Iran’s deepening N-crisis
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MY last article, published in these columns a week ago, was primarily an attempt to assess, to the extent possible, the status of Iran’s nuclear programme. This is an indispensable exercise in view of the deliberate distortions in the western media, particularly since the United States launched the present campaign that has already got the Iran case referred to the Security Council and that is now geared to imposing UN sanctions on Iran.

As discussed last week, the referral has so far only escalated the crisis as the response of the revolutionary Iran is almost always determined by a tradition of resisting unjust outside pressures and intimidation. The collapse of the additional protocol has put the IAEA at a disadvantage. The nuclear watchdog agency is now hardly in a position to add much to its assessment that there is no instant and present danger from Iran’s nuclear programme and that, at the same time, it is unable to reach any definitive opinion about Iran’s ultimate intentions.

Some broad, if tentative, conclusions are possible about the emerging situation.

First, Iran is still largely preoccupied with solving technical problems in creating a network of centrifuge cascades to undertake low uranium enrichment (3.5 per cent) on an industrial scale necessary to meet indigenously the fuel requirements of Bushehr , which should go critical this year, and future nuclear reactors. Iran is about to announce bids for two more nuclear power plants.

Secondly, should Iran embark upon the production of highly enriched uranium (weapon grade HEU), it will take years before it can accumulate enough of it to build an explosive device.

Third, there is no credible evidence of Iran’s success in mastering the implosion technology.

Fourth, given the renewed emphasis on nuclear rearmament in states that already possess nuclear weapons — including Israel — and given threats of regime change, increased US-funded subversion by anti-regime elements especially the Iraq-based Mujahideen-i-Khalq, it is more than likely that demands for developing nuclear deterrence are growing in sections of the Iranian political-military class.

A similar summary of US policy will be less neat. Pakistan got its nuclear deterrent after surmounting countless hurdles put in its path by Washington, and even now, one would have to be an incorrigible optimist to think that the United States has abandoned its objective of an eventual denuclearisation of Pakistan’s defence capability. Its resolve to prevent Iran from acquiring this capability is much stronger for several reasons. These reasons include the US strategic interest in the energy resources of the Middle East and Central Asia, the protection of the sea lanes guarded by nuclear-armed battle groups and, last but not least, Israel’s insistence upon a total monopoly of nuclear power in the region. In Iran’s case, the aim is to deny the country a nuclear fuel cycle, regardless of the safeguards Tehran would accept.

This is, however, not to suggest that the present debate in the West is monolithic. There is a point of view that Iran’s nuclear progress is unstoppable, that the world can live with an Iran that has mastered the technology but, like Japan, is voluntarily keeping it verifiably short of weaponisation , and that, more importantly, a grand bargain with Iran can be struck on the basis of accepting Iran’s civilian nuclear programme under full safeguards and by offering incentives that make weaponisation unnecessary. The incentives will probably have to include credible security assurances to Iran, removal of existing impediments to free trade with Iran and recognition of its right to sophisticated technology for the modernisation of its oil and gas infrastructure.

Israel’s influence in Washington is a major impediment to the acceptance of the above logic. It is as determined as ever to use the awesome American military power to destroy Iran’s nuclear programme and bring about a regime change. In their remarkable study, “The Israeli Lobby and US Foreign Policy”, Harvard scholars John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt note that Iran’s nuclear ambitions pose no existential threat to the United States. Their documentation of Israeli pressure on Washington to take action against Iran is impressive. On the eve of the Iraq invasion, the Israeli defence minister had observed that Iraq was a problem but “Iran is more dangerous than Iraq”.

Ariel Sharon had demanded that the United States should put the strong arm on Iran the day after it conquered Iraq. Israel’s ambassador in Washington had called for a regime change in Tehran. The distinguished professors imply that this is one major reason why Washington could live with a nuclear Soviet Union, a nuclear China, or even a nuclear North Korea “but not with a nuclear Iran”.

With every new statement, Nicholas Burns, the US undersecretary of State, who is playing an important role in removing political and legislative obstacles to the opening of the floodgates of nuclear technology for India, ratchets up the pressure on the Security Council to impose sanctions on Iran. It is accompanied by leaks that Washington remains ready to construct yet another “coalition of the willing” to bypass the Security Council if it does not comply with the US demands.

It is revealing that Burns has now called for an arms embargo and specifically asked Russia to withhold the delivery of Tor M-1 missiles to Iran that would enhance Iran’s defence capability against aircraft and guided missiles at a certain altitude. China needs an uninterrupted supply of oil from the region at a reasonable price and Russia, which has extensive relations with Iran, can hardly accept such extravagant demands.

In fact, both Russia and China are establishing their credentials as friends of the Arab-Islamic world while the United States is increasingly perceived to be waging an interminable war against it. This perception erodes the American design of global governance. The projected coalition would, therefore, represent only a narrow band of the client states of the United States.

Russia and China will not encourage Iran’s weapons programme but should be expected to continue opposition to sanctions without incontrovertible evidence of it. Iran has renewed its desire to continue a dialogue with the IAEA because that restores the issue to its technical parameters. The neighbouring states of the region, including Saudi Arabia and Turkey, disapprove of a weapons programme but firmly oppose the military option as it is likely to plunge the region into uncontrollable instability.

At the heart of the present crisis is Washington’s reluctance to countenance a negotiated solution that dilutes its maximalist objectives, including denial of all nuclear technology and an early regime change in Tehran. It may begin with demands for the stiffening of sanctions and graduate to threats of unilateral military action. There is talk of monstrous new conventional bombs now being perfected and even more ominously of bunker-busting tactical nuclear weapons to destroy Iran’s nuclear sites. There is also the perpetual possibility of a US-sanctioned Israeli air strike though that would require a degree of acquiescence on the part of some Muslim states. Any such complicity by an Arab state is likely to have grave repercussions.

We have now sufficient information as to why and how the Iraqi ground forces succumbed so easily to the Anglo-American ground forces. Similar vulnerabilities do not exist in Iran and its battle-hardened armies can inflict unacceptable damage on invading forces. President Ahmadinejad’s defiant statements are partly explained by the need to mobilise the armed forces and the people for a conventional defence as well as a protracted asymmetrical war on many fronts. Iran can carry the battle, in one form or another to Iraq, Afghanistan and even Israel. The mere rumour of an impending conflict in the region has already pushed the oil price to $75 per barrel and a hundred dollar price tag would be amongst the early consequences of the worsening of this crisis.

One can easily profile American and Israeli firepower — the much flaunted capability to hit 5,000 targets in a very short period of time — but it is doubtful that even the war parties in Washington and Tel Aviv can sweep under the carpet the political, economic and military costs of exercising this option. Warnings of this cost are gathering strength in the United States and UK and may, over a period of time, weigh on the side of prudent diplomacy. Zbigniew Brzezinski’s description of an attack on Iran as “an act of political folly” that would set in motion a progressive upheaval in world affairs has a much wider resonance with important segments of the American strategic community than is often realised amongst us. It is a question of a president whose approval ratings have sunk to around 30 per cent committing the most powerful democracy in the world to an unjust and illegal war. There is, nevertheless, much concern in Pakistan that the present stand off between Iran and the United States would pose a serious dilemma for its decision-makers. As a matter of fact, a contrary argument could also be built.

First, the crisis provides Pakistan with an opportunity to nuance and recalibrate its current “alliance” with Washington which constrains Pakistan’s choices but leaves the United States to largely brush aside Pakistan’s apprehensions in regard to Afghanistan and the Indo-US nuclear deal. Even if one accepts the rationale for having accepted an unequal relationship in the immediate aftermath of the tragedy of 9/11, there is no reason why Pakistan should not strive to recover some of its lost freedom of manoeuvre where matters of compelling national interest are at stake. Iran’s security and stability should certainly be one such contingency.

Secondly, as a friend of the US and Iran, Pakistan should offer its good offices to foster a diplomatic solution. Admittedly, Pakistan’s effort in this direction can have only a limited impact. But given the stakes, it is an option worth exploring.
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