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UN secretary-general’s advice to the US to talk directly to Iran was quickly rejected by Washington on the ground that Iran is playing with time and not serious about negotiations. Earlier, the Iranian President Ahmadinejad’s letter to President George Bush was also brushed aside by the US administration on the ground that it was too philosophical, vague and religious in content and had bypassed the main nuclear issue.

Similar adverse comments have appeared in Iran-related write-ups in the influential newspapers like Washington Post and New York Times. In contrast Iranian newspapers have been more conciliatory, following the official line. President Ahmadinejad’s letter, despite its unconventional style and evasive nature was a welcome departure from the language of threat, intimidation and defiance that the two governments have used against each other, ever since the Islamic Republic of Iran came in existence 27 years ago. It is therefore expected that this initiative should open up space for dialogue and diplomacy rather than lead to sanctions or military action that would surely inflame the world and create more complications than there already are.

The world stands on the brink of a disaster as long as the positions of Iran and the US remain wide apart. On a recent visit to Tehran to attend a conference on nuclear and security issues arranged in collaboration with Institute of Strategic Research, Iran and Pugwash — a prestigious international NGO — the impression one got after listening to the Iranian top leadership was that they are determined to pursue the civilian nuclear programme. For them it is a matter of exercising their rights under Article 4 of the NPT and, accordingly, they are not violating any international law. Pursuit of nuclear technology is also a question of national pride and importance for the Iranians.

There also seems to be a broad consensus across the political and social spectrum over the nuclear policy even if there are differences among the top leadership over how to handle it at the operational level. Paradoxically, the clergy is in favour of a softer tone as compared to President Ahmadinejad’s aggressive rhetoric. There is a realisation among certain quarters that Islamic militancy and threatening language, especially against Israel, makes the nuclear issue more explosive for the West.

Iranian support to Hezbollah and Islamic Jihad are matters on which the positions of Washington and Tehran remain wide apart. Equally problematic are President Bush’s characterisation of Iran as the axis of evil, the US administration’s declared policy of regime change and American threats of military strikes that generate insecurities in Iran and are a serious impediment to confidence building.

The IAEA’s pointed reference to technical breaches, which is the current basis of mistrust between the international community and Iran, are only mentioned by the Iranian leadership in passing during public discourse. From their perspective these could be explained away and in any case Tehran is not prepared to accept the logic that violating safeguards implies that you lose your obligations. It is, however, important to recall that it is only after the programme became known that Iran decided to be cooperative and transparent with the IAEA.

The US and the western countries are blamed for their discriminatory attitude and India and Israel are rightly cited as US favourites where different set of rules applies. Indeed, Israel’s nuclear arsenal and capability are a major cause of insecurity in the Middle East which is conveniently ignored by the US and the West, while vigorously opposing Iran’s acquisition of even civilian nuclear technology. The Iranians are very conscious that they are surrounded by nuclear powers, with India and Pakistan to the east, Russia to the north, Israel in the west and the US, the strongest nuclear and military power, firmly lodged in Iran’s neighbourhood.

Iran is developing an elaborate nuclear infrastructure that covers the entire fuel cycle from mining of uranium to milling, conversion plants and enrichment facilities. It also maintains that cascading of enrichment facilities will continue and they already claim to have two bays of centrifuges. In addition, a plutonium separation unit, research reactor and heavy water production plant are also being developed. Our group of participants at the Tehran conference was taken to the uranium conversion facility at Esfahan where milled uranium (yellow cake) is converted to uranium hexafluoride gas that is then fed to centrifuges for enrichment. This plant, which is under IAEA safeguards, is well laid out and appears to be properly maintained and professionally run.

The main concern of the West is about the enrichment facilities being created by Iran and not as much about the Bushehr light water reactor. Because the latter is under safeguards and the Russians are at least five years behind the completion schedule, they will handle the spent fuel. The development of a heavy water unit, which is used in weapon-grade plutonium processing and long-range missiles that are primarily meant as carriers of nuclear warheads has given rise to western apprehensions that there is a gap between the declaratory and operational policy of Iran and that it is poised for developing the capability for weapons production.

The Supreme Leader’s edict declaring nuclear weapons as un-Islamic is not taken seriously by the West. There is also a fear that if Iran is allowed to run the enrichment facility it will eventually learn how to hide emissions and accidents and then develop covert facilities. On the other hand, Mr Larijani, the Supreme National Security Council secretary-general, and other leaders have stated that Iran is ready to accept additional safeguards, introduce greater transparency and fully cooperate with the IAEA to allay concerns of the international community. The Iranian government has stated that it is prepared to get the legislation regarding additional safeguards passed once there is an agreement with the IAEA.

Tehran feels that the US is not looking for a solution but is searching for an excuse for denying it its justifiable right to pursue a peaceful nuclear energy programme and that it is after regime change. They also accuse the US of seeking to establish a nuclear Opec in the distant future by monopolising the technology. The zero option of the US and the EU is a non-starter with Iran and only serious and sustained negotiations could break the deadlock. While maintaining its NPT rights, Iran should calibrate its production, define the practical use and allow full monitoring.

The other proposal floated by Russia for an international fuel bank or consortium for enrichment and fuel production in which Iran could be a partner is an attractive alternative. Iran, of course, insists that it is not willing to forgo its inherent right to develop an autonomous civilian nuclear energy capability. It is also taking advantage of the fact that world powers seem far away from developing a consensus on any diplomatic initiative and the possibility of invoking Chapter 7 is very remote so long as China and Russia oppose it.

The big powers pursue different objectives on Iran, which has helped Tehran to play off these differences at the IAEA and the Security Council. In essence the standoff between the US and Iran is political rather than technical and therefore calls for a political solution. The technical problems can be resolved more easily once the political climate improves. The two countries need to build trust through dialogue and avoid rhetoric. Iran needs to avoid confrontation and address the more pressing problems of growing unemployment and development. Even Arab Muslim states like Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan and the Gulf emirates may not want to co-exist with a nuclearised Iran, regardless of threat from the United States and Israel.

Similarly, Washington would be well advised not to treat Iran as another Iraq. In fact, there are no easy military options for the US. Air operations against Iran could involve hitting several targets in populated areas with heavy civilian casualties that will further inflame the Muslim world. A military strike on Iran would drive up oil prices to well above 100 dollars a barrel as predicted by eminent international energy analysts. This could lead to global recession and raise anti-American sentiments to new heights.

If Iran’s nuclear installations are struck, there is every possibility of Iran exercising other options, including asymmetrical warfare to widen the conflict. The situation in Iraq will totally spin out of control if Iran supports the Iraqi insurgency and the radical elements will gain ascendancy in the region. It is, therefore, in the interest of world peace that the United States should join the Europeans at the table and talk directly to the Iranians.

Through direct negotiations it is possible that a solution could be found ensuring that there is no diversion of civil nuclear programme resources for weapons manufacture, and yet that Iran’s nuclear energy needs are fulfilled and its genuine security concerns are met. 

The writer is a retired lieutenant-general.
