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THE United States is once again mounting pressure on the Islamic Republic of Iran with whom it has a 27-year-old score to settle. Three years of frustration in Iraq have failed to produce an understanding of the need for the US to review its controversial policies embodied in the Bush doctrine. Though a government has been formed in Baghdad more than five months after elections, it doe snot appear to have scaled down the anarchy and bloodshed that has prevailed in the country since its occupation by the US-led coalition in 2003.

Having toured the Middle East extensively, President Bush should have grasped a better judgment about the feasibility of his ‘grand design’ to bring democracy and development to a region characterised by autocratic regimes. Indeed, his problem now is how to devise an exit strategy that will enable the US and coalition forces to withdraw with a semblance of dignity. For this, a dialogue with Iran offers the best hope. Instead, he is pursuing a vendetta against the Islamic regime in Tehran and while maintaining multilateral pressure continues to hurl threats of use of force, preferably under cover of Chapter 7 of the UN Charter.

So far, while the UN Security Council has gone along with the US in its call for greater compliance with the International Atomic Energy Agency rules for confidence building measures, Russia and China have preferred that the matter remain within the purview of the IAEA and that the latter is not made an instrument of US pressure via the Security Council. However, the US appears to have no intention of letting the war clouds disperse, by its insistence on invoking Chapter 7 to impose sanctions on Iran for persisting in uranium enrichment, even though such enrichment for peaceful purposes is permissible for signatories of the NPT.

Washington is showing almost a reckless determination in bringing the Islamic regime in Tehran to heel, possibly by trying to bring about a regime change. It believes that the trends of the past two or three years, notably the collapse of Libya’s defiance, show that firm policies, backed by the type of pre-emption used in Afghanistan and Iraq, are adequate to demoralise militants and religious hardliners.

The current phase of US pressure followed the surprise election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, former mayor of Tehran, as president in June 2005. He defeated former President Rafsanjani, who was regarded as a pragmatist, willing to build bridges to the West. Ahmadinejad, while holding populist views on economic issues is an ideological conservative, who identifies himself with the clergy-dominated school led by Ayatollah Khamenei that supports militant Islam. It was the defiant attitude of this group that led Bush to include Iran in the “axis of evil”.

Iran’s plans to acquire uranium enrichment technology for peaceful use to which it was entitled as a signatory of the NPT had been on hold as it had suspended uranium enrichment under an agreement with Britain, France and Germany which had undertaken to transfer peaceful technology to Iran. However, the three western powers had not delivered on the promise, and in the meantime accusations were raised against Iran about its efforts to acquire this technology secretly. The US, in the meantime, accused Tehran of efforts to develop a nuclear weapon and demanded more stringent controls and inspections.

President Ahmadinejad did not endear himself to the US or its allies by recalling, on more than one occasion, Imam Khomeini’s statement that Israel should be wiped off the map, since its creation was based on extreme injustice to the people of Palestine. This was in response to mounting military attacks by the Sharon regime in Israel against the Palestinians. He also declared that since its two-year long suspension of uranium enrichment had not been reciprocated, Iran would be within its rights to restart its programme. President Bush responded by repeating his accusation that the Islamic regime in Iran was one of the main sponsors of terrorism, and the US would be justified in eliminating its centres of nuclear research that were a threat to its security. Iran called upon the UN to stop the US from resorting to military action since Tehran was extending full cooperation to the IAEA.

The year 2006 has seen mounting tension as the Islamic regime in Iran has persisted in its defiant stance against the US. Though keeping the diplomatic path open, especially through the three European powers that have been engaging with it on behalf of the West, the US has also kept preparing for resort to force. On the one hand it has supplied Israel with 100 deep-penetrating bombs that can cause havoc comparable to that by nuclear weapons, and on the other it is getting ready to use pre-emptive force if it can get the Security Council to endorse sanctions under Chapter 7. By now, the decision to attack Iraq without UN sanction has cost Bush so heavily in terms of domestic support that he is really anxious to secure UN backing.

Despite the continuing mayhem in Afghanistan and Iraq, and his decreasing popular support at home, President Bush is showing such persistence in seeking grounds for military intervention that many analysts are genuinely worried that he might attack Iran since his calculations are that Iran is isolated.

As a powerful Shia country, the Arab and other non-Shia Muslim countries may not extend serious support, and may in fact be secretly pleased if Iran is brought to heel. Bush does not expect Iranian resistance to be a serious impediment, and believes that the majority of Muslim countries that matter are already with him. The rest of the developing countries, as well as the UN and other multilateral forums may not cause much of a problem, and a quick military success would rekindle American pride over the punishment meted out to a country whose leader talks of wiping Israel off the map of the world.

While this would be the reasoning of the hawks around him, an objective analysis would reveal that there are powerful arguments against the resort to war. Iran has been fairly active diplomatically to present its case against the accusation that it is violating the NPT, and that it poses a threat to peace. Russia and China, which are major trading partners of Iran, have been opposed to the matter being put on the agenda of the Security Council. Their view is that the IAEA should be strengthened and that the Security Council should not be involved unless a genuine threat to peace exists.

This brings us to the role of the IAEA whose director-general Mr El-Baradei was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize last year. His report to the Security Council did not totally clear Iran but it called for further investigation before backing any conclusion that justifies sanctions or other punitive action. Indeed, the five permanent members, who are the only legitimate nuclear powers, would be seen to be in much greater violation of the NPT since none of them have acted to reduce their nuclear weapons. If Iran ratifies the special protocols on nuclear inspection it signed two years ago and continues to cooperate with the IAEA in opening up all its facilities, there would be no justification for any punitive action.

We may recall that President Ahmadinejad addressed a lengthy letter to President Bush on May 7, in which he not only repeated his assurances on the peaceful nature of Iran’s nuclear programme, but also called for a direct dialogue. UN Secretary General Kofi Annan has also urged the two countries to hold direct talks, a view supported by the majority of world leaders who have expressed their views.

The text of a resolution for the Security Council, drafted mainly by the US and European countries, is being considered. China and Russia, both permanent members with veto power, have already made their views public. They would prefer that the question is brought back to IAEA and that Iran extend full cooperation to that body to reassure the international community that its nuclear programme is peaceful. They will reaffirm their view on nuclear non-proliferation but they are unlikely to agree to sanctions, or to involving Chapter 7, that might encourage resort to force. The majority of Muslim countries also support a diplomatic solution and Pakistan has said that it sees no ground for resort to force as that will upset the entire Muslim world.

Looking at the unfolding scenario, Iran has given clear assurances about the peaceful nature of its nuclear programme. It is cooperating with the IAEA which should remain the organisation responsible for verification. If the US chooses to apply the doctrine of pre-emption in this case, not only will its own difficulties increase, the prevailing world order will be greatly disturbed. Besides, the price of oil and gas may break the $100 barrier, and result in hardship and an economic setback to the whole world. The UN will not give the US a carte blanche to attack Iran. The decision will have to be taken by the US on a unilateral basis and one can only hope that the great traditions of that great power will prevail. These stand for peace, progress and democracy, rather than mindless destruction a la Genghis Khan.
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