Not a matter of alarm yet
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IRANIAN President Ahmadinejad’s proud proclamation during a carefully choreographed TV appearance from the holy city of Mashhad that Iran had successfully enriched uranium and had thus joined the nuclear club was an important step in his populist campaign.

Subsequently, other Iranian spokesmen claimed that by the end of 2006 the experimental facility at Natanz would have 3,000 centrifuges, and that after an unspecified length of time the commercial production facility would have 54,000 centrifuges enabling Iran to produce enough low-enriched uranium to fuel the 1,000 MW nuclear power plant under construction at Bushehr.

Predictably, many in the West have greeted the news with expressions of concern and some have even chosen to regard it as the confirmation of fears that Iran now has the capability to manufacture in short order the fissile material needed for nuclear weapons. Everyone has commented on the fact that in proceeding to enrich uranium, albeit in an experimental facility, Iran has acted in defiance of the non-binding presidential statement of the UN Security Council which had called upon Iran to suspend all enrichment work and had asked Mr ElBaradei, the IAEA director general, to report at the end of the month on Iran’s compliance with this demand.

Clearly Mr ElBaradei, who visited Tehran two days after the announcement of successful enrichment and received short shrift from the Iranians, is going to have to report that the Iranians have not complied and this will then raise the question of what the UN Security Council will do next. Both China and Russia have made it clear that they remain opposed to a resort to sanctions that may drive Iran towards withdrawing from the NPT and would certainly push the crisis to a higher plane.

The Chinese have sent an envoy for talks to Tehran and to Moscow where high ranking officials of the permanent members of the UN Security Council are also meeting to consider the next steps. The divisions are clear. China and Russia favour finding a negotiated solution and the Russians have hinted often enough that such a solution could include allowing Iran to continue to pursue small- scale, low-level enrichment under IAEA safeguards while securing a commitment that no commercial scale enrichment will be undertaken.

President Ahmadinejad is rightly proud of what Iranian scientists have been able to achieve but the point the world must bear in mind is that this still leaves Iran very far from acquiring the fissile material or the additional technology needed to construct a nuclear weapon — something that the Iranians vigorously deny wanting in any case. Consider:

First, it has taken the Iranians 21 years and seven years of sporadic experiments in the words of an American scientist to put together a cascade of 164 centrifuges and to produce some degree of enrichment. It is suspected that the 3.5 per cent enrichment claimed may not be even the level required for power generation since there are questions about the quality of the uranium hexafluoride produced in Isfahan plant.

Second, the current accepted estimate is that the Iranians have the parts needed to produce another 1,000 to 2,000 centrifuges. It is highly doubtful that at this time they have the capacity to produce indigenously the many high precision parts that make up even the comparatively simple P-1 centrifuge the Iranians are using. This would suggest that there may be difficulties putting together the 3,000 centrifuges they want to install in the experimental facility by the end of this year. One reputable study estimates that Iran will need at least up to 2008 to assemble 3,000 centrifuges and to arrange them in workable cascades.

This is plausible since the November 2004 IAEA board report stated that prior to the November 22, 2004 suspension, Iran assembled 1,275 centrifuges but has since then verified that only about 30 per cent of the assembled centrifuges are still in good condition. What this means is apparent from the estimate by assistant secretary of state for security and non-proliferation Steven Rademaker, that with a 164 centrifuge cascade, it would take Iran 13.6 years to produce enough HEU for a nuclear weapon.

Third, the gaseous uranium produced in the Isfahan plant was flawed because of the failure to eliminate molybdenum, a metal found in natural uranium, and which can damage the delicate rotors of the high speed centrifuges. We will know if this flaw has since been corrected only after the IAEA submits its report on April 28.

Fourth, the complexity of operating a cascade of centrifuges apparently increases dramatically once the size goes into the sort of figures the Iranians are talking about. These complexities are not easy to overcome even when theoretically they have some set of instructions. And yet a large cascade is necessary. The American official in the state department dealing with non-proliferation said that even a cascade of 3,000 centrifuges would require 271 days to produce the enriched uranium needed for a nuclear weapon while the present 164 unit cascade would take 13.6 years to produce the same quantity.

Fifth, there are suspicions that in 1995 the Iranians did secure some designs and perhaps components for the more sophisticated P-2 centrifuge. B. S. Tahir of the A.Q.Khan network has apparently told interrogators that Iran received more P-2 technology than it has acknowledged. An interview by President Musharraf for the programme ‘Nuclear Jihad’ in which he revealed that A.Q.Khan wanted to visit Zahedan for a “secret purpose” suggests that Iran was benefiting from the network long after the 1995 date on which the Iranians claim contacts with A.Q. Khan were broken off.

Now President Ahmadinejad has claimed that Iran has new technology for enrichment. Clearly, the IAEA will need to pursue its inquiries on this score but there still seems to be no hard evidence that the Iranians have the know-how to be able to manufacture the high precision rotors needed for this model.

Sixth, having enriched uranium is only the first step towards manufacturing a nuclear weapon. The task of converting gaseous enriched uranium into metal, machining such metal into a hemisphere to form the core of a nuclear weapon and then designing the precise shape and content of the conventional material that would need to be imploded to set off the chain reaction in the core is not easy even when detailed plans are available.

Finally, there are numerous reports suggesting that apart from the nuclear activities disclosed by Iran and verified by the IAEA, other nuclear research and development projects carried out by the Iranian military could be far more advanced than the known programmes. But there is no hard evidence of this and to many people wary of the Iraq WMD issue this is not the premise on which the world should proceed. Satellite pictures show that Iran is reinforcing the Natanz facilities underground halls where the centrifuge cascades are to be installed but this itself indicates that Natanz is the main venue of Iranian nuclear activity.

Given these facts one cannot easily dismiss as exaggeration or complacency the assertion by the head of the Russian Atomic Energy commission that there is no question of Iran being able to engage in industrial scale uranium enrichment particularly since the Russians have been deeply involved in the Iranian nuclear programme. There is, therefore, no reason to question the estimate of the US intelligence community that Iran is a decade away from acquiring nuclear-weapon capability. Even the Israeli military’s intelligence chief talks of Iran needing at least three years to acquire nuclear weapon capability while the Israeli chief of staff believes that while Iran had taken a “significant step”, it had a long way to go before it could produce a nuclear bomb. And even if they did, he said he wasn’t convinced that Israel would be the first target.

The Americans of course maintain that even if the time frame is what has been suggested they are worried about Iran acquiring the technical knowledge and expertise to be able to manufacture nuclear weapons in the future. It is, of course, another matter that the Iranian nuclear programme was started with American assistance and was encouraged because Iran under the Shah was seen as an American ally protecting American interests in a strategically important region. They also argue that once Iran acquires nuclear capability it would be impossible to stop other regional countries such as Egypt and Turkey from doing likewise thus unravelling the entire non-proliferation regime.

Again, critics point out that by entering into a civilian nuclear cooperation agreement with India the Americans have themselves driven a coach through the non-proliferation regime that they had painstakingly constructed over the last two decades.

The negotiations that the permanent members of the UN Security Council and Germany are now having will not result in an agreement to have a Security Council resolution imposing meaningful sanctions on Iran. The Russians and the Chinese are strongly opposed to any such measure not only because of their relationship with Iran but because they genuinely believe that this may lead to Iranian denunciation of the NPT and consequently the removal of all current constraints on Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapon capability.

In America itself, analysts, already demoralised by the deterioration of the Iraq situation, fear that any action against Iran would almost certainly prompt the use of Iran’s considerable influence to further fan the fires of sectarian conflict in Iraq. Most agree that the alternative — sanctions that do not work or sanctions that are imposed only by a “coalition of the willing” — offers no solution. Many, therefore, suggest that the United States should enter into direct negotiations with Iran.

Despite the enormous publicity that reports about contingency planning for a military attack on Iran have received little credence is attached to the possibility of this option being exercised. Similarly, few believe that the $75 million that the Bush administration had earmarked to encourage “regime change” will really make a difference. Most are agreed that despite being the world’s only superpower and despite its justified concern about the possibility of a nuclear arms race in the Middle East, the US has few good options on how to deal with the Iran issue.

The Americans may well be ruing the day in 2003 when the neo-conservatives in the Bush administration turned down an Iranian proposal for direct talks in which the Iranians had undertaken to address American concerns about Iran’s nuclear activities. Do the planned US-Iran talks on Iraq offer a prospect of such a proposal being renewed and accepted? What exactly is Iran angling for? Is there any division in Iranian ranks on how the present confrontation should be pushed? This, along with some facts and figures about what a military confrontation could mean, will be the subject of my next article. For the moment the important point is that Iran is still far from acquiring nuclear weapon capability and there is, therefore, time available for working out a negotiated settlement.
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