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Abstinence or Tolerance:
Managing Nuclear
Ambitions in Saudi Arabia

Over the last decade, Saudi officials repeatedly hinted that if Iran
acquired nuclear weapons, Riyadh would be forced to respond in kind. As the
late King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz reportedly warned U.S. officials in 2010, “if
Iran succeeds in developing nuclear weapons, everyone in the region would do
the same, including Saudi Arabia.”1 The following year, former Saudi Director
of General Intelligence Prince Turki al-Faisal publicly stated that in the event
of an Iranian bomb, “It is our duty toward our nation and people to consider all
possible options, including the possession of these [nuclear] weapons.”2 Saudi officials made similar threats between 2013 and 2015 during the negotiations that led
to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) between the P5 + 1 and
Iran, including declaring that Saudi Arabia would develop dual-use enrichment
technology to hedge against Iran.3 These threats initially rang hollow: not only
did the Kingdom lack both the technical capacity and economic rationale for
building fuel enrichment plants—having no power reactors it needed to fuel—it
also risked incurring the wrath of the international community.4
However, after the completion of the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA), the landmark Iranian nuclear deal, a more coherent Saudi
nuclear hedging strategy came into focus. Instead of making empty threats,
Saudi Arabia began to invest in its latent capacity to produce nuclear weapons
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by, as one analyst wrote, “building the physical infrastructure, developing the
human capital, and acquiring the necessary technology for large-scale nuclear
power programs,” all under the guise of an ostensibly peaceful energy diversification plan.5 The Saudis knew Iran would be able to mass produce and stockpile
enriched uranium once the physical constraints over its uranium enrichment
program expired in 15 years under the terms of the JCPOA;6 the nuclear deal
effectively bought Riyadh, as another analyst assessed, “a decade during which
they [could] continue with their nuclear push to better prepare themselves for
Tehran’s rise.”7 As Prince Turki al Faisal admitted in January 2016, Saudi
Arabia jumpstarted “a very extensive training and skills acquisition program” in
the nuclear sector so that “by the time 15 years from now has passed – when
supposedly [the JCPOA] will be coming to an end – we should be in full stride
in terms of human capacity for our own development of peaceful uses of
nuclear energy.”8 President Donald Trump’s decision to withdraw the United
States from the JCPOA in April 2018 only accelerated this countdown clock
for the Saudis.
Over the last year, Saudi Arabia took a concrete step toward realizing this hedge
strategy by soliciting bids to build the first of its
16 planned nuclear power reactors, including
ver the last year,
from the U.S.-based Westinghouse.9 As part
Saudi Arabia took a
of this process, U.S. officials including Energy
Secretary Rick Perry met with the top
concrete step
echelon of Saudi leadership in December
toward realizing its
2017 and throughout the winter of 2018 to
nuclear hedging
discuss negotiations over a nuclear cooperation
agreement, which is required by U.S. law in
strategy.
order to transfer nuclear materials, equipment,
or components.10
At the same time, Saudi officials fired a shot across the bow by expressing
potential interest in an indigenous enrichment program, a crucial step toward
the bomb that could be taken without running afoul of the global nonproliferation
regime.11 As head of the Saudi nuclear energy institute, Hashim bin Abdullah
Yamani announced in October 2017, the Kingdom is preparing to mine domestic
sources of uranium ore as a “step towards self-sufficiency in producing nuclear
fuel.”12 In December 2017, Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih implicitly justified
the development of enrichment technology by emphasizing, “whatever we do is
going to be under strict compliance with international agreements,” but “we
have large resources of uranium,” and “we will not deprive ourselves of accessing
our natural resources.”13 As Yamani and al-Falih are no doubt well aware, Saudi
Arabia is allowed to enrich uranium under the peaceful uses clause of the
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), so long as it places all nuclear activities
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under international safeguards and abides by Article II obligations not to manufacture nuclear weapons. By building nuclear reactors to establish demand for
enriched fuel and then extracting uranium ore, the Saudis are positioning themselves to hedge against Iran without breaking international rules.14
The problem is that the Saudi hedge strategy runs the risk of setting off an arms
race in the Middle East. In contrast to traditional nuclear weapons races, the strategic game between Iran and Saudi Arabia is more likely to spiral into a competition over the buildup of nuclear latency—the technical capacity to produce
atomic weapons on short notice.15 Indeed, this is a perennial fear among Israeli
and American defense officials. In 2015, former Defense Secretary Robert Gates
worried that Iranian latency “will provoke other countries in the region to
pursue equivalent nuclear capabilities, almost certainly Saudi Arabia.”16 The
next year, Israeli Defense Minister Moshe Ya’alon announced, “We see signs
that countries in the Arab world are preparing to acquire nuclear weapons, that
they are not willing to sit quietly with Iran on brink of a nuclear or atomic
bomb."17
Going forward, the recent withdrawal of the United States from the JCPOA
leaves Iran in a prime position to ramp up its enrichment activities again,
perhaps in a gambit to blackmail the Europeans for sanctions relief.18 As a
result, Saudi Arabia could soon face incentives to expand upon its initial investments in nuclear technology to match Iranian enrichment capabilities, thereby
pushing both sides toward the edge of the proliferation cliff. Even more worrisome,
in March 2018, Saudi Crown Prince Muhammed bin Salman made the peaceful
nature of the Kingdom’s nuclear program conditional on Iranian behavior:
“Saudi Arabia does not want to acquire any nuclear bomb, but without a doubt,
if Iran developed a nuclear bomb, we will follow suit as soon as possible.”19
Given the clear proliferation risks, Saudi Arabia’s adoption of a hedging strategy raises an important question: how should the United States attempt to manage
the Saudi nuclear program? The conventional wisdom among nonproliferation
advocates is that the United States must take decisive action against the Saudi
nuclear program to forestall this looming “arms race in the Middle East.”20 According to this argument, the resumption of bilateral talks over a nuclear cooperation
agreement provides a prime opportunity for U.S. officials to pressure the Saudis
into foreswearing the acquisition of enrichment and reprocessing (ENR) technology—the so-called “Gold Standard” cooperation agreement. The Trump administration appears to be following this policy. In testimony before the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee on May 24, 2018, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo stated,
“we have told [the Saudis] we want a gold-standard Section 123 Agreement
from them, which would not permit them to enrich. That is simply all I’ve
asked of Iran, as well.”21 According to Daryl Kimball, director of the Arms
Control Association, anything less than the Gold Standard agreement would
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constitute a “disturbing and counterproductive” outcome.22 Any other agreement,
according to Kimball and nuclear policy experts Kingston Reif and Kelsey Davenport, would mean “the prospects for a dangerous and destabilizing nuclear fuelmaking race in the Middle East will greatly increase.”23 Henry Sokolski and
William Tobey, two nuclear experts and former U.S. government officials, have
gone so far as to argue that pushing the Gold Standard “is the right thing to do
and anyone who knows anything should know that attempting to do anything
less would be absurd.”24
Of course, it is laudable to strive for an ideal future in which there is no longer
any nuclear latency in the Middle East, and all countries in the region adhere to
the most binding and indefinite pledges to forgo the most sensitive nodes of the
nuclear fuel cycle. But that ideal goal is at odds with facts on the ground, given
Iran’s mastery of uranium enrichment and the ongoing investments in nuclear
energy technology by the Saudis.25 The unfortunate reality is that Saudi Arabia
is unlikely to curtail options for hedging against the reconstitution of Iran’s
nuclear program, especially with the future of the JCPOA in doubt. Moreover,
a nuclear cooperation agreement with Gold
Standard constraints on enrichment may not
old Standard
be the best way for Washington to influence
constraints may not
Riyadh’s nuclear ambitions. If Iran ratchets up
its nuclear capabilities down the road, this
be the best way for
type of total abstinence pledge could pressure
Washington to
the Saudis into giving birth to an enrichment
program in secret. Instead, a standard nuclear
inﬂuence Riyadh’s
cooperation agreement is superior because it
nuclear ambitions.
would require Riyadh to seek prior consent
from Washington before developing enrichment or reprocessing technology that utilizes U.S. material or technology,
which could both increase U.S. control over Saudi Arabia and even inject
caution into prior Iranian calculations.
This article provides a comprehensive assessment of how the Saudi nuclear
program is likely to evolve and impact regional security dynamics under three
nuclear cooperation frameworks with the United States: (1) a standard agreement
that gives Washington veto power over many forms of enrichment and reprocessing in Saudi Arabia; (2) an augmented Gold Standard agreement wherein Riyadh
forfeits all enrichment and reprocessing activities; or (3) no agreement at all in
favor of technology denial. Our analysis supports the conclusion of a standard
nuclear cooperation agreement between the United States and Saudi Arabia to
achieve longstanding nonproliferation objectives in the Middle East.
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The Power of Prior Consent
In order to assess the potential dangers of a nuclear deal with Saudi Arabia, it is
useful to first understand the basics of how U.S. nuclear cooperation agreements
work. The core objective of these pacts—often known as “123 agreements” after
the relevant section of the U.S. Atomic Energy Act—is to minimize the risk of
nuclear proliferation by setting strict rules for how recipient countries use American nuclear equipment and materials.26 To be clear, the agreement is not a
business contract or even a promissory note to build reactors or transfer nuclear
materials; it merely establishes a legal framework for cooperation between the
United States and the partner nation and provides for the strict nonproliferation
commitments governing that cooperation.
The relative strength of the nonproliferation commitments in these agreements
varies along a spectrum. On one end, the pacts signed with Japan (1987),
EURATOM (1995) and India (2008) grant U.S. consent to these cooperating
partners to enrich uranium and reprocess used nuclear fuel.27 At the other end,
the United Arab Emirates (2009) and Taiwan (2013) are the only countries
with so-called “Gold Standard” 123 agreements that completely forbid the development or possession of ENR technology.28
Of the 23 agreements in force, however, the vast
uclear
majority adhere to a standard set of mechanisms to
inhibit proliferation. The potential recipient must
cooperation would
agree to a laundry list of conditions including,
provide the U.S.
among other things, a pledge not to use materials or
equipment subject to the agreement for military purenhanced inﬂuence
poses, not to develop or acquire nuclear weapons, to
into the Saudi
establish effective physical security measures and to
refrain from enriching or reprocessing U.S.-origin
nuclear energy
nuclear material without prior consent from Washingprogram.
ton.29 Non-nuclear weapon states must also accept
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards on all nuclear facilities. If the country builds its nuclear reactor infrastructure with American assistance, this prior consent clause becomes quite powerful, as
it effectively gives Washington a veto on whether the recipient can produce
weapons-usable material using U.S.-supplied nuclear fuel and equipment.
How might this type of standard 123 agreement impact the Saudi enrichment
calculus and regional security dynamics with Iran? We identify two main effects—
one on Saudi Arabia and one on Iran itself.
First, nuclear cooperation would provide the United States with enhanced
insight and influence into the evolution of the Saudi nuclear energy program. If
and when it becomes operational, the nature of the Saudi nuclear energy
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program would generate important international and domestic political obstacles
to developing nuclear weapons, which would help counterbalance its increased
technical capacity for doing so. For one thing, due to its rudimentary indigenous
capabilities, Saudi Arabia will be highly dependent on imports of nuclear technology and materials, rendering its energy program extremely vulnerable to sanctions
should it begin pursuing nuclear weapons or engaging in other suspicious nuclear
activities.30 Announcing an interest in nuclear energy has already attracted greater
scrutiny of Saudi Arabia’s nuclear intentions, and the international community’s
ability to monitor Riyadh’s nuclear activities will only be increased by the safeguards and international trade that comes with an expanding nuclear energy
program.
Precisely for these reasons, U.S. involvement in the Saudi energy program
might have nonproliferation benefits that outweigh the costs. By providing
Saudi Arabia with nuclear materials, equipment, or technology, Washington
will have greater access to and leverage over the future direction of the Saudi
program, rather than ceding control to suppliers like Russia or China. These
countries are likely to provide the technology regardless of what Washington
thinks, and would undoubtedly require weaker commitments.31 Former Nuclear
Regulatory Commissioner Victor Gilinsky and aforementioned nuclear expert
Henry Sokolski have argued that Saudi Arabia is unlikely to be interested in
Russian or Chinese reactors and instead would prefer South Korea as a supplier.32
Even if this is true, though, Gilinsky and Sokolski themselves note that the nuclear
cooperation agreement between Saudi Arabia and South Korea is far laxer than
the conditions in a standard U.S. 123 agreement. The United States could help
fill these nonproliferation gaps by concluding a nuclear pact with Riyadh.
The prior consent clause would give the United States significant control over
how Saudi Arabia pursues sensitive enrichment technology. The nuclear
cooperation framework between the United States and the Republic of Korea
(ROK) provides an illustrative model. South Korea constructed its domestic
nuclear reactor infrastructure based on Westinghouse technology in the 1970s,
and then established itself as one of the leading suppliers of civil nuclear construction services with the sale of four modern reactors to the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) in 2009. This move into the global supply market required close
cooperation with the United States to export to, and construct reactors in,
other countries.33 Seoul repeatedly pushed for prior consent from Washington
to enrich uranium and reprocess spent reactor waste at commercial scale.34 Yet
successive U.S. administrations refused to grant prior consent, thereby limiting
the development of ENR technology beyond laboratory scale experiments in
the ROK. In 2015, the United States and South Korea signed a new nuclear
cooperation agreement that called for the establishment of a joint commission
to study the economic and technical viability of enrichment and a unique form
32
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of spent waste reprocessing technology in South Korea.35 However, while this
agreement opens the door for possible South Korean enrichment or reprocessing
of U.S.-origin material, it does not commit the United States to allowing South
Korean enrichment or reprocessing. The take-home point for Saudi Arabia is
that a standard nuclear cooperation agreement with prior consent sets the foundation for Washington to constrain Riyadh’s enrichment trajectory over the
long term.
Second, by providing Saudi Arabia with a readily
standard Saudiobservable channel to signal its intent to pursue
enrichment technology, the prior consent clause in
U.S. 123 agreement
the standard 123 agreement could bestow Riyadh
could deter Tehran
and Washington with the means to deter Tehran
from ratcheting up its own enrichment activities in
from ratcheting up
the future. Given the recent exit of the United
its own enrichment
States from the JCPOA, Iran may be tempted to
activities.
increase its nuclear latency in a calculated manner
to put pressure on the Europeans or probe nonproliferation red lines in the future. Just as the South
Koreans have long pushed for advance consent on peaceful commercial
grounds, the Saudis appear to be laying the foundation now to seek out U.S.
support for enrichment down the road. But to make this case, Riyadh would
have to justify the development of front-end nuclear fuel cycle services and
conduct a diplomatic campaign in Washington well in advance.
Although the prior consent clause was not designed for this purpose, recent
research demonstrates that nations sometimes can leverage discernable steps
toward the bomb to practice deterrence or even compel concessions.36 Applied
to the Saudi case, Iran might worry that if it did not restrain its own enrichment
program, the United States might grant Saudi Arabia prior consent to pursue commercial fuel enrichment. It is true that Washington has long been opposed to the
spread of enrichment and reprocessing capabilities, and the Nuclear Suppliers
Group (NSG)—the main multinational export control regime for nuclear trade
—calls for supplier restraint in transferring these technologies.37 Yet, Saudi
Arabia would not be the first friendly country to receive more favorable treatment
in this area; as noted above, the United States already grants prior consent to
Japan, EURATOM, and India.
The standard 123 could thereby prove to have a stabilizing effect on regional
security by incentivizing Iran to exercise restraint, lest Saudi Arabia gain
consent from the United States to move forward with its own enrichment
program. Of course, this strategy could backfire by igniting an enrichment arms
race between the Saudis and the Iranians. Moreover, signing a standard 123 agreement with Saudi Arabia would give the UAE the legal right to seek revision to the
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terms of its own agreement with the United States in order to remove their Gold
Standard provisions, potentially complicating regional dynamics further.38 As
national security experts and former U.S. government officials Mieke Eoyang
and Ambassador Laura Holgate explain, the UAE 123 agreement included a
clause that “bound the U.S. to impose those same conditions [e.g. Gold Standard
restrictions] in future agreements with other countries in the region, or if not, to
lift them on the UAE.”39 In the wake of the JCPOA, for instance, several highranking UAE officials toyed with the idea of renegotiating the Gold Standard constraints because they claimed that Iran had achieved a more favorable position in
the region with its enrichment program.40
In order to manage these risks, Washington could consider modifications of a
standard 123 agreement with Saudi Arabia without requiring the Gold Standard:
namely, a Saudi declaration of intent (rather than political commitment) to
refrain from any enrichment or reprocessing; and/or requiring the establishment
of a joint commission, as in the ROK agreement, which would study the implications of enrichment or reprocessing in Saudi Arabia before granting Washington’s approval to utilize U.S. technology or materials to that end. This latter
step would strengthen the prior consent clause by establishing a formal consultation process through which the United States could gauge Saudi intentions
and influence their decision making. Former U.S. nuclear negotiator Robert
Einhorn recently suggested other possible modifications, such as a shorter duration
for the agreement (15 instead of the standard 25 years), or a shorter-term commitment not to enrich or reprocess.41
Most important, the United States should seek Saudi adherence to the
Additional Protocol (AP)—a legal agreement that would give the IAEA
additional tools to verify the peaceful nature
of Riyadh’s nuclear activities. The conclusion
ost important,
of an AP would not require Saudi Arabia to
foreswear enrichment or reprocessing, but it
the United States
would enhance the ability of the IAEA to
should seek Saudi
monitor Saudi Arabia’s nuclear program and
adherence to the
increase confidence that Riyadh is not concealing covert nuclear activities with possible miliAdditional Protocol.
tary dimensions. In contrast to the Gold
Standard, which is extremely uncommon,
more than 130 countries have Additional Protocol agreements in force including
Middle Eastern countries like the United Arab Emirates, Turkey, and Jordan.42
Iran started provisional implementation of the AP as part of its JCPOA obligations, which should make it easier for Riyadh to accept politically.43

M

34

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ SUMMER 2018

Abstinence or Tolerance

The Golden Touch
To be sure, even with these modifications, a standard 123 agreement would leave
open a few pathways for Saudi Arabia to pursue enrichment technology. With
enrichment and reprocessing not formally barred by the agreement, Riyadh
could conduct laboratory experiments on enrichment methods without approval
from Washington, so long as these safeguarded activities relied upon purely indigenous or non-U.S. technology, equipment, and materials. The Saudis could then
scale this domestic enrichment program up into a pilot fuel enrichment plant, but
this step would require prior consent if they intended to use nuclear materials or
equipment subject to the U.S.-Saudi agreement. This is a core reason that some
argue Riyadh must go beyond the typical nonproliferation assurances in the standard 123 by requiring the so-called “Gold Standard.”
As noted above, the two recent Gold Standard agreements were atypical. Mark
Hibbs, a nuclear nonproliferation expert from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, points out that even though Washington wielded unique power
over the Emirates and Taipei, some U.S. officials and lawmakers still attempted
“to universalize the UAE no-ENR provision as a ‘gold standard’ for all future agreements.”44 Yet this quest for the Gold Standard ran into geopolitical challenges
with other states “because the United States enjoys far less leverage, and may
have overriding policy goals, in these cases.”45 With Russia and Japan lined up
to build nuclear reactors in Vietnam, for instance, Washington lacked the bargaining power to force Hanoi to accept a legal no-ENR pledge during negotiations over
its 2014 nuclear cooperation agreement, and instead settled for a nonbinding Vietnamese political statement that it did not intend to acquire enrichment technology, and instead would rely on the international market for fuel.46
At this early stage of nuclear development in the Kingdom, it is conceivable
that Washington may be able to put lucrative enough rewards on the table to
induce Riyadh into forfeiting enrichment.47 The United States has long used military arms sales and security assurances as tools to dampen the nuclear ambitions of
allies.48 However, Saudi Arabia already receives significant outlays of arms and
support from the United States, so Riyadh might use the 123 negotiations as an
opportunity to push again for an enhanced or even formal U.S. defense commitment.49 Such a request would be politically controversial in Washington, the
Trump administration’s pro-Saudi stance notwithstanding. The close strategic
relationship between the United States and Saudi Arabia also makes it difficult
for U.S. officials to make arms sales conditional on Riyadh accepting the Gold
Standard; the threat is simply not credible.50 While the United States did threaten
to withhold military assistance from nations in actual pursuit of enrichment or
reprocessing technology in the past, it would be an unprecedented move to
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coerce Riyadh into publicly and prospectively renouncing its unrealized enrichment options.
Moreover, Saudi Arabia has argued that a legal pledge to forgo ENR represents
“an unacceptable infringement on its national sovereignty.”51 In fact, the United
States and Saudi Arabia have been in periodic discussions since 2012 over the
terms of a nuclear cooperation agreement. In the past, according to Reuters,
Saudi officials flatly refused to “sign an agreement with Washington that would
deprive it of enriching uranium.”52 With foreign suppliers such as France,
Russia, South Korea, China, or perhaps even Pakistan once again cued up to
bid on Saudi nuclear energy contracts, U.S. negotiators face a herculean task to
persuade Saudi Arabia to accept the full Gold Standard.53
Despite these odds, some argue that the United States must persevere in future
rounds of 123 negotiations because the benefits of the Gold Standard are clear and
manifold, especially when applied to a country with a track record of threatening
to match Iran’s nuclear capabilities. The Gold Standard would make it more difficult and risky for Saudi Arabia to use its aboveboard civil nuclear energy program
as the foundation to breakout to the bomb, a la India in 1974.54 If the Saudis are
ever detected pursuing ENR at any level (from bench-scale experiments to pilot
projects and full-scale plants), the United States could use the Gold Standard provisions to terminate all assistance and contracts, even if the investments draw from
purely indigenous materials and technologies. By turning the nuclear program into
a sort of hostage, the Gold Standard may be able to dissuade Saudi Arabia from
straying off the civil nuclear pathway.
But the Gold Standard proponents overlook one rather serious downside: even
if Washington managed to convince Riyadh, a total abstinence pledge could
create a perverse incentive for Saudi Arabia
to “sneak out” to the bomb with a clandestine
total Saudi ENR
enrichment and weapons program.55 Assuming
a strict follow-on agreement to the JCPOA is
abstinence pledge
not negotiated, Iran will be in an optimal poscould create a perition to ratchet up its nuclear latency by claimverse incentive to
ing that the United States reneged on the deal
in April 2018. If the Iranian program moves
"sneak out" to the
toward the cusp of the bomb again, the Gold
bomb clandestinely.
Standard pledge would prohibit Saudi Arabia
from developing any type of enrichment technology in response. In this context, Riyadh
might feel compelled to violate the Gold Standard commitment by secretly building a small fuel enrichment plant as a means to balance against Tehran’s weapons
production capability.
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While Saudi Arabia lacks the technological base to quickly master enrichment
technology in secret today, it seems to be taking steps to be able to move down
such a proliferation pathway in the future. As al-Faisal made clear in 2016, the prospect of an unconstrained Iranian nuclear program is the precise reason why “the
Kingdom’s program for capacity building on the issue of nuclear energy is so vital
and necessary and important.”56 Once Saudi Arabia has a proficient well-managed
nuclear program in place, mastery of simple gas centrifuge technology could be
within its reach.57 According to research by Scott Kemp at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, the indigenous development of first-generation gas centrifuges has taken countries an average of just 24 months.58 To be sure, this
would be an extraordinary gambit fraught with high risks of detection given
U.S. insight into the nuclear energy program. But it may well be the position
that the Gold Standard pushes Saudi Arabia into if relations continue to deteriorate with Iran.

The Folly of Technology Denial
If Saudi Arabia rejects the Gold Standard assurance, some advocate for the United
States to focus efforts instead on denying Riyadh access to nuclear technology.59
Since the Saudis have balked at legally-binding provisions over ENR in the
past, U.S. officials should anticipate how to move forward in the face of continued
resistance from Riyadh to the Gold Standard. The argument here is that the transfer of nuclear technology and knowledge to Saudi Arabia under the standard 123
will increase the risk of proliferation far too much. On initial consideration, this
logic appears to be sound. Academic studies have found that this sort of nuclear
cooperation agreement can increase the odds of countries pursuing or acquiring
nuclear weapons, particularly when they are in unstable security environments,
which Saudi Arabia certainly is.60 Nuclear technology is dual-use, so gaining technology or expertise in the civilian sector inherently increases a state’s capability to
produce nuclear weapons.61
Yet this misses the point when it comes to Saudi
iyadh is going to
Arabia: it is going to get nuclear reactor technology
get nuclear reactor
one way or another, whether it comes from the
United States or other eager suppliers listed earlier.
technology,
An international embargo on nuclear cooperation
whether it comes
with Saudi Arabia is simply not a viable political
option; indeed, much of the nonproliferation regime
from the U.S. or
is premised on the notion that states that make nonsomeone else.
proliferation commitments should be able to benefit
from peaceful nuclear technology (Article IV). As a
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party to the Nonproliferation Treaty since 1988, Saudi Arabia is likely to find
willing sellers of nuclear reactors, so long at it appears to be devoting its
program to peaceful purposes.
With Saudi officials carefully laying the groundwork to justify the aboveboard
peaceful pursuit of nuclear reactors, uranium ore extraction, and perhaps even
enrichment technology, Washington should be under no illusions about its unilateral ability to inhibit Riyadh’s nuclear trajectory in the absence of a nuclear
cooperation framework. The subsequent evolution of the Saudi nuclear program
will depend upon the geostrategic interests of the suppliers that rush in to fill
the vacuum. To be sure, Russia and China may want to sell the Kingdom complete
packages of nuclear fuel cycle services that would undercut the need for indigenous
enrichment. But it is hard to anticipate the level of influence Moscow or Beijing
would be willing and able to wield over Riyadh’s nuclear ambitions; the same goes
for South Korea.
If Saudi Arabia finds itself with few constraints over the pursuit of enrichment
technology, it could even seek out offers from foreign suppliers to openly build
fuel enrichment plants in the Kingdom. Nuclear nonproliferation expert and
former U.S. government official Fred McGoldrick points out that for almost
four decades, no member of the venerable Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG)
has “transferred enrichment or reprocessing technologies to countries that did
not already possess these capabilities.”62 Although it currently adheres to NSG
guidelines, Pakistan may be willing to supply centrifuge technology down the
road (as it has in the past) if it fails to gain NSG membership.63 In September
2015, for instance, a former Pakistani official suggested that Islamabad should
offer “civilian nuclear cooperation to developing countries, including Islamic
countries [e.g., Saudi Arabia],” by setting up procurement channels outside of
the NSG.64
Once Saudi Arabia builds up its nuclear reactor base and uranium extraction
program, it would then be in a prime position to integrate Pakistani centrifuge
technology into the front end of the nuclear fuel cycle. Indeed, there are longstanding rumors to the effect that Pakistan and Saudi Arabia might engage in
secret nuclear cooperation; and while the possibility of an outright transfer of
Pakistani nuclear weapons to Riyadh may be far-fetched, aboveboard collaboration on dual-use nuclear technology like enrichment certainly is plausible.65

Nuclear Latency and Arms Race Stability in the Middle East
In an ideal world, neither Iran nor Saudi Arabia would invest in nuclear technology with the potential to produce the fissile material at the core of the
bomb. As Secretary of State Pompeo made clear in his May 2018 Senate
38
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testimony, the Trump administration wants to achieve this goal by pressuring
Iran to give up its enrichment program altogether, while also demanding the
Saudis forfeit enrichment under a Gold Standard 123 agreement.66 But inhibiting proliferation and managing the regional security landscape in the Middle East
requires recognizing hard facts about nuclear latency.
Iran became a latent nuclear power over a decade
nhibiting proliferago by mastering uranium enrichment technology.
President Trump’s decision to exit from the
ation in the Middle
JCPOA in April 2018 means that Iran may cease
East requires
complying with the physical constraints over its
nuclear program. Tehran could decide at any point
recognizing hard
to exploit the dual-use nature of enrichment technolfacts about nuclear
ogy to walk back to the cusp of the bomb, all while
latency.
maintaining plausible deniability about its intentions. Even before the JCPOA ended up on life
support, Saudi Arabia launched an effort to enhance
its nuclear latency by building up human capacity and industrial infrastructure
in the nuclear energy sector; Saudi energy officials also started to test out
talking points for the aboveboard pursuit of enrichment down the road. As the
contours of this hedging strategy come into focus, the United States cannot
afford to reach another impasse with Saudi Arabia over the terms of a nuclear
cooperation agreement.
Larger forces have steadily limited the efficacy of policy responses available to
the United States. As the American nuclear industry continues to shrink and lose
market share, it is becoming increasingly difficult for Washington to regulate
access to nuclear technology around the world.67 While technology denial and
the threat of coercive sanctions have dissuaded many countries from pursuing
illicit nuclear-weapons programs, these nonproliferation policy levers are less credible against an ally that pursues nuclear technology in full compliance with international safeguards to monitor peaceful use, and even less effective when the
country can turn to many alternative suppliers.68 The implication is that the
United States also has limited leverage to pressure countries into foreswearing
ENR technology. Indeed, most of the 123 agreements in force today were negotiated during the bygone halcyon era of U.S. dominance over the global nuclear
industry.
The upshot is that the prior consent clause in the standard 123 agreement provides the United States with a tool for inhibiting the development of ENR technology, which has so far proven successful in even technically sophisticated
countries such as South Korea. When combined with Saudi adherence to the
Additional Protocol, this would provide the United States with significant leverage and insight into the Saudi nuclear program. If stage-managed properly,
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Washington could even use discussions over granting Riyadh advance consent to
enrich as a way to rein in Tehran’s nuclear ambitions in a post-JCPOA world.
By contrast, demanding the Gold Standard is unlikely to succeed; even if it
does, it could create perverse incentives for a covert enrichment program in
response to Iranian nuclear advances. Abstaining from any nuclear cooperation
with Saudi Arabia, meanwhile, would deprive the United States of the leverage
that comes with being a supplier, leaving the United States on the sidelines
while Riyadh develops a nuclear energy program with the help of other nuclear
suppliers.
As Russia, China, and other states rapidly supplant the United States as dominant suppliers of nuclear technology, Washington must engage with countries like
Saudi Arabia in order to maintain its nonproliferation influence.69 As scholar of
Middle East security policy James Russel from the Naval Postgraduate School
noted back in 2012, one benefit from Saudi Arabia’s shift toward a “calculated
hedging strategy” is that it “buys both the elites [in Riyadh] and the United
States time to resolve the sources of regional instability.”70 In this geopolitical
context, signing a standard 123 agreement would not only be consistent with
decades of U.S. policy;71 it would put the United States in the most advantageous
position for influencing the future of the Saudi nuclear program in the shadow of
Iranian enrichment.
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