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Science Diplomacy with Iran 
– A Common Language for 

the Farsiable Future 
 

An analysis of science diplomacy’s prospects and 
feasibility for resetting U.S. – Iran relations and 

promoting collaborative research 
 
 

Abstract. U.S. – Iran relations have been notoriously tense in the foreign policy arena, especially as 
portrayed in the media. Traditional diplomacy and hard power tactics have proven to be 
unpredictable and ineffective when it comes to the American dynamics with Iran, necessitating a 
new approach to diplomacy. Science diplomacy proves to be a viable alternative to conventional 
methods, given strong research bases in both countries that stand to benefit from one another. 
Specifically, vaccine diplomacy, especially with respect to leishmania, could bridge the large 
political abyss between the U.S. and Iran and pave the way toward a renormalization of political 
relations.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
How to deal with Iran has remained an irresolvable issue for the U.S. since the overthrowing of the 

Shah in 1979. Foreign policy efforts have included raising international pressure on Iran’s regime, a 

strict focus on their nuclear program, and widely unpopular economic sanctions. These measures 

can largely be categorized as classical examples of “hard power,” though today’s geopolitical 

climate and plethora of conflicts has begun to show that even “the stick” has its functional limits.5 

Many have suggested that the solution to several controversial policy disputes involves civilian 

power, or “the carrot.”23 Though this kind of policy can manifest in many ways, one often-

overlooked facet of “soft power” lies in the vehicle of science. As unappreciated as the prospects of 

so-called “science diplomacy” may be for U.S. policy, President Obama has made mention of their 

utility, especially for countries like Iran that are mired in the geopolitical whirlpool that is the 

Middle East. In his 2009 speech at Cairo University, President Obama noted that he aims to bring 

the American and Muslim worlds closer with scientific collaboration and the use of science 

envoys.28 Perhaps we are witnessing the beginning of an “interdisciplinary” political era where 

science is particularly active. 

 
William Colglazier, Science and Technology Advisor to the U.S. Department of State in 2013, 

defines “science diplomacy” as11: 

 
“(1) science and technology aiding diplomacy (for the many diplomatic issues where scientific and 

technological information is critically important and even for those cases where science and 

technology engagement can open doors for dialogue on other issues), (2) diplomacy advancing 

science and technology (such as by negotiating multinational arrangements for building large 

facilities and gaining access for research in unique locations), and (3) science and technology 

helping to solve national, regional, and global problems (such as by creating new options and paths 
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for making progress on the “wicked problems” too difficult for politicians to resolve alone). An 

important purpose of science diplomacy is to help improve relations between countries and make all 

people more secure, healthy, peaceful, and prosperous.”  

 
With respect to Iran, science may not be able to resolve all tension and political conflict with the 

U.S. However, scientific networks can foster the precipitation of viable political dialogue, as was 

the case for American ties with China and Russia.11 In fact, scientific engagement could engender 

more productive conversation regarding the problem of Persian nuclear power.32  

 
In fact, Peter Agre, Nobel Laureate and former President of the American Association for the 

Advancement of Science (AAAS), noted in a personal interview that now is a particularly good 

time to pursue science diplomacy. U.S. – Iran relations are relatively peaceful, and some of the most 

productive talks to date regarding nuclear power are ongoing in Lausanne.1 In fact, a Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action plan has been announced out of these negotiations that suggests a 

reasonable solution has been prepared to contain Iran’s nuclear ambitions while easing sanctions.18 

Iran’s enrichment of uranium will be limited and international access to their facilities will be 

increased, but in return they will receive significant sanctions relief and consequently a 

revitalization of their society.10 A finalization of the deal is upcoming by June 30th, 2015. 

 
Glenn Schweitzer, director of the Program on Central Europe and Eurasia at the National 

Academies, notes that with or without a deal, science diplomacy with Iran should be pursued.44 If 

worse comes to worse, it would still result in fruitful scientific collaboration. Indeed, scientific 

engagement with Iran already occurs on a small scale via nongovernmental pathways. “Either 

country could [have] shut the doors at any time, but that hasn’t happened,” says Peter Agre.1 Clearly, 

science diplomacy remains a viable yet unexplored option for American foreign policy in Iran. It is 

time this route be considered in terms of feasibility and potential. 
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SCIENCE DIPLOMACY 
 
Politics & Science Diplomacy 
 
The key to working around a political impasse is to find a bridge that transcends politics. That is 

precisely why Harvard researcher Navid Madani suggests the use of science as a way of linking 

nations that have empirically been incompatible at the geopolitical level, such as the U.S. and Iran.34 

Norman Neuereiter, acting director of the AAAS, and Glenn Schweitzer explain how science 

already plays a role in the U.S. – Iran dynamic29: 

 
“The Department of State, as well as the Iranian government and many members of the scientific 

communities in the two countries, has taken the position that science-related engagement can 

contribute to solutions of global problems and also help improve understanding of each country’s 

society and politics.” 

 
In fact, a significant portion of the interactions between the U.S. and Iran that are ongoing today, 

despite political tensions, are because of science,29 which “knows no prejudice.”34 Researchers in 

the biomedical sciences often share the goal of benefitting humanity regardless of their nationality. 

These areas of ideological overlap hold great promise for softening the normally antagonistic 

exchanges between American and Iranian diplomats, shifting the spotlight from violence and 

paranoia to the health of global populations. Policy makers, understandably entrenched in the 

politics of foreign engagement, often overlook the benefits of science collaboration not only for 

society, but also for diplomacy.29 The AAAS summarizes this viewpoint with the mission of science 

diplomacy: “Joint research and scientific interests can create engagement and help build trust 

between nations even when governmental relations are severely strained or broken.”31 The U.S. has 

been waffling on Iran far too long to continue overlooking science diplomacy as a legitimate policy 

solution to the “Persian problem.” 
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The Current State of U.S. – Iran Science Collaboration 
 
First and foremost, researchers have found that between 2002 and 2008, Iranian research 

collaboration with international partners increased consistently as a result of branching science 

networks. Notably, 23.8% of these collaborations were with the U.S., comprising the plurality of 

worldwide collaboration.3 Sadly, these successes in the U.S. – Iran relationship are largely unknown 

and left out of political media coverage.32 The reality is that there already is a reasonable edifice in 

place for science diplomacy with Iran, but it is so cluttered with the history of the Shah, nuclear 

ambitions, and oil that it cannot be appreciated for what it is: science transcending politics and 

erecting bridges across oceans.  

 
Importantly, these international collaborations are not only between individuals, such as researcher-

to-researcher contacts. National organizations also have a hand in facilitating these interactions, 

indirectly establishing a framework for diplomacy as we speak. The AAAS, National Academy of 

Sciences, and National Institutes of Health have encouraged formal and informal mechanisms of 

collaboration between academics that have yielded groundbreaking results,29 proving that a 

researcher’s nationality need not stand in the way of trans-Pacific engagement. Perhaps the only 

caveat is that collaborations such as these require approval from the Office of Foreign Assets 

Control under the U.S. Treasury Department. Fortunately, the acquisition of said license is one of 

the few things regarding Iran that is not terribly difficult to acquire.16 In summary, U.S. 

governmental and nongovernmental organizations have promoted teamwork with Iran,29 but even 

more can be done to nourish this relationship in the future.  

 
Examples of Successful U.S. – Iran Science Collaboration 
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That is not to say, however, that excellent examples of collaboration between the U.S. and Iran do 

not exist. There are a handful of landmark examples that show the potential of U.S. – Iran 

collaboration, at least on a small scale.  

 
In order to improve the health of a particularly at-risk (namely immunization coverage, 

cardiovascular mortality, and maternal mortality) population in the Mississippi delta region, Shiraz 

University of Medical Sciences (Shiraz, Iran), Jackson State University, the Jackson Medical Mall 

Foundation, and the Oxford International Development Group collaborated on the implementation 

of the Iranian “Health House” model in this rural area. The Health House model was implemented 

in rural regions of Iran in the 1980s and resulted in dramatic health improvements in the area, 

increasing primary healthcare access by almost six times. Such a large project required research, 

observation, and policy crafting between American and Iranian colleagues. Today, the benefits seen 

in Mississippi are thanks to our Persian partners.29 

 
Food-borne disease is prevalent in both the U.S. and Iran. As such, the NAS decided to use the 

common interest of addressing food-borne illness to bring more than five hundred American and 

Persian scientists together for workshops and a 3-year pilot study on surveillance in Iran. Scientists 

and policy-makers alike brainstormed creative solutions to the food-borne disease problems and 

mechanisms that the project unveiled, contributing palpably to the understanding of a serious global 

health issue.29 

 
Perhaps the most famous case of joint U.S. – Iran science collaboration involved the northeastern 

province of Golestan, a region infamous for its bizarrely high incidence of esophageal squamous 

cell carcinoma. The National Cancer Institute collaborated with scientists not only from Iran but 

also France, Sweden, and the UK to engineer a truly international endeavor. Together, more than 

50,000 individuals were studied over four years and yielded a famous body of knowledge 
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concerning carcinoma, opiate use, and verbal autopsy, among other important discoveries.29 To this 

day, annual follow-ups continue to encourage U.S. – Iran partnerships.38 The Golestan Project sets a 

gold standard for scientific collaboration internationally, let alone for the U.S. and Iran, and all for 

less than a $30,000 budget.39 

 
These examples illustrate only a few areas of collaboration between the U.S. and Iran. There has 

been significant engagement in areas of geoscience, water conservation, bioethics, and drug 

addiction, among others.29 

 
Navid Madani notes that many are unaware that pockets of collaboration do exist between the U.S. 

and Iran. However, they are just clusters and should be expanded to reap maximum benefits 

scientifically and politically.34 

 
Limitations of Science Collaboration 
 
Though there is much more to U.S. – Iran science collaboration than meets the media’s eye, it is 

still small in scope and to a degree one-sided. For example, between 1998 and 2007, 5% of Iranian 

publications were researched in conjunction with American scientists while only a mere 0.1% of 

publications in the U.S. involved Persian collaborators.19 Though the U.S. is much larger than Iran, 

this enormous chasm speaks to at least some degree of systematic one-sidedness in the U.S. – Iran 

science dynamic. 

 
This collaborative discrimination is particularly evident in some of the publication bans the U.S. 

has implemented as sanctions and nuclear tensions tightened. In 2004, attempts were made to 

prohibit any American scientist from engaging Iranian research – violators would be prosecuted.12 

Although this particular law did not pass and was replaced with a watered-down version, the 

message of this failed policy is loud and clear: Iran is not to be treated like other collaborators. How 
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could Iranians not become shy to reach out after such a policy was announced? How could 

Americans forget the harsh penalties they were almost punished with? Myopic policies such as that 

of 2004 have left a specter on the U.S. – Iran science relationship; though this wound is healing, the 

scar is still visible. 

 
In some cases, scientific journals banned Iranian publications outright because of paranoia of legal 

repercussions or anti-Iran sentiment. Reed Elsevier claimed its ban was in response to tightening 

U.S. sanctions12 while the American Chemical Society rejected any Iranian manuscripts on face.42 

Many journals have imposed similar policies, and at times these questionable policies have been 

lifted. Regardless, the message is the same and the discrimination is not so easily forgotten.  

 
Unfortunately, discrimination against Iranian scientists does not stop at the editor-in-chief’s desk, 

but leaks into other aspects of international collaboration as well. The process of acquiring a visa to 

travel to the U.S. is a Herculean task for any Iranian researcher, whether they just want to sightsee 

or attend a scientific conference. If they are lucky enough to attend an American conference, they 

are often met with suspicious glances and impolite behavior. Anecdotes suggest that non-Iranian, 

Asian scientists were treated with more respect than their equally suited Iranian counterparts.48  

 
Moreover, political strife between the U.S. and Iran has made it such that international collaborative 

projects require clearance from both the American and Iranian governments, doubling the chance of 

rejection. When clearance is obtained, funding sources are incredibly scarce, as there is no 

developed organization meant to fund projects between these two nations that often have so little to 

do with one another.28   

 
Undoubtedly, the biggest limitation in American engagement with Iranian science is sanctions. 

Iranian researchers cannot purchase U.S. products directly, meaning their projects are limited by 
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means and not minds. Middlemen do exist in cities such as Dubai, but costs are grossly inflated, 

follow-up is lacking, and spare parts are virtually nonexistent.48 Sometimes even just the fear of 

potentially violating an obscure sanctions law is enough to prevent the sale of acceptable items. In 

any case, Iranian researchers are sometimes forced to work with one hand tied behind their backs as 

a result of U.S. policies that operate globally. 

 
Iranian Willingness for Science Diplomacy 
 
One might question whether Iran would want anything to do with American science, citing anti-

American sentiment or disdain for the country that has labeled them an international pariah. 

However, this could not be farther from the truth. Navid Madani notes that “Iranians place a high 

value on establishing international scientific collaborations and in building research capacity in their 

country.”16 We must not equate a few disgruntled Iranian diplomats with their scientists, as they 

hold very disparate opinions of the U.S. Even still, the Persian government has placed a high price 

on international research recognition. The Iranian Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology 

has been encouraging Iranian researchers to publish in highly ranked international journals since 

1999, sometimes even offering prizes to scientists who land an Institute for Scientific Information 

journal publication.19 It is not surprising that American journals are paid so much attention in Iran 

given that the Pew Global Attitudes project identified U.S. science and technology as one of the 

most robust facets of the American international image.41 In fact, Iranians have continued to invite 

Americans to conferences every year despite the perception that they harbor animosity towards the 

U.S. (and in several cases, they have attended and been met warmly).34 

 
It should come as no surprise that Iran is on the lookout for scientific collaboration internationally 

(especially with a research superpower like the U.S.) given that its benefits are well documented. 

Not only does the quality of research improve but so too does its likelihood of publication.19 A 
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study analyzing the collaborative work on the Golestan Project found that international 

collaboration boosts research yields, which is why the authors believe Iran should reach out to 

overseas partners and break the spell of isolation that has been haunting their research for years.7 

When it comes to references, a study on Iranian publications found that international co-authorships 

yielded almost double the number of citations compared to their domestic counterparts per paper 

(3.9 citations vs. 2.3).19  

 
With regards to some of the workshops she has been hosting in Iran, Navid Madani noted that she 

was met with largely positive responses. Perhaps these micro-scale workshops could lead to more 

research conferences in Iran and maybe even faculty exchange programs, both of which are 

attractive prospects for the Iranian scientific community.16 Iranians would greatly appreciate getting 

some of the scientific attention of which they have been deprived. 

 
State of Iranian Science 
 
Iranian researchers deserve that attention. The state of Iranian science is virtually unparalleled in 

terms of growth and future prospects. Firstly, the Persian government has reaffirmed its 

commitment to science with a 15-year plan to promote technological development and a 

knowledge-based economy.47 To foster sustainable science growth, the plan prescribes increasing 

R&D spending from 0.6% of GDP to a whopping 4%, which is higher than similar statistics for the 

U.S. (2.8%). If anything, Iran is proving that it is serious about science. With such exorbitant public 

investment, it would not be surprising to see Iran transition from becoming “the nation with oil” to 

“the nation with high-quality research that sells oil to fund that research.” 

 
However, some remain unconvinced of this plan’s efficacy and whether its potential will come to 

fruition. Luckily, Iran is already showing growth. In 2013, Iran was ranked 15th globally for total 

science production according to the Scopus database.15 In terms of growth, Iran was ranked 1st 
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globally in 2011, with an annual science and technology growth rate of 25%. At this rate, Iran’s 

scientific output doubles every three years, which is not surprising given that Iran’s h-index has 

been consistently rising since the 1990s.30 By 2017, Iran and Canada will stand on equal scientific 

footing and by 2018, it may ascend to 4th place globally in terms of scientific output.2 If this was not 

impressive enough, these statistics reflect Iran’s growth under the influence of crippling sanctions 

and a currency crisis which have had a significant impact on Persian science. Its unhindered 

potential would be truly laudable. And yet, Iran remains an outcast. Were these statistics referring to 

almost any other nation, the U.S. and its scientific community would have jumped on the 

opportunity long ago. Unfortunately, politics have blockaded a win-win policy that holds prospects 

for mending a strained foreign policy agenda. The sooner the U.S. takes advantage of this blatantly 

blossoming opportunity, the sooner it will see the benefits of science diplomacy. William Colglazier 

noted that “The only way to stay in the forefront of the scientific and technological revolution…is 

to run faster and to work with the best scientists and engineers wherever they reside in the world.”11 

(italics added) Iran is no exception. 

 
CASE STUDY: VACCINE DIPLOMACY 
 
Background 
 
Suggested areas for cooperation between the U.S. and Iran include but are not limited to cancer 

trends, gastrointestinal disease, and highway accidents.45 One field that is particularly ripe for 

cooperation but woefully overlooked is that of vaccine development, namely for the neglected 

tropical diseases (NTDs) found in both countries that wreak silent havoc under the radar of popular 

attention. For example, dengue fever can be found on the U.S. Gulf Coast and Iran’s border with 

Pakistan. Parasitic worms have slithered into infamy in rural areas of both the U.S. and Iran, 

opening a whole new can of…health crises. Leishmaniasis, a skin disease that often results in 

disfigurement, is emerging in Texas and Oklahoma while over 100,000 Iranians currently suffer 



 Ghaznavi 12 

from its debilitating effects.20 Statistics on NTDs show that this is a shared burden, so scientific 

collaboration could lead to mutual benefits. Iran stands to gain significant advances in vaccine 

development for these diseases if collaborations with the U.S. were to expand,22 not only improving 

relations between the two countries but also signifying acts of good faith among big international 

players. Engagement in manufacturing and clinical testing of vaccines for NTDs like leishmaniasis 

shall henceforth be called vaccine diplomacy, or scientific diplomacy with a focus on vaccine 

engagement. 

 
Iranian Willingness for Vaccine Diplomacy 
 
Iran’s population has been hit hard by NTDs, with 5 million cases of ascariasis, 1.6 million cases of 

trichuriasis, 400,000 cases of hookworm, and 15,000 cases of trachoma as of 2010.26 Though these 

maladies are not notorious for morbidity, they do have some of the most significant health care 

implications for disabling and debilitating their hosts, as measured by Disability Adjusted Life 

Years (DALYs),25 and thus represent a significant problem for the Iranian government. Moreover, 

Iran’s geographic positioning combined with high disease burdens in neighboring states like 

Afghanistan and Pakistan make cross-border transmission a particularly imminent threat, especially 

with the prevalence of foreign trips taken in the region like the Hajj pilgrimage.37 In fact, these 

NTDs have proven to be such a large problem for Iran that its two major vaccine hubs, the Institute 

Pasteur and the Razi Vaccine & Serum Research Institute, have created partnerships (albeit limited) 

for pentavalent vaccine production with Cuba, India, Malaysia, and France.37 Iran is clearly willing 

to participate in a joint effort to combat NTDs via vaccines, and the U.S. should not overlook this 

opportunity to help both its own citizens and those of a country with which it has struggled to erect 

ties. 
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Luckily, the precedent for vaccine diplomacy between hostile nations has already been set, and it 

was a resounding success. U.S. – Soviet cooperation on the oral polio vaccine during the Cold War 

and its subsequent triumphs prove that disagreeable nations can make science work when it comes 

to vaccinology.26 If Persian and American vaccinologists were to come together to tackle NTDs, 

scientific dialogue could be widely expanded and millions of people around the globe could be 

immunized as a result.23 

 
Iranian Capacity for Vaccine Diplomacy 
 
Reports from November 2014 suggest that Iran’s national vaccination program has been expanding, 

especially with regards to more advanced pentavalent vaccines.49 In fact, in October 2014, Iranian 

Health Minister Seyed Hassan Qazizadeh Hashemi announced the addition of seven new vaccines 

to Persian production plans, with the intention of reducing drug imports by 25% in the next four 

years.14 However, similar praise cannot be given to other large Middle Eastern nations such as 

Saudi Arabia and Egypt, which import the large majority of their vaccines for fill and finish 

repurposing. Iran is consequently a very attractive partner in the Middle East when it comes to 

vaccine manufacturing and development.27 In fact, Iranian scientists have attempted to develop 

more advanced biomedical techniques for vaccine production, such as genetic recombination, in 

order to address their NTD problem, showing significant promise in the field. U.S. collaboration is 

needed to aid in these developments.20 

 
Limitations in Vaccine Diplomacy and Domestic Development in Iran 
 
Politics and vaccine development are inextricably intertwined. New vaccine technology and 

equipment are hard to come by in Iran as a result of political tensions in the region.37 Most notably, 

sanctions have traumatized vaccine (and for that matter all medical) research. First and foremost, 

sanctions are not intended to target medical research materials and supplies, but unfortunately they 
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have collaterally done exactly that. For example, pharmaceutical exports to Iran from the U.S. fell 

more than 50% between 2010 and 2011, victimizing the Iranian populace and their research efforts.8 

According to a survey analyzing the impacts of international policy on Persian drugs, the Iranian 

pharmaceutical market has been strangled by sanctions in terms of both importing finished products 

and active reagents.9 As a result, sanctions weaken Iran’s medical infrastructure and burden its 

health system.17 If the U.S. and Iran are to collaborate on vaccines, or more generally anything 

biomedical, sanctions must be addressed because they are crippling Iran’s potential in the field. 

 
Unfortunately, even when Persian researchers can get their hands on necessary supplies, prices are 

exorbitant. Sanctions on Iranian oil have blocked off Iran’s main supply of hard currency, which 

caused the Persian rial’s value to plummet by half during 2013.8 The devaluation of Iran’s currency 

has caused the price of the imported reagents needed to synthesize medicines to skyrocket, making 

many drugs unavailable. In fact, in 2012, two drug manufacturers shut down while many 

pharmacies declared bankruptcy.46 Clearly, Iranian medical development needs a dose of fresh 

policy to free itself from the paralyzing effects of sanctions. 

 
However, some may argue that because medicines and other medical technologies are exempted 

from sanctions, there are no real limitations for collaboration. Although this may be true on paper, it 

fails in execution. International companies fail to fill orders because of numerous restrictions on 

trade and financial transactions with Iran.9 In fact, the mere specter of the risk associated with 

trading with Iran encourages many potential suppliers to avoid transactions entirely. Banks have 

been fined millions of dollars because of apparent (though subtle) violations of international law, 

disincentivizing the facilitation of the financial orders needed to access foreign materials. 

Sometimes, even when a willing supplier is found, hospitals and research institutions cannot find an 

appropriate way of paying for the products because there is no condoned channel for finances.8 
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Vaccine diplomacy inherently suggests collaboration among researchers, the sharing of research 

samples and products, and joint development. How can this ideal be achieved when even basic 

transactions are virtually impossible? 

 
U.S. Capacity for Vaccine Diplomacy 
 
Sanctions aside, some question just how much the U.S. could contribute to Iranian vaccine 

diplomacy. Persian research has been doing pretty well on its own, skeptics may suggest. If we 

modified sanction policy, would that not be enough, they might ask? The reality is that cooperation 

is critical, and Iranian researchers agree. The importance of international cooperation with 

developed nations such as the U.S. has been reiterated numerous times by key leaders in the Iranian 

drug industry, especially with regards to vaccines.37 These leaders also cite the need to address 

political tensions with the U.S., often with references to sanctions.  

 
It is helpful to look at specific initiatives that Iran has attempted to tackle but could benefit from 

U.S. engagement. Leishmania vaccines are a particularly good model given that Iran leads the 

Middle East in terms of the sheer number of cases of zoonotic cutaneous leishmaniasis within its 

borders.24 As such, Persian researchers have dedicated significant resources to trying to develop a 

successful leishmania vaccine, though current progress has been limited. However, efforts taken on 

by the Razi Vaccine & Serum Research Institute to develop a leishmania vaccine would greatly 

improve with American help.23 Not only do U.S. researchers have more experience dealing with 

some of the advanced vaccinology alluded to earlier,20 but they also have the equipment and 

materials that could bring their Persian counterparts up-to-date in terms of research practices. For 

example, Iranian research scientists have cited the lack of an adequate adjuvant as a main reason for 

the failure of leishmania vaccines insofar. The success of such vaccines could be improved with 

higher quality immunostimulants and delivery vehicles.6 Just as it so happens, the best adjuvants 
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and immunostimulants are found in the Western world, though they cannot easily make their way to 

Iran for political reasons.20 The future of recombinant leishmania vaccines may require reagents that 

Iranian researchers have never had the opportunity to use, and these may unlock the secret to a 

vaccine that would revolutionize Middle Eastern medicine.  

 
Moreover, Iranian leishmania researchers noted that if an adequate adjuvant does not already exist, 

collaboration between pharmaceutical and immunological researchers would be the key to its 

development.24 No matter how the issue is presented, the U.S. would have a lot to offer Iran in the 

field of vaccines, and the benefits would be enormous. If a successful leishmania vaccine were 

spawned from U.S. – Iran engagement, millions of impoverished individuals around the globe 

(including Iran) would be protected and good will from the Iranian government would be likely to 

follow.36 Luckily, these fantasies of vaccine diplomacy are not out of reach and are in fact very 

reasonable. The only obstacle remaining in the way of a potential U.S. – Iran scientific relationship 

is policy.  

 
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
As alluded to earlier, science diplomacy with Iran already exists on a micro, non-governmental 

scale. The following policy recommendations seek to increase the magnitude of scientific 

engagement, with an emphasis on government-to-government interaction and policy measures.  

 
Short-Term Recommendations 
 
Likely, any initiative aimed at coordinating government connections, crosstalk, and documentation 

would require the involvement of the U.S. State Department.22 Though there is not necessarily any 

formal branch dedicated to this sort of endeavor, it would be appropriate if the seminal U.S. State 

Department Office of Global Health Diplomacy spearheaded U.S. – Iran science diplomacy. Not 

only would global health be a major focus of engagement (eg. cancer research), but also this office 
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is equipped to build partnerships with foreign universities and institutions, fostering international 

diplomacy and cooperative activities.21 It would also be ideal if this initiative were centralized in 

one office for maximized coordinating power and efficacy. 

 
One of the first and perhaps easiest policies that should be enacted requires a joint U.S. – Iran 

acknowledgement. U.S. scientists visiting Iran have been detained while Iranian scientists have 

been barred entrance into America upon disembarking their plane.5,44 Such incidents have fostered a 

degree of mistrust, which though they may have blown over today, must be addressed if science 

diplomacy is to expand and blossom under current leadership. A formal, government-to-government 

agreement promising the security of visiting scientists would be a primary stepping stone in 

establishing a future in unhindered scientific engagement.44  

 
However, U.S. sanctions remain the most pivotal policy issue that need to be addressed with regards 

to science diplomacy with Iran. Arguably, sanctions make or break the viability of a successful U.S. 

– Iran scientific relationship. The myriad harms that sanctions bestow upon foreign science 

cooperation (aforementioned) cannot go overlooked. For example, easing sanctions could create an 

outlet for the exchange of the scientific materials and technologies critical for biomedical 

research.28 The adjuvants for a leishmania vaccine could finally be exported if appropriate 

immunostimulants already exist in American storehouses. Luckily, the nuclear talks in Lausanne 

which will come to a conclusion by June’s end involve a significant deal of sanctions relief in return 

for nuclear concessions on the Iranian side.10 Perhaps the nuclear deal will segue into more defined 

scientific agreements in the future. 

 
If sanctions are not addressed or if agreements at Lausanne still do not manage to make the transfer 

of scientifically-oriented materials and transactions feasible, some sort of channel must be created 
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to facilitate these exchanges. Selective bank authorization could provide a pathway for suppliers 

and Iranian research institutions to hold official and cleared transactions without raising red flags.8 

 
If sanctions were thoroughly addressed, two of the major, aforementioned limitations of scientific 

engagement could also be fixed collaterally. First, travel restrictions could ease. Iranian scientists 

wanting to visit the U.S. have to jump through a series of treacherous hoops to have a chance at 

obtaining a visa, which even still is slim.48 Navid Madani says that this barrier to personal 

interaction must be fixed for adequate scientific engagement, otherwise the relationship would be 

rather one-sided.34 Likely, an easing of U.S. sanctions may reduce the stigma associated with 

Iranian entrance into America and potentially lead to easier visa-obtaining protocol. However, it is 

also possible that a separate policy need be created to specifically address travel restrictions for 

Iranian scientists.  

 
Second, scientific journal embargoes of Iranian research would lose the justification of following 

international law (as prescribed by sanctions) and instead become simply discriminatory. Persian 

studies have shown that collaboration is critical to research quality and that the isolation of Iran 

scientifically should end.35 A particular emphasis has been placed on publishing in English, though 

that has been hampered by journal bans on Persian research. Because journal administrations have 

cited sanctions as a reason they want to preemptively ignore Iran for fear of legal repercussions, 

publishers like Reed Elsevier and the American Chemical Society banned Iranian publication.12,42 

However, if genuine scientific collaboration is to exist between the U.S. and Iran, blatant 

discrimination should not be evident in the scientific sphere of knowledge dissemination. Navid 

Madani suggests that the U.S. government address this problem, presumably via sanctions easing or 

an anti-discrimination policy for Persian research.34 Indeed, it is ironic that such an anti-democratic, 
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free speech-suppressing policy remain unquestioned when often many refer to Iranian society as 

undemocratic.42 

 
Long-Term Recommendations 
 
With regards to U.S. – Iran science diplomacy, Glenn Schweitzer stated in 2010 that “…we could 

work step-by-step toward an S&T agreement like we have with 50 countries around the world.”32 

Though a Science & Technology Agreement would likely need to be preceded by a comprehensive 

nuclear deal, which looks likely as of the Lausanne talks, it is a long-term ideal that the two 

governments should begin working towards. The precedent already exists with Libya. Though it 

was considered to be a part of a so-called axis-of-evil (harkening to similar nicknames for Iran), a 

bilateral S&T agreement was signed in 2008 for engagement on issues such as public health 

(another parallel with Iran). The agreement was also taken as a symbol of reintegrating Libya into 

the international community,5 which would be quite beneficial for a global pariah like Iran.  

 
Schweitzer outlines that a successful S&T agreement between the U.S. and Iran would entail a 

separate agreement for each national organization (EPA, NSF, etc.) that would want to be a part of 

the deal (likely around a dozen organizations). Each branch would be responsible for its own 

funding in conjunction with its Persian counterpart.44 He notes that the best way to go about 

securing such an agreement would be to follow the China model. Nongovernmental engagement 

(currently existent) would first need to be expanded, as it was with China in the 1970-1980s. 

Eventually, a political decision would be made to transition the scientific relationship to a 

government-to-government level agreement, which would then require the drafting of multiple 

agreements for each agency to be signed by all relevant parties.44 Though this goal looms far in the 

future and is surrounded by a prioris, it is an ideal that any discussion regarding U.S. – Iran science 

diplomacy should strive for at its peak. If an S&T agreement were successfully implemented, 
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scientific collaboration will have successfully engendered tangible, large-scale policy that brings the 

two nations closer together on multiple fronts. 

 
Funding 
 
Locating adequate sources of funding is perhaps the most challenging part of ongoing scientific 

cooperation between the U.S. and Iran, let alone an expanded diplomacy initiative.34 Aside from 

wealthy donors invested in the cause, consistent funding is elusive. As noted earlier, the 

governments of both nations would be responsible for funding the bulk of activities, representing a 

significant deal of public investment.44 However, if these funds could be channeled towards public-

private partnerships such as Product Development Partnerships (PDPs), scientific diplomacy could 

get the most bang for its buck.  

 
PDPs offer a way of incentivizing high-powered American corporations (eg. Big Pharma) to 

participate in risky scientific collaboration activities by removing financial risk on their end of the 

investment, instead just allowing them to do what they do best: develop, test, and market products.33 

Additionally, for efforts like vaccine development, different organizations with different strengths 

could be recruited to tackle various aspects of product creation: vaccine development, processing, 

pilot manufacturing, regulation management, and clinical testing.20,33 PDPs like Drugs for 

Neglected Diseases Initiative (DNDi) have established disease-specific platforms in order to build 

capacity in endemic areas,13 and the U.S. would be more than capable of advancing similar efforts 

in Iran. In fact, the International Vaccine Institute (IVI) in Seoul (like many Asian organizations 

involved with PDPs) has managed several PDPs and cooperates with 40 national signatories and the 

WHO, making PDPs a truly international endeavor.33 The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation is 

largely involved with PDPs as well and has shown a vested interest in diplomatic science efforts 

where U.S. assistance is needed.11,33 Thus, PDPs offer a modern method of linking countries 
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geopolitically in terms of science spending and would be particularly applicable to increased U.S. – 

Iran engagement.  

 
Other options for funding include the Islamic Development Bank, of which Iran is a member.27 

Their website (isdb.org) shows a significant interest in science and technology funding, and they 

offer a wide range of scholarships for researchers in the area. Perhaps Iran’s membership could be 

exploited for funding. Additionally, if sanctions relief were successful, the Iranian economy would 

improve dramatically (both in terms of currency value and price adjustment), which would leave 

behind fresh funds for a scientific project with the U.S.1 Given Iran’s interest in boosting its 

scientific potential, it is not unreasonable to suggest that they would be willing to funnel significant 

funding into science diplomacy, and consequently, a reintegration into the international scientific 

community. 

CONCLUSION 

U.S. relations with Iran are in desperate need of revitalization. Hard power options have been 

exhausted, so “softer” policies should be explored. Science diplomacy remains an overlooked 

alternative that holds promise for bringing two nations together over common interests. Not only is 

Iran willing and capable to participate in diplomatic science engagement, but it is also capable of 

high-level science that could benefit from American collaboration. Vaccine research and 

development would be a mutually beneficial avenue through which American and Persian 

researchers could tackle diseases found in both nations, potentially saving millions of lives around 

the globe. The viability of science diplomacy stands out as a diamond in the rough among other 

unpopular policies in this foreign policy arena, and should be lauded for benefitting humanity while 

also reviving political ties between disgruntled states. 
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