A litany of lost opportunities
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The International Atomic Energy Agency’s latest report has faulted Iran for refusing to stop enriching uranium within the 30-day deadline that was set by the United Nations Security Council.

It is, however, important to note that the report in question has not established conclusively that Iran was developing its nuclear capabilities to make nuclear weapons.

Iran has categorically rejected the belief that it possesses a nuclear weapons programme and has expressed its willingness to allow inspections of its nuclear installations by IAEA experts to dispel misgivings about the nature of its nuclear programme.

Iran’s nuclear programme, which began in 1970 when it joined the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, has been under the supervision of the IAEA which plays a key role in assisting the international community in curbing nuclear proliferation. In view of this, the reports systematically carried by the western media that in the past 10 years or so Iran has deceived the international community to conceal its build-up of nuclear weapons do not carry conviction.

In this connection it may also be pertinent to mention that, in April last year, when the then Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon presented President Bush with intelligence reports indicating that Iran was only a few months away from developing military nuclear capability, he was told that according to US intelligence evaluations, Iran was still years away from acquiring this deterrent. It is apparent, therefore, that Israel was behind the baseless propaganda campaign against Iran’s nuclear programme. It is also clear that Israel has succeeded in making President Bush believe that Iran’s nuclear programme is of military nature and poses a serious threat to its security.

Israel does not acknowledge the nuclear capability it is widely believed to possess and that it has acquired with the active support of the United States. Its security depends on its ability to manufacture nuclear arms and in order to retain its nuclear monopoly in the Middle East, it has been persuading Washington to prevent Iran from pursuing its perfectly legitimate nuclear programme.

Washington should, however, realise that in case unnecessary obstacles are placed in its path in pursuing its nuclear programme for peaceful purposes, Iran may be prompted to withdraw from the NPT, as is permissible under Article X (1). Following economic reforms, exploiting the existing and exploring new sources of energy has become a necessity for Iran.

President Bush has not ruled out military action against Iran to prevent it from pursuing its nuclear programme. It is widely believed that in case the United States fails to muster sufficient support in the Security Council in order to take punitive action against Iran it might itself strike pre-emptively to destroy Iran’s nuclear installations or Israel may do so at its behest. In either case, both Iran and the United States would be entangled in a widening military confrontation leading to extremely serious consequences in the region as neutral hostilities could provoke a negative reaction in other Muslim countries giving rise to more anti-American movements dominated by militants and extremists.

The United States should, therefore, carefully weigh the pros and cons of a military confrontation with Iran. Realising the magnitude of the negative consequences of such an undesirable course of action it is hoped that President Bush will show circumspection and allow diplomacy to resolve the matter in an amicable manner which is the only forward to ward off a devastating armed conflict between Iran and the United States.

Iran and the United States are not destined to be rivals forever. The two countries cannot remain in a state of war in perpetuity. The geo-political interests of both countries demand that they improve their relations. Regrettably, however, Israel continues to be a major obstacle in achieving this objective. It may be recalled that Iran’s foreign policy had entered a new phase, moving from confrontation to conciliation during the tenure of President Khatami who had declared that Iran was not an enemy of the people of the United States and that relations between the two countries should be based on mutual respect, trust and sovereign equality. Regrettably, President Bush did not grasp this historical opportunity to improve the years old embittered Iran-US relations, and declared Iran a part of the ‘axis of evil’.

After his election as president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, a conservative, also declared that his country favoured a rapprochement with the US. It was hoped that President Bush would reciprocate these sentiments and that the diplomatic stalemate of more than 25 years would come to an end. However, the US president remained persistent in his hostile attitude towards Iran and unleashed a vicious propaganda campaign against it, particularly on the nuclear issue.

In the wake of the ongoing stand-off between Iran and the United States on the nuclear issue, President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, in a bid to ease the growing tensions and to resolve the matter peacefully sent a personal letter to President Bush on May 8. In this letter, while analysing the world situation and tracing the root causes of the problems between Tehran and Washington, the Iranian leader has proposed ways of ending the present predicament. It was generally believed that this unprecedented diplomatic initiative would break the ice and give way to a new process leading to better ties between Tehran and Washington. Regrettably, however, the United States has summarily dismissed this initiative by stating that it does not address US concerns about Iran’s nuclear programme.

Apparently, Washington has not felt the need and urgency to move ahead to deflect an extremely volatile situation. Its outright refusal to engage Tehran in diplomacy, even after the Iranian president’s laudable initiative, is likely to be a precursor of worse to come. The world is, for obvious reasons, astounded by Washington’s unrealistic and myopic attitude in letting a rare moment of opportunity pass.
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