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Our world does not remotely resemble that of 1945.  But the antediluvian decision‑making structure of the UN, which locates almost all real power in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and its five permanent members – China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States – is unchanged. 

At the height of the Cold War President Eisenhower established the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in Vienna. One principal purpose was to assist its member states to develop nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. Until now this has meant a fuel cycle including uranium enrichment.  The other purpose was to ensure, through a technical, non-political process of inspection and verification, that no nuclear materials are “diverted” from the peaceful process to military purposes.  

Just before President George Bush took office in January 2001, neoconservative ideologues published a blueprint for global US hegemony, at the heart of which was the reimposition of US control over the oil-rich Middle East. This would be achieved through military and political support for Israel and regime change in Iraq and Iran.  

Israel, which went nuclear four decades ago, now possesses about 200 nuclear warheads, more than India and Pakistan combined.  Regional Arab states have for decades been whistling into the wind for Israel to ratify the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), and to subject its illegally acquired nuclear capability to the IAEA’s inspection and verification regime.  The nuclear club simply looked the other way, as it has done recently with India and Pakistan, which are also outside the NPT.  One rule applies to the political friends of the US, while another applies to its perceived enemies, such as North Korea and Iran.  This major political inconsistency is tearing a gaping hole in the fabric of the treaty.  The established nuclear club also undertook to move towards nuclear disarmament, and even “general and complete disarmament” – undertakings that have been dishonoured.  To be fair to the US, it must be admitted that the other four members of the established nuclear club, alarmed at the prospect of a surge in the number of nuclear possessors, now also want to slam the stable door before too many nuclear horses have bolted.  

One problem with all of this is that, as the UK House of Commons foreign affairs committee declared recently, Iran will not be nuclear capable until 2015 at the earliest, and will not be in a position to be a nuclear threat to anyone for at least seven years.  Undeterred by this, the US and Israel have stepped up their virulent attacks on Iran in proportion to its growing self-assertiveness.  This has been fuelled by the disintegration of US policy in the Middle East and the resultant political vacuum, as well as by an almost fivefold increase in Iran’s oil and gas income. 

The US initially focused its attention on pressuring Iran through the IAEA. However, frustrated with the exactitude of IAEA inspections and the non-political character of its discussions, it had the matter reported to the UNSC, an eminently political body unconstrained by the limited mandate of the IAEA.  It was accordingly the UNSC that adopted a political resolution requiring Iran not to enrich uranium, although other IAEA member states have until now, subject to IAEA oversight, been able to do so as a normal part of their nuclear fuel cycle.  In the midst of the present furore over Iran, Brazil and Argentina’s declaration that they are considering a joint uranium enrichment project has gone almost unnoticed. Business as usual. 

The five permanent members of the UNSC have been continuously moving the NPT goalposts, with Russia even offering to enrich Iran’s uranium. Russia’s motive is twofold: it wants to keep nuclear weapons within the present nuclear club by denying some, but not all, new players access to uranium enrichment.  By supplying ever more of the world’s enriched uranium, it also hopes to monopolise a lucrative new energy industry.  It wants to place itself in a position of absolute power vis-à-vis those it is supplying, as the EU recently discovered when Russia threatened to cut off its supplies of natural gas.  This is why Iran has continued to insist on its right, under the NPT, to enrich uranium, and will continue to do so.  In this Iran has attracted widespread support from other developing states, which correctly see the nuclear club as subverting one of the two original justifications for the treaty by depriving them of their right to enrich uranium. 

Each allegation against Iran has been carefully examined by the IAEA, with not one being confirmed as true until now.  In successive reports, the IAEA has verified that Iran has not diverted nuclear materials from its peaceful programme.  Towards the end of last year Iran stepped up its cooperation with the IAEA, even involving its Supreme Leader in direct talks with Mohamed El Baradei, the IAEA Director General, to settle all outstanding issues. 

At the same time the US government was releasing its National Intelligence Estimate (NIE), which found that Iran was not nuclear capable, and probably had no intention of heading down that path.  The world was still reeling from this unexpected finding when the same Director of National Intelligence who had submitted the NIE expressed an opposite point of view in his National Threat Assessment, in February of this year.  The duplicity and mendacity of the US government have continued to engrave themselves into international consciousness since the Iraq war. 

During the first two months of this year the US, alarmed by the effective Iranian push to close its IAEA file, suddenly dropped onto the table known and largely discredited evidence of allegedly questionable nuclear activity on Iran’s part.   All of these 1000 pages of “technical” evidence derive from a laptop computer, first mentioned by Colin Powell in 2004, which various US and European experts have dismissed as unreliable.  A senior European diplomat told the New York Times in 2005: "I can fabricate that data. It looks beautiful, but is open to doubt." 

At the same time Russia, like China, wants to take advantage of US trade sanctions to engage in lucrative and strategically important trade in Iran’s oil and gas, while the US and its sanctions supporters look on covetously.  During the most recent UNSC sanctions negotiations, China openly advocated the novel concept of trade sanctions that will not adversely affect bilateral trade.  Other UNSC members, including some EU supporters of the US, were only too happy to ride on the coat-tails of the Russians and the Chinese by voting for even more watered-down sanctions.  

In the meantime five non-permanent members of the UNSC from the developing world were flexing their muscles, partly by challenging the veracity of the case against Iran, and partly by insisting that  UNSC attempts to prevent an IAEA member from enriching uranium are eroding the fragile foundations of the NPT regime.  They also supported Iran’s argument that its case should be a matter for the IAEA alone.  Some Western delegates have already said that the Iran sanctions question will not be revisited by the UNSC.  The matter has become too hot for it to handle.  No one except for the US really wants effective sanctions anyway.  

Now Israel is once again hinting that it may attack Iran, if someone else does not do so first.  Only if the world commits itself to the complete abolition and destruction of all nuclear weapons will real or imagined nuclear proliferation cease to cast a dark shadow over international discussion, with institutions such as the UNSC and the IAEA, originally established to prevent war, being misused to provide political cover for the dubious military adventures of their most powerful members. 
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