CHAPTER 11
MANAGING THE IRANIAN THREAT TO SEA COMMERCE
DIPLOMATICALLY
Douglas E. Streusand
Between the completion of this chapter and its appearance
in print, new developments doubtless will have occurred in the
continuing saga of Iran’s nuclear program and the global response
to it. In all probability, these changes will take the form of evolution,
not resolution. The Iranian nuclear program will remain a matter
of international contention for years, as North Korea’s has, rather
than ending with a bang like Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction
(WMD) programs, or in a whimper like, apparently, Libya’s. Despite
all the rhetoric about the possible use of force against Iran, whether
to overthrow the regime or to destroy nuclear facilities, there are
substantial reasons for the Bush administration to avoid the use of
force and choose to manage the threat of a nuclear Iran. If it becomes
a lasting problem, it requires management.
In Richard Haass’s words,
Management is not a solution, which implies the end of conﬂict through
a meeting of the minds, engendered by compromise, but something very
different . . . [When a solution is not possible] the best that can reasonably
expected . . . is . . . to bring about some modest degree of progress, or,
failing that, at least keep things from getting worse.1

This chapter presents and evaluates a series of diplomatic options
for coping with a nuclear Iran with particular reference to the Strait
of Hormuz and the Persian Gulf. The vital role of the Strait in the
world energy market, admirably explained by Dagobert Brito and
Amy Jaffe in their chapter,2 and Iran’s status as a major producer of
petroleum and natural gas, make the management of any Iranian
crisis a matter of vital global interest. Iran’s international economic
importance, pivotal geopolitical position, and large population make
it a far different proposition than North Korea. This chapter argues
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that the importance of the Strait of Hormuz as the world’s jugular
vein implies opportunity as well as vulnerability. The chapter has
four sections: (1) an exposition of the problem to be managed, (2)
a discussion of three historical management regimes which offer
precedents for the current problem: the Lausanne Convention,
which governed the use of the Turkish Strait from 1923 to 1936, the
Montreux Convention, which replaced the Lausanne Convention and
remains in force, and the Prevention of Incidents at Sea Agreement
between the United States and Soviet navies; (3) an examination of
possible methods of managing tensions; and, (4) a conclusion. The
chapter presents only modest proposals, in the literal sense of the
term. Despite their modesty, they may well fail to win international
approval. But even suggesting them might give the United States
additional leverage.
STATING THE PROBLEM
The nature of the Iranian regime, not the power of nuclear weapons,
makes a nuclear Iran a threat to the United States. Though we profess
to frown upon nuclear proliferation in principle, in practice the
context matters more than the fact. Iran’s Islamic totalitarian ideology
and record of supporting international terrorism distinguish it from
all other nuclear powers; North Korea is the only other state with
a similar record which has or shortly may have nuclear capability.
The United States has not taken preemptive action against North
Korea, primarily because of North Korea’s conventional deterrent.
North Korea’s conventional capabilities, especially tube and rocket
artillery capable of hitting Seoul, give North Korea the ability to
massively retaliate to an attack without WMD.3 Iran’s ability to block
passage through the Strait of Hormuz, albeit temporarily, constitutes
a comparable conventional deterrent. If, however, Iran does obtain
a nuclear deterrent, it would have greater freedom to use its other
capabilities.
Iran might use nuclear weapons against Israel, against U.S. or
allied interests abroad, or even against the United States or supply
them to a terrorist proxy. It has tested medium range ballistic missiles;
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) analysis in 1999 suggested
that Iran could test an intercontinental ballistic missile capable of
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reaching the continental United States within 10 years.4 This threat
adds to the justiﬁcations for global ballistic missile defense, but Iran,
despite its Islamic totalitarian ideology, is not necessarily more likely
to use nuclear weapons than any other state. The regime, despite its
conﬁdence about the next world, wishes to survive in this one and
thus to avoid suffering nuclear retaliation. Even supplying nuclear
weapons to terrorists would be extremely risky; Iran hardly could
expect to avoid being held responsible. Iran is far more likely to
use nuclear weapons the way nuclear powers have used them since
1945, as a deterrent, however aggressive its intentions are. The oft
repeated, if not conﬁrmed, statement of a senior Iranian ofﬁcer to an
Indian counterpart that Operation DESERT STORM taught one great
lesson: never confront the United States without nuclear weapons, is
consistent with this position.5 It suggests that with a nuclear deterrent
the Islamic Republic might perceive itself free to take provocative
actions with conventional or irregular forces. The possible range
of such actions extends far beyond the Gulf and Strait, but Iran
would have the most leverage in that critical region. Diplomatic
management of a nuclear Iran must thus include preventing Iran
from taking provocative military action in the Gulf under the cover
of its nuclear deterrent.
Iran’s military programs reﬂect its identity and foreign policy.
Beyond survival, it has two competing yet complementary agendas,
the national and the revolutionary. Inevitably, if ironically, the
Islamic Republic shares much of the vision of the late Shah: Iran
as the dominant power in the Persian Gulf by virtue of location,
population, wealth, and history.6 Like the Pahlavi regime, the Islamic
Republic fears a superpower; unlike the Pahlavi regime, it cannot
rely on another superpower for protection. The Islamic Republic
also faces three regional nuclear powers, India, Pakistan, and
Israel. The national aspect of Iran’s agenda includes a compelling
argument for nuclear weapons.7 The acquisition of nuclear weapons
also offers Iran a cheaper way of improving its military position
than modernizing its conventional forces.8 Thus far, there is no
indication that international efforts to dissuade Iran from acquiring
nuclear weapons will work, and little reason to believe that even a
more representative Iranian government would relinquish nuclear
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ambitions.9 If Iran’s conventional deterrent, and other considerations
make preemption too dangerous or costly, management is the only
alternative. It must begin with deterrence and containment.10 A
diplomatic approach would be a complement to military capability
and entirely dependent upon it.
U.S. interest in the Strait of Hormuz has not changed since 1971,
when Great Britain relinquished responsibility for keeping order
in the Persian Gulf, or perhaps since the ﬁrst oil shock of 1973: to
prevent interference with free and safe passage through the Strait
from disrupting the global petroleum market. This concern goes
far beyond preventing an actual halt to passage through the Strait;
concrete threats and even vague fears raise tension and prices. This
interest, of course, goes beyond the Strait themselves; any disruption
in the production and distribution of Persian Gulf petroleum harms
the global economy and might harm global order. The Strait draws
special attention because more petroleum is more vulnerable there
than anywhere else. Although the Iranian military lacks the ability
to sustain a blockade of the Strait against a sustained U.S. effort to
open them, it certainly has the ability to close them temporarily. A
leading expert on Iran’s military forces has concluded that Iran has
the ability to interfere signiﬁcantly with Gulf trafﬁc and perhaps to
block the Strait of Hormuz temporarily with anti-ship missiles and
mines.11 Any form of naval engagement in the Strait might leave
wrecks which would interfere with navigation until they were
cleared, not to mention the potential for environmental damage if
loaded tankers were sunk or petroleum facilities damaged. Insofar
as the issue may be limited to the Strait themselves, the preservation
of free and secure navigation matters the most.
The dependence on petroleum trafﬁc, of course, runs both ways;
the exporters depend on it as much as the importers do. A closure of
the Strait would harm all concerned. Does that mutual dependence
create a mutual deterrence on which all concerned may rely, making
the vulnerability of the Strait a nonissue? Unfortunately, it does not.
Faced with what it considered an existential threat to the regime, the
leadership of the Islamic Republic of Iran certainly would be willing
to close the Strait, however destructive the effects would be on their
own economy.12 Two generations ago, the Mossadeq government
deprived itself of oil revenue when it nationalized the oil industry.13
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Iran’s economy is far more dependent on oil and gas export revenues
today than in 1952, but the regime could survive a short blockage.
Since a far larger proportion of world energy supplies comes from
the Persian Gulf now than in the past, Iran has greater leverage now
than it did under Mossadeq.
The U.S. interest in the security of Gulf petroleum goes far beyond
the Strait. Since 1973, the United States has employed a variety of
strategies to secure our interests in the Gulf, from the “twin pillars”
policy—reliance on Iran and Saudi Arabia as U.S. proxies to keep
order—of the 1970s to the dual containment policy of the 1990s. Until
2003 at least, two themes have remained consistent through all the
changes in policy and administrations: protection of the production
and distribution of petroleum from external attack, whether from
the Soviet Union, the Islamic Republic of Iran, or Saddam’s Iraq;
and support of stable regimes against internal subversion, whether
from the Communist left or the Islamist right. Operation IRAQI
FREEDOM and the George W. Bush administration’s new emphasis
on the promotion of democracy in the Middle East have altered these
themes, though encouragement for the Gulf regimes to develop
more representative institutions (especially the smaller members of
the Gulf Cooperation Council [GCC]) is hardly new and produced
palpable results in the 1990s.14 The destruction of the Ba`ath regime
in Iraq eliminated any possible counter to Iran from within the
region for years to come. The GCC countries still lack the ability to
counterbalance Iranian power. It will take years for Iraq to regain the
ability even to defend itself. There is no power capable of preventing
Iran from dominating the Gulf except for the United States.15
These realities ﬁx the parameters of the international issue
requiring management: the conﬂict between Iran’s national objective
of regional dominance and revolutionary objective of spreading
Islamic totalitarianism and the Western objective of security for the
production and transportation of oil and natural gas from the Gulf
region. Any reduction in tension and uncertainty in the Gulf and Strait
would affect global oil and natural gas prices directly by reducing
insurance premiums on shipments without reducing the income of
the producers. It thus would serve the interests of both producers
and consumers. For this reason at least, the competition between the
United States and Iran is not a zero sum game, creating opportunities
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for mutually beneﬁcial management. The lack of diplomatic relations
and persistent hostility between the United States and Iran does not
make the establishment of a management regime impossible, though
it certainly makes it more difﬁcult. The United States has negotiated
with and entered into agreements with North Korea, though the
results hardly have been encouraging. But a management regime
would not necessarily involve direct negotiations; it might consist
merely of an exchange of public statements. It also might involve the
creation of a multilateral organization speciﬁcally to deal with the
Strait of Hormuz or the Gulf as a whole; it might or might not have
a regional disarmament component.
Any such diplomatic initiative would have to be fail-safe, meaning
it would need to meet three criteria. First, the presentation of the
initiative would need to strengthen the standing and credibility of
the United States, globally and regionally, even if Iran rejected it.
Second, if Iran accepted the initiative and then violated it after it
went into effect, the stigma or penalty Iran would need to suffer by
doing so would need to outweigh substantially any disadvantage
to the United States. Concretely, the United States must retain the
ability to blockade Iranian shipping outside the Persian Gulf, as well
as to take effective military action against Iranian territory. Third,
if Iran accepted the arrangement and abided by it, the result would
need to make disruption of trafﬁc through the Strait of Hormuz, and,
preferably, of the supply of hydrocarbons from the Gulf in general,
less likely. Any diplomatic initiative which did meet these criteria
would warrant serious investigation. It, of course, would not deal
with Iran’s nuclear program directly and would, in fact, constitute
an entirely separate diplomatic track.
THE PRECEDENTS
A different set of Straits preoccupied global statesmen for most
of the 19th and 20th centuries. The “Straits Question,” the question
of control over access to the Black Sea through the Bosporus and
Dardanelles, was the core of the Eastern Question, the unknown
prognosis of the Ottoman Empire, the “Sick Man of Europe”. It
attracted enough attention to add the word “jingoism” to the English
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language; the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78 inspired a popular song
in Britain with the refrain:
We don’t want to ﬁght, but, by jingo if we do
We’ve got the ships, we’ve got the men, we’ve got the money too.
We’ve fought the Bear before, and while Britons shall be true,
The Russians shall not have Constantinople!16

The European powers addressed the Straits Question in a series of
treaties, beginning with the London Protocol of 1830 and ending with
the Montreux Convention. Evaluation of the terms and functioning of
the Montreux Convention and the preceding Lausanne Convention
thus requires review of the history behind them.
Geopolitics, not geography or the routine functioning of
international law, made the Straits Question a question. The
Dardanelles is no more than four miles wide, and the Bosporus even
narrower. As long as a single state controlled both shores, the Straits
ordinarily would be the territorial waters of that state, and the Sea of
Marmara between them an enclosed sea. When the Ottoman Empire
was a great power, there could be no Straits Question. The Treaty of
Kucuk Kaynarca of 1774 ended that era. It established the Russian
presence on the Black Sea littoral and awarded Russian ships free
navigation through the Straits. The other major European powers
gained similar rights by individual treaties; the Black Sea, for centuries
an Ottoman lake, became an international waterway. Access to the
sea for commerce, however, did not make the Straits a matter of high
politics. The Russian desire to dominate the Black Sea and to gain
unfettered access to the Mediterranean Sea through the acquisition
of Constantinople did so. Britain, the chief maritime power of the
time, regarded Russian control of the Straits an unacceptable threat
to her interests. It would have created a fundamental asymmetry,
with the Russian ﬂeet able to penetrate the Mediterranean and the
Black Sea closed to outside forces. The British determination to deny
the Straits to Russia kept the Sick Man of Europe alive. The AngloRussian rivalry over the Straits formed the complement of the “Great
Game,” the competition between the two powers in Central Asia.17
In its broader form, then, the Straits question concerned control
of Constantinople and the Straits littoral; the more narrow form,
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which the diplomatic instruments generally addressed, concerned
the passage of shipping, especially naval forces, through the Straits.
The Anglo-Turkish Treaty of 1809 stated that the prohibition of the
passage of foreign warships through the Straits was an “ancient rule”
of the Ottoman Empire. Britain sought to transform the ban from an
Ottoman policy to international law. Russia sought to replace the
ban with an exclusive privilege to use the Straits for naval purposes.
The procession of treaties governing the use of the Straits during
the 19th century reﬂected the ebb and ﬂow of British and Russian
fortunes and interests. The 1841 London Convention prohibited all
foreign naval shipping, with some minor exceptions, from passing
through the Straits; subsequent treaties in the 19th century continued
this arrangement. This compromise satisﬁed Russia because it kept
the superior Royal Navy out of the Black Sea, and Britain because it
kept the Russian ﬂeet from threatening the Mediterranean lifeline to
India. In essence, this situation remained stable so long as no outside
force altered the policies of Britain and Russia. In the 20th century,
Germany twice became that outside force.18
When the Ottoman Empire entered World War I by permitting
the German battlecruiser Goeben and cruiser Breslau to enter the
Dardanelles and closing the Straits to pursuing British warships,
it ended, temporarily, the conﬂict between Britain and Russia over
the Straits. Turkish control of the Straits blocked the best route for
British supplies to reach Russia; the British leadership considered
the Russian alliance essential for the defeat of Germany. Although
the Allied efforts to force the Straits failed, British opposition to
Russian control of the Straits ended. Russia demanded possession
of Constantinople and the entire western shore of the Straits and the
Sea of Marmara; Britain agreed. That commitment later became part
of what is generally known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement, although
Russian foreign minister Sergei Sazanov also signed it, and it was
negotiated in Petrograd in 1916.19
When the war ended, the Russian Empire had ceased to exist,
and the Soviet regime had renounced the Russian claims on Ottoman
territory. The Armistice of Mudros, which ended hostilities with the
Ottoman empire on October 31, 1918, opened the Straits to Allied
shipping and permitted the Allies to occupy Constantinople and
the Bosporus fortiﬁcations. The Allies addressed the future of the
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Ottoman Empire in the Treaty of Sevres, signed August 10, 1920. The
Treaty called for the partition of the Ottoman Empire. It assigned
the western shore of the Straits except Constantinople to Greece;
an Ottoman rump would retain control of Constantinople and the
eastern shore. Those states, however, would delegate sovereignty
over both shores of the Straits, designated as the Straits Zone, to a
Straits Commission, consisting of representatives of the Allied
powers. Under the Commission, all ships and aircraft would have
virtually unfettered freedom of navigation in the Straits, in peace
and war.20
TREATIES GOVERNING USE OF TURKISH STRAIT
The Lausanne Convention.
The emergence of the new Turkey under Mustafa Kemal, later
Kemal Ataturk, rendered the Treaty of Sevres moot. When Kemal’s
forces, already in control of Anatolia, approached the Allied garrison
at Constantinople in October 1922, Britain and Greece agreed to an
armistice and revision of the Treaty of Sevres. During the course of
the negotiations which produced the Treaty of Lausanne, signed
July 24, 1923, Ataturk put a formal end to the Ottoman Empire and
established Turkey as a republic. The Soviet Union, now ﬁrmly
established, participated in the Lausanne negotiations. The Lausanne
Treaty gave the new republic full sovereignty over Anatolia and
a small enclave in Europe, including the important city of Edirne,
but not control over the Straits. The old polarity between Britain
and Russia over the Straits had reappeared. The Soviet delegation
at Lausanne supported Turkish sovereignty over the Straits with
commercial trafﬁc entirely unrestricted and naval passage entirely
prohibited, a return to the status quo ante bellum. Britain and
the other Western powers, however, wanted to retain the Sevres
arrangements for the Straits. Prolonged and difﬁcult negotiations
produced the Convention of Lausanne, signed August 14, 1923,
which was separate from the broader Treaty of Lausanne and dealt
only with the Straits Question.21
The Lausanne Convention had four main provisions: freedom
of navigation through the Straits, demilitarization of the Straits,
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an international guarantee for the security of the Straits, and the
establishment of a Straits Commission to execute the provisions of
the Convention. This arrangement satisﬁed neither Turkey, which
did not gain sovereignty over the Straits, nor the Soviet Union,
which confronted the possibility of facing hostile naval forces
in the Black Sea. But the Convention protected Soviet interests to
a degree. It distinguished between riparian states, states on the
shores of the Black Sea, and nonriparian outside powers. No outside
power could send into the Black Sea a naval force larger than the
most powerful riparian ﬂeet, inevitably but not explicitly that of
the Soviet Union, but outside powers had the unconditional right
to send ﬂotillas of up to three ships, with the largest not to exceed
ten thousands tons. This provision tacitly prohibited outside capital
ships—battleships and aircraft carriers—from entering the Black
Sea. In time of war, these arrangements did not change if Turkey
was neutral; if Turkey was a belligerent, neutral warships retained
the right to pass through the Straits but enemy ships and aircraft
were prohibited. The Straits Commission, not Turkey, had the right
and the responsibility to enforce these provisions. This arrangement
reassured the Soviets about a possible threat from the Black Sea, but
permitted the nonriparian states to operate naval forces there and
assured international control of the Straits. Although Turkey was
deprived of control over the Straits and sovereignty over the Straits
littoral, Ataturk had every reason for satisfaction with the broader
settlement of the Treaty of Lausanne and priorities beyond the
Straits.22
The growth of German power in the 1930s reduced the importance
of British and Soviet differences over the Straits and increased the
value of Turkey as a potential ally. This situation gave Turkey the
opportunity to obtain a revision of the Lausanne Convention. The
revision of other components of the postwar settlement provided the
Turks with a pretext for requesting revision of the Convention in
1933, though the conference to do so did not meet until 1936.23
The Montreux Convention.
During the complex series of negotiations which produced the
Montreux Convention, Britain took the position that the Straits were
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an “international waterway connecting two international seas.”24
The Soviets sought to differentiate between the Mediterranean as an
international sea and the Black Sea as a closed one. To the Turks,
the issue of Black Sea access mattered less than that of sovereignty
over the Straits and the Straits littoral. Turkey’s ability to occupy
the Straits Zone unilaterally, as Germany had the Rhineland, gave
the Turks considerable leverage, as the terms of the Convention
indicate. It gave each of the major participants in the negotiations
enough of their objectives to make the arrangement acceptable. For
Britain, the principle of freedom of navigation in the Straits became
a matter of international law, and nonriparian states gained the right
to operate substantial but limited naval forces in the Black Sea. For
the Soviet Union, the restrictions on nonriparian naval forces in the
Black Sea and the privilege of passing large naval units through
the Straits mitigated failure to gain closed status for the Black Sea.
Turkey got full sovereignty, including the right to fortify the Straits,
but not sovereign control of navigation.
The provisions of the Convention restrict commercial navigation
in the Straits only if Turkey is at war, or regards war as imminent.
In that circumstance, nonbelligerent vessels may pass the Straits
as long as their passage does not assist Turkey’s enemies, which
implies Turkey’s right to inspect passing vessels. The Convention
does not distinguish between the riparian and nonriparian states
with regard to commercial navigation. In peacetime, small warships
and naval auxiliaries of both riparian and nonriparian states may
pass the Straits without restriction in daylight. Submarines of Black
Sea navies may pass through the Straits on the surface, but only if
constructed outside the Black Sea for use within it or for repair at
outside yards and return from them, not for routine deployment.
Nonriparian states may send no more than 15,000 tons of naval
shipping through the Straits at one time; riparian states may exceed
that tonnage—and thus send capital ships through the Straits—if
their large units have no more than two accompanying destroyers.
Nonriparian states may not maintain a total of more than 30,000 tons
in the Black Sea at any given time, but this provision is subject to
change. If the strongest riparian ﬂeet—meaning the Soviet ﬂeet—
expanded by 10,000 tons from its size at the time of the signature

267

of the Convention, the permissible size of nonriparian ﬂeets was to
grow to 45,000 tons. Nonriparian naval forces may not remain in the
Black Sea longer than 21 days. If Turkey is at war or, signiﬁcantly,
regards itself in imminent danger of war, the passage of combatant
ships, of any power, becomes subject to its sole discretion. The
wording of the Convention makes it effectively perpetual unless one
of the signatories gives notice of intent to denounce.25
The Montreux Convention remains in force to this day. It has
survived through 7 decades of geopolitical turbulence not because
the conﬂict of interests over the Straits ended, but because it managed
the situation well enough that none of the parties had sufﬁcient
motivation to raise tensions enough to change it. It has been a classic
example of successful management as Haass describes it. The Soviet
Union sought to alter the terms of the Convention, before, during,
and after World War II. It proposed to transfer responsibility for the
security of the Straits from Turkey to a Turkish-Soviet condominium
which would have given the Soviets military bases at the Straits. This
return to the historical Russian desire to control the Straits inevitably
elicited ﬁrm opposition from Turkey, Great Britain, and the United
States. Soviet pressure on Turkey in the postwar years impelled the
United States to become involved in the eastern Mediterranean,
thus helping to establish the pattern of the Cold War. 26 Even today,
Turkey chafes under the Montreux provisions which deprive it of the
right to restrict commercial trafﬁc through the Straits.27 Successful
management regimes chafe, but rarely raise blisters.
The Prevention of Incidents at Sea Agreement.
The Agreement Between the Government of the United States
of America and the Government of the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics on the Prevention of Incidents On and Over the High
Seas (INCSEA), signed on May 25, 1972, by Secretary of the Navy
John Warner and Admiral of the Fleet Sergei Gorshkov, differs from
the Lausanne and Montreux Conventions in many dimensions. A
bilateral executive agreement between the U.S. and Soviet Navies
rather than a formal treaty, it remained in effect for only 16 years
before it was replaced by the Prevention of Dangerous Military
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Activities Agreement of 1988. It did not address a long-standing
major international issue. It encompassed only a narrow aspect of
the rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union. Within
these limits, INCSEA achieved its objectives.
The expanding presence and increasing assertiveness of the
Soviet Navy created the need for INCSEA. Soviet ships and aircraft
often interfered with U.S. naval operations. Because the Soviets were
deploying an array of new ships, aircraft, and weapons systems, U.S.
ships often approached Soviet units closely to gather intelligence
visually. Near misses and collisions, some of which caused the loss
of aircraft and casualties, had become frequent. The United States
raised the possibility of an agreement to reduce incidents in 1968.
The ﬁnal agreement was straightforward. It required the two navies
to obey the standard nautical Rules of the Road, to avoid provocative
behaviors, such as simulating attacks on or aiming weapons at each
other, to use navigation lights properly, to use signals to warn each
other of danger, and to meet annually to review the implementation
of the agreement.28
INCSEA established a new pattern of professional interaction
among American and Soviet naval ofﬁcers. It reduced the number
of incidents and proved particularly useful during the October
1973 Arab-Israeli War, when both navies had large forces in the
eastern Mediterranean and international tension compelled the
commanders to jockey for tactical advantages. The two navies came
to value the unique service-to-service relationship and to resent
outside interference in it. During the tense period of the early 1980s,
U.S. warships repeatedly entered what the Soviets considered
internal waters in order to demonstrate the principle of freedom of
navigation. These incursions led to a number of naval confrontations
which the INCSEA annual reviews helped to resolve. When Soviet
units interfered with U.S. salvage operations in international waters
after the destruction of Korean Air Lines Flight 007, the United States
invoked INCSEA to demand that the Soviets end their harassment,
and they complied. When the United States temporarily terminated
ofﬁcial contacts with the Soviet armed forces after the murder of
Major Arthur Nicholson in 1985, the decision deeply disturbed Soviet
naval ofﬁcers.29 INCSEA became a model for a bilateral agreement
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between the German and Polish navies in 1990, and the United
States proposed a multilateral equivalent as part of a comprehensive
Middle East settlement in 1992. The U.S. and Chinese navies signed
a similar agreement in 1998.30
David Winkler, the leading authority on INCSEA, gives six
reasons for its success. Both navies wanted to avoid damage to their
ships and aircraft and the possibility of an escalation of tensions
or even hostilities as result of accident or imprudence. Because the
rapid growth of the Soviet Navy put many inexperienced ofﬁcers in
command positions, this danger concerned the Soviets particularly.
The simplicity of INCSEA’s terms, the professionalism of those
charged with enforcing it, and the practice of discussing violations
in advance of the annual review made the review process effective.
The social norms established for the review sessions created a
positive atmosphere. The low proﬁle of the agreement—which did
not require congressional approval and concerned professional
military ofﬁcers primarily—facilitated its success. The provision for
direct communications between the navies and the annual reviews
made veriﬁcation far easier than in more elaborate arms control
agreements.31 INCSEA gave the navies of both countries, especially
the insurgent Soviet Union, a growing vested interest in keeping
tensions low. This interest certainly would not have prevented
them from going to war at the behest of their political masters. It
did, however, function as a conﬁdence-building measure, which
gradually impressed observers outside of the two navies.
Precedent Conclusions.
The precedents offer a variety of models for the Persian Gulf and
Strait of Hormuz, though, of course, none ﬁts precisely. The Lausanne
Convention offers the most applicable model for a comprehensive
agreement. The primary objection to Lausanne, Turkey’s lack of
sovereignty over the Straits, would not apply to the Strait of Hormuz
because neither Iran nor any other state has claim to sovereignty; the
Strait is inherently an international waterway. Demilitarization and
international control exercised by an intergovernmental organization
devoted to the maintenance of free and secure navigation could
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beneﬁt all concerned. A more modest and less visible agreement on
the model of INCSEA, reducing local tensions and the probability of
provocative incidents, would have similar advantages on a smaller
scale. Many possibilities exist between the two extremes.
MANAGEMENT IN THE PERSIAN GULF
AND STRAIT OF HORMUZ
Several different variables deﬁne the matrix of possible
management regimes. In addition to the diversity in the scope and
diplomatic formality suggested by the precedents, the geographic
compass of an agreement could vary from the Strait of Hormuz alone
to the entire Gulf and its littoral. The United States thus has a wide
range options from which to select a management regime to meet the
fail-safe criteria. In proposing and, perhaps, implementing the regime,
the United States would have the initiative and signiﬁcant strategic
advantages. The establishment of a management arrangement
for the Gulf or Strait, properly done, would be an opportunity to
turn military capability into diplomatic advantage, not an offer of
concessions for returns which may prove ephemeral.
The strategic advantages are inherent in the power relationship
between a global maritime power and an insular regional power. The
military leverage of the United States comes, most importantly, from
the ability to interdict Iranian shipping outside the Strait of Hormuz,
in the Gulf of Oman or Arabian Sea, and to conduct effective strikes
against Iran from outside the region. No agreement restricted to the
Gulf and its littoral would affect those capabilities. Though Iran’s
military capabilities threaten U.S. interests, there is little doubt that
U.S. capabilities pose a greater threat to the Islamic Republic. This
fact makes it possible for a management regime to meet the fail-safe
criteria because it creates the possibility of a quid pro quo with the
Iranian regime which does not harm U.S. interests.
In the context of the Gulf, the United States has a narrow agenda:
the protection of the production and export of petroleum and natural
gas, and the reduction of the protection costs paid for them.32 We are
free to pursue those objectives as long as we do not compromise other
broader objectives, as would happen, for example, if a management
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regime restricted the U.S. ability to take whatever actions deemed
necessary to deal with the Iranian nuclear program. A pledge not
to attack Iranian nuclear facilities in exchange for an Iranian pledge
not to block the Strait, for example, would not be acceptable; it
would guarantee the success of Iran’s conventional deterrent. The
United States could, however, promise not to interfere with Iranian
shipping within the Gulf and Strait or attack Iranian oil and natural
gas facilities, onshore and offshore, in return for an Iranian pledge
not to attack shipping or the oil and gas facilities of other Gulf states.
By reducing the probability of attack, this type of agreement would
have a direct impact on prices by reducing insurance premiums,
even it had no other effect. Such an agreement would prohibit attack
on Iran’s most important economic assets, but it appears so unlikely
that the United State would choose to do so under any circumstances
that the prohibition appears acceptable.
U.S. military action against Iran might have one of four general
purposes: preemption, punishment, rollback of aggression or
provocation, or regime change. Preemptive or small scale punitive
operations probably would consist either of precision guided
munitions, or possibly, the insertion and extraction of special
operations forces to destroy speciﬁc military or paramilitary targets.
The Israeli attacks on the Osiraq reactor in 1981 and the Palestinian
Liberation Organization (PLO) headquarters in Tunis in 1985;
Operation EL DORADO CANYON against Libya in 1986; the 1998
cruise missile strikes against targets in Afghanistan and the Sudan;
and commando operations like the Israeli, German, and French
hostage rescue operations at Entebbe, Uganda in 1976; Mogadishu,
Somalia in 1977; and Kolwezi, Zaire in 1978, exemplify this type
of mission. Only if the Islamic Republic used oil and gas facilities
to shield other activities, which the large number of non-Iranians
involved in the petroleum industry makes unlikely, would a
prohibition on attacking them interfere with this type of operation.
Iran’s conventional military weakness makes the type of
aggression or intervention which would require a punitive response
comparable to Operation DESERT STORM highly unlikely. Without
considering either the probability or the desirability of a military
intervention to change the Iranian regime, such an operation would
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not target the energy facilities. Energy resources and facilities form an
important component of national power, as Ray Cline’s methodology
for assessing national power indicates.33 But regime change
operations, after all, seek to overthrow governments, not conquer
nations. Iraqi oil facilities were not, and Iranian facilities are not, the
centers of gravity of the regime. Clausewitz presents the concept of
center of gravity thus: “One must keep the dominant characteristics
of both belligerents in mind. Out of the characteristics, a certain
center of gravity develops, the hub of all power and movement, on
which everything depends. That is the point against which all our
energies must be directed.”34 John Warden relies on this concept as
the organizing principle of his analysis of air warfare.35 The Islamic
Republic’s center of gravity consists of the mechanisms of political
coercion which keep it in power, not the economic resources of
the country in general. Attacking oil facilities also has inherent
environmental risks. The United States thus could surrender the
option of attacking Iranian oil facilities without violating the fail-safe
criteria.
To Iran, the proposition would appear less favorable, because
the ability to interfere with trafﬁc in the Strait is not only the
keystone of Iran’s conventional deterrence but also a major source
of Iran’s regional leverage. Iran might well reject such a proposal,
whatever diplomatic form it took. It would, however, do so at the
cost of appearing of intransigent, globally and regionally. An Iranian
rejection would imply that Iran considered blocking the Strait and
attacking its neighbors’ shipping and energy facilities an option,
which the other Gulf countries would hardly welcome.36
This discussion of a no-attack pledge suggests ways in which
even the proposal of a management regime could serve American
interests. Other initiatives could have similar effects. Narrowing
the geographic range of the proposed regime to the Strait and
drawing on the Lausanne precedent raises the possibility of a local
demilitarization. There would be some advantage, however, in an
agreement which simply moved Iranian forces away from the Strait.
Iranian control of the disputed islands of Abu Musa, the Great Tunbs,
and the Lesser Tunbs, some 50 kilometers west of the Strait, and
undisputed Sirri Island further west, offer it a deﬁnite advantage in
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closing the Strait, though not a militarily decisive one.37 Given the short
distances involved, Iran could ﬁre antishipping missiles or conduct
special operations with small craft from bases on the mainland.38 A
territorial arms control agreement or demilitarized zone would have
to extend well beyond the Strait to deny Iran the ability to interdict
trafﬁc in the Strait. If it did so, it would encompass the major Iranian
naval base at Bandar Abbas and the entire territory of several of the
emirates of the United Arab Emirates (UAE). But the elimination of
military forces from the Strait and their immediate environs, even
if only the islands and the tip of the Musandam Peninsula—part
of Oman, which the United States could probably prevail upon to
cooperate—would make it harder for Iran to interfere with Strait
trafﬁc without preparation, and easier for the United States to detect
and respond to Iranian actions. But the demilitarization of Omani
territory would hardly be an incentive for Iran and, from the Iranian
perspective hardly a concession for the United States. The most
relevant form of concession would resemble some of the restrictions
on passage through the Turkish Straits.
The United States could accept restrictions as long as they did
not interfere signiﬁcantly with military operations in the Gulf.
Restrictions on the total number or size of vessels inside the Gulf
would not be acceptable; a requirement for formal notice of passage
would be. A requirement that submarines pass through the Strait
only on the surface would interfere with U.S. submarine operations
there. The United States began operating submarines inside the
Gulf only when Iran acquired advanced conventional submarines
from Russia, suggesting that submarines may have an important
force protection role.39 Even so, the passage restriction might be
acceptable. Iranian naval power in the region depends far more on its
small submarine forces than the United States does on submarines.
Restrictions on passage also could include the prohibition of ships
and aircraft carrying mines through the demilitarized zone.
Whether included in a broader demilitarization agreement or not,
a prohibition of mines in the Strait area or in the entire Gulf would be
a useful management instrument. As the damage to the Bridgeton and
USS Samuel B. Roberts during the 1987-88 tanker war demonstrates,
mines pose a signiﬁcant hazard to Gulf shipping, especially if laid
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clandestinely. The removal of this threat would reduce uncertainty
about navigation substantially.40 Since Iran is the only Gulf state
likely to employ mines, it would probably not be difﬁcult to get the
remainder of the Gulf states and outside navies operating in the Gulf
to agree to a comprehensive regional ban on naval mines.
The disputed islands present another option, but unfortunately not
a desirable one. The islands have small populations and no intrinsic
worth beyond their location. Under the territorial arrangements
established when Britain withdrew from the Gulf in 1971, Iran
was to share sovereignty over Abu Musa and the Tunbs with the
UAE. Just before the British withdrew; Iranian forces occupied all
three islands. Iran and the UAE reached an agreement for joint
administration just before the Iranian occupation; there was no such
agreement with the UAE. The joint administration of Abu Musa has
led to friction, notably since 1992 when Iran began to assert unilateral
control over the island. There have been a number of incidents since
that time; in June 2004, for example, a UAE patrol boat ﬁred on an
Iranian ﬁshing boat. The UAE, backed by the other members of the
GCC, have sought international arbitration to resolve the situation;
Iran has refused.41 Iranian overtures to the Gulf countries have not
altered their position.42 Even the mention of the most basic agreement
regarding the islands, presumably exchanging recognition of Iranian
sovereignty for demilitarization, would deeply offend the Gulf Arabs
and encourage Iranian territorial claims elsewhere in the Gulf. Iran
asserted a historical claim to Bahrain, originally in 1927, but ofﬁcially
relinquished that claim in 1970. Recognition of the Iranian claims
to the Tunbs and Abu Musa might encourage Iran to revive the
claim to Bahrain.43 Since Iran has controlled the Tunbs for 30 years
and apparently has obtained what it wants in Abu Musa, the island
situation appears to offer little leverage for obtaining concessions
from Iran. For Iran, the islands are a national issue, not related to the
revolutionary agenda.44
The INCSEA precedent suggests a different management
approach, focused on freedom of navigation and avoidance of
provocation. Like INCSEA, an “INCGULF” could involve only
actual armed forces (air and naval) operating in the Gulf and Strait
and would regulate only behavior. It could begin with a promise
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to observe the maritime rules of the road and their equivalents in
the air and continue by circumscribing provocative behaviors,
such as the loading of mines aboard ships or aircraft or the use of
missile guidance radars, and might extend to notice of naval and air
exercises. The lack of diplomatic relations between the United States
and the Islamic Republic would be an obstacle to the negotiation
of such an agreement, particularly if it involved the creation of a
review body. But the United States and Iran already cooperate
in a program for the monitoring of wrecks and other hazards to
navigation in the Strait, managed by the U.S. Coast Guard; anecdotal
reports suggest that formal and respectful contacts frequently take
place between U.S. and Iranian naval ofﬁcers in the Strait area. A
Prevention of Incidents structure simply would place those contacts
on an ongoing basis without involving interaction at the diplomatic
level. It would improve the security of trafﬁc through Strait and thus
appeal not only to the other Gulf states and the United States, but to
all major importers of oil from the Gulf, including India and China.
The Iranian Revolutionary Guard, essentially the armed forces of the
revolutionary agenda, probably would reject an INCGULF out of
hand. The rejection would both isolate Iran and contribute to friction
between the regular Iranian armed forces and the Revolutionary
Guard.
The idea of a Gulf commission, modeled up to a point on the
Strait Commission established in the Lausanne Convention, offers
an intriguing prospect. (The Strait Commission could not be an exact
model, since it was imposed by the victorious Allies and actually
controlled its own territory, the Strait Zone.) A Gulf Commission
would address the question of secure and orderly navigation in the
international waters of the Strait and Gulf. It would be established
by an international convention and have responsibility for enforcing
the terms of that convention. A Gulf convention could include any of
the possible agreements mentioned above—local demilitarization, a
mine ban, an INCGULF, for example—as well as such matters as
maintenance of aids to navigation and wrecks, on which anecdotal
evidence suggests that there is already a good deal of informal
cooperation. It also could serve as a clearing house for information
on the passage of ships and aircraft. More formal and intrusive
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mechanisms of management could include requiring that an ofﬁcial
of the Commission be aboard all nonriparian vessels and all warships
operating in international waters in the Gulf, or even that ships
passing through the waters administered by the Commission ﬂy a
Commission ﬂag in addition to their national colors. The expenses of
the Commission would be considerable; it could be funded either by
fees paid by the users of the Gulf or contributions from the members
of the Commission.
Since it is impossible to bring surface ships into the Gulf
surreptitiously, the functioning of a Commission would not limit
U.S. military options signiﬁcantly. If a situation justiﬁed military
action, it would also justify violating the rules of the commission.
The convention which created the commission would have to
have an escape clause to deal with this circumstance. It also might
declare certain violations of the convention as acts of war against
the signatories. Such a structure would give the United States a
legal role in maintaining the security of Gulf. The establishment
of a commission thus would defeat Iran’s longstanding goal of
establishing a collective security structure in the Gulf which would
the exclude the United States. An Iranian rejection of an agreement
would imply that Iran valued its national interest above order and
security in the Gulf, and thus isolate Iran.45
Even if these initiatives turned out to be no more than diplomatic
theater, the United States still would beneﬁt. Thus far, the United States
has dealt with Iran’s nuclear program primarily with sanctions and
harsh rhetoric, unlike the European Union (EU), which has offered
positive incentives.46 The proposal of management instruments or
regimes for the Gulf would show ﬂexibility without altering policy
on the nuclear issue. Even if the ﬂexibility is not sufﬁcient to impress
the Islamic Republic, it would impress the global community and
might facilitate cooperation with the European powers on nuclear
issues and continuing security cooperation with the GCC countries.
If, of course, Iran accepted one of the proposals and then violated
it, it would weaken Iran’s position, even if it were not so gross a
provocation as Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait. In either of these cases,
the United States would beneﬁt as long our adherence to whatever
instrument or regime Iran had violated did not compromise our
ability to act in the Gulf.
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Showing ﬂexibility to the Islamic Republic would have some
risks. Iran might take plasticity as weakness and take more aggressive
actions as a result. But in doing so, the Islamic Republic would weaken
its international position. Iranian adherence to an agreement might
well pose the greatest challenge. Iranian acceptance of a management
instrument for the Gulf would be as much a strategic choice as
offering it would be for the United States. If the GCC countries,
Iran’s other neighbors, and the world community (not to mention
the United States) perceived Iranian acceptance of a management
as a sign of a new and more benign approach to the world, and
acted accordingly, the situation would become far more dangerous.
A reduction in tensions in the Gulf cannot and must not serve as
the basis for a redeﬁnition of the U.S. relationship with the Islamic
Republic. It could not replace, only complement the sanctions regime
and a vigorous military policy in the region. Whatever conﬁdence
these measures might build could not become the basis of a new
Gulf policy.47
CONCLUSION
No management instrument or regime could either dissuade
the Islamic Republic of Iran from its pursuit of nuclear weapons or
eliminate the threat to global and regional order which a nuclear Iran
would pose. The most comprehensive and formal concept would
offer no more than a marginal improvement in the overall situation.
But in such a serious situation, even the prospect of marginal
improvement is worth careful investigation. An approach to Iran,
whether through secret diplomacy or open declaration, would create
a new arena in which the United States could employ its power
to reduce Iran’s international support and freedom of action and,
perhaps, capability. A management regime can be, and must be, an
instrument of statecraft, not a substitute for it.
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