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We now know a great deal about the nuclear programs the Islamic Republic of Iran attempted to kept secret for eighteen years.

Thanks to the persistence of IAEA inspectors on the ground – the men and women of the Safeguards division, in particular – we have a fairly detailed picture of the facilities the Iranian government has been forced to open. As described in eight successive reports to the Board of Governors, we now know that Iran has repeatedly and knowingly violated  its safeguards agreement with the IAEA. 

We know  that Iran has discovered, mined and milled natural uranium, the basic building block of any enrichment program. They did this without telling the IAEA.

We know that Iran built an Uranium Conversion Facility in Isfahan to convert uranium yellowcake into uranium hexafluoride gas (UF6), the feedstock for uranium enrichment. They did this without the required prior notifications to the IAEA.

We know that Iran built an underground centrifuge uranium enrichment plant at Natanz and erected dummy buildings on the surface to conceal it from overhead surveillance. They agreed to open this facility to the IAEA six months after its existence was revealed by an opposition group and confirmed in commercial satellite imagery. During those six months, Iran appears to have swept the underground halls of whatever equipment had previously been installed.

Once fully operational, these facilities will give the Islamic Republic of Iran mastery of the entire nuclear fuel cycle. For eighteen years, the Iranian government successfully concealed these activities from the IAEA.

The importance of intent in the NPT

As most of you in this audience know, there is absolutely no difference between the facilities required to enrich uranium to three or four percent to use as fuel for a civilian power reactor, and the facilities required to enrich uranium to 90 or 93% to build nuclear weapons. 

The only thing separating the two is a matter of intent.

Intentions have always been key to the nonproliferation regime. Because the technologies needed to build a bomb are essentially identical to those needed for civilian nuclear programs, the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) enshrined civilian intent as a precondition – not as an after-the-fact declaration – to nuclear technology transfer to non-nuclear states. 

Under Article II, non-nuclear signatory nations pledge to abandon all efforts to develop nuclear weapons. In exchange for that pledge, which is unconditional and irrevocable, they are given access to nuclear technologies.

Let’s say someone were to go out and buy ten Halloween masks but had no intention of going trick or treating. Instead, they used the masks to rob a bank. While perfectly innocent in and of themselves, when coupled to criminal intent those masks provide material assistance to a crime. 

So what’s the equivalent, in the nuclear arena, of robbing the bank? How do we know when the “crime” has been committed? What constitutes material assistance? And by what standard should we judge the evidence?

Secretary General Mohammad el Baradei has stated publicly that the IAEA has found “no evidence” of a weapons program in Iran.

Now let’s be clear on one thing: the IAEA has no authority to determine whether a country has a nuclear weapons program or not. That is up for the UN Security Council to determine. The IAEA’s job is to determine whether a nation has violated its safeguards agreement. And on that score, Mohammad El Baradei has been unambiguous, if discrete. Iran was guilty of multiple “breaches” of its safeguards agreements.
.

But let’s take a look at the larger question. What would evidence of a nuclear weapons program actually look like? Does the  “crime” of cheating on its NPT obligations have such a high standard of evidence that a nation must actually test a nuclear explosive device before we can all agree that the crime has been committed?

Does it mean that IAEA inspectors or a UN Security Council member state must discover secret weapons production labs? Weapons designs? Actual nuclear warheads? Or that a nation must declare that it has become a weapons state and withdraw from the NPT, as North Korea did in January 2003.

I do not believe that the framers of the NPT took nuclear weapons so casually as require this type of evidence to determine an Article II violation. 

On the contrary, they placed the burden of proving honorable intent on the signatory nations themselves, by requiring a unequivocable and binding statement of civilian intent. Without peaceful intent, declared and pursued in total transparency, there can be no non-proliferation. What you have instead is an open door to cheating.

Iran made that binding statement of intent when it signed and ratified the NPT in 1970. So how do we determine if today’s leaders in Iran have lived up to their Article II obligation? 

Understanding the intentions of Iran’s leaders is not as difficult or as ambiguous as some may feel. I believe we should look at their statements and their actions, and ask one simple question: is this the behavior of a regime that seeks nuclear power for the benefit of its people? Or is this the behavior of leaders who are trying to camouflage their real intentions?

I believe there is an overwhelming body of evidence, going back more than twenty years, that proves beyond any reasonable doubt that Iran’s leaders have intended from the start to acquire the capabilities needed to build nuclear weapons.

I explore this evidence in detail in my latest book, Countdown to Crisis: the Coming Nuclear Showdown with Iran. Let me briefly summarize it here.

The Evidence of Iran’s intentions

Germany’s foreign intelligence service, the Bundesnachriendienst (BND), was among the first to sound the alarm that Iran was intent on acquiring nuclear weapons. In April 1984, BND president Eberhard Blum made a discrete phone call to a German news magazine, informing them that the BND had evidence that Iranian government intermediaries were seeking to purchase equipment for a uranium enrichment program. The intermediaries had contacted nuclear suppliers in Germany and front companies in South Africa, Blum revealed, to purchase a high temperature vacuum furnace of the kind needed to build enrichment centrifuges.

The German warning was just one of many. U.S. Customs officials in Europe, and other European Customs agencies had detected dozens of attempts to procure similar technologies.

The United States responded to these reports of clandestine nuclear procurement activities by convening a rare meeting of the Nuclear Suppliers Group in London, but the ad hoc group of the nuclear “haves” refused to end sales of uranium enrichment and reprocessing equipment, because it was inherently “dual-use” (meaning it could be used for energy purposes, not just for weapons). In addition, the trade was profitable.

Recall that at the time – 1984 – Iran was eleven years away from signing a contract to rebuild the bombed-out Busheir nuclear reactor, and had no plans to develop nuclear power. So why were they purchasing equipment to refine, convert and enrich uranium? To my knowledge, Iran has never produced an explanation of those early purchases.

Also that year, Majles-speaker Ali Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani inaugurated a new nuclear research center at the University of Isfahan. Designed initially by the French in the 1970s, the labs were completed with help from the People’s Republic of China. The Isfahan Nuclear Technology Center had been designed “large with room for expansion” and included “many buildings, some underground,” according to contemporaneous accounts.
 Some reports claimed that the Iranians were conducting uranium conversion and enrichment experiments at the new center. But no one knew for sure what was going on in Isfahan since the Iranian government refused to declare the facility to the IAEA. 

Is that the behavior of a government that takes its NPT pledge seriously?

In February 1986, Pakistani nuclear expert Dr. A.Q. Khan paid a discrete visit to Iran. Dr. Khan had successfully completed the construction of a secret uranium enrichment plant in Pakistan, an effort that earned him the nickname as the “father of the Islamic bomb.” 

Following Dr. Khan’s first visit to Iran, many things start to happen. Documents discovered over the past two years by the IAEA show that Dr. Khan soon offered to provide the Iranians with centrifuge enrichment technology. He also signed a consulting contract with the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran, to perform a feasibility study of using the Busheir power plants to produce weapons-grade plutonium. Dr. Khan’s expertise was so prized by Iran that the intelligence ministry dispatched an executive jet to Islamabad to fetch him in January 1987. He met with top Iranian government officials at an intelligence ministry guest house in Parchin, just south of Tehran, according to an eyewitness to this meeting I interviewed earlier this year in Europe.

If the nuclear intentions of the Islamic Republic of Iran were peaceful, why did they turn to the notorious father of the Islamic Bomb? Dr. Khan had not built large-scale power plants, such as the bombed-out Siemens/KWU plant at Busheir. His expertise was the uranium fuel cycle, and the extraordinary black market procurement network he had established directly and through front companies around the world.

Bit by bit, as the IAEA began inspections in Iran under the Additional Protocol in February 2003, Iranian officials admitted to their long-standing ties to Dr. Khan, and that their clandestine uranium enrichment program began in 1985. 

Here are just a few of the things we now know, thanks to these inspections:

· In 1985, Iran acquired flow-forming machines from Leifeld in Germany, which it used for making specialty steel and aluminum centrifuge tubes.

· In 1987, Iran acquired a complete set of centrifuge production  drawings as well as centrifuge components from the Khan network
· At the same time, Iran set up an extensive procurement system and purchased high-strength aluminum, maraging steel, electron beam welders, balancing machines, vacuum pumps, CNC machine tools, flow forming machines, mainly from Germany and Switzerland.

· Between 1993-1995, Iran now admits that it purchased from a Khan associate “enough components to build 500 centrifuges.” The middleman, BSA Tahir, was arrested last year in Malaysia and his network shut down. The IAEA has found traces of HEU on many of these centrifuges, although Iran has claimed it never assembled and never used them. According to U.S. nuclear expert (and former IAEA inspector) David Albright, this indicates “that by the mid-1990s Iran was ready to build a major cascade or pilot plant.”

All of these activities took place before Iran signed a contract with the Russian Federation to rebuild the Busheir plant. That contract was signed in January 1995.

In August 1995, the Russians offered to provide Iran with a ten year supply of fuel for Busheir at the cost of $30 million
. Instead of accepting that offer, the Iranian government preferred to spend between $700 million to $1 billion to build clandestine nuclear fuel cycle facilities – and those are conservative estimates of the tremendous costs Iran has incurred.

Now why would any responsible government turn down such an attractive commercial proposition, especially at a time when oil revenues were down and money was tight? And yet, the nuclear fuel negotiations dragged on until October 2003, at which point the Russians threw in the towel.

If you go back and examine the public record of that eight-year negotiation, you find the two sides arguing repeatedly over one detail. The Russians were insisting that Iran return the spent fuel rods to Russia for reprocessing. And Iran adamantly refused.

To Alexei Yablokov, a national security advisor to Russian President Boris Yeltsin, it was clear that Iran wanted to retain the highly radioactive spent fuel so it could obtain plutonium. “Why do we need to spread such dangerous things?” he said, criticizing the nuclear pact. “Plutonium is too dangerous.”

Russia now says that the IAEA can monitor what Iran does with the spent fuel, and report any violations to the Board of Governors. That is true – up until the day Iran decides to expel IAEA inspectors from Busheir and withdraw from the NPT, as incoming National Security advisor Ali Larijani threatened to do on September 20, 2005.

I have preferred to focus on the early phases of Iran’s nuclear development because most of us have short memories and may have forgotten some of this.

I would argue that Iran’s decision to forgo Russia’s offer of nuclear fuel is prima facie evidence of nuclear weapons intent.

I would argue that Iran’s decision to build clandestine uranium enrichment facilities – some of them hardened against a direct missile strike - is prima facie evidence of nuclear weapons intent.

If anyone doubts either conclusion, I suggest you consider Iran’s behavior over the past two years and a half years, as IAEA inspectors began exposing large portions of the previously secret enrichment and heavy water programs.

• When the IAEA announced it wanted to inspect a suspected enrichment cascade within the Revolutionary Guards complex at Lavizan-Shian, the Iranian government stalled until it could raze the site and cart away the evidence. To make it more difficult for inspectors to take environmental samples, the Iranians even carted away bushes, rubble and dirt.

• When the IAEA asked to visit a suspected weaponization lab within the Parchin defense production plant, the Iranians stalled. When they finally allowed a small team onto the site, they limited their movements, in clear violation of Iran’s commitments under the Additional Protocol.

If you comb through the eight excellent reports submitted to the Board of Governors by Secretary General Mohammad El Baradei, you will find dozens of examples of Iran’s cheat-and-retreat strategy.

Is this the behavior of a government that takes its non-proliferation pledge seriously?

Statements by Islamic Republic leaders

The leaders of the Islamic Republic have made clear statements of their nuclear intentions over the years, but most Western analysts have downplayed them as hyperbole and mere rhetoric.

I believe it is important to listen to what the Iranians say about their intentions. But we in the West have an apparently incurable habit of explaining away the obvious, just as we did with Hitler’s Mein Kampf.

Here are just a few of those statements:

• May 1979. Ayatollah Mohammad Beheshti tells a top energy advisor to the former Shah, “It is your duty to build the atomic bomb for the Islamic Republican Party… Our civilization is in danger and we have to have it.” 

• 1986. Then-president Ayatollah Ali Khamenei gives a pep talk at the headquarters of the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran in Tehran. “Regarding atomic energy, we need it now,” he said. But what the future Supreme Leader meant by “energy” had little in common with how the term is used in the West. Listen to the words he choses to describe peaceful nuclear energy:  “Our nation has always been threatened from outside,” he said. “The least we can do to face this danger is to let our enemies know that we can defend ourselves. Therefore, every step you take here is in defense of your country and your evolution. With this in mind, you should work hard and at great speed.”
 [emphasis mine]

Are these words that describe a programs to build civilian nuclear power reactors or medical isotopes?

• Oct. 6, 1988. Majles speaker Ali Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani addresses the Revolutionary Guards Corps. “We should fully equip ourselves both in the offensive and defense use of chemical, bacteriological, and radiological weapons. From now on, you should make use of the opportunity and perform this task.”

• Jan. 27, 1992. Rafsanjani scientific advisor Homayoun Vahdati tells Germany’s Die Welt newspaper: “We should like to acquire the technical know-how and the industrial facilities required to manufacture nuclear weapons, just in case we need them. This does not mean that we currently want to build them or that we have changed our defense strategy to include a nuclear program.”

• September 1995. During a conference on nuclear proliferation in Castiglioncello, Italy, I laid out evidence of what I believed was an apparent nuclear weapons program in Iran to a top Iranian arms control official. His response stunned an audience of well-known arms control experts. “My government is keeping its nuclear options open,” he said. Isn’t that precisely what the NPT is supposed to prevent?

• Dec. 14, 2001. At a Jerusalem day rally at Tehran University, Hashemi-Rafsanjani uttered what may be the most sinister of the regime’s scarcely-veiled threats. “The use of an atomic bomb against Israel would destroy Israel completely, while [the same] against the world of Islam only would cause damages. Such a scenario is not inconceivable.”

• June 12, 2004. Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi declared the regime’s hostility to further negotiations with the EU3. “We won’t accept any new obligations. Iran has a high technical capability and has to be recognized by the international community as a member of the nuclear club. This is an irreversible path.”

• March 6, 2005. Hashemi-Rafsanjani reiterated Iran’s intention not to dismantle its nuclear fuel cycle facilities, as the EU3 and the IAEA had been demanding. “Definitely we can't stop our nuclear program and won't stop it. You can't take technology away from a country already possessing it.”
• Oct. 26, 2005. Iran’s new president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, declared that Israel must be “wiped off the map.” When challenged to retract that statement, instead he called tens of thousands of supporters into the streets of Tehran to reinforce it.

Why the Board of Governors Must Refer Iran to the UN Security Council

Those who oppose referral to the UN Security Council make a number of tactical arguments.

They suggest that the Iranian leadership has been taken aback by the strong international reaction to President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s statements in late October that Israel should be “wiped off the map,” and is ready to compromise. 

As one sign of this, they point to apparently conciliatory remarks by former president Ali Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani in Tehran following Ahmadinejad’s rampage through the streets of Tehran on “Jerusalem” Day. (Rafsanjani argued that instead of wiping Israel off the map directly, Iran should support the “right” of return of Palestinians to Israel and then force a United Nations referendum so that Palestinians themselves could choose their future government – as freedom neither he nor Iran’s ruling clerics is willing to grant their fellow Iranians.)

They also argue that while President Ahmadinejad continues to make belligerant statements, his government quietly allowed IAEA inspectors to return to a previously off-limits military installation in Parchin on Nov. 3, 2005.

Given these signs of “moderation,” the EU3 should be given “more time” to find an acceptable compromise with Tehran, the advocates of delay argue. 

I’m perplexed what concessions additional diplomacy might bring from a regime that has broken its promises repeatedly. We seem functionally incapable of hearing what they are saying in Tehran.

1) Ahmadinejad’s comments on Israel are the consensus view among Iran’s leadership, not an extremist view.

The Revolutionary Guards Corps, from which Ahmadinejad has emerged, regularly parades Shahab-3 missiles in Tehran with large banners that read, “Israel must be wiped off the map” and “Death to America.”

Pictures of these displays have appeared repeatedly in the Iranian press and in the international media. Until now, they have been virtually ignored.

During the most recent military parade, on Sept 28, the military attaches of France, Italy, Greece and Poland walked off the reviewing stand in protest. It was a first.

Iran designed the Shahab-3 with Israel in mind. Iran did not need a 800-mile range missile to hit Iraq, where shorter-range Oghabs and SCUDs on hand in 1988 did the trick quite well. Nor does Iran have any reason to design a longer-range missile capable of hitting Turkey or the Central Asian Republics.

This regime has consistently put the destruction of Israel and its main ally, the United States, at the very center of its policies. Now it has the weapons to make good on that threat.

2) Rafsanjani’s “moderate” views are being exaggerated

Iran analysts have consistently misrepresented Rafsanjani as a “moderate” and as “pro-Western,” a man we can “deal with.”

In fact, Rafsanjani initiated the resumption of Iran’s nuclear weapons program in 1986, when he hosted a conference on nuclear technology and issued personal invitations to Iranian nuclear scientists then living in exile to return to Iran. He continues to be the program’s staunchest supporter today. 

3) The Iranian regime has used the negotiations to complete its nuclear facilities

Just as Iran announced it was preparing to remove IAEA seals on its nuclear plants in August 2005, Iran’s former negotiator, Hosein Musavian, took the wraps off Tehran’s strategy in an interview with Iranian Channel 2 television that aired on Aug. 4, 2005.

Musavian revealed that the negotiations with the Europeans had been a sham from the start and were intended merely to “buy time” so Iran could complete its nuclear facilities.

“Thanks to our dealings with Europe, even when we got a 50-day ultimatum, we managed to continue the work for two years,” Musavian said. “Today, we are in a position of power.”

Iran’s rulers are using this same strategy today. Every time they are challenged, they will offer a minor concession in hopes of avoiding a UN referral. Allowing Iran to buy more time will only guarantee that they will make additional progress toward acquiring nuclear weapons capabilities.

A UN Gameplan

So what can be achieved by referring the Islamic Republic of Iran to the UN Security Council?

Opponents of referral argue that the likely opposition of Russia – the regime’s main nuclear partner - and likely abstention of Communist China, guarantees a deadlock.

Furthermore, they argue that a UNSC referral will anger the Iranian regime and encourage them to suspend all cooperation with the IAEA. 

The IAEA is currently analyzing a large number of documents found on a laptop computer that reportedly contain information on modifications to the Shahab-3 missile so it can carry a nuclear warhead. Sources familiar with this information have told me that it contains “pretty clear evidence of weaponization.”.

While it is always useful to have more information, I believe the IAEA has gathered more than enough to hang a fish. 

If the Board of Governors is not convinced today that the Islamic Republic is covertly pursuing nuclear weapons, I doubt that anything short of a nuclear weapons test will convince them otherwise. So, an Iranian threat to cut off IAEA access is irrelevant.

Only the UN Security Council has the authority to take action on Iran’s violations of its safeguards commitments. Only the UNSC can make the determination that Iran has broken the NPT.

Supposing Russia vetoes a strong resolution that would have imposed the type of comprehensive sanctions on the Islamic Republic that the UN imposed on the apartheid regime in South Africa.

While I don’t think a Russian veto is likely, given the potential political costs, there is no reason why the U.S. and the EU can’t assemble a coalition of like-minded countries that would agree to tough sanctions on the Iranian regime.

Until now, no other country has joined the United States in its unilateral trade sanctions on Iran. Even at the height of the Mykonos crisis in 1997, the European Union kept on trading with Iran, limiting its response to the German court indictment of Iran’s top leaders to recalling its ambassadors from Tehran.

If the EU, Japan, and major countries in the Organization of American States and ASEAN were to join the U.S. in a comprehensive sanctions package that included a total ban on trade, Iran’s economy would implode. And if the coalition were to couple the trade ban with a maritime embargo of Iranian oil exports, I believe the Iranian people would call their government to account.

In the end, the only real pressure that will make the regime in Tehran change its behavior is pressure from the Iranian people. To encourage that pressure, strong international action is necessary.

The danger of doing nothing

The danger of doing nothing far outweighs the costs of referring Iran to the UN Security Council.

First, there is the risk that Iran has been secretly enriching uranium, possibly for many years. If it used the centrifuges it now admits it purchased through the Khan network, the Islamic Republic today could have enough fissile material to produce between twenty to twenty-five bombs, according to widely-accepted calculations..

Then there is the breakout scenario. This has been described in detail in a September 2004 study by Henry Sokolski and the Nonprolifertion Policy Education Center. By using the fuel from a single core of the Busheir reactor, Iran could produce “a large arsenal of nuclear weapons – fifty to seventy-five bombs” using a small, clandestine reprocessing plant, and then announce that it was withdrawing from the NPT.

Even more worrying is the possibility that the Iranian regime could give or sell a nuclear weapon to a terrorist group, and help them transport it clandestinely to Europe, Israel or the United States.

Are we really willing to risk allowing the world’s most outrageous and open sponsor of international terror to become a nuclear weapons-capable state? That is the question the IAEA Board of Governors must address.
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