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bomb: what has changed, and how
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The Iranian regime announced three weeks ago that it is increasing the alert level
across all of its military arrays, due to concerns over a joint Israeli-American
attack on the country’s nuclear facilities. The Iranians have reinforced the forces
at these facilities and added air defense systems to those already deployed on the
ground. “The entire country is on high alert, even at sites whose existence is
unknown to most people,” a government official told the foreign press.

This report is  somewhat strange: It  was published at a time when President
Donald Trump is restraining Israel and publicly declaring that he prefers the
diplomatic option, something that should, in theory, allow Tehran’s residents to
sleep more peacefully at night than they could a few months ago. At the same
time, the European powers are, for now, also focusing on diplomatic – perhaps
economic – measures, and are not speaking at all about the military option. They
have enough troubles with the war in Ukraine.

So why are the Iranians under pressure? Why do they think there is now a risk
that Israel will strike? Has something changed in recent days? And finally, why
does it seem that we are once again approaching a decisive crossroads regarding
the Islamic Republic’s nuclear program?

So while in Israel we are preoccupied with wading through the local political
swamp, with the renewed war in Gaza, missiles launched from Yemen, the head of
the Shin Bet, or drafting the ultra-Orthodox, in Iran the work on the nuclear
program continues vigorously – and it is gradually approaching the point of “no
return,”  if  we  haven’t  already  reached  it  by  now.  According  to  the  recent
estimates, Tehran is rapidly advancing on all fronts of building the bomb.
This development, in turn, throws its rivals ,led by Israel and the U.S., into a
spiral of pressure, as they realize that soon there will  no longer be time for
hesitation.

To understand what is pushing Iran to such a dangerous point, it is important to
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elaborate  a  bit  on  how the  nuclear  program is  built,  and  what  the  Islamic
Republic still  needs to do in order to cross the threshold and become a full-
fledged nuclear state.

From 60 to 90 in a matter of days

To build a missile that can carry a nuclear bomb, one must produce enough
nuclear material – required for assembling the bomb – engineer this material to
turn it into the bomb itself, know how to mount it on a missile in such a way that
it will detonate optimally, and finally, possess the capability to launch such a
missile to the desired target and at the right distance.

When the world today speaks about progress in Iran’s nuclear program, it usually
refers to uranium enrichment. Iran process natural uranium, puts it in a gaseous
state into centrifuges, and as the process advances, it yields uranium of a certain
type, enriched to increasingly higher levels.  The level required for producing
nuclear  weapons,  defined  as  “military-grade”  enrichment,  is  90  percent  and
above.  However,  the  path  from  60  percent  enrichment  to  90  percent  is
significantly shorter than the path from a few percent to, for example, 20 percent.

Currently, according to estimates from the International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA), Iran holds nearly 280 kilograms of uranium enriched to the 60 percent
level. If it continues to enrich it to military-grade – 90 percent – it will have
enough material for about 6 to 7 bombs. This process, as noted, is particularly
short: for the first bomb it would require just a few days to several weeks.

Currently it’s hard to find people in the West who don’t understand the severity of
the enrichment situation. The IAEA repeated this week the message that no other
country in the world, which doesn’t posses nuclear weapons, holds such large
stockpiles of highly enriched material.
Moreover: uranium enriched to such a level has almost no non-military uses, so
the agency added that this is a very serious concern.

At the beginning of the month, the head of the agency, Rafael Grossi, stated that
he doubts the claim that Iran is upholding its commitments to the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT), to which it is a signatory, because it refuses to answer
questions  about  undeclared  nuclear  materials  that  IAEA inspectors  found  at
various sites in the country. All this while the agency emphasizes that it lacks a
real  ability to monitor the enrichment,  and that it  is  clear Iran is  advancing
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rapidly in this area.

The bottom line is that the Iranians have accumulated enough nuclear material to
produce  several  bombs  in  a  short  period  of  time,  and  in  parallel,  they  are
constructing relatively protected underground sites for enrichment and storage.
They do not report their activities, do not cooperate with the IAEA, and do not
even answer difficult  questions.  This means that,  when ordered,  the Iranians
could  within  just  a  few weeks,  relatively  safely  and  secretly,  enrich  enough
uranium to military grade and produce several bombs. The West might only find
out after the fact.

The weaponizing process

Another dimension of the nuclear program is the ballistic field—the ability to
launch missiles to the desired target, even at long range. Not much needs to be
said about Iran’s ballistic capabilities after the two attacks on Israel, but precisely
because one of their relative failure, it’s important to focus on them. In addition,
it’s worth noting the capabilities that the Iranians currently lack.

According  to  a  research  institute  specializing  in  missile  technology,  Iran
possesses 12 different types of short and medium-range ballistic missiles, with
firing ranges between 150 and 2,000 kilometers. Iran also has cruise missiles with
a range of 3,000 kilometers, but there are only a few countries in the world that
possess cruise missiles with nuclear warheads, among them France, the United
States, China, and Russia.

What do the Iranians lack? An intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) with long-
range capability – or in other words, a missile that could hit the United States.
Some argue that this is the reason the Americans have not, in the past, felt an
urgent need to address Tehran’s nuclear program.
However, Iran has a rapidly developing space program, which includes successful
satellite launches into Earth orbit. Such a program could serve as the basis for a
very rapid development of intercontinental missiles,  so here too it’s mainly a
matter of time until they acquire the necessary expertise, posing a threat to the
U.S. as well.

An important point regarding Iran’s ballistic capabilities: while in the first attack
on Israel almost no missile penetrations into Israeli territory were reported, in the
second attack, around thirty missile hits were identified at IDF bases, including
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the Israeli Air Force base at Nevatim.
It is not known whether Israel chose not to intercept some of the missiles or
whether the Iranians succeeded in bypassing the IDF’s defense systems, but it is
fairly clear that this poses a real and significant threat. It takes no more than a
single nuclear warhead, one that does not even require high precision, to destroy
such a base or to cause serious damage to a large city.

The third part of developing a bomb is the weaponization program. Within this
framework, Iran needs to do two things: carry out the process of turning fissile
material into the core of a bomb and prepare a detonator for it; and in parallel,
engineer a bomb that can fit into a nuclear warhead mounted on a missile. In
theory, there is no need to launch a missile in order to detonate a bomb, as it can
also, for example, be dropped from an aircraft. These are two separate processes,
and Iran can choose to pursue both simultaneously.

Recently, Iranian opposition organizations reported that years after it had been
shut  down,  Tehran  has  renewed  the  activity  of  the  “weapons  group”  –  an
organization  of  scientists  who  were  practically  and  theoretically  engaged
precisely in this area of nuclear development. This is also reflected in American
and Israeli intelligence reports from past July, which gained additional approval in
the final days of the Biden administration’s term. This is likely the background to
the recent warning by Foreign Minister Gideon Sa’ar, who said in an interview
with Politico that the Islamic Republic is “playing with ways” to weaponize the
enriched uranium it possesses, and warned that the time remaining to act against
it is limited.

Iran-China-Russia cooperation

Prof.  Yaakov  Nagel,  former  head  of  the  National  Security  Council  and  the
chairman  of  the  committee  that  recommended  Israel’s  future  defense
procurement plans, recently gave an interview explaining the current situation.
According to Nagel, “Without a doubt, there is a group of Iranian scientists, even
if  not  officially  labelled  ‘the  weapons  group’,  who  are  working  to  close
technological gaps so that when Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei gives the order to
break out toward a bomb – significant time will be saved”. This group, Nagel
added, is currently focusing on civilian nuclear uses, not military dimensions, in
an attempt to divert attention away from it and avoid revealing Iran’s hand.
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Estimates by experts in the field, including David Albright – one of the world’s top
nuclear physicists and head of the Institute for Science and International Security
– are that Iran would need six months to carry out its first weaponization process.
Albright explained that Iran likely already possesses relevant capabilities, but
lacks the experience and confidence in the success of the process. Tehran is
capable of solving this issue, but it will take several months.
There are also more stringent assessments, by the way, that shorten the breakout
time.

Nagel, in any case, added that mounting such a bomb on a missile would require
additional time, which he estimates at 18 to 24 months – a timeline that the
Iranians  are  now  trying  to  shorten  through  the  work  of  scientists  secretly
advancing the field.

At the end of the day, it seems that the military experts of the Islamic Republic
have very few steps left before they can declare that they have armed themselves
with nuclear weapons: theoretical scientific work, construction of some of the
internal components of the bomb, building a prototype model, and carrying out a
few final tests. After that, Iran could conduct a public nuclear explosion test and
officially declare that it has acquired this capability.

Beyond the activity of the weapon group, another way to shorten these processes
is  through  cooperation  with  other  actors  in  the  world  who  already  possess
expertise and knowledge in the field. Last week, Iran held “nuclear talks” with
China and Russia, which primarily dealt with the issue of international sanctions
on Tehran. But the talks, which took place during the same week that the three
countries conducted a joint military drill in the Arabian Sea, surely covered other
topics  as  well,  and  may  have  included  understandings  regarding  nuclear
cooperation.

Additionally, earlier this year, Iran signed a renewed strategic agreement with
Russia, and at the time it was proclaimed that the deal might include professional
assistance from the Russians in the nuclear field. Thus, the integration of Russian
or Chinese knowledge and experience could help Tehran reach nuclear breakout
even more quickly, further narrowing the window of opportunity for Israeli or
American military action.

A defined time window
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One of the interesting questions regarding Iran’s nuclear program is why Ali
Khamenei, the Supreme Leader of Iran, needs this headache. The diplomatic,
economic, and even military pressure on him is enormous, as are the prices his
country pays for choosing this path. After all, Khamenei is the man who decides
everything  in  Iran,  and  he  is  also  the  one  whose  published  religious  ruling
prohibits building nuclear weapons. How do we explain this contradiction, the
enormous  investment  despite  the  religious  prohibition  and  heavy  prices,
especially at a time when the Iranian currency is recording another all-time low,
trading at one million rials to the dollar?

There are several reasons for this: A nuclear bomb, and the national pride it can
inspire, could become a unifying factor for the Iranian people at a time when they
are falling apart from within, social divisions are widening, and abandonment of
religion is  increasing.  After  the blows Tehran has suffered in  the past  year,
success  against  all  odds  could  help  unite  parts  of  the  population  around  a
common goal.  Presenting  the  bomb might  also  justify  the  difficult  economic
situation of Iranian citizens in recent years, proving that it was worth enduring
the suffering to maintain the country in a position of power. Another reason is
related  to  power  struggles  within  the  Iranian  leadership,  and  the  internal
confrontation between reformist and conservative currents.

An additional reason is the lessons learned from the war in the past year: While
there are claims that Hamas started the war partly to disrupt the establishment of
a new regional order, such as normalization steps with the Saudis, there are also
others who said it was a distraction intended to allow Iran to continue pursuing
its bomb. But during this time, Iran made a mistake and involved itself more
strongly than ever in the conflict, which allowed Israel to attack it directly. The
question is whether one of the lessons Iran drew from the war is that it must
develop nuclear weapons at all costs, as a final gamble for the entire pot. As a
reminder, nuclear weapons are the means that more than anything ensures the
survival  of  the  ayatollahs’  regime,  and  would  protect  it  from further  Israeli
attacks –  especially  these days,  when it  is  perhaps more unstable than ever
before. If this assumption is correct, it means Iran will do everything to obtain
this weapon, and the only way to stop it  is through military means before it
achieves it.

The Americans have not yet decided whether this is Tehran’s current motive, or if
there is no choice but to stick to attacking nuclear sites. It is evident from the
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statements of the new administration over the past month that it understands
time is pressing, but that there are still two courses of action: the military option,
or the path the White House is sticking to – negotiations with Iran on its nuclear
program, hoping it will voluntarily give it up, while making it clear that President
Donald Trump will not accept a nuclear Iran. A partial agreement, or one that
does not  address the range of  burning issues related to  the Iranian nuclear
program, is probably not on the table from the American perspective.

Trump publicly called on the Iranians to negotiate on the program, asked the
Russians to mediate between them – although it’s difficult to call the Kremlin a
fair mediator – sent a letter to Khamenei through an envoy from the Emirates – a
letter that according to reports included a two-month ultimatum to reach a new
nuclear agreement. At the same time, the president advanced his plan to increase
economic pressure on Iran to the maximum level, to force it to enter discussions
about the program.

But Tehran is not willing to back down at this stage. Despite some ambivalence in
the position of senior officials in the Islamic Republic, and the clash between
different opinions that led, among other things, to the dismissal of former Vice
President  and  Foreign  Minister  Mohammed  Javad  Zarif,  most  responses  to
Trump’s  demands have been quite  negative.  For  example,  President  Masoud
Pezeshkian told him “do what you want, to hell with it,” and Khamenei himself
declared that the US would not stop them. Among other things, Iran has made it
clear that it will not under any circumstances give up its nuclear aspirations, and
that in any future solution it will continue to operate a civilian nuclear program –
so the room for dialogue between the parties is small in any case. The existence of
a  civilian  program  is  a  guarantee  that  the  Iranians  will  accumulate  more
knowledge and will  be able to  secretly  continue activities  related to  nuclear
development. The West cannot risk allowing such a scenario.

If there is something Israel should worry about at the current stage, following the
American president’s desire to resolve the conflict through diplomatic means, it is
the existence of a secret dialogue channel – similar to the contacts his envoy
conducted with Hamas. At the same time, it’s important to understand that there
are major differences between Hamas and Iran: the threat that the Republic could
pose to the US if armed with nuclear weapons, as well as to its forces in the
region, is too serious for the president to ignore. Trump has also made it clear
that he understands the problem with a nuclear Iran, so the probability of such a
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channel – or at least of it maturing to practical tracks – seems not particularly
high. Also, the fact that Trump’s letter to Khamenei included, as mentioned, an
ultimatum, reduces the likelihood of this possibility.

Moreover, the actions of the American military in recent days against the Houthis
in  Yemen,  including  the  especially  clear  message  Trump  delivered  Monday
evening to Iran regarding its responsibility for “every shot” fired by the Houthis,
can serve as another reassurance to Israel. The fact that the Houthis did not
restrain  themselves  and  indeed  launched  a  missile  toward  Israel,  in  direct
defiance of the president, constrains him and forces him to exact a direct price
from Iran – or show the whole world that he does not stand by his word.

America’s second option is to begin leaning toward military strikes, most likely in
cooperation  with  Israel.  The  military  exercise  that  took  place  in  the
Mediterranean skies about a week and a half ago, during which Israeli Air Force
planes  were  seen  together  with  an  American  strategic  bomber,  was  a  clear
message in this direction. The president’s decision to expedite shipments of heavy
bombs to Israel that the Biden administration had delayed is another message in
this vein.

The Iranians have not yet fully rebuilt their air defense array and their air force,
but they are working in that direction. Among other things, they have declared
that they will  equip themselves with advanced Russian aircraft,  and they are
certainly trying to project – at least outwardly – the resilience of their anti-aircraft
systems, even if it’s difficult to take all these declarations completely seriously.
But to minimize damage to the attacking force,  and before Iran recovers its
defense arrays, it’s advisable to exploit the current window of opportunity to hit
important targets in Iran and neutralize the nuclear program.

Return of the sanctions

The US is not the only player in this arena. European countries are showing more
and more pressure around the Iranian nuclear issue (reminder:  the range of
missiles currently in Iran’s possession reaches the eastern part of the continent),
and they were the driving force behind the closed discussion held by the UN
Security Council on this issue last week. The discussion, defined as “private” – not
a regular procedure in the Security Council – dealt with Iran’s nuclear program
and recent developments surrounding IAEA reports on uranium enrichment in the
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country, against the backdrop of statements by Germany, Britain, and France
about concerns over Tehran’s moves.

Government leaders in London reiterated last week their declaration that they are
ready to activate the “snapback” mechanism in the 2015 nuclear deal – which
means the immediate reinstatement of all pre-agreement UN sanctions on Iran.
This requires a Security Council decision, and contrary to the normal course of
affairs, countries do not have veto rights on the vote. If Britain were to initiate
such a resolution, it’s not unreasonable to assume it would win a majority.

The process of proposing the return of sanctions and voting on them takes time,
and the course of events is pressing: in mid-October, according to the original
agreement, the deadline by which sanctions can be reinstated will expire – so the
powers must act in the coming months, or the opportunity will be lost. Trump,
whose withdrawal from the nuclear deal in 2018 denied him the ability to activate
this  mechanism,  has  instructed  American  diplomats  to  work  with  their
counterparts to advance the activation of the snapback in the near future by any
means. 

Israel marks targets

Iran has found itself in a particularly difficult situation in the past year: a much
more determined and less sleepy American president than his predecessor, who is
directly threatening it; all the world’s eyes are focused on it, both because of the
advancement of the program and due to the war in Gaza and its role in it; it has
been stripped of a significant part of its defense capabilities, has in many respects
been revealed as a paper tiger, and has apparently also lost at least some of its
response capabilities against Israel. It is receiving much more attention than it
would like, and is trying to hide as much of its activities as possible, hoping to
complete them before being struck by its enemies.

By the way, in this context, it’s important to understand exactly what Israel is
marking as a target for attack.  It’s  not  enough,  apparently,  just  to sabotage
Iranian  enrichment  capabilities  or  uranium  stockpiles.  They  constitute  one
important component of the entire program, but other components, unrelated to
the accumulation of fissile material, must be hit to inflict real damage on Iran’s
weaponization capability.

But after all this, why have the Iranians gone on alert just now? Why would Israel
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attack now, when according to estimates there are still at least a few months until
Iran reaches an irreversible state? First of all, Iran knew that the ceasefire end
date in Gaza was approaching, and that the Americans and Israelis are working
together, perhaps trying to surprise it simultaneously with attacks in Gaza. On
other fronts, Israel is operating with force, and it is certainly preparing for a
major blow to Iran itself.

In Tehran, they are also getting into Israel’s head, understanding that its basic
assumptions are as follows: it’s not certain that Western assessments about the
time left to act are correct, as they are based on knowledge in our possession, and
we may be missing additional intelligence. Therefore, understanding that there
are always things we don’t know, a preemptive safety margin should be taken to
avoid surprises – and in this case, to advance the attack. Iran’s statements at the
beginning of the year, according to which 2025 will be a significant year for its
nuclear program, certainly don’t help in this regard.

Second, even if Iran doesn’t reach the bomb itself, it is accumulating knowledge,
experience, and tools that will be very difficult – perhaps even impossible – to
erase in the future. The sooner Israel acts to thwart the program, the easier it will
be to push Tehran back and gain more time before it tries again to break through
to a bomb. The Iranians are aware of this and fear military action against them
already in the immediate time frame. They also understand that the maneuvers of
hiding, concealment, and defense improvement raise the level of alertness of the
enemy – namely, Israel and the US – and are preparing accordingly. 

Five scenarios

In the near future,  it  seems, there are several  different scenarios that could
materialize in the struggle between Iran, Israel, and the US.

Renewed nuclear agreement: It’s likely that Iran will not agree to give up many
of its nuclear capabilities, but unlike in 2015, there is hardly any agreement that
would be relevant now without dramatic steps to dismantle the nuclear program
itself. The program is so advanced, and Iran has so much fissile material (some of
which it can hide), that there are almost no conditions under which the US should
– logically, at least – agree in negotiations to reduce pressure on Iran without its
complete surrender. 

Probability: Relatively low
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Disintegration from within: Recent weeks have been characterized by quite a
few protests in Iran, which is suffering from deteriorating economic and social
conditions. American pressure will do its part, in addition to economic hardship
and the hostility of large segments of the population to the extreme version of
Islam dictated by the regime, and the protests will expand until they lead to the
overthrow of the government. What worked in 1979 might also work in 2025. 

Probability: Medium

Spillover of the conflict in Yemen or Gaza into Iranian territory: Israel and
the US initiate a limited attack on Iran in response to provocations by proxy
organizations such as Hamas or the Houthis. As part of the joint response, some
components of the nuclear program will be hit. 

Probability: Low

Direct Israeli attack to destroy the nuclear program, perhaps with US
backing: All options have been exhausted, and Israel has decided it can no longer
tolerate the advancement of the nuclear project. An attack by Israel, with partial
or complete success, will set back at least some components of the program.
Researchers have warned that such an attack could ignite a campaign of covert
and  overt  blows  between  Iran  and  Israel,  economic  pressure,  and  more,  so
perhaps this is just the smoking gun appearing in the first act of the play.

A side effect of such an attack could be the destabilization of the regime. Among
other things, this is the other side of the nuclear race issue: if  you failed to
achieve it, if you were beaten thoroughly after all the sacrifices and investment,
then a successful attack can bring you closer to internal disintegration due to the
sense of disappointment and humiliation of the local population. 

Probability: Medium-high

Resolution of the issue within some international framework promoted by
President Trump:  There are quite a few opinions suggesting that Trump is
cooking up a comprehensive global  move that will  advance calm on multiple
fronts.  This  is  a  combination  of  a  ceasefire  between  Russia  and  Ukraine,  a
solution to the conflict in the Palestinian arena, and more actions in bubbling
arenas that will allow the White House to devote its full attention to domestic
challenges  and the  economic  struggle  against  China.  Within  this  framework,



combining a solution to the Iranian issue in some way, without causing unrest in
global  markets  and  without  prompting  Israel  to  decide  to  take  independent
action, might seem particularly appealing to President Trump.

However, it’s difficult to see exactly how President Trump will manage to resolve
the crisis to the satisfaction of all parties, including his domestic allies, Israel
itself, and also the Iranians and their friends in Russia and China. On the other
hand,  no one thought  Trump would succeed in  bringing about  the Abraham
Accords either. 

Probability: Medium

Originally published in Israel Hayom, March 21, 2025

Iran,  Hezbollah  in  focus  during
PM’s DC visit
written by Dr. Yossi Mansharof | 21.03.2025
In addition to crucial discussions about the ongoing campaign against Hamas,
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s meetings with President Donald Trump and
top American officials will also center on the next phase of confronting Iran.

Why  is  Iran’s  birth  rate
plummeting?
written by Elie Klutstein | 21.03.2025
Iran is facing a severe demographic crisis as birth rates continue to plummet and
its population rapidly ages, with officials warning the Islamic Republic could lose
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half its population by 2101. The government’s attempts to reverse previous family
planning policies have failed to convince Iranian women to have more children,
highlighting growing tensions between state policies and social realities.

The demographic crisis facing Tehran is starkly illustrated by a billboard in a
typical Iranian city. It depicts a solitary cyclist with a single child, rendered in
dreary  monochrome,  trailing  behind  a  vibrantly  colored  family  of  six  on  an
oversized bicycle – father, mother, and four balloon-wielding children who appear
to race past the wistful onlookers. The message, displayed in both Persian and
English, proclaims: “More children, happier life.” Some variations feature rowing
boats instead of bicycles, but the underlying message remains unchanged.

This public messaging campaign attempts to address one of the most critical
challenges confronting Iran over the past decade: a steadily declining birth rate
that is rapidly approaching crisis levels. The situation has become so dire that
Iran stands on the brink of negative population growth. At this point, deaths will
outnumber births, gradually decreasing the country’s population.

While the statistical evidence of this phenomenon requires careful interpretation –
given the sometimes contradictory and inconsistent reporting by various Iranian
officials – one fact remains undisputed: this represents a fundamental challenge
that deeply concerns Tehran’s authorities. The gravity of the situation is evident
in  the frequency of  international  media coverage of  high-level  discussions in
Tehran, the regime leadership’s repeated references to the issue, and multiple
attempts  to  address  the  problem.  Propaganda articles,  official  speeches,  and
statements by senior government officials consistently indicate that the situation
continues to deteriorate rather than improve or stabilize.

The Iranian fertility crisis involves three interconnected trends: first, the decline
in population growth approaching zero and potentially turning negative; second, a
significant increase in life expectancy, mirroring global trends; and finally, most
concerning  to  regime  leaders,  Iran’s  rapidly  aging  population  –  meaning  an
increasing proportion of citizens are classified as “elderly.”

Deputy Health Minister Alireza Raisi recently offered a stark forecast: by 2101,
Iran’s population could shrink to half its current size, with 50 percent of survivors
belonging to the elderly demographic. Such a scenario, where Iran’s population
dwindles  to  just  42  million  people,  would  fundamentally  alter  the  nation’s



character.

Recent data reveals that Iran’s birth surplus – the excess of births over deaths –
has reached its lowest level in years. Furthermore, births in 2023 decreased by
17,000 compared to 2022, continuing a multi-year trend of declining births in the
Islamic Republic.

The range of fertility rates among Iranian women varies according to different
reports:  some  claim  it  remains  slightly  above  two  births  per  woman  –  the
minimum required for population stability, where each pair of parents raises two
children.  Others  cite  lower  figures,  around  1.6  births  per  woman.  This  was
apparently the rate in Tehran last year, significantly below the golden number of
two children per family.

For comparison, Israel – a much smaller and more developed country than Iran –
recorded a fertility rate of slightly more than three children per woman in 2022,
the highest among OECD countries. That year, Israel’s population grew by 1.86
percent.  Iran’s  neighbors,  Pakistan  and  Afghanistan,  also  enjoy  impressive
population growth. If Iran fails to reverse the trend, it will soon have the lowest
birth rate in the Middle East.

According  to  official  figures,  Iran  currently  has  approximately  89  million
inhabitants. On the eve of the Islamic Revolution in 1979, the population was
much lower,  estimated at  about  37 million.  At  that  time,  Iran was far  more
Western-oriented, and family planning was part of normal life there.

Two parallel processes occurred after the revolution: the religious clergy who
took control of Tehran encouraged childbirth, and the Iran-Iraq war sparked an
unprecedented baby boom. During the 1980s, as a result, Iran’s fertility rate was
among the world’s highest, with each average woman giving birth five or six
times. The government urged citizens to produce “an army of 20 million” to fight
for the Islamic Republic in Allah’s name.

Growth was so rapid that the country’s population nearly doubled within 15 years.
At some point, Tehran’s leadership realized the country lacked infrastructure to
support such accelerated population growth. The war with Iraq had also left the
national treasury empty, without the ability to advance extensive construction
projects to meet the growing population’s needs.



Therefore, in 1988, an internal reversal occurred in the Iranian approach: that
year, Tehran’s Supreme Court ruled that contraception and family planning were
religiously  permissible.  The  republic’s  leadership  launched  a  campaign  titled
“fewer children, better life” and subsidized contraception, vasectomies, and more.

From then until 2010, Iranian fertility declined sharply: the average number of
births per woman plunged from five or six to 1.7 or less. Over the past 15 years,
the decline has moderated but remains consistent. The government campaign
thus succeeded far beyond expectations, leading the country to ever-diminishing
growth. Since then, the Islamic Republic’s leaders have tried to encourage the
population to reverse the trend and have more children, so far without success.

Among other measures, the government has launched a series of campaigns and
programs  to  encourage  childbirth.  For  example,  the  declared  target  for  the
current five-year period is to raise the birth rate per woman to 2.5. Since various
measures on this issue have failed for a decade, this represents an ambitious goal.
The  government  offers  citizens  various  benefits  for  expanding their  families,
including  extended  maternity  leave,  grants,  scholarships,  low-interest  loans,
health insurance, housing assistance, and more. Iran has canceled subsidies for
all contraceptives and offers free medical treatments to encourage fertility. This
past August, for example, a new propaganda campaign was launched, offering
substantial scholarships for any initiative promoting childbirth.

How  much  does  the  continued  situation  worry  regime  leaders?  Here’s  an
example: a senior imam of one southern city defined it as “more harmful to Iran
than  war,”  saying  the  reduction  in  births  affects  national  identity,  religion,
economy,  and  all  residents.  The  deputy  health  minister  warned  that  if  the
situation doesn’t improve soon, “we will fall into a demographic black hole, and it
will take us about 150 years to compensate for it.”

The highest-ranking official notable in his attention to the matter is none other
than Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. The man who set policy in
Tehran understood at  the beginning of  the last  decade where the wind was
blowing and came out  openly  against  family  planning  policy.  He  called  it  a
“hostile Western policy” designed to harm Muslim countries and called on all
Iranian mothers to mobilize for the nation.

Already in 2012, Khamenei declared that expanding the Iranian family was a



strategic  goal  and  published  a  series  of  steps  and  programs  to  encourage
childbirth. The target set by Khamenei, which he has repeated several times, is to
increase Iran’s population to 150 million people by 2050. The ability of Iran to
support such a large population doesn’t worry the supreme leader, nor does the
welfare of ordinary citizens who would have to bear the burden of such great
pressure on state resources.

The birth crisis  stems from several  sources.  The first  is  a  sharp rise  in  the
marriage age in Iran, which naturally affects the age at which women give birth.
Findings from recent surveys in Iran reveal that the average marriage age for
women in  the  country  has  reached 24,  while  men marry  on  average at  28.
Moreover, the marriage rate in the republic has dropped dramatically: in 2010,
almost 900,000 couples married in the country, while this year, just under half a
million couples registered for marriage. Accordingly, the average age for first
births for women in urban areas of the country approaches 28, while men in
Tehran have children at an average age of 34.5 – a statistic that indicates the
depth of the crisis. The situation is better in villages, but even there, women only
start giving birth on average at age 24 and above.

Another characteristic of the phenomenon that the government wages a war of
extermination against is abortions. According to estimates, more than 300,000
abortions are performed in Iran each year, only 10 percent of which are legal,
meaning they stem from health reasons. With an average of about a thousand
abortions per day in the Islamic Republic, they constitute about one-third of the
country’s birth potential. Senior officials have defined the act as “execution” and
claimed that abortions are an enemy plot against Iran.

Experts point to various reasons for the birth crisis, chief among them being the
economic situation in the country, which has pushed almost a third of residents
below the  poverty  line  and  sharply  raised  inflation.  Meanwhile,  exposure  to
Western  norms  through  illegal  technological  means,  along  with  desires  for
personal  advancement,  have changed the preferences of  many in the Iranian
population, especially in less religious sectors. Bottom line, it appears that large
parts of the Iranian public don’t believe in the country’s future, and children are
not their primary life goal.

The challenge that declining births pose to Iranian authorities is  particularly
severe when accompanied by the aging problem. Since the Islamic Revolution in



1979,  life  expectancy  in  the  country  has  risen  significantly,  similar  to  other
countries  worldwide.  In  1979,  it  stood at  57,  and today,  Iranian women are
expected to live to age 78 on average and men to 76. This means the Islamic
Republic is currently dealing with a growing population defined as “elderly” or
“senior citizens” – meaning older than 60. About 10 percent of Iran’s population,
approximately 9 million people, currently fall into this category.

The forecast for the future is even bleaker: according to estimates, by 2050, this
group will grow to become about one-third of Iran’s population and will be the
largest of its kind in the Middle East. Of those aging citizens, by 2050, almost 4
percent of the population is expected to be older than 80. In fact, the only country
in the world where this problem is more severe is South Korea, which, unlike
Iran, is not dealing with a failing economy and strict international sanctions.

This crisis has broad implications: the expansion of the “dependent” group in Iran
will place an additional burden in coming decades on the social and economic
system in the country, on health and nursing services, and more. The government
needs to redesign the pension system, which is not adapted for such a large
population segment, and examine how it will be able to assist an especially large
number  of  elderly  who  will  need  help  dealing  with  physical  and  mental
difficulties.

However, Iran’s political and military choices have brought heavy international
pressure upon it, deeply affecting its economy. The sanctions make it difficult for
the government to allocate funds for such long-term programs, and studies have
found they also directly affect ordinary citizens. For example, surveys conducted
in Iranian households found that the sanctions particularly negatively affected the
elderly  population,  especially  those  without  organized  pensions.  Additionally,
since elderly people often rely on family support, the economic damage to the
entire country affects citizens’ ability to help their elderly relatives.

A lot could also change around the rise of the new administration in the US. If
President-elect Donald Trump takes a hard line toward Iran and even implements
a “maximum pressure” campaign against it from the start of his term “to bring it
to its knees” – as already reported in American media – this will not help the
regime in Tehran face such internal challenges.

Experts suggest that one way to deal with the crisis is to better utilize the existing



workforce in Iran. They particularly mean the low participation rate of women in
the  economy,  which  could  boost  local  production  and  help  deal  with  aging
problems in the medium term. The problem, of course, is that policies to promote
women are not at the top of Iran’s priorities, and it also somewhat conflicts with
the desire to encourage high fertility in a traditional society. It’s no coincidence
that Iranian women interviewed by international media expressed suspicion that
Tehran’s fertility encouragement policy is meant to keep women “in their proper
place, at home,” in their words.

That  statement  reflects  the  general  attitude  of  Iranian  citizens  toward  their
leadership  on  this  issue,  along  with  their  unwillingness  to  obey  Khamenei’s
entreaties  or  cooperate with his  plans to  encourage childbirth.  The supreme
leader himself repeatedly declares the problem and formulates plans, grants, and
additional incentives – but the people ignore him. This is further evidence of the
disconnect between large parts of the Iranian population from the conservative
and extreme leadership in the country and the leadership’s alienation from entire
segments of the Iranian people.

Here, for example, are words that Goya, a Tehran resident, told a French media
network about one of the new laws to encourage childbirth and against abortion:
“It’s ridiculous, interfering in citizens’ private lives. Instead of solving economic
problems,  the  authorities  want  to  interfere  more  in  our  lives.  It’s  not  their
business. It’s my decision. We are used to restrictions in this country and will find
a way around them.”

Published in  Israel Hayom, November  24, 2024.

**The opinions expressed in Misgav publications are the authors’ alone.**
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Invasion into Israel from Syria?
written by Dr. Yossi Mansharof | 21.03.2025
It appears Tehran is toying with the idea of mobilizing forces to attack Israel from
the north – how Israel should respond?

Is Iran on the brink of collapse?
written by Elie Klutstein | 21.03.2025
Iran  is  implementing  extensive  power  outages  to  conserve  energy.  This
phenomenon  highlights  the  country’s  crumbling  infrastructure,  underutilized
natural  resources,  and  the  impact  of  international  sanctions  and  domestic
policies.

Trouble on all fronts: Iran shoots
refugees,  deports  millions,  and
builds border wall
written by Elie Klutstein | 21.03.2025
Tehran is struggling to control its eastern border, which has been a gateway for
over  a  million  refugees  fleeing  Taliban  rule  in  Afghanistan  in  recent  years.
Meanwhile, Iran also faces internal threats from local terrorist organizations in
the area.
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Will Tehran respond to the Israeli
attack?
written by Dr. Yossi Mansharof | 21.03.2025
Tehran’s cautious response: an analysis on Iran’s strategy amid rising tensions
with Israel.

Assessment of  Israel’s  ‘Operation
Days of Repentance’
written by Dr. David Wurmser | 21.03.2025
Based on very initial knowledge and limited information, I would conclude the
following results of Israel’s three-wave Oct. 26 strike on Iran, which were partly
strategic, but mostly tactical:

Israel finally broke the aura of Iranian invincibility. It dispelled the 30-1.
year  obsession  in  the  West  that  a  strike  would  have  apocalyptic
consequences, and established precedent for hitting Iran directly.  This is
no  small  thing,  and  lifts  an  analytical  and  policy  straight-jacket  that
paralyzed Israel and others for decades. Iran has been exposed as weak;
its  bluffs  and  bluster  called.  The  emperor  has  only  old,  threadbare
underwear.  Not quite nude, but close.
⁠Israel started normalizing striking Iran in the same way that, over the2.
years, Israeli strikes on Syria have become routine and barely noticed.
⁠Israel  set  itself  up well  for  a  strike that  truly  devastates the Iranian3.
regime in the unlikely event that it responds.
⁠Israel showed itself to be a tactical genius and a military power rivaled by4.
none in competence—a true pride of the Jewish people.
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On the negative side of the ledger, the bottom line represents a failed strategic
result, for the following reasons:

Israel finally broke the aura of Iranian invincibility. It dispelled the 30-1.
year  obsession  in  the  West  that  a  strike  would  have  apocalyptic
consequences, and established precedent for hitting Iran directly.  This is
no  small  thing,  and  lifts  an  analytical  and  policy  straight-jacket  that
paralyzed Israel and others for decades. Iran has been exposed as weak;
its  bluffs  and  bluster  called.  The  emperor  has  only  old,  threadbare
underwear.  Not quite nude, but close.
⁠Israel started normalizing striking Iran in the same way that, over the2.
years, Israeli strikes on Syria have become routine and barely noticed.
⁠Israel  set  itself  up well  for  a  strike that  truly  devastates the Iranian3.
regime in the unlikely event that it responds.
⁠Israel showed itself to be a tactical genius and a military power rivaled by4.
none in competence—a true pride of the Jewish people.

On the negative side of the ledger, the bottom line represents a failed strategic
result, for the following reasons:

The United States wanted Israel to hit mostly that which is aligned with1.
what the administration defines as U.S. priorities: anything that helps to
harm Russia’s war against Ukraine. Those sites were, in fact, hit.
⁠Israel limited itself to those sites and the ones that Israel needs to strike2.
in order to operate over Iran. Those sites, namely anti-aircraft, were hit.
⁠Israel did not  hit  any site that hurts Iran’s regime and could lead to3.
escalation as defined by Iran’s pre-strike chest-thumping: nuclear,  oil,
infrastructure, regime figures or symbolic targets.
⁠So  after  a  year  in  which  Iran  and  its  proxies  killed  2,000  Israelis;4.
destroyed up to 60% of cities in the north; sent 250,000 Israelis to be
internal refugees; launched a global campaign of Nazi-level antisemitism;
launched 600 missiles and drones into Israel; shut down half of Israel’s
ports and caused all international airlines to indefinitely stop flying to
Israel; tried to kill several of the most senior Israeli officials; and sent a
drone to hit the sitting prime minister’s house, Israel launches a strike
that protects Ukraine but leaves everything else untouched.
⁠In other words, after a month of bluster that Israel will change the face of5.
the Middle  East,  it  appears  to  have returned to  the Oct.  6  strategic



concept of “we showed them” and deterrence, rather than conducting a
strike that shakes the foundations of the Iranian regime and maintains
strategic strategic momentum. Instead, it  let  the United States finally
achieve  its  goal  of  strategically  leashing  Israel  and  forcing  it  back
essentially into a strategically reactive, de-escalatory posture.
⁠Israel  thus  let  Iran’s  chest  thumping,  which  was  designed  to  panic6.
Washington, succeed in reshaping Israel’s reaction—in essence, giving
Iran control over what Israel would hit.
⁠The key strategic gain Israel had in the last months was that it brought7.
“victory” as understood in terms of  regional  culture and grasp— that
Israel had “lost it,” was “possessed by the jinn” and the master of the
house  went  crazy.  But  that  concept,  appropriate  for  the  region,  was
traded  in  again  for  a  failed  Western  understanding  of  conflict
management—“Restraint is strength,” “We showed them,” “Iran got the
message”—deterrence.
⁠In short, Iran, whose entire strategy is based on manipulation, chess and8.
using your soul as a weapon against you—all of which depend on your
being rational, predictable and manipulatable—used the power of the U.S.
as Israel’s  strategic Achilles heel  to transform the strategic reality of
defeat,  retreat and fear it  faced in the last two months as Israel has
become  a  dangerous  uncontrollable  and  unpredictable  force  into  a
successful  effort  to  return  Israel  into  a  controllable,  reactive  and
manipulatable position. From there, Iran now can reassert its domination
over setting the agenda; manipulate events to reverse its retreat; return
the strategic momentum it had lost; and enter a long-range confrontation
with Israel on its terms.
⁠Regionally,  Israel  no longer appears  to  be the strong horse that  can9.
replace indispensable U.S. power, but instead has reverted to being a
dependent U.S. vassal in terms of strategic behavior.  Everyone knows
this was not the strike Israel needed and could have executed, but that it
was the strike that Washington imposed.
⁠Israel’s limiting its strike undermines chances for real peace with Saudi10.
Arabia. The Saudis were looking for a strong horse that replaces U.S.
power.  Instead,  they  see  now  that  Israel  is  nothing  more  than  an
American vassal—which is useless to them.

I realize this is harsh. I realize Iran may strike back, so Israel might have a second



chance. But it’s doubtful that Iran will take the bait.

Israel’s strike is a form of strategic victory for Iran in regional terms, no matter
how much  our  Western  minds  try  to  rationalize  it  as  an  objective  show of
strength. Iran will far more likely respond in ways that continue to reassert its
manipulative control over events, rather than lash out in a way that allows Israel
a second chance.

In conclusion,  Israeli  Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu ordered this  strike
under withering pressure from every direction inside Israel and from abroad. The
leaked plans, hostile demeanor and slightly veiled threats coming from Israel’s
key  ally  and  soul-mate,  the  United  States,  were  wounds  that  are  not  easily
dismissed.

Israel has a small population, less than a 10th of Iran’s, while fighting an eight-
front war alone and with its allies slowly choking off its arms supply. It must look
over  its  shoulder  at  international  institutions  that  are  engage  in  lawfare  to
annihilate  it,  and is  plagued by an unimaginative defense establishment that
suffers  deeply  from the Western malady of  having forgotten the meaning of
victory in war.

So, Israel not only acted alone, but with a strong headwind from every direction,
even that of its allies. Netanyahu’s perseverance despite these forces of sabotage
will earn him a hallowed place in history. He has emerged as the only leader in
power with such vision and resolve to defend Western civilization.

But a sober analysis must identify and overcome the internal forces and hopefully
still deliver the strategic victory that, at this point, only Netanyahu has the talent
to properly grasp and achieve.

Published in JNS, October 27, 2024.
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Beyond the strike: What Tehran’s
next  move means for  the Middle
East
written by Moshe Fuzaylov | 21.03.2025
Iran’s  strategic  calculations  face  a  pivotal  moment  as  Israel  demonstrates
unprecedented reach.

Hitting  Tehran  via  Beirut  and
Gaza:  Dismantling  Iranian
confidence
written by Meir Ben Shabbat | 21.03.2025
Proxy organizations have become negative marketing agents  for  Iran,  as  the
Middle East recognizes the destruction they bring.
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