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Transcript of UANI Short Film on the 30 Years After Conference

Master of Ceremonies: So lets ask two ambassadors to give us their insights on the election campaign, the results, and the aftermath.

Ambassador R. James Woolsey: Well, I think that the Obama administration’s lack of willingness to take sides before the Iranian election was understandable given their decision to proceed with negotiations with the Iranian government, and probably understandable from the point of view of not wanting the United States to look as if it were interfering with the Iranian election. But once the election occurred, once it was clearly stolen, and once the demonstrators took to the street, in my mind, the situation changed substantially.  And, speaking out in favor of the demonstrators being able to peacefully assemble, and critically of the Basiji and other members of the revolutionary guard killing some of the demonstrators should have been a clearly seen need as far as I am concerned by President Obama and his administration. I wish we had been as clear as French president Sarkozy. We were not. And under those circumstances, I wish we had been as clear as Ronald Reagan was with respect to what he said with what was going on in Poland in the early 1980’s.  But, we were not. And under the circumstances in which hundreds of thousands of Iranians are taking to the streets to protest a stolen election, and some of them are being killed, to say under those circumstances that there is no difference essentially between Mousavi, and Ahmadinejad, I think was a very big mistake. 

Ambassador Mark Wallace: A couple quick comments to the election: I think that on the election itself, or what appears as being called an election, I think that one of the things we all know in this community, this audience frankly sitting before us, is the Iranian population is not monolithic. And, I think what we are seeing right now, again with these demonstrations, is I think there is some support for Mousavi. I think you are also seeing a call for action by the people against the theocratic regime. They want change. They want an aggressive change in some manner.  Again not a monolithic population, so you are seeing a real driving force. Whatever this is, I think it’s too early to call it a revolution. Maybe, it’s a pre-revolution. Something is happening there, and I think whatever we get through this period, it will not be the same again. So, I think we should a take hope that there will be a difference, hopefully, a great enough difference that it will matter on the future of Iran, and the future of this issue, the Iranian nuclear problem particularly. In terms of our response, I think that you can look at the response of the administration in a couple ways: In defense of the administration, there certainly is strategic imperative to not be perceived as meddling in the internal affairs of any country, including Iran, and I think that is the posture that the administration is taking not meddle in the internal affairs as so it is not used inappropriately. The other side of the argument, if you will, is President Obama in his inaugural address extended an outstretched hand to the Iranian regime.  In Cairo, he effectively called for change across this Islamic world. Right now, we are postured, if you will, as the superpower. President Obama is the new start on the world stage has called for change across the world, the Middle East. People have responded to that change, at least in part. And I think (that due) to the extent that people in Iran have responded to that change, it is up to our country, this president, and this administration to stand by those that are answering that call for change. I do believe the moral imperative, rather than the strategic negotiating imperative compels a more robust American response. I think that the President should be more robust in expressing solidarity with those people that frankly have answered his call for change. 

Ambassador R. James Woolsey: The Persians invented chess, and they’re good at it. They’re now; they’ve been playing this game for some years. They have a pawn headed down to the King’s row to be converted into the most lethal piece on the board, the queen, and its almost there. In the meantime, they have other pieces- Syria, Hezbollah, parts of Lebanon, Hamas, Muctan al Sadr- that they move around in order to distract the opponent and pave the way for the pawn to be converted to extreme lethality. They are doing it well, and they have suckered in each American administration since 1979. I think that we have a chance of something different, maybe with Mousavi coming out of what’s going on there now.  If that happens then give it a week of so, and see if they completely stop their nuclear program. If not, and certainly if Ahmadinejad and Khamenei come out in their current partnership in control of this current situation, we should, I think, move quite promptly to cutting off by using our own economic leverage, even if we don’t have much support from Allies, doing everything we possible can to cut off Iran’s imports of refined petroleum products including gasoline. They import about 40% of their gasoline and diesel because they don’t have enough refineries. And, we ought to go further. We ought to terminate any correspondent banking relationship between any American and any entity in the world, bank or otherwise that has economic relations with Iran. This is made somewhat easier by the beginnings of our pulling out of the recession, and the banking industry beginning to come around. I think that it is time to be decisive about this, or we are going to find Iran with a nuclear weapon. They already have enough low enriched uranium. Al-barra Dai, International Atomic Energy Agency, everybody knows this. They have enough low enriched uranium. Using the same procedures of cascading centrifuges that they have used to produce that low enriched uranium to enrich it up to 90% or more bomb-grade, and just because they are only at 5% now doesn’t mean they are only 5% of the way up there. They are well over half way there, the way the system works. So, all they have to do is enrich for a bit more time, and they have at least one bombs worth of material. They set that off in the desert, or much worse, of course, in a fishing boat crewed by Hezbollah either in New York or Tel Aviv harbor, and they are a world power. Even if they set it off in the northern desert they are a world power, and the design of the weapon is not hard. If what you want is a primitive nuclear weapon, it’s on the websites, the design is. Graduate students in American universities figure out how to do this all the time. This is not tough. Its tough to design something that could go in the nose cone of a missile, and to get sophisticated yield to weight ratios and so forth, but to just have something nuclear that goes “boom,” that has a mushroom cloud, and emits some radioactivity, and has a kiloton or two or three of explosive power is unfortunately not that hard to do once you have the highly enriched uranium, and they are very close to being able to have that. So, we don’t have a lot of time, many months, to sit around here and speculate and talk about engaging, and so forth. If something reasonable appears to come out of the current situation in Iran, lets talk for very few weeks, two or three. If nothing reasonable comes out, then in either case I think we need to do the same thing, and use absolutely, decisively, and totally now every bit of economic power we’ve got to break the regimes power. 

Master of Ceremonies:  Regarding the fact that North Korea is now threatening to launch a missile towards Hawaii, do you think that is a game changer?

Ambassador Mark Wallace: Well, I think that there are some analogies between the North Korean nuclear program and the Iran nuclear program, the file if you will. There are also some differences. I think that the reality is that I was recently optimistic about dissention resolution that came out of the Security Council. I thought that the um… That might have been the first time I’ve ever said that about a sanctions resolution to be on the Security Council. But, there was some good language in there about interdicting ships, and there is some language indicating that we will at least confront some of the shipping, which is farther than we have gone before, so I think that there is some optimism there. Secretary Gates has said some very interesting and compelling things about North Korea. The difference in terms I think… The big difference in the file, the issue if you will, is the development of a nuclear-armed Iran is incredibly consequential. I am not saying that North Korea is not consequential. They’re absolutely consequential. John Bolton says it. Jim says it. I say it. But look at the Middle East; you look at the destabilizing influence of Iran already in the Middle East. You saw that in the video prior to this discussion. Dennis Ross talked about the influences. Fouad Ajami talked about the influence of Iran in the Middle East. Look at the destabilizing influence that Iran already plays in the region, whether its Hamas, Hezbollah, and the way they act. Look at the way the regime is acting right now in response to the demonstrators on the street. Now imagine if you will, how Iran acts if it let off a nuclear weapon in the desert as Jim said. I think that their behavior becomes very, very different. Dennis Ross, our former colleague who is now in the administration, uses the Sopranos’ analogy. I think it is a very compelling analogy. Tony Soprano armed with a nuclear weapon would be much more thuggish in his behavior than he would with just his machine guns. Either way, he is still a thug. So, I think that there are similarities and there are differences. I agree with Jim. I feel very strongly, VERY strongly that the window of opportunity for economic pressure is now. Jim is right of course that there have been many, many attempts, or many administrations to deal with North Korea as well as Iran, and diplomatically they have failed to date. Right now, we are sitting at a unique time. We’ve never had the global financial conditions that we have for the opportunity for individuals, organizations like out own and countries to put economic pressure on a regime that is susceptible to economic pressure in Iran, number one, and number 2, you have to view the events on the streets of both Tehran as consequential and perhaps different. So, I would assert that at lest in recent memory, maybe ever, the incredible consequence of the financial situation of the world, depressed oil prices, whatever is happening in Iran on the streets right now, those are unique big opportunities for us to exhort financial pressure. Also, I think that the Iranians are more susceptible to financial pressure in some way than the North Koreans. If you want an example... Not to contradict myself, if you want an example, Kim Jong-Il was susceptible to freezing 25 million dollars in Banque Delta Asia because he used it to keep his generals happy with luxury goods, and buying his fine food and wine. 25 million dollars! Jim made a point that Jim and I talk about a lot of the correspondent banks, all you have to do is look at the course for the last 6 months. I assume that the economy here in California is not great, and the credit is as tight as it is in New York on the East Seaboard, and look at the challenges the world has faced with tight credit. Imagine if we did that all the time by messing with the correspondent bank relationships, and cutting off the credit of the Iranian regime. Imagine the impact that would have. We’re not talking about banks with strange names in Europe or Asia. We are talking about American banks. American banks that have correspondent relationships that pretend to not know where their money is going because it’s a shield of a distant faraway bank that they have correspondent relationship with that does business with Iran, provides credit and the ability to move money, buy stuff that goes to the nuclear program for this regime. If we can cut off their credit and their ability to engage in the banking, imagine what we can do, and we are all sitting here at the time where we can do that. 

Master of Ceremonies: What are the Israeli options right now and in the coming weeks and months from, as they see it, an existential threat just continues to increase? Realistically speaking, what’s the advice that people like yourself in that kind of position with intelligence information, what are his options?

Ambassador R. James Woolsey: The best outcome would be to decisively and financially break the power of the Iranian regime if it continues in it’s current guise, and giving as I said a week or two to the Mousavi regime to see if it changes. If not, we use our economic power to break it as much as we can. If we don’t do that, we and Israel are in a situation in which we are probably months away from Iran being able to have some type of nuclear weapon. I don’t know whether its five, or ten, or fifteen months, but its not years. Under those circumstances from an Israeli point of view, if one looks at the Iranian nuclear program under the control of the IRGC, the Revolutionary Guards, and one is thinking about using force, one has a very different type of situation than the Israelis faced in 1981 when the were, wonderfully, to take out the Osirak reactor in Baghdad. The distances they would have to fly are much longer. The important aspects of the target complex are buried, some of them deep underground, and furthermore, simply taking out the Iranian nuclear complex would leave the regime in power, assuming it’s the regime we have now, and the instrumentalities of that power which operate in a substantial way through the Revolutionary Guard. The Revolutionary Guards have their own small army. They have their own little navy. They have their own intelligence service. They have the Al-Kudz force that foments terrorism abroad. They fund Hamas. They fund Hezbollah. They own portions of the Iranian economy. They are the Storm Troopers, essentially, of the Iranian regime. Any really effective use of military force against Iran would as I believe not only have to go against the surface, and shallow underground targets that are part of the nuclear complex, but would also have to take out the test facilities for ballistic missiles, the ballistic missile assembly areas, the training camps for the Basiji, the Revolutionary Guard, etcetera. That is not a bombing raid. That is a campaign. It’s an air campaign. The Israeli air force is superb, absolutely superb, but it is not huge, and the distances are very long to Iran, and Iraq is in the way. Although it would not be impossible for that excellent air force to launch a strike that would probably be reasonably effective against a major portion of the nuclear complex in Iran. Breaking the power of the power of the Revolutionary Guard, essentially the Storm Troopers of the regime, would be very difficult without a long sustained bombing campaign. In my view, there is only one country in the world that could do that effectively, and that is us. We could do it if we set our mind to it. It would be a hugely divisive difficult decision for any President to make, but we are getting close to a point where if we can’t break the regime economically or won’t even try, and there is not a fundamentally change in the nature of the regime as the result of what’s going on in the streets now, we are really down to one effective step that could keep Iran from having a nuclear weapon, and that would a major American air campaign. 

Ambassador Mark Wallace: If I could just follow up on that, obviously a military option would be the last option, we all agree with that. One of the things we can all do is encourage appropriate weapon’s sales to Israel, in order to make sure they are prepared in the horrible circumstance where they would have to pursue such an option, if the United States does not. So, we should all keep that in mind. Its certainly not an attractive alternative, but there has obviously been some interest in obtaining some technology that the United States has been hesitant to provide Israel right now, and I think that we should reconsider that. 

Ambassador R. James Woolsey: Most of the Arab states’, and most of the European countries’ conduct on these matters are fundamentally irresponsible. The Arab leaders have historically used their support for the Palestinians, at least theoretical support, they certainly don’t help them settle in their countries, get out of the refugee camps and so forth, but they have used their verbal support of the Palestinians and their beating up of Israel as a way of keeping radical elements of their own nations somewhat quiescent, and the Europeans are I think mainly interested in trade with everybody, and money. Both would like the problem of the nuclear Iran to go away, but neither wants to take the responsibility for actually doing anything or even strongly supporting publically an America, or an Israel, or a small coalition that might include one or two other states in doing something about it. They are behaving pretty much the way European behaved in the 1930’s. They are abusing Iran instead of Germany, but the parallels, the anti-Semitism of the power state, its build up of its military power, etc… is I’m afraid more parallel than I wish were the case.

Ambassador Mark Wallace: I do want the President to succeed. He has my full support, frankly. Its not rocket science. There are only so many tools in the tool shed. In terms of techniques to try to change an influence regime, short of military planning and people who used to work for Jim Woolsey, the things that you can do are some form of diplomacy. President Obama ran on a platform that he was going to engage in unconditional diplomacy. He won. He is doing that. I think we should support his effort in doing that. The other tool in the tool shed, if you will, is economic pressure. It appears that the administration is amenable to continue economic pressure. They’ve indicated that they will pursue economic pressure sometime later in the year, if this unconditional diplomacy is unsuccessful. In my own opinion, I think it is wise to pursue the dual-track, if you will those two issues, obviously without touching on military preparation and special operation type matters. So, I think it is very, very important to pursue economic pressure sanctions as well as unconditional diplomacy. It is probably not what I would do if I were President Obama. I would probably do economic pressure now. That is why I’m doing what I’m doing now. I am working at an organization, sitting here on this stage, and imploring all of you to join me in trying to put economic pressure on the Iranian regime, which I think uniquely, in history, we can do right now. I think that it is complimentary to President Obama’s effort. I think that is a wise course for the United States, European Union, and then international organizations to contemporaneously pursue those economic sanctions as well as this new diplomatic engagement. I think we can do, actually. Believe it or not, I actually think that we can do it. So, I would urge you to help join me in that effort. Actually, I think that lays the groundwork nicely, or as good as it can be for diplomatic overtures, which we should all hope that they succeed. 

Ambassador R. James Woolsey: The circumstance we are in now is one I hope will continually show President Obama that he has steel in his spine. He has an opportunity here to turn things around. I think in the Middle East, if he handles this situation in Iran well. If he has an opening from the demonstrators in the street, uncertainty from Khamenei’s behalf from these remarks he is going to make on Friday, later today in Iran, any kind of replacement of Ahmadinejad, whatever comes out of this current situation, if it gives him an opening, he might be able to do something diplomatically about the Iranian nuclear program. My hunch that [the chance], even if Ahmadinejad is replaced, is relatively small, but its not zero. 
