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The Determinants and Evolution of Iran’s Foreign Policy toward the Gulf States in the Context of Iran Nuclear Negotiations, by Aisha Khalid Al-Saad, explores the determinants of Iran’s foreign policy towards its GCC neighboring countries. She considers the dimensions of internal and external, as well as identity and nationality policies. Al-Saad aims to identify the strategic importance of Iran’s nuclear program, the agreement with the major powers in 2015, and its impact on Iran’s foreign policy. She then addresses possible future scenarios and implications of Iran’s foreign policy towards the GCC region, upon the US withdrawal from the Iranian nuclear deal.


NUCLEAR FOREIGN POLICY



The book consists of an introduction and six chapters. The first chapter addresses the roots of Iran’s nuclear program, its nuclear renaissance and the local and international attitudes that convinced Iran to pursue a nuclear policy. The chapter then provides a critical analysis of Iran’s nuclear strategy before looking at the nuclear agreement and its implications on the foreign policy. According to Al-Saad, the repercussions of this agreement are still unclear, particularly on the GCC countries. She notes that the exclusion of the GCC countries from the nuclear negotiations has triggered the GCC’s great concerns about Iran’s expansion in the region.


Her second chapter explores the changes in Iran’s foreign policy towards the GCC in two contexts. The first is the development of Iran’s nuclear plans (2003-2015). The second is the shift in Iran’s internal politics, and the implications of these changes on Iran’s foreign policy toward the GCC countries.


THREAT PERCEPTIONS



Al-Saad’s third chapter focuses on developments of Iran’s nuclear issue during Hassan Rouhani’s presidency. Specifically it demonstrates how the nuclear deal has since had implications for Iranian foreign policy towards the GCC countries through seeking recognition of its potential regional power and taking advantage of the geopolitical gains that stemmed from the deal.


Chapter four explores the mutual threat perceptions in the Arab-Persian region, and factors that may have contributed to shaping and refining them. It investigates the root cause of the mutual distrust, Iran’s increased foreign political security level, and the regional balance of powers. The GCC’s reliance on external protection fuels Iran’s fears about its threatened prominence in the region.


THE AFTERMATH OF THE NUCLEAR DEAL



In the fifth chapter, Al-Saad presents interviews with experts on Iranian affairs and foreign policy -shortly after the conclusion of negotiations leading to the Iranian nuclear deal- to predict future prospects in the post-nuclear deal. The participants considered the nuclear agreement a historic turning point in the region. Most however did not see the agreement lasting more than a year


The author concludes by reviewing Iran and the GCC relations and Iran’s Gulf policy after the nuclear deal, as well as the withdrawal of US President Donald Trump from it. She lastly explores the post-nuclear repercussions; Iran is facing hostile GCC states, particularly Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, and behind them are strong and ready allies, such as the Trump administration. She believes that even if Qatar and Kuwait seem to maintain a neutral position toward tensions, “they will not support any Iranian aggression or escalation towards the region.” Moreover, Iran’s position in Syria is risky as Israel and the US seek to end its presence there, and Russia seems to tolerate only a minimal Iranian role. Meanwhile the sanctions demonstrate that Iran is no longer in a position to escalate or intervene on multiple fronts in the Gulf region or in its vicinity.
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INTRODUCTION
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BACKGROUND



Since the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, the relationship between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Gulf Cooperation Council state has witnessed numerous ups and downs. Four decades later, the relationship between Iran and its Arab neighbors in the Gulf does not seem to have changed much. Immediately after the revolution, Iran was perceived as a source of threat by its neighbors with its declared goal of exporting the revolution to the rest of the world. It was probably this threat that motivated these Gulf neighbors to create the GCC. At the same time, the GCC countries played an instrumental role in financing and supporting Iraq in its war against Iran during the 1980s, perhaps with the goal that such a war would weaken their two threatening neighbors.


The 1990s witnessed the end of the Cold War, but this did not bring any stability to the region. To the contrary, the decade started with the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, a GCC member, which was followed by an international war against Iraq, bringing even more instability and tensions to the region as the GCC countries relied on the US presence for security and protection, while Iran perceived this increased military presence by the US as a threat to its national security. Despite these regional tensions, relationship between Iran and the GCC countries witnessed significant improvement with the rise of more moderate factions to power in Iran in the second half of the 1990s. This détente, however, did not last for long, and by the new millennium, this relationship was once again characterized by tensions, suspicion and distrust, especially with the discovery of Iran’s secret nuclear program.


The American invasion of Iraq in 2003 was another turning point in the history of the relationship between Iran and its GCC neighbors. The invasion undermined the delicate balance of power in the region as it eliminated Iraq’s power and paved the road for Iran to extend its power and influence into the region. At the same time, the tension between the two sides continued to build up as Iran entered into a diplomatic confrontation with the US and the international community over its nuclear program. The GCC nations perceived Iran’s nuclear program as a threat to their security for several reasons including the environmental dimension, the potential military nature of this program, and most importantly, the increased hegemony that Iran could enjoy in the region once it became a nuclear power.


The decade that followed the American invasion of Iraq witnessed substantial changes that swept through the Middle East. Among the most relevant of such events were the 2009 Green Revolution in Iran; the events of the Arab Spring; the instability in Bahrain; the ongoing instability in Iraq; the eruption of violence in Syria; and the war in Yemen. In 2015, Iran’s relations with the Gulf witnessed a major turning point when Iran reached a nuclear deal with the five permanent members of the Security Council, Germany and the European Union, also known as P+1. This agreement was reached after a decade of difficult and frustrating negotiations, and while it was broadly welcomed by the international community, the GCC countries perceived it with mixed reactions, ranging between caution and suspicion. The deal relieved Iran of the many economic and other sanctions that had been imposed on it as a result of its nuclear program. In return, it provided International Atomic Energy Agency inspectors to monitor and inspect Iran’s nuclear program in addition to a number of other concessions and controls that were supposed to prevent Iran from developing a military nuclear program, at least temporarily. For several GCC countries, the deal was of little value since it essentially empowered Iran to further expand its aggressive interventions in the affairs of its GCC neighbors as well as in the region as a whole.


Another major turning point, however, followed in May 2018 when US President Donald Trump made good on his campaign promise and shocked the world by withdrawing from the deal and imposing additional sanctions on Iran. Trump’s decision has left Iran and the international community in a state of confusion of bewilderment while at the same time opening the door for negotiating a better deal from Trump’s perspective. The American withdrawal from the deal has also received mixed responses from the GCC countries, ranging between concern over growing instability in the region on the one hand, and the belief that a better deal should be reached to keep Iran’s growing power in check.


The main purpose of this essay is to explore and analyze the determinants of Iran’s foreign policy toward its GCC neighbors and to identify the strategic significance of Iran’s nuclear program within this context. The determinants of Iran’s foreign policy toward its GCC neighbors will be analyzed along a framework of three dimensions, namely the domestic dimension, the external dimension and the dimension of identity politics and nationalism. Additionally, the essay will analyze Iran’s nuclear program and the nuclear deal that was concluded with P5+1 in 2015 and how this agreement reflected on Iran’s foreign policy toward its GCC neighbors and the region as a whole. Finally, the essay also analyzes and assesses the potential future scenarios and implications on Iran’s foreign policy toward the GCC region in light of the American withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal.


ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK OF IRAN’S FOREIGN POLICY



The analytical framework of Iran’s foreign policy constitutes of three dimensions. The first dimension of analysis includes domestic factors and determinants that have influenced Iran’s foreign policy toward the GCC states. These factors include the need to attain grandiose, prestige and domestic legitimacy by the regime, and other economic and social factors. Analysis in this dimension will also focus on the internal conflicts within the domestic political landscape, with emphasis on the differences in domestic factors during the eras of Mohammed Khatami, Mahmoud Ahmadenejad and Hasan Rohani hence explaining how these differences contributed to the nuclear issue and to the relationship with the GCC states.


The second dimension highlights external and foreign factors and the determinants of Iran’s foreign policy, specifically those with direct implications and influence on Iran foreign policy toward the GCC states. These primarily includes the role of the United States in influencing and shaping both the foreign policy of Iran and that of the GCC states. The role and influence of the European Union are discussed. Analysis within this dimension also discusses how Iran’s foreign policy toward the GCC states is not only limited to the Gulf region, but it also affects countries outside the region, especially Syria and Lebanon, not to mention Iraq and Yemen which are much closer to the GCC region.


The third dimension focuses on analyzing the determinants of Iran’s foreign policy toward the GCC states from the perspective of identity politics, national interests, ideological issues, and the conflict of interests between Iran on the one hand and the GCC states on the other hand, with emphasis on how Iran and the GCC states perceive each other as neighbors and rivals, as potential partners and as potential enemies. Analysis along this dimension also assesses the implications of the Arab uprising and how it was perceived by Iran, both as an opportunity and as a threat, and the clash of interests between Iran and the GCC states in the Middle East, especially in Bahrain, Yemen, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq.
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IRAN’S NUCLEAR PROJECT
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INTRODUCTION



ORIGINS OF IRAN’S NUCLEAR PROJECT



Iran’s nuclear program is one of the oldest nuclear programs in the Middle East. Ironically. The program started in 1959 with a small reactor that Iran acquired from the US as part of the “Atom for peace” initiative that was started by US president Eisenhower in 1953. According to Milani (2010), Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi perceived nuclear power as a symbol for progress as well as power and prestige, and hence allocated substantial resources to expand his nuclear ambitions. Yet, while the US was initially supportive of the Shah’s desire to acquire nuclear technology for peaceful purposes, American policymakers were hesitant to allow the Shah to develop a military nuclear program. As a result, US imposed many limitations on Iran’s access to American nuclear technology and pressured the Shah until he finally agreed to join the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1968. Although the NPT recognized Iran’s right to access and develop nuclear technology for peaceful purposes, this still did not provide the US with assurances about the Shah’s intentions, especially as he repeatedly insisted on Iran’s right to acquire plutonium, an ingredient that is associated with military nuclear uses. Similarly, when India successfully tested its nuclear bomb in 1974, the Shah publicly stated that Iran will possibly own a nuclear bomb one day (Milani, 2010). Such remarks by the Shah made the US insist on additional bilateral controls and safeguards to prevent Iran from developing a military nuclear program at all costs, leading to long and difficult negotiations that lasted for years. It was not until 1978 that the Shah finally accepted all conditions set by the US, persuading President Carter to agree to sell several reactors to Iran. A few months later, however, the Islamic revolution erupted in Iran, and the deal apart (Sahli, 2014).


Despite the long and arduous negotiations between Iran and the US in the 1960s and 1970s, the Shah’s efforts to acquire nuclear power were kept in check but not entirely stopped. For example, Iran ratified the NPT treaty in 1970s and actively sought support from other western powers that were willing to provide nuclear knowledge, technology and equipment, especially in light of the oil crisis of 1973 which boosted oil prices, enabling Iran to spend billions on its nuclear ambitions. In 1973, the Shah commissioned Akbar Etemad to officially start Iran’s nuclear program, and in 1977, the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran (AEOI) was finally set up with a massive annual budget of over $1.3 billion (Milani, 2010).


This was followed by a number of significant partnerships with the help of western governments, especially France and Germany. In 1974 for example, it contracted the French nuclear contractor Framatome to build two 950 megawatt pressurized reactors south of Ahvaz, and in 1975, it commissioned the building of the Nuclear Technology Center at Isfahan with the help of the French. In the same year, dozens of Iranian scientists were sent to study nuclear energy at MIT in the US as part of a $20 million program (Satimi, 2003). At the same time, the German contractor Kraftwerk which at the time was part of the German giant Siemens, was commissioned to build and complete the Bushehr reactor for $3 billion before the end of 1981.


According to Lenczowski (1978), the Shah’s appetite for nuclear energy was so significant that he entered agreements with the French to provide Iran with up to ten reactors while building a total of 20 nuclear plants with the help of the Germans and Americans to produce a total of 23,000 megawatts by the end of the 1990s. Ultimately, however, the majority of the American, French and German reactors were either never delivered or never completed as a result of the outbreak of the Islamic Revolution in 1979 (Kibaroglu, 2006).


The German reactor at Bushehr was only 85% complete when the Islamic Revolution erupted, and in the early years of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Khomeini opposed nuclear technology altogether (Khan, 2010). Shortly after, most of Iran’s nuclear plants were either partially or substantially destroyed during the war with Iraq. By the end of the war, the Islamic Republic had reversed its position on nuclear energy and decided to revive its nuclear program. However, the Germans refused to reconstruct the Bushehr reactor and other western powers showed no interest either. As a result, Iran turned to Russia and concluded a $800 million deal for the Bushehr reactor. However, numerous political and financial disagreements over this project delayed its completion until 2008 (Curtis & Hooglund, 2008).


Therefore, Iran’s nuclear program was probably completely stalled in the 1980s as a result of its involvement in the devastating war with Iraq, not to mention the international embargo that would have made it extremely difficult for Iran to acquire the necessary technology and equipment. Moreover, even in the 1990s, Iran was not outside the circle of nuclear detection and inspection, especially since it already had basic nuclear facilities from the old program under the Shah, and also because it was a member of the International Atomic Energy Agency, and a party to the Non-Proliferation Treaty since 1970. However, detection was limited only to those plants and facilities that were already declared by Iran (Schake, 2007).


It was not until August 2002 that the world suddenly heard of an underground nuclear program in Iran when the National Council of Resistance of Iran, an Iranian opposition group based in the US, exposed this program along with documented evidence proving that Iran had been working on this program for several years (Kibaroglu, 2006). Given the sensitivity of this issue, and the concern of the US and western powers with previous secret programs of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, Libya and North Korea, Iran’s nuclear program became a major issue of international relations. Between 2002 and 2015, Iran’s nuclear project became a major issue on the international agenda, involving the United Nation Security Council, numerous diplomatic battles and rounds of negotiations, and the heavy involvement of the P5+1 (Nephew, 2015).


IRAN’S NUCLEAR REVIVAL



Iran’s nuclear program was originally restricted to the declared facility of South west of Iran, which was neglected for many years. In the early 1990s, Iran sought assistance to develop this facility, but given the sanctions imposed on its regime, only China was willing to help. However, even China eventually ended its support in 1996 under pressure from the US and European countries. It was thus mistakenly assumed that between 1996 and 2002, Iran’s nuclear program was inactive (Aras & Ozbay, 2006). In reality, however, the Russians were involved in providing assistance during this period, but mostly to the declared facility that was inspected regularly by International Atomic Energy Agency inspectors (Dueck & Takeyh, 2007).


Khan (2010), however, argues that Iran’s covert nuclear program was initiated or possibly resumed aggressively in 1989 after the death of Khomeini under the leadership of president Rafsanjani who was successful in seeking assistance from a number of technology providers, namely Russia and China. The program, moreover, continued during Mohammed Khatami presidency who was committed to this program while at the same time conducting a dialogue of civilizations with the west. The program was also significantly accelerated between 2000 and 2002, before it was finally exposed and officially announced by Iran that it was running an undeclared nuclear facilities in Natanz in addition to a heavy-water production facility in Arak (Novacescu, 2015).


While Iranian officials confirmed the existence of the program in 2003, they insisted that it was a civilian program and rejected the suggestion that it was intended for military purposes. However, the size and magnitude of the facilities and the nature of the activities there were so massive that American and European intelligence as well as the International Atomic Energy Agency inspectors expressed their serious concerns about a potential military interest. In addition to this, Iranian officials insisted from the beginning that the facilities at Natanz and Arak did not constitute a breach of Iran’s legal obligations under Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) regulations commitments, but merely a failure to meet those obligations. The official position of IAEA accepted this argument, but Iran was forced to stall most of its processes at the two facilities in 2003 under international pressure as a result of the diplomatic crisis that emerged (Novacescu, 2015).


In 2003, the European Union initiated a diplomatic effort when foreign ministers from the EU, France and Germany visited Iran and initiated negotiations alongside the International Atomic Energy Agency to resolve the crisis. This group, known as EU3 included France, Germany and the United Kingdom, was supported by the US which offered to join the negotiations if Iran temporarily stalled its program until the negotiations were carried out. Iran received a certification of failure rather than violation from IAEA and also signed the IAEA Protocol. The negotiations during this phase witnessed progress with Iran declaring voluntary suspension on all uranium enrichment and reprocessing activities through a Temporary Agreement in November 2004 as an expression of good intentions (Kerr, 2011).
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