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Judging by Israeli media coverage over the past month and a half, one could easily think
that the Iranian nuclear crisis is over or moving safely to a positive resolution. In fact,
nothing could be further from the truth. While Operation Protective Edge has not
surprisingly consumed the lion’s share of media reporting and analysis, other crises have
not necessarily receded or been resolved. In fact, judging from the current state of the
P5+1-Iran nuclear negotiations, it is doubtful whether a good deal will ever be achieved.
The Interim Deal’s July 20, 2014 deadline came and went, and was barely noticed in
Israel. But the decision to continue negotiations for another four months was a significant
development. According to information in the public domain, Iran and the P5+1 are far
apart in their positions on most of the critical nuclear issues, yet the US administration
based its decision to continue negotiating for another four months on the assessment that
significant progress had been made. In an open letter to the Iranians, former nuclear
negotiator Robert Einhorn echoed the message of “significant progress” on major issues,
mentioning the Arak reactor and the Fordow facility, and justified the decision to extend
talks, even while noting that “a substantial number of very hard issues remained
unresolved when the July deadline arrived.”
Media reports tend to highlight the uranium enrichment/centrifuge issue as the major
stumbling block in the talks. Einhorn’s letter as well calls it the “make or break” issue of
the talks. But there are additional crucial issues at stake, as well as a new development
that could complicate the situation, and torpedo any remaining prospect of achieving a
good deal: cooperation with Iran in confronting the Islamic State (IS). The prospect of
US or broader international cooperation with Iran in confronting IS was raised in recent
days by both Britain’s Prime Minister and France’s Foreign Minister. Iran would be
happy to be able to leverage the IS crisis (as well as the Gaza war) in its favor in the
nuclear talks, a trap the P5+1 must be careful to avoid. Amid conflicting signals coming
from Tehran, one message was that Iran would agree to cooperate, but would insist on
“payment” in the form of sanctions relief. But why would the West consider any
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concession in return for Iran doing what is in its interest to do regardless? In weighing
such cooperation with Iran, it should also be kept in mind that Iran no longer minces
words in reference to Israel – Khamenei has spoken openly in recent weeks about the
need to annihilate the “Zionist entity.”
As to the nuclear issues under review, Iran is of course most emphatic about what it will
not do. If there has been any progress at all in the talks since January, it has been minimal
and marginal. Rouhani lately reiterated that Iran will not give up on any of its nuclear
“rights,” and asserted that the “illegal” sanctions are soon to be lifted. This is a true
reflection of Iran’s guidelines for negotiating with the P5+1: minimal nuclear concessions
in return for maximum sanctions relief.
The most critical issue on the agenda – not least because it targets Iran’s narrative of
nuclear “rights” – is the question of its weaponization activities. If the P5+1 were to insist
on exposure of Iran’s blatant violation of the NPT, this would shatter Tehran’s long-held
narrative. As a violator of the NPT, Iran could no longer profess innocence of any
wrongdoing; it could not claim any “rights” according to the NPT, nor pronounce
sanctions to be “illegal.” This could actually pave the way for greater P5+1 leverage visà-vis all of the dismantlement issues currently on the table.
Another crucial issue is the sunset provision – or how many years Iran will be required to
adhere to the terms of a comprehensive agreement before it goes back to being
considered an “ordinary” NPT member state. In fact, if Iran does not back away from its
military aspirations, there is very little reason to accept that the provisions be short-lived
or that restrictions be lifted.
Indeed, the true problem with this latest round of negotiations is the loosening not only of
the economic leverage that the US and EU built up in recent years, but the relaxed
determination of the P5+1 to uphold its original goal of having Iran back away from its
military nuclear ambitions. Even though throughout the past seven months of
negotiations the US team has emphasized that nothing will be resolved until everything is
resolved, reality on the ground challenges that principle. What we see happening is that
any indication of progress is played up and hailed, while the overwhelming lack of
Iranian cooperation is relatively muted. Clearly, the negotiators want to focus on the
progress, and would rather not see the problems – a well-known dynamic that has
characterized and challenged the effectiveness of negotiations with Iran ever since the
EU-3 took the lead in 2003.
The Interim Deal of November 2013, although only meant to stop the clock and provide
time for the real negotiation on a comprehensive deal, is now hailed as a “landmark
deal.” The P5+1 are no longer demanding that Iran back away from its military
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ambitions; they are not even pressing for the weaponization aspects to be confronted
head-on and quickly. Rather, they are demonstrating a relatively lax attitude on that front,
while quietly shifting the goal of the negotiation from an Iranian strategic U-turn in the
nuclear realm to an attempt to ensure that enough time – 6 months, a year, or maybe 18
months – remains between the current situation and the possibility for Iran to break out to
a bomb. This assumes amazing verification capabilities that are far from given. Indeed,
the problematic (albeit implicit) message accompanying the current focus on breakout
time is that Iran is quite likely to cheat on the deal. Ironically, a decade of negotiations
with Iran has apparently come to this.
When in characterizing the talks P5+1 negotiators choose to focus on (minor) “progress”
over (major) “problems,” they display ongoing justification for a continuation of
negotiations, although they are clearly not moving toward a good deal. The minimal
(insignificant) progress makes them resist declaring negotiations a failure, even as they
prove unable to achieve the deal they have been striving for since 2003. A likely outcome
at this point is a bad nuclear deal with Iran, which will not only keep Iran’s quick
breakout capability intact, but will legitimize it by virtue of a concluded deal. From
Israel’s perspective, it can only continue to try to influence the dynamic from the
sidelines. In this regard, as well as many others, Israel must work hard to maintain good
bilateral relations with the US.
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