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After the United States and Iran signed a memorandum of understanding to
end the war, Asli Aydintasbas spoke to Kari Heerman and Bruce Jones about
its geopolitical implications, building on their recent articles in the series
“Blowback: How the Iran war may change the world.”



JONES: | think this episode has shown Iran that it can flex the major muscle that it
has, which is to constrict shipping through Hormuz

HEERMAN: Iran did not only assert control over the strait, it also experimented a
little bit with politically conditioned access, offering discounts to its friends and higher
rates to its enemies. And that’s a major departure from not only the status quo ante,
it also presents major challenges for international maritime law.

JONES: Ninety percent of world trade flows by sea. Seventy percent of world
energy, and 99 percent percent of the world’s data that flows on the seabed cables,
all of that is vulnerable.

[music]

AYDINTASBAS: Hi, welcome to The Current. My name is Asl Aydintagbas. I'm a
fellow at Brookings Foreign Policy program, and with me are two senior scholars,
both senior fellows from different parts of Brookings. Kari Heerman. Kari is a senior
fellow with the Economic Studies program. And Bruce Jones, also a senior fellow at
Strobe Talbott Center for Security, Strategy, and Technology.

Kari and Bruce are with me to talk about what happens in and around Iran,
specifically Hormuz, now that we have a deal with Iran. But before we get to the
discussion, | want to set the table briefly, because we’ve had a lot happening on Iran
over the past couple of days, | will say.

First of all, last week there was the signature of an MOU, memorandum of
understanding. President Trump actually signed it a number of times, lately in
Versalilles, France. And then JD Vance was in Blrgenstock, Switzerland, over the
weekend in what seemed to be extensive talks with Iran. Now, there’s a lot written
about it, also a lot of contradiction in what the parties to the conflict are saying.

[2:01]

| want to start with Bruce. What is your understanding of what’s happening,
specifically on Hormuz, but anything else you want to mention here?

[2:12]

JONES: Well, I'll I'll just start by saying that | don’t think many people missed the
symbolism of signing this at Versailles. I'm not quite sure what the president’s
advance team was thinking for that one. You know, in general terms, | think only the
president’s most fervent admirers see this war and its outcomes as anything other
than a major, a major error and a failure.

| I want to take a moment first before we get into anything else to acknowledge the
human cost of this as well. | mean, there are people who died | won’t lose any sleep
over, but there were also a lot of Iranian civilians, and there were American service
men and women who died. And | think most people see this as a pretty flawed
outcome, a pretty flawed overall foreign policy moment for the president.

| will say this. If some weeks from now, 60 days or however long it takes, we end up
with a deal in which Iran permanently, verifiably, genuinely verifiably, gives up its
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nuclear weapons program, we will reevaluate where we are. Right now, this looks
like a very bad outcome that has strengthened Iran, but we’ll reevaluate that if in fact
it is possible to get a deal on the nuclear weapons program—

AYDINTASBAS: —that’s an important point—

JONES: —and to see the straits remain open in a way that doesn’t cede a great deal
of leverage to Iran, which is what has happened now.

[3:31]

AYDINTASBAS: So we're not exactly returning to the previous status quo even with
a deal, right?

[3:38]

JONES: | think this episode has shown Iran that it can flex the major muscle that it
has, which is to constrict shipping through Hormuz, and it can withstand the price
that the West would impose on it as a consequence, and the United States in
particular would impose on it as consequence. It's been able to withstand this
American military barrage and come out with its capacity to threaten the straits
essentially undiminished. And that | think puts Iran in a stronger position than we
went in.

Now, to be clear, Iran is weakened militarily, internally. There’s no question about
that. But it’'s not a very complicated thing to threaten the straits, and their capacity to
do that and withstand punishment is strengthened.

[4:17]

AYDINTASBAS: So Kari, as Bruce has actually just highlighted, it turns out Iran’s
strongest weapon was not really its nuclear program, but it was the strait, its ability to
close down straits. And over the course of this war, we saw an Iranian blockade and
an American blockade on the Iranian blockade, et cetera. Now, it does seem like the
strait is opening, but | think there’s a good deal of confusion in terms of what is
happening at this very moment and what the deal, the agreement, to end the war
entails. Do you have a sense of what’s happening?

[4:54]

HEERMAN: What | do understand is that the immediate priority is to open the Strait
of Hormuz to get energy and other goods flowing, and also to allow Iran to sell oil on
global markets in U.S. dollars, which it hasn’t been able to do for some time.

So for the next 60 days, what’s been agreed in the MOU is that Iran would open the
strait and allow commercial vessels to traffic through it. And it looks like traffic is
indeed moving. And likewise, that the United States would provide waivers and
licenses and targeted sanctions relief to allow Iran to make sales of petroleum, crude
oil, and petroleum products and petrochemicals on global markets in U.S. dollars.
And that also appears to be moving forward in some to some degree.



What’s unknown is what happens after that 60 days. Within the MOU, the Iranians
did not agree to never assert control over the the strait again, to never impose costs.
One of the interesting things is that when Iran took asserted control over the strait,
they established a Persian Gulf Strait Authority, which they were setting up in order
to collect fees or tolls on vessels that would transit the strait and to monitor the
traffic.

They have not taken that authority down and in fact, they have, my understanding is
had the national insurance company open a a policy that countries transiting the
strait are gonna be required to apply for in order to to use the strait. They will, at
least for 60 days, be able to do so with no charge at all. But in the MOU it explicitly
states that Iran will consult with Oman, who has the other side of the strait to discuss
going forward how the strait should be administered. And that’s a major departure
from not only the status quo ante, it also a presents major challenges for
international maritime law.

Our colleague at Brookings, Scott Anderson, is a great expert in this, and | | won’t go
into it in a, but he is a great resource.

[6:56]
JONES: | just want to add on Kari’'s good points.
AYDINTASBAS: Yeah.

JONES: It's one thing to have agreed all this on paper. In practice, the strait is still
mined. And getting rid of the mines is a major operation. There’re two ways that
happens. Either Iran removes them, which is the easier way. If they are fully
implementing the deal and with full cooperation, they remove the mines. That’s the
easier way.

Or the Europeans have agreed to send demining ships and do the work of removing
the mines. That will take months and months and months. Right now we’re seeing
some ships transit the southern route along the Omani coast, but a lot of ships are
still not willing to make the main run through the main strait because there are still
mines on the seabed. And how quickly Iran actually removes those mines remains to
be seen.

Plus, mining is easy. It’s like the difference between starting a fire and fighting a fire.
Starting a fire is real easy. Fighting it is is hard work. At any moment, Iran could re-
mine the straits and it’s realized that huge leverage that it has.

[7:54]

AYDINTASBAS: But since President Trump talks about having obliterated, entirely
eliminating Iran’s navy, would they even have the capability to do the demining that’s
necessary for traffic?

JONES: | actually don’t know the specific answer to that. What | do know is that if
they know where they put all their mines. Usually when a country mines—

AYDINTASBAS: —they know—



JONES: —a body of water, they know where they put them.

Now, my guess is in the white hot heat of war that they don’t have perfect records of
where they mined, and that this is not gonna be as straightforward as just sharing
the mining information and the Europeans go take it out.

If if Iran knows where all the mines are and if they’re fully cooperating with Britain
and France and whoever sends demining ships, it would, you know, it could be done
in a matter of, let’s say, two, three months. But it's not happening overnight, and
that’s with full cooperation and full knowledge of what they’ve done.

| suspect neither condition will be true, and this will be a months-long process at best
to de-mine the straits. And then the deal doesn’t say a single word about the Iranian
threat to impose a levy or a toll, whatever word you want, on the data that flows on
the seabed cables—

AYDINTASBAS: —explain—

JONES: —along the Strait of Hormuz. These are crucial data cables. Overall, cables
carry 99 percent of the world’s data. The cables that run along the Strait of Hormuz
are vital for the Arab world and for parts of Africa. Iran, during the conflict, threatened
to impose a levy on the data flowing through them. Not really sure how they would
do that technically, but they could also disrupt those cables. They could sever them.
They could do damage to them.

And unlike with oil, you know, if they, if they block the flow of oil out of Hormuz,
they’re hurting their own economy as well as the global economy. Data cables, it
would have a minimal effect on their economy and have significant disruptive
implications for the region.

So there’s a a whole set of threats there that this doesn’t even touch on and remain
a risk going forward.

[9:45]

AYDINTASBAS: Now | want to turn to the articles that you both have written. Kari,
your piece was with David Wessel from Economic Studies arguing that Iran’s
weaponization of the Strait of Hormuz actually sets a very dangerous precedent for
all types of choke points. | want you to briefly explain, | think this is exactly what
Bruce was alluding to, but | want you to take it from Iran to what we’re talking about
globally.

[10:15]

HEERMAN: Yeah. So Iran did not only assert control over the strait, it also
experimented a little bit with politically conditioned access to the strait.

AYDINTASBAS: Politically conditioned access.
HEERMAN: Yeah. Yeah.

AYDINTASBAS: An expression you’re using as opposed to the regular disruption.
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HEERMAN: Yes, exactly. So not just blocking everybody, not just imposing a
uniform fee on everybody who wants to access the strait, but offering discounts to its
friends and higher rates to its enemies.

Not only does that is that different from the status quo ante where there are no fees
or no costs, and not only does it implicate, you know, maritime law, but it also
changes the the nature of the political leverage associated with access to the strait.

So what David and | observed, and we think is important in sort of looking beyond
what could be outcomes, longer term outcomes of of this incident, is that risk that
politically conditioned access to one of these narrow waterways where there are very
few alternatives to use them could be something that could be used as a tool instead
of a global public good that allowed open access to everyone in the world.

It's turned into a tool to pressure rivals, to favor partners and allies, and thus
becomes a source of geopolitical leverage.

[11:28]

AYDINTASBAS: Let’s talk about a bunch of these places. Can we, can you name a
few places that...

[11:33]
HEERMAN: There’re a number, and | think, you know, | don’t—
AYDINTASBAS: —Malacca Straits—

HEERMAN: —the Straits of Malacca is one of them. There’s the Strait of Denmark is
one of them. There’re a number of them, and it—

AYDINTASBAS: —Bosphorus, of course—
HEERMAN: —yes, of course—
AYDINTASBAS: —is important, or that’s been open for nearly 100 years.

HEERMAN: Exactly. Well, most of these have been. There, there’s a long custom of
providing global access to international waterways like this even preexisting the
international maritime law that that institutionalized it.

But just as Bruce was saying earlier it isn’t free to do that. It would be very costly for
most of these countries to give up that freedom of navigation. It benefits most
countries much more than it is a source of leverage. So it is not something that we
expect to start unfolding tomorrow.

But just as these things slowly become normalized, and it slowly becomes, while of
course Iran wants to use the leverage that it has in this much more contested
geopolitical environment when tariffs are being used strategically, when export
controls are being used strategically, our concern is that it just starts to be one more
thing that looks a little bit normal, and we end up in a situation where—



AYDINTASBAS: —normalizing—
HEERMAN: —yes—

AYDINTASBAS: —use of geography as a leverage particularly for economic
punishment.

[12:47]

Bruce, | want to turn to your piece. | learned a lot. Its title is "A Sinking Feeling: The
Strait of Hormuz and the strains on U.S. naval power." Now, freedom of navigation is
as American as apple pie. Right? It's long been a U.S. policy, stated U.S. goal. But
tell me a little bit about what you wanted to say and what the sinking feeling is.

[13:12]

JONES: Yeah. So there are two or three points here. So first, as Kari said, there’s
been a long custom here, predates American hegemony. It’s ... But it was a a
cornerstone of American post-war global role. The notion that the American Navy
guarantees the freedom of navigation has been, | would argue—

AYDINTASBAS: —everywhere—

JONES: —the cornerstone of American power globally.
AYDINTASBAS: And everywhere, right—

JONES: —everywhere—

AYDINTASBAS: —pretty much.

JONES: —everywhere.

But I'm a, | | put the the elements of why this is collapsing slightly differently. So it’s
absolutely true what Kari said, but even before we got to that, we saw fighting in the
Black Sea between Russia and Ukraine threatening the disruption of some of the
largest flows of food and fertilizer in the world, threatening famine for tens of millions
of people literally.

We saw Iran helping the Houthis use weaponry in the Red Sea that disrupted trade
there, trade flows there. And we’re, we’re starting to see around the world non-state
armed groups as well as relatively small states getting a hold of robotics, weaponry,
drones, Al-enabled drones, and other kinds of tools that | think we’re, we’re gonna
see a spread of threats to to shipping.

In the case of states doing that, there are costs and risks, whether it’s you're
disrupting your own oil sales or or, you know, your own benefits from free flow of
trade. In the state of non-state actors, that might look very different. And | think that
we’re gonna see more contest from both states and non-states on the flow of

shipping.



Put this in context. Ninety percent of world trade flows by sea. Seventy percent of
world energy, 70 percent of world food supplies, 90-plus percent of metal and and
rare earths elements, all the stuff we need to manufacture, and 99 percent percent of
the world’s data. Every time you use your cellphone or do online banking or do
anything remotely—

AYDINTASBAS: —wow—

JONES: —let alone U.S. military communications, let alone Al, all moves on
undersea cables. All of that is vulnerable.

[15:03]

Third point. What we have done since the end of the Cold War, we, the United
States, and we, the West, is to continue to shrink the size of naval assets that we
have. When we ended the Cold War, the United States had a 600-ship Navy. Right
now, we're fighting with a 280-ship Navy. So we’ve dramatically increased the
economic stakes of what’s flowing at sea and decreased our capacity to secure
those flows.

At the same time, China has become by far and away the world’s most
comprehensive maritime power. So the balance of power and who can secure
crucially important flows at sea is moving away from the United States. This episode,
| think, hastens that. It didn’t trigger it, but it is hastening it.

But | think the United States faces a a really difficult moment ahead where the
viability of that guarantee of the free, the freedom of navigation is gonna become
extremely hard to to implement. | will also say lots and lots and lots of other countries
benefit hugely from the flow of goods at sea.

AYDINTASBAS: But this is something | wanted to ask you..

JONES: So it is perfectly reasonable for the United States to ask for others to be
doing more.

[16:15]

AYDINTASBAS: Sure, but you also make the point further in your piece that actually
Russia and China massively benefit from U.S. naval guarantee of of freedom of
goods and oil specifically. So should United States start thinking of these issues in
more selective terms, or is the whole global economy so intertwined that you really
cannot be selective?

[16:44]

JONES: So this is the point that | concluded my my last book on, | wrote this book
called To Rule the Waves, which is about these issues, and it ends with this point,
that there’s just a fundamental contradiction at the heart of modern globalization and
modern American power. We are expending enormous amounts of treasure and
manpower and and lives to secure flows whose primary beneficiary is our principal
adversary. That is illogical in its most fundamental level.



Now, we also profit from the growth of the Chinese economy, and it’s all integrated
and yada, yada, yada, but there is a fundamental contradiction here.

So my own view for the last several years is we need to be moving towards two
globalizations, one that the United States secures and one that it does not. That is
not what we’re watching. We're watching something much more chaotic than that.

AYDINTASBAS: That'’s very interesting and definitely should be the topic of a
different podcast because this differentiated globalization is rather unique.

[17:35]

Kari, | wanted to ask you about the deal in broader terms because JD Vance talks
about turning over a new leaf with Iran, you know, in repeated interviews over the
weekend. And last week, he talked about this as a grand bargain. And | thought of
you in the sense that | knew | was going to come for this discussion today, and you
have worked in U.S. government, in bureaucracy, where you dealt with sanctions,
economic statecraft and, and, and definitely export controls and so on.

It must be a new page for everyone who works on U.S. government. In other words,
sanctions do not get lifted the moment you say, Okay, I’'m lifting the sanctions, right?
It's a very complicated system. Have you thought of what could happen? Can this
happen, a major reconstruction fund for Iran or unfreezing of the frozen Iranian
assets and sanctions relief?

[18:35]

HEERMAN: Well, I'll reiterate that there is quite a bit that is unknown about what is
actually happening. But yes you can. What is happening right away is a general
license from the U.S. Treasury that allows waivers and licenses for things to resume
flowing for Iran to to sell oil on international markets. That is something that’s time-
limited for the next 60 days again.

Longer term, actually removing the sanctions, you're right that there are legal
complexities involved in it. There are some things that the executive branch can do
fairly straightforward. There are some things that will require Congress. Some of the
sanctions are are not U.S. unilateral sanctions. Yes, there are legal complexities. |
think that their removal is probably tied to the broader set of negotiations, so | don’t
expect, although | could be—

AYDINTASBAS: —who knows—

HEERMAN: —terribly wrong, but | don’t expect that the U.S. as down payment is
removing all sanctions permanently. This is something that will take some time and
will probably be quite complicated in the negotiations. You’re right about that.

AYDINTASBAS: So it's not going to be, Okay, | decided to wire you $300 billion
expected by Thursday. Give me your bank account. It it it’s just basically impossible
at this point.

HEERMAN: Well, that would be surprising. So | think what you’re talking about now
is different from sanctions relief.



AYDINTASBAS: Yes, as the reconstruct—

HEERMAN: There’s sanctions relief, there’s making frozen assets available, and
then the third element is a reconstruction fund, for which there are very few details.
In the MOU, it says there will be a reconstruction fund of some kind. There’s a lot of
uncertainty surrounding what that is. To what degree is it private investment
commitments? To what degree is it money from from various governments? JD
Vance has said not one U.S. dollar of taxpayer money is going to be used for
reconstruction in Iran. It’s unclear exactly what what this reconstruction fund looks
like. Having read a few things over the past few days, there are many different ideas
going around.

| think what, what’s interesting is that this is quite a different approach to
reconstruction or economic development, or the provision of economic security post-
conflict. There’s long been a a recognition that securing peace post-conflict requires
an element of economic security. That’s a lesson learned from about 100 years ago
pretty firmly.

And so it’s not surprising to me that regional allies and and other countries would
want to commit to providing support for Iran to reintegrate into the global economy.
There are many examples of where that has provided some economic stability both
domestically and globally.

| think what will be interesting to watch is who benefits from that. There’s money to
be made. What kind of a a regional economic infrastructure that sets up and whether
that really secures the Iranian economy and integrates it with the region post-conflict.

[21:32]

JONES: | would say, by the way, that we may see countries willing to participate in
this for a couple of reasons. One is, and we should just acknowledge this point, like,
the end of the war is intrinsically a good thing.

AYDINTASBAS: Sure.
JONES: No matter what else is true—
AYDINTASBAS: —sure—

JONES: —the war stopping is a good thing. You know, the estimates are different
here, but some estimate around $2 trillion cost to the global economy so far. The
president himself said that if this had gone on, it would’ve triggered a great
depression. Like the, you know, if we, if we really saw oil flows constrict past the
point where reserves and reduced demand were able to cope with it, the the
consequences would be extremely large.

So, a lot of countries will have a a stake in helping make sure that this does actually
work. And | think we’ll see a lot of people winking and nodding and turning a blind
eye and, you know, fees or tolls and various other things. Diplomacy can smooth a
lot of cracks. We know that from all of modern history and recent history.
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So it would not surprise me if we see countries putting money into this. It will surprise
me if this is all stable and if we don’t see breakdown, collapse, return to conflict, lack
of implementation of the deal, and all of the above. That will surprise me.

AYDINTASBAS: Well, that seems like—

JONES: —a bad note on which to end—
AYDINTASBAS: —a bad note to end. But nonetheless—
JONES: —a sinking feeling—

AYDINTASBAS: —our time is up. Thank you for this very, very interesting
conversation. Thanks to both of you, and I'm going to also thank our listeners for
listening and watching.

[music]

You can learn about all of this, as well as read Bruce and Kari’s pieces on our
website at Brookings dot edu.

This is Asli Aydintagbas from The Current.
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