Iran's nuclear aspirations: A poisoned chalice

The Iranian case is a selective challenge to the legitimate right of developing countries to develop peaceful uses of nuclear energy. However, nuclear energy has to be phased out as its continuing use will result in more nuclear weapons proliferation and a deadly legacy of nuclear waste which cannot be disposed of safely.
Ronald McCoy

IRAN's nuclear aspirations have not only exposed nuclear double standards which are damaging the nuclear non-proliferation regime, but also highlighted international concerns that any signatory state of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) may develop a civilian nuclear energy programme in compliance with the safeguards of the NPT and then secretly exploit the dual-purpose nature of nuclear technology to acquire a capacity to develop an actual nuclear arsenal.  Such a sequence of events has already occurred in Israel, India and Pakistan, although they have not signed on to the NPT. 

Dr Mohamed ElBaradei, Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), has warned that another 20 or 30 'virtual nuclear weapon states' have the capacity to develop nuclear weapons in a very short time. The stimulus may come from a threat made by an existing nuclear weapon state, a change in leadership, a desire for national power and prestige, a misguided scientist, or sudden access to nuclear weapons technology.

The Iranian case is a selective challenge to the legitimate rights of developing countries to develop peaceful uses of nuclear energy. It represents another serious blow to the quid pro quo bargain embedded in the NPT regime. If developing countries perceive the Iranian crisis as a new form of nuclear apartheid, some may decide that the NPT is too discriminatory and does not confer sufficient benefits and withdraw from it, as North Korea has done. Should Iran opt to withdraw, the nuclear non-proliferation regime may be irretrievably damaged. This could lead to a nuclear free-for-all and a cascade of proliferation.

Over the last decade, a number of developments have pointed to a failing non-proliferation regime:


 The nuclear tests by India and Pakistan in 1998 and their status as nuclear weapon states outside the NPT.


 The withdrawal of North Korea from the NPT and its current status as another nuclear weapon state.


 The decisions of the United States to develop 'usable' low-yield nuclear weapons and of the other nuclear weapon states to modernise their nuclear arsenals. 


 The US decision to sign a civilian nuclear energy cooperation agreement with India, which is essentially an 'illicit' nuclear weapon state outside the NPT.

ElBaradei has openly reasoned that the international community must 'abandon the unworkable notion that it is morally reprehensible for some countries to pursue nuclear weapons, but morally acceptable for others to rely on them for security - and indeed continue to refine their capacities and postulate plans for them'.1

Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the United States and France have threatened to use nuclear weapons against any non-nuclear weapon state as a deterrent against terrorism. On the other hand, having listened to the US rhetoric about the 'axis of evil' and having witnessed the invasion of Iraq, North Korea and Iran may well have been convinced that Iraq would not have been invaded if it possessed a nuclear deterrent.  

The Middle East nuclear powder keg

Nuclear energy perspectives have changed considerably since the NPT entered into force in 1970 and conferred NPT states, including Iran, with 'the inalienable right to develop research, production and use of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes without discrimination'. Today, there is considerable concern about the fundamental link between nuclear energy and the capacity to build nuclear weapons, despite the IAEA's system of safeguards, which have so far provided an indispensable instrument for nuclear non-proliferation and peaceful uses of nuclear energy.

Following the discovery of Iraq's clandestine nuclear weapons programme in 1991, the IAEA strengthened its verification regime by introducing a new legal instrument in 1997, the Model Additional Protocol, which enables the IAEA to conduct short-notice on-site inspections to verify the correctness and completeness of states' reports and declarations. Iran signed an additional protocol in December 2003 and pledged to apply it, pending formal entry into force.2

 Although it was discovered in 2002 that Iran had breached its Safeguards Agreement with the IAEA on several occasions by failing to declare nuclear materials and installations in Tehran, Esfahan, Natanz and Arak, the IAEA has found no evidence that Iran has been diverting nuclear materials to a secret nuclear weapons programme. The IAEA has since confirmed that this episode of non-compliance has been rectified. From 2003 to 2006, Iran has voluntarily complied with the additional protocol which has enabled the IAEA to monitor both declared and undeclared facilities. 

But suspicions of Iran's military intentions have been aroused and reinforced by:


 Iran's assistance from AQ Khan's nuclear network and black-market, including blueprints of nuclear weapon designs;


 Iran's over-production of enriched uranium when it does not have a nuclear energy programme that requires enriched uranium;


 the construction of a 40-megawatt heavy-water reactor in Arak with the capacity to produce plutonium;


 the role of Iran's defence ministry in running part of the uranium enrichment programme;


 building the uranium enrichment plant in Natanz underground;


 the processing of metallic uranium which can be used to fashion the central components of a nuclear weapon.

Most of the key outstanding issues have been resolved. The IAEA reported in September 2005 that '...all the declared nuclear material in Iran has been accounted for...', although it is still unable to conclude that there are no undeclared nuclear materials or activities in Iran. In the last three years, Iran has not breached any of its legal obligations and has allowed the IAEA to make on-site inspections and have access to military sites. But there have been instances of delaying and impeding access to some non-nuclear facilities. 

Outstanding questions about Iran's nuclear programme have persisted, following the failure of negotiations to persuade Iran to suspend its uranium enrichment activities and forgo the development of an indigenous nuclear fuel cycle. Iran's decision in early 2006 to resume enrichment activities eventually  prompted a decision by the IAEA to refer Iran to the UN Security Council where, at the insistence of the United States, a resolution was passed to implement sanctions against Iran. Its full implementation will require the unlikely support of Russia and China. 

Although attention has been focused on Iran, American and other intelligence agencies are of the opinion that Iran is at least 10 years away from developing a nuclear weapon. At the same time, there are nine nuclear weapon states and 442 nuclear reactors in 32 countries, which are producing weapons-grade nuclear materials. If the UN is serious about potential proliferators, it should treat all countries alike. For instance, Israel's nuclear arsenal is a legitimate security concern in the Middle East, where the establishment of a Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone will help to stabilise the region. 

Military options

Although Iran has denied it has a nuclear weapons programme, there have been several reports that the United States and Israel have contingency plans to launch conventional or nuclear air strikes against Iranian nuclear installations to deter its nuclear programme.

Although conventional air strikes would fail to destroy all of Iran's nuclear installations, many of which are widely dispersed and located underground, a nuclear attack would inevitably  contaminate the region with radioactive debris. It is very likely that Iran's domestic nuclear engineering capacity would survive.   

Air strikes would strengthen Iranian patriotism, consolidate domestic support for an accelerated nuclear programme, and validate the view that Iran needs a nuclear deterrent for its national security. The most effective way to slow its nuclear weapons programme is to engage with Iran, as recommended by the US bipartisan Iraq Study Group, and alter its threat perception, by providing security guarantees as part of a negotiation process and avoiding threatening actions that escalate tensions, such as the deployment of a second US aircraft carrier battle group in the Persian Gulf. In reality, the possibility of US military action against Iran has declined since the worsening of the Iraq situation. 

The most fundamental consideration for Israel is its commitment to prevent Iran from developing nuclear weapons, if necessary by military action. Israel's recent military failure in Lebanon has generated a strategic need to maintain its military dominance in the region. This has increased the risk of an Israeli attack on Iran. Such action could be launched in the next few months, as long as a sympathetic Bush administration is in power and domestic support for military action can be relied on, following the hostile rhetoric of the Ahmadinejad government. It has been postulated that the Ahmadinejad government might welcome Israeli military action, as this would create a powerful unifying force within Iran.

Given Iran's strategic economic position and its links to other states in the region, any military action would further destabilise the Middle East, increase the level of terrorism, ignite a regional nuclear confrontation, and provoke a serious global oil and economic crisis.

Diplomatic solutions

Diplomacy is the only viable solution to such a complex and incendiary issue. There are possibly four alternatives:


 The current Russian proposal to develop an enrichment facility in Russia as part of a joint venture with Iran.


 Multilateral cooperation and direct controls over an enrichment programme within Iran.


 The development of more stringent 24-hour on-site inspections of Iran's nuclear facilities.


 The long-term development of a regional or global arrangement to guarantee reliable access to nuclear fuel that is resistant to proliferation.  

It is unlikely that any solution will immediately materialise to resolve the Iranian nuclear crisis, but it is not an urgent problem. Many analysts believe that Iran is at least five to 10 years away from a completely indigenous fuel cycle that would give it a latent nuclear weapons capability.

Conclusion

Since the world was propelled into the nuclear age 61 years ago, humankind has lived with the threat of nuclear war. Although the Cold War threat of a nuclear holocaust has receded, we still run the risk of nuclear war by accident or miscalculation. Today, the proliferation of nuclear weapons remains one of the greatest threats to human security, as long as the nuclear weapon states retain their nuclear arsenals and insist that others renounce theirs. 

The nuclear industry is falsely promoting nuclear energy as the solution to global warming and climate change. All arguments in favour of nuclear energy are vacuous and meaningless, if civilisation is finally destroyed in a nuclear war, made possible by the spread of nuclear power plants, uncontrollable nuclear weapons proliferation, and a world of nation states still obsessed with medieval military security. Security must be redefined in terms of human security. Continuing with nuclear energy will increase the deadly legacy of radioactive nuclear waste which cannot be disposed of safely. It is not a legacy we should bequeath to future generations.

If nuclear technology is allowed to flourish, it is likely that in a few decades almost any nation could have the capacity to build a nuclear weapon. Plans must be made to phase out nuclear energy in the long term and holistically address and redefine the energy equation in terms of energy conservation, energy efficiency, and the use of renewable sources of energy. As Mikhail Gorbachev said after the Chernobyl disaster: 'The nuclear age requires fresh political thinking and fresh policies.'

Dr Ronald McCoy is Past President of International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War and a member of the 1996 Canberra Commission on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons.
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