What is Mr Bush up to?


THE crisis on Iran’s nuclear programme has an air of deja vu about it. An unclassified American Congressional Committee report has alleged that the IAEA has discovered that Iran has already enriched uranium to weapons grade level. This is a false allegation as the world has been told by the IAEA which has described the report as “outrageous and dishonest”. Why is the Bush administration trying to whip up panic about Iran? Obviously because it now finds that it cannot bank on its allies any more. A fortnight after the expiry of the deadline set by the UN Security Council resolution for Iran to halt its uranium enrichment activity, the nuclear powers are still not clear what line of action to adopt vis-a-vis Tehran. Mercifully, the sense of urgency that had caused Iran to be making headlines a few weeks ago as the next potential flashpoint in international politics has dissipated. The major factor that has taken the heat out of the controversy on Iran’s nuclear programme is the split in the attitude of the various governments which constitute the 5+1 that are trying to wean Iran away from uranium enrichment by offering it a package of incentives.

While China and Russia have vehemently opposed the imposition of sanctions, the three European powers (France, Britain and Germany) do not support immediate punitive action either and favour further negotiations to persuade Tehran to reach a compromise. That leaves the United States alone in its call for sanctions which are not explicitly spelt out in resolution 1696. Having been outnumbered, Washington has been compelled to take the back seat for the moment and give the initiative to the Europeans who are best suited to play a mediatory role as they are the architects of the incentives package. Moreover, the need of the hour is also to preempt a confrontation between the US and the Russian-Chinese combine. The West fears that if polarisation between the two sides deepens, the beneficiary would be Iran. In this context, the move to entrust the EU foreign policy chief, Javier Solana, with the task of opening a dialogue with Tehran has proved to be the most sensible one. It has injected cordiality in the atmosphere and has softened Iran’s stance with President Ahmadinejad even offering to resume unconditional talks and suspend uranium enrichment for two months.

With events moving on such a positive note, it is distressing that America is acting the spoiler. President Bush has been insisting that Iran is playing for time while secretly building a bomb. But this time the world refuses to be deceived and the IAEA has categorically stated that Iran has not enriched uranium beyond the three per cent mark which is nowhere close to the 90 per cent needed to produce a bomb. What is worrying is that the US appears to be playing the same dirty trick as it did in 2003 when it heaped false accusations on Iraq. Accusing President Saddam of being in possession of weapons of mass destruction, the US had proceeded to invade Iraq. Of course, this later turned out to be a blatant lie. Once bitten twice shy, UN agencies have now refused to be deceived by the Bush administration. It is surprising that the American government has still to learn a lesson from its misadventure in Iraq. Others, it seems, are more wary this time.

