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TIP Call with Dr. Gary Samore 

Omri Ceren: Thank you for joining us this afternoon everybody. I know that the 

conference was a little bit on short notice, but we wanted to make sure, that given that 

the first day of talks in Geneva are wrapping up, that people have the facts and the 

context that they need in order to assess what progress is being made and what 

progress isn’t being made above and beyond any statements that are being done in a 

political context. And so, we wanted to organize this call. And we’re very, very lucky to 

have Gary Samore, who was during the first Obama term an NSC point-man on these 

issues. He can speak to the technical aspects of what is happening, and what to look 

out for and Iran’s capabilities – where they were, where they’re going, and how this 

may affect talks, specifically, when it comes to the conditions that are being leaked 

from one side or from the other side, some of which are significant, some of which 

aren’t.  

I don’t want to keep anybody waiting longer than we have to so at this point I’ll turn it 

over to Nathan Carleton who is the communications director at the United Against 

Nuclear Iran, and he can give us the intro and introduce Mr. Samore. 

Nathan Carlton: Thanks so much, and we’re very happy to be involved in this call and 

I would just very quickly introduce Dr. Samore. As you probably saw in the invite, his 

title is President of United Against Nuclear Iran. He’s also Executive Director for 

Research at the Belfer Center at Harvard. And this call is on-the-record, but anything 

that anyone wishes to follow up on feel free to give us a call here at UANI. Our number 

is 212-554-3296, and you can also get a hold of us through our website at UANI.com. 

So I don’t want to take any more time. I’ll introduce Dr. Samore, he’ll speak for, you 

know, a few minutes about what’s going on in Geneva, what’s some of these figures 

you might be seeing in the press realistically mean, and then he will take your 

questions. Dr. Samore, thanks for doing this and go ahead. 

Dr. Samore: Thank you, my pleasure. Hi, everybody. So I’ve been following the news 

of the opening of the negotiations in Geneva, and I don’t have any special inside 

information about the Iranian proposal, so I’m just going on the basis of what has been 

publicly discussed. So there may be more to this than what meets the eye. But what 

strikes me from what I’ve heard so far is that the Iranian proposal appears to be pretty 

much warmed-over soup.  

What they’re offering is really no different than what we’ve heard from the previous 

government, from Ahmadinejad’s government for the last couple of years. And in 

particular, the Iranians are offering to halt enrichment of uranium above 5%, so they 

would stop producing 20% enriched uranium. And they’re offering to agree to the 
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additional protocol. But as far as I can tell, they continue to reject any physical limits on 

their enrichment capacity – meaning, the number and type of centrifuge machines, the 

stockpile of enriched material that they have in country. And as far as I can tell, they 

have continued to reject closing any of their nuclear facilities. As you know they have 

two enrichment plants: one in Natanz and one at Qom. And I haven’t heard of any 

agreement to halt work or to modify the heavy water research reactor that they’re 

building, and which may be close to operation.  

So in the absence of those kinds of concessions, that would actually limit Iran’s capacity 

to produce nuclear weapons material – either highly enriched uranium or separated 

plutonium – it appears as though the two sides are very far apart on the conditions for 

lifting the most substantial sanctions: the oil and the financial sanctions.  

Washington has always insisted that the price for lifting those sanctions would be limits 

on Iran’s capacity – physical capacity – to produce, uh, to produce weapons grade 

material quickly, so-called breakout. And that means limits on the numbers and the 

types of centrifuges and the stockpile of enriched materials that they have on hand.  

Now, of course, we’re at the very beginning of these negotiations, and one wouldn’t 

expect the Iranians to, you know, reveal their bottom line or to make a lot of additional 

concessions in the first round. So things may develop as we proceed, but at this 

moment I have to say the indications don’t appear very promising that some kind of a 

comprehensive agreement can be reached, because the Iranians, so far anyway, are 

just not offering the kind of concessions that the U.S. is going to demand. Why don’t I 

stop there and I’m very happy to respond to any questions. 

Omri Ceren: So while people queue up we have a question that was sent in via email 

that we definitely wanted to get to, which was a question about how good, if you can 

just based on public source, how good it seems that our intel about Iran’s political 

calculations are –  whether or not the sanctions are biting in the way that they seem to 

be and has brought them to the table; and projecting them into the future, whether or 

not the intel is good enough, for instance, to know their calculations about potentially 

making a political decision to break out. 

Dr. Samore: Well, those are very good questions. And let me just give my kind of 

personal impression. There’s no doubt that many, many Iranians you meet and talk to, 

especially people in the business community, are very aware of how damaging the 

sanctions are because they’re affected directly. It’s less clear to me that the Supreme 

Leader Khamenei and his inner circle fully recognize the damage that’s being done to 

the economy. And I –I –I fear that one of the reasons why these negotiations will not 

proceed to a comprehensive agreement is because the supreme leader may very well 
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miscalculate and believe that Iran is in a stronger position than it really is. And it may 

be necessary for the U.S. and its allies to proceed with additional sanctions before he 

recognizes the need to make any really significant concessions.  

In terms of breakout, we don’t have to actually rely on political decision-making, 

because fortunately the IAEA inspectors, who were very aware of the danger of 

breakout, are watching very carefully. And they visit the key facilities three or four 

times a month and would detect very quickly if the Iranians were beginning to produce 

highly enriched uranium – 90% enriched uranium as opposed to the lower levels – 20% 

or 5% that they’re doing now. So I’m very confident that under current conditions, we 

would get pretty quickly, within a week or two – we would get – we would know that 

the Iranians are seeking to breakout. 

Now, of course, they can deny the inspectors access to the facility. But if that 

happened, the IAEA would notify its board members very quickly that they were no 

longer able to take carry out their inspections. And I think all of us would assume under 

those circumstances that Iran had started breakout. So in my view, one of the big 

constraints on Iran in terms of its ability to produce nuclear weapons with its existing 

facilities is that they’re under international supervision, and therefore it would be very 

dangerous for Iran to break out, since it would be detected quickly and that might lead 

to a military attack. And so far, Iran has not been able to build a covert or undeclared 

enrichment plant. Whenever they tried, twice now, it’s been detected and they’ve been 

made public, and Iran has been forced to put them under international supervision. 

Omri Ceren: Thank you for that. And this question I guess kind of follows up the 

discussion that you just had about the IAEA inspection regime, about visits and about 

an undetected break out. This question is more specific, and there’s been a lot of 

debate about whether or not Iran can go from 20 to 90 or from 3.5 to 90 – how long it 

takes them, given their current technology, to reach highly enriched uranium, weapons 

grade levels. Now, traditionally, at least historically, there have been offers put on the 

table that would have allowed Iran to keep low-enriched uranium –  uranium that’s 

enriched up to 3.5 – while exporting the rest. There’s been a lot of discussion including 

–  and a lot of coverage – including quotes by you this morning in The New York Times, 

about why that might not be realistic given new Iranian technology that the IAEA has 

talked about. I was wondering if you could unpack that a little bit and discuss exactly 

what kind of technology they have that’s changed the equation. 

Dr. Samore: Sure, I’m happy to do that. There’s really been, I would say, three 

significant developments over the last ten years that have given Iran a theoretical 

nuclear weapons capacity – meaning, that if they made a political decision, they could 
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produce 90% enriched uranium for nuclear weapons. In other words, Iran has 

mastered the enrichment technology. And they have put in place A) large numbers of 

centrifuge machines, including they have roughly 16,000 of the first-generation 

machines installed – only about half those though are actually enriching – but they have 

in the ground 16,000. And they have, secondly, and more importantly, they’ve put in 

place about 1,000 second generation machines, which are supposed to be 3 or 4 times 

more efficient than the first generation. And again, the second generation machines are 

not actually enriching. But in theory, and then, of course, the Iranians have amassed a 

very large stockpile of low-enriched uranium, 3.5% enriched uranium, to the order of a 

couple of tons. So the experts will have some, you know, disagreement on exactly how 

long it would take. But I think most people would agree that if Iran made a political 

decision tomorrow that they were going to produce weapons-grade uranium – 90% 

enriched uranium – at their two enrichment facilities, within a few months, within a 

couple of months, they could produce enough for a single bomb – 25 kilograms of 

highly enriched uranium.  

Now a few months is a bit vague, but I don’t think you could be very precise because 

it’s never been done before, and there’s some trial and error involved, so it’s hard to be 

– some people will say a little bit less, some people will say a little bit more, but a 

couple of months, I think, is a reasonable estimate. And as I explained from Iran’s 

standpoint, that’s not very attractive as a breakout option because the IAEA would 

detect long before they were successful what they were doing, and it would create a 

window of vulnerability where they could be bombed and the facilities could be 

destroyed before they finished breakout.  

Now, in theory, if the Iranians continue to install even larger numbers of centrifuge 

machines, especially the more efficient second-generation machines, they might reach 

the point where they could squeeze that breakout time down from a couple of months 

to a couple of weeks. And then it gets, I think, much more – it gets much more realistic 

to imagine that they would be able to, you know, break out before it was detected by 

the IAEA, or before the U.S. or Israel or other countries were able to take military 

action. So part of what the U.S. is trying to do in these negotiations is to halt the 

expansion of Iran’s enrichment capacity by halting the installation of additional 

centrifuge machines and by halting additional accumulation of low-enriched uranium. 

Because you could break out much quicker if you start with 3.5% as opposed to natural 

uranium; you’re part of the way already to 90.  

And furthermore, I think, if the U.S. is going to list the really substantial sanctions on oil 

and finances, the U.S. will want to see Iran’s current capacity – the 18,000 machines 

that I talked about – scaled back, so that Iran is not a few months away, but is further 
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away from being able to produce a significant quantity of weapons-grade uranium. As 

one of the U.S. negotiators said on background, “The U.S. is looking to put time back 

on the clock.” So from the American standpoint, the objective of sanctions relief is to 

create more time on the nuclear clock; and, as I’ve said, I see no indication that the 

Iranians are prepared to give up what they’ve achieved over the last decade. 

Operator: Thank you. Our next question comes from Aaron Miller with Wilson Center. 

Aaron Miller: Terrific to talk to you. I guess my question follows I think your previous 

answer, what you would describe from the United States point of view as an acceptable 

- assuming you are not going to make the perfect the enemy of the good here, 

presumably, and that any agreement is going to have to be based on some measure of 

balance of interest between the two sides - what in your judgment would be an 

acceptable agreement to the United States, and to what degree is that – can that 

acceptable agreement be reconciled with Israeli needs and requirements? 

Dr. Samore: Aaron, of course that’s the key question to this negotiation, and I – I 

would put it in terms of time. How much time to do you want to have in terms of 

advance warning that Iran is – has decided to pursue nuclear weapons by producing 

weapons-grade uranium. As I said, the current time is roughly a couple of months. Well 

obviously I’d feel a lot more comfortable if we had, if we were confident that we would 

have a year’s notice or even nine months’ notice. That would give us a lot more time to 

detect and then respond. And I think from Israel’s standpoint, if there was that amount 

of warning time, and the Israelis had confidence that the U.S. was willing to act once 

warning once breakout was detected, then that should give them some comfort as well. 

Certainly better than the current situation, where the Iranians, as I say, have already 

achieved a nuclear weapons capability and are – over time they will gradually expand 

that capability. I think they are doing that in a very cautious way because they don’t 

want to trigger a military attack, and that may explain why they have so many 

centrifuges they’re not even using for enrichment. But over time, unless we don’t have 

an agreement, the Iranians will continue to amass more capability.  

Now I agree with you, Aaron, that we’re not in a position to dictate terms. I do think we 

have the advantage. I do think the sanctions have given us a stronger bargaining hand, 

but, and as much as I would love to achieve, you know, zero enrichment and destroy all 

the centrifuges and remove all the enriched material, I don’t think we can achieve that 

through negotiations at this time. So I think we are looking at some kind of a 

compromise that puts time back on the nuclear clock. But just to emphasize what I said 

in the beginning, you know, we might be willing to settle for a compromise like that, 

but I see no evidence that Iran will. 
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Operator: Thank you. Our next question comes from Natasha Mozgovaya with 

Voice of America. 

Natasha Mozgovaya: Hello, thank you for doing this call. If – if there was no 

agreement but also no breakouts do you believe there will be any appetite either in 

Israel or the U.S. for military attack; and also, do you see any limit between negotiators 

what they actually want to achieve? 

Dr. Samore: You know, I think whether there will be a military attack depends 

primarily on what Iran does. I mean, right now Iran could be doing a lot more than 

they are. They could be operating all of their centrifuge machines to accumulate a 

much larger amount of enriched material. They could be trying to produce – they could 

be trying to produce enriched uranium above the 20% level under some pretext or 

another. For example, in the past they talked about their desire to have nuclear 

submarine program, which could be used to justify producing 90% enriched fuel.  

So there are lots of things the Iranians are not doing that they technically could be 

doing and I think they’re deterred. I think the threat of military force deters them from 

moving faster or closer to having nuclear weapons. So I think that deterrence will 

continue to operate even if the diplomacy doesn’t result in an agreement. You know 

what I’m saying is there could be some tacit, tacitly the Iranians are avoiding actions 

which they think could lead to a strike. But in the absence of an agreement, I am 

certain that the U.S. and its allies will move ahead with additional sanctions, and in 

particular sanctions targeted to persuade and pressure Iran’s few remaining oil 

customers to reduce and eventually eliminate their purchases of oil from Iran. And we 

are really just talking about four countries. It’s really Korea, Japan, India, and China, 

are the only four countries left that are major consumers of Iranian oil. And given the 

current situation in the oil market, I do believe that it’s possible for those countries to 

shift to other suppliers without suffering any significant economic cost. So I think we 

are actually in a very strong position if this round of diplomacy does not produce an 

agreement. I think we are in a very strong position to push for even stronger economic 

sanctions that would put Iran’s economy in a – in a much more dangerous situation. 

Operator: Thank you. Our next question comes from Joyce Kamar with Al-Hurriyet.  

Joyce Kamar: Yes, hi. Thanks, Gary, for doing this. I just wanted to clarify that you 

actually don’t see that Iran has given yet any concessions – major concessions – on the 

nuclear program. And you might have answered already Natasha on this, but short of 

military actions what – what kind of sanction, and other than the oil sanctions, is there 

more that the U.S. can do to pressure Iran at this stage? 
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Dr. Samore: Well, let me answer that. I think in addition to the oil sanctions, which as 

I said, I think we are in a very strong position to almost completely deny Iran oil 

exports, and of course they’ve already lost a tremendous – more than 60% of their oil 

exports since the new sanctions went into effect a couple of years ago – I think there 

are also some additional financial sanctions, which could be imposed that will make it 

more difficult for Iran to use whatever revenues it gets from its oil, plus its very large 

reserves, to use those – to use that money to purchase goods. So I do think that there 

are very effective economic instruments short of war that the U.S. and its allies still 

have available if this current round of diplomacy fails. And to answer your first question, 

as far as I can tell and this is just what is public – I mean, there may be something in 

private that I’m not aware of – but in terms of what the Iranians and others have talked 

about publicly, I don’t see any change in their basic position from the government of 

Ahmadinejad. Now, that may be because the supreme leader is not willing to authorize 

additional concessions, or it may be just good bargaining practicing that the Iranians 

are not going to show, you know, any flexibility in the first round. I mean, like any good 

negotiator – they’ll wait for a couple of rounds to see how many concessions they have 

to make. 

Operator: Thank you. Our next question comes from Benny Avni with Newsweek. 

Benny Avni: Hi, this is Benny Avni. There was a call by Rouhani and pretty much every 

Iranian official since this new path in their – at least their public policy for a nuclear-free 

Middle East and so on and so forth, basically trying to equate the Israeli nuclear 

program with the Iranian one. First of all, do you have any information that they put 

that demand on the table in Geneva? Secondly, do you sense any – that it takes hold 

anywhere in the region…I mean beyond the region in the U.S. administration, that’s 

what I mean? 

Dr. Samore: I haven’t heard that a Middle East nuclear weapons free zone was part of 

the Iranian proposal. It wouldn’t surprise me frankly because again, you know, under 

the previous government, when Dr. Jalili was the chief negotiator, we often heard about 

the Middle East nuclear weapons free zone. So it wouldn’t surprise me if it turned up in 

the presentation. But no, I see no evidence that the U.S. is prepared to try to resolve 

the overall problem in the Middle East as a way to address the Iranian nuclear issue, 

because that’s just too difficult. I mean, we have UN Security Council resolutions that 

specifically apply to Iran. The U.S. considers those to be legally binding. The Iranians, 

of course, reject them. But from a U.S. stand point, there is a very strong legal and 

political basis for focusing on the Iranian issue, and that is the main reason why the 

P5+1 talks were set up. So I don’t think the U.S. will be diverted to pursue a regional 

approach. I think the U.S. will continue to be – will continue to focus on Iran and 
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everybody in the room understand that the terms of a deal, the quid pro quo, is 

sanctions relief in exchange for nuclear constraints. I mean, that’s been under – that‘s 

been clear to everybody for several years now. The only question is whether you can 

come to agreement on the precise terms and conditions. What sanctions relief, what 

nuclear concessions, and then the sequencing: how you would organize a step-by-step 

approach that would, ultimately, if you ever had a comprehensive agreement, lead to a 

complete lifting of sanctions and a complete resolution of the, you know, of concerns 

about Iran’s nuclear program. 

Operator: Mr. Ceren, there are no more questions at this time 

Omri Ceren: Thank you everybody. And if you – we’ll be sending the audio around and 

some of the key quotes, and as always if you need anything else feel free to hit us up 

at press@theisraelproject.org, press@theisraelproject.org, and Mr. Samore, thank you 

again for talking to us today. 

Dr. Samore: My pleasure. 
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