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U.S. President Donald Trump continues to allege, without evidence (https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-
03/did-irans-nuclear-and-missile-programs-pose-imminent-threat-no), that Iran’s nuclear program posed an imminent
threat to the United States, justifying his decision to join Israel in striking Iran on Feb. 28. Although strikes can set back
Iran’s nuclear program and destroy key infrastructure, as the United States and Israel did in June 2025, military force
cannot eliminate Tehran’s proliferation risk. At the end of the conflict, Iran will retain the nuclear expertise and likely key
materials necessary for building a nuclear bomb.

But not only are strikes ineffective in addressing proliferation risks in the long-term, the ongoing miltiary action—and
Trump’s threats to deploy U.S. troops to seize Iran’s enriched uranium—is creating a new set of nuclear risks and safety
hazards.

The following are answers to frequently asked questions about Iran’s proliferation risk and nuclear security issues that
have emerged or remained a concern since the United States and Israel attacked Iran on Feb. 28.

What is the status of Iran's uranium enriched to 60 percent uranium-235?

Prior to the Israeli and U.S. strikes on Iran in June 2025, Iran had produced
(https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/statements/iaea-director-general-grossis-statement-to-unsc-on-situation-in-iran-
22-june-2025) approximately 440 kilograms of uranium enriched to 60 percent U-235, a level that can be quickly enriched
to weapons-grade, or 90 percent. Nearly all of the 60 percent material was in gas form
(https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files/25/06/gov2025-24.pdf) (UF6) and stored in small canisters, roughly the size of
a scuba tank.

Comments from some U.S. officials initially suggested that, after the U.S. struck on June 21, the majority of the 60 percent
material was intact at Esfahan, but inaccessible. The United States did not attempt to destroy the underground storage
site at Esfahan, where at least a portion of the material was stored. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Dan Caine
reportedly told (https://www.cnn.com/2025/06/27/politics/bunker-buster-bomb-isfahan-iran) Congress that the
storage area is so deeply buried that even the massive ordinance penetrator (the largest U.S. conventional munition)
would not be able to destroy it. Instead, the United States targeted the tunnel entrances to prevent access. (A massive
strike on a storage area housing 60 percent enriched uranium could also have been deemed too risky. Although it is
unlikely, strikes that blow up enough 60 percent enriched uranium material could produce a fission reaction.)

Although the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has not been given access to Iran’s bombed sites to confirm what
portion of the 60 percent stockpile survived the June 2025 strikes or where all the material is located, Director General
Rafael Mariano Grossi said (https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/much-irans-near-bomb-grade-uranium-
likely-be-isfahan-iaeas-grossi-says-2026-03-09/) on March 9 that the agency assesses that little over 200 kilograms of
60 percent enriched uranium is underground at Esfahan. Around 200 kilograms of 60 percent would be enough material
for around five nuclear warheads, if enriched to weapons-grade levels (90 percent).

According to a March 7 report (https://www.nytimes.com/2026/03/07/us/politics/iran-nuclear-site-uranium-intel.html)
in The New York Times, the U.S. intelligence community assesses that Iran can access the 60 percent material stored at
Esfahan via a small opening. The story quoted an intelligence official as suggesting that the United States and Israel are
monitoring the site and have a high degree of confidence that they would detect any attempt to move the material.

Grossi was less specific about the location of the remaining 60 percent enriched uranium. Presumably, some of the
remaining ~200 kilograms of 60 percent enriched uranium may have been destroyed or compromised in the strikes on
Natanz and Fordow in June 2025 or is still stored at those sites. Iran enriched to 60 percent at the above-ground Pilot Fuel
Enrichment Plant at Natanz, which was targeted by Israel on the opening day of the strikes, suggesting Tehran would not
have had time to move the material. Grossi suggested (https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/much-irans-near-
bomb-grade-uranium-likely-be-isfahan-iaeas-grossi-says-2026-03-09/) on March 9 that some 60 percent enriched
uranium might still be at Natanz.

Before the June 2025 attacks, Iran produced the majority (https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files/25/06/gov2025-
24.pdf) of 60 percent enriched uranium at Fordow. There were 8 days between Israel’s first strikes and the U.S. strike on
Fordow (Israel did not attack Fordow), which could have allowed Iran to move 60 percent enriched uranium from that site,
but it is unclear if Tehran did so. The IAEA and U.S. intelligence assessed that Fordow is inoperable after the June 21 U.S.
attack, but it is not clear if the damage would have destroyed any enriched uranium cannisters at the facility.
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Iran did make clear (https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/statements/iaea-director-generals-introductory-statement-to-
the-board-of-governors-23-june-
2025#:~:text=In%20this%20regard%2C%20the%20Board%20should%20be,any%20transfer%200f%20nuclear%20mate
to the IAEA its intention to invoke “special measures” and move its nuclear materials in the event of a miltiary attack before
the June strikes, suggesting Iran had plans in place for dispersion. On June 16, Iran notified the IAEA it took those steps.
These plans, combined with the mobility of the 60 percent material, suggest that diversion to an undeclared site was
possible.

How is the Trump administration considering addressing the proliferation risk posed by the 60 percent enriched
uranium? Is a special operation to extract the material a viable option?

U.S. President Donald Trump has said one of the U.S. goals for the military strikes on Iran is to prevent Tehran from
developing nuclear weapons. This suggests the United States, or Israel, may be unwilling to end the conflict while Iran
retains near-weapons-grade uranium.

Trump has suggested (https://www.nytimes.com/2026/03/07/opinion/trump-iran-nuclear-weapons-enriched-
uranium-war.html) that the United States might attempt to seize Iran’s stockpile of 60 percent enriched uranium by force,
inserting special forces into Iran to recover it. Any such operation would come after further strikes against Iran, Trump
said, presumably to try to mitigate any Iranian response to a ground operation.

An operation to recover Iran’s 60 percent material would put U.S. troops directly on the ground, a move that some
Republican members of Congress have already stated (https://thehill.com/policy/international/5773813-kennedy-
trump-iran-troops/) their opposition to, and would involve significant safety and security risks. Beyond the risk that
Iranian forces would attack U.S. troops—a risk that increases if troops need to excavate facilities to remove the materials
and neutralize it onsite—UF6 gas is toxic (https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2020/11/f80/SDS-
Uranium_Hexafluoride_UF6_2020.pdf). Furthermore, uranium enriched to 60 percent, even in gas form, can sustain a
fission reaction, making it more dangerous to transport. Troops will need special safety gear to handle the material,
particularly if any of the canisters are compromised, and adequate protection if any highly-enriched uranium is transited
out of the country. The military does have units that train for responding to WMD threats, but any operation would still be
risky.

The United States has developed equipment and procedures to secure highly enriched uranium on-site in a foreign

country. The Mobile Uranium Facility (https://www.energy.gov/nnsa/articles/mobile-packaging-program-origin-
story#:~:text=The%20Mobile%20Uranium%20Facility%20(MUF)%20is%20located,National%20Laboratory%20*%20Y%
was designed to package and remove highly-enriched uranium from a “less than secure state.” But deploying it would

require a large ground operation, likely including cargo planes and complex logistical support that could put a greater

number of U.S. personnel at risk for a longer period.

Furthermore, as discussed above, the United States may need to conduct ground operations at multiple sites to neutralize
the entirety of the 60 percent stockpile, increasing the risks to U.S. troops.

Would removing the 60 percent enriched uranium reduce Iran’s proliferation risk?

If the United States were to remove Iran’s stockpile of 60 percent material or neutralize it onsite, it could impact how
quickly Iran could build a nuclear weapon—enriching 60 percent to the 90 percent considered weapons-grade is the most
straightforward option for producing fissile material for a bomb.

But even if the Trump administration was confident that it could identify and safely neutralize the 60 percent enriched
uranium, removing that material would not eliminate the proliferation threat. Iran would retain the materials and knowledge
necessary that could allow it to eventually produce nuclear weapons, if the political decision were made to do so.

Furthermore, it is very likely that Iran has uranium enriched up to five percent and up to 20 percent stored at several
locations, possibly in addition to sites where 60 percent material is. Any attempt to retrieve that material would increase
risks to U.S. troops during a recovery operation but leaving it would allow Iran to jumpstart any future nuclear weapons
development effort.

Using 20 percent or less than 5 percent enriched uranium as feed would take longer to enrich to weapons-grade levels
than if Iran started with 60 percent. But since Iran has likely retained centrifuges, the machines necessary to enrich (or
could produce more), and the knowledge to convert the material and build the explosives package, the proliferation risk
will remain.

Given the attacks on Iran’s nuclear infrastructure and the unknowns about the status of certain sites and materials, it is
challenging to say definitively how long it would take Iran to build a bomb if it started from low-enriched or natural uranium.
A number of other variables would also influence that timeline, including if Iran prioritized secrecy or speed.

Could the United States seize all of Iran’s centrifuges?

No. The IAEA lost continuity of knowledge regarding Iran’s centrifuge production in 2021
(https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files/documents/gov2021-10.pdf). From 2021-June 2025 (the known operating
centrifuge production facilities were destroyed in June 2025), Iran had the capacity to produce more centrifuges than the
IAEA reported installed at Natanz and Fordow. Some of those machines may be at a third enrichment facility at Esfahan
(https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files/documents/gov2025-50.pdf), which Iran declared to the IAEA, but the agency
never visited (it was set to do so on June 13 when Israel struck Iran).

Given these uncertainties, is extremely unlikely that the United States and Israel have been able to keep track of all of
Iran’s centrifuges. Furthermore, Iran retains the knowledge to produce more.
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Are there longer-term implications of a U.S. seizure option?

In the long-term, the U.S. seizure of Iran’s stockpile could have negative implications for future efforts to account for Iran’s
nuclear material, including by the IAEA. At some point, the IAEA will need to return to Iran and begin to determine if all
nuclear materials are accounted for and are only being used for peaceful purposes. If the United States removes material
or neutralizes it onsite, that could complicate the agency’s efforts to verify accountancy and provide assurance that
nuclear materials have not been diverted. Documentation and consultation with the IAEA on accountancy measures
before an operation could mitigate those risks, but a hostile environment could pose unanticipated challenges.

Furthermore, if the Iranian regime remains intact, it will likely view a U.S. ground incursion as a further violation of its
territorial integrity, which could provide further justification for factions calling for the development of nuclear weapons to
deter future attacks.

What nuclear facilities are being targeted in Operation Epic Fury?
Iran’s nuclear facilities were not targeted in the initial round of U.S. and Israeli strikes on Feb. 28.

On March 2, Iran’s Ambassador to the IAEA, Reza Najafi, stated (https://www.reuters.com/world/china/iran-says-
natanz-nuclear-site-hit-us-israeli-strikes-2026-03-02/) that Natanz was struck. The IAEA later confirmed
(https://x.com/iaeaorg/status/2028763510021251158?s=20) that attack. The strike appeared to have been focused on
preventing access to the facility. Israel also claims to have targeted a site northeast of Tehran, referred to as Min Zadei,
which the IDF claimed (https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/defense-news/article-889277) would be relevant to
producing a component necessary for nuclear weaponization. (The IAEA has reiterated that it did not see evidence of a
structured nuclear weapons program).

U.S. and/or Israeli strikes occurred near (https://x.com/TheGoodISIS/status/2028205371798757543?s=20) the Atomic
Energy Organization of Iran and facilities associated with the Organization of Defense Innovation and Research or SPND.
(When Iran abandoned its illicit nuclear weapons development efforts in 2003, officials that effort, known as the Amad
Plan, moved to work for the SPND).

It does not appear that the site under construction near the Natanz complex, known as Pickaxe, has been struck. Iran
claims Pickaxe will be a centrifuge assembly facility. The IAEA has not had access to the site, which may be more deeply
buried than Fordow, suggesting it would be challenging to destroy with conventional strikes.

(For more information about Iran’s nuclear program not posing an imminent threat at the time of the Feb. 28 strikes,
see here (https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-03/did-irans-nuclear-and-missile-programs-pose-
imminent-threat-no).)

Are there nuclear security risks around Iran’s reactors?

Yes. Iran has an operational light-water power reactor at the Bushehr site, which is operated by Rosatom, the Russian
state-owned nuclear energy company. The reactor is located outside of the coastal city of Bushehr. Although

Rosatom evacuated (https://www.aa.com.tr/en/world/russia-begins-2nd-stage-of-personnel-evacuation-from-
iranian-nuclear-plant/3856234) some personnel from Bushehr, the head of the organization, Alexey Likhacheyv, said
(https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/rosatom-warns-of-regional-disaster-at-irans-bushehr-nuclear-plant-2026-3-3-
0/) on March 3 that the operating reactor unit is at full capacity. He said a strike on the facility “would certainly be a
regional-scale disaster.”

Iran also runs a research reactor, the Tehran Research Reactor, located Tehran, and has an MNSR research reactor at
Esfahan.

A strike on any of the nuclear reactors or systems that help moderate reactor temperatures could cause a meltdown and
radioactive release, and any such attack would be a clear violation of international law.

Strikes on infrastructure necessary for the safe operation of a reactor could also create safety risks. Knocking out the
electrical grid supporting the Bushehr reactor, for instance, could have negative implications. Given that Iran is not a
member of the Convention of Nuclear Safety (https://www.iaea.org/topics/nuclear-safety-conventions/convention-
nuclear-safety), it is unclear if the country has best practices and protocols in place to prevent such accidents.

Given the devastating environment and humanitarian consequences posed by striking a nuclear reactor, it is unlikely that
the United States or Israel would deliberately target one of those facilities. However, there is a risk that a reactor is struck
accidentally, particularly because some of these facilities are in the vicinity of military targets. The Bushehr reactor, for
instance, is in proximity to IRGC military installations.

Are there nuclear security risks in the region?

An Iranian official reportedly threatened (https://www.timesofisrael.com/iran-threatens-to-hit-dimona-nuclear-site-if-
israel-and-us-try-to-topple-regime/) to target Israel’'s Dimona reactor complex, where the country produces fissile
material for its unacknowledged nuclear weapons program, if the United States and Israel push for regime change. It is
unlikely that Iran could hit the facility, but any such strike could compromise the safety of the complex and have a
devastating impact. Past studies on a potential strike on Israel's Dimona nuclear weapons facility
(https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2008-06/features/should-israel-close-dimona-radiological-consequences-military-
strike-israels) suggest significant radiological risks to surrounding populations.
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Additionally, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) operates four large reactors at the Barakah nuclear power plant. Again, it is

highly unlikely this facility would be deliberately targeted by Iran; however, the reactor units or spent fuel could be hit by

accidental strikes or damage to supporting infrastructure could compromise safe operations. Any serious accident at

Barakah could have significant regional implications.

Is there a risk of nuclear terrorism? Or non-state actors gaining access to Iranian nuclear materials?

Currently, the risk of nuclear terrorism or nuclear material moving to the black market remains low. Non-state actors would
face challenges in accessing enriched uranium and it is unlikely they would have the infrastructure to enrich it to weapons-

grade and covert it to the metallic form necessary for a warhead core.

However, if the current Iranian government implodes or the conflict causes significant internal instability, there is an

increased risk that nuclear materials will be stolen or diverted to undeclared sites. There is also a risk that Iranian nuclear
scientists may be willing to sell their expertise to state, or non-state, nuclear weapons aspirants. —KELSEY DAVENPORT

Also on ArmsControl.org

Did Iran's Nuclear and Missile Programs Pose an
Imminent Threat? No. (/issue-briefs/2026-03/did-
irans-nuclear-and-missile-programs-pose-
imminent-threat-no)

March 3, 2026

The Growing Push to Halt and Reverse the New
Nuclear Arms Race (/issue-briefs/2026-
02/growing-push-halt-and-reverse-new-nuclear-
arms-race)

February 11, 2026

Past Time for Congress to Block Further Arms
Transfers to Israel (/issue-briefs/2025-07/past-
time-congress-block-further-arms-transfers-
israel)

July 30, 2025

Resources (/content/subject-resources)

Donate (/donate)

About (/about)

Contact Us (/contact)

Email Updates (/get-the-latest)

(https://www.facebook.com/armscontrol) (https:/twitter.com/armscontrolnow) (https://www.linkedin.com/company/armscontrol)

DONATE (/DONATE)

ARMS CONTROL TODAY (/TODAY)

Is Trump Jeopardizing Nonproliferation Efforts to
Get A Nuclear Cooperation Deal with Saudi
Arabia? A Report To Congress Suggests He Is.
(/issue-briefs/2026-02/trump-jeopardizing-
nonproliferation-efforts-get-nuclear-cooperation-
deal-saudi)

February 19, 2026

Rebuttals to Common Arguments for Deploying
More U.S. Strategic Warheads (/Rebuttals)
October 29, 2025

Iran’s Nuclear Program After the Strikes: What's
Left and What's Next? (/issue-briefs/2025-
07/irans-nuclear-program-after-strikes-whats-left-
and-whats-next)

July 9, 2025

Join the Arms Control Association

The Arms Control Association depends on
the generous contributions of individuals
who share our goal of promoting public
understanding of and support for effective
arms control policies. ACA is a nonpartisan,
nonprofit membership organization, and your
financial support makes a difference. Your
membership comes with a 12-month

subscription to Arms Cmal Today.

1100 H Street NW, #520
Washington, DC 20005
Tel: (202) 463-8270

EIN: 23-7124588

BLOG (/BLOG)


https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-03/did-irans-nuclear-and-missile-programs-pose-imminent-threat-no
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-03/did-irans-nuclear-and-missile-programs-pose-imminent-threat-no
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-03/did-irans-nuclear-and-missile-programs-pose-imminent-threat-no
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-03/did-irans-nuclear-and-missile-programs-pose-imminent-threat-no
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-03/did-irans-nuclear-and-missile-programs-pose-imminent-threat-no
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/trump-jeopardizing-nonproliferation-efforts-get-nuclear-cooperation-deal-saudi
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/trump-jeopardizing-nonproliferation-efforts-get-nuclear-cooperation-deal-saudi
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/trump-jeopardizing-nonproliferation-efforts-get-nuclear-cooperation-deal-saudi
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/trump-jeopardizing-nonproliferation-efforts-get-nuclear-cooperation-deal-saudi
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/trump-jeopardizing-nonproliferation-efforts-get-nuclear-cooperation-deal-saudi
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/trump-jeopardizing-nonproliferation-efforts-get-nuclear-cooperation-deal-saudi
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/growing-push-halt-and-reverse-new-nuclear-arms-race
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/growing-push-halt-and-reverse-new-nuclear-arms-race
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/growing-push-halt-and-reverse-new-nuclear-arms-race
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/growing-push-halt-and-reverse-new-nuclear-arms-race
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2026-02/growing-push-halt-and-reverse-new-nuclear-arms-race
https://www.armscontrol.org/Rebuttals
https://www.armscontrol.org/Rebuttals
https://www.armscontrol.org/Rebuttals
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/past-time-congress-block-further-arms-transfers-israel
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/past-time-congress-block-further-arms-transfers-israel
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/past-time-congress-block-further-arms-transfers-israel
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/past-time-congress-block-further-arms-transfers-israel
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/past-time-congress-block-further-arms-transfers-israel
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/irans-nuclear-program-after-strikes-whats-left-and-whats-next
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/irans-nuclear-program-after-strikes-whats-left-and-whats-next
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/irans-nuclear-program-after-strikes-whats-left-and-whats-next
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/irans-nuclear-program-after-strikes-whats-left-and-whats-next
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2025-07/irans-nuclear-program-after-strikes-whats-left-and-whats-next
https://www.facebook.com/armscontrol
https://www.facebook.com/armscontrol
https://www.facebook.com/armscontrol
https://twitter.com/armscontrolnow
https://twitter.com/armscontrolnow
https://twitter.com/armscontrolnow
https://www.linkedin.com/company/armscontrol
https://www.linkedin.com/company/armscontrol
https://www.linkedin.com/company/armscontrol
https://www.flickr.com/photos/armscontrolassociation/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/armscontrolassociation/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/armscontrolassociation/
https://www.armscontrol.org/content/subject-resources
https://www.armscontrol.org/donate
https://www.armscontrol.org/about
https://www.armscontrol.org/contact
https://www.armscontrol.org/get-the-latest
https://www.armscontrol.org/privacy
https://www.armscontrol.org/content/subject-resources
https://www.armscontrol.org/today
https://www.armscontrol.org/blog
https://www.armscontrol.org/about
https://www.armscontrol.org/renew
https://www.armscontrol.org/donate

