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► Among the many legacies of the Obama administration that the new U.S. administration seems 

to suffer as far as to work for their cancellation stands out the agreement on Iranian nuclear program. 

Lately, the Trump Administration and the Congress have pledged themselves to developing and 

launching new sanctions against Iran. Although disconnected from the nuclear issue, such new 

sanctions could have a negative impact on the multilateral agreement in force for two years now. 

Apparently, President Trump has already ordered his administration to find ways to allow his country 

to abandon the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPA 2015), the so laboriously negotiated 

agreement between Iran and France, Germany, the People's Republic of China, the Russian 

Federation, the United Kingdom, and the United States despite such a move is generally recognized 

would lead to an increase in the level of regional instability. However, irrespective of the fate of the 

Iranian nuclear program, the long standing security problem concerning the shipping lanes through 

the Gulf of Hormuz, and the testing of new ballistic missiles, are heavily burdening the delicate 

balance of the Persian Gulf. 

U.S. reactions to Iranian missile testing 

 

In July, Iran tested a new ballistic missile apparently capable of reaching the required height 

to orbit a medium sized satellite. A few days later, in a letter to the United Nations, France, Germany, 

the United Kingdom, and the United States condemned the launch of that missile as a threatening 

and provocative step. Moreover, although the launch did not directly violate the requirements set out 

in the Iranian nuclear limitation agreement, these four countries have nevertheless supported the 

apparent inconsistency of that launch with United Nations Security Council resolutions aimed to the 

control of the Iranian missile program. In their letter to the United Nations, these four countries have 

called on Iran not to conduct other ballistic missile launches and to cease all related activities. 

Progress in the Iranian space program could lead to the deployment of intercontinental ballistic 

missiles for military use (ICBM), because civilian space launch vehicles use intrinsically similar 

technologies. Since 2008, Iran has conducted several experiments, testing two stage ballistic missile 

and solid propulsion system. According to most observers this kind of entrepreneurial activities could 

easily be exploited as a test bench for the development of ICBM technologies. 

Therefore, the United States has imposed new sanctions on six particular entities involved in 

the Iranian missile program. For their part, the Iranian authorities have replied by arguing that the 

ballistic missile just tested is not designed to carry any nuclear warheads. Iran has always supported 

the compatibility of its missile test program with United Nations Security Council resolutions on the 

grounds that it does not envisage the development of missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads. 

However, the two resolutions adopted by the United Nations speak of ballistic vectors that could 

even only theoretically be capable of carrying a nuclear weapon. Resolution 1929, adopted by the 

United Nations Security Council in 2010, prohibits Iran from carrying out any ballistic missile activities 

that can potentially have payload of the likes of nuclear weapons. Resolution 1929 is asking the U.N. 

member countries to take all necessary measures to prevent the transfer of related knowhow and 

materials to Iran. Resolution 2231 of 2015, confirming the same prohibitions as a whole, explicitly 

asks Iran not to engage in a launch program aimed at testing ballistic technologies. France, 

Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States consider the Iranian test of last July as directly 

inconsistent with Resolution 2231 because the technologies used for designing, assembling, and 

launching that spacecraft closely remind those necessary for the realization of an ICBM. 
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According to the U.S. Intelligence, the new Iranian ballistic missile could indeed be a basis for 

developing ICBM capabilities, but the path the Iranians have to cover to gain such a goal is still very 

long. In addition, an ICBM launched by Iran to Europe, or to the United States, having to fly in the 

opposite direction to Earth's rotation, should have boost and range values far greater than the values 

that typically rank a ballistic missile as intercontinental. If, in addition to this, historical records are 

taken into account, strong is the consensus that Iran should not be able to deploy even a small 

number of solid fuel ICBMs before the middle of the century. An operational ICBM, by itself, is not 

enough. To be sure that a nuclear warhead can survive the extreme conditions typical of the flight of 

an ICBM, Iran need to develop additional complex technologies and to accurately test them. 

 

The Nuclear Agreement Review Act of 2015 

Meanwhile, President Trump appears ready to overcome the Iranian nuclear agreement in a 

development that could hit not only relations with Iran, but also those with the People's Republic of 

China, the Russian Federation, and the most important European allies. Independently of Iran's 

compliance with the prescriptions signed with JCPA 2015, President Trump has repeatedly 

expressed his intention not to release the related quarterly certification to Congress. Periodic 

certification, quarterly to be precise, by the White House of the state of respect of JCPA 2015, and 

the accelerated process allowing the Congress to reinstate sanctions against Iran, are both 

instruments provided by the Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act of 2015 (INARA 2015), like to other 

agreement approved by the Congress in 2015. Of particular note is that the certification provided by 

INARA 2015 transcends and extends the provisions of the JCPA 2015: in addition to the purpose to 

ensure that Iran is respecting the nuclear agreement and has not undertaken measures to promote 

other nuclear weapons programs, INARA 2015 includes much more subjective assessments, such 

as the agreement being in the interests of U.S. national security, and that reducing pressure on 

sanctions is proportional to Iran's limitations in own nuclear activities. Consequently, President 

Trump can legitimately refrain from producing that certification, even though Iran respects all the 

commitments set by JCPA 2015. 

In the event that the White House fails to issue this certification, the Congress is allowed to 

quickly restore the sanctions that have been canceled under the JCPA 2015. In the absence of 

obvious Iranian defaults of that deal, the restoration of all the sanctioning devices against Iran by the 

United States would be interpreted as a violation of the letter of that agreement and could be used 

by Iran to justify the reopening of the nuclear activities now prohibited. In addition, if the Trump 

administration's position was seen as unjustified, the Allies would probably end up failing to uphold 

the renewed U.S. sanctions, reducing their impact and thus adding a new source of tension to some 

already strained transatlantic relations. On the other hand, the Allies want to the JCPA 2015 to 

survive and fear that the Trump administration or the republican majority in the Congress, after 

abandoning the deal might find acceptable to give a military solution to this controversy. In addition 

to the so called secondary sanctions, in other words those sanctions that could hit European 

businesses from operating in the U.S. market, Allies fear the prospect of a sudden U.S., or Israeli, 

strike on Iran's nuclear facilities. Far from being new, this kind of concern is now heightened by the 

presence of a U.S. administration generally considered to be much more inclined to use coercive 

instruments than in the recent past. 

Also in July, President Trump was persuaded to issue the JCPA 2015 certification to the 

Congress only at the very last moment. In doing so, however, it emphasized that the positive 

contribution to the regional and international peace and security that JCPA 2015 should assure is 

undermined by a number of Iranian activities that do not affect and transcend the nuclear issue. 

Inside and out of this administration seems to have taken up the idea that Iran is now more or less 

in the same conditions as the Soviet Union found in the late Eighties.  
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Consequently, the Trump administration should commit itself to speed up the imminent collapse of 

Iranian theocracy, as the Reagan administration pledged to speed up the collapse of the Soviet 

system. How and why such a vision as gained so much success is far from clear given that its 

supporters do not offer tangible evidence. At the present, there is nothing verifiable about this. 

However, this is likely to be a very popular argument within the White House, which could explain 

the recent statements by Secretary of State Tillerson that the United States is seeking a regime 

change in Tehran, and it is probably going to be so for the foreseeable future. 

Regardless of how President Trump explains his possible renunciation of JCPA 2015 

certification, the Congress has already approved new sanctions involving measures aimed at hitting 

Iran for the development of ballistic missiles, support for terrorism and violation of human rights. The 

general feeling offered from this state of affairs is that president Trump's effort is to make the 

agreement on Iran's nuclear program part of a multidimensional approach so to increase pressure 

on Iran, starting with the Iranian missile program and continuing with the Iranian alleged support for 

militant groups such as Hezbollah and intervention in the Syrian civil war. However, it is still far to 

the horizon a real strategy rationalizing all these efforts. As a result, the JCPA 2015 remains the 

pivot on which the entire regional diplomatic system now rests. 

For the United States, Iranian present and future ballistic missiles are an asymmetric threat. 

The analysis of NATO public documents, and the statements of its most senior officials, clearly 

shows how the Atlantic Alliance understands the Iranian ballistic missile program as an important, 

increasing, threat. Nevertheless, among the Allies there are many differences in the intensity with 

which this problem is perceived, to begin with the possible timing of the Iranian missile threat. 

Majority of the Allies explain the Iranian desire to deploy some ballistic missiles with the intrinsic 

weakness of their conventional forces. However, now for more of a decade, NATO has justified the 

construction and deployment of a sophisticated ballistic missile defense system on its territory 

especially in order to protect itself from the Iranian ballistic threat. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The deployment of U.S. ground based missile interceptors begins in 2004. However, the 

interceptors deployed in Alaska and California are well placed to defend the North American 

continent from any North Korean ICBMs, but not to ensure a similar protection against of new Iranian 

ICBMs. According to some sources, they would not be able to intercept Chinese ICBMs launched 

on equatorial routes. For these reasons, in early 2007, the Bush administration negotiated with 

Poland a third launch base to install ten more interceptor missiles and with the Czech Republic the 

construction of a radar observation base able to cover the continental Eurasian mass up to the Urals. 

The simple planning of these military installations has caused a load of protests by the Russian 

Federation because this country has never seen NATO's eastern expansion favorably and because 

the allied interceptor missiles might be able one day to engage its own missiles. Within a few years, 

also due to the different approach chosen by the Obama administration, antimissile defense has 

evolved into something even more complex, the European Phased Adaptive Approach (EPAA) with 

the start of the third phase of which being scheduled for next year. 

To date, the United States deploys two major antimissile defense systems. The first is based 

on a relatively large and fast ballistic missile, the Ground Ballistic Interceptor. The second is based 

on different versions of the relatively smaller and slower naval missile known as Standard Missile 3. 

While the former was designed to cope with a hypothetical missile attack from North Korea, the 

second is designed to handle a no less hypothetical Iranian missile threat and constitutes the main 

weapon system of an EPAA organized in a network of land and sea based radars.  

The deployment of anti-ballistic systems has always been something very controversial and the 

EPAA is no exception. A few years ago, the Congress showed a strong interest not in the EPAA but 
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in a new installment of defensive missiles in the North American east coast, an obvious clue of how 

is relatively low the threat perception posed by the countries of new nuclear proliferation. The reason 

why that proposal had a negative impact on EPAA's prospects is because it was grounded on the 

idea that a third launch facility within U.S. national territory would be much more effective in 

defending the United States from any missile attack, also coming from the Russian Federation and 

the People's Republic of China, than it would be a similar interceptor base located in Poland. 

While Trump's administration is preparing to exert new pressures both on the Allies and on its 

opponents for the purpose of reviewing JCPA 2015, some analysts see the possible outline of a 

relationship with Iran even more important and stronger than it is today, after the nuclear agreement, 

despite long, difficult, and dangerous will be the road to be followed in this regard. In the event that 

the Trump administration's pressure would convince Iran to accept new negotiations to limit its 

missile capabilities, EPAA could face serious downsizing, given the relatively low interest always 

showed by the Congress and the numerous positions taken by a U.S. president openly against the 

financially support of the Allies defense spending. In the event, the cancellation, or a new strong 

downsizing of EPAA, after the decision taken nearly five years ago by the Obama administration to 

cancel one of its four phases, would be welcomed by the Russian Federation and thus would 

facilitate the strategic dialogue with the United States. At the beginning, the EPAA was seen by the 

Russians much a lesser of a threat than the Bush administration plan that it replaced, but after some 

time, its final phase was source of great worries. In early 2013, then secretary of Defense Hagel 

explained that the planned deployment of the most advanced version of the Standard Missile 3 

interceptor to Poland, and the corresponding fourth phase of EPAA has been cancelled. This was a 

very important decision given that the planned new version of the Standard Missile 3 was the single 

greatest cause of Russian concerns and objections to the EPAA. Even though there were without 

doubt also important economic and technical reasons for deleting that deployment, that decision was 

generally seen as a major concession to the Russian Federation. 

 

 


