might convince the 
Saudis not to go the nuclear route is a Saudi belief that the kingdom will 
have American deterrent backing should it be proven that Iran is in fact a 
nuclear state. Formulating a new American doctrine on the Gulf that would 
restore the faith of the Gulf rulers in the US – similar to the parameters of 
the Carter Doctrine – could be a step in this direction.

Conclusions and Implications for Israel
The essay explores Saudi Arabia’s stance regarding the nuclear question and 
posits that the Saudi elites are liable to conclude that despite the inherent 
political risks of this route, the nuclear option is the best alternative for 
ensuring the survival of the regime and its ability to meet both domestic 
and foreign challenges. This is not to downplay the political restraints on 
Saudi Arabia on the issue, especially the kingdom’s relations with the US, 
but it questions the notion that the US would extend deterrent backing to 
Saudi Arabia under all circumstances and that Saudi Arabia would find 
this sufficient for its needs. In light of the US difficulties in stopping Iran’s 
march towards military nuclear capabilities, the withdrawal of American 
troops from Iraq, and what seems to Riyadh to be an abandonment of allies 
during the recent upheavals in the Middle East, this question is more relevant 
than ever.

If and when Iran crosses the nuclear threshold, heavy American pressure 
will be brought to bear on Saudi Arabia not to acquire nuclear capabilities. 
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Indeed, it seems that at present the price that Saudi Arabia is liable to have 
to pay should it acquire military nuclear capabilities would outweigh the 
advantages of such a move. Some point to the fact that additional proliferation 
has not occurred in Southeast Asia, notwithstanding North Korea’s nuclear 
capability, because of the Japanese and South Korean trust in the American 
defense umbrella. However, the circumstances in the Gulf and the Saudi 
concerns regarding the American nuclear umbrella may well differ, and 
the strategic interest, motivated by pure considerations of survival, could 
intensify. Should the essential security interests of the kingdom be threatened 
and Saudi Arabia’s stability be threatened, the nation may prefer to take a 
series of steps, including non-conventional, in order to reduce risks and 
ensure the continuity of the royal household. This would make Saudi Arabia 
into the first nuclear club member that acquired rather than developed nuclear 
capabilities.45

In light of Saudi Arabia’s vast monetary wealth and relative military 
weakness, it is likely that the kingdom is seeking to establish parallel security 
arrangements that would give it greater independence in making decisions 
in the field and allow it to be prepared for any development in its strategic 
environment. Evidence from open sources about Saudi Arabia examining the 
nuclear option remains circumstantial. Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia, perhaps 
more than any other player in the Middle East, has the ideological and 
strategic motive as well as the financial wherewithal to act on it. Its concern 
that in certain scenarios is it liable to have to face a nuclear Iran by itself 
and the ramifications of this for its status and security are liable to make it 
want to keep all options open, including the nuclear one.

Over the years, Israel has always been concerned about Saudi intentions 
on the nuclear question. As early as 2003, Aharon Zeevi Farkash, then 
head of IDF Military Intelligence, reported to the Knesset Foreign Affairs 
and Defense Committee that in addition to Iran, Saudi Arabia was also 
developing a nuclear option: “The Saudis are conducting negotiations 
with Pakistan over buying nuclear warheads for their surface-to-surface 
missiles…They have decided that they will tip the balance of fear in light 
of Iran’s armament, and intend to station the Pakistani warheads on Saudi 
soil.”46 As Chief of Staff, Moshe Yaalon warned of the possibility that Saudi 
Arabia would pursue the nuclear route and said that in the non-conventional 
field, one must “also carefully consider what is going on in Saudi Arabia.”47 
Meir Dagan, former head of the Mossad, has expressed concern about Saudi 
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Arabia and the nuclear question and has also hinted at the “Pakistani option”: 
“It may be that the Saudis have agreements to receive components of one 
kind or another relating to their nuclear program from other nations.”48 In 
November 2011 Maj. Gen. (ret.) Amos Gilad, head of the political-security 
branch at the Ministry of Defense, warned of a similar possibility: “Saudi 
Arabia will not accept a nuclear Iran,” he said. “They have a lot of money and 
can afford to buy themselves anything their heart desires…They can equip 
themselves with nuclear weapons from Pakistan. I wouldn’t be surprised if 
they go ahead and do so.”49

However, it is unclear to what extent and how well Israel can follow 
the Saudi file, particularly as it directs most of its attention to the Iranian 
nuclear challenge. It may be that the trends outlined above are enough to 
justify the need to examine Israel’s assessment of the Saudi nuclear issue 
and certainly the need for an ongoing dialogue with the Americans. As a 
rule, the difficulties of intelligence gathering in the non-conventional age 
are not inconsiderable. Even when the intelligence gathering is good, failure 
could stem from the nature of the non-conventional challenge to intelligence 
research and the ability to put together a coherent picture that can help foil 
the threat. It may also be that Israel is relying on the fact that the US has 
better access to events on the Arabian Peninsula. However, even should 
it become clear that the kingdom has dabbled in forbidden activity, it is 
uncertain if and how the US would share such information with Israel and, 
even if it does, the US may demand that Israel refrain from taking action 
against nuclear facilities in Saudi Arabia.

Israel understands that a Saudi nuclear program would primarily be 
intended as a balance against Iran. Furthermore, in recent years there have 
been many reports about security and intelligence cooperation between a 
number of Gulf states, including Saudi Arabia, and Israel. Nonetheless, 
one cannot guarantee that nuclear installations and know-how in Saudi 
possession could at some point in the future be pointed at Israel and/or fall 
into the hands of terrorists.
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Towards Turkey’s Own Bomb? Not Yet

Gallia Lindenstrauss

One of the anticipated developments should Iran achieve a military nuclear 
capability is a regional arms race in which other countries will go nuclear. 
The familiar scenario primarily concerns the key states in the region – Saudi 
Arabia, Turkey, and Egypt.1 This article reviews the chance that in the 
foreseeable future, Turkey, which in principle is interested in a nuclear-free 
Middle East (including one free of Israeli nuclear weapons),2 will change its 
policy and decide to develop nuclear weapons, thereby joining the regional 
nuclear arms race. The article concludes that Turkish decision makers are 
not likely to pursue this route.3

The claim that there is little likelihood of Turkey deciding to undertake 
military nuclear development is based on three main factors. From a security 
perspective, Turkey does not expect a direct military confrontation with Iran, 
and for now, it is making do with NATO’s nuclear umbrella. Regarding its 
pursuit of influence in the regional and international system, Turkey generally 
prefers to use soft power. Finally, from the perspective of the balance of 
power within Turkey, the weakening of the Turkish army’s political power 
also leads to a lower Turkish threat perception than in the past.4 Given these 
considerations, even though Turkey has recently promoted the development 
of civilian nuclear capability, it is doubtful that under current circumstances 
it will respond to progress in the Iranian nuclear program with a decision to 
pursue military nuclear power of its own, especially if Iran adopts a policy 
of nuclear ambiguity.

In addition, it would be difficult for Turkey to camouflage the development 
of an independent nuclear capability. Beyond the fact that Turkey is a 
signatory to the NPT and the Additional Protocol, because of its strong ties 
with the European Union and the United States and the transparency required 
of Turkey in its relations with them, it is not likely that Turkey would 
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pursue a secret nuclear program.5 On the other hand, open military nuclear 
development is likely to cause tensions in relations with these states. This 
presents a dilemma: Turkey must rely on its partnership with the West, which 
in many ways, as will be explained below, is problematic, or act against it – 
and at a considerable price. Nevertheless, if the extreme scenario of NATO’s 
dissolution occurs, or if the NPT regime collapses and Western countries, 
and especially the United States, cease to emphasize the importance of the 
regime – that is, if proliferation spirals and a tipping point is reached that 
makes the regime irrelevant6 – the possibility that Turkey would seriously 
consider open development of military nuclear capability is much greater.

Security Considerations
A survey of security considerations that could lead Turkish decision makers 
to move toward developing military nuclear capability must address Turkey’s 
perception of the threat from neighboring countries. This discussion will 
focus on the implications of Iran’s acquiring a military nuclear capability 
and will also briefly address the wider regional context.

Since the Islamic Revolution, Iran-Turkey relations have largely been 
characterized by mutual suspicion, and at times marked by competition more 
than cooperation. Some claim that the two countries, interested in increasing 
their regional influence, aspire to regional hegemony, which could lead to a 
clash between them. However, neither country has a territorial claim against 
the other. It is doubtful that even issues in dispute between the two, such 
as the future of Iraq or Syria, would ignite a direct military confrontation 
between them.7 While the development of nuclear weapons would change 
the balance of power between the states, which today is in Turkey’s favor, 
Turkey would still retain significant conventional deterrent capacity and 
continue to enjoy its close connection to Azerbaijan, which is a potential 
lever of influence on the large Azeri minority in Iran.

From the perspective of Turkey’s current threat perception, the greatest 
danger is that an Iran-Israel confrontation, and even more, an Iran-US 
confrontation, will have negative consequences for Turkey, as occurred, 
for example, in the 1991 Gulf War.8 The Turks especially fear an Iranian 
response on Turkish territory if Israel or the United States decides to 
attack Iran and the Iranians claim that there was Turkish cooperation, even 
limited, with this attack. In November 2011, Iranian officials even began 
to threaten that in the event of an American or Israeli attack on Iranian 
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territory, Iran would respond by launching missiles at the radar system that 
is to be positioned in Turkey as part of NATO’s anti-missile defense system. 
Following clarifications requested by the Turkish Foreign Minister about 
these threats, the Iranian Foreign Minister declared that this was not Iran’s 
official position.9 Nonetheless, the danger of an attack designed to stop 
Iranian nuclear development concerns Turkey no less than the possibility 
that Iran will complete its nuclear program.

The potential danger of a neighboring country possessing nuclear 
capability is not new for Turkey. During the Cold War, the response Turkey 
formulated to the Soviet nuclear threat focused on building deterrent 
capability with two elements: significant conventional capability (Turkey has 
the second largest army in NATO) and reliance on the US nuclear umbrella 
in the framework of NATO. For two reasons, Turkey agreed to be one of the 
states housing US tactical nuclear weapons. One was deterrence of the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War, and with the end of the Cold War, deterrence 
of Iran, Iraq, and Syria, all of which have nonconventional capability. The 
second reason was Turkey’s desire to share the burden in NATO. For Turkey, 
NATO is not just a military alliance; it also has significance in terms of 
Turkey’s aspiration to be part of the West.10

Since the end of the Cold War, Turkey has had a number of disappointments 
with NATO’s attitude toward it. In 1991 and in 2003, when Turkey asked 
for assistance in the form of warning systems and Patriot missile batteries 
to defend itself against a possible Iraqi attack, several European members of 
NATO initially objected, and only later was a solution found.11 Furthermore, 
the Turks have repeatedly criticized NATO for not providing them enough 
assistance in confronting terrorism by the Kurdish Workers’ Party, the PKK.12 
Turkey’s difficulties regarding acceptance into the European Union, which 
actually led to a certain deadlock, have also added to Turkish suspicion 
concerning Europe’s commitment to Turkey’s defense in time of need.

As a result of the ongoing struggle with the PKK, the disappointment at 
the lack of Western willingness at times to sell Turkey particular weapon 
systems, and the desire for greater self-reliance, Turkey has promoted its 
local arms industry in recent years.13 This trend of increasing self-reliance 
may perhaps lay the groundwork for the day when Turkey also chooses 
to develop nuclear capability independently. However, it remains to be 
seen whether this trend toward self-reliance will actually succeed from a 
technological point of view without becoming a heavy economic burden 
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or whether, if it fails, it will lead to greater caution – including  regarding 
the decision on whether to develop independent nuclear capability as well.

Beyond the existing doubts that NATO would keep its commitment to 
come to Turkey’s aid in the event that it is attacked,  today there are apparently 
other problems stemming from the reliance on the US nuclear umbrella. 
According to the Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) of 2010, which examines 
the nuclear position of the United States, use of nuclear weapons is intended 
only for “extreme circumstances.”14 This statement can be interpreted as an 
expression of a weakened US commitment to America’s allies. Following 
the end of the Cold War, the United States significantly reduced the number 
of tactical weapons in Europe, and today, Turkey is one of the few countries 
with US tactical nuclear weapons. Belgium, Holland, and Germany, which 
also still retain US tactical nuclear weapons on their territory, are interested 
in removing them. If this happens, these weapons will remain in Turkey and 
Italy only, and some analysts anticipate that such a significant reduction in 
tactical nuclear weapons will lead to their complete removal from European 
territory.15 The bombs in Turkey, apparently some seventy in number, are 
concentrated at the Turkish air force base in Incirlik. While there are some 
Turkish F-16s that are capable of carrying such bombs, the Turks do not 
participate in training exercises to practice this capability,16 and they have 
not allowed the Americans to maintain their own squadron on the base. This 
means that planes will have to come from outside of Turkey if a decision to 
use these weapons is made.17

Turkey has traditionally objected to the removal of tactical weapons 
from its territory because they are a guarantee, if only symbolic, of the 
NATO commitment to protect Turkey.18 Nevertheless, there were some calls 
in Turkey for removing tactical nuclear weapons from the country, based 
on the claim that Turkey today is less threatened by its neighbors. Even if 
completion of the Iranian military nuclear program spurs other states in 
the region, such as Saudi Arabia and – though less likely, Egypt – to go 
nuclear, their nuclear capabilities are expected to be turned toward Iran, and 
not toward Turkey. A related argument is that it was precisely the presence 
of tactical nuclear weapons on Turkish territory that was, if not one of the 
causes for the development of Iranian nuclear weapons, then one of the 
excuses Iran was able to use to develop these weapons.19

Especially if Iran chooses a policy of nuclear ambiguity, there is a good 
chance that Turkey will choose a policy of denial regarding the danger it 
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faces from nuclear weapons in Iran’s possession. Turkey chose this strategy 
vis-à-vis Iraq when Iraq had intentions of developing nuclear weapons.20 
Thus the difficulty in developing military nuclear capability in secret, the 
expected high cost of open development, and the Turkish assessment that 
there is little likelihood that Iranian nuclear capability (or other regional 
nuclear capability) will be directed against Turkey, contribute to the fact that 
Turkey today is not close to a decision on military nuclear development. 
Furthermore, it can be assumed that if Iran chooses to develop its nuclear 
program openly, NATO, or at least the United States, will provide Turkey 
more concrete guarantees in an effort to prevent it from choosing the path 
of nuclearization.

The fear of increased tension in the Middle East as a result of a nuclear 
arms race, as well as the exacerbation of the Sunni-Shiite rift – that is, the 
desire to avoid a situation in which Ankara will be forced to adopt a policy 
that it does not want – has led Turkey to adamantly oppose nuclear weapons 
proliferation in the region. Turkey has already declared that it is interested 
in advancing the vision of a nuclear weapons-free Middle East, and in this 
context, it has expressed a great deal of criticism of Israel as well.21

Prestige and Influence in the International System
One of the explanations as to why states develop military nuclear capability 
is considerations of prestige and the desire for influence in the international 
system. In this context, the claim has been made that Turkey will need to 
join the race toward nuclearization in the Middle East not as a response 
to concrete security fears that require development of such weaponry, but 
from the point of view of “appearances” and “parity.”22 However, while in 
the past states viewed nuclear development as an indication of their level of 
development and their processes of modernization, today less importance is 
attributed to this aspect of prestige. The effort by an industrialized country 
like Germany to dismantle all the nuclear reactors that it has built illustrates 
this change in approach.

For its part, Turkey has aspired in recent years to increase its influence 
in the international system and particularly in the Middle East, but it 
appears that it has chosen to do so while emphasizing the advantages of its 
geostrategic location and its ability to influence regions that were part of the 
Ottoman Empire.23 It is attempting to achieve increased influence mainly 
through soft power, such as efforts at mediation and the development of 
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economic and cultural ties.24 The regional struggles for influence that have 
taken place in recent years between Turkey and Egypt, for example, revolved 
around the issue of mediation on the Palestinian issue, and not around the 
purchase of arms. This policy of promoting Turkey’s position through use of 
soft power has had positive results, and these can be seen, inter alia, in the 
opening of new export markets for Turkey.25 In recent years, public opinion 
polls conducted in the Middle East have also pointed to the success of this 
Turkish policy in the region.26

Nevertheless, since the beginning of the Justice and Development Party’s 
third term, it appears that Turkey has withdrawn to a certain extent from 
promoting its policy mainly through use of soft power, and has begun to 
embrace a more forceful policy of threats. This can be seen, for example, 
in the ultimatums Turkey has presented to Israel (on apologizing for the 
flotilla affair), to Syria (on stopping violent repression), and to the Greek 
Cypriots (on searching for gas). Yet while the ultimatums actually reflect 
a fundamental change in direction is still an open question, a transition to 
an emphasis on hard power, and certainly Turkish nuclear development, 
will have negative results. A development in this direction will be met 
with criticism from Europe and the United States, and in the Middle East, 
development of Turkish nuclear capability will also arouse suspicion. 

Furthermore, in the past Turkey stressed the importance of multilateral 
forums, and it is still emphasizing the importance of acting through 
international organizations.27 From this point of view as well, Turkey is 
more comfortable participating in forums that discuss diplomatic ways of 
confronting the Iranian nuclear threat than it is reaching a unilateral decision 
about a response that would involve development of independent military 
nuclear capability. Turkey, together with Brazil, exploited its status as a non-
permanent member of the Security Council in order to promote a deal with 
Iran on uranium exchange. Although this deal did not go through and Turkey 
was also criticized for not voting in favor of expanding sanctions on Iran in 
2010, Turkey’s attempt indicates a preference for acting multilaterally and 
demonstrating its power and independent positions through these efforts.

Domestic Factors
For a variety of reasons related, inter alia, to Turkey’s relations with the 
European Union and its membership in NATO, Turkey would have a hard 
time taking on the project of secretly building a military nuclear capability. 
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Promoting such a project publicly would necessarily involve a public 
discussion in Turkey, and this has barely begun.28 According to a survey 
published in January 2011 by the Metropoll research institute in Ankara, 
only 3 percent of Turks think that Iran is a “significant threat” to Turkey 
(compared with 43 percent who think that the United States constitutes a 
significant threat, and 24 percent who think that of Israel).29 In contrast, in an 
April 2012 survey published by the Istanbul-based Centre for Economics and 
Foreign Policy Studies (EDAM), 54 percent of the  respondents, when asked, 
“In reaction to a possible threat from a nuclear armed Iran, should Turkey 
develop its own nuclear weapons or rely on NATO’s protections,” answered 
that  Turkey should develop its own nuclear weapons: 34.8 percent said 
they are against developing nuclear weapons under any circumstances, and 
only 8.4 percent said that Turkey should rely on NATOs nuclear umbrella.30 

 The current government in Turkey, led by the Justice and Development 
Party, does not have an interest in public discussion of this issue, which might 
strengthen the position of the army, considered to be the keeper of secularism 
in Turkey, whose status has significantly eroded in recent years. While the 
development of nuclear weapons could also be grounds for reducing the size 
of the conventional army and for a change in Turkey’s deterrence policy, in 
the past it was mainly the Turkish military that gained from the emphasis 
on the military threats facing Turkey, and consequently, from the increasing 
Turkish threat perception.

Nevertheless, Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan is attempting 
to promote the building of civilian nuclear capability, primarily given the 
growing energy needs of the Turkish economy. Civilian nuclear capability 
would of course make it possible for Turkey, if it were so interested, to 
move to development of military nuclear capability. This transition from a 
civilian program to a military one is in fact one of the preferred paths today 
of states that are interested in developing military nuclear capability.31 There 
have been claims in Turkey that the growing energy needs of the Turkish 
economy are causing a situation in which “nuclear energy is not an option. 
It is a necessity.”32 Since the 1970s, Turkey has attempted to develop civilian 
nuclear capability about five times, but these attempts were stopped, mainly 
because of US opposition and difficulties with funding.33 The situation today 
is that Turkey has a limited infrastructure for civilian nuclear development, 
with only about three small facilities for development and testing.34 In the 
framework of Vision 2003, which marked 100 years since the founding of the 
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Turkish Republic, the Turks declared their intention to establish three nuclear 
reactors on Turkish territory using know-how from foreign companies. There 
is also a long term plan to establish some twenty reactors by 2030.35 Turkey 
currently does not have concrete plans to have enrichment facilities on its 
territory, but Erdoğan has stated that Turkey reserves the right to do so.36  

Both before and after the earthquakes in Japan and Turkey in 2011, 
Turkey was criticized – domestically and in other countries, such as Greece 
– for its intention to build nuclear reactors in areas sensitive to seismic 
vibrations.37 For his part, Erdoğan is attempting to fend off criticism, and 
after the disaster in Fukushima, he declared that “there is no investment 
without risk,” and that anyone wanting a risk-free environment should “not 
build crude oil lines in their country and not use gas in their kitchens.”38 
In contrast to earlier periods, when civilian nuclear programs in Turkey 
were halted because of domestic factors no less than external factors, the 
significant strengthening of the Turkish economy and Turkey’s current 
economic stability allow Erdoğan to promote ambitious plans.

Beyond its growing energy needs, Turkey, which imports more than 90 
percent of its gas and oil consumption, is interested in diversifying its sources 
of energy and being less dependent on others.39 However, the first contract 
signed in 2010 for the construction of a nuclear power plant was with the 
Russian government company, RusAtom. Signing a contract with a Russian 
government company is problematic because one of the motives for Turkey’s 
pursuit of nuclear energy is reducing its dependence on Russia, which is 
the source of 65 percent of Turkey’s natural gas needs.40 In the wake of the 
events in Fukushima, there were delays and difficulties in negotiations with 
Japanese companies, and therefore the Turks are advancing now in their 
contacts with South Korean firms.41 

Among the explanations for Turkey’s attempt to promote negotiations 
between Iran and the West are its fear of an attempt by states with nuclear 
capability to prevent other states from engaging in nuclear development 
– not just military, but also civilian; its opposition to the goal attributed 
to them of establishing a sort of nuclear OPEC; and its ambition to break 
their monopoly.42 One could even claim that the difficulties Turkey has 
encountered in developing civilian nuclear capabilities are connected, at 
least partially, to the fact that states possessing nuclear capabilities have 
not cooperated with moves in this direction, although it has signed all the 
relevant treaties concerning WMD.
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Conclusion
An assessment of whether Turkey is expected to decide to develop a military 
nuclear capability in the foreseeable future indicates that the chances are 
limited. As long as Iran maintains ambiguity, Turkey can apparently continue 
to deny that there is a problem. Even if Iran adopts an open nuclear policy, it 
is expected that NATO’s guarantees to Turkey, or at least those of the United 
States, will be strengthened. It is possible that this will reduce Turkish fears 
of the Iranian nuclear threat.

At the same time, special attention should be paid to Turkey’s civilian 
nuclear program, which includes plans to build some twenty nuclear reactors 
by 2030. In contrast to the past, it appears that this time Turkey’s chances of 
succeeding in developing this capability are good. Its growing energy needs 
apparently justify such a program, and today there are political and economic 
conditions that will make it possible to build this capability. If NATO is not 
weakened and Turkey remains a NATO member, it is nearly certain that 
this civilian nuclear capability will not be viewed any more negatively than 
programs in South Korea or Japan. At the same time, a civilian program 
has the potential to become a military program, and the West, primarily 
the United States, must identify and contend with Turkey’s security needs 
so that Turkey will not join the race toward military nuclearization in the 
Middle East.
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