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I Assessing the Iranian Nuclear Challenge
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“In the case of Iran, to think that you will deal with the weapons system without dealing with the
reason that they find that option attractive is a serious mistake,” said David Kay, a senior fellow at the
Potomac Institute for Policy Studies and the former chief UN nuclear weapons inspector in Iraq. Kay
said that states find nuclear weapons attractive because they advance political goals, but in confronting
Iran, the United States has “not done very much in trying to understand the Iranian national security
dilemma.” Kay offered his assessment during a Gulf Roundtable at CSIS on April 22, 2009.

Kay explained a number of factors that make it very difficult to assess Iran’s nuclear program:

m Iran’s relationship with much of the world has been so hostile that it is hard to have a dispassionate
discussion and avoid being sidelined by grievances and outrages.

m Because Iran’s nuclear program was clandestine for the first 18 years of its existence, it is hard to
understand exactly where it started and establish effective baselines for various activities.

m Iran continues to frustrate international inspectors.

m Iran’s behavior swings between bravado and conciliation, making it hard to sustain diplomatic
progress.

Much of what we don’t know may be mysteries more than secrets. That is to say, the Iranians them-
selves may not know their desired end point and may be seeking to keep some options alive without
firmly deciding to pursue them.

Despite all of these obstacles to forming a comprehensive assessment, Kay argued that the world
knows more about the Iranian program than almost any other country’s program at a similar stage of
development.

Kay divided his analysis of Iran’s nuclear program into three categories: what we know, what we sus-
pect, and what we don’t know. The “‘what we know”’ category includes facts such as the rough starting
date of the nuclear program in the 1980s and the jump starting of the program—after the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) had deemed it unlikely to make much progress—due to the infusion
of knowledge and technology from the A.Q. Khan network. Critical advances due to A.Q. Khan in-
clude Iran’s original design for centrifuges to enrich uranium and important components necessary for
a working nuclear weapon. We also know that Iran possesses enough low-enriched uranium to pro-
duce one to two nuclear bombs; has mastered the use of uranium hexafluoride, critical to the operation
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of centrifuges; and has developed an indigenous heavy water reactor
that once operational could yield enough plutonium to produce two to
five bombs per year.

In regard to what we suspect, Kay mentioned the IAEA’s detection
of highly enriched uranium, the production of which Iran denies. The
IAEA also doubts that Iran has been truthful about the extent of its
work on plutonium separation, the key to extracting plutonium from a
heavy water reactor. Finally, there is the likely prospect that Iran pos-
sesses undisclosed facilities and programs, a conclusion supported by
the fact that every other country’s nuclear program has contained ele-
ments that eluded inspectors and intelligence services.

What we don’t know about Iran’s program, however, include the
things that are the most worrying and the hardest to uncover. Kay em-
phasized that we have little idea about how to answer a number of
questions including: What are the real intentions of the Iranian pro-
gram? Have the Iranians made a decision about the program’s end
point (i.e., do they aim to possess a weapon, establish a civilian power
program, create the latent capability to produce a weapon, or some-
thing else)? How quickly and in what quantity would they be able to
produce a weapon and when? How much foreign assistance have they
received, and will Russian and Chinese scientists be lured with cash
to help the Iranian program? Who in the Iranian power structure will
control access to their weapons should they produce one, and who will
have the authority to make decisions about their use?

On balance, Kay argued that Iran is 80 percent of the way to a nuclear
weapon and has successfully bypassed the most important obstacle to
any nuclear program—understanding how to produce fissile material.
He estimated that without foreign assistance, Iran is perhaps two to
four years away from having a single primitive warhead. He empha-
sized that for Iran to have a credible nuclear option, it would have to
overcome some of the most difficult technical and strategic challenges.
Three stand out in particular.

m The technical challenge of producing a weapon in which Iran can
have confidence. Kay underlined the difficulties of designing a sophis-
ticated nuclear warhead that is light enough to go on a missile and
sturdy enough to take the shocks that missile launch and flight entail
without premature detonation. He noted that the two countries from
whom Iran has received technology and designs—Pakistan and North
Korea—have had high-profile tests that have fizzled.

m The challenge of retaliation. Iran faces potential foes whose nuclear
weapons could strike it within five minutes of launch, meaning Iran
has to develop sufficient early warning capabilities to detect such a
strike and must develop secure launch sites in order to maintain the
ability to retaliate.

m The challenge of strategy. Whomever in Iran decides about pursuing
and deploying nuclear weapons must devise a strategy that advances
Iran’s security objectives rather than endangering the regime (by, for
example, involving Iran in a nuclear exchange it cannot win). Kay ar-
gued that, nuclear weapons could make Iran less secure rather than
more so. In particular, acquisition of a single nuclear warhead would

make the country significantly more endangered rather than more se-
cure, given that it would invite attack and spur regional proliferation.

The United States must formulate a policy toward Iran not only with
a tremendous amount of uncertainty about Iranian progress and inten-
tions, but also with a great deal of uncertainty about Iran itself. Kay
argued, for example, that the United States has little, if any, under-
standing of how decisions are made within the Iranian political estab-
lishment, including the amount of influence that President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad possesses. Because the United States and Iran have been
estranged for so long, it is hard for many Americans to understand
Iran’s motivations.

Both the United States and Israel may decide to attempt a military
strike on Iran’s nuclear facilities. Kay underlined the difficulty of any
such attempt. In order to be successful, such an attack would have to
take out Iran’s heavy water reactor, centrifuge production sites, and
any clandestine backup facilities. He doubted that a single set of air
sorties could accomplish such a mission. Rather, the attack would
have to be much larger and longer and make use of sophisticated battle
damage assessment real-time retargeting technologies—capabilities
only the United States possesses. Even if such an attack were to be
carried out successfully, Kay estimated the delay to Iran’s program to
be no more than three to give years.

Given the low probability of a successful military operation, Kay em-
phasized that making progress on the diplomatic front will require
both the United States and Iran to give up some illusions. The United
States must drop its hopes of regime change and must realize that a
“grand bargain” is illusory. Kay argued that Western insistence that
Iran drop enrichment as a precondition for negotiations is a mistake
because the issue is not enrichment but what follows. Iran, for its part,
must acknowledge that the United States will not abandon its presence
in the Gulf or its commitment to Israel. Iran must further realize that
acquiring nuclear weapons will not make it more secure. In fact, Kay
argued, the country facing the greatest existential threat should Iran
acquire nuclear weapons would be Iran itself. m
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