US must change its Iran policy
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FOR the past seven years Iran has remained a permanent fixture on the Bush administration’s radar screen. No other issue has caused greater heartache to the policy planners in Washington. Even while finalising its plans for the invasion of Iraq, the Bush administration was working on bringing about a regime change in Iran, which had been designated a member of the ‘axis of evil’.

If in the case of Iraq the driving motive was to destroy the last potential Arab threat to Israel and to gain control over its huge oil resources, Iran aroused altogether different emotions. Apart from concern over an increasingly assertive Iran, the US has neither forgotten nor forgiven Tehran the slights and insults that the Islamic Republic is accused of having caused it.

In the midst of this crescendo of charges against Tehran, the US National Intelligence Estimate that was released last week contained a real bombshell. Two years after the last NIE had claimed “with high confidence that Iran currently is determined to develop nuclear weapons despite its international obligations and international pressures”, the 2007 NIE report compiled jointly by the US’s 16 spy agencies claimed “with high confidence” that the military-run programme was shut in 2003.

The report concluded “with moderate confidence” that the programme had not restarted as of mid-2007.

Thus, in one stroke, the report trashes much of the rationale behind the US campaign for a third round of UN sanctions on Iran. Not surprisingly, the Bush administration was disappointed but refused to be apologetic. Instead it took credit for the change in Tehran’s policy, with National Security Adviser Stephen Hadley claiming that it was US pressure that made Iran reverse course.

This notwithstanding, the NIE revived memories of the embarrassment caused when US assertions about Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction, advanced as a major justification for the invasion of Iraq, turned out to be false.

Not surprisingly, the Democrats, desirous of appearing bold on national security issues though sceptical about Bush’s unilateral approach to international issues, could not but welcome this intelligence reversal. Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid pointed out that now “the administration could not rush this Congress and the country to another war based on flawed intelligence”, a view echoed by political analysts including Jon Wolfsthal of the Centre for Strategic and International Studies who remarked that the report “is not the time bomb that the administration made it out to be for the last several years”.

This NIE is likely to have an impact on many fronts, starting with the administration’s credibility at home where it will now be difficult to push for a war with Iran. Bush critics are recalling that less than a year ago, the then intelligence chief, John Negroponte, had told Congress that “Iran is determined to develop nuclear weapons.”

Even more ominously, Bush warned on Oct 17 that “if you are interested in avoiding World War III, it seems like you ought to be interested in preventing them from having the knowledge necessary to make nuclear weapons”.

Asked if he definitely believed that Iran wanted to build a nuclear bomb, Bush said “yes, I believe they want to have the capacity, the knowledge, in order to make a nuclear weapon”. Bush’s claims notwithstanding, a tougher UN Security Council resolution is virtually out, as noted by Daryl Kimball, executive director of the Arms Control Association who stated that “the report will make it more, not less difficult, to get UNSC support for tougher sanctions”.

The International Atomic Energy Agency, long accused of being ‘soft’ on Iran, will also feel vindicated. Its chief, Mohamed ElBaradei, was quick to point out that the NIE tallies with the IAEA’s statements that although Iran still needs to clarify some aspects of its nuclear activities, the agency has “no concrete evidence of an ongoing nuclear weapons programme or undeclared nuclear facilities in Iran.”

Tehran, of course, reacted to the report with relief, with Foreign Minister Mottaki remarking that it proved “that the current trend of Iran’s nuclear activities is peaceful”. President Ahmadinejad also called the US report a “great victory and vowed never to yield to western pressure”.

But Bush is nothing if not stubborn. Rather than admit that his administration was basing policy on flawed intelligence he went on the offensive, reiterating that “Iran was dangerous, Iran is dangerous and Iran will be dangerous if they have the knowledge necessary to make a nuclear weapon”.

The NIE has, nevertheless, been greeted with relief in major capitals, which expect it to ease some of the tension over this issue. China, sceptical about the US approach to Iran’s nuclear programme, made it clear that the NIE report will have a deep influence on UNSC deliberations. Russia, already at loggerheads with the US on a host of issues, reacted with caution, impressing on Iran that its nuclear programme should be “transparent” but, significantly, going ahead with dispatching the first consignment of nuclear fuel for Iran’s first atomic power station.

Both countries also welcomed the report as the harbinger of better things. After all, Iran is a rising power in the region, with the world’s second-largest oil reserves as well as huge deposits of natural gas. Both Beijing and Moscow have made massive investments in Iran’s energy sector and wish to forge close and cooperative ties with Tehran.

Moreover, Iran has conducted its diplomacy with great skill and acumen. It is well positioned to help or hurt US objectives in Iraq and across the Middle East. While publicly heading a ‘rejectionist front’, it has calibrated its policy so as not to impinge on core US strategic interests. A Shia state, it has taken care not to differentiate between Sunnis and Shias.

In fact its support to Hamas (a Sunni organisation), as well as Hezbollah in Lebanon, has earned it kudos with the Arab masses, though the leaders have tried to stress their sectarian rather than policy disagreement with Iran.

The latest US intelligence fiasco points to the need for a major policy shift by the US on the issue of Iran. Washington, which has so far pursued a policy consisting of sticks alone, needs to devise a package that has carrots in it as well, as was promised by the European powers when Iran stopped its enrichment programme in 2003. The West needs to appreciate that on the nuclear issue all Iranians hold nearly the same view, especially as it has come to symbolise Iranian national pride. Washington has to de-emphasise the threats hurled at Tehran and instead offer it meaningful incentives, such as normal diplomatic relations, an end to unilateral sanctions and membership of the World Trade Organisation, to bring Iran on board.

In other words, Iran has to be convinced that there are tangible advantages to abandoning the nuclear weapons programme and engaging in dialogue and negotiations. Its legitimate regional and national security interests have to be recognised, as much as those of the US need to be respected.

