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The Iran-United States clash: what remains of the nuclear 

agreement? 

 

After a twelve-year negotiation, in 2015, Iran and the P5+1 countries group (United 

States, Russia, China, France, Germany and the United Kingdom), signed an agreement 

that imposed limitations on Iran's nuclear program in exchange for the elimination of 

sanctions imposed on Tehran by the United Nations, the European Union and the United 

States: the JCPOA, Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action1, inserted in the United Nations 

Security Council Resolution n. 2231/20152. 

The agreement included a roadmap, commitments from both sides and a series of 

deadlines for a total of 25 years: the last JCPOA clause was designed to be extended until 

2035. The JCPOA placed the Iranian nuclear program under the control of the 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), with a "snapback" mechanism of sanctions in 

the event that the joint Commission, composed of the 5+1, based on the IAEA reports, had 

found an irregular behavior by Tehran. 

However, the unexpected happened. In May 2018, the Trump administration 

withdrew the US from the JCPOA and has been implementing an increasingly pressing 

sanction policy ever since. The European Union has laboriously tried to protect itself from 

Washington's secondary sanctions, but US hegemony in the international financial 

system3, the desire not to cause break-ups with the overseas ally and EU foreign policy 

weakness led to a timid response, while Iran continued to fulfill its obligations, as certified 

periodically by IAEA. 

At the end of May 2018, the Secretary of State Pompeo presented a list of 12 

requests to Tehran4, some diktat that aimed at ending the ballistic missile proliferation, the 

interruption of the development of missile systems with nuclear capabilities, the cessation 

of support to Hezbollah, Hamas and Islamic Jihad in order to contain Iranian influence in 

the region. The escalation began leading gradually to increased tension5. 

On May 8th 2019, Tehran said it was ready to resume some activities of the nuclear 

program if the European Union had not implemented countermeasures against US 

sanctions since, with Washington’ withdrawal, the agreement became for Tehran a 

renunciation of its nuclear program with no corresponding advantage. On May 12th, 4 

tankers of different nationalities were attacked in the Strait of Hormuz and Washington 

blamed Tehran. On May 14th, some drones of the Yemenite rebels Houthi6 - close to Iran 

and opposed to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates - hit a Saudi pumping station.  

                                                           
1  A. Perteghella, “Perché l’Iran torna ad arricchire l’Uranio”, ISPI, 8 luglio 2019; https://bit.ly/2LXraHh.  
2  https://bit.ly/2Ob8fvE  
3  S. Fleming, “Currency warrior: why Trump is weaponizing the dollar”, Financial Times, July 1, 2019. 
4  Al Jazeera, “Mike Pompeo speech: What are the 12 demands given to Iran?”, 21 May 2018; https://bit.ly/2z10w9c.  
5  F. Anderson, “Iran to restart activities at Arak nuclear facility, says official”, The Telegraph, 28 July, 2019; 

https://bit.ly/3158cDd.  
6  Critical Threats, Threat Update, July 3, 2019; https://bit.ly/2GwmvbS.  
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On June 13th, near the Strait of Hormuz, two US oil tankers were attacked, leaving one 

ablaze and adrift, with 44 sailors evacuated from both ships. President Trump blamed Iran 

that denied any involvement. On June 20th, a US military drone (worth $ 100 million) was 

shot down by Tehran; according to President Rouhani it had violated the Iranian airspace. 

In late June, there was another attack on two oil tankers in the Gulf of Oman7 of which 

President Trump has accused the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, IRGC, (Pasdaran). 

The White House had therefore decided a military attack on Iran, canceled later on, in 

retaliation for the drone's downing, and imposed further sanctions against Ayatollah Ali 

Khamenei and senior IRGC officials8. 

On June 26th, Iran officially announced that it had begun to accumulate stocks of 

enriched uranium exceeding the 300kg limit set by the JCPOA and on July 7th it exceeded 

the threshold for enriching uranium, 3,67%, now at 5%. The increase in the percentage of 

uranium enrichment up to 5% is far from the nuclear threshold that requires reaching 90%. 

If the enrichment reaches 20% instead9, as before the JCPOA10, the required time to reach 

the nuclear threshold would be 3-4 months, compared to the current 12 months. These 

are, therefore, political signals. 

On July 4th, the United Kingdom seized the Iranian-owned flying Panama flag Grace 

One, stopped off Gibraltar on charges of transporting oil to Syria, in violation of European 

sanctions. In retaliation11 followed the kidnapping, on July 19 by IRGC, of the Swedish oil 

tanker with British flag Stena Impero. On the same day, London confirmed the extension of 

the detention status for Grace One and decided that the Royal Navy will escort ships flying 

British flag in transit through the Strait of Hormuz12: 1/3 of the oil and 30% of the world gas 

exported pass through there13. Maritime insurance premiums have already increased 

tenfold and due to precarious security conditions14, some insurance companies refuse to 

cover the Gulf routes. At the end of July, Iran declared it was ready for swapping ships 

with the United Kingdom15. The then British Foreign Minister Hunt proposed the creation of 

a European naval mission to be deployed in the Persian Gulf to protect oil tankers in 

transit. The appeal was welcomed by France - ready to assign military resources to the 

mission - Denmark and the Netherlands, which supported the mission project, distinct from 

the US maritime security operations. The proposal to create a European naval mission 

follows Washington’ one: the deployment of an international coalition, Operation Sentinel, 

                                                           
7  Critical Threats, Threat Update, June 20, 2019; https://bit.ly/2ybpRg5.  
8  S. Dowling, “INSTEX: Doubts linger over Europe's Iran sanctions workaround”, Al Jazeera, 1 July 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2RP8t9U.  
9  E. Ventura, “INSTEX: la scommessa europea per salvare l’accordo nucleare con l’Iran”, CeSI, 24 luglio 2019; 

https://bit.ly/317zPv5.  
10  Prima di luglio 2015, l'Iran aveva quasi 20.000 centrifughe. Nell'ambito del JCPOA, è stato limitato a 5.060 

centrifughe e la sua scorta di uranio è stata ridotta del 98%, 300 chilogrammi per i successivi 15 anni. Era anche 
limitato all'arricchimento di non più del 3,67%. Il JCPOA non permette all'Iran di costruire ulteriori reattori ad acqua 
pesante o di accumulare acqua pesante in eccesso, che può essere utilizzata per produrre plutonio ad uso militare 
per 15 anni. 

11  Critical Threats, Threat Update, July 25, 2019; https://bit.ly/2YjmTR9.  
12  E. Geranmayeh, “Prime mover: Johnson and the UK-Iran crisis”, European Council on Foreign Relations, 24 July 

2019; https://bit.ly/2Zj4yVS.  
13  US Energy Information Administration, “The Strait of Hormuz is the world's most important oil transit chokepoint”, 

June 20, 2019; https://bit.ly/2Y5BJyI.  
14  M. Valsania, “Polizze più care, ritardi, sicurezza. Allarme costi nel Golfo Persico”, Il Sole 24 Ore, 30/07/2019; 

https://bit.ly/2ylXvj8.  
15  P. Wintour, “Iran hints at ship swap with UK amid de-escalation efforts”, The Guardian, 24 Jul, 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2JQVty5.  
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with the aim of escorting oil tankers in the Gulf, assuming command and control of the 

operation, while the military ships of the participant countries would conduct escort 

operations (the Reagan administration, during the Iran-Iraq war, had conducted Operation 

Earnest Will). However, military experts have raised doubts about its feasibility, as well as 

the possible consequences, while the "oil tankers war" of various nationalities continues16. 

On July 8th, Iran declared that Europe has 60 days to save the agreement, 

meanwhile it will continue to exceed the parameters set by the JCPOA 17: September 6th 

is the next deadline. 

On July 18th, Washington decided to send 500 troops to the Prince Sultan airbase in 

Saudi Arabia to counter the threat posed by Iran18, even if the Congress has not yet 

received notification of troop movement: in May the USS Abraham Lincoln, some B-52 

bombers and a Patriot antimissile battery had already been sent to the area. 

On July 22nd, it was reported19 that 17 people accused of spying on behalf of the 

Central Intelligence Agency 20 had been arrested and condemned to death sentence in 

Iran: Washington promptly denied any involvement. 

On July 28th, an extraordinary meeting of the Joint Commission of the joint action 

plan, JCPOA, was held in Vienna, bringing together the E3+2 (China, France, Germany, 

Russia, United Kingdom) and Iran21. It was reaffirmed the intention to preserve the 

agreement and to continue the discussions.  

The Iranian news agency ISNA leaked that it is planned to restart the activities of the 

heavy water Arak’ reactor (used to produce plutonium), but Iran would renounce in case of 

new negotiations: Tehran made clear that these are reversible steps since the dialogue is 

not closed22, not even towards Riyhad. Iran's decision to restart the Arak reactor is part of 

its maximum pressure push back strategy. 

President Rouhani has stated that Iran is willing to undertake fair, honest and fair 

negotiations23, but that does not mean a surrender. Foreign Minister Mohammad Zarif, in 

several interviews released in New York in July, made clear that the Iranian condition to 

resume nuclear negotiations is the end of US sanctions. Ayatollah Khamenei’ military 

consultant, Hossein Dehghan, an IRGC high commander, has declared instead that no 

negotiation is possible with Washington24 under any circumstances. 

Tehran is increasing pressure on the EU, Russia and China - the remaining parts of 

the JCPOA - to find ways to ensure the continuation of the agreement, but it is a factor of 

negotiating pressure also towards the United States, thus indicating that the policy of 

maximum pressure has costs and implications for the entire international community. 
                                                           
16  BBC News, “Iran sizes another foreign tanker in the Gulf”, August 5th, 2019; https://bbc.in/2wEi4GY.  
17  CBC, “Iran breaches key uranium enrichment limit in nuclear deal, UN watchdog confirms”, July 8, 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2K8mhKb.  
18  D. S. Correl, “The US is reportedly preparing to send 500 troops to Saudi Arabia amid friction with Iran”, Business 

Insider, 18 July 2019; https://bit.ly/2Kj6U0F.  
19  France24, “Réseau de la CIA" démantelé en Iran : 17 arrestations, des peines de mort prononcées”, 22/07/2019, 

https://bit.ly/2O9KOmn.  
20  International Crisis Group, Iran Briefing Note#6, 25 July 2019; www.crisisgroup.org.  
21  EU External Action, “Chair's statement following the 28 July 2019 meeting of the Joint Commission of the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action”, 28/07/2019; https://bit.ly/2OmqmPa.  
22  Al Jazeera, “Iran threatens to reduce nuclear deal commitments further”, 31 July 2019; https://bit.ly/2YCKIaI.  
23  Reuters, “Iran is ready to negotiate but not if negotiations mean surrender: Iran president”, July 24, 2019; 

https://reut.rs/2Y5k3UE.   
24  Reuters, “Top Khamenei aide says no talks with U.S. under any circumstances”, July 24, 2019; 

https://reut.rs/2SEbcmI.  
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Iran shows that it can impose costs on both Washington and its allies, and the failure 

of any policy that aims to corner or to persuade it to negotiate under pressure. The White 

House, on the other hand, is convinced of the reverse process: the pressure on Tehran will 

lead Iran to re-negotiate the agreement. 

The immediate effects of Washington's maximum pressure are the serious 

consequences on the economy25 and the weakening of President Rouhani26. Since 2017, 

Washington has included some 1,000 Iranian or Tehran-related entities subject to 

sanctions in the "black list", thus affecting 80% of the country's economic sectors. The re-

imposition of US sanctions on Iran has already had significant costs for the country: 

depreciation of the national currency by 70%, bringing inflation to 37%, increasing the 

prices of food and medicines by 40 and 60%, removing most foreign investors and 

complicating international transactions. The International Monetary Fund, IMF, forecasts a 

6% contraction of the Iranian economy throughout 2019. Many basic raw materials are 

scarce and the rationing lines, that became familiar to the Iranians in the eight years’ war 

with Iraq, is the routine. Right now, the most visible effects are a - necessary for survival - 

reduction of support to Teheran’ proxies: Hezbollah and Syrian President Bashar al Assad. 

President Rouhani is increasingly in trouble, he must face the most conservative wing 

of the regime indeed - in recent years Ayatollah Khamenei had advised him against taking 

the negotiation path with the US. Despite this, there are currently no clear signs that 

Tehran is approaching capitulation or that regime change is likely. 

Washington's statements are adamantine with respect to not pursuing a regime 

change, but the orientation of the National Security Advisor, John Bolton27 could go the 

opposite way given the sanctions imposed on the Foreign Minister Zarif28. However, on 

July 31st Bolton announced that the United States will renew the exemptions from the 

sanctions for Iran's nuclear programs that allow Russia, China and European countries to 

continue their civil nuclear cooperation with Tehran29 for further 90 days. 

Iran has been a pillar of global energy markets for a century: the only previous 

interruption in Iranian oil supply was a British embargo in 1951-53. That block ended with a 

US intervention that helped to blow up a problematic Iranian leadership. At that time, this 

seemed a victory for Washington; in the long term, US intervention to overthrow nationalist 

Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadeq turned out to be counterproductive for both 

American and Iranian interests. 

The Islamic Republic does not have a Mossadeq, but its current leaders have few 

good options for breaking the US siege. There is some debate within the establishment 

about how to handle American’ posture but, for now, there is willingness to negotiate.          

The Iranian revolutionary system has survived for forty years during different crises with a 

combined formula of control of public opinion, smuggling to evade sanctions and tactical 

cooperation with other world powers that could allow the regime to survive unscathed. 

                                                           
25  S. Maloney, “As Trump moves to cut off Iran’s oil revenues, what’s his endgame?”, Brookings Institution, April 22, 

2019; https://brook.gs/2Gn3712.  
26  E. Geranmayeh, “How Europe Can Save What’s Left of the Iran Nuclear Deal”, Foreign Policy, 12 July 2019;  

https://bit.ly/2XJUeEL.  
27  E. Geranmayeh, E. Batmanghelidj, “Bankless task: can Europe stay connected to Iran?”, ECFR, 10th October, 2018; 

https://bit.ly/2ywrlRF.  
28  Al Jazeera, “US imposes sanctions on Iranian Foreign Minister Zarif”, August 1, 2019; https://bit.ly/2GCT7AI.  
29  Reuters, “U.S. will extend sanctions waivers for Iran nuclear programs: Bolton”, 31 July 2019; https://reut.rs/2yrw1IT.  
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The sanctions inflict a heavy cost on the society, worsening the pre-existing 

distortions of corruption and mismanagement that plague Iran. The American pressure 

surely will exacerbate a wave of internal discontent, the true vulnerability of the Islamic 

Republic. The open American antagonism provides Tehran with a justification for 

intensifying control and repression and diverting responsibility for the country' problems. 

For the troubled Iran’ leadership, survival equals success, while the White House could 

aim at Iran’ implosion until a regime change happens. In the short term, both Washington 

and Tehran could establish a balance that allows both parties to claim a certain degree of 

victory. It is not a stable equilibrium, and with impulsive leaders engaged in a series of 

clashes although not lethal but progressive, the American-Iranian impasse will persist.  

The real turning point of relations between the two countries are three appointments: in 

2020 the parliamentary elections in Iran, the presidential elections in the United States and 

in 2021 the presidential elections in Iran. 

As Sun Tzu had already suggested, "to the encircled enemy leave an escape route, 

do not press an enemy to the throes"30. Furthermore, the events between the two World 

Wars suggest that humiliating the other party - in that case Germany - is never a good 

idea. President Rouhani is a moderate in the current Iranian landscape, who firmly 

believed in the agreement together with his Foreign Minister Zarif, so now he seems to be 

the best possible ally for the West. Tehran could resist to the end, imposing enormous 

sacrifices on the population, but relies on the "rally around the flag" effect, which, 

ultimately, made it last for forty years against everyone. 

General Alireza Tangsiri, IRGC Navy’ commander, recalled the energy security 

formula that Tehran has observed over the past 30 years, warning that if Iran is prevented 

from exporting oil, its neighbors will face similar obstacles (the importers of China, India, 

Turkey, Singapore and South Korea will be in trouble31). Tehran has a variety of effective 

tools - from undersea mines to cyberwarfare terrorist proxies - to deal with this threat. 

In this challenge, US allies are Saudi Arabia and Israel - which recently conducted a 

test of the new Arrow-3 missile for defensive purposes; the UAE is in favor of a more 

negotiating position32, after withdrawing its troops from Yemen; Oman maintains good 

relations by proposing itself as a mediator and Russia has announced joint maritime 

exercises with Tehran. This crisis has disruptive economic effects in Italy: since the signing 

of the agreement in 2015, 45% of EU investments in Iran were Italian and Tehran had 

become Rome's third largest oil supplier; since November 2018, crude oil imports have 

fallen to zero and Italian exports have fallen by 60%. 

 

                                                           
30  Sun Tzu, “L’arte della Guerra”, Cap. 7, p. 34 e 35. 
31  S. Maloney, “Trump tightens the screws on Iran’s oil”, Brookings Institution, June 29, 2018; https://brook.gs/2KF5IGX.  
32  AP, “UAE and Iran Hold Rare Talks in Tehran on Maritime Security”, New York Times, July 31, 2019; 

https://nyti.ms/2YqHecm.  
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Fonte: U.S. Energy Information Administration and ClipperData, Inc., 2019. 

 


