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An American Military Option against Iran: A Vanishi ng Idea
Gideon Sa’'ar and Zaki Shalom

An important statement by President Barack Obamaninnterview with llana Dayan
broadcast on the Israeli investigative televisioogpamUvda (“Fact”) on June 2, 2015
has not had the public reverberation it deservethis interview, President Obama stated
that “a military solution will not fix it [the Iralan nuclear problem],” and added that even
if the United States were to take part in suchlatem, “it would [only] temporarily slow
down an Iranian nuclear program, but it will noimehate it.” This statement was just
one in a series of recent statements by the USderesand other senior American
officials that raise questions about the effectesmand even relevance of a military
option against Iran in the eyes of the US admiaiin.

On April 2, 2015, in response to criticism of therhework agreement formulated
between Iran and the P5+1, the President clarifd the United States possessed the
ability to bomb Iran’s nuclear facilities, but thaich a measure would only serve to push
back Iran’s nuclear activity a number of years.ldwing Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu's speech before the US Congress andunidamental criticism of the
understandings reached by the P5+1 with Iran, tlesitRent wondered (April 11, 2015)
what alternative Netanyahu had in mind to previatdontinued development of Iran’s
nuclear capability. The question conveyed the aleassage that at this point in time, the
Obama administration does not view military actagainst Iran as a viable option. On
this occasion, the President did not limit himselfinsinuation, and instead stated
explicitly that Iran’s capacity to develop nuclgawer cannot be prevented Rét's not
achievable through sanctions; it's not achievaliieough military means.”This
statement indicates the President’s doubts regattim effectiveness of the two primary
means of pressuring Iran — sanctions on the one, lzand the threat of military action on
the other hand — to agree to a formula that coaldcelgarded as a good agreement.

In a speech two weeks later, on April 30, 2015hatWashington Institute for Near East
Policy, Vice President Joe Biden was highly critichthose who proposed cavalierly to
take military action against Iran in order to elaie the problem. To the question that
Biden said is often posed, ‘afhy don't we just take them now and get it ovethyithe
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Vice President stated: This is not only incredibly uninformed, but it's
dangerous. There’s nothing simple, minimal, odpreble about a war with Irahin

his view, the United States’ bitter experiencehia Middle East in recent years obligates
the administration to display “a bit of humilityh iassessing its capabilities, as well as a
realistic recognition of the limits of its powerkinder Secretary of State Wendy
Sherman, who heads the US team negotiating with, Ireas gone further in her
assessment of the limited effectiveness of Amesicallitary option against Iran. She
argued that Iran has the capacity to rebuild tlediti@s that will be hit, and that the
military option will set Iran back only one or twgears; the only relevant option,
therefore, is to negotiate with Iran.

These statements give clear expression to therongj and troubling erosion of the
credibility of an American military option againsan that has occurred in recent months
and, more intensively, since the framework agre¢meith Iran was reached in
Lausanne. These statements also run counter tadimnistration’s position in recent
years, which repeatedly emphasized that in thetesfetine failure of diplomatic efforts
to reach an agreement, all options, including thiéary option, were on the table. The
recurrent qualifications regarding an effective itary option raise serious questions
regarding the US determination to honor its comraiita in this context. They can be
understood as indicating a process of US distarfeong its view of military action vis-a-
vis Iran as a realistic and effective option amaing different options to prevent Iran
from completing its military nuclear program.

At the same time, these statements appear to cahetassessments of senior officials in
the US defense establishment. Secretary of Def@sbéon Carter told CNN that the
United States has “the capability to shut down,beetk and destroy the Iranian nuclear
program and | believe the Iranians know that ardeustand that.” General James Mattis,
former commander of the US Army’s Central Commamals asserted that the United
States has the ability to “bring Iran to its knéem)d senior Air Force officials have
dropped explicit hints that the US is capable dftaying Iran’s nuclear sites. General
Martin Dempsey, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs offfStaas also indicated that the United
States military has a valid military option capalble preventing Iran from acquiring
nuclear capability.

The statements by the President and others indninéstration regarding the limitations

of the military option against Iran are presumabitended to justify the emerging

nuclear agreement between Iran and the P5+1, lethdynited States. In a speech
delivered after the Lausanne understandings wexehesl, President Obama noted that
the number of active centrifuges in Iran has insedasignificantly since he came into
office. The clear subtext here is that the extensanctions imposed on Iran and the
threats of military action, including from Israélave not deterred Iran from progressing
in the nuclear realm. From this perspective, tleeefno option currently exists that can
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potentially prevent Iran’s continued advancememtata nuclear military capabilities —
with the exception of diplomacy and negotiationgrently pursued by the United States.
If so, then all parties involved ought to suppbe turrent US diplomatic initiative vis-a-
vis Iran.

The Obama administration clearly ascribes immengmitance to the negotiations with
Iran as a means of reaching a final agreement dagathe nuclear issue. This position
has led it to cast alternative options toward aitsmh to the nuclear crisis as ineffective
and irrelevant, and as measures that would leadftdl scale, risk-laden war with Iran.
In an extensive interview with journalist Jeffreyl@berg in mid-May 2015, President
Obama explicitly presented the agreement as atmilesn the legacy he wishes to leave
behind and stressed his great personal inter@staiching an agreement. Yet to achieve
this goal, the President has proven willing to devisignificantly from the conditions for
an agreement that he himself presented at the Sadram in December 2013, the most
important of which was leaving Iran with a nucleapability for peaceful needs alone.
On this occasion, he stated that in order to aehthis goal, Iran was in need of neither
the underground nuclear facility in Fordow nor theavy water production reactor in
Arak. Iran likewise did not need advanced centeigHowever, not only has the
President retreated from his own conditions, bubriler to promote an agreement with
Iran he has even been willing to reach an unprettedecrisis in relations with the
Congress and with traditional US allies in the Meddast, most significantly, Saudi
Arabia, Israel, and the Gulf states.

Thus the Obama administration’s intense desireéah an agreement with Iran on the
nuclear issue, in addition to the administratioparceived need to respond to the
criticism leveled against it following the Lausanmederstandings, has led it to sharpen
the rhetoric invalidating the military option agsirran.

This position by the US administration requires #uancement of a clear alternative
position based on a credible military option theatapable of setting the Iranian nuclear
program back many years. This option could be based series of strikes in the event
that Iran were to resume its nuclear program — lwkwould not necessarily result in a
ground invasion in particular, let alone an all-auatr— as a necessary lever for reaching a
good agreement. On the other hand, what in effeciuats to a removal of the military
option from the agenda serves to weaken the positifothe administration and the
international community in the negotiation withrrduring this final, critical leg. It is
also a bad omen regarding its outcome.
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