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WHEN US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice announced that the Americans would join the Europeans in negotiations with Iran on its nuclear programme it was apparent that she had managed to overcome the opposition of the neo-conservatives. The problem is that her victory was partial. What she has now put on offer is what most in Iran would consider as too little and coming too late, if the price remains the suspension of all processes associated with uranium enrichment.

The offer that the European representative carried to Tehran has not been made public. However, leaks in the press suggest that the negotiating tactics have changed. In presenting the proposal, EU foreign policy chief Javier Solana talked only of the carrots and left unexpressed, although implicit, the sticks. This was in contrast to an earlier proposal in August when the Iranians were told that they were being offered unprecedented goodies, but the emphasis was on what Iran had to give up i.e. the right to develop a nuclear fuel cycle and to opt out of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.

The other leaked information suggests that the carrots are better. First, as a concrete manifestation of earlier western proposals regarding the peaceful use of nuclear energy, there is readiness to consider the supply of light water reactors to Iran. Second, the proposal apparently holds out the possibility that once Iran has satisfied the International Atomic Energy Agency with regard to its past activities it could exercise its right under the NPT to develop a nuclear fuel cycle for peaceful purposes. For both these proposals American participation is important since much of the nuclear fuel supply is controlled by the US, and without the latter’s approval, European agreement to supply reactors or to guarantee fuel supplies would not be worth very much.

Third, the expanded economic relationship would encompass more than the supply of spare parts for Iran’s aging civil air fleet and countenancing Iran’s bid for WTO membership. Fourth, while there is no American security guarantee and the administration has been at pains to emphasise that there is no such offer, the Iranians have been promised a place in a regional stability and security dialogue which the Europeans will presumably support.

Had such an offer been made in August 2005, moderate Iranians might have prevailed upon the power brokers in the Iranian establishment to accept a continuation of the freeze on nuclear activities and adherence to the additional protocol under which the IAEA could conduct unfettered, surprise inspections of suspected nuclear sites in Iran. At that time, the Iranians had not started the process of gasifying uranium, the first stage in the enrichment process, at Isfahan, and had certainly not set up the centrifuge cascade at Natanz.

So far the Iranian reaction has been positive though guarded. There is no doubt that even if the added economic incentives are insignificant and the proposals on assistance for the nuclear programme are conditional, the Iranians can derive considerable satisfaction from the fact that the Americans have agreed to participate in the talks. Both in psychological and substantive terms, this is a major advance. This accounts for the fact that the Iranians have not reacted strongly to the disincentives (previously called sticks) or to the precondition of suspension of nuclear activities.

However, the Iranians will not accept a suspension of all nuclear activity. It is too late for that. The populist President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad with his strident nationalist rhetoric has built himself a base of support which he may attribute to his restoration of Iranian pride by standing up to the Great Satan. It appears that this support flows largely from the belief that, as a man of the people, he will fulfil the extravagant promises he made on the domestic front.

Indeed, during his tours of Iranian provinces, he has often encountered placards indicating that domestic economic concerns should have priority over foreign policy issues. It is possible that his almost inevitable failure to meet the expectations he has aroused will cause his popularity to wane. But at the moment he is riding the crest of the popularity. Iranian analysts, many opposed to Mr Ahmadinejad, concede that even if a candidate as popular as former President Khatami were to stand for elections today, Mr Ahmadinejad would still win by a large margin.

In Iran’s political structure, power is not concentrated in the president’s hands and he can be overruled by others, particularly, the rahbar, Ayatollah Khamanei. But there is no doubt that his base of support makes him a formidable proponent of nationalist sentiments that has made the nuclear programme a symbol of Iranian independence.

The question is whether the suspension of all nuclear activity by Iran is a substantive or psychological need for the Americans and their European allies. I had suggested earlier that the Americans must enter into direct talks with the Iranians and that a complete suspension of all nuclear activity must not be made a condition for such talks. I had argued that Iran’s programme was not advanced enough to justify apprehensions that protracted negotiations, without suspension of nuclear activity, would make it impossible to stop Iran from acquiring nuclear weapon capability.

This observation was made immediately after President Ahmadinejad announced in April the successful enrichment of uranium to the 3.5 per cent level required for power generation. This indicated that Iran had advanced faster technologically than expected. Recent reports indicate that Iranian success may have been more limited and that the uranium in question might have been that which the Chinese supplied earlier. This only serves to reinforce the point that the Iranian programme has a long way to go before it can deliver nuclear weapon capability. This is true especially in the wake of recent statements by Iranian officials that the installation of 3,000 centrifuges scheduled for completion by end 2006 would now be delayed to at least late 2007.

Even this is probably no more than an empty boast if American experts are correct in maintaining that Iran had parts and components for no more than 1,000 to 2,000 centrifuges and if the IAEA report of November 2004, that of the 1,275 centrifuges Iran had assembled prior to the November 2004 suspension only 30 per cent were in working condition, is accurate.

Apart from political considerations there is also a technical reason why Iran is insisting on operating the 164-centrifuge cascade at the experimental facility at Natanz. According to American experts, it is not possible to slow the spinning rotors in the cascade’s operation without the risk of causing irretrievable damage to the centrifuges. The solution offered is that they should be allowed to operate with inert gas rather than with gasified uranium. But the Iranians can argue rightly that, even according to American estimates, it would take 13.6 years to accumulate the quantity needed for a nuclear weapon at this facility.

Also past experience — their own and that of North Korea — would militate against hard-headed officials and not just populist politicians accepting complete suspension. The Iranians discovered that when they suspended all nuclear activity in November 2004 the Europeans continued to drag their feet on proposals and refused to accept any time-frame for the resolution of the problem. It was only after the Iranians threatened to restart gasification at Isfahan that a European proposal emerged.

The current revised proposal is much better but the improvement has come under the gun of continued Iranian nuclear activity and the failure of the Americans and Europeans to persuade the Russians and the Chinese to acquiesce in Security Council action against Iran without further efforts at a peaceful resolution. In the North Korea case, other complications aside, the 1994 framework agreement under which light water reactors were to be supplied to the country never reached the stage of implementation and the whole deal was rejected when the Bush administration came to power.

Much can be said against the North Koreans regarding their faithful adherence to the terms of the 1994 agreement. But for most observers the problem was foot dragging on the part of the United States and its partners. Given these circumstances, pragmatic Iranian officials would insist that politically and technologically important symbols should not be given up for promises that may or may not materialise.

The Iranians have said that they will respond to the proposals by mid-August. The Americans have said that this appears to be an inordinately long time. The fact, however, is that by Iranian reckoning they are reacting more quickly than the Europeans did. The Iranians have a difficult task ahead of them. They want negotiations which will allow them their right to develop a nuclear fuel cycle for peaceful purposes.

Yet, they know that not only the Europeans and Americans but others in the international community want cast iron assurances against Iranian acquisition of nuclear weapon capability. They need to have internal negotiations bearing in mind the newly acquired strength of the populist president and his penchant for strong statements appealing to the Iranian sense of prestige. For them, persuading the president and his supporters to accept any limits at all on Irans nuclear activity is going to require painstaking work.

What could emerge is a solution that I had proposed earlier. The 164-centrifuge cascade should continue to operate. The Iranians should agree to adhere to the IAEA additional protocol and should provide the required cooperation to the IAEA to answer the questions raised by Iran’s past clandestine nuclear activity. This may not require continued operation of the gasification plant at Isfahan since the Iranians have apparently accumulated sufficient stocks of uranium hexafluoride but this could be the subject of negotiations.

The important thing is that the Iranians must not be compelled to tell their people that the price of securing American participation in the negotiations has been to forsake an important symbol. This is the sort of compromise on which the Iranians may be able to maintain the support they have had from the Russians and the Chinese.
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