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TIP Conference Call with Mark Dubowitz 

 

David Harris: Thanks, Austin. Welcome to this conference call from The Israel Project 

just twelve days before the deadline for an agreement on Iran's nuclear program. I'm 

delighted our guest today is Mark Dubowitz, the executive director of the Foundation 

for the Defense of Democracies. He's had a finger on the Iranian nuclear pulse for 

several years and if anyone has a handle on where we are today, it is he. So first your 

opening comments, Mark, and then we'll take some of the submitted questions and 

questions that will come up during the course of this call.  

  

Mark Dubowitz: OK, well thank you very much David and Melissa and The Israel 

Project for hosting me, and thank you for being on this call. It is, it's clear that with 

twelve days to go, according to public reports, there's still some significant gaps 

between the P5+1 and Iran. But [inaudible], November may bring in fact a lot more 

American concessions. It's worth reminding ourselves that during the negotiations of 

the Joint Plan of Action, the White House accommodated Iranian Supreme Leader Ali 

Khamenei's red lines, red lines that were clearly articulated by the Supreme Leader. 

They recognized a "right to uranium enrichment." They essentially took long-range 

ballistic missiles off the table. They acknowledged Iran's right to pursue advanced 

centrifuge research and development. They accommodated the Iranian rejection of very 

intrusive inspections, the go anywhere, go anytime inspections which essentially the 

JPOA now talked about an acknowledgment of just the additional protocol rather than 

any additional protocol plus, requiring much more intrusive inspections. No one is 

talking now about dismantling the heavy-water reactor at Arak. They're talking about 

technical modifications to that bomb-making plutonium facility, and they've punted on 

any concession of past weaponization research, the PMD issues. We're now talking 

about deferring those till after a deal.  

  

So understandably since the JPOA was concluded, Iran has really treated the initial 

concessions as permanent, so effectively making any further diplomatic progress very 

much contingent on greater Western flexibility. And that is what are negotiating, or at 

least our negotiators in Vienna and Oman are negotiating today. It's on enrichment 

capacity. It's on the number and quality of centrifuges, and it's a negotiation where the 

Iranians continue to retain the upper hand.  The Supreme Leader has responded to 

U.S. proposals with one word, or actually three words: No, no, and no. And so, our 

negotiators continue to try to bend over backwards to accommodate Iranian red lines. 

And we'll see if there is a deal on November 24th or an extension of the Joint Plan of 

Action with a few more bells and whistles, or perhaps, potentially a partial deal, where 

on some elements of Iran's nuclear program where there is some agreement, they 

package it up and sell that as a partial deal with an extension to Congress.  

  

Now on the sanctions side, we haven't gotten a lot of details about what a sanctions 

package could look like. It's already been made clear by the Administration that it would 
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be a phased sanctions relief package. Wendy Sherman was on Voice of America, where 

she committed to the Iranians that there would be significant sanctions that would 

come immediately, significant sanctions relief that would come immediately. Obviously 

to try and incentivize the Iranians to try and reach a deal, and we've also heard from 

public reporting that the Administration has no intention of involving Congress in any 

structure of phased sanctions relief.  

  

I think that this is a mistake. I mean, Congress can justifiably claim much credit for its 

role in designing many of the toughest sanctions that forced Iran to the negotiating 

table. And then it's actually to the advantage of the Administration that Congress play a 

role in helping to design and oversee a post-agreement sanctions architecture that 

preserves key sanctions leverage to enforce an agreement while providing a sanctions 

relief pathway for Iran to secure the deal.  

  

It's clear that Iran has a decades-long track record of nuclear deception. It's got a track 

record of a range of illicit activity. Those activities include, not only an illegal nuclear 

program but a ballistic missile program. Iran is the world's leading state-sponsor of 

terrorism. It's one of the worst abusers of human rights, and sanctions are going to 

remain a critical instrument of deterrence and punishment for Iranian non-compliance. 

They're going to be a vital enforcement mechanism to support a monitoring, 

verification, and inspection regime, and of course a very important diplomatic tool to 

curb Iran's support for terrorism and its abuse of human rights.  

  

If a final agreement is reached, and it's an agreement that ultimately addresses some 

of the core concerns that Congress has, then Congress should play a role in 

consultation with the Administration in designing a package of sanctions relief, but 

more importantly in defending the core sanctions house they built, and that should be 

based on certain principles. It should preserve core elements of the financial and entity 

sanctions architecture until Iran has ended all forms of illicit activity, since rebuilding 

that architecture and regaining international buy-in would be extremely challenging. It 

also has to recognize that there is an inherent asymmetry between the reciprocal 

concessions that Iran provides with respect to nuclear physics and the sanctions relief 

concessions that the Administration will provide as part of the deal. It will be very 

difficult to re-impose sanctions in a timely manner in the event of Iranian non-

compliance. It's much easier for Iran to restart or construct key elements of its nuclear 

and ballistic missile infrastructure. I think that the President is mistaken in believing that 

he can turn sanctions on and off like a dial, and certainly I think he cannot do so with 

the same ease that the Iranians can turn nuclear physics on and off like a dial.  

  

The United States needs to have sufficient economic leverage through specific sanctions 

after an agreement, as I said, to deter and punish Iranian non-compliance. This is 

important leverage, because otherwise any verification and inspection regime will not 

have a critical enforcement mechanism. I think it is a delusion to believe that if the 
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Iranians cheat -- and they will cheat, they'll cheat incrementally, not egregiously -- but 

with each example of non-compliance, the United States will be faced with a dilemma - 

how to respond to Iranian non-compliance? There are three options. Option one is to 

[inaudible] the Iranians. It'll be ineffective. The Iranians will continue to cheat. Option 

two is to threaten to bomb the Iranians every time they fall out of compliance. This is 

not a realistic option, [inaudible] the Iranians breakout to a bomb, this Administration 

will not use military force, and for every threat to use military force will just undermine 

its credibility if there's no follow through. The only realistic enforcement mechanism for 

any deal is economic leverage, and it is critical that Congress defend the sanctions 

leverage that it built and provide that leverage to an Administration that is going to 

need to be able to drop the economic hammer on Iran every time the Iranians fall out 

of compliance. The worse the deal is, the more important it will be to have significant 

economic leverage. And I'll just wrap up with the final remark. I think it is a delusion to 

believe that we can snap back sanctions. This is the current construct that you hear 

from Administration officials, that they can snap back sanctions. They can reimpose 

sanctions in the event of Iranian non-compliance.  

  

It has taken the international community, with U.S. leadership, years to establish the 

sanctions architecture that in 2012-2013 took Iran into a severe economic crisis. It will 

take years to re-constitute these sanctions, even if that is possible. Once companies are 

back in Iran, once the oil is flowing, it will take a crowbar to get those companies back 

out of Iran. And I think again, it is a delusion to believe that we can snap back 

sanctions, that we can calibrate sanctions relief in some kind of very fine way with the, 

with Iranian compliance on its nuclear obligation. And finally, the sanctions that we 

have in place are not just nuclear sanctions; many of them are hybrid sanctions. They 

were put in place because of the range of Iran's illicit financial activities, its activities 

relating to arms and ballistic missiles, and it will be essential for the propriety of these 

sanctions, in order to establish an important precedent for other sanctions programs 

that we don't precipitously unwind the Iran sanctions regime, because we've got a 

nuclear deal. We've seen that movie before, it was called 'North Korea.' It ended badly, 

and hopefully we've learned some lessons from that. From that I'll stop and take your 

questions.  

  

David Harris: Thank you, Mark, that was an incredibly in-depth overview in ten 

minutes, you managed to get in an incredible amount. Thanks for that. Ladies and 

gentlemen, if you want to submit a question, you can do so via the email address: 

press@theisraelproject.org, press@theisraelproject.org. First question, and it's almost 

impossible to answer this, but still, what don't we know, what do we not know?  

  

Mark Dubowitz: Well, with respect to the nuclear physics of the program, there are a 

few things we don't know. Most importantly, we don't know if Iran is continuing to work 

on weaponization activities. Iran has refused to come clean on the possible military 

dimensions of the program. There have been damning IAEA reports that Iran has 
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conducted these activities and that these activities may still be continuing, and so we 

still don't know whether Iran has stopped these activities. We don't know where these 

activities took place. We've had no access to the men and documents that are involved 

in these activities, and so we are, as I said, I think we're making a big mistake in 

punting on one of the most critical elements of Iran's nuclear program, the possible 

military dimensions of that program, and deferring that to after a deal on the 

assumption that we can calibrate sanctions relief with Iranian disclosure on PMDs.  

  

The other thing we don't know is we don’t know if the Iranians actually have thousands 

of advanced centrifuges, IR-2s or even more advanced models. We don't know if they 

have them, we don't know how many they have, we don't know where they are, we 

don't know where Iran is manufacturing centrifuges, and it's important to remember 

that advanced centrifuges are critical to an Iranian industrial-sized nuclear program. 

And they're critical to a clandestine breakout, and the reason for that is that the more 

advanced the centrifuge, the more efficient that centrifuge is. The more efficient it is, 

the smaller number of centrifuges you need to achieve the same result. And the smaller 

number you need, the smaller your enrichment footprint can be. And therefore it is 

much easier to hide an enrichment facility hiding 800 or 1,000 advanced centrifuges 

than it was to hide Natanz, which is running about 13,000 of these IR-1 centrifuges. So 

it's critical that we know where these advanced centrifuges are; whether the Iranians 

are producing more; how many they've got in their inventory; what their illicit 

procurement channels look like, because without that the Iranians are going to be well 

positioned under any deal to move to an industrial-sized program with clandestine 

breakout.  

  

David Harris: Thank you. You've spoken about the West's declining leverage as the 

sanctions regime erodes. What options are being considered by skeptics who want to 

restore this leverage either legally or legislatively?  

  

Mark Dubowitz: Right, David, let's first understand why this leverage has been 

declining. So in 2012-2013, the Iranians were hit with escalating sanctions that hit their 

central bank, their access to the Swiss entertainment banking system, their oil exports, 

and a range of other financial and business activities. The Iranian economy in 2012, 

early 2013 was on its back. It was in a severe recession. It has lost 6.5% in GDP, 

inflation officially was at 40%, unofficially it was 70% to 80%. The rial, the Iranian 

currency, had cratered. Unemployment was skyrocketing, and the Iranian regime 

feared that it was on the verge of economic collapse, which, combined with the 2009 

Green uprising, could have resulted in a significant challenge to the survival of the 

regime. As a result of those severe sanctions, the Iranians decided to come to the 

negotiating table and at the same time, the Administration decided to deescalate the 

sanctions pressure. It blocked congressional sanctions in waiting, it provided direct 

sanctions relief as part of the Geneva process, and it refused to impose any new 

sanctions - new economic sanctions - on Iran over the, over the Geneva process which 
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began in November. As a result of those decisions, the Iranian economy is now on a 

modest recovery path. It is projected to gain 2% in GDP this year, inflation has been 

cut to 14%, the rial has stayed alive. Iran is in a much better economic position today 

than it was a year and a half ago. As a result, we have lost economic leverage, and the 

Iranians no longer fear that, they no longer fear for their regime's survival. The 

economy that was on its back is now on its knees and getting slowly up to its feet. And 

so, we've lost the leverage and we’ve seen the results of our loss of leverage in our 

nuclear negotiating position, which has been significantly degraded over the past year 

and a half, as I already explained in the beginning of my remarks.  

 

So what can we do to restore that economic leverage? Well, what we can do is go back 

to the construct that was Menendez-Kirk, which was sanctions-in-waiting - a very clear 

conditional sanctions that will be imposed on Iran if Iran does not reach a nuclear 

compromise by a specified deadline, and if that compromise, if that deal, doesn't reach 

specific parameters that have been legislated, at least are in a bill, which currently has 

60 cosponsors including Democrats and Republicans. And so if there is a good deal and 

it's reached by a certain deadline, there would be no sanctions imposed. If, on the 

other hand, it doesn't reach those parameters and the Iranians continue to play for 

time, new sanctions would come into place that hit Iran's remaining oil exports, that 

further restricts its access to its foreign exchange reserves, and a number of other 

things that's hitting key sectors of the economy. The Iranians have to understand they 

cannot play for time, I mean they cannot salami-slice us in these negotiations, and the 

only way to do that is to restore the economic leverage that the administration has lost 

over the past year and a half. 

 

David Harris: We held a news conference yesterday with Olli Heinonen, formerly of 

the International Atomic Energy Agency, who discussed a sequencing scenario whereby 

Iran would have to meet certain milestones. Now, several journalists have asked about 

the flip-side of that coin. What's the sequence for lifting U.S. pressure? What specific 

laws and sanctions are likely to get lifted, and in what order? 

 

Mark Dubowitz: Well under U.S. law, the termination criteria for sanctions is 

contained in two pieces of legislation: CISADA, which was a Comprehensive Iran 

Sanctions Accountability and Divestment Act of 2010, and the Iran Threat Reduction 

and Syria Human Rights Act of 2012, otherwise known as ITRA -- two pieces of 

legislation that were signed by the president, by this president, and were passed with 

overwhelming bipartisan support in Congress. And the termination criteria is very clear: 

The president's got to certify to congress that the government of Iran has ceased the, 

well actually dismantled, verifiably dismantled, its nuclear, biological, and chemical 

weapons, as well as ballistic missiles and ballistic missile launch technology programs. It 

also, the president also has to certify that Iran has ceased providing support for acts of 

international terrorism and no longer supports the requirements for designation as a 

state sponsor of terrorism. There are also additional termination criteria in other 
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sanctions laws, on [inaudible] oil and natural gas investments and the provisions of 

refined petroleum to Tehran, and they're very similar. Now, it's very unlikely that any 

deal currently under consideration is going to meet those termination criteria, which the 

president, again, himself, has signed into law in 2010 and then strengthened in 2012. 

So it seems improbable that any final agreement is gonna resolve all the money 

laundering, all of the illicit finance concerns regarding the central bank of Iran as well 

as other proliferation-related activities that Iranian banks have been involved in, not to 

mention Iran's support for terrorism. So it's clear that in order to terminate the 

sanctions, this president or another president is going to have to work closely with 

Congress in order to amend the termination criteria and work very carefully, slowly, and 

methodically to unwind the sanctions regime. Now that's a good thing, those provisions, 

those top provisions were put in place for a reason. They were put in place because it 

would be very unwise to precipitously unwind the sanctions regime and lose the 

economic leverage we need to deter Iranian misbehavior, both on the nuclear file as 

well as with respect to a range of other illicit activities. So that's the termination criteria 

and that's going to require deep involvement from Congress. What the president has 

done, recognizing that the termination criteria he signed into law are too stringent given 

the nature of the nuclear deal under negotiation, he has now said that he is going to do 

an end-run around Congress by suspending sanctions under, legislative sanctions, using 

his national security interest waiver which allows him to come to Congress every 120 or 

180 days depending on the law and certify that he's going to continue to suspend and 

waive these sanctions. And he can do so unilaterally, so he has a significant amount of 

power to do so on a temporary basis. He also has executive orders which allow him to 

de-designate Iranian banks and other entities, including entities that are connected to 

the Revolutionary Guards. And so he has a fair amount of executive power.  

 

What can Congress do in response? Well what Congress can do in response is provide a 

sanctions defense architecture that constrains the president's ability to do this, 

particularly over a, over the medium term. He may be able to do this in the short term, 

but over the medium term Congress can actually put in place a sanctions defense 

architecture to ensure that the President does not precipitously unwind these sanctions, 

further undercutting U.S. economic leverage and allowing the Iranians to engage in 

significant cheating without any consequences.  

 

The second thing Congress can do is put the deal to a vote. And this is something that 

Senator Corker, Graham, Rubio, and others have proposed in a bill that is currently in 

discussion, where there would be a joint resolution of disapproval on the deal that 

would go to both the Senate and the House, and it would be voted upon, and it may 

not have binding authority, though it may have some triggers and legal consequences, 

but it would have political consequences if that bill went down in defeat in challenging 

the very political legitimacy of the deal and laying the predicate for further 

congressional action. 
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David Harris: You, with that answered quite a few of the questions we've had 

submitted, so I'll skip on to some of the international aspects of this. Can you speak a 

little bit about the deal announced in the last couple of days between Russia and Iran 

that would see Moscow build at least two reactors in Iran? 

 

Mark Dubowitz: Well, I mean I think the deal is deeply worrying, in that here is a 

deal being announced with Iran to build more nuclear reactors when Iran is in flagrant 

violation of multiple UN Security Council resolutions, is violating the Non-Proliferation 

Treaty, and is a nuclear pariah. You know, the fact that the Russians now are going to 

be moving ahead with a deal where they're going to be building more reactors for this 

Iranian regime is deeply concerning. I don't know the details of the deal, I mean, it's 

important I think for us to understand whether the deal will involve the Iranians 

enriching the uranium, shipping it out, and then the Russians turning it into fuel rods, 

or whether the Russians will control the entire fuel cycle. If they control the entire fuel 

cycle, it actually undercuts the Iranian argument for why they need uranium enrichment 

in the first place, and so in a sense, the deal may be helpful symbolically. If that's the 

case, that the Russians will have full control over the fuel cycle, in really undercutting 

the Iranian argument that there's any economic need for uranium enrichment given 

that the Russians will take care of the entire process. So we'll have to see what the deal 

looks like, but again, I think it's deeply troubling that more nuclear reactors are going to 

be built in a country that is not adhering to its international legal obligations.  

 

David Harris: Just a couple of more questions with your permission. Can anything be 

done long-term to reign in Russia and China, their blocking of Western moves, and their 

cooperation with Iran? 

 

Mark Dubowitz: You know, I know the Administration's very sensitive to keeping you 

know, a strong international coalition, and I think there's some good reason for that. 

But one has to remember that over the past number of years, you know, there was no 

substitute for U.S. leadership on the Iran issue, there was no substitute for U.S. 

leadership in building the international sanctions architecture, and the Russians and 

Chinese didn't like it; others didn't like it. But the United States, with the power of its 

secondary sanctions, the power of the U.S. dollar as a reserve currency, you know, 

representing 70-80% of international commercial transactions, we wield significant 

economic power, and I think we saw the results of that. And Congress really pushed the 

Administration I think to take a real leadership position in building this international 

sanctions architecture against and over Russian, Chinese, and in some cases European 

objections. So I think, again, moving forward, it's important that we continue to exert 

leadership on this issue, and that we do not become too beholden to this argument that 

we have to be bending over backwards to accommodate Ali Khamenei's red lines in 

order to show the Russians and the Chinese that we are the reasonable partner in this. 

I think we can make too much of that, I think it can certainly constrain our nuclear 

negotiating position, and I think it can actually lead to a really bad deal where we're 
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offering all of these technical proposals and compromises so that we appear 

reasonable. And Ali Khamenei may actually say yes one day and we're left with an awful 

deal. So I think U.S. leadership, sending a message to the Russians and Chinese that 

we consider this a significant priority and that we will use our economic power and our 

secondary sanctions power to enforce a global sanctions regime, I think would be a 

good beginning.  

 

David Harris: To what extent are plummeting oil prices likely to affect the Iran issue? 

 

Mark Dubowitz: Well I think people are making too much of this in the short term. I 

mean it's worth remembering that most of Iran's oil revenues are currently being 

collected in escrow accounts in five countries - China, India, Japan, South Korea, and 

Turkey - and those are the main buyers of Iranian oil. When Iran sells its oil, those 

countries pay for that oil and they put the money into these escrow accounts in 

financial institutions in that country. Now Iran only has limited access to that money or 

bilateral trade with those countries or for humanitarian trade with anybody in the world. 

So the reality is those oil revenues, about a $100-120 billion worth of oil revenues, are 

in these accounts that are only semi-accessible. So right now, on a short-term basis, it 

doesn't really matter if Iran is collecting oil revenues at $100 a barrel or $80 a barrel; 

the reality is that they’ve got limited access to that money. It matters in the medium 

term. It certainly matters if there is a deal and Iran is allowed back into oil markets, it'll 

obviously be selling its oil at a lower price. The money that's collecting in those escrow 

accounts in the past month or two and going forward will be collecting at a lower price 

per barrel, and so Iran would be losing some revenues. But obviously, Iran in the 

context of a nuclear deal, is gonna get a huge oil revenue windfall when all of those oil 

revenues go back to Iran, $120 billion worth of oil revenues flow back into Iran for, for 

use in the Iranian economy and certainly to fund Iran's global illicit activities. So we 

make too much of the falling oil prices with respect to Iran in the short term. Certainly 

in the medium term and the long term if those oil prices stay low, you know, oil 

revenue is the lifeline of the Iranian economy, and unless they successfully diversify 

away from oil, it's going to put them in a tougher economic position with respect to 

their desired recovery. 

 

David Harris: And just before we wrap, to say to those of you who dialed in, if you 

need any information, of course you know where we are. Our thanks to you for calling 

in, thank you for listening, and to Mark Dubowitz, executive director at the Foundation 

for the Defense of Democracies. Thank you so much for all of your insights, and I 

imagine that you're going to be a very busy gentleman over the next couple of weeks. 

 

Mark Dubowitz: Thanks for having me, David. 


