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Abstract: Since 2002 until now, the Iranian nuclear program remains one of the hottest
international problems despite the efforts of three US presidential administrations, which ruled
during this time to solve the Iranian issue. This article analyses and compares the policy toward
Iran of three US presidents George Bush, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump, discusses the
positive and negative consequences of their attempts to solve the Iranian nuclear issue, and outlines
the future prospects of US-lIran communication over the nuclear deal. President Trump's policy on
Iran was somewhat similar to that of President Bush, both presidents rejected the policy of any
concessions to Iran and focused on the policy of pressure. The US withdrawal from the JCPOA
influenced not only the relations between the US and Iran, but also the relations of European
countries, as since its release in 2018, Europe has tried to save the JCPOA and deter Iran from
resuming its nuclear program. In general, Trump's policies not only canceled the nuclear deal,
which was the result of long negotiations by the Obama administration, but also complicated
further negotiations with Iran. Despite the victory of Democrat Joe Biden, who is a follower of
Obama'’s policies, signing a new agreement with Iran may be even more difficult than it was in
2013-2015, because Iran's missile program has become even more developed, as well as distrust of
international treaties as well. The article analyzes the possible consequences of Trump's policies
and options for returning to dialogue and agreement. The next crucial stage in Iran-US relations is
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the upcoming elections in Iran in 2021, the results of which will affect the readiness of any
concessions to ease sanctions and establish a dialogue.

Key words: Iranian nuclear program, Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA),
Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), economic sanctions.

Anortauisi: 3 2002 poky ipancvka s0epHa npospama 3aiumaemvbcsi OOHIEN 3 HAUApAYIUUX
MIJICHAPOOHUX NpoOAeM, NONPU 3VCulis mpbox aominicmpayit npesudenma CILLIA pozeé’szamu
ipancobke numawHs. Y cmammi  aHAni3YEMbCA MA  NOPIBHIOEMbCS  NOAIMUKA  NPEe3UOeHMIs
IDicopooca bywa, Bapaxka Obamu ma /lonanvoa Tpamna wooo Ipany, 062080p0iomvcs nO3UMUEHI
ma He2amueHi HACAIOKU IXHIX Cnpob po3e’s3amu IpaHcvbke s0epHe NUMAHHA Ma BUCBIMIIOIOMbCS
mauodymui nepcnekmusu cninkyeannsi CLIA ma Ipany wooo sadepnoi yeoou. Tax sk nonimuxa
npesuoenma Tpamna wooo Ipany 6yna oewo cxodcor 3 noaimuxoio npeudenma /l. bywa, obuosa
npesudeHmu GIOKUHYIU NONIMUKY 0y0b-AKux nocmynok Ipany ma 3o0cepeounucs Ha noaimuyi
mucky. Buxio CIIIA 3 CBII/] enaunye ne minvku Ha sionocunu CILIIA ma Ipany, a maxooic Ha
83AEMOBIOHOCUHU €8PONEUCLKUX Kpain, addce 3 uacy euxody y 2018 poyi €epona namacanacs
epamysamu CBII[] ma cmpumamu Ipan 6i0 6iOHO6NEHHs CBO€EI s0epHOi npoepamu. Bzaeani
noaimuxa J{. Tpamna He minbKu nepekpeciuna s0epHy Y200y, AKa Cmana pe3yivmamom mpusaiux
nepezosopis aominicmpayii Obamu, a we U ycKlaoHuia nooansvuli nepezogopu 3 Iparnom. Ilonpu
nepemozy demoxkpama Jocozegha Batioena, sikuil € nocniooguuxom nonimuku b.Obamu, nionucanmus
HO060i yeoou 3 Ipanom moowce 6ymu we ckaiaoniwum. Higxe ye oyno y 2013 - 2015 pokax, adoce
pakemna npozpama Ipany possusanacb, a Heo08ipa 00 MIHCHAPOOHUX 002080pie 3pocmana. Y
cmammi npoaHani308aHi MONCAUGT HACTIOKU noaimuku aominicmpayii /]. Tpamna ma eapianmu
nosepuenns 0o oOianocy ma y2o0u. Hacmynnuili eupiwanvruil eman 6 IpaHO-AMePUKAHCLKUX
giOHOCUHax - ye mautoymui eudbopu 6 Ipamni y 2021p., pe3ynomamu AKuUX MOXCYMb GNJIUHYMU HA
eomosHicmy Tezepany umu Ha NOCMYNKU 3apaou NOCIAOLeHHs CAHKYI Ma HANA200HCEHHS 0idN02).

KurouoBi cioBa: ipanchka snuepHa mporpama, CrunbHuM BceocskHui tuian aid (CBII),
JloroBip mpo HepO3MOBCIOMKEHHS sepHoi 30poi (JIHA3), ekoHoMiuHi caHKIIi.

Annoramusi: C 2002 200a upauckas s0epHAs NPOSPAMMA OCMAemcsi OOHOU U3 CAMbIX
OCMPBIX MeNCOYHAPOOHLIX NpOoOTieM, HeCMOMps HA YCUIU mMpex AOMUHUCMPAYUll npe3udeHma
CIIIA, xomopvle npasunu 6 mo épems. B cmamve ananusupyemcs u cpasnusaemcs noaumuxa
npesudenmos J{ocopoixca bywa, Bapaxa Obamer u [onanvoa Tpamna omuocumenvno Hpana,
obcyocoalomes  NONONCUMeNbHble U OMpuyamenbHvle NOCIe0CmeUs Ux HNONLIMOK peuums
UPAHCKYIO [0epHYI0 NpoOieMy, a MAakKdce ouepuusaomcs Oyoywue nepcnekmusbl amepuxkaHo-
UPAHCKO20 83aUMOOelticmausl no s0epHoll coenke. Tak, kax noaumuka npe3udenma /. Tpamna no
Upany 6wina neckonvko cxodxceti ¢ noaumuxou npesuoenma /l. Bywa, oba npe3udenma omeepaiu
noaumuky 1oowvix yemynox Mpana u cocpeoomouunucy Ha noaumuke oasienus. Bvixoo CILIA u3
CBII/ nosnuan ne moavko na ommuowenus CLIA u Hpanma, a maxoce ma 63auMoOmMHOUIEHUS.
€8PONeUCKUx cmpat, 6edb ¢ momenma evixooa ¢ 2018 e., Eepona neimanace cnacmu CBII/] u
coepocamov Hpan om eoccmarnosienus ceoell si0epHotl npoepammul. Boodwe nonumuxa /l. Tpamna
He MONbKO NepeyepKHyla s0epHoe collaulenue, KOmopoe Cmano pe3yibmamom  00J2Ux
nepe2osopoe aomunucmpayuu b. Obamvl, Ho u ycroscnunra oanvHeliuue nepe2ogopsi ¢ Upanom.
Hecmomps na nobedy oemoxpama Jicosegpa baiidena, xomopwiii s61s1emcs nocieoosamenem
noaumuxu b. Obamvl, noonucanue Hogoz2o coziauienusi ¢ Upanom mooicem Ovimb ewje ClodicHee,
yem amo 6vi10 6 2013 - 2015 2o00ax, eeov paxemmuas npocpamma Hpana cmana ewe 0Oonee
pazeumotl, Kak U Hedogepue K MeNCOYHAPOOHbIM  002080pam —makdxce. B cmamve
NPOAHATUZUPOBAHBI  BO3MOJICHbIE NOCIEOCMBUs. noaumuku aomunucmpayuu Jf{. Tpamna u
gapuanmol 6038paweHuss Kk ouanocy u cozarauwenus. Cnedyowuil pewaowui 3man 8 Upao-
AMEPUKAHCKUX OMHOUEeHUsX - 3mo 0yoyuue evioopvl 8 Upane 6 2021e2., pe3ynomamuvl KOMOpbIX
KO2Yym HNOGIUAIOMb HA 20moeHocmb Tezepana uomu Ha YCMYNKu paou ociableHus CaHKyuil u
HANAXNCUBAHUS OUATIO2A.
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KuaroueBble ciioBa: upaHckas sipepHas nporpamma, COBMECTHBIN BCEOOBEMITIONIUN TUIaH
nevicteuii (CBILJI), JoroBop o HepacnpocTpaneHuu siaepHoro opyxus (JAHSO), skonHoMuueckne
CaHKIIHH.

Introduction

Since the beginning of 21st century, the Iranian nuclear program has been an international
security problem. Three US presidential administrations ruled during this period, and each of them
had a particular influence on the Iranian nuclear policy. Interestingly, during all this time the actual
leader of Iran, ayatollah Ali Khamenei did not change. However, three Iranian presidents
(Mohammed Khatami, Mahmud Ahmadinejad, and Hassan Rouhani), who actually were heads of
governments, ruled during the first two decades of the 21st century, and each of them also
influenced the Iranian nuclear policy and US-Iranian relations.

The objective of this article is to consider the evolution of the US policy toward the Iranian
nuclear problem since the beginning of 21st century until now.

Even before the new century began, in 1990-s, the international community had already
suspected that Iran was trying to obtain nuclear weapons. There were suspicions that Iran could get
sensitive nuclear and technologies from countries like Russia, Pakistan, and North Korea. In
addition, in 1990s Iran was considered as one of the US adversaries. As a result, in 1994 the Bill
Clinton’s presidential administration adopted the doctrine of dual containment of two main US
rivals on the Middle East — Irag and Iran [1].

However, at the beginning of the 21st century, the perception of Iran like a threat
significantly increased in the United States. In 2002, some of the Iranian opposition leaders
provided information about Iranian successes in developing the nuclear weapons program. As a
result, the George Bush administration included Iran together with Irag and North Korea to the so
called “axis of evil”. That meant Iran was considered as one of the three most dangerous US
adversaries.

The George Bush Administration

For the United States, the early 2000s were a complicated period of time. That was a time
of a shock after 11/9, starting the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and growing concerns about the
Iranian nuclear program. Perhaps, for those reasons the Bush administration considered Iran as a
bigger threat than it actually was.

In fact, in the early 2000s there was a unique opportunity to reach a good nuclear deal with
Iran. Until 2005, the moderate reformist politician Mohammed Khatami was an Iranian president.
This leader represented those Iranian political forces who were interested in good relations with
the West and free trade with other countries. President Khatami proclaimed in his speeches the
idea of the dialogue between civilizations meaning the Western and Islamic worlds [2].

Also in 2003, after Iran watched the crushing end of the Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq,
the Iranian leaders expressed their interest to improve relations with the United States, most likely
to avoid Iraq’s fate. For similar reasons, another leader of the Middle East country, Muammar
Qaddafi, voluntarily dismantled Libyan weapons of mass destruction (WMD) program. It is often
supposed that Qaddafi was afraid that the United States would also attack his country like they did
in Iraq if he did not reject the WMD activities, although the Libyans themselves tried to avoid this
impression. [3] It looks like the Iranian leaders had the similar concerns, and to avoid US attack,
Iran changed its nuclear policy tactic (although the strategic goals of this policy could remain the
same) [4].

In 2003, Iran signed the Nonproliferation Treaty Additional Protocol (NPT AP) which
allowed to the inspectors from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) free access to all
the facilities and sites of the country, which could be related to the nuclear activities. In addition,
Iran voluntarily suspended uranium enrichment and in such a way removed another concern about
its nuclear activities. Between 2003 and 2005, Iran kept its most sensitive nuclear activities frozen,
and during that time, Iran also tried to reach a nuclear deal with the United States. According to
the former US Secretary of State John Kerry, in 2003 Iran sent a message to the White House
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signalizing its readiness to limit the nuclear program and even recognize Israel and stop supporting
paramilitary groups in Syria, Lebanon and Iraq [5].

However, the United States did not use that situation to limit Iranian nuclear activities.
Similarly, to later demands of the Trump administration, President Bush expected that Iran would
completely eliminate its sensitive nuclear activities like uranium enrichment. Perhaps, at that time
the United States thought Iran was weak and it was possible to demand maximum concessions.
However, Iran insisted on its right to enrich uranium at least at a limited number of centrifuges. It
appears that for Iran, keeping an ability to enrich uranium was a matter of national prestige rather
than nuclear weapons issue. Actually, at that time Iran had only 164 primitive centrifuges, [5] and
on such a small number it would take many years to enrich enough uranium to produce one
nuclear bomb. It appears that the Bush administration missed the unique opportunity to fix the
Iranian enrichment possibilities at that limit which would allow Iran just to maintain research
activities and consider itself like a modern country with advanced technologies, but in fact would
not provide to Tehran any practical possibility to go nuclear. However, the Bush administration
did not want to tolerate even less than 200 Iranian enrichment centrifuges. A decade later, during
negotiations over the nuclear deal with Iran, the Obama administration had to accept keeping by
Iran of thousands centrifuges.

Bush administration’s tough policy toward Iran influenced the political situation in this
country. The positions of moderate politicians from so called reformist camp in Iran significantly
weakened, because their leader president Mohammed Khatami failed to establish good relations
with the western countries and improve Iranian economy. The growing skepticism toward US
policy in Iran led to increasing popularity of hardliner conservative politicians who supported
confrontation with the West and militarization of economy. The Iranian Supreme Leader ayatollah
Khamenei, who during more than 30 years of his ruling maneuvered between different camps of
Iranian politicians, decided to support hardliners in 2005. As a result, during presidential elections
in 2005, a conservative politician Mahmud Ahmadinejad won and became next Iranian president
[6].Since that time, Iran stopped trying to negotiate with the United States. Tough policy of Bush
administration found a tough response in Tehran. In 2006, Iran suspended fulfilling the NPT
Additional Protocol (Iran signed this Protocol in 2003, but never ratified. However, depending on
its relations with the West, Iran voluntarily fulfilled Additional Protocol (AP) during some periods
of time or suspended its participation in AP). Moreover, since 8 August 2005 Iran resumed
uranium enrichment at its facility in Isfahan, and in 2006 started producing new centrifuges [7]. As
a result, in few years Iran approached rather close to the nuclear threshold.

The Bush administration tried to stop Iran’s nuclear program by economic pressure. In
2006 - 2009, Washington persuaded some oil companies from Western Europe to stop selling
necessary equipment to Iran. However, the Bush administration failed to do the same with
companies from Eastern Europe (especially from Romania, Hungary, and Belarus) and the Far
East [8].

Also there were speculations about the possible military campaign against Iran, and
president Bush confirmed later in his memoirs that his administration studied the options to attack
Iran [9]. However, the officials in Washington finally understood that the third war at the same
time (alongside with military campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan) would cost too much human
lives and money. In addition, the hypothetical war with Iran would be much more difficult than the
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan because Iran had much stronger army. Also it would be difficult to
destroy the Iranian nuclear infrastructure because most of the nuclear facilities were hidden under
the ground in the mountains. The ground military operation in Iran would be also extremely
difficult due to complicated climate conditions, rugged relief and numerous mountains in this
country. Finally, during the potential war Iran could destabilize the entire Middle East region using
its influence on the Shia population in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Irag, United Arabic Emirates and
other countries [10].

Thus, the Bush administration avoided catastrophic mistake and did not start the war with
Iran. President Bush tried to concentrate on economic sanctions against Iran but not very
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successfully because many other countries did not support those sanctions. The United Nations
Security Council (UN SC) [11] and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) [12] adopted
several resolutions which condemned the Iranian nuclear activities and prohibited delivery of the
sensitive nuclear and missile technologies to Iran. Nevertheless, the strict international economic
sanctions had not been imposed on Iran in 2000s.

Thus, the Bush administration’s policy toward Iran was not very effective in general.
Nevertheless, starting war in Iraq had some positive nonproliferation effect because Libya and Iran
limited their nuclear programs because of fear to be attacked next. However, the final outcomes of
Bush policy toward Iran were not successful. Perhaps, the Bush administration expected from Iran
the same concessions like from Libya, which completely dismantled and revealed its entire WMD
program. However, President Bush seemed to underestimate the Iranian regime, which was
stronger and more resilient than the Libyan one. In 2003 — 2005, Iran was ready to make
concessions but it insisted on its right to keep at least limited enrichment capabilities. The Bush
administration did not accept that Iranian demand, and as a result, the second presidential term of
George Bush in 2005 — 2009 did not bring any success in the policy toward Iran. The peaceful
negotiations with Iran in P5+1 format (five permanent members of UN Security Council plus
Germany) did not bring any results during 2005 — 2013. Iran continued to increase its enrichment
capabilities, approach nuclear threshold, develop missile technologies, and Washington could do
nothing. The Bush administration could not stop the Iranian nuclear program by the military tools
because it was too risky, and it was not possible to influence Iran by economic sanctions too,
because even European countries continued to develop economic relations with Iran.

The Barack Obama Administration

The next president Barack Obama continued the Iran policy of his predecessor at the
beginning of his term. However, president Obama refused from any plans to start war against Iran
and concentrated on economic sanctions and attempts to negotiate with Iran. Initially Iran refused
from making concessions during negotiations like it did during the Bush presidency, so the Obama
administration had to focus on sanctions. Obama’s sanction policy was more successful than the
pressure policy of his predecessor, but the reason was in Iran’s tough position during negotiations.
Iran continued producing more and more enriched uranium, testing better missiles and refusing
from any international proposals to limit its nuclear activities and prove their peaceful aims. For
example, in 2006 Iran rejected a Russian proposal to enrich Iranian uranium on the Russian
territory and even threatened to leave NPT after its nuclear issue was reported to the UN Security
Council [13].

The international community finally understood that the Iranian nuclear and missile program
could be a real danger. As a result, in 2010 the UN Security council adopted resolution 1929,
which imposed international economic sanctions against Iran [14].

However, these economic sanctions were rather mild because China and Russia usually
supported Iran and maintained good relations with it even despite the international pressure. It was
a big success that China and Russia did not veto UN SC resolution 1929 and accepted at least
limited sanctions against Iran. Also the Obama administration managed to convince the Russian
president Dmitry Medvedev not to sell the rocket systems S-300 to Iran in 2010 [15]. In 2009,
Russia also stopped cooperation with Iran on space and missile technologies.

Nevertheless, the limited UN Security Council sanctions seemed not to influence Iran. The
negotiations between P5+1 and Iran always led to the deadlock or often did not take place at all. In
this situation, the Obama administration tried to impose stricter economic sanctions on Iran. Many
countries did not support those sanctions, but Obama administration managed to persuade
European countries to join the Iranian oil embargo and other strict sanctions which seriously
damaged the Iranian economy starting from 2012 [16].

There were skeptical assessments of the sanctions effect on the Iranian economy. However,
the Obama administration demonstrated strategic patience, and after several years of economic
pressure on Iran, the sanction policy finally brought positive results. The success of this policy was
also possible because of the peculiarities of the Iranian strategic culture. The Iranian people were
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ready to protect their independence if necessary, but obviously they were not ready to “eat grass
and leaves” to produce nuclear weapons like Pakistan was ready to do according to the 1965
statement of its Prime Minister Zulficar Ali Bhutto [17]. In addition, Iran was not ready to survive
under conditions of total isolation like North Korea did. Actually, it is not evident that Iran really
wanted to go nuclear like Pakistan or North Korea did. The US National Intelligence Communities
published in 2007 the report, which stated that Iran stopped working on nuclear bomb’s design in
2003 and since then did not try producing nuclear weapon [18]. Iran focused its nuclear activities
on accumulating enriched uranium and plutonium, which could be used for producing the nuclear
bomb. However, it is not clear whether Iran really wanted to go nuclear after 2003 or it just
developed enrichment technologies to increase its national prestige and distract public attention
from economic problems. Perhaps, the hardliner president Mahmud Ahmadinejad with his
supporters and probably some radical elements in the paramilitary organization Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corp (IRGC) really wanted to obtain nuclear weapons and for that reason
chose a confrontation approach toward relations with the West. However, it seems that in a
complicated Iranian political structure many influential figures opposed the attempts to obtain
nuclear weapons. It appears that after the hardliner president Mahmud Ahmadinejad left the office
in 2013, the final goal of the Iranian nuclear program was just increasing national prestige and
using its achievements as a bargaining tool in negotiations with the West.

In 2013, the second presidential term of Mahmud Ahmadinejad ended, and he had to leave
the office. It was expected that another, more loyal to the Supreme Leader person from the
hardliners camp, would become the new president in 2013 [19].However, the elections were
surprisingly won by the moderate politician Hassan Roukhani. Nevertheless, his victory appears to
be reasonable and most likely, it became possible due to the Obama administration’s policy of
pressure on Iran. The regime had already experienced massive unrest after the previous
presidential elections in 2009, when Mahmud Ahmadinjad officially won, but many people
protested against this election result because they were unsatisfied with ineffective economic
policy and growing isolation of Iran. Thus, would another hardliner win the election in 2013, the
social unrest could be even more catastrophic than four years before. Therefore, for the Supreme
Leader and his supporters, it was better simply to organize fair elections in order not to provoke
another unrest and instability. The new president Hassan Roukhani was also rather loyal to the
Supreme Leader and did not want to change radically the Iranian political system. However, in
contrary to hardliner most loyal supporters of ayatollah Khamenei, he and other representatives
from moderate reformist camp wanted to improve relations with the West, remove economic
sanctions and develop free market economy in Iran. In 2013, the Supreme Leader had to recognize
that such policy would be more rational than continuing confrontation because the Iranian
economy was in a very bad position after US and European embargo of the Iranian oil. In addition,
Iran had to spend many costs to support his ally president Bashar Assad in Syria and urgently
needed currency for projecting its influence abroad. Thus, ayatollah Khamenei allowed president
Roukhani and his team to start negotiations with the West.

These negotiations were not easy but successful. In November 2013, Iran and P5+1 countries
signed an interim nuclear deal, and in July 2015 they signed the Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA).It was one of the biggest achievements of President Barak Obama.

Nevertheless, achieving a nuclear deal with Iran had some positive consequences. First of
all, for the first time since the Islamic Revolution in 1979 and capture of American diplomats in
Tehran, Iran and the United States achieved positive results after negotiations. Although both
countries still did not reestablish diplomatic relations, presidents Roukhani and Obama had a
phone conversation [20], and even that was a historic achievement. Furthermore, before signing
the JCPOA, the Iranian nuclear program issue had remained unresolved during decades and it was
hard to believe that that issue would be ever settled because often it was difficult even to arrange a
meeting with the Iranian negotiators, not to say about achieving any progress during negotiations.
However, due to the efforts of Obama administration, the historic deal with Iran was done.
Moreover, Iran strictly followed all the provisions of the deal [21], which significantly reduced the
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Iranian nuclear program. The IAEA inspectors received free access to all the nuclear facilities in
Iran and thus, at any time they could watch Iranian nuclear activities. After the numerous
inspections, the IAEA always confirmed in its reports that Iran fulfilled JCPOA and did not
attempt to produce nuclear weapons [22].

The Donald Trump Administration

The Trump administration’s approach toward Iran is a bit similar to the Bush
administration’s policy. Both administrations demanded complete dismantlement of the Iranian
enrichment capabilities and both of them considered military option to solve the Iranian nuclear
issue. President Trump undertook even more radical measures toward Iran than President Bush
did: in January 2020 Donald Trump ordered to kill the influential Iranian general Khasem
Soleimani. Nevertheless, like president Bush or any other US president, Donald Trump decided
not to start the war with Iran even after Iran hit the US military base in Iraq [23].1t appears that
incident showed the general weakness of Trump’s policy toward Iran.

Nevertheless, Trump’s approach toward Iran also brought some results. Refusing the
military option, the Trump’s administration focused on the economic sanctions against Iran.
Unlike president Obama, Donald Trump was not able to persuade joining US sanctions even the
European allies, but even the unilateral US sanctions significantly curtailed the Iranian economy
[24].Perhaps, that was a real goal of the Trump’s administration — to reduce the Iranian financial
possibilities and hinder Tehran to support pro-Iranian groups in Irag, Syria and Yemen.

After the United States withdrew from JCPOA in May 2018 and started to impose sanctions
on Iran, Tehran waited for a year remaining in the JCPOA. Only in May 2019, Tehran decided to
withdraw gradually from JCPOA too. On 6 January 2020 after Kkilling General Soleimani, Iran
declared its independence from JCPOA. However, this unlikely means that Iran decided to obtain
nuclear weapons. Iran gradually breaks the limitations of JCPOA, but does not undertake any
provocative steps. For example, JCPOA allows Iran to enrich uranium until 3,67% level, and Iran
enriches uranium until 4,5% [26] only which is also rather low level. Assessing some statements of
the Iranian officials, it could be expected that after killing General Soleimani Iran would start
enriching uranium to 20%, and from this level, it is technically easier to enrich it until weapons-
grade mark of 90% [26]. However, Iran did not take such provocative steps. It seems like Iran
shows that it is still ready to go back to JCPOA if US policy changes. It appears that Iran simply
decided to wait until the US presidential elections in November 2020 and then reconsider its
nuclear policy taking into account their results.

Assessing the consequences of Trump’s policy toward Iran, it should be recognized that
despite many weaknesses and mistakes it has a rational logic. JCPOA appears to be a good
achievement because it limited the Iranian nuclear program, but that deal was not ideal because
Iran remained US adversary, which could get even stronger due to the lifting sanctions.
Furthermore, reaching the JCPOA demonstrated that the economic sanctions against Iran worked.
Thus, Trump administration decided to check whether economic sanctions would work to get a
better deal with Iran.

On the one hand, such a policy of pressure on Iran had negative results because it led to the
victory of the hardliner politicians on the parliamentary elections in Iran in February 2020.
Similarly, like in 2005, the moderate policymakers who tried to improve relations with the West in
2013 — 2017, caused the public disappointment. In 2005, the reformist president Mohammed
Khatami was replaced by conservative Mahmud Ahmadinejad because the Iranian people were
disappointed by Khatami’s unsuccessful efforts to improve economic situation trying to establish
better negotiations with the West [27]. In 2020, the situation was similar: the efforts of reformist
president Hassan Roukhani and its government to improve relations with the West did not improve
economic situation because the period of lifting sanctions from Iran was too short, and then
replaced again by the hard US economic sanctions. Thus, the Iranians experienced twice in their
recent history the similar situation: Iranian attempts to negotiate with the United States always
ended by the negative response from Washington and renewing pressure even despite the Iranian
concessions. This negative experience in both cases led to increasing popularity of the hardliner

29



Actual problems of international relations. Release 144. 2020

politicians who advocate confrontation with the West and relying on the Iranian military
capabilities. Thus, following the hardliners victory at the parliamentarian election in Iran in 2020,
it could be expected that another conservative politician would win presidential election in June
2021 [28]. In this case, the further development of the Iranian nuclear program and growing US-
Iran confrontation could be expected which would mean the negative results for Washington.

On the other hand, the Trump’s policy of pressure led to weakening the regime in Tehran.
In 2017 — 2018 and especially in 2019 — 2020, Iran experienced mass protests against the ruling
elite. The US sanctions caused increasing gasoline prices in Iran, and mass protests against this
increasing in November 2019proved that the Iranian people were highly unsatisfied with the
ayatollahs regime. The usual rotation of the reformists and hardliners in the government and
parliament would unlikely satisfy people who called during these protests to remove the Supreme
Leader and change the political system completely [29]. In December 2019, the government
managed to brutally suppress the mass unrest, but few weeks later, the Iranian people protested
again demanding ayatollah Khamenei’s resignation after Iran admitted shooting down the
Ukrainian plane on January 8, 2020 [30].During next presidential elections another wave of
protests seems to be possible.

Trump’s adventure with killing General Soleimani led to a temporary increasing popularity
of the ruling regime [31]. However, Trump’s administration avoided other adventures in Iran, and
now the regime’s popularity seems to decrease again because the people face again the economic
problems in their everyday life, not the aggression of the United States.

President Trump declared in September 2020 he believed that after the US presidential
election and his supposed win reaching a “fair” nuclear deal with Iran would be possible [32].

However, it seems that reaching a nuclear deal with Iran would be difficult for any US
president after the presidential elections because the current situation looks far more complicated
for the negotiations than it was in 2013 — 2015. First of all, the United States and its allies
experienced the massive missile strikes from Iran and its proxies, like attacks on the US base in
Irag in January 2020 or the Saudi oil facility in September 2019 [33]. Therefore, it appears that the
next US president would unlikely lift economic sanctions from Iran unless it receives the clear
guarantees from Iran that such attacks would not take place anymore. Including such guarantees
into the new deal with Iran could be a far more complicated issue than the simple reviving the
nuclear part of the deal.

Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic may also hurt the prospects of reaching a new deal with
Iran after the US presidential elections. Due to the pandemic, the Iranian economy would remain
in bad conditions during the nearest time, and lifting economic sanctions would not radically
improve the economic situation in Iran. Therefore, even despite the threats of new social unrest the
Iranian leaders would unlikely agree to make huge concessions on the nuclear, missile and
regional security issues if they receive just sanction relief, like it was in 2013 — 2015.

Conclusions

Comparing the policy of three US presidents (George Bush, Barack Obama, and Donald
Trump) toward Iran, the following conclusion could be made: all three presidents used the policy
of pressure on Iran, and all of them preferred economic sanctions rather than military options.
Barack Obama was most successful in this sanction policy, because he was the only US president
who managed to achieve the deal with Iran. However, this deal was strongly criticized by Obama’s
successor president Trump and his team.

Trump’s policy toward Iran was a bit similar to the policy of President George Bush. Both
of them rejected concessions to Iran and focused on the policy of pressure. Both of them
considered the military option to solve the Iranian nuclear issue and both finally decided not to
start the war although president Trump undertook a military adventure with killing Iranian general
Soleimani.

However, the consequences of the Trump’s policy toward Iran were likely more far-
reaching and destructive than the results of the Bush policy. Despite the mistakes of the Bush
administration, his successor president Obama managed to organize a consolidated and effective
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international economic pressure on Iran and later reach a nuclear deal with Iran. That deal was not
ideal, but at least it brought some stability into the region.

By the end of the first presidential term of Donald Trump, that stability had been destroyed,
the NATO unity had been significantly damaged, and the United Stated had to deal with Iran
alone, even without support of the closest allies. Iran used the weaknesses of Trump’s strategy to
undertake unprecedented provocative steps in the Middle East region and further advance its space
and missile technologies. In response, the Trump administration managed to significantly damage
the Iranian economy and increase the risks of social unrests in Iran. However, the pandemic
recession could decrease the effectiveness of the US economic pressure on lIran because the
Iranian economy like in any other country of the world would suffer even without sanctions, and
Iranian people seem to understand that. Thus, achieving a new deal with Iran could be even more
complicated after 2020 US presidential elections than it was prior signing the JCPOA in 2013 —
2015.

Under these difficult conditions, the following recommendation could be suggested. A
partial and gradual returning to JCPOA appears to be the best option. For example, until reaching a
compromise on regional security or missile issues, Iran, the United States and other P5+1 countries
could at least agree that Iran would continue fulfilling NPT Additional Protocol and provide free
access for the IAEA inspectors to all its nuclear sites. Also both sides could agree that Iran would
not further increase the quantities of its enriched uranium. In return, the United States could oblige
not to impose new sanctions on Iran and provide access for Iran at least to part of its frozen assets
in the foreign banks. Lifting other economic sanctions and returning to other provisions of the
JCPOA (like reducing enriched uranium stockpiles to 300 kg and fixing uranium enrichment level
to 3,67% etc.) could be postponed to later times, depending on Iran — P5+1 negotiations on the
Middle East regional security issues and Iranian missile program. The mutual obligations of the
United States and Iran not to attack each other forces could be a good start for the negotiations on
the non-nuclear issues.
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