
Thank you to the subcommitee members for giving me this opportunity.  
 
When it comes to Iran, there are no “perfect” deals and no easy choices. However, the 
agreement that was reached to free five American ci�zens held unjustly in Iran has been 
painstakingly choreographed to the maximum advantage of the United States. 
 
Some $6 billion in Iranian oil revenues that have been frozen for many years in South Korea are 
being transferred via Switzerland to two Qatari banks. There, the money will be available for the 
carefully monitored purchase of humanitarian goods and services by Iran.  
 
This is not a “ransom” and it is not “appeasement.” Indeed, one could argue that these funds 
were frozen illegally as a result of the Trump administra�on’s viola�on of an interna�onally 
approved agreement -- the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Ac�on -- that traded strict curbs 
on Iran’s nuclear program for an end to mul�lateral sanc�ons on its oil industry and other key 
sectors. 
 
Although Iran waited a year a�er Trump’s withdrawal in 2018 before it began to exceed the 
limits set under the JCPOA, it has now gone very far in its nuclear program. According to the 
latest IAEA report, while Iran has slowed its accumula�on of uranium enriched to 60 percent, it 
has sufficient fissile material to quickly make several nuclear weapons if it so chooses.  
 
At the same �me, Iran has stepped up its domes�c repression in the wake of the death of 
Mahsa Amini in police custody a year ago, which sparked na�onwide protests. And it has 
con�nued the awful prac�ce of taking foreign hostages. 
 
I am old enough to have lived through -- indeed covered from afar as a journalist -- the first 
hostage crisis with the US in 1979. Since Iran held 52 American diplomats hostage for 444 days, 
it has, despicably, resorted to this tac�c from �me to �me -- especially since the U.S. withdrawal 
from the JCPOA. The fact that so many Iranians in the United States con�nue to travel to Iran to 
see family has made them an easy target. The regime has also historically gone a�er Iranians 
who have promoted beter rela�ons with the United States; I’m thinking here of Siamak 
Namazi, who has been held for almost eight years on sham charges, and my mentor, Haleh 
Esfandiari of the Wilson Center, who was held in Evin Prison for four months in 2007. 
 
The other witnesses you are hearing from today will argue that we should never give in to 
blackmail and that allowing Iran access -- even to its own money -- will only encourage the 
government to take more hostages. Sadly, I don’t think Tehran needs encouragement. It takes 
hostages for a variety of reasons -- to in�midate Iranians inside the country and in the diaspora 
not to get involved in opposi�on poli�cs, to obtain pawns to trade for Iranians arrested abroad 
and some�mes as pure extor�on -- to seize property in Iran owned by dual na�onals. If there 
were a magic way to stop this prac�ce, that would be great. But there isn’t. 
 



The Biden administra�on -- indeed any administra�on -- has a choice: nego�ate for the release 
of detained Americans or let them rot in jail. It is the duty of US governments to free Americans 
unjustly held abroad, whether in Russia or China or Cuba or North Korea. 
 
The five Americans currently under “hotel arrest” in Tehran deserve their freedom. This 
agreement is designed to achieve that. Iran will be paid with its own money, which it will have 
to spend on food and medicine -- items that have never been subjected to U.S. sanc�ons. 
 
For those who supported Trump’s policy of “maximum pressure” to complain about this 
agreement is the height of chutzpah. Their policy has patently failed by every measure.  
 
It is unpleasant to nego�ate with government’s like Iran’s. But o�en, there is no alterna�ve. I 
am reminded of a favorite quota�on of former Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage: 
“diplomacy,” he would say, “is the art of le�ng the other guy have our way.” 
 
It’s easy to say you won’t talk to someone but that also means that you have deprived yourself 
of the possibility for posi�ve results. I’m thinking now of a former member of the House, former 
governor and UN ambassador, Bill Richardson, who passed away recently. As you know, he 
made a profession and an art of freeing Americans held abroad. A�er he died, his partner, 
Mickey Bergman said, “There was no person that Governor Richardson would not speak with if 
it held the promise of returning a person to freedom.” 
 
The Biden administra�on owes no less to Siamak Namazi, Emad Sharghi and Morad Tahbaz, as 
well as two other Americans whose names have not been released.  
 
When these Americans finally land on U.S. soil, all Americans should cheer. There are no 
Republican or Democra�c hostages, there are only Americans. 
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