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Introduction
When the monarchs of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates refused to take phone calls
from President Biden in the early days of the war in Ukraine, it was the clearest sign yet that
America had lost the hearts and minds of its friends in the Middle East. A few days earlier, on
March 2nd, the United Arab Emirates abstained from supporting a U.S.-led resolution at the
United Nations condemning Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, joining only China and India. Less
than a week later, Saudi Arabia declared it would allow China to buy oil in the Yuan rather than
the U.S. dollar, a mostly symbolic gesture that revealed the Arab states were turning eastward.
Some Americans might ask why we ought to care. China is the number one threat, they say, and
President Putin’s Russia is not far behind. According to this logic, we should focus all of our
attention where the real threats reside – in East Asia and Eastern Europe. One only needs to flip
on the nightly news to see that Russia and China present threats, but the skeptic of American
engagement in the Middle East may not be considering why Russia and China are fixating on
the Middle East. Russia spent billions of dollars and hundreds of Russian lives to prop up the
Assad regime in Syria, a country hundreds of miles from the nearest Russian border and with few
natural resources. Russia is making in-roads with many of the West’s historical partners in the
region, including by building and financing massive nuclear power plants in Turkey and Egypt.
Contrary to conventional wisdom, the Middle East was the only region where China’s
investments increased between 2013 and 2019.1 Since 2019, China has promised at least
hundreds of billions in investments and infrastructure development to Iran, Turkey, and the Arab
states. China has built a major naval base in Djibouti on the Red Sea, recently sought basing
rights at a port that it is constructing in the UAE, and is rumored to be developing naval
capabilities at a commercial port it’s building in southwestern Pakistan, not far from the Gulf of
Oman.
Why are Russia and China increasingly fixated on the Middle East? Recently, they told us. In a
joint statement following President Putin and President Xi’s pre-Winter Olympics summit, the
two leaders pledged to counter American influence everywhere and to combat “attempts by
external forces to undermine security and stability in their common adjacent regions.”2 Putin and
Xi’s ambitions are beginning to sound like “domination of Eurasia,” which is how historians

1. See https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/05/16/chinas-global-investments-are-declining-everywhere-except-for-oneregion/.
2. See https://www.voanews.com/a/at-beijing-olympics-xi-and-putin-strive-for-unity-against-us/6426270.html.
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Stephen E. Ambrose and Ernest J. King described Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan’s primary
goal at the outset of WWII.”3
To dominate Eurasia, the Russians and the Chinese will have to dominate the Middle East, for
energy, geographic, and ideological reasons. In 2020, 25 percent of the world’s electricity was
generated by natural gas and 40 percent of the world’s proven gas reserves sat under Middle
Eastern sand. 24 percent of the world’s gas reserves are in Russia, so a Russia-China axis that
dominated the Middle East would dominate global power generation. As for oil, about two-thirds
of the world’s proven reserves are in the Middle East and North Africa. While the world may
gradually become less dependent on oil, natural gas will continue to generate electricity for
billions of people for the foreseeable future.
Geographically, the Middle East is at the center of global trading routes. In 2020, 12 percent of
all global trade passed through Egypt’s Suez Canal. When a supertanker got stuck and blocked
the canal in March of 2021, it cost the global economy an estimated $400 million an hour.4 For
a tanker ship to avoid the Suez on course to Europe, it adds 6,000 miles and roughly $300,000 in
fuel.5 The Straits of Hormuz, a narrow body of water that connects the Persian Gulf and the

3. Ambrose Stephen E. and King, Ernest J. (1970) Grand Strategy of WWII. Naval War College Review.
4. See https://www.cnbc.com/2021/03/25/suez-canal-blockage-is-delaying-an-estimated-400-million-an-hour-ingoods.html.
5. See https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-03-25/suez-canal-traffic-snarl-is-making-shipping-costsskyrocket.
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Indian Ocean, is part of the shipping route for one-third of the world’s liquified natural gas trade
and about one-fifth of the world’s oil.6 Middle Eastern states have developed additional ports to
bi-pass the choke points. For example, the Omani port at Duqm (developed with billions in
investment by the Chinese), is now considered the favored off-loading point for cargo headed to
the Arabian Peninsula.
For both China and Russia, strong relations in the Islamic holy land improves relations with
Muslims across Eurasia, where roughly 1.2 billion Muslims live. For Russia, at least ten percent
of its population is Muslim, mostly living in restless Caucuses regions that have given Moscow
headaches for decades. For China, the powerful Muslim states of Turkey, Pakistan, and the
Arabian Peninsula were all virtually silent in the face of China’s Uyghur concentration camps –
a silently “loud” signal that economic relations with China have become politically vital to
Middle Eastern states.
While the war in Ukraine has rallied Western support for democracy, freedom, and selfdetermination, it also reveals the West’s handicap in the Middle East. Few of the West’s partners
in the region have any semblance of democratic governance. 7 Some are human rights abusers.
When Middle Eastern states look at the West’s collective enthusiasm in defending democracy in
Ukraine, they remember how the Administration of U.S. President Barack Obama abandoned
Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak, a treaty ally, as soon as democratic protestors gained the upper
hand in Cairo’s Tahrir Square. President Biden has made democracy promotion a centerpiece of
his foreign policy, contextualizing world politics as a fight between democracy and autocracy,
including in his first State of the Union Address earlier this year. Though he is now seeking to
thaw relations with Saudi Arabia, President Biden never backed off his characterization of the
Kingdom as a “pariah state,” a term usually reserved for the likes of Iran and North Korea. Russia
and China make no illusion about democracy promotion, and they never patronize Middle
Eastern states about human rights.
In sharp contrast to its relations with Ukraine, the West lacks a set of unifying political and social
values to tie it to Middle Eastern regimes. For this reason and others, Washington, London, and
their friends have struggled to identify an organizing principle for engagement in the region. The
result is uneven and unpredictable policy that leads to bad outcomes – a botched and bloody
retreat from Afghanistan after a failed 20-year war, withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal just a
few years after inking it, multiple U-turns in Iraq, red lines broken in Syria and elsewhere, and
most recently, a U-turn in the Biden Administration’s antagonistic approach to Saudi Arabia and
the UAE. As the dust from those decisions has settled, Washington and its friends are left with a

6. See https://www.britannica.com/place/Strait-of-Hormuz.
7. Kuwait is the only state on the Arabian Peninsula with a legislature that holds formal powers. Iraq, Lebanon,
Tunisia, and Turkey have all been quasi-democratic in recent years, with Tunisia backsliding over the last two
years under President Saied. Israel is democratic.
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slew of ostensibly friendly states in the region who have no trust in the West, and who are
considering going nuclear rather than continuing to rely on Western military support.
This monograph project began about two years ago to address a comparatively more pedestrian
challenge than winning great power competition: A future with multiple states in the Middle East
pointing nukes at one another seems more likely today than it ever has before. This monograph
still focuses on this problem, however, over the last two years, and especially in the wake of
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the Arab States’ response to it, it became clear this project does
more than just talk about nuclear weapons. It outlines the tenets of an organizing principle to
guide Western states toward a more coherent Middle East policy. The most concrete
manifestation of Middle Eastern states’ insecurity and distrust of the West is the collective
explosion of interest in building robust nuclear programs. If Turkey, Saudi Arabia, or another
Arab state built the bomb, they would no longer need to rely on the United States, London, or
their friends. Most states in the region already have far more robust economic relations with
Beijing than with Washington, in part because China has a greater need for Middle Eastern oil
and gas than does the United States. Armed with the bomb, Western security guarantees, arms
sales, and bases would become much less meaningful to Riyadh, Ankara, or any other friendly
capital. A nuclear Middle East would not only bring the world exponentially closer to nuclear
war, but it would hand the keys to the region to the Beijing-Moscow axis.
Last year, revelations in Western media that Saudi Arabia secretly developed a nuclear program,
with China’s help, opened eyes in the West. But the truth is, Saudi Arabia is not without
company. The three most powerful states in the region – Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia – are all
increasing their nuclear capabilities. Other regional players – Egypt and the United Arab Emirates
– are doing so as well.
But can Washington stop the spread? Some insist nuclear weapons proliferation is inevitable in
the Middle East. Why expend time and valuable resources toward an unachievable goal? Iran
cannot be stopped from acquiring a nuclear weapon, it has been argued, only slowed down. If
impoverished states like Pakistan in the 1990s and China in the 1960s acquired a weapon, then
any determined state can and will acquire one too.
Perhaps this is true, but the United States and like-minded nations have slowed the spread of
nuclear arms, even in the Middle East. This suggests nonproliferation should still be quite
possible. One example of success is Algeria. Near the beginning of its second civil war in 1991,
Algeria built a nuclear reactor with China’s help. In now declassified National Security Council
memos, intelligence officials noted the reactor was large enough to be used to make plutonium,
which is a fuel for nuclear bombs, but an uneconomic fuel for civilian power generation.8 There
were suspicions Algeria had a facility to extract this plutonium from the reactor’s spent fuel.
8. See https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/nukevault/ebb228/index.htm.
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Finally, the entire nuclear facility was protected by an anti-aircraft missile system, which is
abnormal for a strictly civilian power plant. The US government during the George H.W. Bush
Administration acted on this information and applied pressure through various channels until
Algeria foreswore acquiring nuclear weapons and placed the reactor under IAEA safeguards.
Other examples include Iraq, Syria, and Libya. The United States, Great Britain, and Israel
destroyed suspect nuclear facilities in Iraq and Syria. Moammar Qaddafi’s Libya famously gave
up its nuclear weapons program in 2003 after secret negotiations with the Administration of
George W. Bush.
Much earlier, during the tumultuous days of the Cold War, several Middle Eastern states
entertained going nuclear. Turkey considered it in 1960, only to abandon plans later for various
reasons, as this volume will discuss in section two. Egypt under President Gamal Abdul Nasser
pursued multiple reactor projects, only to see the funding dry up after the Six-Day War, and the
incentives evaporate after Nassar’s successor Anwar Sadat began working toward a peace
agreement with Israel. International pressure (including by the US) led Sadat to sign The Treaty
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) in 1980. Evidence suggests even today’s
most likely nuclear proliferators in the region – Iran, Turkey, Saudi Arabia – have craved the
bomb for decades, to varying degrees. As of today, none of them have nuclear arms.
Again, all of this real-world history indicates that theoretical arguments about what is considered
inevitable should not control what policymakers do now.
This study will explain how the United States and like-minded states can still stop, or at least
significantly slow down, the bomb’s spread in the Middle East. The historical record as well as
the current intentions of potential proliferators in the region suggests this is possible, but
Washington will need to start planning now. The three case countries of this monograph – Iran,
Turkey, and Saudi Arabia – are all taking aggressive steps toward nuclearization.
This study’s first section argues that further spread of nuclear weapons would cast a dark shadow
over the Middle East. The section outlines the three most plausible nuclear proliferation
scenarios; (1) several states obtain the bomb, (2) several states develop robust nuclear fuelmaking capabilities (as Iran already has) but decide to remain a few months away from acquiring
a nuclear weapon, and (3) Iran, or another state, gets the bomb and other states go right to the
edge of weaponization. All three futures could catalyze conventional inter-state conflicts and
growing proxy fights that could become more dangerous direct conflicts. Even if wars were
somehow avoided, the ability of America and like-minded states to promote economic and
political stability in the region would dramatically decline. Thankfully, none of this is inevitable.
The second section outlines how economic, technical, security, and domestic political factors
have so far prevented states in the region from acquiring the bomb and the third section explains
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why today’s three most worrisome proliferators – Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia – remain nonnuclear weapons states.
So far, Middle Eastern states have failed to acquire nuclear weapons because they faced three
barriers. First, Western states blocked Middle Eastern states from getting the bomb through
coercive measures such as military strikes and economic sanctions, and through re-assuring
measures such as basing troops in the region, selling advanced weaponry, and signing security
agreements. Second, most Middle Eastern states have not been certain they needed the bomb.
Nuclear weapons are useful to deter conventional foreign invasions,9 not the domestic political
instability – revolutions, coups, and other forms of regime change – that plague most Middle
Eastern states. Third, Middle Eastern states have struggled to execute nuclearization because of
technological barriers and more pressing military imperatives that required immediate focus and
funding.
The case of Israel (the one Middle Eastern state with a nuclear arsenal) validates these findings.
Not only was its nuclear pathway not blocked by Western states, but its security decision makers
were convinced they needed the bomb to prevent annihilation by Arab states. Unlike its Middle
Eastern neighbors, Israel had steady access to funding and scientific research that was not
constrained by more pressing security prerogatives.
From the vantage point of Riyadh, Ankara, and Tehran, the barriers are starting to look more and
more as they did to Israel in the 1950s. Today’s most likely proliferators have become less certain
that Western states will or can stop them from going nuclear. They are less confident in security
guarantees and agreements signed with Washington and its allies. They have easier access to
funding and nuclear scientists than in the past. They face long-term security anxieties rather than
immediate existential threats – a recipe that drove Israel and other states to invest in nuclear
weapons programs.
The fourth section suggests an alternative approach to policy in the Middle East. Specifically,
the United States and Western allies should seek to build a sustainable coalition of both Middle
Eastern and Western states that provides more security and prosperity to its participants than
nuclearization ever could.
Agreeing to form a coalition would rebuild trust among Middle Eastern states that the United
States and its Western allies will not abandon the Middle East. It would create a forum for Arab
leaders to express concerns and grievances and for Western leaders to respond. It would allow
Middle Eastern states to have a greater voice in determining Washington and its allies’ role in
the region. It would help states in the region build more capable conventional militaries, as
NATO did in Ukraine, and prepare for a fast-approaching world fueled without oil.
9. See https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/waltz1.htm.
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In Washington, fostering a coalition in the Middle East dedicated to preventing the spread of
nuclear weapons could be a sustainable approach that Republicans and Democrats alike would
support. It would help clarify why Washington remains committed to the region. It would help
anchor Western engagement in the region in a time when Russia and China are challenging the
West’s influence. It would lead Western states toward a more consistent approach to the region,
which Middle Eastern leaders are desperate to see. Over time, a coalition model would promote
greater peace and prosperity than the current model of piece-meal policy.
All of that said, a successful coalition is also aspirational. Realistically, organizing it will take
years, because most states in the Middle East remain deeply distrustful of one another and of the
West, though there are signs of improvement between Arab states and between Arab states and
Israel. But building its components can begin now. After all, most of history’s greatest unions
and coalitions developed incrementally, as the final section will touch on.
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Section 1

What proliferation headaches are coming in the Middle East?

Section 1 Introduction
If we consider the three most likely nuclear proliferators in the Middle East – Iran, Saudi Arabia,
and Turkey – we can identify at least three commonalities; (1) each of their leaders is talking
about acquiring nuclear weapons, (2) each of these states is currently building nuclear programs,
and (3) they all have incentives to get the bomb. If the current trajectory continues, it is likely
that one of three unacceptable scenarios will play out.
One: Iran, or theoretically Turkey, Saudi Arabia, or another Arab state gets the bomb and the
others do not. Two: Two or more states in the region develop robust nuclear programs but decide
to remain a few months away from acquiring a nuclear weapon. Three: Iran and at least one other
state in the region acquires nuclear weapons.
In each case, the threat of conflicts in the region would increase. Whoever got the bomb
(especially Iran) would conduct conventional or proxy attacks with impunity.10 There is a history
of new nuclear-weapons states acting more aggressively soon after acquiring the bomb. Israel
presumably acquired nuclear weapons shortly before its surprise attack against Egypt’s air and
land forces in 1967, launching the Six-Days War. Not long after acquiring nuclear weapons in
1964, Mao’s China nearly triggered a major war with the Soviet Union. Chinese soldiers killed
dozens of Russian troops on Zhenbao Island, and both sides massed forces along the RussoChinese border. Pakistan has been every bit as aggressive against India since Islamabad proved
it had a nuclear arsenal in 1998. In 1999, it sent paramilitary forces into Indian-controlled
Kashmir, resulting in a two-month conflict that resulted in about one thousand deaths.11 In the
years since, India and Pakistan have been on the brink of major war several times. Pakistan has
facilitated terrorist attacks that have killed hundreds and injured thousands in India. In Iraq,
Saddam Hussein told his commanders that the bomb would allow him to attack neighbors with
impunity.12 All of this suggests that if Iran or another state acquired nuclear weapons, the threat
of conflict would increase.
10. Pollack, K. M. (2013). Unthinkable: Iran, the Bomb, and American Grand Strategy. Simon and Schuster.
11. Pollack, K. M. (2013). Unthinkable: Iran, the Bomb, and American Grand Strategy. Simon and Schuster.
12. Amatzia Baram, “Deterrence Lessons from Iraq,” Foreign Affairs 91, No. 4 (July/August 2012): 80.
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The threat of conflicts turning nuclear would be real. While some political scientists have
theorized that the spread of nuclear weapons makes wars less likely, responsible policymakers
ought not test that theory in the politically volatile Middle East.13 During the Cold War, the
United States and the Soviet Union nearly commenced nuclear war on a number of occasions.14
The Cuban Missile Crisis is one obvious example. A few times, it was by accident, despite both
superpowers’ large nuclear security bureaucracies and safety mechanisms. On one occasion, a
Soviet junior-level officer heroically chose to ignore radar indicating the Americans had
launched a full-scale nuclear strike.15 In the Middle East, new nuclear weapons states would
probably lack the organizational controls of established nuclear powers, making accidents more
likely than they were in the United States or Soviet Union.16
If states in the region went nuclear, the risk of nuclear arms falling into the hands of terrorists or
irredentists would increase substantially. Three Jihadi-fueled civil wars are raging in the Arab
World and other Arab states have struggled to control their own territory. Turkey had a coup in
2016. Iran has had large, violent protests in every major city since 2019 – another revolution is
possible there in coming years.
Even if nuclear weapons were not used in the near-term, their spread in the Middle East would
crush America’s standing in the region and hamstring its security interests in East Asia. Most of
America’s Middle Eastern allies have more robust economic relations with Beijing than with
Washington, because China has made it a national strategy to invest in the region and because
China is far more dependent on Middle Eastern oil and gas than is the United States. Saudi Arabia
exports six times as much to China as it does to the United States, and imports about 50 percent
more from China than from the United States. To meet ambitious economic diversification goals,
Riyadh and other Gulf Arab states will need Beijing more than Washington. If Gulf Arab states
no longer needed to rely on America’s weapons or America’s military forces in order to feel safe,
they would have good reason to turn fully to Beijing.
Arab states are already testing the waters. In November of 2021, the Chinese were building
military installations at a COSCO commercial shipping port in the UAE. When pressed by US
officials, Emirati officials claimed they did not know of the military activity and made China
shut down port construction.17 Within days of this concession, the UAE suspended talks with
Washington for a $23 billion deal for F-35 fighter jets and other advanced weapons technologies.
Reports indicate that the Biden Administration was at loggerheads with Abu Dhabi over its
13. Waltz, Kenneth N. “The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Be Better: Introduction.” The Adelphi
Papers 21, no. 171 (1981): 1–1. https://doi.org/10.1080/05679328108457394.
14. See https://politicalscience.stanford.edu/publications/spread-nuclear-weapons-debate-renewed-second-edition.
15. See https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/18/world/europe/stanislav-petrov-nuclear-war-dead.html.
16. See https://politicalscience.stanford.edu/publications/spread-nuclear-weapons-debate-renewed-second-edition.
17. See https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/nov/19/chinese-military-base-uae-construction-abandoned-usintelligence-report.
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relationship with China, including Huawei’s presence in the country. One Emirati official
described the decision to cancel the F-35 deal with Washington rather than break from China as
a “cost-benefit analysis.”18 The official then said, “the US remains the UAE’s preferred provider
for advanced defense requirements.”19
If the Arab Gulf states acquired their own nuclear weapons, they would probably allow the
Chinese to build naval bases in the Gulf rather than kowtow to American demands. China might
begin securing shipping lanes to East Asia, which would mean that America’s East Asian allies,
(many of whom depend heavily on the Middle East’s oil and gas), would be at the mercy of the
Chinese navy. Taiwan imports 86 percent of its oil from the Persian Gulf region. Almost all of
Japan’s oil imports come from Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, and Kuwait. About two-thirds of
South Korean oil comes from the Gulf. Each of these states also imports significant natural gas
from the Gulf region.
Finally, if the bomb were to spread, it would further discredit the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT) and open the door to more nuclear proliferation elsewhere. As it stands, 30 states
operate civilian nuclear power plants, but only nine of those have nuclear weapons. Most, if not
all, of the 21 non-weapons nuclear states could get the bomb if they wished to do so. If they did,
the likelihood of accidental or intentional nuclear wars would increase exponentially.
All of these outcomes are more likely now than in the past because acquiring nuclear technology
is easier today than it used to be. Russia and China are eager to finance “peaceful” nuclear exports
to gain influence over developing states and regional powers. In the Middle East, nuclear energy
may not be economical – for the most part, renewables and fossil fuels produce electricity cheaper
than nuclear reactors because of the massive up-front costs in building a nuclear plant – but
nuclearization is still seen as a symbol of modernity by Middle Eastern regimes.20 Meanwhile,
nuclear weapons design information is more readily available than in the past. The recentlydeceased Pakistani nuclear scientist AQ Khan distributed detailed plans to several Middle
Eastern governments, and the case countries all have nuclear scientists trained in Russia, China,
and Western countries. Some Middle Eastern states, including Iran, have worked with the North
Koreans as well.21 The fact remains, nuclear weapons can be based on 1940s technology and
impoverished states like Pakistan in the 1990s and China in the 1960s have already proven that
states without advanced technology sectors can still build the bomb.22
18. See https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/uae-threatens-pull-out-23-bln-f-35-drone-deal-withus-wsj-2021-12-14/.
19. See https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/UAE-tells-U.S.-it-will-suspend-F-35-talksfollowing-Huawei-unease.
20. Sagan, Scott D. “Why Do States Build Nuclear Weapons?: Three Models in Search of a Bomb.” International
Security 21, no. 3 (1996): 54–86. https://doi.org/10.2307/2539273.
21. See https://www.aa.com.tr/en/education/turkish-students-2nd-most-in-russian-nuclear-university/1632572.
22. Will, George F. “George F. Will: History Shows Nuclear Proliferation Is Inevitable.” Lowell Sun. Lowell Sun,
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Leaders in the Middle East’s most powerful countries are more attracted to acquiring the bomb
because regional security is in flux. Consider the concerns of all three cases countries:
Saudi and other Arab leaders worry about proxy wars with Iran undermining their grip on power
at home. Some Arab states, including Saudi Arabia, have large Shi’a populations that Iran and
Iranian-backed clerics influence. Arab leaders’ have good reason to question whether spending
billions of dollars on advanced, conventional weaponry will be enough to deter Iran. On the
battlefield in Yemen, Saudi Arabia has wasted billions in munitions, relied almost entirely on
British and American support, and still the Iranian-backed Houthis have maintained their grip on
much of the country and launched missiles into Saudi Arabia and the UAE, including a recent
strike that killed three civilians in Abu Dhabi.23 In February of 2021, nearly six years after the
Saudis began their military intervention in Yemen, the Houthis threatened the last city controlled
by the internationally-recognized government.24 Overall, Arab conventional militaries have poor
track records in conventional conflicts since WWII, making the bomb an attractive alternative to
reforming the military and empowering military commanders who may seek political power of
their own.25
Iran worries about attacks by Israel and the United States. The hawks aligned with the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and some conservative clerics believe a nuclear deterrent
would end the threat once and for all. In recent years, Israel has conducted cyberattacks, kinetic
strikes, sabotage, and assassinations to undermine Iran’s mullahs, who are already under
tremendous pressure from a restive, underemployed populous. The strikes reveal that Israel
operates a vast network inside Iran and has relatively easy access to Tehran’s cyber networks. As
President Putin has reminded us once again, authoritarian states that cannot solve internal
problems are prone to create external ones to boost nationalism and distract from failures at home.
Turkey no longer sees Washington or NATO as a legitimate security guarantor. Despite Turkey’s
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s cozier relationship with Putin, Ankara worries about
increased Russian aggression on three sides – in the Black Sea region, in the Caucuses, and in
Syria. Despite its oft-reported cozy relationship with Putin’s Russia, Turkey is selling dozens of
heavily armed drones to the Ukrainian government and Turkey made it more challenging for
Russian ships outside of the Black Sea to return to join the fight against Ukraine. Turkey has
demonstrated the lethality of its drones on the battlefield in Syria, where the Russians have had
a front row seat. Russian President Vladimir Putin called Turkish President Erdogan on
December 3rd of 2021 to express outrage at Ankara’s arms deals with Kiev. On December 4th,
July 11, 2019. https://www.lowellsun.com/2018/05/14/george-f-will-history-shows-nuclear-proliferation-isinevitable/.
23. See https://www.cnbc.com/2022/01/31/uae-forces-say-they-intercepted-houthi-missile-strike.html.
24. See https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen.
25. Pollack, K. M. (2020). Armies of Sand: The past, present, and future of Arab Military Effectiveness. Oxford
University Press.
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Turkish officials publicly declared that the sales to Ukraine would continue as planned.26 The
Ukrainian military has used drones to lethal effect against Russian forces, though it is difficult to
quantify the overall impact of Turkey’s drone sales on the conflict.
Whether Erdogan remains in power or not after national elections in the summer of 2023, Turkey
will not get caught off-guard if Iran goes nuclear. Turkey has built an arsenal of accurate ballistic
missiles that could be altered to carry nuclear warheads. The country is building a nuclear power
plant along the Mediterranean Sea and training hundreds of nuclear scientists who could also
manage a bomb program.27 The country has operated a research reactor near Istanbul since
1981.28
The Middle East’s regional powers are divided on most issues, but they are unified in their fear
of a new Cold War with the Middle East as a battleground between China and the U.S. As one
Gulf Arab diplomat recently put it, “what we are worried about is this fine line between acute
competition, and a new Cold War. Because I think we, as a small state, will be affected negatively
by this, but will not have the ability in any way to affect this competition, even positively
really.”29
The prospects for nuclear proliferation in the Middle East used to be dimmer in part because of
an international taboo against going nuclear. The academic Dr. Nina Tannenwald first coined the
term ‘nuclear taboo’ in the 1990’s. She argued that treaties combined with a global societal
disdain for nuclear weapons explained why few leaders threatened to go nuclear or dared build
secret nuclear weapons programs.30
Until recently, the taboo was quite strong in the Middle East. Throughout the second half of the
20th century, leaders in Turkey and Saudi Arabia publicly sought to make the Middle East a
nuclear weapons free zone.31 Other regional powers such as Egypt did as well.
There are clear signs, though, that the taboo is failing, especially in the Middle East. While the
dream for a nuclear weapons free Middle East has not completely died, key leaders in Iran,
Turkey, and Saudi Arabia have lost interest in nuclear nonproliferation and are now making the
opposite case – outlining the rationale for building nuclear weapons. In 2020, the Iranians
26. See https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/delivery-of-turkish-drones-to-ukraine-continue-as-planned-official169867.
27. See https://www.dailysabah.com/business/energy/43-more-turkish-engineers-complete-russian-nucleartraining.
28. See https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/improved-safety-at-turkeys-tr-2-research-reactor-iaea-peer-reviewmission-concludes.
29. See https://www.cnn.com/2021/12/27/middleeast/china-middle-east-uae-analysis-cmd-intl/index.html.
30. Tannenwald, Nina. "The Nuclear Taboo: The United States and the Normative Basis of Nuclear NonUse." International Organization 53, no. 3 (1999): 433-68. Accessed May 11, 2020.
www.jstor.org/stable/2601286.
31. See https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/mewmdfz.
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threatened to leave the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapon (NPT), which North
Korea had done shortly before acquiring the bomb. In 2019, Saudi Crown Prince Muhammad
Bin Salman (MBS) stated proudly on the CBS program 60 Minutes that if Iran acquires nuclear
weapons, then Saudi Arabia will too. Meanwhile, Erdogan is not making his nuclear ambitions a
secret. In September 2019 at the UN General Assembly, he railed against the legitimacy of the
nuclear nonproliferation regime (and received warm applause). A few weeks earlier, he told
members of his Justice and Development Party (AKP) that “some countries have missiles with
nuclear warheads, not one or two. But [they tell us] we can’t have them. This, I cannot accept.”32
He then said nuclear weapons are an enormous source of power for Israel, insinuating that they
could be for Turkey too.
While Iran has flirted with acquiring the bomb for years, the Turkish and Saudi public nuclear
statements are new developments. These leaders no longer fear consequences from the
international community for talking publicly about going nuclear. Why has this changed, and
changed so quickly?
The short answer is the nuclear taboo has been diminishing at least since 1998, when India and
Pakistan both tested nuclear explosive devices. Neither state received harsh punishment from the
great powers for getting the bomb. In fact, the bomb has probably strengthened both countries’
international standing. India tested its Pokhran-II nuclear weapon in 1998 and subsequently faced
a cocktail of economic sanctions by the United States, including an end to American credit and
credit guarantees, US opposition to international institutional lending to India, and the end of all
American foreign aid to India. A decade later, Washington had dropped the sanctions, signed a
nuclear cooperation agreement with New Delhi (known as a 123 agreement), and recognized
India as a legitimate nuclear power. In the case of Pakistan, the Bush Administration waived
nuclear sanctions against the country a month after the September 11th, 2001 terrorist attacks
because the White House thought doing so would help convince Pakistan to cooperate in the War
on Terror. State Department spokesman Richard Boucher said at the time, “We intend to support
those who support us. We intend to work with those governments that work with us in this fight
(against terrorism).”33
The India and Pakistan cases showed leaders in the Middle East that they could get the bomb
without major consequences if they were valuable partners to the United States or critical players
in the global economy. Of course, India and Pakistan were not the first examples of the United
States overlooking nuclearization. The Israelis rapidly developed their nuclear program during
the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. In 1969, The Nixon Administration essentially turned
the other way when it became clear Israel had acquired nuclear weapons and approved a major
32. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-nuclear-erdogan/erdogan-says-its-unacceptable-that-turkeycant-have-nuclear-weapons-idUSKCN1VP2QN.
33. See https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2001-10/press-releases/bush-waives-nuclear-related-sanctions-indiapakistan.
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arms transfer of American F-4 fighter jets to Israel.34 At the time, Israel was growing closer to
the United States as a democratic buffer against Soviet influence in the Middle East.
The nuclear taboo’s decline has accelerated over the last decade or so. During the Administration
of President Trump, North Korea tested a thermonuclear weapon, bragged about it, gained
international recognition as a powerful state, and was able to bargain with and threaten the United
States.35
Finally, in recent years, Russia, the US and China have abandoned their post-Cold War interest
in denuclearization. All three countries are modernizing their nuclear arsenals – the US is
planning to spend hundreds of billions on nuclear modernization over the next decade.36 Russia
is designing an array of new tactical and strategic missiles, some of which are designed to
overcome missile defense, such as the Burevestnik nuclear cruise missile that Putin loves to brag
about.37 China is modernizing its nuclear weapons program more aggressively than the US and
Russia – it is in the midst of constructing 250 new silos in Western China, which experts believe
will all be capable of holding solid-fueled intercontinental ballistic missiles carrying multiple
warheads capable of reaching the continental United States.38 In September of 2021, US Vice
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff John Hyten called China’s nuclear modernization
“unprecedented.”39
All of the developments above have contributed to the decline of the nuclear taboo. But just
because leaders in Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia feel more comfortable threatening to acquire
nuclear weapons in public forums does not mean they have ultimately decided to acquire the
bomb yet. However, they are all positioning themselves to go nuclear if they choose to do so in
coming months or years.
Iran’s nuclear future has been and will remain especially troubling. The country is now preparing
to stockpile weapons-grade uranium.40 Given the sophistication of its ballistic missile program,
Iranian engineers likely have blueprints for nuclear warheads. The country has far more highlyskilled nuclear scientists than Israel could ever silence.
34. Cohen, A. (1998). Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press.
35. The developments in North Korea have done much to weaken the taboo in the Far East as well. South Korea
watched closely of course. There, the ruling party leader in parliament publicly urged his government to acquire
nuclear weapons. At the time, South Korean public opinion polls showed a majority thought South Korea needed
a bomb of their own. The failing taboo is even impacting leaders’ thinking in South America. In 2019, Brazilian
President Bolsanoro’s son, who chairs the House of Representatives Foreign Relations Commission, argued the
country should acquire nuclear arms, saying “nuclear bombs guarantee peace.”
36. See https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57240.
37. See https://news.usni.org/2022/03/02/report-to-congress-on-russian-nuclear-weapons-3.
38. See https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-09/news/new-chinese-missile-silo-fields-discovered.
39. See https://news.usni.org/2021/09/14/hyten-chinas-unprecedented-nuclear-modernization-chief-concern.
40. See https://www.axios.com/iran-enrich-weapons-grade-uranium-israel-f624e90a-2283-4b55-adcad5aae1403912.html.
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Arguments that persist in Washington about whether Iran will sign a deal with President Biden,
or whether Iran will get the bomb and in how many months, miss the broader point in the region.
As former Iranian President Hashemi Rafsanjani explained in 2005: “As long as we can enrich
uranium and master the [nuclear] fuel cycle, we don’t need anything else. Our neighbors will be
able to draw the proper conclusions.”41 Even if Iran limits itself to enriching and stockpiling
uranium without actually building nuclear weapons, Saudi Arabia and Turkey will still rightfully
see Iran’s capability as a nuclear threat. Riyadh and Ankara are already talking about going
nuclear and building robust nuclear programs without knowing whether Iran will build a weapons
arsenal or not. Only a material roll-back in Iran’s fuel-making capabilities, not just its stockpiles,
could save the region from eventually arming to the nuclear teeth.
Turkey has been sending hundreds of scientists to Russia’s top nuclear physics programs 42 and
plans to complete its first of four Russian-made civilian nuclear reactors at Akkuyu, Turkey by
the end of 2023. The second reactor is also under construction. President Erdogan has indicated
his intent to continue this project, announcing in November 2021, “We will swiftly begin
preparations for our second and third plants.”43 While there is yet to be any evidence that Turkey
is pursuing an indigenous nuclear fuel-making program yet, Erdogan has made it a point to argue
that uranium enrichment is Iran’s right. Erdogan is ostensibly laying the groundwork to argue
that it would be Turkey’s right as well.44 Iran actively used the Russian-completed Bushehr
nuclear power plant as a cover to acquire dangerous nuclear technology, and Turkey could do
the same thing with its Akkuyu plant.45
Saudi Arabia’s efforts are worrisome because they are conducting them in secret, with China’s
help, and with the clear intent of developing indigenous nuclear fuel-making capabilities that
they would not need to fuel power reactors. In 2020, Western media discovered that China built
Saudi Arabia a facility to extract uranium yellowcake from uranium ore, an early stage in nuclear
fuel-making. The Saudis argue they need uranium enrichment for civilian reactors. They have
asked only the Republic of Korea to bid on building Saudi Arabia its first nuclear power plant.
South Korea stands out from other Western nuclear suppliers because it signs nuclear cooperative
agreements that allow recipients to enrich their own uranium up to 20% without additional
consent, getting them much of the way (by effort level) to weapons grade uranium. This alone is
worrisome, but other signs point to nefarious goals as well: The Chinese-built uranium
41. See
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/Managing_Nuclear_Risks_final.pdf.
42. Russia is also building Egypt a nuclear power plant and training hundreds of Egyptian scientists in Russia to
eventually take the reins of a growing nuclear program. Egypt is behind their three regional competitors –Iran,
Turkey, Saudi Arabia – but it seems intent to keep up.
43. See https://www.world-nuclear-news.org/Articles/Turkish-President-Erdogan-looks-to-further-new-nuc.
44. See https://www.islamtimes.org/en/news/26662/erdogan-nuclear-enrichment-iran-s-right.
45. Voss, S. (2013). Tracking Nuclear Proliferation within a Commercial Power ... Retrieved July, from
http://npolicy.org/article_file/Susan_Voss_Tracking_Nuclear_Proliferation_within_a_Commercial_Power_Program.pdf.
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yellowcake extraction facility is located as far from Iran as possible, in a remote and rugged area
of the Hijaz region near the Red Sea (see graphic below for location). It is unclear whether the
Saudis really believed the US would not find out about this project, but it certainly appears they
hoped to keep it hidden. The day after The Wall Street Journal revealed the secret China-Saudi
nuclear activities, The New York Times leaked classified US intelligence saying Saudi Arabia
was employing Chinese companies to develop a robust nuclear fuel production program. The
report claimed China has built other nuclear-related facilities across the country, including a
facility related to nuclear enrichment that was disguised as part of a solar-panel production
facility near Riyadh. If Saudi Arabia were simply interested in nuclear power, it would not need
an enrichment program. Saudi Arabia’s neighbor and ally, the United Arab Emirates, fuels its
Barakah nuclear power plant – the only nuclear power plant in the Arab World – with enriched
uranium imported cheaply from Australia.
Yellowcake Extraction Facilities and Nuclear Powerplants Built and Under Construction
in the Middle East

Plenty of scholars and former Washington policymakers downplay these developments, and
conclude that the bomb’s spread is not worthy of US attention. The most prominent camp agrees
that the United States should stop hostile states from getting the bomb, but questions why
Washington should sanction friendly nuclear proliferators.46 Others say the US has more pressing
46. President Trump shares this view. He argues that US allies should develop their own nuclear arsenals. It’s too
expensive for the United States to maintain a nuclear umbrella for them and it would make more sense for the US
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geopolitical concerns to manage than curbing a long-term trend like the spread of nuclear arms.47
Those with this viewpoint believe the bomb is unlikely ever to be used. As such, efforts to prevent
its spread are a waste of time and resources.48 A third group argues the bomb’s spread is actually
desirable, claiming it would inhibit the breakout of conventional wars.49
All three of these ways of thinking are the wrong approach for Washington and like-minded
states. This volume has already addressed the problem with the third group – in the bomb’s eightdecade history, it has not stopped states from acting aggressively against adversaries. Those who
believe Washington should only stop its adversaries from going nuclear are short-sighted – in the
Middle East, today’s friends can quickly become tomorrow’s enemies.50 Consider the case of
Iran. In early 1978, Iran was a stalwart ally of the United States. By November of 1979, its
presumptive supreme leader Ayatollah Khomeini had decried America as the “Great Satan” upon
his return to Tehran from exile.
Policy shifts need not be as drastic as those of 1979 Iran in order to drive a state away from
Washington. Twelve years ago, it would have been inconceivable that NATO ally Turkey would
soon buy advanced weapons systems from Russia, decry the global nuclear non-proliferation
treaty, threaten Israel and Arab states, and facilitate the flood of refugees from war-torn Syria
into Europe. Over recent years, public opinion polls in Turkey highlight America’s deep
unpopularity there. Twelve years from now, Turkey might become a sworn enemy of the United
States, or it might maintain its current policy of non-alignment, which would still make it quite
dangerous if armed with the bomb, or it might revert to closer relations with Washington and
Europe. We simply do not know.
In many Arab states, regimes are likely to change over the next decade and their nuclear postures
and foreign policies will as well. Nine states in the region have faced a coup, revolution, uprising,
or regime change (or a combination of multiple) in the last decade. There is sound scholarship
that argues the “Arab Spring” revolutions, which began in late 2010, are not over but merely
dormant.51 Public demands for new governance are smoldering from Iran to the Arab Maghreb.

to arm them as a balance against America’s adversaries. This viewpoint may explain why the Trump
Administration originally favored selling Saudi Arabia nuclear reactors under lax conditions.
47. Colby, Elbridge. “Choose Geopolitics Over Nonproliferation.” The National Interest. The Center for the
National Interest, February 28, 2014. https://nationalinterest.org/commentary/choose-geopolitics-overnonproliferation-9969.
48. Mueller, J. (2020, June 24). Nuclear Alarmism: Proliferation and Terrorism. Retrieved from
https://www.cato.org/publications/publications/nuclear-alarmism-proliferation-terrorism.
49. Waltz, Kenneth N. “The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Be Better: Introduction.” The Adelphi
Papers 21, no. 171 (1981): 1–1. https://doi.org/10.1080/05679328108457394.
50. Lewis, B. (2011) The End of Modern History in the Middle East. Hoover Press.
51. Fawcett, L. (2017). States and Sovereignty in the Middle East: Myths and Realities. International Affairs.
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In some cases, popularly-elected governments in the region would, at least initially, be more antiAmerican than current authoritarian leaders. According to polls conducted in November of 2020,
significantly more Saudis believe that Israel, rather than Iran, is the greatest threat to security in
the Middle East.52 In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood won the country’s post-revolution national
elections. For years, Republican politicians in Washington, including former President Trump,
have sought to make that group a State Department-designated foreign terrorist group.
Leaders in Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Turkey believe they have legitimate security reasons to pursue
a bomb option. While none of them currently face an imminent existential threat of invasion from
a foreign adversary, all three feel a profound sense of domestic insecurity, which feeds their
obsession with projecting strength. All three also see the status quo of American regional
dominance waning. In its wake, they fear a free-for-all between regional competitors – e.g., Iran,
Turkey, and Saudi Arabia – plus Russia, and China. As a result, Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia
aggressively seek to shape the Middle East for their own interest. Increasingly, this brings them
in conflict with one another. The combination of domestic and international uncertainty makes
the bomb appealing to all three. Let’s consider each case in more detail.

Turkey
Erdogan believes he needs to project strength to cling to power
Erdogan’s popularity in Turkey is declining. In 2019 local elections, his AKP Political Party lost
mayoral elections in Istanbul (a position Erdogan held prior to running for Prime Minister in
2003), the capital of Ankara, and in Turkey’s most important industrial city, Izmir. Overall,
Erdogan’s party has won no more than 42 percent of the vote in the last two elections. Polls
conducted this year in Turkey’s five largest cities revealed over 50 percent of residents would
not consider voting for Erdogan under any conditions.53 In elections between 2003 and 2014,
Erdogan racked up victories with over 50 percent of the vote.
Erdogan has been unpopular among Turkey’s secular-urban elite, and among powerful factions
of the military, for a long time. In 2016, a faction within the military attempted to oust him by
coup. While elites have worried about Erdogan’s authoritarianism, the ground swell of opposition
from large swaths of the population since 2018 is new. The main reason for his declining
popularity is poor economic performance: Erdogan’s populist economic policies have led to outof-control inflation, negligible growth, rising unemployment and the growing possibility of

52. See https://www.timesofisrael.com/most-saudis-think-israel-not-iran-is-regions-biggest-threat-poll-finds/.
53. See https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/81552/Survey-affirms-Erdogan-s-loss-of-popularity-continues.
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complete economic collapse.54 One well respected polling group found his popular support to be
at just 30 percent in early 2020.55 The economic situation has gotten much worse since then. In
December of 2021, inflation hit an annual rate of 36 percent, with real world effects for everyday
people. The price of basic necessities like milk and medicine are soaring and the value of
government pensions are declining.56

Turkey has an array of threats in its neighborhood
Erdogan has cultivated an aggressive foreign policy to rally his base and distract voters from
economic woes. As Turkey’s economy shrunk throughout 2018 and 2019, Erdogan’s fiery
speeches harkened to Turkey’s Ottoman imperial past. Over the last few years, he has transitioned
some of the nation’s most important Byzantine churches and museums into mosques, and
reintroduced Ottoman language into school curricula.57 These moves were overwhelmingly
popular among the AKP’s conservative and religious base of supporters.
In 2018, Erdogan told AKP parliamentarians that the US might receive an “Ottoman slap” for
supporting Kurdish forces in Syria. To an extent, he followed through. Over the last two plus
years, he has waged military operations in Syria, including against US allied Sunni Arabs and
Kurds. In Iraq, Erdogan has sent Turkish military forces to raid and eliminate Kurdish PKK
(Kurdish separatists committed to forming an independent Kurdish state in Turkey) forces,
despite protests from Baghdad. Erdogan’s military campaigns against Kurds in Iraq and Syria
correlate with large jumps in his approval ratings.58
In Libya, he has propped up the UN-recognized, and Muslim Brotherhood-aligned, government
in Tripoli. Since the Arab Spring began in 2011, Erdogan has supported Muslim Brotherhoodbacked governments across the Sunni-Arab World. This policy puts him at loggerheads with the
al-Saud family, who worry that that the Brotherhood could expand their influence in the
Kingdom, fomenting discontent that might blossom into revolution.
Erdogan’s emerging alliance with Pakistan has also irked the Saudis. Prior to 2018, TurkishPakistani relations were warm but superficial. Since 2018, Erdogan has tightened the ties
considerably. In 2020, he addressed a joint session of Pakistan’s parliament for a record fourth
54. Erdogan believes in low interest rates to inflate the purchasing power of Turks, but this is crushing their ability
to export (Turkey has a large and growing current account deficit), and bond markets are worried that Turkey
could hit runaway inflation, which scares them away. Erdogan has recently backpeddled by decreasing currency
value, but it remains a country with no independent monetary apparatus.
55. See https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/81552/Survey-affirms-Erdogan-s-loss-of-popularity-continues.
56. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/14/business/economy/turkey-inflation-economy-lira.html.
57. Hagia Sophia, but also other Byzantine churches.
58. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-politics-syria/turkeys-syria-operation-reveals-cracks-amongerdogans-political-foes-idUSKBN1XN0E4.
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time, arguing passionately for Pakistan’s position in the Kashmir crisis. Not only has Erdogan
suddenly taken a keen interest in Kashmir, but he is supplying Pakistan’s military with
sophisticated weaponry. Just two years ago, Turkey won its largest defense contract ever – a
multibillion-dollar contract to build four large naval vessels for the Pakistani Navy. In addition,
a Turkish firm is constructing Pakistan’s largest domestically built warship in Karachi. Turkey
is also upgrading Pakistan’s submarines, maintaining its F-16 fighter jets, and selling Turkishbuilt attack helicopters. Only China is a bigger supplier to Pakistan’s military than Turkey.
Erdogan is probably not banking on Pakistan providing him with nuclear weapons – but he knows
that more touch points could mean more opportunities for nuclear cooperation, and he knows he
is pulling Pakistan away from Saudi Arabia.59
Erdogan’s aggressive foreign policy has also put him at odds with Tehran, though in a less public
way than his clashes with the Saudis. Ankara is weaning itself off natural gas from both Russia
and Iran because Erdogan fears dependency on either regional rival. Between 2019 and 2020,
Turkey cut its Iranian and Russian gas imports by 30 percent and 72 percent respectively.60
Turkey has picked up the slack by importing more liquified natural gas from Western states and
through gas imports from Azerbaijan.
Erdogan has expanded Turkey’s influence in Azerbaijan, putting him at odds with Tehran.
Erdogan funneled weapons and espoused loud support to Azerbaijan in its conflict with Armenia
in 2020.61 Since Iran’s largest minority group is Azeri, it views Turkish influence over Azeri
peoples as a threat that might lead to Turkish influence within Iran.
Taken in total, Erdogan’s aggressive foreign policy maneuvers between 2018 and 2022 have
made him a threat to regional competitors, primarily Saudi Arabia. His aggressive foreign policy
maneuvers bolster his popularity at home.

Turkey’s relationship with the West has deteriorated
Several polls indicate why Erdogan may also see a nuclear program as a useful tool of domestic
politics.62 The Turkish people overwhelmingly support self-reliance in security. In a 2007 poll,
just 12 percent of Turks supported the country remaining under the NATO security umbrella.63
In a 2019 Pew Research study, Turks reported more distrust of the United States than any other
59. More to come on the Pakistan-Saudi relationship in the Saudi subsection
60. See https://en.radiofarda.com/a/turkey-replacing-natural-gas-imports-from-iran-russia-by-lng-from-theus/30640185.html.
61. This has brought Erdogan into uncharted waters: he’s trying to become a power player in the caucus, which
Russia views as its sphere of influence.
62. See https://www.khas.edu.tr/sites/khas.edu.tr/files/inline-files/TEA2020_Tur_WEBRAPOR_1.pdf.
63. See http://pewglobal.org/reports/display.php?ReportID=252.

22

country in the world.64 Turks also distrust every other regional or great power – Iran, Saudi
Arabia, Russia, France, UK – at a rate of roughly 75 percent in all cases. Polls in Turkey that ask
specifically about nuclear weapons are few and far between, but in a 2012 poll conducted by the
Turkish Economic and Foreign Policy Research Centre, 58 percent of Turks said they believed
the country should acquire nuclear weapons if faced with a nuclear threat from Iran.65 All of this
suggests Erdogan is making a shrewd political choice by building a robust civilian nuclear
program, which can serve as the technical basis to develop a nuclear weapons option later.

Conclusion
While Erdogan’s aggressive rhetoric and actions should alarm Western policymakers, Turkey is
far from a nonproliferation lost cause. Unlike the Gulf Arab states, Turkey is likely to remain
economically dependent on the West for the foreseeable future. Erdogan’s backward thinking on
interest rates is one reason for this dependence. Erdogan paradoxically fuels inflation by slashing
interest rates because he is obsessed with boosting Turkish purchasing power. As he puts
Turkey’s economy on the brink of collapse, Western financial institutions will need to play a role
in stabilizing the lira. A second reason that Turkey will remain connected to the West is that
seven of Turkey’s top eight export markets are NATO members. Turkey’s economy also depends
on direct foreign investment from Western states, and Turkey is a major importer (and codeveloper) of American and Western European military equipment. The NATO industrial
complex boosts the Turkish industrial sector, which manufactures components of an array of
NATO weaponry.
Turkey also shares three of Washington’s core security goals in the Middle East: Prevent Iranian
domination of the Arab World; prevent Russian domination of the greater Middle East and
Caucuses; and prevent destabilizing state breakdowns wherever possible.
Another factor that will impact the future of Turkish-American relations is the staying power of
Erdogan and his AKP political party. In the past, Erdogan has faced off against a fractured
opposition. After AKP defeats in Turkey’s major urban mayoral elections of 2019, opposition
parties seem more committed to working together to defeat the AKP. If they can stay together,
Erdogan may lose office as a result of national elections in the summer of 2023. In the past,
opposition parties have criticized Erdogan harshly for weakening relations with the US and other
NATO partners, so it is likely that Erdogan’s political adversaries would be more pro-American,
if elected.

64. See https://www.pewresearch.org/global/database/indicator/1/.
65. One could argue pulling out of the Iran Deal, and Iran’s re-commencement of enrichment made a nuclear
program more attractive to Turkey.
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All of this suggests Washington still has leverage in Ankara and opportunities may well emerge
for improved Turkish-American relations in the foreseeable future. While Erdogan or his party
remain in power, Turkey will continue to play an antagonist role within NATO, exemplified
recently by Turkey’s oppositional stance to Swedish and Finnish NATO membership. However,
the strategic importance to both Turkey and the United States for Turkey to remain a troubled
friend outweigh the benefits of completely breaking relations (as satisfying as that may be). In
addition to other geopolitical considerations outlined above, convincing Ankara to uphold its
nonproliferation commitments is far easier while relations with Turkey are intact, and while
Turkey is a member of the NPT, a member of the IAEA in good standing, and has signed an
Additional Protocol agreement.

Saudi Arabia
Introduction
Conventional wisdom says the Saudis would only get nuclear weapons if Iran got them first. This
is roughly what MBS told 60 Minutes,66 but reality is a bit more complicated. First, the
conventional wisdom assumes the Saudis would wait to build nuclear technology until Iran had
fully weaponized. Second, it assumes that nuclear weapons are attractive to MBS only as a
deterrent against a nuclear armed Iran. Both assumptions are wrong.

External/ Regional Threats
Saudi Arabia cannot match Iran’s nuclear weapons capability in the foreseeable future unless
Riyadh starts now. Iran is at the doorstep of a bomb, within a year or two of weaponizing if it
chose to do so.67 Developing nuclear weapons technology will take Saudi Arabia years. MBS
said himself, “if Iran developed a nuclear bomb, we would follow suit as soon as possible.”
Matching Iran “as soon as possible” would not mean launching a nuclear program after Iran
already has a nuclear arsenal, which would provide Iran’s IRGC with years to pursue aggressive
proxy and unconventional attacks against the Kingdom and other Arab states.
This possible grim future of an aggressive, nuclear Iran is not lost on Saudi Arabia’s royal family.
In recent years, more figures in and around the royal family have been willing to speak up about
it, with one powerful cleric recently arguing that since other countries in the region have nuclear

66. See https://www.cbsnews.com/news/saudi-crown-prince-talks-to-60-minutes/.
67. See https://www.justsecurity.org/82038/the-nonproliferation-consequences-of-bidens-inaction-on-the-irannuclear-deal/.
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programs, it is “imperative for the Kingdom to have its own nuclear program.”68 A senior analyst
at the Bahrain-funded Center for Strategic Studies argued the Saudis should develop an
ostensibly civilian nuclear program now and “perhaps convert it to a military program in the
future the same way as other nuclear states in the world.”69
In truth, that program is already well underway. MBS and senior members of the military
establishment have said they are starting now, and it makes sense. Saudi Arabia has nearly
completed a nuclear research reactor outside of Riyadh, and they have built a series of buildings,
disguised with other purposes, which appear to be part of a uranium enrichment program. While
Saudi Arabia has entered slow negotiations with the IAEA for more strict monitoring, the
Kingdom currently holds a “small quantities protocol” agreement70 with the IAEA, exempting it
from standard inspections required of countries in the early stages of a robust nuclear program
with fuel-making capabilities.71 More worrisome yet is the level of secrecy surrounding their
program. As stated above, if the Saudis were pursuing nuclear technologies for civilian power
purposes, it is unclear why they would work exclusively with the Chinese, hiding their progress
from the United States and other Western states.72
Western intelligence sources estimated that Saudi Arabia funded about 60% of Pakistan’s nuclear
program,73 fueling speculation that the Pakistanis would provide Saudi Arabia with a nuclear
weapon if Riyadh demanded it.74 In recent years, this has become increasingly unlikely in part
because Saudi-Pakistani relations have soured quite a bit. In August of 2020, Pakistan’s Foreign
Minister openly criticized Saudi Arabia for its lack of support on the Kashmir conflict,
threatening to work more closely with “other Muslim countries,” a clear reference to Saudi-rival
Turkey.75 Pakistan has guarded its nuclear weapons much closer than some analysts predicted
after the country’s 1998 nuclear test. This is not to say Pakistani nuclear scientists could not help
Saudi Arabia build its bomb, as the late AQ Khan did for Iran, North Korea, Libya, and probably
others.

68. Page 133 Page 133 of Cigar, N. (2016) Saudi Arabia and nuclear weapons: How do countries think about the
bomb? London; New York: Routledge.
69. Page 133 of Cigar, N. (2016) Saudi Arabia and nuclear weapons: How do countries think about the bomb?
London; New York: Routledge.
70. See https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files/20/01/sg-sqp-status.pdf.
71. See https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/5/21/arms-control-experts-concerned-by-saudi-nuclear-reactorpush.
72. UAE-The process in which their Gold Standard nuclear agreement was negotiated was relatively open.
73. See https://www.theguardian.com/world/julian-borger-global-security-blog/2010/may/11/pakistan-saudiarabia.
74. See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-24823846.
75. See https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/pakistan-lashes-out-at-saudi-led-oic-silence-on-kashmir/1934076.
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Internal Threats
While the threat Iran poses remains the principal motivation for Saudi Arabia to go nuclear, there
are now additional motivations influencing MBS’s ambition. He worries about his popularity and
needs to shore up support before his father passes and the country officially choses a new leader.
Many of the royal family members whom he has jailed or otherwise sidelined are popular in
Western capitals and in Saudi Arabia.76 While none appear positioned to challenge his rule, some
could seek to undermine his authority or popularity.
Public polling data does not exist in Saudi Arabia, but elsewhere in the Middle East, MBS is far
less popular than either his father or uncle, the late King Abdullah. Historically, Arabs across the
region report high confidence in Saudi leaders. For example, a 2007 Pew poll asked Jordanian,
Kuwaiti, Egyptian and Lebanese people their opinion of Saudi King Abdullah. The Lebanese
were the least favorable toward the Saudi King, but still overwhelmingly favorable, with a
whopping 79 percent of respondents saying they had a lot of confidence in the King “to do the
right thing in global affairs.”77 Polls for MBS’s father, King Salman, were a bit less favorable
than for King Abdullah, but MBS scores far worse than either, with just 23 percent of Lebanese
reporting confidence in MBS to do the right thing regarding global affairs, just 18 percent of
Tunisians, and just 12 percent of Sunni Arabs living in Israel.78
MBS has reason to believe a robust nuclear program would boost his popularity. After Pakistan
got the bomb in 1998, Islamists across the country praised the move as a “triumph for Islam.”
The London-based Arabic newspaper al-Sharq al-Awsat splashed the headline “The Islamic
Bomb: A dream come true,” across its front page. After the US announced sanctions against
Pakistan, senior officials from Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Oman, Qatar, and even Iran traveled to
Pakistan to voice economic and moral support.”79 At the time, Iranian Foreign Minister Kamal
Kharrazi said, “all over the world, Muslims are happy that Pakistan has this capability.”

Riyadh’s trust in the West has deteriorated
MBS sees nuclearization as a potential cure to the possible ailment of American abandonment.
For decades, Saudi’s military leaders have privately feared that the country was too dependent
on the United States and Great Britain for its defense. Those fears grew when America signed
the Iran nuclear deal in 2015. Many Saudis saw the act as a betrayal, because it opened up billions
76. See https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/18/us/politics/jailed-saudis-crown-prince-mbs.html.
77. See https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2007/07/24/chapter-4-the-middle-east-and-the-muslim-world/.
78. See https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/01/29/saudi-arabias-mohammed-bin-salman-garners-littletrust-from-people-in-the-region-and-the-u-s/.
79. See https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1998/06/15/pakistani-a-tests-seen-as-triumph-forislam/2640ce13-a201-4f57-a57c-c8d0a741059a/.
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in frozen finances to Iran and gave Iran a diplomatic free pass to accelerate its asymmetric
conflict with Saudi Arabia. One Saudi commentator described the mood in his country soon after
the Iran nuclear deal was signed: “What should be of concern to us in Saudi Arabia is the state
of anxiety and wariness and going to bed feeling lonely as al-Wahabi described it. That is, of
course, assuming we are able to go to sleep.”80 And later, “the state of dependence upon the
United States is unwholesome. America turning its face away from us is not a mere passing
“Obama” moment; it is a permanent U.S. policy that is the outcome of historic transformations
taking place within the United States, which has changed its priorities.”81
The Iran nuclear deal was the latest of several US policies that made Saudi Arabia fear
abandonment. Troubled US-Saudi relations extend at least as far back as the 2003 Iraq invasion.
As the US reached out to allies requesting support for the invasion, Crown Prince Abdullah (soon
to be King Abdullah) rejected the idea, declaring, “our armed forces will, under no circumstances,
step even one foot into Iraqi territory. (Saudi Arabia) will not participate under any condition or
in any form in war against our brother Iraq.” Saddam Hussein had invaded Saudi Arabia’s GCC
partner Kuwait and threatened Saudi Arabia just 13 years prior, but a weak Saddam was better
than a broken or Iranian dominated Iraq.82
The Arab Spring opened a deeper chasm between Riyadh and Washington. As the Saudis worked
vigorously to back Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, the Obama Administration publicly backed
democratic protestors. Soon after Mubarak resigned, President Obama compared the protests to
Gandhi’s resistance against British rule in India, saying the protestors had “bent the arc of
history.”83 And later he said the US would provide “whatever assistance is necessary” to ensure
a democratic transition.84
The typically diplomatic and pro-American King Abdullah blamed the United States and its
“outside ignorance” for the revolutions across the region, including in Egypt. The Saudis offered
refuge to the fallen dictators of Yemen, Tunisia, and Egypt. From that time on, the House of
Saud has understood Washington would likely not come to their aid in a time of internal strife.
The Obama Administration’s nuclear negotiations with Iran made matters even worse. In 2016,
President Obama declared that Saudi Arabia and Iran “need to find an effective way to share the
neighborhood.”85 Saudis feared that sharing the neighborhood was code for an American pivot

80. See https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20140124-saudi-arabia-left-alone-to-confront-iranian-ambitions/.
81. See https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20140124-saudi-arabia-left-alone-to-confront-iranian-ambitions/.
82. See https://www.cnn.com/2003/WORLD/meast/03/18/sprj.irq.saudi/.
83. See https://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/12/world/middleeast/12diplomacy.html.
84. See https://www.newindianexpress.com/nation/2011/feb/12/egypt-revolution-like-gandhis-227007.html.
85. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-obama/saudi-arabia-iran-must-shape-cold-peace-obamasays-idUSKCN0WC23A.
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to Iran, with one Saudi diplomat saying, “Maybe we’ll look to other partners like China if
America is giving everything to Iran.”86
Since the October 2018 killing of journalist Jamal Khashoggi inside the Saudi consulate in
Istanbul (another step that deteriorated trust between Ankara and Riyadh), the US Congress broke
from Saudi Arabia more publicly than ever before. Bipartisan coalitions in the US House and
Senate condemned Saudi Arabia for its human rights violations, sought to cancel arms sales to
Saudi Arabia in some cases, and sought to make arms sales contingent on better Saudi behavior
in other cases. As a Presidential candidate, Joe Biden referred to Saudi Arabia as a “pariah.”87
As President, Biden has softened his tone considerably, but his base still harbors anti-Saudi
sentiment that could explode again at any trigger. He approved a $650 million dollar arms sale
to the Kingdom for air-to-air missiles, and he chose not to punish MBS for the Khashoggi killing.
Nonetheless, Riyadh does not believe it can count on American security assurances forever, and
it’s weighing its options.88

Iran poses a multidimensional threat to the Kingdom
With American support in question, the Saudis have a greater incentive to push for the bomb
even if Iran does not, because even without the bomb, Tehran has tools to undermine MBS’s
rule. Iran’s mullahs have strong networks of Shi’a groups along three Saudi borders – with the
al-Houthis in Yemen, among Shi’a in Bahrain, and among the Shi’a of southern Iraq. According
to a report issued by the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, Saudi
Arabia itself is between 10 and 15 percent Shi’a.89 Iran has fueled conflicts by propping up Shi’a
groups in Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon, Syria and Bahrain and Riyadh worries it could happen within
their country too.
The Bahrain model may be the easiest for Iran to replicate in Saudi Arabia. In the days leading
up to Bahrain’s uprising of 2011-2014, Iran sent out radio messages through Shi’a mosques in
Bahrain, calling for Shi’a citizens to begin policing their own neighborhoods in preparation for
conflict with the government.90 Iranian-tied groups sent out waves of social media posts attacking
the Bahraini government. Iran likely distributed weapons to Shi’a groups in Bahrain that they

86. See https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/arab-states-fear-dangerous-iranian-nuclear-deal-willshake-up-region/2015/07/14/96d68ff3-7fce-4bf5-9170-6bcc9dfe46aa_story.html.
87. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/24/us/politics/biden-jamal-khashoggi-saudi-arabia.html.
88. Another source of fear is that they know they’re becoming less valuable to the United States as America
becomes more energy-self-sufficient. That’s why they sought to glut the market with oil to kill the Shale frackers
in the US.
89. See https://www.justice.gov/eoir/page/file/1242286/download.
90. See https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/.

28

used to attack government security forces. In the years since the uprising, Bahrain has foiled arms
smuggling efforts from Iran into Bahrain.91
Iran itself has demonstrated its operatives are willing to carry out attacks in Bahrain. For example,
Iranian operatives set off a car bomb just 50 meters away from the British Embassy in Manama
in response to the UK expelling Iranian diplomatic staff from London in 2011.92 Riyadh must
worry that Iran could begin these sorts of destabilizing tactics within Saudi borders.
Even if Iran does not go nuclear, it has thousands of conventional ballistic missiles, cruise
missiles, and drones that pose an existential threat to the Kingdom. Iran demonstrated some of
its capabilities in 2019, when it carried out a pin-point accurate attack on a Saudi Aramco facility
that processes seven percent of global oil output. Iran’s ballistic missiles can hit targets anywhere
in Saudi Arabia. Given they are kept in deep bunkers that Tehran calls its missile cities, it would
be difficult if not impossible for Western air power to take them out.93

Erdogan’s regional ambition is a growing concern to the Kingdom
Saudi Arabia views Turkey as an emerging competitor and a threat to its interests in the Arab
World for two main reasons. The first reason is Turkey’s gradual military expansion in the region.
Over the last few years, Turkey has built military bases in Qatar, Libya, and Somalia. Turkey is
currently seeking basing rights in Djibouti, across the Red Sea from Saudi Arabia. Last year,
Djibouti’s Ambassador in Ankara said his country’s “vision is providing room for Turkey in the
region. We want to see Turkey as a strategic partner.”94 Turkey has thousands of troops in Iraq
and Syria. The second reason is perhaps more worrisome to Riyadh – Turkey’s President Erdogan
is an ally of the Muslim Brotherhood, a group directly at odds with the Saudi royal family and
that played a major role in overthrowing the Saudi-allied Mubarak regime in Egypt.

91. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bahrain-iran/bahrain-says-foils-arms-smuggling-bid-recalls-iran-envoyidUSKCN0PZ0HD20150725.
92. See https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/iranpercentE2percent80percent99s-involvement-in-bahrain.
93. See https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/irans-ballistic-missile-arsenal-still-growing-sizereach-and-accuracy.
94. Turkey has built an Ottoman-style Mosque there. Turkey has won major infrastructure projects in the country,
and has accepted hundreds of Djiboutian students to study in Turkey
https://www.dailysabah.com/diplomacy/2019/03/14/djibouti-seeks-greater-turkish-presence-in-country.
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In response to what one Saudi journalist described as “Turkey’s aggressive regional policies,”95
Saudi Arabia boycotted all Turkish goods in late 2020. The Turkish AKP party’s deputy
chairperson mused, “we just laugh at some countries’ boycotts and move on. They should first
learn to exist as an independent country” (alluding to Saudi security dependence on the United
States).96

Conclusion
Saudi Arabia has mounting internal and external security concerns that make a bomb program
increasingly attractive. However, just as in the case of Turkey, Saudi Arabia is far from a
95. The government never explicitly said what the boycott was for but one Saudi-journalist summed it up here:
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/saudi-business-leaders-call-for-boycott-of-hostile-turkey-646945.
96. See https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/10/turkey-saudi-arabia-economic-boycott-preventativemeasures.html.
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proliferation lost cause. The country still relies overwhelmingly on American and British military
support. A bomb program would take decades, and in the meantime any loss in Western military
support would prove catastrophic to Saudi security, as illustrated best by the unnamed BAE
Systems official who said Saudi fighter jets operating in Yemen would be grounded in two weeks
without the British defense contractor’s direct support. The West must use this leverage, and its
continued role as the guarantor of open trade on the Middle East’s seas, to nudge Saudi Arabia
away from its worst instincts. It is far from clear that China or any other powerful state not aligned
with the US, has the capability or the will to play either role.

Iran
Introduction
On the nuclear question, Iran’s leaders fall into two camps: The first group fears revolution if
economic performance does not improve. This group understands that economic growth and
employment depend on accessible foreign markets and financial investment from abroad, even
if some members of this group are otherwise radically anti-Western and quite hawkish. The
second group is paranoid about foreign invasion, fixated on ideological opposition to the West
and Israel, and disinterested in Western approaches to economics. The second group would risk
international isolation in order to get the bomb. This group makes the Iran case quite different
from the Turkish and Saudi cases, because it appears more plausible the state could eventually
weaponize its nuclear program against all traditional logic. So far, that is yet to happen.

External Threats
Back in 2005, former Iranian President Hashemi Rafsanjani summed up the first group’s way of
thinking when he said a robust nuclear program, not nuclear weapons, is all Iran needs to deter
its adversaries and project strength.97 By choosing not to build nuclear weapons, the Iranians can
argue they are in good standing with international norms and laws, they can still project
modernism because of their robust program, they can wiggle out of the worst economic sanctions,
and they can still threaten to build nuclear bombs to deter foreign threats. Rafsanjani passed away
in 2017, but his philosophy has aged well. In 2022, the United States is not in position to invade
Iran. It has pulled all its troops out of Afghanistan in humiliating fashion, it has shrunk its fighting
force in Iraq to 2,500 special operators after a successful anti-ISIS fight, and it has drawn down
its troops and heavy weaponry in the Persian Gulf. Iran has a massive arsenal of accurate ballistic
missiles and armed drones that could inflict damage to US forces in the Persian Gulf and Arabian97. Rafsanjani from:
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/ManagingNuclearRisksfinal.pdf.
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Gulf energy facilities. In coming years, Washington will avoid any direct confrontations with
Iran unless the Islamic Republic forces its hand.
It remains unclear how Israel’s three-year campaign of cyberattacks, sabotage, and assassinations
within Iran will affect Tehran’s calculus. According to one Iran analyst, the confrontations are
still escalating, now moving out into international waters. Depending on whether you ask Israeli
or Iranian officials, Israel has attacked 20 Iranian cargo and oil ships since 2019.98 Israel probably
does not have the capability to stop Iran from building nuclear weapons if Iran wanted to build
the bomb badly enough.99 One retired Israeli Air Force general said “It’s very difficult – I would
say even impossible – to launch a campaign that would take care of all these sites. In the world
we live in, the only air force that can maintain a campaign is the U.S. Air Force.100 If Iran were
to build nuclear weapons, Israel would probably continue its asymmetric operations within Iran.
As former Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said shortly before leaving office, “with
or without an agreement, we will do everything to prevent Iran from arming itself with a nuclear
weapon.”101
On the one hand, Israel’s asymmetric attacks bolster the conservative ideologues in Iran, who
argue nuclear weapons, and only nuclear weapons, would deter Israel. As one conservative
Iranian news outlet pondered, “Why should Iran commit to international regulations and refrain
from constructing nuclear weapons while its enemies are all equipped with weapons and threaten
to destroy Iran on a daily basis?”102 On the other hand, many Iranians are exhausted from
confrontation with the West and failing economic conditions. As one young Iranian said as
nuclear talks dragged on in December of 2021, “after 18 years, this nuclear program has had one
thing for me: the loss of my youth. Enough is enough.”103 To these Iranians, Israel’s inside attacks
make the mullahs look weak, and they may embolden calls for major reforms and opening to the
West. It seems that this second, more pragmatic way of thinking is currently more popular in
Iran. A recent study conducted by the University of Maryland and the Canada-based group
IranPoll found that 88 percent of respondents in Iran want their country to fulfill its obligations
under the JCPOA after the United States is back in full compliance.”104 A study by
GlobalRiskInsights showed similar results.105

98. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/26/world/middleeast/israel-iran-shadowwar.html?action=click&module=RelatedLinks&pgtype=Article.
99. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/18/world/middleeast/israel-iran-nuclear-attack.html.
100. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/18/world/middleeast/israel-iran-nuclear-attack.html.
101. See https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/netanyahu-warns-that-israel-will-act-to-counter-iranian-nuclearthreat-669033.
102. See https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/10/iran-is-starting-to-want-the-bomb/.
103. See https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/iran-nuclear-talks-sanctions-young-iranians-fed-up.
104. See https://www.iranpoll.com/publications/biden. Other studies conducted in Iran have also found the JCPOA
to be widely popular there. This poll conducted by GlobalRiskInsights is one example.
105. See https://globalriskinsights.com/2016/01/how-do-iranians-feel-about-the-nuclear-deal/.
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Internal Threats
Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, remains committed to negotiations because he
realizes the regime will not survive years of international isolation. After President Trump backed
out of the Iranian nuclear deal in 2018, Iran’s economy contracted by 4.8 percent, in 2019 it
contracted by 9.5 percent, and in 2020 and 2021 it continued to slide (see graphic below).106 In
2019, Iran exploded in widespread protests and riots after the government decreased fuel
subsidies to meet Iran’s massive public debt obligations. The Ayatollah was reportedly shaken
by the popular unrest, which reached 29 provinces and 104 cities across the country. One source
close to the Ayatollah quoted him as saying, “The Islamic Republic is in danger. Do whatever it
takes to end it (the protests). You have my order.”107 November of 2019 became known as bloody
November, with Reuters reporting 1,500 Iranian protestors killed.108

109

For those who subscribe to the second, more pragmatic way of thinking, this unrest likely
confirmed that the regime would fall unless it opened to the West, which could never happen
without serious nuclear concessions. To the hardliners, the failure of the Iran nuclear deal
confirmed that interactions with the West were always zero sum: The only option is to build an
106. See https://tradingeconomics.com/iran/gdp-growth-annual.
107. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-protests-specialreport/special-report-irans-leader-orderedcrackdown-on-unrest-do-whatever-it-takes-to-end-it-idUSKBN1YR0QR.
108. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-protests-specialreport/special-report-irans-leader-orderedcrackdown-on-unrest-do-whatever-it-takes-to-end-it-idUSKBN1YR0QR.
109. See https://www.statista.com/chart/20454/real-gdp-growth-of-iran/.
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economy capable of withstanding sanctions and to arm to the teeth, including with nuclear
weapons. Iranian Intelligence Minister Mahmoud Alavi summed up this viewpoint earlier this
year. In thinking about how Iran might act in the face of renewed Western sanctions, Alavi said
“A cornered cat may behave differently from when the cat is free. And if they push Iran in that
direction, then it’s no longer Iran’s fault.”110

Iran’s relationship with the West has not improved
Despite plenty of reasons to hold off, Iran may still decide to move forward with building nuclear
weapons in the next few years. Even if President Biden signs a deal with Iran’s hardline President
Ebrahim Raisi, it’s quite possible that a future Republican Administration could tear it up, as
President Trump did in 2018. At some point, Iran’s security elite will decide the regime loses
more domestic legitimacy by kowtowing to Western diplomats than by living under economic
sanctions. Some members of the hardliners have perverse incentives to welcome Western
sanctions, which crushed small and competitive businesses and removed most foreign companies
from competing in Iran. IRGC-aligned companies filled the void, with the full-backing of the
Iranian government. For example, Ayatollah Khamenei used the engineering conglomerate
Khatim al-Anbiya – the largest construction firm in Iran and an organization run by active-duty
IRGC generals – to implement his plans for a “resistance economy.”111 Khatam al-Anbiya
reportedly posted sustained growth as other companies floundered under sanctions.

Conclusion
Iran’s thinking could shift to an even more hardline, anti-Western posture once the Ayatollah
passes from the scene. He will soon be 83 years old and has already survived a serious battle with
prostate cancer. A future supreme leader, perhaps current hardline President Ebrahim Raisi, may
not balance between pragmatists and hardliners as well as Khamenei has over the last three plus
decades. For the most part, the hardliners control the guns and missiles.
Despite all of the analysis in Western media of whether Iran re-enters the nuclear deal, the truth
is, it really does not matter. Any deal signed will not stop the region’s trajectory toward
nuclearization. It will not stop Iran from going nuclear in relatively short order (albeit a bit longer
than without a deal) if it decided to do so. At the same time, if it became clear to Iran that a deal
was unlikely to occur, Iran could start building bombs immediately or it could quietly halt the
program and re-enter negotiations later, out of desperation to alleviate sanctions. A deal also will
not stop Jerusalem from continuing attacks within Iran and against Iranian assets, in response to
110. See https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/10/iran-is-starting-to-want-the-bomb/.
111. See https://besacenter.org/revolutionary-guards-khatam-al-anbiya/.
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which Iran may eventually decide to match Israel with a bomb of its own. All of these factors
and others, more than diplomatic negotiations in Vienna, or Oman, or anywhere else, will
ultimately determine whether Iran goes nuclear and the region falls into a nuclear arms race, or
not.

Section 1 Conclusion
Convincing states in the Middle East not to go nuclear will be a unique challenge in part because
the US has already deployed its tools of nuclear inhibition, and the old set of tools is no longer
preventing states from building up their nuclear programs. Turkey and Saudi Arabia hold security
agreements with the US, they buy sophisticated conventional weapons from the US and its
Western allies, and both countries are economically intertwined with the West. They are both
considering a nuclear option anyway.
It remains unclear whether Iran will sign a new nuclear accord with the Biden Administration.
Even if they do agree, their regional competitors in Riyadh and Ankara view Iran’s nuclear fuel
making program as a threat and Tehran has shown no interest in ever rolling the program back.
Therefore, the Middle East’s proliferation problem may get far worse regardless of whether
Biden can ink a deal.
The key, then, is not to simply sell Turkey and Saudi Arabia new weapons, or to rely on old
security arrangements that Ankara and Riyadh don’t trust. Nor is it enough to simply re-sign a
new Iran nuclear deal that looks similar to the old one. Instead, Washington needs to prove to
Riyadh and Ankara that an alliance with the United States and its friends in Western Europe will
provide more security and prosperity than nuclear reactors or weapons ever could.
Tehran eventually may roll back its program if three conditions line up: (1) the political and
financial cost of constant conflict with regional competitors continues to increase, (2) the threat
of invasion, which Iran could seek to deter with nuclear weapons, remains low, and (3) the
comparative advantage of natural gas and solar-powered electricity generation versus nuclear
power continues to grow and Iran realizes its energy sector and economy will get left behind
without Western investment. America must manage its friends in the region as well as the regime
in Tehran. Failing to do so could soon drive Iran over the nuclear edge.
There is good news: throughout the world, the US and like-minded states have had many
nonproliferation wins. Outside the Middle East, some of these wins include South Africa, South
Korea, Taiwan, Brazil, and Argentina. More importantly, the United States and its friends have
helped prevent proliferation within the Middle East, where at least five Arab States have made
serious attempts to build a bomb. The three case countries have also been interested in acquiring
the bomb at various points in history. Despite all of this, today only Israel has nuclear weapons
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in the Middle East. The next section will theorize why states across the region have failed to go
nuclear. A simple model of what works and why will provide the foundation for a better policy.
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Section 2

Why haven’t more Middle Eastern states gotten the bomb?
Introduction
Over the last 60 years, experts have predicted more states in the Middle East would go nuclear.
But so far, remarkably, only Israel has gotten the bomb. Examining past proliferation attempts in
the region reveal three factors that have inhibited the bomb’s spread.
First, Western states have helped block Middle Eastern states from getting the bomb through
military strikes against nuclear facilities and by imposing economic sanctions and intrusive
inspections. Given the Middle East’s geographic proximity to Europe, most of the region’s
economies depend on exporting natural resources and manufactured goods to Europe. Therefore,
Middle Eastern leaders have thought that Western economic sanctions could lead to their
country’s collapse. Militarily, Middle Eastern states have traditionally lacked the equipment to
prevent Western air strikes against their nuclear facilities. Because of their vulnerability to
economic sanctions and air strikes, Middle Eastern states have been forced to allow inspectors
into their countries, at times.
In some cases, Western state have used all three tools to prevent nuclear proliferation. In the case
of Libya, fear of being hit and the long-term effect of sanctions helped end the program.112 In
Iraq, Saddam’s nuclear activities were curtailed by air strikes in 1981 and 1991 and UN
inspections throughout the 1990s.
The second factor that has inhibited the bomb’s spread in the Middle East is that nuclear weapons
are useful to deter conventional foreign invasions,113 not the domestic political instability –
revolutions, coups, and other forms of regime change – that plague most Middle Eastern states.
In some cases, states have been more willing to end their nuclear programs because they
perceived they did not need nuclear weapons for regime survival. There have only been a few
wars between Middle Eastern states that threatened the survival of a regime.114 Those that have
fought in regime threatening conventional wars – Israel, Iraq, Iran – have been the ones pursuing
112. See https://thebulletin.org/2014/12/a-message-from-tripoli-how-libya-gave-up-its-wmd/.
113. See https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/waltz1.htm.
114. See https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/publications/ia/INTA93_4_02_Fawcett.pdf.
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nuclear weapons most aggressively. Kuwait stands as the lone exception to this rule. However,
after Kuwait was invaded by Saddam Hussein, the United States not only made commitments,
but it stationed thousands of troops and substantial heavy equipment in Kuwait for now going on
four decades.
In other cases, Middle Eastern states refuse to empower all but a small group of officials and
family members to oversee nuclear programs, because they are afraid of losing power in a coup
or revolution. Since the small elite cohort is not qualified to manage a nuclear program and is
often preoccupied with other duties, the nuclear programs are sometimes mismanaged and
progress slowly.
The third factor inhibiting the bomb’s spread is civil and military imperatives have made nuclear
programs unattractive and difficult to execute. Nuclear programs take years, usually decades,
before they bear fruit. Egypt during the 1960s, Algeria during the 1980s and early 1990s, and to
a lesser extent Libya under Qaddafi, all stalled, slowed, or shut down their programs in early
years to shift resources toward more pressing needs, such as economic stability programs and
conventional military programs.
Each of these three factors –Western coercion, the limited value of nuclear weapons to prevent
regime collapse, and more pressing needs that require immediate funds and attention – usually
work in combination.
The exception that proves the rule is Israel. It did not have to fear economic sanctions or military
strikes against its nuclear activities, it perceived that it needed the bomb for regime survival, and
it had foreign assistance and funding for the nuclear program that produced a relatively clear path
to follow to fulfill its nuclear ambition.

Israel
Introduction: What enabled Israel to get the bomb?
Sometime in 1966, Israel became the only state in the Middle East to acquire nuclear weapons.
All of the four factors that have deterred Middle East states from getting nuclear weapons were
largely absent in the case of Israel. Unlike most Muslim States, which have not faced foreign
threats of overthrow, Israel faced a threat of invasion from the moment it became a state. This
made Israel’s first Prime Minister, David Ben-Gurion and his successor Levi Eshkol, think a
nuclear deterrent was critical to the Jewish State’s long-term survival. Unlike other Middle
Eastern states who had no wealthy expatriates to finance their nuclear program, Israel had an
American and European Jewish community willing to specifically fund the nuclear program.
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This dedicated source of funding liberated the Jewish State from shifting funds to deal with nearterm economic and military crisis. Third, Israel did not face a realistic threat of crippling
sanctions or air strikes by the West, so the cost of developing nuclear weapons was lower for
Israel than for other would-be proliferators in the Middle East. Fourth, Israel enjoyed continuity
in leadership and domestic political stability. Regime change and political instability have
distracted many would-be proliferators from maintaining long term, expensive nuclear programs.
Not so under the steady and visionary leadership of Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion.

Israel faced a looming threat of annihilation
The State of Israel faced an imminent threat of annihilation until the time it completed its first
nuclear weapon, probably in December of 1966. Arab leaders openly spoke of their plans to
eliminate Israel, Arab leaders engaged in wars to eliminate the state of Israel, and Arab military
forces outnumbered Israeli forces by roughly five to one.
Even before Israel gained independence, Ben-Gurion was well aware of Arab leaders’ intent to
annihilate the Jews. In 1941, the popularly elected Grand Mufti of Jerusalem Amin al-Husseini
met with Hitler in Germany and publicly declared his intent to eradicate the Jews from the Holy
Land.115
Between 1945 and 1948, Israel’s founding leader David Ben-Gurion decided a future Jewish
State could use nuclear weapons to stave off annihilation.116 In October of 1945, Ben-Gurion
visited the recently liberated concentration camps of Bergen-Belsen and Dachau. Upon his return
to Palestine, he reflected on the trip, “I saw the few remnants, the survivors of the six million
who were slaughtered in the sight of the world, an indifferent world, foreign, cold, cruel.”117
Israel would need to develop independent means of survival. Just two months before his trip to
Germany, Ben-Gurion would have read in the newspapers about the United States’ nuclear
bombings of the Japanese cities of Nagasaki and Hiroshima. A few years later, he reflected, “what
Einstein, Oppenheimer, and Teller, the three of them are Jews, made for the United States, could
also be done by scientists in Israel, for their own people.”118
During the First Arab-Israeli War, 1947-1949, Israel was out-gunned, and its demise seemed
inevitable. A US intelligence report from 1947 assessed “unless they are able to obtain significant
outside aid… the Jews will be able to hold out no longer than two years.”119 Israeli forces, which
were a disorganized group of militias numbering in the tens of thousands, were up against a
115. Documents on German Foreign Policy 1918-1945, Series D, Vol XIII, London, 1964.
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combined Arab force of at least several hundred thousand soldiers, including Jordanian Forces
armed and trained with modern British weaponry.120 Israel miraculously won the war and gained
independence, expelling roughly 700,000 Palestinian civilians in the process. But Ben-Gurion
implored Israelis not to let their guard down:
Let us not be intoxicated with victory. To many people and not
only among ourselves, it would appear to be a miracle: a small
nation of 700,000 persons “at the outset of the campaign there were
only 640,000, stood up against six nations numbering 30 million.
However, none of us knows whether the trial by bloodshed has yet
ended. The enemy forces in the neighboring countries and in the
world at large have not yet despaired of their scheme to annihilate
Israel in its own land or at least to pare away its borders.121
Ben Gurion was correct: Arab dreams of annihilating Israel were just beginning, but by the 1950s
anti-Israel sentiment had become a unifying factor among Arabs. Said Egyptian President Gamal
Abdul Nasser upon taking power in 1954, “we will act to realize Arab solidarity and the closing
of the ranks that will eventually put an end to Israel… We will liquidate her.”122
By the early 1960s, Israel had developed a robust nuclear program and was sprinting toward a
bomb, but annihilation seemed no less likely than it did during the 1940s. Arab forces still vastly
outnumbered Israeli ones, and Arab leaders were intent to destroy the Jewish State. In the lead
up to the 1967 6-Day War, Israel’s total military force stood at roughly 75,000 with roughly
1,000 battle tanks and 175 jet fighters. They faced an Arab combined force numbering at least
half a million troops, with 900 aircraft and over 5000 battle tanks.123 Then Syrian Defense
Minister Hafez al-Assad declared in early 1967, “I as a military man, believe that the time has
come to enter into a war of annihilation.”124
Israel faced a prolonged threat of annihilation that drove Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion to
pursue nuclear weapons. But a desire to build nuclear weapons would not be enough. Many states
have hoped to build the bomb, but few have had the financial and technological resources to cross
the finish line.
120. See
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How Israel got the funding and technology
When David Ben-Gurion hoped during Israel’s early years that a nuclear arsenal might one day
become a reality for his country, it would have been “little more than a hope for the future.”125
Israel had pressing defense needs in preparing for the next Arab-Israel war. Israel had practically
no financial resources nor foreign currency reserves to fund a nuclear program, and few natural
resources to sell in exchange for currency or nuclear technological support. As a new state it
would need to build roads, build out an electrical grid, and manage water and sewage. It would
need to develop a wide array of state institutions, and it would need to feed a growing population,
including impoverished and low-skilled refugees pouring in from across the Middle East and
Europe.126 Therefore, Ben-Gurion turned to a rich and powerful community of American Jews
who had helped fund Israel’s weapons acquisition during the 1st Arab Israeli War.127 The
Americans, which were given the codename “the Sonneborn Institute,” after the family who had
hosted their first meeting with Ben-Gurion, provided $40 million (almost $400 million in 2020
dollars) to pay France for Israel’s Dimona nuclear reactor. Other wealthy Jews in Europe,
including the powerful Rothchild family, Sieff Family, and others, donated millions of dollars to
the program as well.128 Receiving money from private individuals served two purposes: It
allowed Israel to focus the state’s resources toward more pressing and more public government
programs, and it allowed them to build the nuclear program without raising too much attention.
Ben Gurion, and his protégé Shimon Peres, also convinced Western states – the US, UK, France,
and Norway to sell Israel nuclear technologies ostensibly for peaceful nuclear research. The
French would serve as the primary supplier. French defense officials valued Israeli intelligence
in Algeria during its war of independence and in Egypt, the country helping to drive Arab
nationalist resistance against French rule in Algeria. French officials also felt a particular kinship
with Israelis, perhaps because Jews had suffered so much during the holocaust and because Israel,
like France, was skeptical of depending on the Americans or any other Western power for its
security. It is unclear whether French officials knew Israel wanted to build nuclear weapons, but
they proved indispensable to the Israelis by building Israel the Dimona nuclear reactor, which
would produce the nuclear fuel for Israel’s bombs. During the early 1960s, French engineers who
built the Dimona reactor were amazed that Israeli engineers were already experts at running the
reactor, wasting very little heavy water even in its first few years of operation.129 By 1960, BenGurion had brought a small army of Jewish-European scientists to the country and had already
trained a generation of young Israeli nuclear scientists to take up the nuclear program’s reins.
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128. Karpin, Michael. (2006) The Bomb in the Basement. Simon & Schuster.
129. See https://www.wisconsinproject.org/pubs/editorials/1988/heavywaterscandals.htm.

41

Blocking the Gateways to Nuclear Disorder in the Middle East

While France was the main supplier, Norway and Britain provided Israel with heavy water to
operate the reactor. Through Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace initiative –the US shared peaceful
nuclear technology with countries that promised not to build nuclear bombs – the Israelis acquired
a small research reactor and other supplies. The American-supplied Nabi Rubin reactor would
serve as cover for the covert nuclear weapons program.130 The Nabi-Rubin reactor was placed
under IAEA safeguards in the mid-1960s, while the Dimona reactor remained unsafeguarded
(and still does today).131

Israel did not face Western sanctions, military strikes, or other forms of pressure
In the waning months of the Eisenhower Administration, the US government learned that the
French were helping Israel build a secret nuclear reactor at Dimona in the Negev Desert. 132 Had
the United States decided to apply pressure, Israel might have halted the program. The
Eisenhower Administration was not against sanctioning Israel. Four years earlier, Eisenhower
threatened sanctions against Israel if it did not end its military campaign against Egypt in the
Sinai Peninsula. Israel withdrew its forces within days of the threat. However, in March of 1958
when Eisenhower was first shown imagery of the Dimona site and told it was almost identical to
France’s military plutonium production reactor, he decided not to pressure the Israelis.
Despite its public and private commitment to nuclear nonproliferation, the Kennedy
Administration did not threaten sanctions against Israel. Diplomatically, the Kennedy
Administration did push Tel Aviv to open its Dimona Reactor to inspections. But once Israel
rebuffed, President Kennedy did not press the issue. There are probably a few reasons why: First,
Israel had become a key ally against the Soviet Union. Second, the Kennedy Administration was
far more concerned about large, potentially hostile states such as China (which tested its first
nuclear weapon in 1964), France (which conducted its first nuclear test in 1960), and India (which
was pursuing a robust nuclear program in the early 1960s). Third, the pro-Israel lobby in the
United States was becoming a critical base of support for the Democratic Party. Sympathy in the
aftermath of the holocaust may have inspired Kennedy’s restraint as well.
For all of these reasons and more, Washington never applied the sustained pressure necessary to
stop Israel from going nuclear. By the time Kennedy was assassinated in 1963, it was only a
matter of time before Israel would acquire the bomb. At that time, President Lyndon Baines
Johnson had personal and political reasons to ignore their program. Israel had mastered the
complete nuclear fuel cycle. And prior to its surprise attack on Egypt and Syria in 1967, Israel
had acquired at least one nuclear weapon.

130. See https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-us-discovery-israels-secret-nuclear-project.
131. See https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-us-discovery-israels-secret-nuclear-project.
132. See https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-us-discovery-israels-secret-nuclear-project.
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Israel’s nuclear program is the exception that proves the rule in the Middle East. Its leaders felt
a deep sense of anxiety that any day Arab armies might come flooding over their borders. Israel’s
leader, David Ben-Gurion cultivated a unique asset, a wealthy and sympathetic diaspora of Jews
in America and Europe willing to fund Israel’s bomb program. And Ben-Gurion was able to
acquire the necessary nuclear technology from Western states while disguising the program as a
peaceful nuclear program. Once it became clear that Israel was close to acquiring nuclear
weapons, Washington and other Western capitals did not have the political will to try to stop it.
After acquiring the bomb, Israel proved to itself and the world that its conventional military
victories against the Arabs were no fluke, suggesting the Jewish State may not have needed the
bomb after all. In 1967, Israel made the Egyptian Air Force essentially obsolete. After that, a
successful war of annihilation against the Jews looked increasingly unlikely. In the ’73 Yom
Kippur War, Israel did not need to use the bomb despite early Egyptian success on the battlefield.
Had Israel been delayed by a few years, or if the West had applied just a bit more pressure to
slow the program, it is reasonable to wonder whether Israel would have ever acquired nuclear
weapons. By 1974, Israel was on its way to peace with Egypt, Jordan was reaching out for better
relations, and the threat of imminent annihilation was evaporating. Considering the unique set of
factors and timing, it is little surprise Israel remains the only state in the Middle East with a
nuclear arsenal for going on 60 years.

Iraq
Introduction: Why did Saddam fail to get the bomb, despite considerable effort?
Iraq is perhaps the only state in the Arab World to match Israel’s dedication in pursuing nuclear
weapons. Former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein wanted nuclear weapons as a deterrent against
Iranian or Israeli attacks or invasion. He also planned to attack both states (and did attack Iran in
1980) and thought nuclear weapons would prevent his adversaries from effectively retaliating.
Yet, unlike Israel and despite his ambition, Saddam fell short of acquiring the bomb because his
program was stalled by Western air strikes and inspections and because he mismanaged his
nuclear program, in part because he was too afraid of a coup to cede any power to more capable
administrators.
In regard to the first barrier, Iraqi nuclear sites were struck by Israeli warplanes in 1981 and then
by American and British planes in 1991 and 1998. After Iraq’s failed invasion of Kuwait, Saddam
was forced to open his nuclear program to international inspectors and dismantle it.

43

Blocking the Gateways to Nuclear Disorder in the Middle East

In regard to the second barrier, despite several decades of effort, the program was poorly
managed: Saddam only trusted himself and close associates (including his son-in-law) to oversee
the program and none of them knew much about nuclear engineering. As a result, Iraq remained
years away from a nuclear arsenal by the time the program was dismantled, even after two
decades of effort.

Saddam wanted the bomb to deter Iran and Israel and to bolster his standing among
Arabs
Like Prime Minister Ben-Gurion in Israel, Saddam felt his country was in a struggle for survival
against its regional adversaries. Saddam thought a nuclear arsenal could be one of many tools
(chemical, biological, advanced conventional weapons) to help Iraq defeat its two great enemies:
Israel and Iran. In 1981, Saddam privately told senior Iraqi military leaders that if Iran and Israel
obtained, or were pursuing, nuclear weapons, Iraq must do the same: “We have to have this
protection for the Iraqi citizen so that he will not be disappointed and held hostage by the
scientific advancement taking place in Iran or in the Zionist entity.”133 This suggests Saddam
wanted nuclear weapons to deter aggressive neighbors. His speech at Iraq’s al-Bakr University
in 1978 indicates he was thinking of a fairly aggressive type of deterrence: “If we were to have
the atom (nuclear weapons), we would make the conventional armies fight without using the
atom. If the international conditions were not prepared and they (Israel) said, ‘We will hit you
with the atom,’ we would say, ‘We will hit you with the atom too. The Arab atom will finish you
off, but the Israeli atom will not end the Arab.’”134 Saddam believed the bomb could help Iraq
win what he called a “patient war” over Israel that would return Palestine to the Arabs.135
Saddam usually directed his bellicose speeches toward Israel rather than Iran, perhaps because
he hoped anti-Israeli sentiment would increase his popularity across the Arab World. However,
his actions suggested he also wanted the bomb to deter Iranian invasions or Iranian interference
in Iraqi domestic affairs. Iraqi scientists have said Saddam formally decided to push for the bomb
in 1988, after Iran nearly conquered Iraq in the final years of the Iran-Iraq War.136 After Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait failed in 1991, Saddam pretended his country still had a robust nuclear
program to deter Iranian attack, telling an American FBI Agent: “You don’t understand. I have
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Iran on my border. I had to convince the Iranians that I had that capability. And the way to do
that is to make my own generals believe.”137

Iraq’s nuclear program was disorganized and its progress, slow
Unlike David Ben-Gurion, who oversaw a stable and unified Jewish State, Saddam never fully
consolidated control over Iraq and was regularly preoccupied preventing coups, combatting
revolts, managing ethnic divisions, and fighting against the Iranians. Saddam also was a deeply
distrustful person and refused to empower even his most senior generals, bureaucrats, and
scientists to make decisions about the nuclear or other sensitive military programs. Instead,
Saddam and a few close associates and family members directly oversaw the program, none of
whom knew much about nuclear technology. This small group was never fully focused on nuclear
energy: they also developed chemical weapons, biological weapons and even wasted money
trying to build a super gun.138 As a result, the nuclear program was disorganized, had poor
oversight, had inconsistent funding, and progressed slowly.
While Saddam served as Vice President (and de facto leader) of Iraq in the early 1970s, he
launched the secret nuclear weapons program and oversaw it directly. He was often misled by
his scientists about the program’s progress.139 He had no basis to challenge their claims nor did
any of his closest associates. At times, Iraqi scientists needed guidance from Saddam on how to
proceed, but neither he nor his close associates were able to provide clear direction and when
they did, it was often misguided. For example, Iraqi scientists have claimed Saddam would reject
their requests to purchase some nuclear components from abroad, even when they lacked the
know-how to build the necessary components.140 In the 1990s when American officials gained
access to Iraqi nuclear documents, they were shocked at how many different paths Iraq had
followed in trying to develop nuclear technologies.141
Later on, during the 1980s, Iraq’s scientists set hard deadlines, promising to achieve certain
uranium enrichment capabilities by specific dates. They always missed the mark.142 Frustrated,
Saddam eventually turned over authority of the program to his son-in-law, Hussein Kamil, who
also had no experience in nuclear technologies and who already oversaw the chemical and
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biological weapons programs. He often threatened scientists, but this did little to make them
develop the bomb faster.143
Overly hierarchical management that leads to disorganization and inefficiency is not unique to
Saddam Hussein and his nuclear program. Leaders across the Arab World have set up governance
structures and military hierarchies that remove almost any semblance of authority from subject
matter experts and junior level military officers. Analysts have suggested overly hierarchical
management is the reason Arab militaries have failed in every conventional conflict that they
have engaged in since WWII.144

Air strikes slowed Iraq’s nuclear program
Mismanagement slowed Iraq’s nuclear weapons program, but it is not the only factor that
prevented Saddam from getting the bomb. Consider that coup-plagued and internally divided
Pakistan still managed to acquire nuclear weapons. And consider that despite all its faults, Iraq’s
program made significant progress toward a bomb by 1991. At that point, some analysts have
suggested Iraq was on pace to develop the bomb within the decade, some have even said by middecade.145 But Iraq never did get the bomb, in part because unlike Israel, Iraq was slowed by
Western air strikes and other forms of pressure. Israeli warplanes destroyed Iraq’s Osirak reactor
in 1981, and American and British warplanes struck Iraqi nuclear facilities in 1991 and 1998.
Analysts have suggested the 1981 Israeli airstrike slowed Iraq’s program by years, but it left
Saddam determined to get the bomb. Instead of trying to rebuild the reactor, which would
inevitably get struck again, Iraq began a secret program of uranium enrichment.146 However, it
was not until late 1987/early 1988 that Iraq finally reached an agreement with a Yugoslavian firm
to build the requisite enrichment facility. Iraqi scientists have suggested it took years to convince
Saddam to allow his scientists to pursue foreign acquisitions.147 He may have been preoccupied
with overseeing the Iran-Iraq War during this period. Between 1985 and 1988, fighting took place
on Iraqi soil, with Iranian soldiers coming within 70 miles of Baghdad at one point.
Despite these challenges, Iraq had made significant progress in its nuclear program by the time
Saddam decided to invade Kuwait in 1990.148 After the United States and coalition forces
defeated the Iraqi military and expelled it from Kuwait in 1991, the United States Air Force
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struck Iraqi military facilities across the country. International inspectors later concluded that
these air strikes hit many critical sites in Saddam’s nuclear program, playing a key role in
crippling it.149 The Air Forces of the United States and the United Kingdom conducted air strikes
against Iraqi nuclear facilities again in 1998, though the Iraq Survey Group in 2004 concluded
Iraq’s nuclear program had already been destroyed before the air strikes were conducted.150

Some sites were opened to inspection after 1991
Unlike Israel, which managed to keep the Dimona nuclear reactor away from international
inspectors, Iraq was forced to open some of its nuclear facilities to international inspectors after
UN Security Council resolution 687 ordered them to do so in 1991.151 At that point, Iraq made
various efforts to conceal the program by destroying documents, destroying nuclear assets, and
hiding nuclear materials around the country. These efforts in and of themselves would have
slowed or even ended Iraq’s program.152 IAEA officials were also able to locate and destroy
nuclear assets in 1992 and throughout the mid-1990s.153 The Iraq Survey Group concluded that
Iraq’s nuclear program was dismantled during this period as a result of the air strikes, inspections,
and Iraqi efforts to destroy evidence. Whether or not Saddam planned to one day re-start the
program became irrelevant in 2003, when US and coalition forces overthrew Saddam, ending his
nuclear ambition once and for all.

Conclusion
Saddam’s failure to acquire nuclear weapons, despite several decades of sustained effort,
exemplifies the impact of the first two barriers to nuclearization in the Middle East. In regard to
the first barrier, Western states used military strikes, sanctions, and inspections to force Saddam
to give up on the program.
In regard to the second barrier, the Iraq case is a clear example of how domestic instability makes
nuclearization very difficult. Saddam lived in fear of overthrow and trusted next to no one. As a
result, he and his family made all of the decisions surrounding the nuclear program, even though
they were often distracted by other duties (overseeing the Iran-Iraq War, managing domestic
unrest, and pursuing chemical, biological, and even space-based weapons programs). What’s
149. Report of the Federation of American Scientists
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more, Saddam and his close associates were untrained in nuclear sciences. As a result, progress
took much longer than was necessary.
Despite the slow progress, some analysts have suggested Iraq might have acquired nuclear
weapons by the mid-1990s if it were not for Western air strikes and inspections.

Libya
Introduction
The Libyan nuclear proliferation case is unique in the Middle East because Libya’s leader
Moammar Gaddafi pursued nuclear weapons despite no obvious threat of foreign invasion. As
an Arab nationalist since his youth, Gaddafi wanted nuclear weapons for prestige among Arab
States and to match the capability of Israel. It is also possible Gaddafi wanted nuclear weapons
to deter invasion by Western states, or to otherwise gain leverage over Western states.
Unlike Saddam’s Iraq, Gaddafi’s Libya never got close to acquiring nuclear weapons. He came
up against all three barriers:
In regard to the Western opposition barrier, the West strapped crippling sanctions on Libya and
interdicted nuclear supplies that Libya had purchased abroad. Gaddafi worried that the West
might invade – the US and Western allies had just invaded Afghanistan and were within months
of invading Iraq – or use air strikes – the US had conducted air strikes against Libya in the 1980s.
In regard to the second barrier, Gaddafi faced similar organizational challenges as Saddam
because he insisted on managing the nuclear program directly and struggled with its complexity.
As a small and underdeveloped nation with almost no institutions, Libya had few nuclear
scientists or other technical experts capable of contributing to an advanced nuclear program.
In regard to the third barrier – the need to deal with more urgent economic and civil problems –
as the Libyan economy spiraled downward from 1992-2003, Gaddafi realized his only option to
remain in power was to end the nuclear program and end Libya’s status as an international pariah.

It is unclear exactly why Gaddafi wanted the bomb
Gaddafi (or any other senior Libyan official) never said directly why he pursued the bomb. Unlike
David Ben-Gurion’s Israel, Gaddafi’s Libya had no foreign adversary that sought to conquer it.
Unlike Saddam Hussein’s Iraq or Ben-Gurion’s Israel, Libya was never engaged in a regime
threatening war with a neighbor (though Gaddafi did trigger a small war with Libya’s southern
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neighbor, Chad, in 1972). Gaddafi’s proclamations and speeches suggest he wanted the bomb to
bolster his prestige and to elevate Libya to its “rightful” position as the leader of Arab states in
the struggle against Israel.
Like Saddam Hussein, Gaddafi had a grandiose view of his, and his country’s, role in shaping
the future of the Middle East. He stormed out of one meeting of Arab leaders, exclaiming “I am
an international leader, the dean of the Arab rulers, the king of kings of Africa and the imam of
Muslims. My international status does not allow me to descend to a lower level.”154 Of course,
Libya was a small country with a weak military (Gaddafi kept the military weak and divided to
inhibit potential coups). Its military struggled in the 1970s during combat with Chad, whose
soldiers wielded WWII-era rifles, and who were backed by no tanks or aircraft.155 Gaddafi
probably felt that nuclear weapons could provide him with the prestige that his weak conventional
military never would.
Gaddafi also had both a personal and political desire to match Israel, including its nuclear
weapons capability. Politically, he believed that Israel’s nuclear arsenal provided it a unique
source of power for such a small country. His fixation on their nuclear program is evident even
as late as the mid-2000s, when he suggested that the Israelis assassinated John F. Kennedy to
keep JFK from ordering inspections of their Dimona nuclear reactor.156
Gaddafi wanted to defeat Israel for personal reasons as well. His brother was shot by Israeli
troops during the Israeli War of Independence in 1947, a fact that Gaddafi would sometimes
mention in speeches. On September 12, 2001, Gaddafi remarked, “When I was five, my brother
was shot by an Israeli soldier – since then, I have been dedicated to uniting the Arab countries
throughout the Middle East.”157 Gaddafi seems to have genuinely hated Israel and Jewish people.
Without nuclear weapons, he would never have the tools to lead an Arab force against the Israelis.

Gaddafi’s nuclear program was disorganized
Despite his ambition, Gaddafi never got very close to acquiring nuclear weapons, despite over
30 years of effort. Like Saddam Hussein’s nuclear program in Iraq, the Libyan program was
disorganized and progressed slowly. But Libya had even bigger organizational shortcomings than
Iraq’s. Libya was a country of just a few million people, roughly one-seventh the size of Iraq,
and with only a handful of nuclear scientists in country. Therefore, Gaddafi was dependent on
foreign scientists and foreign equipment.
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Gaddafi paid foreign nuclear scientists to come execute portions of the nuclear program. For
example, Gaddafi convinced a German nuclear expert to come to Libya in the 1980s to lead
efforts to develop gas centrifuges for uranium enrichment. When the expert left after several
years, the uranium enrichment project remained incomplete, and Libya’s scientists were
incapable of picking up where the German left off. A now-declassified CIA report indicated that
in 1985, few Libyans were in positions of responsibility at the country’s Tajura research reactor.
The report suggested Libya would not be able to create nuclear fuels of its own within the next
decade.158 When the Soviet Union fell, this timeline got longer because Qaddafi failed during the
1990s to attract Russian talent to Libya, in contrast to how he attracted Soviet experts in the
1980s.159

Western interdictions and sanctions slowed Libya’s program and the threat of
Western invasion ultimately brought Gaddafi to the negotiating table
Relying on foreign scientists and equipment slowed Gaddafi’s nuclear program and it also
opened Libya’s program to Western surveillance and interdictions. Most famously, US
intelligence agencies captured centrifuge components bound for Libya as the container ship
ported at Taranto, Italy.160 The US used this discovery to force Gaddafi to admit to his nuclear
ambitions, as well as to bring down the Pakistani AQ Khan network, which had served as a key
supplier of nuclear-related technologies to Libya.161
In addition to interdictions, Western sanctions from the late 1980s through the early 2000s
crippled Libya’s economy and eventually helped bring Gaddafi to the negotiating table. Given
that sanctions had been in place for about a decade and a half before Gaddafi came to the table,
some analysts have suggested they did not play a role in Gaddafi’s thinking. However, the Bush
Administration had ratcheted up sanctions in the 2000s by barring companies from making any
investments in Libya over $20 million, down from the Clinton-era mark of $40 million.162 As a
result, Libya saw a roughly 45 percent decline in GDP per capita between 2000 and 2003 (see
graphic below). Gaddafi’s son, Saif, later suggested that the desire to lift sanctions played a
central role in bringing Tripoli to the table.163

158. See https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu//nukevault/ebb423/docs/10. percent20libya percent201985.pdf.
159. See https://www.nti.org/countries/libya/.
160. Congressional Research Service.
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/RL34327.pdf.
161. See https://www.nti.org/countries/libya/.
162. See https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/LibyaChronology.
163. See https://thebulletin.org/2014/12/a-message-from-tripoli-part-5-how-libya-gave-up-its-wmd/.
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Libyan officials, including Saif Gaddafi, were adamant that they did not give up the nuclear
program out of fear of ending up conquered like Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. To support the claim,
they say Libya began negotiating the end of its nuclear program before Saddam was overthrown.
In reality, fear of invasion certainly played a role in their thinking. Prior to the onset of
negotiations between Tripoli and Washington, the US had already overthrown the Taliban
Government in Afghanistan, the US was massing troops on the Arab Peninsula ahead of its Iraq
invasion, and the invasion began while negotiations with Libya were still secret and in early days.
As Saif Qaddafi later said, after September 11th the Libyans, “overnight, found ourselves in a
different world.164 And after the US invaded Iraq, Qaddafi allegedly told Italy’s President Silvio
Berlusconi to “tell them I will do whatever they want.”165

Gaddafi needed to deal with urgent civil and economic problems
As Libya’s economy cratered and the threat of American invasion became real for the first time,
domestic threats to regime survival mounted as well. Gaddafi had already survived two coup
attempts, both of which came as Western pressure mounted against him in 1986 and 1993. The
1986 coup came right after the United States bombed Tripoli in response to Gaddafi’s bombing
of a popular disco-tec in Germany. The second coup, in 1993, came as the UN discussed whether

164. See https://thebulletin.org/2014/12/a-message-from-tripoli-part-5-how-libya-gave-up-its-wmd/.
165. See https://thebulletin.org/2014/12/a-message-from-tripoli-part-5-how-libya-gave-up-its-wmd/.
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to place economic sanctions on Libya in retaliation for the Pan Am Airlines bombing over
Lockerbie, Scotland.166
Gaddafi was particularly concerned about the potential for an uprising out of Libya’s Eastern
province, known as Cyrenaica. Starting in 1995, some Libyan military units stationed there were
considered more loyal to their tribe than to Gaddafi. These groups policed their communities
under their own laws, often in defiance of Gaddafi’s authority.167 If Gaddafi could not fix the
country’s economic woes, it was only a matter of time before these groups rebelled against him.
As it turned out, even with sanctions lifted and the bomb program dismantled, it would only be
a matter of time before rebellions beginning in Cyrenaica would eventually lead to Gaddafi’s
toppling and subsequent murder in 2011.

Conclusion
Gaddafi’s failures in acquiring nuclear weapons suggest the importance of all three barriers to
the bomb’s spread in the Middle East. In regard to the first barrier – Western opposition –
Gaddafi’s economy was crippled by Western sanctions and Western interdictions. He likely
feared that he would one day face the same humiliating fate as Saddam Hussein if he did not
quickly improve relations with the West. In regard to the second barrier, Gaddafi’s program was
disorganized and poorly managed, mostly by Gaddafi himself. He was unwilling to delegate
authority, and he could not hold his small cadre of scientists to account. In regard to the third
barrier, he also feared that he might face overthrow from within if he did not refocus his
government on economic growth and domestic political control- both of which were weakening
during the 1990s and early 2000s. Ultimately, all three barriers helped create an environment
where Gaddafi gave up the bomb. As Saif Gaddafi’s later told the WSJ, “The purpose of WMD
is to enhance a nation’s security, but our program did not do that.”168

Egypt
Introduction: Why the nuclear weapons program never got off the ground, despite
Cairo’s interest
Much like fellow Arab Nationalist Moammar Gaddafi, Egypt’s Gamal Abdul Nasser pursued
nuclear weapons because of Israel: Nasser launched the nuclear weapons program in 1960 as
soon as he learned that Israel had been building a secret nuclear reactor at Dimona in the Negev
166. See https://www.nytimes.com/1993/10/23/world/qaddafi-reported-to-quash-army-revolt.html.
167. Martinez, Luis (2007). The Libyan Paradox. Columbian University Press. P. 71.
168. Saif Gaddafi in the Wall Street Journal, 2006.
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Desert. At that time, Nasser must have feared two potential outcomes if Israel went nuclear: One,
Israel might use the bomb against Cairo or another major Arab city. Two, if Israel got the bomb,
Tel Aviv would prevent Nasser from ever conquering Israel, unless Egypt too had the bomb.
Because Nasser’s legitimacy was derived from his opposition to Israel, the second scenario might
(and eventually did) precipitate Nasser’s downfall.
Like other Arab proliferators, Nasser failed to get the bomb, or even to develop an advanced
program. Unlike other Arab proliferators, he did not fail mostly because of opposition by
American or other Western states. Instead, Nasser was forced to abandon the program in the face
of more urgent civil, economic, and conventional military imperatives – the third barrier to the
bomb’s spread in the Middle East. He abandoned the program in 1967 for three reasons, all
related to the third barrier:
First, he had failed to create stable, high employment under Egypt’s socialist system and felt he
needed to address the country’s economic problems with more government spending
immediately.
Second, adding stress to Egypt’s already struggling economy, Nasser lost critical sources of
revenue as a result of the 6-Days War – Israel conquered the Sinai, including Egypt’s oil fields
and the eastern side of the Suez Canal, which prevented Nasser from collecting rents from ships
that passed through the canal. Third, also as a result of the 6-Days war, Nasser decided to move
funding away from the nuclear program to rebuild Egypt’s conventional military.
For all three reasons, Nasser willingly abandoned the nuclear program in 1967, well before
Western states might have applied sanctions, interdictions, or other tools of nuclear inhibition.

Nasser wanted the bomb to match Israel
While Gaddafi’s motivation for going nuclear remains somewhat unclear, Nasser’s motivation
could not be clearer. In a 1961 speech before a massive crowd in downtown Cairo, Nasser
declared that Egypt would acquire nuclear weapons if Israel did and that Egypt must “maintain”
its “superiority.”169 His speech came on the back of news that Ben-Gurion admitted Israel had
built the Dimona nuclear reactor in the Negev Desert. Though Ben-Gurion assured Western
leaders that the reactor was for strictly peaceful purposes, Nasser was not convinced.
Six years prior to Ben-Gurion’s acknowledgement of Dimona, Nasser started Egypt’s nuclear
program, shortly after taking power in 1954. During the 1950s, the program did not carry any
obvious hallmarks of a weapons program: Egypt pursued a desalinator, a small research reactor
169. See https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1960/12/24/99832129.pdf?pdf_redirect=true&ip=0.
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(which Egypt acquired from the Soviets in 1958), and a fuel fabrication facility.170 In meetings
with Western scientists as part of Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace program, Egyptian scientists
gained important insights into dangerous nuclear technologies.171
After Ben-Gurion’s acknowledgement of Dimona, Egypt’s program accelerated rapidly and took
a turn toward nuclear weapons development. During the 60s, Nasser increased investment in
nuclear research and recruited hundreds of German scientists to lead the program.172 He tried to
purchase advanced nuclear technologies, including a heavy water reactor. He allegedly even
broached buying complete nuclear weapons during meetings with Soviet, Indian, and Chinese
leaders. Nasser’s German scientists also tried to build short range ballistic missiles with ranges
up to 1000km, which might have carried nuclear warheads. The missile program was never
completed,173 and Egypt failed to acquire ballistic missiles before Nasser died in 1970.174

Nasser’s program failed because more urgent civil, economic, and conventional
military demands took precedent over the nuclear program
Nasser never established an independent budget for his nuclear weapons program. As a result,
the program competed for funding with Nasser’s other large military and infrastructure programs
(i.e., the Aswan Dam project). In the early 1960s, Nasser nationalized the commercial, financial,
and industrial sectors of the Egyptian economy.175 The oil industry and the Suez Canal had
already been nationalized in the 1950s and both served as Nasser’s principal sources or revenue.
Even private farmers were barred from owning more than roughly 200 acres of land. Under these
conditions, Egypt’s per capita GDP was stagnant from 1963 to 1968. Making matters worse,
Nasser funneled an increasing percentage of state funds to conventional military development
during the 1960s, at the expense of economic development projects.176
Egypt’s poor economic performance was exacerbated by the 6-Days War. After Israel destroyed
90 percent of Egypt’s air force on June 5, 1967, Israeli ground forces dismantled Egyptian ground
forces, capturing the entire Sinai Peninsula up to the eastern shore of the Suez Canal in several
days. As a result, Nasser lost revenues from the rents charged to ships passing through the canal

170. See https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232916712_EGYPT'S_NUCLEAR_WEAPONS_PROGRAM.
171. Nuclear Logics by Etel Solingen.
172. See https://www.nti.org/learn/countries/egypt/nuclear/.
173. Israel assassinated German scientists working in Egypt on the missile program. This falls below the threshold
of ‘Western opposition’ because the scientists were working on the missile, not nuclear program, and because the
assassinations were not sufficient to slow down the nuclear program.
174. Federation of American Scientists Intelligence Report
https://fas.org/irp/threat/missile/egypt.htm.
175. See https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Gamal_Abdel_Nasser.
176. See https://knoema.com/atlas/Egypt/topics/Economy/National-Accounts-Gross-Domestic-Product/Real-GDPper-capita.
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(roughly $225 million a year of lost revenue), from oil fields in the Sinai (an unspecified amount),
and from the loss of tourism (estimated at the time as about $100 million a year in lost tourism
revenue). 177
While Egypt’s economy floundered, Nasser spent hundreds of millions to rebuild the
conventional military. Between 1967 and Nasser’s death in 1970, Egypt increased its military
spending by 100 percent from less than nine percent of GDP to more than 17 percent of GDP.178
A report from 1967 suggested that Cairo was in such desperate financial trouble after the war
that they could not purchase insecticide for crops and suffered a major decline in agricultural
production in 1967-1968 as a result.179
It is little surprise that Nasser froze the nuclear program during this period. By 1968, he had
canceled all nuclear-related projects, though the program remained alive allegedly through
planning and theoretical research.180 In late 1968, Nasser signed the NPT, which was later ratified
by Nasser’s successor Anwar al-Sadat in 1974.

Conclusion
The Egypt case of the 1960s suggests that some states fail to acquire nuclear weapons even
though they are unaffected by barrier two – they have sufficient concerns about conflict with
neighboring states to warrant a nuclear weapons program, and they are not blocked by barrier
one – their program is not sufficiently deterred or destroyed by the West. The case of Egypt is
the purest example of barrier three preventing a state from going nuclear – Nasser wanted a
nuclear weapon but his failed economic model and the dismantling of the Egyptian military in
the 6-Days War forced him to shift resources away from the nuclear program to address more
pressing demands.

177. See https://www.britannica.com/event/Six-Day-War.
178. See https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/EGY/egypt/military-spending-defense-budget.
179. See https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1967/08/21/83132641.pdf?pdf_redirect=true&ip=0.
180. Robert J. Einhorn, "Egypt: Frustrated but Still on a Non-Nuclear Course," in The Nuclear Tipping Point, ed.
Kurt M. Campbell, Robert J. Einhorn, and Mitchell B. Reiss (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2004),
pp. 46-47.
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Syria
Introduction: Western opposition and domestic unrest ended the threat
After Egypt gave up on its nuclear weapons ambitions in the 1970s, the Hafez al-Assad regime
in Syria sought international assistance for a nuclear program of its own. The Syria case is
important because it reveals how Western opposition (barrier one) and domestic unrest (barrier
two) have worked in tandem to prevent the bomb’s spread in the Middle East. In the case of
Syria, the West blocked states from providing Syria with nuclear technologies in the 1990s
through the early 2000s. This delayed the program by years. Eventually, probably sometime in
2003-2004, Syria turned to North Korea to build a secret reactor, but Israel blew it up before
completion. These Western interventions bought time until domestic instability (barrier two)
would take over: A few years after the air strike, the Syrian civil war broke out, which is now in
its 11th year. The war prevents the Assad regime from making significant investments in a nuclear
program, and it is unclear when or if the country will become financially or politically stable
enough in the near term to once again take up the nuclear program.

It is unclear why Syria wanted the bomb
There is no explicit explanation for why Syria wanted a nuclear weapons program. Under the
leadership of Hafez al-Assad, the country formed the Atomic Energy Commission of Syria in the
mid-1970s. The timing suggests Syria sought to take up the mantle of Egypt as the leader of the
Arabs in the resistance against Israel. Hafez al Assad also wanted to purchase a nuclear reactor
for civilian power creation. Syria is not an energy exporter and Assad pursued major public works
projects (i.e., a major dam project on the Euphrates River) to promote what he called a “corrective
movement” toward true Arab socialism.181
Under President Bashar al Assad (Hafez’s son), Syria launched a secret nuclear program during
the mid-2000’s, with the goal of establishing an independent nuclear fuel making capability, and
eventually, nuclear weapons. Again, there is no explicit explanation for why Syria would need
nuclear weapons, given they had no foreign adversary determined to invade them. Considering
the timing – the US had just invaded Iraq in 2003 and President Bush included Syria as a “beyond
the axis of evil” state – suggests Assad may have wanted a nuclear deterrent to prevent US
invasion.

181. Dawish, A. I. (1978) Syria Under Asad: 1970-1978: The Centres of Power. Cambridge University Press.
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Syria had few nuclear scientists and faced financial difficulties that slowed the
program
From the early 1970s until the early 1980s, Syria sought to develop its nuclear program without
international support, only to realize it did not have the nuclear scientists or industrial base to
succeed. During the 1980s, Syria turned to international suppliers and reached agreements with
the French and Soviets for reactor projects and other technology transfers. Both agreements
would eventually fall through because Syria simply could not finance them. Assad had other
massive public works under way, and the country was otherwise embroiled in an economic
collapse.182

The West blocked nuclear technology transfers to Syria
Once Syria became more committed to building a robust nuclear program, the US stepped in.
Between, 1990 and 2003 the US blocked at least five states from providing nuclear technologies
to Syria. In 1990, Argentina agreed to a $100 million research reactor deal with Syria, only for
its parliament to veto the program under US pressure. In 1991, India planned to build Syria a
small research reactor, but their government was allegedly pressured by US officials to abandon
the project. The Chinese were eventually able to sell Syria a small research reactor, which has
remained under IAEA safeguards since completion in 1996. In 1998, the US applied pressure on
the Russian government to abandon its plan of providing Syria with a nuclear-powered
desalination facility. Finally, in 2003, the Russian government signed a two-million-dollar
nuclear deal with the Syrians, only to later back out of the deal, likely under American
pressure.183

Israel bombed the al-Kibar nuclear reactor
After the US invasion of Iraq, Syria became more aggressive in its pursuit of nuclear weapons.
Reports emerged that Assad had engaged with AQ Khan about technology transfers, though
Assad later claimed he rebuffed offers made by the Pakistani scientist.184 Probably in late 2003
or early 2004,185 Syria began constructing an undeclared reactor in its eastern desert, known as
the al-Kibar nuclear reactor. The reactor looked identical to the North Korean Yongbyon reactor,
suggesting that the North Koreans were helping build the facility and that it would be used to

182. Perthes, Volker (1992). The Syrian Economy in the 1980s. Middle East Journal.
183. See https://www.nti.org/learn/countries/algeria/.
184. See https://www.reuters.com/?edition-redirect=br.
185. See https://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-3799227,00.html.
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produce plutonium for nuclear weapons.186 Israel bombed the reactor in September 2007,
completely destroying it. Syria quickly paved over the site and began building non-nuclear
related military buildings on top of it, before inviting IAEA inspectors to visit the site almost a
year after the strike.

Conclusion
Whereas the Egypt case suggests that even a somewhat determined nuclear proliferator can be
blocked from acquiring the bomb by just one of the three barriers, Syria was blocked by all three
barriers – Western opposition, domestic unrest, and other competing civil imperatives all slowed
Syria’s program. The Syria case also highlights the importance of Western blocking efforts: In a
region plagued by domestic unrest, delaying a nuclear program by a few years can become a few
decades or indefinite when regime’s change or states are forced to divert resources to maintain
domestic control.

Algeria
Introduction
Similar to the Syria case, the Algeria case exemplifies how domestic unrest and Western
opposition – barriers one and two – have often worked in tandem to prevent states from going
nuclear.
Algeria probably became interested in a nuclear weapons program in the late 1980s and early
1990s. Analysts have suggested Algiers pursued its nuclear program as a hedge in the event that
Gaddafi would acquire nuclear weapons in Libya.187 The Libya hypothesis makes sense given
the timing: reports emerged in 1984 and 1985 that the Soviets would help Libya develop a robust
nuclear program, and in 1986 Algeria and China secretly agreed to build the el-Salam nuclear
reactor in the Sahara Desert. The timing makes less sense from an economic perspective, adding
further evidence that the Algerians hoped to use the reactor for a weapons program: Algeria fell
into severe economic recession in 1986 because of the global oil price crash. The large up-front
cost of a reactor project would have taken away valuable resources that might have been allocated
to other civilian and economic imperatives.188 Given the poor economics, it is hard to imagine
Algeria would have engaged the Chinese on the secret reactor project without a long-term interest
186. See https://www.nti.org/learn/facilities/461/.
187. See https://fas.org/nuke/guide/algeria/index.html.
188. See
https://energypolicy.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/Thepercent20Impactpercent20ofpercent20Lowpercent20Oilpe
rcent20Pricespercent20onpercent20Algeria.pdf.
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in building a nuclear weapons program. Algeria also already had another nuclear reactor for
isotope production, making another larger reactor unnecessary for that purpose.
In 1991, Western intelligence leaked to Western media that Algeria and China had completed the
el-Salam reactor.189 The site included a facility to separate plutonium from spent fuel and the site
was guarded by a Soviet-made anti-aircraft missile battery, suggesting the facility was intended
for military purposes.190
In January of 1992, IAEA inspectors were allowed to inspect the site after the United States
applied months of pressure against the Algerians. The inspections came less than one month after
the Algerian government canceled its own national elections to block an Islamist party victory.
The decision triggered an 11-year civil war that saw upwards of 200,000 fatalities.191 In February
of 1992, as the civil war ramped up, Algeria accepted a facility-specific safeguards agreement
for the el-Salam site.
In addition to American pressure (barrier one) and the civil war (barrier two), the Persian Gulf
War (barrier one) may have added additional pressure on Algiers to comply with international
inspectors. While the Algerian government discussed whether to open the el-Salam reactor to
IAEA inspections, the US and UK were bombing dozens of nuclear and other WMD facilities
across Iraq. The Algerians may have feared they could be next.

Section 2 Conclusion
What do the nuclear proliferation stories of Israel and the five Arab states discussed in the
previous section suggest about the case everyone is most interested in – Iran – and the other
potential nuclear proliferators in the Middle East?
One, even states with advanced nuclear programs have abandoned their programs (i.e., Iraq and
Libya), which is good news when considering whether the West might yet prevent Iran from
developing a nuclear arsenal.
Two, efforts to prevent Iran from going nuclear may fail, in which case others (i.e., Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, and others) will likely try to follow suit with nuclear arsenals of their own. Not only have
MBS and others said they would get the bomb if Iran did, but also Nasser’s Egypt, Assad’s Syria,
Saddam’s Iraq, and Gaddafi’s Libya all tried to get the bomb, at least in part, to match their
regional adversary, Israel.

189. See https://www.nytimes.com/1991/11/15/world/algerian-reactor-came-from-china.html.
190. See https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/nukevault/ebb228/index.htm.
191. See https://newrepublic.com/article/72807/the-furrows-algeria.
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Three, most states go for the bomb because they fear invasion, but fear of invasion is not the only
factor: Leaders with ambitious foreign policy agendas also pursue the bomb because they think
nuclear weapons will boost their own prestige and facilitate future military conquests (Saddam’s
Iraq, Gaddafi’s Libya, Nasser’s Egypt). Contrary to conventional wisdom (which says stopping
Iran is the only key to preventing the bomb’s spread in the Middle East), the historical record
suggests Turkey, Saudi Arabia or others could try to acquire the bomb even while Iran remains
on the threshold.
Four, if Saudi Arabia, Turkey, or Iran does try to acquire nuclear weapons (either to match
regional adversaries’ capability or even if regional adversaries have not yet gone nuclear), the
West can still help prevent a nuclear cascade by driving down Middle Eastern leaders’ fear of
overthrow and driving up the costs of going nuclear.
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Section 3

Case Studies: Why have Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia remained nonnuclear?
Iran: why hasn’t the Islamic Republic acquired nuclear weapons?
Introduction
Over the course of six-plus decades in pursuit of the bomb, Tehran has come up against all three
barriers – Western coercion, the limited value of nuclear weapons to prevent regime collapse,
and more pressing needs that require immediate funds. In regard to Western coercion, the West
prevented states from providing Iran with nuclear technology, Western intelligence services and
militaries have assassinated Iranian officials and nuclear scientists, and Western states have
hammered Iran with arguably the most comprehensive economic sanctions package in modern
history. Iran, itself, has slowed or frozen its program in the face of more pressing security issues,
most notably during the first half of the Iran-Iraq War and after the United States invaded Iraq
and Afghanistan. In recent years, Iran’s leaders have shown some degree of restraint, driven by
two factors: One, many within the security community no longer think they need the bomb – the
threat of invasion has shrunk considerably since Saddam was overthrown and America lost its
appetite for invasions in the Middle East. Two, Tehran is desperate for Washington to lift its
crippling regime of economic sanctions.

Why did Iran pursue nuclear weapons and why was progress so slow?
Iran primarily pursued nuclear weapons as a deterrent against another invasion by Iraq or by the
United States and its Western allies. Secondarily, Iran pursued the bomb (first under the Shah
and then more aggressively under the post-revolution Islamic government) as a source of
nationalistic pride.
Iran’s progress toward the bomb has been so slow because the US and its allies consistently
blocked nuclear technology transfers during the 1980s and 1990s. In addition, most of Iran’s
nuclear scientists fled the country after the 1979 revolution, and Iran had other more pressing
economic (the country was financially broke after revolution) and conventional military (the
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country was engaged in war with Iraq) imperatives that required all of Iran’s resources and
attention.
In the 1950s and 1960s, Western states helped the Shah develop a robust nuclear program.
Consistent with the tenets of the “Atoms for Peace Program,”192 the United States built Iran a
small research reactor and supplied Iran with the enriched uranium needed to fuel the reactor.193
After India successfully tested a nuclear device in 1974, the Shah became more serious about
acquiring a bomb of his own. Soon after the Indian test, the French agreed to cooperate with Iran
on nuclear enrichment and, shockingly, the Shah told the French newspaper Le Monde, Iran
would be “in possession of a nuclear bomb sooner than is believed.”194 Years later, the founding
leader of Iran’s nuclear program, Dr. Akbar Etemad, reflected on the Shah’s nuclear vision: “The
Shah had the idea at the time that he’s strong enough in the region and he can defend our interests
in the region and he didn’t want nuclear weapons. But he told me that if this changes ‘we have
to go for nuclear.’ My mission was to go for all the technologies imaginable in the field of nuclear
technology.”195
The Islamic Revolution stalled Iran’s nuclear progress. During the revolution, many of Iran’s top
nuclear scientists fled the country, including the program’s director and chief organizer, the
aforementioned Dr. Etemad. After the revolution, the Germans and French abandoned Iran’s
nuclear reactor project at Bushehr, but the Russians were able to pick up where the Western
Europeans left off after the Ayatollah restarted the program in the mid-1980s. Other Iranian
foreign interests dissolved completely, such as Iran’s ten percent stake in the multinational
uranium enrichment plant in France and Iran’s long-term contract with South Africa to import
uranium yellowcake.196
The Ayatollah was initially against developing nuclear weapons, in part because the country was
consumed by other imperatives.197 Iran was in complete economic disarray after its revolution
and simultaneously at war with Iraq – Saddam Hussein’s September 1980 invasion sparked an
8-year war (with the sixth most battle deaths of all wars since 1815) that brought both Tehran
and Baghdad to the brink of collapse at various points in the conflict. While Iraq had the financial
backing of Saudi Arabia, other Arab states, and the tacit support of the United States, Iran had
192. Reed, T.C. and Stillman, D.B. (2009) The Nuclear Express: A Political History of the Bomb And Its
Proliferation.
193. Reed, T.C. and Stillman, D.B. (2009) The Nuclear Express: A Political History of the Bomb And Its
Proliferation.
194. Quester, G. H. (1977). The Shah and the Bomb. Policy Sciences
195. See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-21938310.
196. See https://www.nytimes.com/1979/12/04/archives/iran-curbed-on-french-atom-plant-arising-out-of-policyshift-iran.html.
197. Some also suggest he was against it on religious grounds, which has some merit. However, he subsequently
launched a robust nuclear program, so this answer doesn’t have as much merit as the more “realist” reasons to hold
off.
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few useful alliances. Gaddafi’s Libya and Hafez al-Assad’s Syria were both allies of Iran, but
neither had much to offer. To make matter worse for Iran, the state had to reconstruct a purged
military high command, and an unprofessional fighting force.
Iran simply did not have the funds or the technology to wage a modern war effort, much less to
continue developing its nuclear program during the war years. It was forced to use unarmed child
soldiers in human wave-style assaults against fortified Iraqi positions, to surprising effect. During
the war, the Islamic Republic suffered roughly $600 billion in damage to its industrial base, 198
an economic downward slide that lasted the first five years of the conflict, and up to one million
casualties on the battlefield and countless more in towns throughout western Iran.199 Years later,
the IRGC commander in charge of war-time technology development said the Ayatollah told him
in 1984, “we don’t want to produce nuclear weapons” and to instead “produce defensive
protection for our troops, like gas masks and atropine.”200
Once the war neared its conclusion in 1987-1988, the Ayatollah launched a robust nuclear
program. He probably feared a second round of fighting with Saddam Hussein and a future attack
by the US – in 1988 the US accidentally shot down an Iranian commercial airliner (many Iranian
elites still believe it was intentional) and the US bombed Iranian tanker ships in 1987-1988 (in
retaliation for Iranian attacks against Kuwaiti and other ships). Iran also knew the US had helped
Saddam identify targets for his devastating chemical weapons attacks.201
From 1987 until 1997, the program progressed slowly for at least two reasons: one, the US
blocked states from helping Iran, and two, the program was mismanaged by Iran’s top scientist
Resa Amrollahi (who was eventually replaced by the more competent Gholamreza AghazadehKhoi, previously oil minister, in 1997). Iran and China signed a long-term nuclear cooperation
agreement in 1987, but the US blocked China from selling a reactor that would provide Iran with
a plutonium production capability. The US blocked Argentina from helping Iran build
enrichment and heavy water production plants in the late 1980s and early 1990s.202 The Clinton
Administration convinced Russia to cancel plans to build fuel fabrication and gas centrifuge
facilities for Iran. Nevertheless, Russian scientists and institutions still helped Iran develop its
program without the Kremlin’s authorization.203
Despite Washington’s efforts, Iran’s program marched forward. One reason why is that the US
did not prevent Iran from importing hundreds of millions of dollars in dual-use nuclear

198. See https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01436599008420213?journalCode=ctwq20.
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technologies.204 Even after the CIA determined Iran was pursuing nuclear weapons in 1990, dualuse technologies were still approved for sale to Iran during the George H.W. Bush and Clinton
Administrations.205 The US was also unwilling to exert much public pressure on Iran to eschew
its pursuit of nuclear weapons. The US also failed to prevent Iran’s cooperation with Pakistani
nuclear scientist AQ Khan as well as the North Koreans. Khan and his network of associates, for
example, helped Iran develop gas centrifuges for uranium enrichment and other technologies
critical to a weapons program and presented Iran with nuclear weapons designs.206 Finally, the
US and its friends did not stop Iran from cooperating with China, including on a large UF6
conversion plant and Chinese exports of UF6 to Iran.
By the year 2000, Western media published a leaked CIA report that said Iran had mastered all
aspects of the nuclear fuel cycle and might even already have a nuclear weapon in a worst-case
scenario.207 Between the US invasion of Afghanistan in the fall of 2001 and the US invasion of
Iraq in the fall of 2003, Iran accelerated its effort toward a robust indigenous fuel making
capability. Iran completed its first uranium enrichment plant at Natanz, it developed a uranium
mine, it completed a uranium conversion facility,208 and it nearly completed the Bushehr nuclear
power reactor, all between the time the US invaded Afghanistan and Iraq.
By 2002, the Iranian resistance organization the People’s Mujahedin of Iran” (MEK) revealed to
Western intelligence that Iran had a secret and heavily defended enrichment facility built within
a mountain at Natanz, and a secret heavy water production facility at Arak (which was likely
built with North Korean help).209 Around this time, analysts gave a range of projections for Iran’s
nuclear time table, with several analysts predicting they could have a bomb within several years.

Why has Iran refrained from building nuclear weapons?
Twenty years after the MEK report, Iran still does not have nuclear weapons. In short, their
restraint is driven by two factors: One, the mullahs are divided on whether they need the bomb –
the threat of invasion has shrunk considerably since Saddam was overthrown, America is out of
204. See http://npolicy.org/article_file/Ten_Regrets-Americas_Nonproliferation_Efforts_against_Iran.pdf.
205. As NPEC’s Executive Director Henry Sokolski has explained, the US failed in several areas to prevent Iran’s
nuclear program from progressing. These failures include America’s failure to push public diplomacy and
economic sanctions earlier and to exert enough pressure on states helping Iran develop its nuclear fuel-making
capabilities. http://npolicy.org/article_file/Ten_Regrets-Americas_Nonproliferation_Efforts_against_Iran.pdf.
206. Ken Pollack’s book Unthinkable is a good place to get more detail about the evolution of Iran’s program
during the 1990s. Pollack, K. M. (2013). Unthinkable: Iran, the Bomb, and American Grand Strategy. Simon and
Schuster.
207. New York Times, January 17, 2000, p. A-1 and A-8; Bloomberg New, January 17, 2000, 08:28; Reuters,
January 17, 2000, 13:53; Associated Press, January 18, 2000, 0211.
208. Converting uranium yellowcake into uranium hexafluoride gas is necessary to supply centrifuges for
enrichment https://www.wisconsinproject.org/iran-nuclear-update-2003/.
209. Pollack, K. M. (2013). Unthinkable: Iran, the Bomb, and American Grand Strategy. Simon and Schuster.
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the foreign invasion business – and Iran’s other deterrent capabilities – ballistic missiles, drones,
regional proxies – have all grown considerably. Two, Tehran is desperate for the US to lift its
crippling regime of economic sanctions. The mullahs think they need to improve economic
conditions to stave off revolution, which is impossible until sanctions are lifted.
In the spring of 2003, Iran had reason to believe it might soon come under attack by the United
States. The US was well on its way to conquering Iran’s neighbor to the east – Afghanistan – as
well as Iran’s neighbor to the west – Iraq. Because Iran was not in a position to develop a nuclear
arsenal before an invasion might come, the mullahs decided to come to the table. In April or May
of that year, Iranian President Khatami, Foreign Minister Kharazzi, and Ayatollah Khamenei
allegedly met in secret, at which time the Ayatollah approved a memo for diplomatic
rapprochement with the US, including an offer to dismantle Iran’s nuclear fuel-making and other
nuclear weapons-related programs.210 The Bush Administration, which was understandably
skeptical, ignored the proposal.
Whether Iran truly considered giving up its nuclear weapons ambition after 2003 is a subject of
intense debate among Iran analysts. But the fact remains the Islamic Republic has had the knowhow and infrastructure to rapidly pursue a bomb since the early 2000s and yet the mullahs have
chosen not to do so.
As early as 2005, senior Iranian officials suggested Iran hoped for a threshold capability rather
than a nuclear weapons arsenal. For example, former Iranian President Hashemi Rafsanjani
explained, “as long as we can enrich uranium and master the [nuclear] fuel cycle, we don’t need
anything else. Our neighbors will be able to draw the proper conclusions.”211 In 2006, Ayatollah
Khamenei echoed Rafsanjani while speaking on Iranian television, “We think imposing the costs
of building and maintaining nuclear weapons on our nation is unnecessary.”
In 2009, the government’s concern about “unnecessary” burden on the Iranian people ballooned
into a fear of full-fledged revolution. After the Ayatollah likely tipped the scales in Iran’s
presidential election to help re-elect hardliner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, hundreds of thousands of
Iranians took to the streets (mostly in Tehran) to protest.212 The protest movement, which called
itself the “Green Movement,” did not call for the downfall of the regime, instead settling for calls
of “Where’s my vote?” and demands for political reforms of the voting process. The Green
Movement proved to be one of the first signs the Middle East was entering a new period of
210. It has more recently come out that Iran’s long-time foreign minister Muhammad Javid Zarif was part of
drafting the memo. Former US Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage said had he known Zarif was part of
drafting, he would’ve taken the memo more seriously. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/factchecker/wp/2013/12/09/kerrys-claim-that-iran-offered-bush-a-nuclear-deal-in-2003/.
211. See https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2019/sep/17/new-study-iranpercentE2percent80percent99s-nuclearcapabilities-and-intentions.
212. See https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/jun/24/jailed-iran-opposition-activists-rape.
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domestic political instability and uprisings, which persist today. At the time, leaked reports
indicated the Ayatollah was concerned these protests might grow out of his government’s control.
In 2011, the Arab Spring Revolutions showed Iranian leaders what the next round of unrest could
look like in Iran. Six Arab governments were overthrown, and three civil wars – Syria, Yemen,
Libya – are still far from over in 2022. While the Ayatollah publicly hailed the Arab Spring
revolutions as an “Islamic awakening,” privately the mullahs must have known their rule could
be next. In 2012, former Iranian nuclear negotiator Seyed Hossein Mousavian wrote that Iran’s
leadership was frightened of an international sanctions regime against their nuclear program,
because it would “paralyze the Iranian economy” and open up the possibility of revolution.213
By 2012, some senior officials in Israel and the United States started to understand Iran may
settle for a threshold capability to avoid becoming an international pariah like North Korea. For
example, in 2012, Israeli IDF Chief of Staff Benny Gantz believed Iran was run by “rational
people” and that Khamenei would not seek to cross the threshold and build nuclear weapons,
given the clear “strategic reasons” not to do so.214 Israeli former head of intelligence Amos Yadlin
and nuclear expert Yoel Guzansky echoed Gantz, claiming Iran was “not advancing toward the
bomb at as rapid a pace as it could. It appears to realize that such progress would bring with it
negative strategic repercussions.”215
When protests erupted in Iran in 2019, Ayatollah Khamenei reportedly expressed his fear in
private meetings that these protests could threaten the survival of his regime. Unlike the 2009
Green Movement, where protestors demanded institutional changes, the 2019 protests reflected
the countries sanctions-induced economic collapse. Roughly 18 months after President Trump
renewed economic sanctions on Iran for its nuclear activity, fuel prices in Iran had risen by 200
percent. Protestors chanted for the fall of the regime, and, unlike the Green Movement, the
protests were not contained to Tehran and its more liberal districts – Iran’s 39 largest cities all
had major protests, and most had riots targeting state institutions and banks. Iran’s Interior
Minister admitted that 140 government buildings were burned.216 The Ayatollah’s crackdown
was swift and violent. According to US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, 1,500 Iranians were
killed by security forces in the initial November 2019 protests alone, and the protests continued
unabated well into the new year.

213. See https://nationalinterest.org/commentary/ten-reasons-iran-doesnt-want-the-bomb-7802.
214. See https://www.haaretz.com/idf-chief-to-haaretz-i-do-not-believe-iran-will-decide-to-develop-nuclearweapons-1.5216849.
215. Yadlin and Guzasky, “Iran on the threshold.” Pg. 8.
Pollack, K. M. (2013). Unthinkable: Iran, the Bomb, and American Grand Strategy. Simon and Schuster.
216. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-protests-specialreport/special-report-irans-leader-orderedcrackdown-on-unrest-do-whatever-it-takes-to-end-it-idUSKBN1YR0QR.
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For the first time, the 2019-2020 unrest in Iran suggested that the US could apply unilateral
economic sanctions on Iran capable of crippling the economy, driving up the cost of living for
everyday Iranians, and eventually bring the masses out into the streets.217
As of early 2021, the protests have been contained by the Ayatollah’s brutal security forces. The
Ayatollah and the Rouhani Government publicly said the country will not return to its nuclear
commitments until the United States pre-emptively lifts all economic sanctions.218 After the
more-hardline President Ebrahim Raisi won office in the summer of 2022, Iran remained
committed to a new nuclear deal that required Washington to lift more sanctions than the old deal
lifted.

Conclusion
While Iran remains on the threshold of a nuclear weapons arsenal, the barriers that prevented
Libya, Iraq, and others in the Arab World from going nuclear have also worked in Iran. Some of
Iran’s mullahs have expressed that the chances remain high they will fall victim to a political
revolution as long as Iran languishes in economic conditions comparable to America’s Great
Depression of the 1930s. The only way out of those conditions is to continue abstaining from
developing a nuclear arsenal. Libya had to make a similar decision in late 2002, and it chose to
come to the table and dismantle the program. But Iran has a much better set of cards than Gaddafi
– Tehran is not competing with tribes that could control large swaths of the country, as Qaddafi
was. And unlike other past Middle Eastern proliferators, the US seems intent to lift economic
sanctions in return for Iran merely pausing its nuclear weapons program, making nuclear restraint
all the more attractive to Tehran.
The challenge with the Iran case, of course, is that they could go nuclear on short notice, and the
United States would be left to figure out how to prevent a cascade of proliferators in the Middle
East. New leadership could push Iran over the nuclear edge. Nevertheless, as long as Iran remains
scared of revolution, and, in the words of Benny Gantz, “a rational actor,” it will refrain from
building a nuclear arsenal.
As a final note, policymakers should not overlook the importance of early steps to stall nuclear
programs. If Iran had the capability to rapidly build nuclear weapons in late 2002 or early 2003,
it is hard to imagine they would not have done so, given the threat posed by the United States.
But Iran was not ready to build nuclear weapons at that time in part because the United States
had slowed the program years earlier by preventing Argentina, China, Russia, and others from
helping Iran develop sensitive technologies. Of course, as this section highlighted, the US could

217. See https://www.statista.com/chart/20454/real-gdp-growth-of-iran/.
218. See https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/irans-leader-us-lift-sanctions-return-deal-75737566.
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have done far more to hamstring Iran’s program. Nonetheless, in delaying the program by a few
years, Western states bought themselves valuable time until Iran’s strategic calculus changed and
developing nuclear weapons made less sense to Tehran.

Saudi Arabia: Why hasn’t it pursued the bomb?
Introduction
Saudi Arabia has depended on the West both for economic growth and political stability. Western
states have defended Saudi Arabia when it has faced the possibility of major attacks and the US
has sustained large troop deployments on the peninsula since the 1960s. Economically, Western
oil companies helped turn Saudi Arabia into one of the world’s largest exporters of oil and
petroleum-based products. Though the Saudi oil sector has since been nationalized, the Kingdom
depends on Western markets for export (though China has gobbled up an increasing share of
Saudi oil in recent decades). All-in-all, the Saudis never seriously considered putting their
standing in Western capitals at risk by going for the bomb, at least not until recent years.

The Saudis have depended on the West for survival since before the nuclear era
Decades before the first nuclear bombs were dropped at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the House of
Saud had secured its own protection by Western forces: Britain’s support for the al Saud family
dates back to at least 1848, when the crown promised to support Faisal bin Turki’s representative
in Trucial Oman (modern day UAE).219 In 1915, Ibn Saud and the British signed the Treaty of
Darin, making the Arab lands controlled by Ibn Saud a British protectorate. After Ibn Saud won
a series of wars to consolidate his power over the Arab peninsula, he became even more
dependent on Great Britain to help him defend his newly controlled vast territory.
As British imperial power in the Middle East waned in the post-WWI era, the Americans filled
the gap – the Saudi-American relationship dates back to 1933, when Standard Oil discovered oil
in Saudi Arabia. In 1945, President Roosevelt met with Ibn Saud aboard the USS Quincy and
guaranteed the House of Saud’s security in exchange for steady oil production and sales to the
United States.220 This agreement would set the tone for Saudi Arabia’s dependence on the US
throughout the nuclear era.

219. See https://www.cambridge.org/us/academic/archive-editions/history/middle-east-history/expansionwahhabi-power-arabia-17981932-british-documentary-sources?format=WX&isbn=9781840972702.
220. Eddy, W. A. (1954) F.D.R. meets Ibn Saud.
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Saudi Arabia’s oil industry has depended on Western protection, investment, and
technology
British and American support for the Kingdom took off during the nuclear era. From 1945-1980,
Western technology, engineers, and corporations formed the backbone of Saudi Arabia’s oil
sector. In 1980, the Saudi government bought out Western oil companies (firms that today make
up Exxon Mobil being the largest) and investors, fully nationalizing all oil production in the
country. Despite this change in ownership, Saudi Arabia became no less dependent on Western
states over the next several decades. Within a year of Saudi Aramco’s nationalization, a new
threat emerged across the Persian Gulf – the Islamic Revolution in Iran. Since 1980, the Saudis
(and other Arab states) have relied on the American navy to protect its massive oil tankers
traversing the Persian Gulf. During the late 1980s, for example, Iran attacked 160 commercial
ships in the Persian Gulf.221 In the 1990s, the US Navy formed its first new fleet since WWII –
the Fifth Fleet – whose main task was to secure Persian Gulf shipping lanes – during times of
increased tension, Iran has regularly threatened to use its Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
Navy to close the Straits of Hormuz – the narrow entrance from the Gulf of Oman and Indian
Ocean to the Persian Gulf. It is unlikely Iran would ever actually attempt to close the Strait
because their oil tankers need to pass through it as well. However, without the American navy to
protect Saudi oil tankers, the IRGC might have blocked Saudi ships from passing, or made Saudi
ships pay a toll to pass. Both maneuvers would threaten the economic life blood of Saudi Arabia.

Saudi Arabia has not needed the bomb to secure regime survival
In the past, when the House of Saud has been confronted by perceived threats to its power in
Saudi Arabia, Western states have upheld their pre-nuclear era oaths to protect them. Consider
four historical examples:
In 1962, the Saudi and British-aligned monarchy in Yemen was overthrown by Arab nationalists
backed by Egypt’s Gamal Abdul Nasser. Saudi Arabia’s King Saud feared that if Nasser and the
Arab nationalists succeeded in consolidating authority over Yemen, they would seek to
overthrow the monarchy in Riyadh next. Ibn Saud had good cause for fear: Arab nationalism had
already led to the unification of Syria and Egypt, and was subsequently taking hold in Libya,
Iraq, Algeria, and Tunisia.222
The British and Americans threw their weight behind the ousted Yemeni monarch, Muhammad
al-Badr, who had fled the capital of Sana’a but was organizing an army in the mountains of
Northern Yemen. The CIA infiltrated the Egyptian military and the Arab nationalist government
221. See https://www.strausscenter.org/strait-of-hormuz-tanker-war/.
222. See https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691169156/arab-nationalism-in-the-twentieth-century.
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in Sana’a, and the British backed Saudi forces and conducted covert operations, including attacks
by mercenaries against Egyptian and Yemeni forces.223 The war, which became known as
“Egypt’s Vietnam,” became a humiliation for Nasser. The monarch Muhammad al-Badr rallied
the support of tribes in the country’s north and with the support of Saudi Arabia, Britain, and
others, forced Egypt’s military to eventually withdraw from the country after a humiliating eightyear struggle.
In Yemen’s current civil war of 2011-present, the British have once again provided critical
support to Saudi efforts to retain a pro-Saudi Sunni government there. The British help the Saudis
pick targets in Yemen, they fuel and repair the aircraft, they provide most of the ordinance, which
they then load onto the aircraft for the Saudis. In describing British support to the Kingdom,
former British Defense Attaché to Saudi Arabia has said “If we weren’t there, in seven to 14 days
there wouldn’t be a jet in the sky.”224
Another example of Western support for Saudi security forces occurred in November 1980, when
hundreds of Islamic extremists led by a member of a prominent Saudi family –Muhammad alOteibi – stormed the Grand Mosque at Mecca. Oteibi called for the overthrow of the Al Saud
family, saying the “dynasty had lost its legitimacy because it was corrupt, ostentatious and had
destroyed Saudi culture by an aggressive policy of Westernization.”225 After a tenuous week in
which the militants retained control of the Mosque compound, French commandos (who had
allegedly gone through Islamic conversion before entering the mosque) organized and led a twoweek battle to retake the compound. The combined French-Saudi-Pakistani force eventually
retook the compound, but not before 244 people were killed from both sides.226
The fourth and perhaps most memorable example of US security support for Saudi Arabia was
the 1st Persian Gulf War of 1990-1991. After Iraq occupied Kuwait in August 1990, Saudi leaders
feared that the megalomaniacal Saddam Hussein would seek to conquer Saudi Arabia next. King
Fahd of Saudi Arabia invited US and coalition military forces to mass on Saudi soil before
attacking Saddam’s forces in Kuwait. Within 100 hours of the initial American-led land invasion
of Kuwait, coalition forces had uprooted Saddam’s military from Kuwait and sent it in full retreat
back to Iraq.227 From that time on, Saudi Arabia has had no serious threats to its survival from
within the Arab World.

223. See https://dash.harvard.edu/handle/1/12269828.
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227. Lowry, R.S. (2008) The Gulf War Chronicles: A Military History of the First War with Iraq.
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The US protects the Kingdom in times of peace as well as war
Unlike the region’s most aggressive nuclear proliferators – Israel and Iran – who were both
invaded by adversaries hell-bent on conquering them, Saudi Arabia has never faced such an
existential threat during the nuclear era in part because the United States has stationed troops in
and around Saudi Arabia since the end of WWII, in addition to vowing to defend the Kingdom.
US deployments to the Kingdom began in 1945 with the construction of the Dharahan Air Base
on Saudi soil near the Persian Gulf and Saudi Arabia’s largest oil fields. 228 US troops have not
left the Arab peninsula since that time.
In addition to America’s large naval base in Saudi Arabian ally Bahrain (opened in 1971), al
Udeid Air base in Saudi neighbor Qatar (opened in 1996), and the military logistics hub at
Shuaiba Port in Saudi ally and neighbor Kuwait, the US also retains a presence on Saudi soil:
Several thousand troops and an unspecified number of aircraft and other equipment have been
stationed at Prince Sultan Air Base near Al Kharj Saudi Arabia since 2019. There is at least one
other US base in the Kingdom and probably more, but the US and Saudi Arabia, though the
details are not known to the public because the Saudi’s hope to minimize public anger about US
deployments, given the forbiddance in Islam of non-Muslim troops being stationed on Islam’s
holiest land.
The US and Britain are also the principal sources of Saudi Arabia’s own weaponry. US arms
sales to Saudi Arabia began as a part of the WWII lend-lease program in 1943, when President
Roosevelt wrote to the Lend-Lease Administrator that “the defense of Saudi Arabia is vital to the
defense of the United States.”229 US support for the Kingdom expanded rapidly after 1951, at
which time the two countries signed the US-Saudi Mutual Defense Agreement.230
In more recent times, US defense aid and export to the Kingdom has further expanded: between
2015 and 2019 the Kingdom imported 86 percent of its arms from the US and UK combined with
an astounding total of $64 billion in arms flowing from the US to the Kingdom during that
period.231

Conclusion
In the past, Saudi Arabia has refrained from pursuing a nuclear weapons program because it has
not faced many realistic threats of foreign invasion: The West has provided Saudi Arabia with
228. See https://www.army.mil/article/127106/a_lasting_legacy_the_dhahran_airfield_and_civil_air_terminal.
229. See https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943v04/d893.
230. See https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1951v05/ch10subch2.
231. See https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2020/usa-and-france-dramatically-increase-major-armsexports-saudi-arabia-largest-arms-importer-says.
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the conventional weapons and support to eliminate any realistic threats of invasion. Any effort
to go nuclear could alienate the West and may not result in a bomb anyway, or at least would not
result in a bomb until after years of effort. The Saudi case may be the clearest example of barrier
one (Western opposition to state’s going nuclear) and barrier two (most states have not been
sufficiently threatened by foreign adversaries to justify a bomb program) preventing a state from
launching a nuclear program.
The history of Saudi Arabia’s nuclear inhibition provides a framework for understanding why
their inhibition might be eroding, as was discussed in section one. In the decade since the
beginning of the Arab Spring, the Saudis have become increasingly concerned that the US would
not have their back in a time of crisis: Saudi leaders saw the Obama Administration abandon its
authoritarian allies in Cairo and elsewhere, and they fear the Americans would do the same if
revolution or unrest came to Riyadh. What’s more, the Saudis understand Washington is now
fully focused on the threat posed by China. If the Saudi’s came under attack by Iran, or if Iran
supported insurrection by Saudi’s large Shi’a minority, Riyadh has reasonable concern that the
Americans would not ensure the House of Saud’s survival. Comments from President Biden that
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is an international “pariah” during a primary debate in December
of 2019, and similar comments from multiple factions within the American governing class, do
not ease Saudi anxiety.232
As US support comes under question, Riyadh sees the threat from Iran growing. As recently as
2007, Iran’s leader Mahmoud Ahmadinejad made a trip to Riyadh to meet with King Abdullah
to talk about areas for cooperation in the region. But in the years since, Iran has gained a foothold
in Yemen and Iraq, and would be well-positioned to back Saudi Arabia’s Shi’a if they started
challenging the regime. These trends suggest barrier one and barrier two are eroding.

Turkey: Why hasn’t it pursued the bomb yet and why might that change?
Introduction
The Republic of Turkey is wedged between nuclear weapons states, aggressive historical
adversaries, and politically unstable Arab states and yet it has not pursued nuclear weapons to
this point. For most of eight decades, Ankara’s myriad governments (there have been six coups
during the nuclear age, all successful other than the 2016 coup) have believed their Republic
would not need the bomb while Turkey held rock-solid security assurances from the United States
and NATO. However, when trust in the West has weakened, Ankara has considered pursuing the
bomb – as it did during the mid-1960s and as it is likely doing today.
232. See https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/12/06/biden-cannot-ostracize-riyadh-saudi-arabia-mohammed-binsalman/.
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US support of Turkey has made Ankara feel safe
The United States has protected Turkey since the earliest days of the Cold War, and in exchange
Turkey has not pursued the bomb. The greatest threat to modern Turkey came during the early
Cold War years of 1945 until Stalin’s death in 1953. 1945 not only marked the end of WWII but
also the expiration of the 20-year Treaty of Friendship between the USSR and Turkey. Stalin
chose not to renew the treaty with Turkey because he believed strengthening the Soviet position
around the Black Sea was vital to Russian security. In 1945-1946, Western officials were startled
by Stalin’s fiery speeches declaring his intention to reclaim Georgian lands along the Black Sea,
which constituted roughly half of Turkey’s Black Sea coastline, and his intention to reclaim the
old Armenian Kingdom, which was a substantial portion of Eastern Turkey.233 Separately, Stalin
demanded joint Turkish-Soviet Administration of the Black Sea Straits, the narrow series of
waterways that connect the Mediterranean to the Black Sea. Part of this waterway – the
Bosphorous – runs through downtown Istanbul, Turkey’s largest city. Giving up any control of
the waterway would put Turkish security at the mercy of the Kremlin.
Then US Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson made America’s position on Soviet aggression
against Turkey clear in writing to American diplomats in Paris in 1946: “In our opinion the
primary objective of the Soviet Union is to obtain control over Turkey. (…..) Therefore, the time
has come when we must decide that we shall resist with all means at our disposal any Soviet
aggression.”234
In late 1946, the Soviets massed troops in the Balkans near the Turkish border and ran naval
exercises along Turkey’s Black Sea coastline. In response, the Truman Administration sent an
American naval task force to Turkey, Britain and the US reaffirmed their commitment to Turkey
and began discussing aid packages to the country worth hundreds of millions of dollars as part
of the Truman Doctrine.235 In the face of a possible permanent US military presence in Turkey,
Stalin backed down. In late 1946 he removed Soviet troops from the Balkans and backtracked on
his demand for joint control over the Black Sea Straits. However, he never relinquished the
Georgian and Armenian SSR’s territorial claims in eastern Turkey and Russo-Turkish relations
remained militant until Stalin’s death in 1953.
America’s commitment to Turkey was cemented in 1952, when Turkey and Greece joined NATO
less than a year before Stalin’s death. During Turkey’s early NATO years, the US moved nucleararmed Jupiter missiles to Turkey and established US operations at two Turkish military bases (at
Incirlik in south-central Turkey and in Izmir on Turkey’s west coast).236 Both military bases are
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still in use by US forces to this day. Turkey has not faced such a direct and existential threat to
its survival since the death of Stalin.

Turkey’s interest in developing nuclear weapons grew when trust in the US waned
During the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, fissures emerged in the US-Turkish
relationship that may have influenced Turkey to consider a nuclear weapons program of its own.
In 1962, the Kennedy Administration secretly agreed to remove the nuclear-armed Jupiter
missiles from Turkey in exchange for the Russian withdrawal of nuclear-armed missiles in Cuba.
US-Turkish relations were further inflamed two years later during the Cyprus Crisis. In 1964,
violence broke out on the Island of Cyprus between Greek and ethnic-Turkish Cypriots. The civil
unrest led Turkish Cypriots, who lived dispersed among the majority Greek Cypriots, to leave
their homes and migrate to Easter Cyprus, where they formed their own government
administration that remains in place today. During the unrest, which led to the death of 364
Turkish Cypriots and 25,000 permanently displaced from their homes, Turkey massed forces in
preparation to invade Cyprus to protect Turkish-Cypriots. In response, President Johnson sent a
letter to Turkish President Ismet Inonu suggesting Americans repercussions against Turkey if the
Turks invaded Cyprus. A now de-classified CIA memo from the time suggested “Johnson’s letter
has done more to set back United States Turkish relations than any other single act.”237
Throughout the mid-1960s, debates raged in Turkish cafes and elite political circles alike over
the efficacy of depending on the US for Turkey’s security.238
Declassified memos suggest Turkey became increasingly interested in pursuing nuclear weapons
during the mid-1960s as well. In 1966, a senior Turkish scientist met with the US embassy’s
science officer to reveal that the leaders of Turkey’s top scientific institutions had met and agreed
to cooperate on a Turkish nuclear weapons program. The informant claimed one of the senior
officials had recently travelled to Russia for an unspecified reason, likely to discuss secret nuclear
cooperation. Beginning two years prior, in 1964, Turkey had worked to improve relations with
the Soviet Union.239
In writing to US diplomats in Washington, a senior State Department official in Turkey presented
further evidence that Turkey aspired to build nuclear weapons: Turkey was trying to build a 200megawatt reactor near Istanbul, Ankara was deliberately stalling its nuclear safeguards
negotiations, including over implementation of safeguards for new nuclear facilities, and the
Turkish Minerals Research and Exploration Institute had become increasingly interested in
237. See https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/DOC_0000615268.pdf.
238. Root of anti-Americanism in Turkey
https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/download/article-file/234238.
239. See https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1978/06/24/turks-soviets-sign-friendshippact/aae64da5-5091-488a-acc8-62eabc73b492/.
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uranium mining.240 At a minimum, the US diplomat suggested Turkey was afraid of falling
behind if other Middle Eastern states – Syria, Egypt, Iraq, Iran – went for the bomb to match
Israel. It remains unclear whether Turkey advanced its nuclear weapons research beyond
preliminary conversations and research in the 1960s. An example of Turkish research included
studies of how to extract plutonium from light water reactors, ostensibly to be used for nuclear
bombs (plutonium is costly to reprocess for nuclear power reactors in comparison to using
uranium).

The Iranian Revolution opened the door for better relations
During the 1980s and 1990s, Turkey’s national security elite regained its trust in the United States
in the face of a growing threat from neighboring Iran. The secular Turkish Republic feared Iran’s
Islamic Revolution might spread to Turkey.241 To counter Iran, the US and Turkey signed a major
Defense and Economic agreement in 1980, which granted America access to 26 military facilities
throughout Turkey. In return Turkey was handed hundreds of millions in aid and a thumbs up to
buy modern American military technology.242 The Reagan Administration also abstained from
criticizing Turkey over human rights matters, and US-Turkish relations matched their 1950s
highs. Despite the growing threat from Iran, Turkey expressed little interest in developing nuclear
weapons during the 1980s and 1990s.

Why is Erdogan now interested in going nuclear?
Over the last decade, the government of Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has suddenly
become interested in going nuclear. The reasons why are complex, but the short answer is
Erdogan and his supporters do not believe the US and NATO are the best guarantors of Turkey’s
economic and security interests. While there is no evidence Turkey has an active nuclear weapons
program at this point, three developments suggest they might have a program soon:
One, President Erdogan is talking about going nuclear. Last fall, he complained before the UN
General Assembly that the NPT bars states like Turkey from developing nuclear weapons but
ignores that other states have them.243 Earlier, he told members of his Justice and Development
Party that “some countries have missiles with nuclear warheads, not one or two. But [they tell
us] we can’t have them. This, I cannot accept. There is no developed nation in the world that

240. See https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/nuclear-vault/2019-10-30/nuclear-weapons-turkey-1959.
241. See https://www.hudson.org/research/16208-how-the-iranian-revolution-inspired-turkish-islamism.
242. Tirman, John. (1997) Spoils of War: The Human Cost of America’s Arms Trade. Free Press/Macmillan.
243. See https://undocs.org/en/A/74/PV.3.
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doesn’t have them.” He then said nuclear weapons are an enormous source of power for Israel
and suggested they could be for Turkey as well.244
Two, Erdogan is building a robust nuclear energy program despite having cheaper alternatives
for electricity generation. Along Turkey’s Mediterranean coastline, the Russians are building
four large civilian nuclear power reactors at the Akkuyu Nuclear Facility. Erdogan hopes the
Russians will complete the first reactor by 2023, in time for the centenary celebrations of the
founding of modern Turkey. What’s worrisome is Turkey could exploit nuclear power as a cover
to procure bomb-related technology and hardware. The technology transfer is already occurring.
Since the Akkuyu project began, Turkish engineering students have become the second largest
national group studying nuclear sciences in Russia, where hundreds of Iranian and North Korean
scientists came before them.245 While Russia was building Iran’s civilian power facility at
Bushehr, side agreements led to the transfer of equipment and exchange of scientists, which
assisted Iran’s weapons program at other sites. These actions fooled US intelligence (who
believed Iran had stopped its weapons program between 2003 and 2007) and international
inspectors.246 Other states such as India have also exploited ostensibly civilian nuclear programs
to make progress toward the bomb.
The third piece of evidence that Ankara is now interested in building a nuclear weapons program
is that President Erdogan has recently developed an obsession with appeasing Pakistan, a country
nowhere near Turkey’s borders. For decades, Turko-Pakistani relations were warm but
superficial. Since 2018, Erdogan has tightened the ties considerably. Last year he addressed a
joint session of Pakistan’s parliament for a record fourth time, arguing passionately for Pakistan’s
position in the Kashmir dispute.247 Not only has Erdogan suddenly taken a keen interest in
Kashmir, but he’s supplying Pakistan’s military with sophisticated weaponry.
Just two years ago, Turkey won its largest defense contract ever – a multibillion dollar contract
to build four large naval vessels for the Pakistani Navy.248 In addition, a Turkish firm is
constructing Pakistan’s largest domestically built warship in Karachi. Turkey also is upgrading
Pakistan’s submarines, selling it Turkish-built attack helicopters, and maintaining its F-16s.
Overall, only China is a bigger supplier to Pakistan’s military. Erdogan’s current clout in
Islamabad exceeds that of North Korea, Iran, and Libya, all of which received help in their
nuclear bomb programs from Pakistan.

244. See https://thebulletin.org/2019/11/taking-erdogans-critique-of-the-nuclear-non-proliferation-treatyseriously/.
245. See https://www.aa.com.tr/en/education/turkish-students-2nd-most-in-russian-nuclear-university/1632572.
246. See http://www.npolicy.org/article_file/Susan_Voss_Tracking_Nuclear_Proliferation_within_a_Commercial_Power_Program.pdf.
247. See https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/erdogan-to-address-pakistans-parliament-on-feb-14/1726687.
248. See https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2020/04/dmap-turkey-and-pakistan-a-special-relationship.
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The question, then, is why Turkey has suddenly become so interested in acquiring nuclear
weapons? The short answer is, they no longer trust the US and NATO to guarantee Turkey’s
security, and they think a policy of nonalignment between Western states, Russia, and China,
coupled with a robust nuclear program of their own, would best serve their interests. Simmering
distrust for the US and other Western states goes back at least to the Cyprus Crisis of 1963-64,
but it has boiled over since the Arab Spring.
When Arab governments across North Africa began toppling in the spring of 2011, America’s
interests initially seemed to align with Ankara’s – both Ankara and Washington were content
working with moderate Islamist parties and Tunisia provided hope for a new Arab model: Its
people elected the moderate-Islamist Ennahda party in October of 2011, and both Turkey and
Washington were supportive. Optimism soon faded as other Arab states failed to replicate the
Tunisia model, most notably Egypt. In 2013, Washington did nothing to stop (and its Arab Gulf
allies and Israel openly supported) Egyptian General Fatah al-Sisi as he overthrew the popularlyelected Muslim Brotherhood government of Muhammad Morsi. Morsi had the strong backing of
Ankara, which saw the Muslim Brotherhood as like-minded Islamists.
Within days of the Egyptian coup, hundreds of thousands of anti-Erdogan protestors took to the
streets in and around Gezi park in downtown Istanbul, Turkey. Like most protest movements, the
Gezi Park protestors came from a myriad of political camps, but the unifying message was
opposition to Erdogan’s Islamism and his increasingly authoritarian tendencies.249 Washington’s
action in Egypt only weeks earlier suggested to Erdogan that he too could be abandoned. Western
media and pundits didn’t help ease Erdogan’s insecurity, as they reported glowingly about antiErdogan protestors and scathingly of the government’s tactics to regain control.250
Erdogan’s paranoia of Western intentions reached a fever pitch in 2016, when elements of the
Turkish military attempted to overthrow his government. Erdogan blamed the coup on his
estranged friend, Fetullah Gulen, a moderate Islamist who established a popular system of
schools throughout Turkey. Many coup members were known followers of Gulen, who then and
now lives in exile in Pennsylvania. While Erdogan called for Gulen’s immediate extradition to
Turkey, the Obama Administration refused to do so, saying that only US courts could do so. In
a 2016 interview on the 60 Minutes television program, Erdogan suggested that the Turkish
people could not accept this explanation.251
At the same time that the US harbored Turkey’s enemy number one, Fethullah Gulen, the US
military fought alongside the Kurdish YPG group in Syria, a group that Turks across the political
spectrum viewed as part of the PKK network of anti-Turkish terrorists. Even Turkish nationalist
249. Turkey: surreal, menacing, pompous book Christopher de Bellaigue.
250. See https://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/16/world/europe/protesters-in-turkey.html.
251. See https://www.cbsnews.com/news/60-minutes-turkey-president-erdogan-disillusioned-with-u-s/.
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parties that opposed Erdogan viewed US policy in Syria with outrage, so much so that the farright secular-nationalist MHP party joined forced with Erdogan in the 2018 parliamentary
elections, delivering Erdogan a major electoral victory. As one former member of parliament
described it, “Having failed to secure a parliamentary majority, Erdogan, who has to rely on
support from the far-right MHP, will be hostage to their hardline agenda.”252 Within a year of the
2018 elections, Erdogan was at the UN General Assembly railing about Turkey’s right to develop
nuclear weapons, was suddenly putting himself in the good graces of nuclear-armed Pakistan,
and was blowing past all financial,253 economic,254 and seismic255 reasons to not build huge
nuclear reactors. In the cases of past non-aligned nuclear proliferators – think India – robust
civilian programs have provided the basis to go nuclear even short a clear strategic need to do so.
At the minimum, this has to be America’s worry when it comes to Turkey.

Conclusion
In summation, Turkey has not pursued nuclear weapons, at least to this point, because the United
States and its NATO partners proved more valuable in preventing a Soviet or Iranian attack than
a nuclear weapons program ever could. However, there are clear signs that this Western
opposition barrier may be waning. Unless the US and its NATO allies can convince Ankara that
it is more secure in NATO than outside of it, the West may soon be surprised by how quickly the
heavily industrialized and technologically-advanced Turkish state could build nuclear weapons.

Section 3 Conclusion
The most important reason that the bomb has not spread beyond Israel is that most states have
not felt they needed it. Some states felt protected by Washington and its allies, a larger group
simply was not threatened by another state. States that did not feel protected by the West and
were threatened by another state have pursued nuclear weapons. Even among that most
troublesome group, some states gave up or froze their programs when other political, economic,
or conventional military imperatives required more funding and focus.
The case studies reveal that the region’s three most aggressive proliferators – Israel in the 1950s
and 1960s, Iran from the late 1980s through at least 2003, and Iraq under Saddam Hussein – all
had prolonged fears of invasion and overthrow by their neighbors.

252. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-politics-nationalists/after-election-boost-turkeys-erdogan-mayreward-nationalists-with-cabinet-jobs-sources-idUSKBN1JN14O.
253. See https://turkeywonk.wordpress.com/2014/04/16/the-akkuyu-nuclear-plant-what-exactly-is-going-on/.
254. See https://thebulletin.org/2017/10/a-dozen-reasons-for-the-economic-failure-of-nuclear-power/.
255. See https://www.reuters.com/article/idUS122778134920110325.

78

No Middle Eastern state that did not face a plausible threat of foreign invasion has gotten very
close to acquiring the bomb. Algeria in the late 1980s-early 1990s, and Libya under Gaddafi as I
have explained it in this volume, are both examples of states seriously interested in pursuing a
nuclear weapons program, but that ultimately backed off because they were nowhere close to
acquiring the bomb when they were put under intense pressure by the US and like-minded states.
Kuwait is the only Middle Eastern state that had a clear threat of overthrow and still chose not to
pursue a nuclear weapons program. However, Kuwait has not had any threat of invasion since a
US-led coalition ousted Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi military from Kuwait in 1991. Additionally,
Kuwait is one of the smallest states in the Middle East by both population and industrial capacity
– making it less likely to have the resources necessary to build a robust nuclear program. Also,
Kuwait has hosted at least six active US military installations with tens of thousands of US troops
since the end of the Gulf War of 1991. For all these reasons, it is not surprising that Kuwait has
never pursued nuclear weapons, though it remains an exception to the rule that Middle Eastern
states under long-term threat of invasion have pursued nuclear weapons.
Most states in the region have not even shown serious interest in pursuing a nuclear weapons
program in part because few Middle Eastern countries have come under serious threat of foreign
invasion in decades. Scholars point to a few reasons to explain the surprising dearth of
conventional wars between states in the region. One, most regimes in the Middle East organize
their militaries to prevent revolutionary overthrow, not to wage war abroad.256 Two, most states
in the region are comprised primarily of the same socio-ethnic group – Arabs, and most were far
closer to unifying as one country than to attacking one another. Three, Western states – primarily
the United States and Great Britain – have promoted a balance between prospective regional
hegemons by deterring region-destabilizing wars.
The lack of conventional wars in the region also seems to contradict Western media narratives
that refer to the Middle East as “the world’s most volatile region.”257 However, most of the
region’s ‘volatility’ has not incentivized states to go nuclear – it has been caused by failures of
governance and domestic unrest, not foreign invasions. The case study sections of this volume,
as well as studies conducted in other parts of the world, reveal that states do not primarily pursue
nuclear weapons programs to prevent revolutions or coups.258 That is not to say leaders do not
think about domestic political prestige when considering whether to go nuclear: Muammar
Gaddafi, Saddam Hussein, and the mullahs in Tehran all considered a robust nuclear program to
be a symbol of state power and prestige. However, in the Middle East, no state has gotten very
close to establishing an indigenous fuel-making program, much less a nuclear arsenal, that has
not also had legitimate threats of invasion.
256. Pollack, Kenneth M. (2002) Arabs at War: Military Effectiveness, 1948-1991. Nebraska Press.
257. See https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/30/world/middleeast/kurds-iraq-independence.html.
258. Sagan, Scott D. (1997) Why Do States Build Nuclear Weapons? Three Models in Search of a Bomb.
International Security.
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Washington has marshalled the international community against the bomb’s spread. The two
states that have gotten closest to building nuclear weapons without actually doing so – Iran and
Iraq – did not cross the threshold at least in part because of vociferous American-led international
resistance to their efforts. In the case of Iraq, Baghdad was forced to accept a special team of UN
nuclear inspectors in 1993, and Saddam chose to dismantle his program before their arrival. In
the case of Iran, their leaders feared foreign invasion by the US or Iraq during the 1990s and
early 2000s, but their fears subsided after Tehran developed the capability to build nuclear
weapons. The Islamic Republic of Iran took large leaps in its nuclear program between 2001 and
2003, when a US invasion seemed plausible. Then, when a US invasion seemed potentially
imminent in 2003 and 2004, Iran was not yet ready technologically to build nuclear weapons. As
a result, it tried to negotiate with the US, though the Bush Administration rejected these overtures.
In subsequent years, the mullahs began to question whether they needed a nuclear weapons
arsenal, as former President Rafsanjani and a few other Iranian elites have said publicly.
The US war in Iraq removed Iran’s principal regional adversary, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, the only
country that had demonstrated its willingness to invade Iran. After both the Iraq and Afghanistan
invasions became quagmires for the Bush Administration, Tehran likely realized the US would
probably never invade Iran – a rugged mountainous country with twice the population of Iraq,
with a far more sophisticated arsenal of weapons capable of destabilizing the global economy,
and with asymmetric military forces capable of inflicting a heavy cost on any invading force.
With Saddam Hussein out of the equation, and the US exceedingly unlikely to invade in the
foreseeable future, the mullahs decided not to lunge for the bomb (though they probably never
fully froze the program as Western intelligence officials had originally thought). Ironically,
Washington’s failures in Iraq and Afghanistan made Iran more willing to eventually negotiate a
freeze to their nuclear weapons program.
Washington has played a central role throughout the nuclear era in deterring Middle Eastern
states from invading their neighbors, which has probably been its best nonproliferation policy.
To be clear, the US has not deterred foreign invasions in the Middle East explicitly to prevent
the bomb’s spread. Rather, the US has deterred states from invading one another primarily to
protect the steady stream of oil coming out of the region. For example, up until the Iranian
Revolution of 1979, the US viewed regional competitors (and major oil exporters) Iran and Saudi
Arabia as twin pillars of regional security, and the US had strong military and economic relations
with both countries. Even after the US-Iranian relationship evaporated following the 1979 Iranian
Revolution, the US continued its policy of balancing by supporting Arab states as a bulwark
against Iranian hegemonic ambitions.
Despite Washington’s deep reservations about the goals and ambitions of Saddam Hussein, the
US conducted military strikes against Iran in the final years of the Iran-Iraq war because the US
feared that Iran might conquer Iraq and thus upset the region’s balance of power. In these
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engagements, the US destroyed Iranian oil platforms vital to Iran’s failing wartime economy, the
US sunk an Iranian frigate within Iranian territorial waters, and accidentally shot down an Iranian
commercial airliner. Partly in response to these actions, and partly in response to a new round of
chemical attacks by Saddam Hussein, Iran gave up the war effort and sued for peace. It was
during this period – late 1980s through 2003 – that Iran developed its nuclear program most
aggressively. In 1991, three years after US intervention to prevent Iran from conquering Iraq, the
US had turned its weapons on Saddam Hussein to prevent the Iraqi army from conquering
Kuwait.
An earlier example of American (and British) balancing includes its support for Saudi Arabia
against Nasser’s Egypt during the Yemeni Civil War of 1962-1970. Western states, Saudi Arabia
and other Arab states feared that Egypt would become a dominant regional hegemon aligned with
the Soviet Union. If Egypt had become a true regional hegemon, one of its remaining regional
competitors – Algeria, Saudi Arabia, or others– might have committed themselves to building a
robust nuclear program. During the volatility of the 1970s, the Shah of Iran committed his
country to a nuclear hedging strategy, proclaiming “if 20 or 30 ridiculous little countries are
going to develop nuclear weapons, then I may have to revise my policies (of building a robust
nuclear program without building the bomb).”259
None of the interventions mentioned above were focused on preventing the spread of nuclear
weapons, but all served that purpose (among others) anyway. Had Egypt, Iraq, or Iran become
regional hegemons, other powerful states in the region such as Turkey or Saudi Arabia would
have been much more likely to pursue nuclear weapons. Whether any of these states would have
pursued the bomb for prestige or for deterrence is irrelevant because the two are inextricably tied
– having the power to prevent states from invading and conquering you provides a state with
domestic and international prestige. All of this suggests if the US is committed to preventing the
bomb’s spread in the Middle East, it will have to continue preventing regime-threatening warfare
between states in the region.

259. See https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-shah-the-mullahs-and-irans-longstanding-nuclear-ambitions11607624794.
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Section 4

How can the United States help prevent the bomb’s spread in the
Middle East?
Section 4 Introduction
America still has room to influence the thinking of would-be nuclear proliferators in the Middle
East. Its approach should achieve three overarching goals:
1. Washington and its allies must convince Middle Eastern leaders that foreign invasion
or foreign-backed overthrow is not at all likely.
2. Western states must convince Middle Eastern leaders of the attractive benefits in
either rolling back their nuclear programs or in remaining non-nuclear.
3. Washington must take on a sustainable approach. To do so, it will need consistent,
active engagement in the region – Middle Eastern leaders will need to be convinced
that Western states will remain seriously engaged in Middle Eastern affairs even if
the US has a smaller military footprint overall; the approach will need bi-partisan
support so that roughly a majority of members in both parties commit to continue
America’s new approach. Finally, the approach must be strategically sustainable–
America and its friends must not commit to more than they can deliver, given global
priorities and limited resources.
Washington could best check all these boxes by organizing a sustainable, loose coalition of
Western and Middle Eastern states that would collaborate on economic, energy, and military
programs.

How might the US organize its approach?
To dissuade the case countries from going nuclear, Western states should support the creation of
new security and energy coalitions (or ideally one unified coalition called COGENT, which will
be discussed shortly). Coalition partners would agree to a unifying creed – the Middle East must
remain the world’s energy hub as the global demand for oil declines. The region’s future
depends on states’ working together to develop and deploy a new generation of energy
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technologies, to avoid wars, and to prevent the spread of dangerous nuclear technologies that
trigger distrust, and potentially, nuclear stand-offs.
Initially, the proposed coalition might consist of just a few, smaller Middle Eastern states and
several Western states. Their near-term focus could be on just a few cooperative security and
energy programs. Even then, coalitions would signal that Western states will remain committed
to the region for the foreseeable future. This alone would help ease some Middle Eastern capitals’
fears of regional chaos after US abandonment. At their most ambitious, successful economic and
security coalitions could steer Middle Eastern states away from thinking they need to develop
nuclear weapons of their own.
Any multilateral agreement, even an ambitious one, would be much less ambitious than NATO
or the EU. Even those agreements, which were struck between exclusively Western and
democratic states, developed into their present, robust forms over decades. In the case of NATO,
most key members had been liberated or aided by the United States in two world wars –
cooperation grew for at least four decades before coagulating as NATO in the face of Soviet
aggression. As for the EU, it started as an agreement for European coal and steel production and
export after World War II. It did not take its present form until 1993, some four decades after the
original agreement.
Finding a starting point for coalitions in the Middle East would be worthwhile because muddling
along without a major policy shift is not a viable option. For the first time in the nuclear era,
Turkey and Saudi Arabia are not only speaking publicly about the merits of building nuclear
weapons, they are building robust nuclear infrastructure and rejecting long-term commitments
not to create nuclear fuels. Both countries present challenges that past proliferators did not.
The security guarantees the United States has made to Turkey and Saudi Arabia are no longer
credible. In the past, Washington and its allies had hammered proliferators with economic
sanctions, interdictions, air strikes, and other coercive measures. Washington has had less success
in stopping friends or vital economic partners from building the bomb, once they decide to go
for it.
The technological barriers to nuclearization are eroding. In the past, nuclear programs in Libya,
Syria, Iraq, and Iran were slowed by their lack of expertise in science and engineering. When the
Middle East was at its most volatile in the 1960s and 1970s, most Middle Eastern capitals did
not consider a robust nuclear program to be realistic. Today, the UAE has a large nuclear power
plant online and hundreds of nuclear scientists trained to operate it. Within several years, Saudi
Arabia, as well as Egypt, will as well. Turkey is the only country in the region, save Israel and to
a lesser extent Iran, with a fully-industrialized economy and a sophisticated military-technology
sector. Turkey has operated a research reactor since 1981, so it could build the bomb without
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much foreign help if it wanted to. The know-how to go nuclear is proliferating across the region,
and there seems to be little the US can do about it.
Finally, the financial barriers that hampered states such as Libya during the 1990s or Saddam’s
Iraq will not stall nuclear programs in the case countries. Iran has already built-out almost all the
technology it needs to build the bomb. Turkey has major financial issues, but Russia is taking on
most of the up-front cost of Turkey’s nuclear power plant at Akkuyu, and, as previously
mentioned, the country has a robust industrial-private sector that it could marshal for a bomb
program. The Gulf Arab states will remain awash with cash even as global demand for oil will
decline in coming decades. Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund expects to have $1.07 trillion
dollars under management by 2025.260 The UAE-based sovereign wealth funds have $1.6 trillion
under management, when taken all together.261 Qatar’s sovereign wealth fund has beaten the S&P
500 by several percentage points a year since the 2008 financial crisis.262 The coffers of these
countries are far deeper than what would be necessary to build robust nuclear programs.
Iran brings a different set of challenges. It is in position to build nuclear weapons whenever it
sees fit to do so and Washington’s approach, whether under Democratic or Republican
administrations, has done little to change their course.
Muddling along would be insufficient, but accelerating withdrawal, which appears to be the
Biden Administration’s policy in the region, would be catastrophic. In June of 2021, Defense
Secretary Lloyd Austin called Saudi Crown Prince MBS to let him know the US would withdraw
a THAAD missile defense system from Saudi Arabia, and at least eight Patriot anti-missile
batteries positioned across the region (see graphic on the next page). This news could not have
comforted Riyadh, to say the least. In the first half of 2021, Saudi Arabia had endured over 100
missile attacks, mostly from Iranian proxies in Yemen. At least one missile struck the Saudi royal
court complex.263 In addition to its proxies’ inaccurate rocket and missile fire, Iran’s IRGC has
demonstrated its ability to make precise missile and drone strikes in Saudi territory to cripple
energy infrastructure.

260. See https://english.alarabiya.net/business/economy/2021/01/26/Saudi-Arabia-s-PIF-is-fastest-growingsovereign-wealth-fund-globally-Governor.
261. See https://www.khaleejtimes.com/economy/uae-sovereign-wealth-funds-assets-jump-to-dh5-9-trillion.
262. Harris, Jennifer M. and Blackwill Robert. D. (2016). War by Other Means: Geoeconomics and Statecraft.
263. See https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-military-to-withdraw-hundreds-of-troops-aircraft-antimissile-batteriesfrom-middle-east-11624045575.
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Houthi Missile Strikes across the Arabian Peninsula264

If America’s withdrawal continues, states such as Turkey and Saudi Arabia would turn even more
to China, Russia, and perhaps Pakistan – willing nuclear partners less committed to nuclear
nonproliferation than Western states. In reality, this is already happening – Saudi Arabia has
signaled its intentions by secretly working on the early stages of a nuclear fuel-making program
with the Chinese. Russia is building nuclear power plants in Turkey and Egypt. Like the Iranians
before them, the Turks have at times referred to nuclear fuel-making as their right, as have the
Saudis.265
Even if Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and other states such as Egypt and the UAE did not immediately
decide to go for the bomb after American abandonment, they would continue on their present
path to robust nuclearization, making bomb programs both easily disguisable and achievable later
on.
Unfortunately, muddling along or accelerating withdrawal are America’s most likely choices
regardless of which party is in power, because of Washington’s necessary focus on China and
the United States’ declining dependence on fossil fuels from the Middle East. As such, full
commitment to the region with six-figure troop deployments, thousands of casualties, and
trillions of dollars spent is not optimal or likely. Building sustainable coalitions that direct
expenditure toward clearly formulated economic and military programs that help prevent wars,
264. See https://www.criticalthreats.org/analysis/april-2021-map-update-al-houthi-attacks-on-saudi-arabia.
265. See https://carnegieendowment.org/files/turkey_bomb.pdf.
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pre-empt nuclear stand-offs, and secure the region’s energy future, is a fourth way worth
considering.
Outside of the Middle East, multilateral coalitions such as NATO and security agreements in
East Asia have been America’s most effective tool in preventing the bomb’s spread. America’s
success in forging them in the Middle East, though, has been much more mixed.
In the early Cold War years, Washington tried to create regional security arrangements similar
to NATO, but these efforts proved too ambitious to last. For example, in 1955 the US signed The
Baghdad Pact with Turkey, Iraq, Great Britain, Pakistan, and Iran. The pact formed a NATOlike body that would later be called the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO). 266 CENTO
required states that deeply distrusted one another – Iraq, Iran, Turkey – to entrust each other with
their state’s security. Once Iraq decided to ditch CENTO in 1959, the organization lost its
legitimacy and purpose as Soviet influence spread in the Arab World.
More recent attempts at multilateral security in the region have had mixed results. In a 2015
summit in Cairo, Arab leaders including Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the UAE agreed to form a
unified Arab military command for a joint Arab military force. The force would have presumably
combatted extremist groups such as ISIS and deterred further Iranian encroachment in the Arab
World. So far, the agreement has not amounted to anything concrete.267
The 2015 agreement was just the latest installment in a long history of unfulfilled Arab political
and military unions. Throughout the late 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, Libya discussed unification
with Egypt, Egypt with Sudan, Libya with Tunisia, Jordan with Iraq and with other Arab states,
and, of course, Egypt with Syria. Only the 1958 unification of Egypt and Syria, forming the
United Arab Republic, ever took shape, and even that was short lived and incomplete: the Syrians
never handed Egyptian President Nasser authority over the security apparatus. The unification
fell apart by 1961. Arab states have always wanted to work closely together, and their people
have usually seemed to support such moves, but have often failed to do so when the time came
for leaders to hand over authority. The 1960s were a long time ago, but in regard to Arab
governance, little has changed: Most states in the region remain authoritarian and deeply leery
of handing over any power outside a close-nit cohort. Any successful coalition organized by
Washington would have to provide useful military and economic incentives to join but not require
states in the region to depend on one another for their security.
Arab-Israeli normalization, popularly referred to as the Abraham Accords, provides reason for
optimism. Not only have several key Arab states normalized relations with Israel, but two (the
UEA and Bahrain) have signed long-term economic agreements. Additionally, Arab Gulf states
266. See https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/ho/time/lw/98683.htm.
267. See https://www.brookings.edu/blog/markaz/2015/03/30/can-this-joint-arab-military-force-succeed-whereothers-have-failed/.
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have invited Israeli warships and submarines to conduct operations in the Persian Gulf.268
Reports have emerged over the last several years that Israel would allow the US to sell ArabGulf states the Iron Dome Missile Defense System, though those reports have not been verified
and it is unclear whether the system has yet to be deployed in an Arab state.269 Nonetheless, these
are all promising developments.
Given the limited success of multilateral agreements in the Middle East historically, Americanled security and economic coalitions should be modest while asking members to uphold three
tenets: (1) Members should agree to a regional energy and economic development plan, (2)
members should agree to a defense cooperation plan (which would fall far short of NATO
security guarantees), and (3) non-nuclear members should agree not to pursue dangerous nuclear
fuel making or withdraw from the NPT.
The regional energy and economic development plan would have a clear goal – make it more
palatable for Middle Eastern states to agree not to produce dangerous nuclear fuels. The plan
would have four components: (1) A cooperative research program for next-generation energy
technologies; (2) A coalition forum with formal procedures to settle regional energy disputes and
advance multi-state energy projects; (3) A strategic investment fund to finance ambitious
transportation and energy infrastructure projects in the region; (4) A program to help boost human
development in Middle Eastern coalition member states.
Any successful energy coalition would need to capitalize on Middle Eastern leaders’ thirst for
modernization, which has served as a key legitimizing factor for Arab and Turkish leaders going
back centuries. From the mid-19th century to the mid-20th century, intellectuals in Middle Eastern
capitals such as Damascus, Cairo, Istanbul, and Tunis struggled over the question of why their
states lagged so far behind the Europeans. Many cited a lack of modern technology as the key
factor.270 Building on this tradition, modernization became an organizing principle of postcolonial Arab-nationalist and Turkish Republican leaders – many of whom believed robust
nuclear programs were a prestigious sign of modernization.
Middle Eastern leaders still vigorously pursue the appearance, if not the realization, of
modernization. Saudi Arabia is building the futuristic “smart city” NEOM. Dubai and Abu Dhabi
have built futuristic city centers, islands, and other tourist attractions. Jordan has made itself the
telecommunications hub of the Middle East. Turkey’s Erdogan pursues massive civil engineering
projects, such as the Marmara Sea Bridge, one of the world’s largest suspension bridges, and the
$15 billion Istanbul Canal project, an ongoing project to create a second passage (in addition to
268. See https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/iran-israel-fakhrizadeh-nuclearassassination/2020/12/23/fca9e0fe-44e8-11eb-ac2a-3ac0f2b8ceeb_story.html.
269. See https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-israel-allows-united-states-to-deploy-iron-domebatteries-in-gulf-states-1.9474576.
270. Hourani, Albert. “Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939,” 1962 Cambridge University Press, 1983.
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the Bosphorus) between the Black Sea and Sea of Marmara. 271 As outgoing IAEA chief
Muhammad el-Barradei said of Iran in 2009, “Iran’s nuclear program is a means to an end: It
wants to be recognized as a regional power, they believe that the nuclear know-how brings
prestige, brings power.”272
Massive renewable energy projects, cutting-edge energy storage systems, and next-generation
energy production systems, provide opportunities for Western states to work with Middle Eastern
states toward their next big civil engineering feats. Middle Eastern states will need to excel in all
of these areas to remain a global energy hub. Luckily, they are well positioned to do so. Middle
Eastern states can generate solar and wind-based electricity about as efficiently as any states in
the world. Middle Eastern states have economic and security reasons to help develop gridmodernization technologies. Some Middle Eastern states also have the capital and the political
will to invest in next-generation energy-generation systems.
Middle Eastern states from Turkey to the Gulf can produce electricity via solar PV systems 273at
a fraction of the cost of electricity from a nuclear plant. Solar PV is an intermittent source of
power, meaning it does not generate electricity when the sun is not shining. However, technology
is emerging that makes solar energy a base-load source of power. Recent commercial projects
highlight the cost competitiveness of concentrated solar systems integrated with PV solar. The
coalition could consider how to exploit such systems.274 The UAE already says that concentrated
solar power generation is key to its energy diversification efforts, but the Emiratis have yet to
complete such a system.275 The Saudis have shown interest as well. In the United States,
concentrated solar is a commercially contracted proposition with cost delivery guarantees of
between seven and eight cents per kWh, or less.

271. See https://www.npr.org/2021/05/10/995341019/turkey-to-begin-work-on-massive-canal-project.
272. See
https://www.rferl.org/a/IAEA_Chief_Irans_Nuclear_Program_About_Winning_Recognition_Prestige/1870151.ht
ml.
273. See https://www.energy.gov/eere/solar/how-does-solar-work.
274. See https://www.purdue.edu/newsroom/releases/concentrated-solar-power.html.
275. See https://www.pv-magazine.com/2021/06/25/strong-growth-predicted-for-middle-eastern-solar-pv/.

88

The Concentrated Solar Power Generation Process276

A Concentrated Solar Power Generation Facility277

Middle Eastern and Western states have reason to connect the region’s solar, wind, and natural
gas-power generation systems to microgrids. Microgrids either operate autonomously from larger
grid networks or can be disconnected from a national or multinational grid network in the event
of a disruption caused by breakdown, natural disasters, or sabotage. Both the Japanese and
276. See https://www.energy.gov/eere/solar/power-tower-system-concentrating-solar-thermal-power-basics.
277. See https://helioscsp.com/worlds-largest-concentrated-solar-power-plant/.
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American governments are interested in advancing microgrid research, to eventually deploy them
on a large scale at home to minimize the impact of earthquakes, fires, other natural disasters, as
well as sabotage or missile strikes.278 Other grid modernization technologies have the potential
to improve energy storage. For example, smart grids use advanced computer systems and sensors
to store more energy within the grid.279 Middle Eastern states have recently committed to invest
in these systems individually, and the coalition could support joint research, financing, and
eventual construction efforts.
Gulf-Arab states are exploring the potential for hydrogen-based fuels to generate clean and costeffective energy. According to the World Energy Council, hydrogen-based electricity generation
is not yet close to price-competitiveness and would require significant technological
developments to reach competitiveness with other electricity-generation sources.280 This year,
Saudi Arabia and the UAE have each launched major initiatives to research hydrogen-based
power generation. The Saudis, who believe hydrogen markets will rapidly expand beginning in
the 2030s, have launched a five billion dollar project.281 The UAE, which launched its hydrogen
leadership roadmap at the 2021 UN Climate Change Conference, aims to target 25 percent of the
low-carbon hydrogen market by 2030.282 So far, hydrogen power research and development has
drawn mostly government rather than private sector funding, but the Arab states believe it may
be a part of their energy future after oil, and the coalition could sharpen the development curve
through a unified research and development effort.
Advanced natural gas systems could also help fortify the Gulf’s energy future. In 2020, Saudi
Arabia launched the largest shale gas drilling operation outside of the United States, using the
techniques of American shale producers.283 Saudi Arabia is trying to wean itself off generating
electricity with oil, which is more expensive than natural gas, worse for the environment than
natural gas, and requires a vast amount of oil that the Saudis would prefer to export. In a recent
report, the consulting firm McKinsey and Co. predicted that global natural gas demand would
continue steadily growing over the next several decades, before plateauing beyond 2050.284 It
remains unclear how many chemical and industrial sectors can ever replace natural gas. Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, Algeria, and Iran hold five of the top ten largest natural gas reserves in
the world.285 Bahrain and some other states in the region have shale gas deposits that they have
278. See https://microgridknowledge.com/microgrids-in-japan/.
279. See https://energy-utilities.com/middle-east-to-invest-heavily-in-smart-grids-over-news112528.html.
280. See https://www.cnbc.com/2021/07/28/low-carbon-hydrogen-not-cheap-needs-support-says-energyorganization.html.
281. See https://www.spglobal.com/platts/en/market-insights/latest-news/electric-power/022221-saudi-aramcosees-hydrogen-market-gaining-momentum-after-2030.
282. See https://www.cnbc.com/2021/07/28/low-carbon-hydrogen-not-cheap-needs-support-says-energyorganization.html.
283. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-shale-gas/saudi-aramco-launches-largest-shale-gasdevelopment-outside-u-s-idUSKCN20I29A.
284. See https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/oil-and-gas/our-insights/global-gas-outlook-to-2050.
285. See https://www.statista.com/statistics/265329/countries-with-the-largest-natural-gas-reserves/.
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yet to exploit. Supporting the further development of gas resources in the Middle East would be
well worth the effort to Europe, which is looking for long term opportunities to wean off Russian
gas. It would also help to draw Turkey away from Russia, its largest gas resource.
The coalition would bring scientists, engineers, and government officials together from across
the region and from Western states to discuss water management and water diplomacy. The
Arabian Peninsula is considered the most water-insecure region in the world, and in reality, water
is a problem across the region (largely with the exception of Turkey). The Middle East’s shortage
of water makes nuclear even less attractive compared to gas and renewables, because nuclear
plants require a lot of water to cool reactor cores. 286 A recent study by Stanford University found
that US nuclear power plants required 430 billion gallons of water for cooling in 2015.
Desalinization is not a panacea, as it’s an engineering and cost intensive endeavor that looks
more viable today than it will as oil prices decline, and budgets get tighter for most Arab states
and Iran.
The coalition research agenda should have a catchy name, such as COGENT (Coalition for nextGeneration Energy Technologies) and member states should build a flashy research campus,
perhaps in Jordan (which enjoys friendly relations with the major Arab states and Turkey) or
Oman (another state with generally good relations across the region). Additionally, Western
states would agree to a large student exchange program, taking on a set number of doctoral
research students from Middle Eastern coalition members, who would study in COGENTrelevant topics at Western institutions before being required to work at the COGENT research
center for a period of time after the completion of their studies.
Developing this unified energy research program is in line with most Middle Eastern states’
publicly-stated goals for clean energy. The UAE aims to generate half of its electricity from
renewables by 2050. Saudi Arabia has set a target of 58.7 gigawatts of electricity generated from
renewables by 2030.287 The Turkish government aims for a 30 percent increase in renewable
energy production by 2023, in time for modern Turkey’s centennial celebrations.288
In addition to the ambitious energy research and development agenda, the coalition needs a forum
with a formal conflict-resolution process to help states settle energy and water disputes. At
present, a coalition of Eastern Mediterranean states with interests in natural gas already exists –
the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum – which was organized by Israel, Egypt, Greece, and
Cyprus to exclude Turkey. Shared disdain for Turkey among the forum’s members goes beyond

286. See https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/05/these-20-water-stressed-countries-have-the-most-solar-andwind-potential.
287. See. https://www.power-technology.com/comment/grid-edge-technology/.
288. See https://policy.asiapacificenergy.org/node/3908#:~:text=RE%20targets%3A,These%20strategies%20are%20set%20to%3A%20%E2%80%A2%20Ensure%20that%20the%20share,of%20ren
ewable%20sources%20in%20Turkey.
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natural gas, though gas drilling rights has served as a key flashpoint over the last decade. Ankara
has explored for gas in waters off the coast of Cyprus and near Greece. Erdogan insists that any
gas pipeline from the Eastern Mediterranean to Europe must pass through Turkey, to allow
Turkey to collect rents and reduce its dependence on Iran and Russia. Turkey and its ally in
Tripoli, Libya lay claim to territorial waters that extend all the way across the Mediterranean Sea
from Libya to Turkey, blocking Israel, Egypt and other Eastern Mediterranean countries from
building an underwater pipeline to Italy.
While Erdogan’s erratic and aggressive style has made him few friends in the region, any Turkish
leader would worry about the country’s energy outlook: For the last two decades, Turkey has had
the fastest growing demand for electricity among all OECD countries- a byproduct of Turkey’s
fast-growing economy during that period. The country is dependent on its historical adversaries
Iran and Russia for natural gas, which it uses to produce about 1/3 of its electricity. In total, an
astounding 58 percent of Turkey’s total trade deficit is from its external energy shortfall.289
Energy considerations seem to impact nearly all of Ankara’s geo-political decisions. Some
Western analysts pin Turkey’s decision to back Azerbaijan in its war with Armenia as an
ideological decision to back a majority Muslim state against Christian Armenia. This may be
true, in part. But Ankara also needs Baku’s gas to wean off its addiction to Russian and Iranian
gas. During the first half of 2020, Turkish gas imports from Azerbaijan increased 23.4 percent as
compared to 2019, as it cut Iranian and Russian imports.290 Regardless of who is in power in
Ankara, Turkey will continue seeking greater energy independence and source diversification
and it must have a seat at any negotiating table over the region’s energy future.

289. See https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/eca/turkey/tr-focus-note-dec-2014eng.pdf.
290. See https://www.brookings.edu/research/turkey-europe-and-the-eastern-mediterranean-charting-a-way-outof-the-current-deadlock/.
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Turkey's Major Oil and Natural Gas Transit Pipelines291

The coalition would establish a forum that brings all of the stakeholders to the table. Western
states would actively participate as well. Coalition members should aspire to complete a shared
gas pipeline from the Eastern Mediterranean to Europe, in which all the gas-producing states of
the region can profit. The Europeans and Americans have sound reasons to throw diplomatic
weight behind such as effort – Europe’s increasing dependence on Russian gas has driven a
wedge between Washington and Europe, particularly between Berlin and Washington.292 After
President Putin’s aggression in Ukraine, most Europeans are now waking up to the threat posed
by Russian influence in European countries.293 Like the COGENT research center, the energy
forum could continue operating out of the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum headquarters in
Egypt, or in a sign of good faith, could be moved to Turkey or to the capital of a neutral, non-gas
producing state such as Tunisia or Jordan. For Turkey and the other states of the Eastern
Mediterranean, natural gas agreements could serve as an entry point to better political
cooperation on other matters.
As the third leg of the energy and economic plan, the coalition should establish an investment
fund for energy and infrastructure projects. This is not a novel concept. In November of 2021,
291. See https://www.eia.gov/international/analysis/country/TUR.
292. See https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/us-republicans-renew-push-sanction-nord-stream-2-pipeline2021-11-09/.
293. See https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-11-21/france-warns-of-grave-consequences-if-russiainvades-ukraine.
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Western development banks and philanthropic organizations announced the Global Energy
Alliance, which had raised $10.5 billion, including $1.5 billion from the Rockefeller Foundation,
the Ikea Foundation, and the Bezos Earth Fund.294 While the concept is compelling, the Global
Energy Alliance itself is not focused on the Middle East – the three investments already
announced are for hydropower in Sierra Leone, for microgrids in rural India, and for weaning
Indonesia off of coal-fired power plants.295 Western states have the financial mechanisms in place
to capitalize on enthusiasm for clean energy financing: Washington can provide loan guarantees
through the Development Finance Corporation to private sector entities; London has a similar
agency; Western Development banks such as the World Bank’s International Finance
Corporation and the London-based European Bank of Reconstruction and Development could
invest with the fund, as would the Gulf’s sovereign wealth funds.
The fund would marshal investment from all of these sources to back multi-state energy and
infrastructure projects in the region. For example, the fund could support efforts to connect and
modernize grids between countries in the Middle East, efforts to build renewable energy systems
that would provide electricity for multiple states within the coalition, and efforts to build
alternative energy production systems in the less wealthy countries of the coalition.
The fund would also explore opportunities to re-cosmopolitanize the states of the Middle East,
perhaps through inter-state railroads or other transportation networks or through easing the
burden of tourism between some states. The region’s transnational railroads were destroyed after
decades of conflict and neglect in the first half of the 20th century.296 Building high-speed trains
and freight lines would create social, cultural, and economic touch points. If coalition partners
are serious about diversifying their economies, they will need freight-lines to connect production
centers with ports and consumers. Saudi Arabia is already working with a Spanish consortium to
build high-speed rail between Mecca and Medina. Rail-lines can facilitate more tourism in the
region, another alternative source of revenue to fossil fuel export. The Gulf States have already
proposed building rail connections, though it is unclear how far those talks have progressed. The
coalition should aspire to one day connect states that today view one another as adversaries.
A cooperative effort toward Arab human development could be a fourth leg to the energy and
economic development plan. The challenge with human development plans in the Middle East is
most of the oil-rich states would rather make direct payments to their subjects than empower
them. Boosting entrepreneurship and small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) may be a
strong option. In the Middle East, start-ups represent just .3 percent of all companies compared
to 6.9 percent as an average across OECD countries. SMEs dominate the private sector
employment landscape but face insurmountable political and regulatory barriers to becoming
294. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/03/world/europe/global-energy-alliance-fund-cop26.html.
295. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/03/world/europe/global-energy-alliance-fund-cop26.html.
296. See https://www.economist.com/christmas-specials/2021/12/18/railway-lines-once-connected-the-middleeast.
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large, internationally competitive companies.297 Overall, just 3.1 percent and 2.6 percent of
working-age adults in Saudi Arabia and the UAE own a business compared to 6.4 percent and
7.9 percent in the UK and US respectively.
To boost entrepreneurship, Western states could establish programs to mentor and finance startups and provide free courses on business ownership. Creating communities of entrepreneurs has
helped struggling cities elsewhere in the world: In Buenos Aires, Argentina, seven closely
connected entrepreneurs who opened businesses in 1990 helped create 146 other new businesses
in the city by 2011.298 In the Middle East, the coalition could help found communities of
entrepreneurs and touch points for outside financing and advice, programs known as accelerators
in the West. Coalition states could develop programs for aspiring entrepreneurs to study in the
West before returning to their native countries to start a business. Singapore established such a
program and subsequently shot up the list of best countries to start a business.299 The region’s
burdensome regulatory structures (with notable exceptions such as Dubai and to a lesser extent
Bahrain) and dependence on informal personal networks are all problems that plague aspiring
entrepreneurs in the region but may be beyond the scope of the coalition.
Ideally, the energy-economic leg of the coalition would help states generate abundant, cheap, and
clean energy. Over the long term, it would integrate programs transnationally and create new
touch points between peoples. However, better economic relations and more secure energy will
not be enough to prevent the region’s powers from going nuclear. As this volume has covered at
length, fear of foreign invasion or overthrow is the primary incentive for states to go nuclear.
Therefore, the coalition needs a security plan to make wars less likely. The security side of the
coalition should have three legs: 1. A shared defensive plan; 2. A research, development, and
acquisition plan for defense technologies; and 3. A military training and education regime.
The shared defense plan would not force states in the region to depend on other Middle Eastern
states for their security. Initially, the coalition would create new touch points through jointtraining exercises and intelligence and data sharing with all coalition members. Improving
intelligence sharing is mutually beneficial for Middle Eastern and Western states. For Middle
Eastern states, the United States possesses unique surveillance technology through its various
satellites and electronic sensors. For the United States and other Western states, the Arab states
and Israel have superior human intelligence within Iran’s military and nuclear programs, as well
as within Iran’s proxies in the Arab World and within Sunni-Jihadist groups. Israel’s former
President Benjamin Netanyahu allegedly curbed intelligence sharing with Washington because
he believed the Biden Administration would use it for a nuclear deal with Tehran that was bad

297. See https://blogs.imf.org/2020/09/22/digital-solutions-for-small-businesses-in-the-middle-east-and-northafrica/.
298. See https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/343866.
299. See https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/343866.
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for Israel.300 In early 2021, an outgoing CIA officer in charge of building networks within Iran
reported that Washington’s networks in the country were essentially all dried up because of
aggressive Iranian counter-intelligence campaigns.301 Coalition members would agree on the
breadth and depth of cooperation, and the group could form a joint-intelligence center in the
region.
Western coalition states would agree to inundate Middle Eastern coalition members with
defensive, conventional weapons in the event they come under attack. The success of such
transfers in Ukraine should attract the Arab states threatened by Iran and its proxies and likewise
deter costly and potentially humiliating invasions.
Western states might eventually agree to back regional forces with air power, logistics,
intelligence, and training in the event they came under attack. Instead of requiring the US to
commit large troop deployments to the region, the US and its allies could play a sustainable,
supporting role to friends in the region who would lead from the front, similar to the effort put
forth in Ukraine.
The US and its Western allies have had some recent success working in a supporting role with
Middle Eastern forces. From 2014-2017 the US successfully backed Iraqi defense forces,
Kurdish Peshmerga forces, and Syrian-Arab forces as they fought and defeated ISIS in Iraq and
Syria. These operations allowed the US to spend less in blood and treasure and to build the
confidence of Middle Eastern forces.
During the 1990-1991 Persian Gulf War, Arab forces did not lead from the front, but they did
conduct military operations along the flank of Western forces during major engagements with
the Iraqi army in Kuwait. At that time, Saudi Prince General Khaled Bin Sultan commanded a
Joint Forces and Theater of Operations command parallel to American General Norman
Schwarzkopf’s leadership of American-led coalition forces.302
Over time, this model would help Washington rebuild credibility in the region. Instead of drawing
irresponsible red lines that cannot be kept and engaging in costly decades-long occupations,
sustained support that deters conventional invasions and crushes terrorist take-overs would define
Washington’s military policy.
Joint-coalition exercises and education programs would bolster the military support approach
and serve as another tool of deterrence. The UAE has already created a training center, but it is

300. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/26/world/middleeast/us-israel-bennett-cia-mossad.html.
301. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/26/world/middleeast/us-israel-bennett-cia-mossad.html.
302. See https://www.brookings.edu/blog/markaz/2015/03/30/can-this-joint-arab-military-force-succeed-whereothers-have-failed/.
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mostly focused on training Arab pilots to carry out air strikes in enemy territory.303 The coalition
would either expand the UAE’s existing center, which regularly houses other Arab Air Forces
for training, or create a new center, shifting the focus away from air strikes to defensive
operations. The coalition could run extensive training exercises in the vast deserts and coastal
areas of Middle Eastern coalition states. As it stands, the US and partner states conduct largescale training exercises in Jordan that appear more symbolic: States such as India send large
contingencies that train with US soldiers, a scenario that would not likely play out in an invasionresponse scenario in the Middle East.
Over the long-term, sustained educational programs at a coalition training center and regular field
exercises mimicking enemy invasion approaches could help liberalize Arab militaries somewhat.
In examining the causes of Arab military failures since WWII, Kenneth Pollack has suggested
that Arab armies generally are well-enough equipped and fight bravely, but they consistently
make tactical errors because, unlike in Western militaries, junior officers are not allowed to make
consequential decisions in real-time on the battlefield.304 Bar an unforeseen technological
revolution, this will have to change if Arab militaries hope to succeed in future combat.
Joint-training exercises should help inform coalition members of how to better arm Middle
Eastern states. Broader intelligence cooperation might lead coalition states to consider jointmissile defense. Washington has been interested in backing integrated air defense in the Gulf
since the Iraqis fired a ballistic missile at Iran in the mid-1980s.305 This is a hot topic today,
because Middle Eastern states have done a lot of shopping for missile and drone defense but have
no forum to discuss what these systems could achieve if integrated with neighboring states. A
coalition could help establish shared data and early warning systems, systems that would enhance
cooperation between coalition states and make them much safer from incoming missiles and
drones.
US allies in the region, with the exception of Israel, are totally vulnerable to Iranian missile and
drone attacks. As a result, Washington moved critical military supply depots out of Qatar to
Jordan in early 2021 to make them less vulnerable, another signal to Arab Gulf states that they
may soon fend for themselves. Unified communications systems, unified identification of enemy
targets, and shared early warning systems that cover the whole region or vulnerable parts of it,
are all possible areas of cooperation and development.306 Even if integrated missile defense
systems were not as effective as Israel’s (given the massive geography they would cover), they

303. See https://www.army.mil/article/218898/united_arab_emirates_gets_air_defense_boost_from_u_s_.
304. Pollack, K. M. (2020). Armies of Sand: The past, present, and future of Arab Military Effectiveness. Oxford
University Press.
305. See https://www.csis.org/analysis/gulf-and-challenge-missile-defense-net-assessment-indicators.
306. See https://nationalinterest.org/feature/integrated-air-and-missile-defense-will-enhance-security-middle-east195677.
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would make Iran, or another adversary, question their deterrence approach and spend more on
weaponry that it can ill-afford (especially compared to the coalition).307
Coalition members could work together on anti-drone technology. The proliferation of drones
presents threats to Middle Eastern states from Turkey to the Gulf. In Turkey, the PKK recently
carried out a drone strike that blew up a Turkish military supply depot and killed seven soldiers.
The terrorist group is reportedly developing far more sophisticated drones that can travel 60 miles
and outwit Turkish military jamming technology.308 On the Arabian Peninsula and in the Persian
Gulf, Iran has conducted numerous successful drone strikes against the ships and infrastructure
of America’s friends.
The coalition concept is ambitious in a region where small diplomatic wins and cooperation are
rare. At first, the coalition could form around one or a few of the suggested military or energyeconomic programs, with long-term aspirations for a broader coalition. Starting small in
membership – with current U.S. non-NATO allies – Jordan, Bahrain, Kuwait, Tunisia, Morocco,
the UAE, and Oman, is another incremental approach worth considering. Even if it never
expanded beyond a small group, the coalition would still show that Washington is committed to
the region for the foreseeable future. Smaller states would benefit from the research and
development aspects and a dispute resolution forum with active Western involvement.
If the coalition did expand to likely proliferators such as Turkey and Saudi Arabia, smaller Arab
states would play a larger role than some might think. While most of the larger states in the region
have poor relations with one another, Oman is friendly with Western states, GCC states, as well
as Iran. Jordan has strong relations with Turkey and with Saudi Arabia. The UAE has strong
economic relations with Iran that it often seeks to minimize publicly. Among Mediterranean
countries, Tunisia maintains good relations with Turkey as well as Egypt and Algeria. Smaller
Arab states provide entry points to attract the larger, more likely proliferators, and they serve as
great places to house coalition institutions.
The courting of Saudi Arabia and Turkey could follow smaller states. In the past, some Arab
states such as Egypt have balked at joining any multilateral agreements seen as directly
aggressive toward Iran. Cairo’s nerves may settle when it realizes the coalition focuses on energy
economics, defensive military cooperation, and nuclear nonproliferation, all issues in-line with
Egypt’s stated interests for the region. If done right, Riyadh would see the security aspects of the
agreement as a necessary deterrent to Iranian aggression, even if the coalition was not explicitly
an anti-Iran pact.

307. See https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-tests-israels-iron-dome-in-guam-as-defense-against-chinese-cruisemissiles-11636455224 and https://www.defensenews.com/global/mideast-africa/2021/12/16/iran-more-thandoubles-revolutionary-guards-budget-in-fy22-bill/.
308. See https://www.amwenglish.com/articles/the-pkk-step-up-improvised-drone-bomb-attacks-in-turkey/.
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Turkey brings a unique set of challenges. For domestic reasons, Erdogan does not want to appear
dependent on the West. He is committed to a large nuclear energy program. He has said Turkey
ought to be able to build nuclear weapons, and he loves projecting prestige through large civil
works (think nuclear), much like his Ottoman forebears.
There are still reasons for optimism in Ankara. Erdogan may not be in power for too many more
years. As early as 2023, opposition leaders that now control the municipal governments in
Turkey’s three largest cities may defeat Erdogan in national elections. Erdogan continues to make
fiscal and monetary decisions that hamstring the Turkish economy, making him unpopular. Even
if he remains, these decisions make him more dependent on the West and Western financial and
economic institutions than he cares to admit or otherwise would be. Whether Erdogan remains
in power or not, Turkey is well positioned to benefit from participating in the coalition: Coalition
membership would improve the prospects for Turkish natural gas extraction and import
diversification, and it would provide a vehicle to mend defense fences with the West, which it
has recently been seeking to do. Turkey needs anti-drone (the PKK is getting quite adept at
building attack drones, as previously mentioned) and other technologies that the coalition could
develop or that Western states could be incentivized to sell through the coalition network. Despite
its growing domestic military-industrial sector, Turkey remains dependent on advanced Western
weapons, and the sector has grown in-part because of shared-NATO projects. In January 2022,
Ankara sought to buy F-16 fighter jets from the US, a sale Ankara said could help mend fences
with Washington.309 Turkish leaders know they need to work with Western states, but they fear
political backlash at home. To protect themselves from domestic political backlash, Turkish
leaders could decide to join the coalition under the guise of broader NATO participation in the
effort.310
Israel is an even more complicated case. Though the Jewish state and most of the Gulf Arab
states have rapidly improved their relationship, Israel could not join the group while it maintains
a large nuclear weapons arsenal. Some states such as Egypt are publicly committed to a regional
nuclear weapons free zone and would see Israeli membership as hypocritical, others including
Saudi Arabia and Kuwait are yet to recognize Israel’s existence, and still other potential member
states pursue anti-Israeli policies and rhetoric, including Turkey, Tunisia, and Iraq (not to
mention Iran). Israel could not be expected to roll back its nuclear arsenal while Iran regularly
threatens its existence and while Iran is on the threshold of a bomb.
However, the coalition provides a blueprint to lower the temperature between Israel and Iran
through a ‘more for more’ approach. If Iranians saw that the coalition was bringing more
prosperity to member states while the Islamic Republic languished under sanctions and isolation,

309. See https://www.wsj.com/articles/f-16-sale-could-mend-u-s-turkey-ties-but-tension-with-russia-intrudes11642847406.
310. See https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/18/us/politics/iran-oil-expforts-nuclear-accord.html.
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they might demand that their government take steps toward limited cooperation. Full Iranian
membership is impossible while the regime remains committed to destabilizing proxy warfare
against member states, but the coalition could offer to incrementally include Iran in the nonmilitary aspects of the group in exchange for Iran slowly dismantling its most dangerous nuclear
technology, perhaps starting with its more advanced IR-6 and above centrifuges. If Iran’s nuclear
break-out time was stretched by years and more stringent safeguards were put in place to make
it less likely that Iran could secretly break-out, Israel might agree to slowly roll back its nuclear
program and pave the way for full coalition membership.
Again, this process would take decades in a best-case scenario but establishing a vision for a denuclearized Iran and Israel is superior to continuing to muddle along with no plan or vision. Just
by publicly setting the goal, the West signals to regional member states that it is committed to
fostering the conditions for a sustainable peace in the Middle East.
Even in its least ambitious form, the coalition would not come together overnight. Ambitious
multilateral agreements rarely, if ever, do. But Middle Eastern and Western leaders that wonder
whether the region can ever settle its disputes must have the audacity to ask themselves and to
wonder out loud: What if Middle Eastern states worked together? The United States and its
friends must work harder to get the answer, because preventing the spread of nuclear arms may
well depend on it.
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Nuclear non-proliferation as an organizing principle for US policy in
the Middle East?
This monograph comes at a time when Western policymakers are seeking to re-assess their
commitment to the Middle East. In Washington, simplistic debates rage over whether the Middle
East “still matters,” and how much the United States and its friends should allocate to the region.
For example, some self-described realists argue that an expected decline in global demand for oil
makes the Middle East far less meaningful now than it was during the Cold War. Others argue
that other regions are now far more important than the Middle East – the threat of terrorism has
faded as the threat of war with Russia and China has amplified, they say.
The Biden Administration contextualizes its commitment to defend Ukraine and its newfound
commitment to defend Taiwan within a context of global conflict between democracy and
autocracy. In his first State of the Union address, Biden said, “in the battle between democracy
and autocracy, democracies are rising to the moment, and the world is clearly choosing the side
of peace and security. This is a real test. It’s going to take time.”311 Within such a paradigm, the
mostly autocratic states of the Middle East are either insignificant or outright enemies of the
West.
More practical people (even some in Washington) seem to realize that the Middle East matters
because really bad things happen when the West turns its back on such a volatile place. The US
pulled out of Iraq and then had to spend blood and treasure to help dismantle an ISIS-terrorist
state that had grown to the size of Great Britain. After President Biden called Saudi Arabia a
pariah state, failed to nominate ambassadors to the UAE and Saudi Arabia for over a year, and
generally cultivated an oppositional relationship, including by removing patriot missile defense
batteries from Saudi Arabia, the President found that his calls to Saudi Arabia’s MBS and the
UAE’s Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan went unanswered when he needed them to pump more
oil and send more gas. Unsurprising. Each quarter seems to bring a new consensus on whether
Washington should do more, do less, or do the same in the region, and each quarter brings a new
critical issue area- energy security, preventing wars, preventing terrorism, defending human

311. See https://www.defenseone.com/policy/2022/03/battle-between-democracy-and-autocracy-leads-bidensfirst-state-union/362643/.
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rights, competing with Russian and Chinese influence, etc., that policymakers make the driver of
decision-making.
All of this suggests that Washington and its friends are in desperate need of an organizing
principle for engagement in the region. Ideally, such an organizing principle would help the West
modulate all of the aspects of engagement in the region- diplomatic, military, and energyeconomic.
This volume suggests that preventing the bomb’s spread – and the coalitions approach outlined
in section four – is a great candidate because it directly connects all the aspects of engagement
to a clear goal. A Middle East where the West is committed to help prevent regime-threatening
wars, in which the cost of proxy wars is driven up, in which the region’s energy future is secure,
and in which Middle Eastern states generally believe there is great value in good, long-term
relations with the West, is a Middle East in which few if any states would remain committed to
building robust nuclear programs or bombs. It would also be a safer and more prosperous Middle
East in which leaders felt less desperate to appease China and its massive import markets or
Russia and its nuclear power plant exports and role in global hydrocarbon pricing.
Ultimately, this volume seeks to align itself with the practical, cause-and-effect driven Americans
who realize that bad things happen when Washington turns its back on the Middle East. This
group understands that there are few, if any, outcomes worse than the spread of nuclear weapons.
If the findings of this volume are anywhere close to correct – that states in the region are
becoming increasingly committed to nuclear programs and that there is much the United States
can do militarily, diplomatically, and economically to prevent it – then it is the duty of
policymakers to take the bomb’s spread far more seriously than they presently do.
Making nuclear nonproliferation policy the organizing principle for the West’s approach to the
Middle East would be a far cry from the role that preventing the bomb’s spread has traditionally
played in strategy. In the past, hard-headed grand strategists have cast aside nuclear
nonproliferation as an aspirational goal fit for idealistic college students, or as an annoyance
addressed as crises arise, and separate from greater geopolitical and economic interests and
engagements. But this monograph should reveal two fundamental truths: (1) Middle Eastern
states are becoming more interested in nuclear arms as a direct result of Washington’s failed
policies in the Middle East; and (2) Washington will get stuck doubling-down on its massive
expenditures as long as the region teeters on the threshold of a nuclear stand-off. A genuine shift
to face great power rivals Russia and China depends on Washington finally getting the Middle
East, and its growing thirst for nuclear weapons, right first.
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