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How the world deals with the Iranian nuclear question next year will have serious 
ramifications, not only for the stability of the Middle East and Central Asia, but for the direction 
of US grand strategy and relations between the great powers, the future of the UN and the 
survival of the current nuclear non-proliferation regime.  

Iran has repeatedly rejected claims it has nuclear weapons ambitions. It argues that its civilian 
nuclear program is both a right and a necessity: a right because, as a signatory to the nuclear 
non-proliferation treaty, Iran is entitled to pursue the peaceful uses of nuclear power; and a 
necessity because the nuclear generation of power will allow it to meet growing domestic 
energy needs while diverting oil and gas resources towards more lucrative export markets.  

To date, no one has presented definitive proof in public of an Iranian nuclear weapons 
program. But the absence of a smoking gun is not reassuring.  

The fear is that the expertise Iran is gaining through its civilian nuclear program will put it 
within easy reach of a nuclear weapon. And because Iran has already been caught lying 
about the full extent of its nuclear effort, there are also concerns about the existence of 
parallel, covert programs to produce such weapons.  

So far the international community is much more united over Iran than it was over Iraq. This is 
reflected in the current Russian proposal, backed by the US and the EU, for Iran to carry out 
enrichment activities in Russia, instead of at home, to ensure Iran's uranium is enriched to 
levels sufficient only for nuclear power rather than nuclear bombs.  

Publicly, Tehran is rebuffing the offer, partly for reasons of Iranian domestic politics. Since his 
election in June, President Ahmedinejad has become embroiled in an ideological clash with 
regime pragmatists, reflected in his purges of officials and diplomats.  

Keen to return Iran to the original principles of the revolution, he has lined himself up against 
powerful political and economic interests in the regime.  

Ahmedinejad's recent call for Israel to be moved to Europe and his claim that the Holocaust 
was a myth are both manifestations of this conflict. While the president undoubtedly holds 
such repellent views, they may also be driven by political calculations.  

Raising the international temperature causes the regime, including Ahmedinejad's opponents, 
to coalesce and increases the importance of the Revolutionary Guard and the intelligence 
services, which are his power bases.  

But by souring the international atmosphere, the President makes it less likely that a 
diplomatic solution to the nuclear impasse will be found.  

Short of a dramatic turnaround by Tehran, the US and the EU are likely to seek action on the 
IAEA board of governors' September resolution referring Iran to the UN Security Council. The 



way negotiations proceed at IAEA headquarters in Vienna will help determine the results of 
any further steps in New York.  

Washington and Brussels will want to show they have exhausted all reasonable options in 
order to maintain international solidarity and keep Russia and China, both veto-wielding 
permanent Security Council members with strong Iran connections, on board.  

Assuming the issue comes before the council, the realistic options are words and sanctions. 
Words could encompass resolutions condemning Iran's behaviour, demanding it cease work 
on uranium enrichment, or meet IAEA demands for full transparency about its nuclear 
activities.  

The next rung up the ladder of escalation is UN sanctions. But it may be difficult to get backing 
for economic sanctions given their likely humanitarian consequences and the extent of 
Russian and Chinese commercial interests in Iran. Oil sanctions are a non-starter while crude 
prices remain so high. Diplomatic sanctions are more achievable, especially if they are 
targeted at particular members of the regime, but their impact on Iran would probably be 
limited.  

Then there is the military option. The Security Council would be unlikely to authorise the use 
of force, but unilateral strikes are a possibility. While unlikely to initiate anything on the scale 
of Iraq, Washington may decide air strikes would help put off its day of reckoning with a 
nuclear-armed Iran. Of course, this option also has serious limitations.  

It is questionable whether such strikes could deal a serious blow to a well-dispersed Iranian 
nuclear program. Even if successful, Washington would have to balance the prospect of 
delaying the Iranian nuclear program for a few years against its effect on America's 
international reputation, the situation in Iraq, and global oil prices.  

And President Bush would have to make such a decision at a time when Americans are 
clamouring to get out of the current Middle East deployment, let alone initiating a new one.  

However, it would be brave to believe that just because the military option seems like a bad 
idea, Washington won't try it. Faced with poor policy options all round, the US may feel it has 
to risk the uncertain to prevent what it regards as the unthinkable.  
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