Dealing with Iran
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International diplomats pose for a photo in Vienna, Austria, on July 14 shortly after concluding the Iranian
nuclear negotiations. State Department photo via Wikimedia Commons

In aforceful speech at American University, President Obamalaid out in afew words the best argument thereis
for the nuclear deal with Iran: there’s “no plausible alternative,” he said. “ The choice we face is ultimately

between diplomacy or some form of war.”

The deal struck with Iran by the United States and five other countries calls for Iran to curb its nuclear weapons
program and admit international inspectors in exchange for the lifting of oil and financial sanctions. Twenty-nine
leading scientists in the United States, including some of the top expertsin arms control, say the accord contains
“more stringent constraints than any previously negotiated nonproliferation framework.”

A military action to destroy Iran’s nuclear facilities would unleash chaos and succeed only in delaying Iran’s
nuclear program. Another suggested option is to double down on the strategy of economic sanctions and hope
that it succeedsin altering Iran’s behavior. But the sanctions that have been in effect did not deter Iran from
getting as far asit has with its nuclear program. And that a program of international sanctions could be
maintained indefinitely isnot certain. It isin this context that the negotiated deal is the most plausible option.

If Iran honors the deal, it will be denied the material needed to make a nuclear bomb. The agreement eliminates
96 percent of its low-enriched uranium and allows United Nations inspectors at nuclear sites. The “ breakout
time” in which Iran could decide to create a bomb rises to ayear or more—time in which its activity would be
discovered by inspectors and the world alerted to respond.

The deal isonly about nuclear proliferation. It does not alter Iran’s behavior in other areas—such as its support
for terrorist groups like Hamas and Hezbollah—or solve other conflictsin the Middle East. The deal may
eventually strengthen the hand of moderates within Iran and pave the way for further cooperation with the
West—Dbut that remains to be seen. In the meantime, the Iran deal makes the world a bit safer from the threat of
nuclear weapons.
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