Iran's nuclear programme: fact or fiction?
Rather than demonising Iran over its nuclear energy programme, the major powers should make every effort to maintain dialogue and seek a negotiated solution, writes Garth le Pere.

LOST amid the clamour to expose Iran's lack of candour about its nuclear ambitions is a sober examination of the context that defines the debate. Such an examination can be traced to the 1950s when, with strong US support, Iran began its efforts to develop nuclear technology. By 1975 the US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, had entered into a nuclear cooperation agreement with Iran that provided for the sale of equipment which would earn US companies more than US$6 billion. (At that time Iran's oil production was as much as 6 million barrels a day, compared to about 4 million barrels today.)

Another directive signed by President Gerald Ford in 1976 offered Iran the opportunity to buy and operate a reprocessing facility for extracting plutonium from nuclear reactor fuel. Notwithstanding the attendant proliferation risks, this deal envisaged a complete nuclear fuel cycle with plans to not only build a massive nuclear energy industry but also complete a multi-billion-dollar arrangement that would provide Tehran with large quantities of plutonium and enriched uranium - certainly two pathways to developing nuclear weapons. A nuclearised Iran, with a 3,200km common border with the Soviet Union, was then seen as an important buffer against communist encroachment in the Middle East, and a further check against the rise of Arab nationalism, which the US saw as a potential threat to Israel's security.

Turning point

After the 1979 revolution, during which the Shah was overthrown, relations between Iran and the US changed dramatically, marking a turning point in the once-robust international cooperation and US involvement in Iran's development of nuclear technology. This issue became highly politicised precisely because the Islamic Republic openly declared its intention to continue with a reinvigorated nuclear programme using indigenously manufactured fuel, and sustain an ambitious agenda for developing nuclear power reactor and fuel cycle technologies. Indeed, the US had already been paid to deliver new fuel and upgrade Iran's power in accordance with contracts signed before the revolution. The US delivered neither, nor did it return the billions of dollars which it and its companies had already received. Similarly, Germany, which had also been paid billions of dollars for two nuclear facilities in Bushehr, refused to export any more equipment, or reimburse any funds. 

In the teeth of US pressure and international opprobrium, Iran has nevertheless forged ahead with its development and acquisition of nuclear technology. Its current programme consists of several research sites, a uranium mine, a nuclear reactor, and uranium processing facilities that include a uranium enrichment plant.

The Iranian government has vigorously defended its right to develop its capacity for peaceful nuclear generation. In an article in the New York Times (6 April 2006) entitled 'We do not have a nuclear weapons programme', Javad Zarif, Iran's ambassador to the UN, wrote: 'Iran has a strong interest in enhancing the integrity and authority of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. It has been in the forefront of efforts to ensure the treaty's universality. Iran's reliance on the non-proliferation regime is based on legal commitments, sober strategic calculations and spiritual and ideological doctrine. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the leader of the Islamic Republic, has issued a decree against the development, production, stockpiling and use of nuclear weapons.'

This declaration comes up against Western suspicions about Iran's real nuclear intentions. A US National Intelligence Assessment in 2005 estimated that Iran was a decade away from developing nuclear weapons. This finding was primarily based on the conversion facilities at Esfahan, and the centrifuges at Natanz. Western suspicions have been fuelled further by Iran's building of medium- and long-range missiles. Of particular concern is the fact that its long-range (1,300km) ballistic missile, the Shahab-3, could be fitted with nuclear warheads. This has made the US, Europe and Israel decidedly uneasy.

Since the overthrow of the Shah in 1979, and the instalment of a revolutionary Islamic regime, US diplomacy towards Iran has been confrontational, coercive, and adversarial. Tensions have now been further exacerbated by George Bush's inclusion of Iran in his 'axis of evil' along with Iraq and North Korea, and it appears that regime change in Tehran has become something of a messianic goal for him. His Vice-President, Dick Cheney, has stated that Iran's ongoing nuclear experiment will invite the imposition of 'meaningful consequences', and the US Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, has accused Iran of being the 'central banker' of terrorism in the Middle East. This is symptomatic of the deep mutual distrust, enmity, and recrimination between Tehran and Washington, and each looks at the other through Manichean lenses: the US is seen as 'Satan', and Iran as 'evil'. Against this backdrop, it is useful to consider the context and environment in which Iran's nuclear pursuits have unfolded.

Historical dimensions and the NPT

Nuclear weapons have come to play an important part in the strategic calculus of global powers, and their deterrent value is a vital element of the doctrine that has helped to shape the global balance of power, especially during the Cold War. Following World War 2, there was a rapid acquisition of nuclear capabilities by those countries that have become key global players: the US in 1945; the Soviet Union in 1949; Britain in 1952; France in 1960; and China in 1964. These official nuclear weapons states also came to form the permanent five members of the UN Security Council. 

The spectre of nuclear proliferation, the fragile deterrence between the US and the Soviet Union, and their consequences for world peace resulted in the negotiation and signing of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1968. The treaty came into force two years later, and acquired permanent status in 1995 at the NPT Review and Extension Conference in New York. Besides regulating proliferation, the treaty has two other important pillars: it seeks to promote disarmament among the nuclear weapons states through reduction and liquidation of their stockpiles; and it protects the inalienable right of its signatories to develop nuclear technology for peaceful purposes, but under monitored conditions that make it difficult to develop nuclear weapons.

The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) is the UN's institutional custodian of the NPT, charged with overseeing adherence to its letter and spirit among the 188 signatories. Serious challenges to the NPT regime remain. Non-signatories such as India and Pakistan became confirmed nuclear powers in 1998, North Korea withdrew from the treaty in 2003, and Israel is widely believed to have acquired a nuclear capability as early as 1968. Iraq, under Saddam Hussein, sought to acquire a nuclear capability, but its embryonic infrastructure was destroyed by a pre-emptive strike by Israel in 1981 and later by the US-led coalition during Operation Desert Storm in 1991. And since 2000 international attention has turned to Iran and North Korea as the two countries that have been involved in alleged clandestine nuclear weapons activities. While their nuclear programmes function under a penumbra of uncertainty, there can be no doubt that their aspirations are influenced by an instinctive aversion to America's military presence in their respective neighbourhoods as well as a search for international prestige, status, and respect.

Iran, the US and realpolitik

The ongoing standoff and distrust between the US and Iran over the latter's nuclear programme is grounded in and influenced by three factors. Firstly, during the Iran-Iraq war (1980-88), precipitated over control of the Shatt-al-Arab waterway, the US not only failed to condemn Iraq's aggression but also provided Hussein's regime with active military and political support to ensure that it emerged the victor. Secondly, Iran's Islamic regime feels that it is constantly threatened and its security thus compromised by the US and Israel. This threat perception has been compounded by the US-led coalition's victory in the Gulf War in 1991, the post-September 11 invasion of Afghanistan, and the occupation of Iraq since 2003. Thirdly, when it began to accelerate its nuclear programme in 1988, Iran invited both the US and European countries to help build and develop its nuclear reactors. The rejection of this invitation caused Iran to turn to Russia for assistance, and for economic and geopolitical reasons Russia obliged, again in the face of strong opposition from the US.

In 2005, in a speech to the UN General Assembly, Iran's then President, Muhammad Khatami, extended another invitation to Western public and private sectors to help develop its civilian nuclear programme. This invitation was also rejected. In August 2005 Iran resumed its conversion of uranium at the Esfahan facility, and in April 2006 President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad announced that Iran had successfully enriched uranium to the 3.5% level in a 164-centrifuge cascade. This laboratory-scale capability should not be equated with an industrial-scale capability, which requires the sustained operation of centrifuges aligned in cascades containing many thousands of machines, and still falls well short of the 93% required for making nuclear weapons. These well-known facts notwithstanding, it was this announcement by Ahmadinejad that caused the US to show its paranoia about Iran achieving the full nuclear fuel cycle when Rice asserted that the UN Security Council should take 'strong steps' to change Iran's behaviour.

Energy demand

Iran sees nuclear power as a means of modernising and diversifying its energy supply, since its large oil reserves will be depleted over the next seven to nine decades. Its crude oil reserves are estimated at 137 billion barrels, or 11.6% of the world's total reserves; and it has 29,000 billion cubic metres of natural gas, or 15.3% of the world total reserves. However, given a doubling of Iran's population to 70 million since 1979, energy demand at home has risen exponentially. Moreover, the country is heavily dependent on oil and gas, deriving 80% of its foreign currency and 45% of its annual budget from their export. Such a rational calculus is lost on the US, for which the mullahs in Tehran and their perceived fundamentalist anti-Western streak are anathema.

Part of the problem is that the US has a long history of being the globe's de facto nuclear policeman. It has successfully used its economic and diplomatic leverage to persuade countries such as Belarus, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, and Libya to give up their nuclear weapons programmes. After September 11 the US has concentrated on going after 'rogue states' and their 'terrorist clients' in order to deny them access to nuclear materials and indeed weapons of mass destruction. For Iran this 'nuclear apartheid' smacks of hypocrisy and double standards in view of a much more conciliatory and less belligerent response to North Korea, the American embrace of a nuclear Pakistan after it began co-operating with Washington's 'war on terror', and its recent readiness to assist with India's civilian production.

But, above all, Iran bristles at the nuclear asymmetry in the Middle East: the US has adopted a permissive attitude towards Israel, with its reputed 200 nuclear warheads, an extensive chemical and biological arsenal, and a formidable conventional force. Relations between the US and Iran have become even more acrimonious since President Ahmadinejad assumed power in early August 2005; his is a nationalist mission to win respect for Iran by not kowtowing to the whims of the US, and by promoting its nuclear ambition as an expression of national self-assertion.

If Western countries wish to persuade Iran of the folly of pursuing a nuclear option, they have to demonstrate that it will be better off economically and strategically without a nuclear device. There is the liberal argument that increasing economic interdependence acts as a constraint when countries wish to undertake risky foreign policies. Consequently, increased international economic and political integration provides a powerful incentive for countries to observe and adhere to global norms, rules, and standards. Iran is no exception, and indeed its domestic politics since the end of the 1988 war with Iraq has been subject to popular calls for greater pluralism and increased political accountability. Further impetus in this regard comes from the new oversight powers given to the Expediency Council now headed by the more moderate and pragmatic former president, Ali Rafsanjani, who will supervise all three branches of government.

Hence, despite the tremendous influence of a conservative theocracy, and the election of Ahmadinejad as its new standard bearer, Iran is a far more open society than many of its Arab neighbours, and its young population is likely to continue demanding more freedom and political liberalisation. This is especially the case given that Iran's economy is far more closely tied to the global system today than it was in 1979. Economic decline resulting from the heavy toll of the war with Iraq, US sanctions, and a high population rate have all become major imperatives for introducing wide-ranging structural reform, including exchange rate and trade liberalisation; improved investment and tax regulation; and the granting of licences to private banks and insurance companies. There is therefore every incentive for major powers to resist isolating Iran and to rather maintain and expand dialogue with it.
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