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 “How will we deal with the Iran nuclear crisis?” What will come of the “nuclear standoff with Iran”. We hear or read versions of these questions many times every day. You could be led to think that this “nuclear standoff” is reminiscent of the Cuban missile crisis! "We may face no greater challenge from a single country than from Iran," Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice said Mar.9. This followed by 2 days the speech by Vice President Cheney in which he said, “For our part, the United States is keeping all options on the table in addressing the irresponsible conduct of the regime. And we join other nations in sending that regime a clear message: We will not allow Iran to have a nuclear weapon." I bet that if you asked random people on the street or Tufts students, “Is there a nuclear crisis with Iran” the answer would be overwhelmingly yes. And there would be some willingness to support launching an attack on Iran. You may have heard reports about the record high price of oil as being caused by anxiety over the Iran nuclear standoff. This attitude has been so successfully instilled by government rhetoric and the media that it will seem like what I have to say borders on the ravings of the deranged. But I have to tell you that I, and many others, had similar things to say about Iraq’s nuclear program, or the lack thereof, in the months before the US invaded that country. I want to clear up the misconceptions that have been foisted on us.

So what is the Iran nuclear issue? Is there a “standoff”? First of all, the Iranians do not have nuclear weapons. There is no doubt about this statement. So there is no “standoff” in the sense of the US and the USSR or the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

Can they produce nuclear bombs soon enough to be an imminent threat? That question requires some understanding of what it takes to make A-bombs. The raw material needed is Uranium. Once someone has 30 or so pounds of a very rare form of Uranium, U235, then it is fairly easy to assemble a bomb. The knowledge is available from thousands of sources for building a crude, near-Hiroshima size bomb with rather conventional processes. (Try googling it. Pres. Bush said that we can not allow the Iranians to have the knowledge to build “nucUlar” weapons. Watch out! If you hear more you may become security risks.) The crucial component is the U235. This constitutes only 0.3% of naturally occurring Uranium, so it has to be extracted or its percentage enhanced. Increasing the percentage is the process called enrichment. Are the Iranians producing enriched Uranium? Yes, they are now doing this in very small quantities and of a quality that is suitable for nuclear power reactors, that is ~3%. Bombs require enrichment to over 90%. They restarted their small enrichment facilities in response to the US pressuring the UN Security Council to consider sanctions. Does this violate international laws (as if the Bush administration were concerned about this, having just made a deal with India that violates the Non-Proliferation Treaty)? No, the NPT, which Iran signed long ago, allows for the development of nuclear reactors for civilian purposes. (signatory states are allowed “to develop research, production and use of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes without discrimination").

A critical point is that the nuclear processing facilities are subject to IAEA inspection, to assure that the endpoint is non-military. Iran has complied with this and had even agreed to additional spot inspections. The IAEA has uncovered no evidence of violations of the NPT. 

How close are the Iranians to producing nuclear bomb material? This is a question that gets obscured by the rhetoric from the Bush administration and Iranian President Ahmadinejad. Enrichment is done with thousands of large centrifuges that separate the gaseous Uranium hexafluoride (UF6) with U235 from the UF6 with U238. There are several preliminary processes. First is the transformation of crude Uranium ore from mines to pure Uranium Oxide, or “yellow cake”. Then a chemical separation of the Uranium and recombination with Fluorine has to be performed to make the gas. There were problems with each of these stages last year (as reported by ISIS). The Iranians now have one group or cascade component, about 164 centrifuges, that had been shut down for repairs in 2004. There is a lot of precision machining necessary to produce one of these, and they can misbehave easily. It appears that the Iranians have recently restarted them and that they now perform correctly. But at this point the output is a small amount (grams?) of 3% enriched Uranium – reactor grade. A full industrial scale enrichment plant requires the order of 50,000 of these. If their only intention were to make bomb-grade Uranium they would need fewer. The question then is how long will it take to produce these precision machines in great enough numbers to make several A-bombs in a few years? Experts’ estimates vary from a few years to longer than 10 years. Under the most “optimistic” or alarming estimates they would solve all their manufacturing problems, their chemical processing problems, start producing extremely pure UF6, mass produce thousands of centrifuges, network them together in the cascade arrangement required. This leads to about 2 years from now. Far more likely would be the 5 to 10 year estimate, given that they are determined to build bombs and reach no negotiated resolution with their opponents. 

So lastly, do the Iranians really want nuclear weapons? That is speculation, with no hard evidence from inspections. But, for a moment let’s suppose they do. Why would they? They are surrounded by Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan and the Arabian Gulf. The US is at war in Iraq and Afghanistan and has its nuclear-armed ally in Pakistan. The US maintains a fleet of nuclear-armed submarines all over the seas of the world. Nearby the Israelis have an arsenal of nuclear weapons. In one way of thinking, the only way that Iran can feel safe from attack by conventional or nuclear forces is to have its own arsenal. That suggests that the kinds of proposals that would insure Iran’s safety would be a good start toward negotiations. If we want a world free from the threat of nuclear wars, the US must begin with good-faith negotiations, not bluster, saber-rattling and threats to attack. 

