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AS a signatory to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), Iran has the inalienable right to develop research, production and use of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes in accordance with the statute of the International Energy Agency (IAEA) and its safeguard system.

However, the United States and its close allies are opposed to Iran’s nuclear programme, despite it unequivocal commitment to developing nuclear energy exclusively for peaceful purposes and in conformity with the safety regulations of the IAEA.

Time and again, Iran has also declared that, as stipulated in the NPT, it is committed to non-proliferation and the elimination of nuclear weapons and will continue to abide by its obligations under the NPT and also work for the establishment of a Middle East zone free of nuclear weapons as well as other weapons of mass destruction.

Washington’s case against Iran is built on the premise that it has repeatedly tried to develop capabilities to enrich uranium and separate plutonium which indicates that it intends to build nuclear weapons. It may, however, be pointed out that weapons-related activities such as uranium enrichment and manufacture of plutonium, are not prohibited under the NPT.

As a matter of fact, these are considered critical steps towards attaining an advanced domestic industry, an objective that is entirely in accordance with Article IV of the NPT. The Bush administration’s insistence that Iran should stop the enrichment of uranium altogether is, therefore, inconsistent with the NPT which allows the development of nuclear technology by its members for peaceful purposes.

Iran joined the NPT voluntarily and ratified it in 1970. Since then, its nuclear facilities have been under the supervision of the IAEA. As such, there was absolutely no justification for accusing Iran of pursuing a covert nuclear programme. However, President George W Bush keeps harping on this allegation not only to mislead public opinion but also to take some punitive action against Iran on the pretext of its alleged violation of the NPT.

Needless to say, it would be unwise to deter Iran from pursuing its peaceful nuclear programme by using force for this purpose, as hinted by President Bush himself, as it would be critical to regional peace and security. A military strike against Iran may perhaps delay the pursuit of its nuclear programme but would harden its resolve to pursue it more vigorously. President Bush should, therefore, avoid a perilous armed conflict with Iran on this issue and make an earnest effort to resolve the matter amicably through diplomatic means.

It may be pertinent to mention that whenever a weaker nation finds itself threatened owing to imbalance in its conventional capabilities it feels compelled to acquire nuclear weapons, as a means of deterrence for ensuring its security and territorial integrity. Apparently, Iran has no such impetus as militarily it is probably the strongest of all the countries in the region, including Israel. In view of this, there is no reason to disbelieve Iran that its nuclear programme is only for peaceful purposes.

If Iran is denied access to technology it intends to develop for peaceful uses it would leave many members of the NPT questioning whether their being a party to the treaty is worthwhile. President Bush should, therefore, change his existing stance on Iran’s nuclear programme if he wants to save the NPT which represents the only binding commitment in a multilateral treaty on the goal of nuclear non-proliferation.

It may interest readers to know that Japan, which is also a signatory to the NPT, possesses the scientific and technical knowhow and infrastructure that could enable it to build nuclear weapons. The fact of the matter is that by gaining the knowledge to develop energy a country automatically gets closer to the technology that could be used by it to develop nuclear weapons. It does not, however, mean that it will do so. In any case, the only viable way to forestall that possibility is to strengthen the effectiveness of the IAEA and to ensure that its safeguards system is strictly enforced. The IAEA should also have the right of unlimited inspection, without advance notice, when violations of the NPT by a member state are suspected.

The IAEA, established in 1957, is charged with the dual responsibility of promoting and controlling nuclear technology. It also focuses on preventing nuclear proliferation through the application of the agency’s safeguard system and enhancing the safety and security of nuclear material and facilities. It verifies the states’ nuclear non-proliferation commitments and provides assurances to the international community of the exclusively peaceful use of nuclear material and activities.

Thus, the IAEA is the only competent authority to prevent the diversion of nuclear energy from peaceful uses to the development of nuclear weapons. There is consensus among NPT members that nothing should be done to undermine the authority of the IAEA as it may make matters more complicated.

The spread of nuclear weapons and technology by a prospective delinquent member of the NPT is only one aspect of the problem. It is a well known fact that the critical technology and material needed to manufacture nuclear weapons are freely available in the black market and can be acquired by emerging nuclear states through middlemen based in western Europe and America. If Washington is indeed serious about promoting the goal of nuclear non-proliferation it should first plug those holes. The involvement of the Nuclear Suppliers Group and Missiles Technology Control in this endeavour may also be effective to achieve the desired objective.

After his election as president of Iran, Mahmoud Ahmedinejad, a conservative, declared that his country favoured a rapprochement with the United States. He had taken the first difficult step despite the fact that the hardliners, who were not favourably disposed towards the United States, had overwhelmingly voted him into presidency. It was hoped that President Bush would reciprocate these sentiments and the diplomatic stalemate that has lasted for more than 25 years would come to an end.

Regrettably, however, the US administration, which is under the immense influence of Israel, did not favour the idea of reconciliation between Washington and Tehran. Instead, it stepped up its Iran-bashing policy that has evidently further hardened anti-American feelings in Iran. This is a negative development that could lead to undesirable consequences.
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