
Published online at Voice for Peace, Issue 1:  

http://www.peacedepot.org/dp_report/voice-for-peace-issue-1-may-2026/ 1 

The Collapse of the Iran Nuclear Agreement Paved the Way for 

the Major Turmoil in the Middle East 

Yoshihiro Yakushige 

Researcher at Peace Depot 

Introduction: Attacks on Iran by Israel and the US 

On 28 February, Israel and the United States launched a large-scale offensive against Iran. Just 

like the ’12-Day War’ in June 2025, this offensive began with a surprise attack amidst ongoing 

US-Iran nuclear negotiations. 

From the outset, this attack was a joint US-Israeli operation, successfully decapitating Supreme 

Leader Khamenei and Revolutionary Guard Corps commanders on the first day. In retaliation, 

Iran launched missile and drone attacks against Israel, as well as against US military bases, 

embassies, oil facilities and airports in neighboring Arab countries. The situation continued to 

escalate, with Israel launching an invasion of Lebanon in mid-March. A temporary ceasefire was 

finally achieved on April 7, five weeks after hostilities began. Still, Israel’s occupation of 

southern Lebanon and the Iran-US blockade of the Strait of Hormuz persist, keeping the 

situation on the brink of conflict. 

This paper will re-examine the process of the collapse of the Iran nuclear agreement to see the 

future direction of US-Iran negotiations, considering that the collapse of the nuclear agreement 

was a prerequisite for Israeli and US attacks on Iran. 

The Dispute Resolution Mechanism of the Iran Nuclear Agreement 

The Iran nuclear agreement, concluded in 2015 between Iran and the E3/EU+3 (UK, France, 

Germany, EU + US, China, Russia), stipulated restrictions and monitoring of Iran’s nuclear 

development in exchange for the lifting of sanctions against Iran over its nuclear program. It 

consisted of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) and UN Security Council 

Resolution 2231, which endorsed the former. Given the lack of trust between the US and Iran, 

and the need to reach an agreement sustained by technically complex procedures, the Iran 

nuclear agreement included several distinctive provisions, such as a sunset clause for the 

gradual lifting of nuclear development restrictions. These extensive provisions became the 

source of conflict over the interpretation of the clauses after the US unilaterally withdrew from 
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the agreement and reinstated sanctions against Iran in 2018. 

The issue concentrated on the dispute resolution mechanisms. Article 36 of the JCPOA 

stipulates that when a participant considers another participant to be failing to fulfill its 

commitments under the agreement, it may, after completing the prescribed procedures, respond 

by suspending its own performance of the agreement in whole or in part. Furthermore, Article 

37 separately stipulates a snapback clause that, in the event of a serious breach of the agreement 

by Iran, allows the UN Security Council to reimpose sanctions after 30 days, provided that the 

other participating countries have exhausted the procedures under Article 36 and notified the 

Security Council. 

The snapback clause is also stipulated in Security Council Resolution 2231, thereby giving it a 

formal basis intended to ensure its effectiveness. However, the JCPOA also contains a sunset 

clause that sets an “end date” for this resolution, which will become invalid 10 years after its 

entry into force, and that deadline is October 18, 2025. It is also noteworthy that the initial 

Trump administration sought to invoke the Sunset Clause, which stipulated the termination of 

arms export restrictions to Iran on October 18, 2020, to avert the clause’s expiration. However, 

the other participating countries unanimously agreed that the United States, having withdrawn 

from the agreement, no longer had standing to invoke the mechanism, resulting in the attempt 

ultimately failing. 

As will be discussed later, as the expiration date of the Security Council resolution approached, 

attention once again focused on whether the Western countries remaining in the JCPOA—the 

UK, France, and Germany—would invoke the snapback clause. On the other hand, the second 

Trump administration pressured Iran to reach a new agreement, including restrictions on missile 

development and the cessation of support for foreign organizations such as Hezbollah. 

 

The issues of “Undeclared Nuclear Material” and Uranium Enrichment 

As further pressure on Iran regarding the nuclear issue, it is necessary to mention the 

“undeclared nuclear material” issue, which the IAEA has been pursuing. This concerns Iran’s 

nuclear activities from more than 20 years ago and has the character of returning the discussion 

to the starting point of the Iranian nuclear issue. Following the establishment of the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the IAEA declared in December 2015 that it would 

conclude its investigation into past alleged nuclear development activities. However, after 
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detecting anthropogenic uranium particles at an undeclared site inspected in 2018 based on 

information from files related to Iran’s nuclear program, which Israel claimed to have obtained 

from Iran through extralegal means, the IAEA repeatedly demanded explanations from Iran 

from 2019 onward, claiming that this was a separate issue from the one for which it had 

declared the investigation was closed. Iran strongly opposed the IAEA’s continued pursuit of 

this issue, arguing that: 1) it was based on Israeli misinformation; 2) it contradicted the IAEA’s 

declaration that it had closed its investigation into past alleged nuclear development activities 

following the nuclear agreement; and 3) Iran had conducted thorough investigations, but the 

cause of the uranium particle detection remained unknown. Iran has retaliated against the 

IAEA’s continued pursuit of this issue by reducing its level of cooperation with the IAEA each 

time the Board of Governors passes a resolution condemning Iran’s actions. 

Since May 2019, one year after the US withdrawal from the agreement, Iran has gradually 

increased its nuclear activities as a retaliatory measure against the reinstatement of US 

sanctions. It has been enriching uranium beyond the limits set by the JCPOA. Regarding this 

matter, among the six remaining JCPOA countries, views differ significantly between the UK, 

France, and Germany, and between Iran, China, and Russia. The UK, France, and Germany 

argue that Iran is violating the JCPOA rules. At the same time, Iran, China, and Russia claim 

that Iran is merely exercising its right to a mutual suspension of performance obligations under 

the JCPOA’s dispute settlement mechanism as a countermeasure against the United States’ 

unilateral withdrawal from the agreement and the reinstatement of sanctions. 

In the March 2025 IAEA quarterly report, it was stated that Iran had accumulated 275 kg of 

60% enriched uranium, which is sufficient nuclear material for six nuclear weapons. 

Subsequently, President Trump initiated a call for the commencement of new nuclear 

negotiations with Iran, while simultaneously alluding to the possibility of military action and 

exerting pressure on Iran to reach an agreement within a stipulated timeframe of two months. 

Following this, five rounds of indirect talks were convened between April and May, mediated by 

Oman. However, negotiations encountered an impasse between the US, which demanded a 

complete cessation of uranium enrichment activities, and Iran, which asserted its right to pursue 

peaceful nuclear development. 

While the schedule for the sixth round of negotiations was being discussed, the IAEA reported 

in its May 31 quarterly report that its 60% enriched uranium reserves had increased to 408 kg. 

On June 12, the Board of Governors adopted a resolution that stated that Iran’s non-cooperation 
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with the IAEA on the issue of “undeclared nuclear material” constituted a violation of the NPT 

safeguards agreement. This constitutes the sixth IAEA resolution to condemn Iran since 2020, 

yet the first to unequivocally assert a violation of the safeguards agreement. 

 

Israeli-US Attack on Iran (June 2025) 

In the early hours of June 13, the day after the resolution, Israel launched a surprise attack on 

Iran with over 200 fighter jets, prompting Iran to retaliate with ballistic missile strikes 

immediately. On June 22, the US military joined the conflict, attacking three Iranian nuclear 

facilities, including dropping 14 bunker-buster bombs on a uranium enrichment facility built 

deep underground in Fordow. On June 23, following Iran’s launch of a missile attack on a US 

airbase in Qatar as a formal act of retaliation, a ceasefire agreement was reached, bringing an 

end to the “12-day war.” 

IAEA Director General Grossi’s statement regarding the attack on Iranian nuclear facilities, 

while citing an IAEA General Assembly resolution that attacks on nuclear facilities for peaceful 

purposes violate the UN Charter, refrained from further criticism of the attackers, contrasting 

sharply with a strong stance against Iran. 

In response, Iran voiced strong objections to the IAEA Director General’s stance, calling it “pro-

Western,” and, on the 25th, its parliament passed a bill suspending cooperation with the IAEA. 

On July 4th, the IAEA withdrew all inspectors from Iran, halting inspections of Iran’s nuclear 

activities. The prospect of resuming US-Iran nuclear talks has also receded for the time being. 

 

Division within the UN Security Council over the Activation of Snapbacks 

The breakdown of trust following the Israeli-US attack on Iran appears to have made the 

activation of snapbacks by Britain, France, and Germany certain. On July 14, reports emerged 

that the E3 had decided to invoke the snapback mechanism at the end of August. Iran, through a 

letter to the UN Secretary-General and the President of the Security Council, argued that the E3 

had no right to invoke the snapback mechanism because it had invoked the JCPOA dispute 

settlement mechanism two days after the US withdrawal from the nuclear agreement and the 

reinstatement of sanctions (May 10, 2018), and had gradually released its JCPOA compliance 

obligations within that framework. In response, the E3 stated that it did not recognize Iran’s 

invocation of the dispute settlement mechanism in the first place, but provided no justification 
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for this. If Iran’s invocation of the dispute settlement mechanism were valid, then the E3’s claim 

that Iran’s actions, taken as retaliatory measures against the E3’s non-compliance with the 

agreement, constitute a breach of agreement would violate the principle of international law that 

“a party that denies or fails to perform its own obligations cannot be recognized as having rights 

that it claims arise from that relationship.” 

On August 28, E3 notified the Security Council President that Iran’s nuclear activities 

constituted a significant breach of the JCPOA, invoking a snapback. The UN Security Council 

rejected a resolution on September 19 calling for the continued lifting of sanctions against Iran, 

effectively reinstating sanctions on September 28. However, two of the permanent Security 

Council members, Russia and China, along with Iran, maintained that the snapback by the UK, 

France, and Germany was invalid. On October 18, the day Security Council Resolution 2231 

was going to expire, they submitted a letter to the Security Council confirming that the 

resolution and previous sanctions resolutions were no longer valid. However, in December, the 

Secretary-General submitted a regular report on the implementation of Resolution 2231, 

indicating that progress is being made based on the premise that the snapback will be enforced. 

 

Conclusion 

The de facto reinstatement of UN sanctions led to a collapse of the riyal. At the end of 

December 2025, demonstrations were held in the capital, Tehran, by economically distressed 

bazaar merchants. This sparked a nationwide wave of anti-government demonstrations, and on 

January 2nd, President Trump made a social media post hinting at military intervention. With 

confirmation that the demonstrators were receiving support from external forces, the Iranian 

government launched a large-scale crackdown from January 8th to 9th, resulting in thousands of 

casualties, including on the security forces’ side, and the demonstrations began to subside. In 

response to this situation, President Trump decided to deploy additional aircraft carrier strike 

groups to the Middle East, a move that directly led to the large-scale attack. 

 

* This article is an edited version of “The Collapse of the Iran Nuclear Agreement as a Prelude 

to the Iran War,” originally published on the Peace Forum（平和フォーラム）website 

(https://www.peace-forum.com/) in the “Peace and Disarmament Commentary”（平和軍縮時

評）section. 
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