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Introduction

This report explores the options and tools available to 

the United Kingdom to mitigate the threats posed by an 

unconstrained Iranian nuclear programme in conjunc-

tion with its regional partners, especially the states of 

the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC): Bahrain, Kuwait, 

Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE).1 

The United States’ and Israel’s options for address-

ing Iran’s nuclear programme have been analysed in 

depth elsewhere, and the IISS has a separate project 

to examine options regarding Iran’s development of 

increasingly long-range, high-precision, nuclear-capa-

ble missiles. In contrast, the perspectives of the regional 

states and the opportunities and challenges presented 

by their policy preferences remain largely absent from 

the discussion. The report addresses this gap by focus-

ing on the perceptions and policy preferences of the 

GCC states and the policy options available to the UK. 

IISS analysts investigated the differences between the 

regional partners’ respective preferences through inter-

views and workshops with government officials and 

experts in defence, foreign policy, non-proliferation and 

international relations from across the six GCC states, 

and by examining recent developments in diplomacy, 

military acquisitions, the growth of economic ties and 

the implementation of sanctions. The report maps the 

collected threat perceptions and policy preferences of 

the GCC states and identifies policy tools and likely 

regional reactions, given the GCC states’ emerging pref-

erences and the regional security situation.

The following analysis is premised on the assump-

tion that international efforts to reach a negotiated 

agreement to restore the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan 

of Action (JCPOA) with Iran to limit its nuclear pro-

gramme will fail, and that subsequently Iran is likely 

to further reduce its cooperation with the International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in the verification of its 

safeguards obligations. The trajectory of Iran’s nuclear 

programme, the current status of negotiations and 

the changes to the political context over the past year 

suggest that these assumptions are warranted, albeit 

with a high degree of caution. 

Since 2019, Iran has taken a number of steps that 

exceed the limits at the core of the 2015 JCPOA and vio-

late its Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement and (still 

unratified) Additional Protocol with the IAEA. These 

steps began in response to the United States’ unilateral 

withdrawal from the JCPOA in May 2018 and have 

accelerated over the past year. Iran has also refused to 

resolve issues raised by the IAEA regarding its past cov-

ert nuclear activities, while attempting to subsume them 

within unrelated safeguards questions. These unre-

solved issues include the IAEA’s discovery in 2019 of 

uranium particles at three previously undeclared facili-

ties (Turquzabad, Varamin, and Marivan),2 Iran’s opera-

tion of a growing number of advanced centrifuges far 

outstripping the JCPOA limits,3 its stockpiling of ever-

larger quantities of highly enriched uranium (HEU), 

and the subsequent discovery of particles of HEU with 

enrichment levels of up to 83.7% U235.4 Iran’s failure to 

answer its questions led the IAEA to conclude that it ‘is 

not in a position to provide assurance that Iran’s nuclear 

programme is exclusively peaceful’.5 Iran’s actions have 

also significantly shortened the time it would take it to 

build a nuclear device if it took the decision to do so.

In this context, Iran’s formal withdrawal from its 

Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement and the Treaty 

on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) 

is not unthinkable. Significantly, in 2020, it threatened 

to withdraw from the NPT if its file were referred to 

the UN Security Council.6 Iran therefore appears to be 

edging closer to a nuclear breakout capability in paral-

lel with its departure from its international obligations 

on limiting its nuclear programme, all of which raises 

the risk of conflict and regional instability, including 

the possibility that Israel – with possible support from 

the US – may decide to intervene militarily to delay 

Iran’s progress.

This report assumes that it is not yet inevitable that 

Iran will begin manufacturing, testing and deploying 
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nuclear warheads; it posits instead that it would be 

desirable for Iran and the West to find a stability point 

short of full weaponisation as part of a strategy of 

nuclear ‘latency’ or ‘hedging’, if the correct inducements 

can be put in place. The report therefore posits the steps 

that the UK can take, in coordination with like-minded 

states in the GCC, to forestall Iran’s development of 

nuclear weapons, using a mixture of military and non-

military instruments of power as part of a strategy com-

bining deterrence, containment and engagement.
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The current state of Iran’s nuclear programme
According to the IAEA director general’s 28 February 

2023 report, Iran now possesses 437.4 kilograms of 20% 

HEU and 87.5 kgs of 60% HEU, alongside the aforemen-

tioned particles of HEU enriched to 87.3%.7 It continues 

to produce greater quantities of HEU by using its mas-

sive stockpile of 1,324.5 kg of 5% U-235 and 1,555.3 kg of 

2% U-235, as well as by enriching its tailings and stocks 

of natural uranium. In addition to accumulating HEU at 

ever-higher levels of enrichment, it continues to install 

additional cascades of highly advanced centrifuges at its 

enrichment plants, for example making recent changes 

to the configuration of its advanced centrifuges at the 

Fordow Fuel Enrichment Plant without giving prior 

notification to the IAEA. On 21 February 2021, Iran 

also interrupted the IAEA’s ability to monitor its cen-

trifuge manufacturing, further eroding the IAEA’s abil-

ity to re-baseline its knowledge of the status of Iran’s 

nuclear programme in relation to the JCPOA and its 

safeguards commitments.8 Iran’s past actions, including 

its recent experiments in the metallurgy of 60% HEU 

– combined with its prior weaponisation activities, as 

verified by IAEA inspectors – clearly demonstrate to the 

international community a policy of advancing towards 

nuclear latency.

The Joint Commission of the JCPOA has been work-

ing to resurrect the Iran deal since President Joe Biden 

arrived in the White House in 2021. Donald Trump not 

only withdrew the US from the deal during his presi-

dency but instituted a ‘maximum pressure’ campaign 

that imposed additional sanctions on Iran, in addi-

tion to removing previous waivers granted under the 

JCPOA. These actions have increased Iran’s leverage 

in the negotiations and, in Tehran’s eyes, given it the 

moral high ground. They also incentivised Tehran to 

demand additional commitments from the US if Iran 

returns to implementation – particularly regarding 

sanctions relief and Washington’s designation of the 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) as a ter-

rorist organisation. Nevertheless, the advances in its 

nuclear programme beyond the JCPOA’s limits and the 

break in continuity of IAEA monitoring, along with the 

approaching sunset clauses within the agreement itself 

and the shifting regional and global political context, 

make necessary a more comprehensive re-evaluation of 

whether it is possible and desirable to re-enter the deal. 

Iran’s crackdown on protestors, starting in November 

2022, and the detection of its provision of armed unin-

habited aerial vehicles (UAVs) and (allegedly) guided 

missiles to Russia in its war on Ukraine, from August 

2022,9 have further complicated US and European 

efforts to engage with the Iranian regime. These devel-

opments have elicited further sanctions on Iran from 

the US and the European Union. Thus, Iran’s actions 

unrelated to its nuclear programme, and the resultant 

sanctions, have complicated its desire for broad sanc-

tions relief, as these actions have eliminated the United 

States’ and the EU’s willingness and ability to take any 

actions that may lead to broader sanctions relief. 

The place of Iran’s nuclear programme in its 
broader strategic calculus 
While maintaining ambiguity over its ultimate goal, 

Tehran has demonstrated that it will not negotiate an 

end to its nuclear programme under any circumstances, 

and will probably either proceed deliberately towards 

acquiring nuclear weapons or stumble inadvertently 

into doing so. Instead of seeking to remain within its 

international obligations, Iran has pursued an incre-

mental approach towards weaponisation through a 

series of faits accomplis while occasionally participat-

ing in negotiations aimed at designing time-limited 

restrictions when obliged to do so by international 

pressure. Iran’s actions over the past decade, including 

its engagement in the JCPOA process prior to US with-

drawal, would seem to indicate that a decision to build 

nuclear weapons had not been taken. Its recent actions 

also seem to be predicated on increasing its political 

leverage in order to relieve sanctions, rather than being 

indicative of a crash nuclear programme. This suggests 

Background: Iran’s nuclear programme
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evolving rationales have been at play among Iranian 

decision-makers, due to internal drivers as well as 

external actions. 

Iran’s nuclear programme has become central to its 

strategic thinking and global diplomacy. In the minds 

of Iranian decision-makers, regardless of the direct 

and indirect costs of the programme, it is an asser-

tion of the country’s status, independence and stead-

fastness, while keeping regional and global rivals on 

edge. It assuages the regime’s concerns about national 

weakness, emanating from the isolation the country 

experienced during and after the Iran–Iraq War, and 

complements other aspects of Iranian power, notably 

its arsenals of missiles and armed UAVs and its net-

works of regional partners. It remains unclear how 

much importance Iran gave to regional threat percep-

tions in designing its nuclear programme, separately 

from considerations of self-sufficiency and deterrence 

vis-à-vis the US, which the regime identifies as its ulti-

mate enemy. Also, it can be safely assumed that Iran 

did not overlook the proximity of nuclear-weapons 

states such as India, Pakistan and Israel, the ambiva-

lent nuclear posture of ambitious countries such as 

Egypt, Turkiye and Saudi Arabia, and the memory of 

Iraq’s nuclear programme under Saddam Hussein. 

Iran’s March 2023 diplomatic breakthrough with 

Saudi Arabia is one indicator, alongside a number of 

other outreach activities, of its sophisticated approach 

to diplomacy and deterrence as part of its longer-term 

strategy in the region.

Diplomatically, Iran’s nuclear programme has served 

to raise the country’s global profile. While it led to the 

imposition of isolation and sanctions by Western coun-

tries, it also attracted attention and has given the regime 

a sense of enhanced status. Perversely, the high-level 

diplomacy required to reach and sustain the 2015 nuclear 

agreement, and since 2018 to keep it alive, are seen from 

Tehran as a testament to the country’s importance. 

The diplomatic process itself has generated geopoliti-

cal returns. From Iran’s perspective, it has fostered closer 

interaction, trade and military exchanges with Russia 

and China, and split some European countries away 

from the US in pursuing sanctions relief, thus exacer-

bating Washington’s isolation and declining influence 

across the region. Importantly, the nuclear programme 

had also turned international attention away from Iran’s 

missile and armed-UAV programmes and regional activ-

ities, at least prior to its sale of those weapons to Russia 

for use against Ukraine. With limited bandwidth and 

time, global powers prioritised the nuclear programme 

instead of focusing on the regime’s malign activities 

domestically and abroad, seeing it as a global-security 

threat with the potential to lead to inter-state war. The 

West’s nuclear diplomacy with Iran has indeed survived 

the significant domestic, regional and extra-regional cri-

ses in which the regime was deeply involved.
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To ascertain the GCC states’ views on Iran’s nuclear 

programme and how best to respond to it, the IISS con-

ducted a wide range of conversations across the Gulf. 

These included two roundtable discussions involving 

serving and retired government officials and analysts 

from the six GCC states in late 2022 and early 2023. The 

roundtables were supplemented by in-person inter-

views conducted with serving government officials. All 

the conversations were conducted on a not-for-attribu-

tion basis. The following section summarises the IISS’s 

main findings. It highlights areas of agreement and 

disagreement between representatives of the six states, 

along with instances of continuity with and departure 

from stated policy positions on the topic. 

There were ten principal findings:

1. A common baseline perception of Iran as a source 

of threat and instability

2. A common critical perception of the JCPOA 

process as too narrow to address regional secu-

rity concerns

3. Narrowing but still significant differences 

between the GCC states in their preferred 

responses to the Iranian threat 

4. A lack of a unified regional security posture to 

deter a potential nuclear-armed Iran

5. A high level of consensus that the Gulf–US stra-

tegic partnership remains a core component of 

regional deterrence vis-à-vis Iran

6. Disagreement on the utility of a security partner-

ship between the individual GCC states and Israel 

7. Acknowledegment that Russia’s war on Ukraine 

has emboldened Iran

8. Across-the-board agreement that Gulf engage-

ment with Iran is needed

9. Disagreement on whether Iranian nuclear weap-

ons are inevitable, but unanimity that the IRGC’s 

influence will continue to grow

10. Broad consensus that engagement with Russia 

and China will continue in the absence of more 

robust US engagement

Finding 1: A common baseline perception of 
Iran as a source of threat and instability
The formation of the GCC in May 1981 was a collective 

response to the perceived threat from Iran and Iraq. 

Despite sharing a baseline perception of Iran’s regional 

activity as destabilising, however, the GCC states vary 

in the extent to which they believe Iran poses a threat to 

their security. Participants’ assessments of the Iranian 

threat reflect the history of their respective countries’ 

relationships with Iran and their internal security 

challenges. That all six GCC states view Iran’s behav-

iour as threatening is supported by the fact that they 

collectively expressed their shared concerns even at 

the height of the Gulf rift that began in 2017. In July 

2020 the GCC’s then-secretary general Nayef al-Hajraf 

condemned Iran’s provision of missiles and UAVs to 

the Houthis as a violation of the international arms 

embargo on Yemen imposed by UN Security Council 

Resolution 2216, describing Iran’s actions as posing 

‘a threat to the security and stability of the region’. In 

August 2020 the six states addressed a letter to the UN 

Security Council calling for an extension of the interna-

tional arms embargo on Iran. The embargo had blocked 

Tehran’s access to conventional weapons but was lifted 

in October 2020 as part of the 2015 JCPOA.

Bahrain, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia view Iran as pos-

ing a hybrid threat by cultivating sleeper cells or insti-

gating terrorist or insurgent activity by sympathetic 

factions among their Shia populations. For decades 

Saudi Arabia has been organising ‘national dialogue’ as 

a means of defusing sectarian tensions between Sunnis 

and Shi’ites, thereby undercutting Iran’s attempts to rad-

icalise segments of the Saudi population.10 Participants 

agree that achieving national unity and managing inter-

nal political differences are among the most important 

measures the GCC states can take to minimise Iran’s 

ability to project political or ideological influence within 

their borders. 

Since the conflict in Yemen began in 2015, Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE have also been exposed to missile 

The GCC states and Iran’s nuclear programme: 
perceptions and policy preferences
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and UAV attacks from Iran itself and from Iran-backed 

militias in Iraq and Yemen, most notably the Houthis. 

Iran, moreover, occupies three disputed islands which 

the UAE claims as its own, and while Iran’s claims on 

Bahrain were formally put to rest in 1971, advisers to 

Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei have 

occasionally revived those claims as a means of exerting 

diplomatic pressure on the GCC. As a result, Bahrain, 

Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and the UAE view Iran as being 

motivated by hegemonic ambitions in the region, which 

they believe are underpinned by its self-image as an 

imperial power and a revolutionary ideology that seeks 

to export Iran’s Islamic revolution.

Although Oman and Qatar see Iran’s activities in the 

region as destabilising, they are less likely to regard Iran 

as posing a direct threat to their national security. Oman 

and Qatar view Iran’s nuclear programme and regional 

behaviour as at least partly motivated by legitimate 

security concerns, especially those related to the US 

and Israel.11 Nevertheless, both countries regard Iran’s 

support for non-state armed groups in the region, the 

proliferation of its UAVs and missiles, and its attacks on 

critical infrastructure and commercial shipping as pos-

ing a threat to their own economic and security interests.

Finding 2: A common critical perception of the 
JCPOA process as too narrow in scope to address 
regional security concerns
Participants agree that the single-minded focus on 

Iran’s nuclear programme through the JCPOA has 

been detrimental to confronting other aspects of Iran’s 

behaviour. In line with the GCC states’ criticisms of the 

JCPOA, there is widespread agreement that Iran’s sup-

port for non-state armed groups and the proliferation 

of its UAVs and missiles must be addressed alongside 

its nuclear programme, rather than at a later date or 

conditionally upon agreement and compliance with a 

nuclear deal. For instance, in Bahrain, Iran’s nuclear 

programme ranks below the threat of Iranian interfer-

ence in the country’s internal affairs and from its devel-

opment of longer-range precision missiles. 

Indeed, for most participants, Iran’s use and prolif-

eration of missiles and UAVs rank as more dangerous 

than the nuclear programme, with some of them add-

ing that it is Iran’s malign behaviour in the region that 

drives concerns about its nuclear programme – not the 

other way around, as it is for the West. Additionally, 

the Vienna JCPOA talks’ focus on Iran’s nuclear pro-

gramme is seen as having the unintended consequence 

of enabling Iran’s pursuit of its regional agenda and its 

missile and UAV programmes, which was deprioritised 

by comparison. There is a fear among participants that 

Iran will in any case still manage to attain full nuclear 

capabilities, or in other words that the breakdown of the 

Vienna JCPOA talks implies a double failure: firstly to 

prevent Iran from edging closer to a nuclear-weapons 

capability; and secondly to confront other aspects of 

Iran’s behaviour, due to the international preoccupa-

tion with its nuclear programme and, to a lesser extent, 

with its longer-range missile programme.

There is agreement across the GCC states that they 

need to simultaneously ‘deter, contain and engage’ Iran, 

while avoiding military escalation. A shared concern is 

that Iran would target the GCC states in the event of con-

flict even if they played no direct part in it, with disas-

trous security and economic consequences for them. The 

2019 attack on Saudi Aramco’s facilities in Abqaiq and 

Khurais showed the GCC states the level of threat Iran 

could pose, and also, in light of the Trump administra-

tion’s subsequent restraint, how limited the US response 

could be – not to mention the indifference of the rest of the 

world. This lack of US and global response has impelled 

greater integration and cooperation within the GCC.

Finding 3: Narrowing but still significant differ-
ences between the GCC states in their preferred 
responses to the Iranian threat
The differences between the GCC states’ respective 

strategies on Iran are smaller today than they were in 

the past, and those differences are not necessarily seen 

by participants in our study as preventing further coor-

dination and cooperation. If coordinated properly, dif-

ferent approaches, based on varied threat perceptions, 

can still serve to restrain Iran and communicate more 

clearly with Tehran. For example, Kuwait and the UAE 

coordinated with Saudi Arabia regarding the decision to 

send ambassadors to Iran in August 2022,12 followed by 

Saudi Arabia itself in March 2023 – a notable example of 

cooperation in order to achieve regional de-escalation. 

Oman, whose relations with Iran have consistently been 
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the best among the GCC states, has helped sponsor dia-

logue between Tehran and other Gulf states. It is normal 

for differences to exist, with each country having a sov-

ereign right to its own security calculus.

Finding 4: A lack of a unified regional security 
posture to deter a potential nuclear-armed Iran
To deter Iran, GCC states have at their disposal a range 

of military and non-military options. Based on our 

research, there is a broadly shared view among the 

GCC states that in the absence of a formal US secu-

rity guarantee, Saudi Arabia would find it necessary 

to pursue a nuclear-weapons programme of its own 

to restore deterrence vis-à-vis a nuclear-armed Iran. 

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s pledge 

in March 2018 that Saudi Arabia would develop nuclear 

weapons if Iran did is seen as evidence that Iran could 

trigger nuclear proliferation in the region if it were to 

cross the nuclear threshold. The remarks on 11 January 

2023 by the Saudi energy minister, Prince Abdulaziz bin 

Salman, that the country planned to utilise its uranium 

resources to produce ‘yellowcake’ and ‘low-enriched 

uranium’, and for ‘manufacturing nuclear fuel’, have 

been interpreted by some as a practical step towards a 

Saudi nuclear programme should Iran weaponise.13

In contrast, as the only GCC state with a nuclear-

energy programme, we assess that the UAE could posi-

tion itself as the only responsible nuclear actor in the 

Middle East. Having waived the right to enrichment, 

it could pursue an active policy of peaceful nuclear 

diplomacy. If the UAE did so, this would have the 

effect of further highlighting Iranian non-compliance 

and would represent another example of Gulf states’ 

attempts to assert their own individual approaches on 

the nuclear issue.

Finding 5: A high level of consensus that the 
Gulf–US strategic partnership remains a core 
component of regional deterrence vis-à-vis Iran
There is widespread agreement among participants 

that the GCC states’ strategic partnership with the US 

remains a vital part of regional deterrence with regard 

to Iran, and that coalitions involving different config-

urations of GCC states and their Western partners – 

primarily the US, the UK and NATO – could play an 

important role in this. Participants are split, however, 

over the merits of a formal security guarantee with the 

US, with some highly sceptical that Washington would 

be willing to make such a commitment.

There is also considerable scepticism about the abil-

ity of US or Israeli military strikes to inflict a long-

term debilitating impact on Iran’s nuclear programme. 

Participants take the view that the fallout from a likely 

Iranian counter-escalation, which in their view would 

probably target US assets in the GCC states and else-

where in the Middle East, would outweigh the strate-

gic benefits of such strikes. They suggest, moreover, 

that the strikes would end up strengthening the Iranian 

regime’s narrative of a Western conspiracy against it and 

accelerate its efforts to build nuclear weapons. There is 

a consensus that Iran is extremely unlikely to give up 

its nuclear programme, having drawn lessons from the 

fate of former Libyan leader Muammar Gadhafi who 

gave up Libya’s nuclear programme in 2003 and was 

deposed and killed by rebels with Western military 

backing in 2011.

Quite apart from the question of how effective the 

military option would be, there are significant doubts 

about the United States’ willingness to intervene mili-

tarily. In Gulf capitals there is dissatisfaction with the 

West’s perceived tolerance of Iranian nuclear hedg-

ing: given Western statements that Iran would never 

be allowed to become a nuclear threshold state, but 

that in the view of the GCC states it already is one, 

their perception is one of Western failure. If Western 

states cannot prevent Iran from becoming a threshold 

state, then their ability to prevent Iran from acquiring 

nuclear weapons is seen as even more questionable. 

Whether the West really has a red line with regard to 

Iran’s nuclear programme remains uncertain in Gulf 

minds. And because of US policy volatility on the 

issue, the GCC states therefore believe they need to 

build up their national capabilities and become more 

self-reliant when it comes to deterrence. However, 

views among regional experts on deterrence vary: 

some argue that deterrence should be a national 

endeavour first, with GCC-wide cooperation acting 

as a force multiplier. In this view the GCC cannot be 

a substitute for national strength, and the same logic 

extends to international partnerships.
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The utility of US military posturing vis-à-vis Iran and 

that of greater defence cooperation between the GCC 

states and Israel in shaping Iran’s behaviour are also 

matters of regional debate. The deterrence value of US 

military posturing (exemplified most recently by the 

US–Israel exercise Juniper Oak 2023, which appeared to 

simulate a large-scale attack on Iran) is valued by some 

of the regional experts we spoke to, although the more 

sceptical voices argue that ‘ambiguous provocations’ 

raise the risk of conflict in the region.

Finding 6: Disagreement on the utility of a 
security partnership between the individual GCC 
states and Israel
Israel is often viewed by the GCC states as a potentially 

unpredictable and destabilising actor, likely to deter-

mine its course of action independently from its regional 

partners. For those GCC countries that have recently 

established relations with Israel, these new ties are there-

fore not meant to deter Iran, as they are not meant to 

be seen as reflecting a convergence of views with Israel 

on the need for action against Iran. In fact, the inclusion 

of Israel in a coalition composed of GCC and Western 

states for the purpose of deterring Iran would be seen 

by the GCC states as too provocative. Only a few par-

ticipants in our study believe that Israel would be likely 

to consult with its regional partners before undertaking 

unilateral military action against Iran.

Views about partnerships with the West also dif-

fer among the GCC states and fluctuate over time. For 

some participants the GCC states are wrong to focus 

excessively on the US while neglecting other partner-

ships that exist in varying degrees of formalisation 

and substance, notably those with the UK, NATO and 

the EU. Others consider that the GCC states should 

reframe the US–GCC partnership on an equal (or 

more equal) basis, rather than one that can be eas-

ily terminated when energy interests end. There is a 

general view that Western states should not sideline 

the GCC while engaging with Iran, only to find them-

selves needing GCC assistance when US–Iran bilateral 

relations fall apart. The consensus therefore is that 

there should be a more coordinated and region-led 

approach to addressing the broad set of threats posed 

by Iran.

Finding 7: Acknowledgement that Russia’s war 
on Ukraine has emboldened Iran
The GCC states acknowledge that Russia’s war on 

Ukraine has had a negative impact on Iran’s willingness 

to negotiate its nuclear programme and that Russia has 

emboldened Iran, particularly in supporting its hard-

ened stance in the JCPOA talks. They agree, however, 

that maintaining ties with Russia has strategic utility, 

not least due to its position within OPEC and its essen-

tial role in keeping energy prices high. The war has had 

a deleterious impact on Gulf regional security, with the 

GCC states wishing tºo see a negotiated settlement of 

the conflict at the earliest opportunity. Russia’s inva-

sion is seen as the culmination of its previous incursions 

into Georgia, Crimea and Syria, which had gone largely 

unanswered by the West. The intervention in Syria con-

vinced the GCC states of the need to maintain dialogue 

with Tehran, partly as a means of incentivising Russia 

to maintain distance from Iran.

Participants believe that an isolated Russia is likely to 

deepen its cooperation with Iran. Since the war began, 

Iran has increased military cooperation with Russia and 

has been less willing to engage constructively in nuclear 

talks. Western sanctions risk prompting China, Russia 

and Iran to build a ‘parallel economy’ to cater for sanc-

tioned states. Although the GCC states are incapable 

of convincing Russia to abandon its partnership with 

Iran, they see value in using diplomatic channels to con-

vey their concerns to Moscow – notably about Russia’s 

potential transfer of Su-35 aircraft and air-defence sys-

tems to Iran. This is why Western pressure on the GCC 

states to scale back their relations with Russia is wrong-

headed. Their engagement with Russia is essential to 

limit Iran’s access to Russian technology.

Finding 8: Across-the-board agreement that 
Gulf engagement with Iran is needed
Based on the conversations we conducted, the GCC 

states diverge on the strategic utility of conveying clear 

red lines to Iran in an attempt to prevent it from edg-

ing closer to a nuclear-weapons capability, but there 

is across-the-board agreement that engagement with 

Iran is needed. Whether to set those red lines (and if 

so, how) is a matter of policy debate among the GCC 

states. Given Iran’s track record, there is concern that 
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doing so would tempt Tehran to engage in provocations 

approaching the threshold, and thereby risk inadvert-

ent escalation or conflict through misjudgement.

In addition to building their deterrence capabilities 

and working with partners to contain Iran, there is gen-

eral agreement among the GCC states that they need 

to engage with Iran simultaneously. Three tracks are 

envisaged: bilateral, through the GCC, and in coordina-

tion with international efforts to address Iran’s nuclear 

programme. This last track is critical, as the outcomes of 

those talks are likely to affect Gulf regional security. In 

addition, any approach involving ‘carrots and sticks’ in 

nuclear diplomacy with Iran will probably require buy-

in and participation from the GCC states.

However, participants cast doubt over the GCC states’ 

ability to play an impactful role in nuclear diplomacy 

with Iran. The GCC states need to be realistic about their 

limited influence on Iran’s nuclear decision-making, as 

evidenced by their exclusion from the JCPOA talks, and 

their lack of expertise in the nuclear domain is also an 

obstacle to their participation in such talks. Instead, par-

ticipants agree that Iran’s nuclear programme should be 

dealt with as an international problem.

Deciding how to engage with Iran includes the ques-

tion of who to engage with. The utility of engaging directly 

with the IRGC, the branch of the Iranian armed forces 

responsible for supporting non-state armed groups and 

proliferating UAVs and missiles, is particularly conten-

tious. Although there is wide agreement among experts 

that the IRGC plays a key role in deciding Iran’s policy 

towards the GCC states, they are divided as to whether 

the GCC states should seek to engage with it directly. 

Until now the GCC has engaged only with the Iranian 

government; reaching out to the IRGC would be contro-

versial and risky. A desire for direct contact with the IRGC 

is understandable due to its growing power within the 

Iranian system, but this is unlikely to bring about change 

in Iran’s regional behaviour and could come at the cost of 

legitimising the IRGC’s role. There is agreement among 

experts on the need for GCC and Western states to make a 

consistent effort to condemn the IRGC for its destabilising 

support for non-state armed groups.

The utility of using economic inducements such as 

sanctions relief, trade or investments as incentives for 

Iran to change its behaviour is also a matter for debate. 

Since coercion is unlikely to compel Iran to abandon its 

nuclear or missile programmes, economic inducements 

could be more effective at moderating its behaviour. 

Supporting this view is the fact that economic engage-

ment through trade is one of the ways the UAE has 

engaged with Iran: it served to incentivise Iran to de-

escalate bilateral tensions and accommodate Emirati 

interests, given its need to sustain this crucial trade. 

However, as the IRGC would probably be a major ben-

eficiary of sanctions relief or investments, these would 

have to be conditional upon changes in Iran’s behaviour 

or be designed to help the Iranian people directly and 

bypass the government and the IRGC. 

Finding 9: Disagreement on whether Iranian 
nuclear weapons are inevitable, but unanimity 
that the IRGC’s influence will continue to grow
While not all participants believe that a nuclear-armed 

Iran is inevitable, the majority view remains that it is 

likely to acquire nuclear weapons at some point in the 

future. As such, participants agree that diplomacy with 

Tehran should instead focus on limiting Iran’s missile 

programme or other malign actions. Iran may be will-

ing to discuss issues related to stability, especially con-

sidering the pace of proliferation of military capabilities 

to the GCC countries intended to offset or deter Iran’s 

capabilities and activities across the region.14 In any 

case, were Iran to become a nuclear-weapons state, the 

GCC states are of the firm belief that it would probably 

pursue its destabilising strategy of supporting non-state 

armed groups and proliferating missiles and UAVs with 

even greater vigour and impunity – two issues the GCC 

states believe to be an existential threat.

The trajectory of Iran’s political system is also of great 

concern to the Gulf states. Regime collapse or demo-

cratic change is seen as less likely than a shift in the bal-

ance of power between regime factions – especially the 

IRGC and the clerics. The event most capable of trig-

gering change in Iranian policy would be the death of 

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and the sub-

sequent diminution of the prestige and moral authority 

of the clerical class in Iran. Trends towards secularisa-

tion are already under way, as shown by the large-scale 

unrest of the past year across Iran, and the militarisa-

tion of the Iranian state looks to continue apace. As the 
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country’s political system becomes less theocratic and 

more militaristic, the IRGC, as the obvious public-fac-

ing standard-bearer for Iran’s military power, is likely 

to play an even greater role in the future. 

Finding 10: Broad consensus that engagement 
with Russia and China will continue in the ab-
sence of more robust US engagement
The perception of a shift in global dynamics and an end 

to US unipolarity is leading the Gulf states to recalibrate 

their political and military alignments. The GCC states 

will therefore work together with China and Russia 

whenever they perceive that their interests align, and 

continue to seek military and economic benefits from 

those relationships. Although their relationship with 

the US has many dimensions, it is founded upon Gulf 

security tied to economic stability. The perception of 

a weakened US security commitment has motivated 

them to diversify their economic and security partner-

ships. The GCC–China and GCC–Russia relationships 

are transactional but effective. In the past, these rela-

tionships – particularly the one with China – were seen 

by outside experts as primarily economic – but they 

have quickly taken on a significant political-diplomatic 

dimension. China’s brokering of the diplomatic normal-

isation in Saudi–Iranian relations in March 2023 is just 

one example of this. China also has long-standing coop-

eration with Saudi Arabia on missile development and, 

alongside Russia, is seeking to use military cooperation 

unbound by ethical concerns to reduce US and Western 

influence in the region. Having understood the signifi-

cance Iran places on its relations with China and Russia, 

the Gulf states are now trying to utilise these links to 

their benefit, regardless of Washington’s preferences.
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Is the risk of GCC nuclear proliferation serious?
The question of nuclear proliferation in the GCC states 

in response to Iran’s nuclear programme merits further 

discussion. Firstly, the GCC states have taken almost 

no practical steps towards creating civil nuclear pro-

grammes that could serve as a basis for a weapons pro-

gramme. Having signed a 123 Agreement with the US, 

the UAE has given up its right to domestic enrichment, 

while Saudi Arabia’s civil nuclear programme remains 

in its infancy. Secondly, since the regional analysts and 

officials that the IISS engaged with for this study do not 

believe the GCC states would be targets of a hypotheti-

cal Iranian nuclear weapon, it is unclear what the GCC 

states’ hypothetical pursuit of nuclear weapons would 

be meant to deter. Thirdly, the strategic, political, legal, 

and technical barriers to the pursuit of nuclear weapons 

are significant. Given the strong international response 

that any hypothetical violations of the international 

non-proliferation regime by the GCC states would 

probably elicit, the GCC states would have to factor in 

the cost of potential economic sanctions and damaged 

relations with Western partners. 

An alternative explanation is that by underscoring 

the risk of a nuclear proliferation cascade in the region 

if Iran were to weaponise, the GCC states are seeking to 

incentivise the US to formalise its security commitment 

to the region to prevent further proliferation. The risk is 

that by making such public declarations, the GCC states 

may be backing themselves into a corner should Iran 

cross the nuclear threshold, becoming obliged to follow 

through with their threats in order to avoid a major loss 

of credibility.

What explains the convergence of GCC views 
on Iran?
Whereas the GCC states have traditionally held varying 

views on the extent to which Iran posed a threat to their 

core interests, Iran’s aggressive posture has brought their 

perceptions into closer alignment. The Iranian attacks on 

Saudi oil facilities in Abqaiq and Khurais in 2019, and the 

ongoing attacks on commercial shipping in the Strait of 

Hormuz and the Arabian Sea, have been an important 

catalyst for a hardening of regional threat perceptions. 

Moreover, the intensifying ideological battles at the heart 

of Iran’s political system, its refusal to take a construc-

tive approach to the international talks on its nuclear 

programme, and its delivery to Russia of UAVs and mis-

siles for use in Ukraine have narrowed the gap in per-

ceptions between the GCC states and the West. Although 

today there is near consensus on the need to address 

Iranian behaviour comprehensively without singling 

out its nuclear programme, the GCC states and their 

Western partners still lack a shared strategy on how best 

to address the threats Iran poses. While the GCC states 

remain highly averse to the use of military force to pre-

vent Iran from possessing even a single nuclear weapon, 

they have not articulated an alternative strategy to dis-

suade Iran from crossing the nuclear threshold. Having 

not been included in the international talks on Iran’s 

nuclear programme, the GCC states do not consider 

themselves responsible for their failure and take the view 

that it is up to the international community to devise a 

new strategy. At the same time, they have taken it upon 

themselves to pursue de-escalation and have made a con-

certed effort to maintain dialogue with Iran.

Analysis of the GCC states’ policies and 
positions on Iran’s nuclear programme
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In its current unconstrained form, the Iranian nuclear pro-

gramme poses multiple risks for regional security and the 

international non-proliferation regime. As Iran continues 

to make advances in its nuclear programme, the ambiguity 

of US and Israeli red lines and Iran’s desire to test and push 

those limits significantly raise the risk of conflict between 

Israel, the US and Iran. If Iran were to build nuclear weap-

ons, moreover, the chances that other regional powers, 

notably Turkiye and Saudi Arabia, would follow suit 

would increase dramatically, imperilling the international 

nuclear non-proliferation regime. Also, armed with nuclear 

weapons, Iran would probably act with greater impunity 

by scaling up its support for non-state armed groups and 

proliferating arms and weapons systems including mis-

siles, UAVs and loitering munitions.

To mitigate those risks, Western and GCC states 

therefore have a common interest in pushing Iran into 

finding a stable hedging point for Iran’s nuclear pro-

gramme in a state of latency, short of weaponisation. 

This would require convincing Iran to shift its nuclear 

programme from its current unconstrained state to one 

in which Iran agrees to place limits on its nuclear pro-

gramme – and accepts the transparency and verification 

measures needed to verify its compliance with those 

limits – in return for a creative form of indirect sanctions 

relief. While Tehran may not yet have decided to build 

and field nuclear weapons, it is highly unlikely that it 

will roll back its nuclear programme. Iran could there-

fore potentially be persuaded to maintain its nuclear 

capabilities at a level between where it stands now 

– with at least two warheads’ worth of 60% enriched 

uranium,15 alongside hints that it may be experimenting 

on metallurgy with HEU to prepare a nuclear-weap-

ons pit16 – and then halt at the point before it begins 

to manufacture and deploy nuclear weapons. A better 

deal, including restraints on Iran’s nuclear and mis-

sile programmes and constraining its malign regional 

activities, is unlikely as there is no agreement among 

the US, the UK, France, China and Russia to work in 

concert, nor are there incentives for Iran to come to the 

table. Although not all parties may regard some form of 

Iranian voluntary limits as optimal, they nevertheless 

have the advantage of moderating the risk of conflict 

and avoiding Iranian breakout.

The transparency necessary to verify any such dip-

lomatic effort could be implemented under unilateral, 

bilateral, minilateral or multilateral (i.e., IAEA) aus-

pices. Depending on the hedging point, compliance 

monitoring could be implemented under the auspices 

of Iran’s IAEA Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement. 

This would require significant roll-back on Iran’s activi-

ties in order to return to compliance with the IAEA’s 

safeguards. It would also restrict the transparency and 

verification measures necessary to assure compliance 

Mitigating risks: policy tools and 
regional responses

Best-case scenario:
stable agreement

▪ Agreement with Iran on a landing point short 
of weaponisation

▪ Transparency and monitoring measures to 
ver�y compliance

▪ Range of landing points possible, from a return 
to the JCPOA limits (unlikely) to some cap on 
stocks of HEU

Status quo: 
instability but 
no breakout

▪ No agreement on a landing point
▪ Programme continues towards weaponisation,

including enrichment beyond 60% HEU and 
further metallurgical experiments

▪ Ambiguity on nuclear status increases the 
possibility of con�ict

Worst-case 
scenario:
breakout

▪ Iran attempts a ‘dash for the bomb’ that results 
in at least one deliverable nuclear warhead

▪ Range of possible options includes a ‘bomb in 
the basement’, conducting nuclear testing, 
and �elding nuclear weapons

▪ Con�ict in this scenario is inevitable

©IISS

Figure 1: Three scenarios for Iran’s nuclear 
programme

Source: IISS
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because Iran’s Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement 

does not allow for inspections at undeclared facilities. 

However, Iran could instead agree to additional trans-

parency, as it did in the JCPOA, or use the Additional 

Protocol, which it has signed but not ratified, and thus 

include some combination of on-site safeguards inspec-

tions and remote monitoring, or verification measures 

offered by Iran to the IAEA. If Iran chooses to go beyond 

metallurgical work with HEU towards building a viable 

HEU warhead pit, IAEA inspections may no longer 

be possible due to the potential for revealing nuclear-

weapons design information to IAEA inspectors, and 

therefore compliance with any proffered hedging point 

would only be verifiable by an existing nuclear-weap-

ons state (the US, the UK, France, Russia or China). Iran 

also may decide against any transparency and instead 

make a unilateral declaration of its hedging point – i.e., 

where it will stop in its weaponisation – with no on-

site or remote access. This choice would be likely to lead 

to instability or military intervention, as outside states 

would have no incentive to believe anything Iran says 

without verifiability.

Whether acting in concert or separately, Western and 

regional actors are currently deploying multiple tools 

– ranging from diplomatic engagement and economic 

measures to the threat of military strikes – in an attempt 

to convince Iran to agree on a stable and transparent 

equilibrium for its nuclear programme, and to deter it 

from breaking out. Western and GCC states differ in 

their ranking of the various threats Iran poses and in 

their risk appetite for and vulnerability to military con-

flict, and therefore also in their favoured policy mixes. 

Given their geographical proximity to Iran and higher 

vulnerability to Iranian threats, the GCC states unsur-

prisingly have their own distinct priorities and interests 

vis-à-vis Iran. Based on the views of the Gulf officials 

and analysts we spoke to, as presented in the previous 

section, Table 1 summarises the main policy tools avail-

able to Western states to convince Iran to reach a mutu-

ally agreeable landing point for its nuclear programme, 

and the extent to which they correspond with the GCC 

states’ own preferences.

Deterrence
The US, the UK and other Western partners have 

employed various policy tools to deter Iran from acquir-

ing nuclear weapons. The US has leveraged its regional 

partnerships and military presence to apply coercive 

pressure. The US and Israel have threatened to use all 

means necessary, though without identifying clearly 

what the trigger for military intervention would be, 

preferring instead to maintain a degree of strategic 

Table 1: Western policy tools to dissuade Iran from weaponisation, and likely GCC responses
Approach Western policy tools Expected GCC responses

Deterrence: raising the political cost of 
weaponisation for Iran so prohibitively 
as to dissuade it from weaponising.

 � Enhance Western defence posture and 
reiterate threat of military strikes.

 � Provide additional military capabilities to 
regional partners, notably GCC states (e.g., 
short-range missiles, 5th-generation fighter 
aircraft, armed UAVs, etc.).

 � Encourage US partners to formalise 
defence and security ties and to integrate 
military capabilities.

 � Formalise US security commitment.

 � GCC states may welcome a more robust Western 
military presence in the Gulf region, as long as it is not 
explicitly framed as being aimed at Iran.

 � Risk appetites among GCC states vary, but they agree on 
the need to avoid military conflict with Iran.

 � GCC states would welcome a transfer of increased mili-
tary capabilities that serves a deterrence purpose.

 � GCC states would prefer formal US commitment but 
believe it to be unlikely.

Containment: degrading Iran’s 
economy and scaling back its access to 
dual-use technology.

 � Impose additional Western sanctions on Iran.  � GCC states are likely to support continued sanctions on 
Iran if they serve to constrain its military power, but will re-
main sceptical of the effectiveness of economic sanctions 
in changing Iran’s calculus on its nuclear programme.

 � They will remain unlikely to support kinetic action 
against Iranian economic interests due to fear of 
Iranian reprisals.

Engagement: maintaining diplomatic 
talks with Iran and offering economic and 
diplomatic inducements to incentivise 
desirable change in Iran’s behaviour.

 � Diplomatic talks in bilateral, minilateral or 
multilateral formats.

 � Promise sanctions relief in exchange for 
verifiable commitments, or design sanc-
tions to help the Iranian people directly, 
bypassing the government and the IRGC.

 � GCC states are supportive of diplomatic talks in principle. 
 � They will maintain their own bilateral dialogues with Iran. 
 � They remain wary of taking advantage of any sanctions 

relief due to the likelihood of US action against them.
 � They will remain concerned that Western engagement 

could lead to a deprioritisation of non-nuclear issues.

Source: IISS
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ambiguity.17 The US has a considerable military pres-

ence in the Gulf region, deploying a large air-force con-

tingent, the Fifth Fleet and about 36,500 troops.18 The UK 

and France have a smaller military presence, in Bahrain 

and Abu Dhabi respectively. The US has also made 

important changes to its maritime-security architecture 

in the region, including setting up Coalition Task Force 

(CTF) Sentinel in November 2019 to deter Iranian threats 

to merchant shipping in the Strait of Hormuz and Bab 

el-Mandeb Strait; creating a new naval task force, Task 

Force 59, under the command of the Fifth Fleet in 2021, 

focused on deploying unmanned service vessels (USVs) 

to monitor maritime activity; and establishing CTF 153 

under the Combined Maritime Forces in 2022 to expand 

international maritime-security efforts in the Red Sea, 

Bab el-Mandeb Strait and Gulf of Aden.19

Under the Trump administration the US attempted 

to formalise defence and security cooperation among 

the GCC states, Egypt and Jordan under a Middle East 

Strategic Alliance (MESA), but the initiative ultimately 

failed.20 Given the region’s instability, formalising such 

an alliance would entail a significant entanglement risk, 

a prospect that dampened regional appetites for the 

initiative. More recently, the US has resumed its efforts 

to encourage regional partners to integrate their air-

defence and early-warning systems to better mitigate 

the threat of airborne attacks from Iran and its regional 

non-state partners.21 To date, however, the GCC states 

have refrained from pooling their air-defence assets, 

preferring to integrate their air defences bilaterally with 

the US. It may not be possible to prevent all hybrid war, 

but the broader the coalition of regional states that can 

be convinced to cooperate on deterrence and contain-

ment, the higher the price Iran may pay for any aggres-

sive acts.

Building on the momentum of the 2019 Abraham 

Accords, the US has also brought Israel into CENTCOM 

and led joint naval exercises involving Israel, the 

UAE and Bahrain in the Red Sea in November 2021.22 

Although the UAE and Bahrain have denied that their 

relations with Israel are aimed at Iran, they have never-

theless advanced their defence and security cooperation 

with Israel, including the UAE’s unconfirmed purchase 

and deployment of Israeli Barak-8 missile-defence sys-

tems and Bahrain’s purchase of coastal radar systems to 

defend against airborne threats.23 Through cooperative 

platforms such as I2U2 and the Negev Forum, the US 

has pushed for Israel’s integration into minilateral secu-

rity and economic frameworks in the region.24 However, 

Israel’s normalisation process in the region has lost 

momentum over the past two years. Saudi Arabia has 

revived interest in the Arab Peace Initiative and explic-

itly identified the creation of a Palestinian state as a 

precondition of recognising Israel.25 Given the current 

composition of its ruling coalition, Israel is unlikely to 

take steps towards Palestinian statehood, making the 

prospect of closer alignment with GCC states other than 

the UAE and Bahrain less likely.

The GCC states remain highly averse to the use of 

force against Iran. Given their doubts over the long-

term reliability of the US as a defence partner, they are 

opposed to military escalation with Iran that could have 

ruinous consequences for their economies and critical 

infrastructure. Iran would be likely to launch missile 

and UAV attacks against the GCC states in retaliation 

against US or Israeli strikes on its nuclear facilities. Since 

the GCC states do not believe they are the main targets 

of Iran’s nuclear programme, they take the view that the 

strategic benefit of setting back the programme through 

military action would be outweighed by the security 

and economic consequences of conflict. Nevertheless, 

the GCC states would be unable to constrain US or 

Israeli military action against Iran. In principle they 

would have a say on whether US forces would launch 

attacks on Iran from their territories in the event of con-

flict. They would prefer any military action against Iran 

to be concluded as quickly as possible so as to minimise 

Iranian retaliation against GCC targets, which they 

would expect to take place irrespective of whether they 

supported the attacks.

The GCC states prefer to maintain a balance of power 

with Iran by forging external partnerships, principally 

with the US, but also by procuring arms and weap-

ons systems from all sources available. Washington’s 

defence partnership with the GCC states entails no for-

mal requirement for mutual defence. Since the Iranian 

and Houthi missile and UAV attacks on Saudi Aramco 

facilities in Abqaiq and Khurais in 2019 and Abu Dhabi 

in 2022, the GCC states – particularly the UAE – have 

urged the US to formalise its commitment to their 
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security along the lines of a NATO-like defence pact.26 

However, this idea seems to be premature and based 

on a poor understanding of the dynamics that created 

NATO in the first place. The NATO allies faced the pos-

sibility of imminent invasion by a foe, the Soviet Union, 

seen as undeterrable without forming the alliance and 

then facilitating the eventual presence of millions of 

troops and thousands of nuclear weapons. At this stage, 

a more modest realignment of the GCC states on the 

political and military front, combined with limited 

security guarantees from the US and potentially the UK 

and France, is a more viable option. This is not to say 

that a formal defence agreement is out of the question, 

but it is an unrealistic goal in the short to medium term.

In addition to pushing the US to formalise its secu-

rity commitment in the region, the GCC states have 

also sought to purchase advanced weapons capabili-

ties. The GCC states collectively possess air superior-

ity over Iran and the ability, at least in principle, to 

project military power against Iran in case of conflict. 

The UAE sought to enhance its advantage by sign-

ing a deal worth $23.3 billion for F-35 fighter aircraft, 

MQ-9 Reaper UAVs and advanced munitions with the 

US in November 2020.27 The deal has stalled since early 

2021, however, partly due to the stringent conditions 

imposed by the US and the UAE’s unwillingness to 

commit to them. In response to the US’s denying them 

access to missiles and armed UAVs, Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE have turned to other sources including China 

and Turkiye to obtain those capabilities.28

Beyond conventional capabilities, Saudi Arabia is a 

candidate for nuclear hedging as a means of deterring 

Iran. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s 

pledge in March 2018 that ‘if Iran developed a nuclear 

bomb, [Saudi Arabia] will follow suit as soon as pos-

sible’ and a more recent statement by Foreign Minister 

Prince Faisal bin Farhan in December 2022 that ‘if Iran 

gets an operational nuclear weapon, all bets are off’ 

appeared to be aimed both at dissuading Iran from 

weaponising and at incentivising the US to formalise 

its security commitment to the Gulf region.29 Riyadh’s 

January 2023 announcement that it would begin to use 

domestic uranium resources to obtain an independent 

domestic nuclear fuel cycle could be interpreted as a 

nuclear hedge. Although the US and Saudi governments 

signed a memorandum of understanding on nuclear-

energy cooperation in 2008, US–Saudi negotiations on 

a 123 agreement remain stuck due to disagreements 

over non-proliferation conditions.30 The US has sought 

to limit Saudi Arabia’s ability to engage in nuclear 

hedging by requiring it to follow the UAE’s example in 

foregoing the right to uranium enrichment and pluto-

nium reprocessing and to sign an Additional Protocol 

with the IAEA, which Riyadh has refused.31 In any case, 

Saudi Arabia’s civil nuclear programme has proceeded 

at a slow pace over the past decade, and while Riyadh 

launched a tender for a 2.8GW two-reactor project in 

June 2022, it has yet to select a vendor.32

Containment
The United States’ policy of containing Iran rests on a 

strategy of isolating it diplomatically and economically. 

Since the 1979 revolution the US has used economic 

sanctions in an attempt to persuade Iran to stop sup-

porting terrorism and agree to limits on its nuclear pro-

gramme.33 It has also imposed wide-ranging secondary 

sanctions prohibiting foreign firms from transacting 

with Iran, thereby seeking to sever the country from the 

global economy. Although the US lifted its secondary 

sanctions following the 2015 JCPOA, the Trump admin-

istration withdrew from the agreement and reimposed 

all US sanctions as part of a ‘maximum pressure’ cam-

paign in 2018. The Biden administration has announced 

that it wants a return to the JCPOA, though negotiations 

have yet to produce an agreement. As a result, US sanc-

tions remain in effect.34

Washington has sought to engender greater compli-

ance with its sanctions on Iran among the GCC states. In 

2017 the US and the six GCC states set up the Terrorist 

Financing Targeting Center (TFTC) to track, jointly des-

ignate and coordinate action against terrorist groups 

and their financial networks.35 Since its creation the 

TFTC has designated dozens of IRGC funders and affili-

ated groups.36 Bahrain has taken a particularly strong 

role in enforcing sanctions, in 2021 suing 13 banks 

– including the Central Bank of Iran – over alleged 

money laundering and sanctions evasion and freezing 

US$1.3bn in assets.37

Although the GCC states are generally in favour of 

containing Iran, the UAE, Oman and Qatar view their 
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economic ties with Iran as a useful source of leverage 

and would therefore be unlikely to attempt to cut such 

ties completely. In the financial year ending March 

2022, the UAE surpassed China as the leading destina-

tion for Iran’s exports, purchasing 68% of the country’s 

non-oil exports.38 In fact, the UAE and Iran have set a 

target of reaching US$30bn in bilateral annual trade by 

2025.39 Iran has also sought to use Dubai’s and Sharjah’s 

financial and shipping networks to circumvent Western 

sanctions. As a result, the US Treasury has imposed 

sanctions on UAE-registered corporations for violating 

US sanctions on Iranian oil and petrochemicals.40 Under 

Western pressure the UAE has taken measures to tighten 

financial regulation and limit sanctions evasion.41

Similarly, Oman has been an important economic 

partner of Iran. Its ports, like those of the UAE, have 

been used to smuggle goods into Iran and evade sanc-

tions.42 More importantly, Omani banks helped Iran 

secure US$57bn in foreign reserve assets following 

the 2015 nuclear deal, and although the US sanctioned 

one of Iran’s most important banks, Bank Saderat, it 

resumed operations in Muscat in May 2017.43 Given its 

greater commitment to diplomacy and neutrality on 

Iran compared to its Gulf neighbours, Oman is unlikely 

to implement financial restrictions targeting the Iranian 

regime or Iranian businesses. Iran has also announced 

the revival of a gas project with Oman, highlighting the 

growth of its energy diplomacy as it seeks to present 

itself as an energy exporter.44 Qatar has also publicly 

opposed the tightening of oil sanctions on Iran and, 

particularly during the Gulf rift-inspired blockade from 

2017–21, expanded cooperation with Iran on multiple 

issues ranging from trade and investment to a planned 

connection of the two countries’ power grids.45

Engagement
The negotiations leading up to the 2015 JCPOA were the 

most significant period of US diplomatic engagement 

with Iran over its nuclear programme. The GCC states 

have been critical of the JCPOA negotiations for two 

main reasons – firstly they have protested against their 

exclusion from the negotiations, advocating a more 

inclusive format that would allow for regional partici-

pation; and secondly they have criticised the JCPOA for 

focusing exclusively on Iran’s nuclear programme and 

setting aside other aspects of Iranian behaviour includ-

ing its missile programme and its support for non-state 

armed groups. The GCC states have instead called for 

comprehensive talks simultaneously addressing all the 

main aspects of Iran’s behaviour, which they see as 

interlinked. Since the GCC states view Iran’s nuclear 

programme as less of a threat to them than its missile 

and UAV programmes and regional activity, they have 

no interest in seeing the US and the rest of the P5+1 

expend the bulk of their sanctions leverage on securing 

nuclear-related commitments from Tehran.

Despite their reservations regarding the JCPOA 

negotiations, the GCC states have converged on the 

need to engage diplomatically with Iran. Saudi Arabia 

has engaged in five rounds of talks with Iran since 2021, 

and Kuwait and the UAE reinstated their ambassadors 

to Tehran in 2022. In March 2023, Saudi Arabia and 

Iran announced a Chinese-facilitated deal for the full 

resumption of bilateral relations, though the param-

eters of the deal, including whether an understanding 

has been reached on Yemen, remain unclear. In general 

the Saudi–Iranian talks have only had partial success. 

It therefore remains unclear if the two sides resolved 

their disagreement on sequencing, wherein Iran 

wanted to restore diplomatic relations before engag-

ing on regional issues, whereas Saudi Arabia previ-

ously insisted on obtaining regional commitments 

from Iran before it re-establishes diplomatic relations. 

It also is not clear that the restoration of relations will 

Table 2: Timeline of GCC–Iran diplomatic relations
Year Event

2016 Crowds attack Saudi diplomatic missions in Iran in protest at 
the execution of Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr. In response, Saudi 
Arabia, Bahrain and Qatar cut ties with Iran, while the UAE 
and Kuwait downgrade ties and recall ambassadors. Oman 
makes no change to its diplomatic representation in Iran.

2017 Qatar reinstates diplomatic relations with Iran in the wake of 
the June 2017 ‘Gulf rift’.47

2019 Saudi Arabia accuses Iran of being responsible for the attack 
on Saudi Aramco facilities in Abqaiq and Khurais.

2021 Saudi Arabia and Iran initiate direct talks at the Baghdad 
Summit. UAE National Security Advisor Shaikh Tahnoon bin 
Zayed visits Tehran to restore relations.

2022 Kuwait and the UAE upgrade relations with Iran and 
reinstate their ambassadors to Tehran. 

2023 Saudi Arabia and Iran announce the restoration of 
diplomatic ties, including the re-opening of embassies.

Source: IISS



Mitigating the risks of an unconstrained Iranian nuclear programme   18    

have a moderating effect on Iran’s regional behav-

iour. The agreement comes in the context of previous 

proxy attacks on Saudi Arabia, and some other attacks 

that were probably stopped by US engagement. For 

instance, according to US and Saudi intelligence, Iran 

was preparing for an attack on Saudi Arabia in October 

2022, but appears to have been dissuaded by US warn-

ings that it would ‘not hesitate to act in the defence of 

[US] interests and partners in the region’.46 If attacks 

and attack-planning stop now that relations are in 

place, engagement will have proved a useful strat-

egy. However, if Iran or its proxies continue to attack 

Saudi Arabia, this particular diplomatic ’breakthrough’ 

will be seen as hollow. Nevertheless, the GCC states 

continue to advocate a negotiated agreement over 

Iran’s nuclear programme. 

One potential area for indirect sanctions relief is UN 

Security Council Resolution 2664 (2022). UNSCR 2664 

was initiated by the US and Ireland to enable humani-

tarian aid while upholding robust sanctions – with 

safeguards to protect against abuse and evasion by 

sanctioned entities, including by establishing report-

ing requirements to ensure detection and mitigation 

of possible aid diversion. UNSCR 2264 could allow the 

US, the UK, and other, like-minded countries to provide 

humanitarian assistance in Iran, including by building 

hospitals, to aid the Iranian people directly without 

benefiting the regime or the IRGC.
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Conclusion

On the current trajectory, it is highly likely that Iran will 

continue down the path towards the development of a 

nuclear-weapons capability, with the West reacting with 

increasing sanctions and tentative diplomatic openings. 

The GCC states have already begun a process of adjust-

ment and realignment of their policies and defensive 

postures to take a nuclear-armed Iran into account. In 

the meantime, China and Russia are both taking advan-

tage of the tactical and operational opportunities pre-

sented by these developments, albeit from different 

perspectives and with different long-term aims. The 

worst possible outcome would be a regional conflict ini-

tiated by a US or Israeli attempt to damage or destroy 

Iran’s nuclear infrastructure, followed by an Iranian 

decision to escalate into a regional war that would cer-

tainly have catastrophic economic and security conse-

quences. As for the possible positive outcomes, the most 

realistic is for Iran and the West to find an equilibrium 

short of weaponisation – with concomitant transpar-

ency – that allows time and space for other approaches 

to deal with the broader threats that Iran poses. 

It is imperative that the West engage with the GCC 

states in seeking such a positive outcome, and there is 

a role for the UK should it choose to support such an 

endeavour. As this report shows, there is increasing, 

if fragile, policy convergence among the GCC states 

and this should be encouraged, specifically in order to 

develop a broader and more far-reaching policy of con-

tainment, deterrence and engagement. If organised and 

coordinated properly, such a policy may help mitigate 

the broader threats Iran poses – including its develop-

ment and proliferation of longer-range weapons and its 

related support for non-state armed groups, including 

through the transfer of military technology. Work is 

required to encourage the GCC states to further con-

verge in their views on the level of threat posed by a 

nuclear-armed Iran and likely regional consequences, 

as well as in recognising the wisdom of a common and 

unified approach. Work also is required to demonstrate 

to the US and Israel that a common approach short of 

war is both desirable and possible, and that abandon-

ing the region to Russian and Chinese influence would 

be unwise. 

It is by no means assured that the GCC states will 

achieve complete convergence in their threat percep-

tions, or in their policy prescriptions for dealing with 

the Iranian problem. At the same time, Russia’s military 

cooperation with Iran could change the military balance 

in the region and shift Saudi Arabia’s calculus away 

from China and Russia and back towards the West. If the 

West does not anticipate and embrace such a shift, the 

consequences for the region could be dire. For instance, 

if the US and other, like-minded states do not increase 

their engagement with Saudi Arabia, particularly in 

order to increase its deterrence capacities and provide 

adequate, credible security assurances, Riyadh is likely 

to begin down the path of developing its own nuclear 

programme. A regional nuclear proliferation cascade, 

once seen as unlikely, would suddenly become a plau-

sible development, creating further regional instability.
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