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The history of Netanyahu’s rhetoric on
Iran’s nuclear ambitions
Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu has warned of an imminent threat from
an Iranian nuclear bomb for more than 30 years.

For more than three decades, a familiar refrain has echoed from Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu: Iran is on the verge of developing nuclear weapons.

Since 1992, when Netanyahu addressed Israel’s Knesset as an MP, he has consistently
claimed that Tehran is only years away from acquiring a nuclear bomb. “Within three
to five years, we can assume that Iran will become autonomous in its ability to develop
and produce a nuclear bomb,” he declared at the time. The prediction was later repeat-
ed in his 1995 book, Fighting Terrorism.

The sense of imminent threat has repeatedly shaped Netanyahu’s engagement with
United States officials. In 2002, he appeared before a US congressional committee, ad-
vocating for the invasion of Iraq and suggesting that both Iraq and Iran were racing to
obtain nuclear weapons. The US-led invasion of Iraq followed soon after, but no
weapons of mass destruction were found.

In 2009, a US State Department cable released by WikiLeaks revealed him telling
members of Congress that Iran was just one or two years away from nuclear capability.

Three years later, at the United Nations General Assembly, Netanyahu famously bran-
dished a cartoon drawing of a bomb to illustrate his claims that Iran was closer than
ever to the nuclear threshold. “By next spring, at most by next summer … they will have
finished the medium enrichment and move on to the final stage,” he said in 2012.

Now, more than 30 years after his first warning, Israel has conducted attacks against
Iran while Netanyahu maintains that the threat remains urgent. “If not stopped, Iran
could produce a nuclear weapon in a very short time,” he argued recently, suggesting
the timeline could be months, even weeks.

These assertions persist despite statements from the US Director of National Intelli-
gence earlier this year saying Iran was not building a nuclear weapon.

For Netanyahu, the message has scarcely changed in decades — a warning that appears
to transcend shifting intelligence assessments and diplomatic developments.
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Benjamin Netanyahu shows an illustration as he describes his concerns over Iran's nuclear ambitions during his address to
the 67th session of the United Nations General Assembly at the UN headquarters on September 27, 2012. [Richard Drew/AP
Photo]
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Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu addresses the joint session of US Congress on July 10, 1996, at the Capitol in
Washington, DC. Netanyahu called on Europe and Asia to join efforts to isolate Iran and Iraq and prevent them from
developing nuclear capabilities that he warned would bring catastrophe. [Travis Heying/AFP]
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Netanyahu (L) and his Foreign Minister Ariel Sharon (R) are welcomed by Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov (C) during
their meeting in the Foreign Ministry o]ce, Moscow, Russia, March 22, 1999. Netanyahu was in Moscow to hold talks that
touched on the issue of the transfer of Russian nuclear technology to Iran. [Yuri Kadobnov/EPA]

An Israeli antiwar protester holds a sign asking Netanyahu not to bomb Iran during a demonstration in Tel Aviv on March
24, 2012. [Ahmad Gharabli/AFP]

Netanyahu addresses the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, in Washington, DC, on March 4, 2014. He urged world
powers not to allow Iran to retain the ability to enrich uranium, saying it must be stripped of all nuclear technologies with
bomb-making potential. [Mike Theiler/Reuters]

Netanyahu speaks about Iran during a joint meeting of the US Congress in the House chamber at the US Capitol on March
3, 2015 in Washington, DC. [Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images via AFP]

Netanyahu addresses a joint meeting of Congress on the door of the US House of Representatives in the US Capitol on
March 3, 2015. [Jim Scalzo/EPA]
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Netanyahu presents material on Iran's purported nuclear programme in Tel Aviv on April 30, 2018. [Sebastian Scheiner/AP
Photo]
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Did Trump approve Israel’s attack on Iran, and is the US pre-
paring for war?

The US president has supported diplomacy, but recent statements
suggest he may back military action as coercion.
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Oil prices spike, US stocks fall on Israel-Iran crisis

Crude oil prices jump more than 4 percent on fears the US may join
Israel’s offensive against Iran.
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Iran-Israel condict raises alarm in Pakistan amid fears over
own security

Pakistan navigates tense diplomacy amid Israel-Iran conPict, fearing
secessionist and strategic fallout.
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Israeli attack targets missile production facility in Iran

Plumes of smoke rose from the direction of the Khojir missile produc-
tion complex in Tehran after an Israeli attack.
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