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Iran Nuclear Talks: Moving Toward an Agreement?
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John Kerry addresses reporters in Vienna on July 15. Credit: U.S. State Department

As the negotiations on the Iranian nuclear programme approach the Jul. 20 deadline, both
U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry and Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif have
signaled through their carefully worded statements that they are now moving toward toward
agreement on the two most crucial issues in the talks: the level of Iranian enrichment
capability to be allowed and the duration of the agreement.

Their statements after two days of meetings Sunday and Monday suggest that both Kerry
and Zarif now see a basis for an agreement that would freeze Iran’s enrichment capacity at
somewhere around its present level of 10,000 operational centrifuges for a period of years.

Once the difference between the proposed duration of the two sides has been reduced to a
very few years, both sides may well conclude that the difference is not important enough to
sacrifice the advantages of reaching agreement.

They also  indicated that  the  two sides  have not  yet  agreed on how many years  the
agreement would last, but that the bargaining on that question has already begun.

The tone and content of Kerry’s statements in particular contrasts sharply with remarks by a
senior U.S. official shortly before Kerry’s arrival in Vienna on Jul. 12, which accused Iran of
failing to move from “unworkable and inadequate positions that would not in fact assure us
that their programme is exclusively peaceful.”

Zarif’s comments to New York Times correspondent David E. Sanger suggested movement
toward an accord on the two key issues of the level of enrichment capacity and the duration
of the agreement.

“I can try to work out an agreement where we would maintain our current levels,” Zarif was
quoted as saying.

The Wall Street Journal reported Tuesday that a diplomat involved in the talks had said Iran
had proposed freezing the number of centrifuges at 9, 400 – roughly the same number that
have actually been operating.

Iran has another 9,000 centrifuges that were installed but never hooked up or operated,
suggesting that Iran intended to trade them off for concessions from the P5+1 in eventual
negotiations even before Hassan Rouhani became president last year.

The Times story reported that Zarif also “signaled that he had some room to negotiate on
how long the freeze would last because Iran has an agreement with Russia to provide fuel
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for its Bushehr nuclear plant for the next seven years.”

“We want to produce only what we need,” Zarif said. “Since our reactor doesn’t need fuel
for another seven years we don’t have to kill ourselves for it. We have time.”

Zarif’s latitude for negotiating on the expiration date may be wider than has been assumed
because Iran is pursuing a possible deal with Russia on cooperation in fuel fabrication,
according  to  a  document  on  Iran’s  nuclear  energy  needs  recently  released  by  the
government.

Such an agreement could eliminate the need to begin replacing Russian fuel immediately
after the expiration of the present contract.

In his press conference Tuesday, Kerry refused to address the question of specific numbers
of  centrifuges discussed with Zariff.  Nevertheless,  he said,  “We have made it  crystal  clear
that the 19,000 that are currently part of their programme is too many.”

By referring to the 19,000 figure rather than to the 10,000 operative centrifuges, Kerry was
leaving the door open to a deal that would cut half of Iran’s total centrifuge capacity.

As recently as June, Obama administration officials were leaking to the press a demand that
Iran would have to accept a cut in the number of centrifuges to between 2,000 and 4,000.

The rationale for that demand was that Iran’s existing level of centrifuges would allow it the
capability  to  achieve  a  “breakout”  to  sufficient  weapons-grade  uranium  to  build  a  single
nuclear  weapon  in  only  two  to  three  months,  and  that  Washington  was  insisting  on
lengthening that “breakout timeline” to six to 12 months.

But the administration is well aware that another way to achieve that objective is to reduce
Iran’s low enriched uranium stockpile to close to zero.

Zarif explained to the Times correspondent the Iranian proposal, which was part of the
negotiating draft, to guarantee that no breakout capability would exist even with the current
level of Iranian enrichment.

Sanger reported that Zarif had “combined his proposal of a freeze with an offer to take the
nuclear fuel produced by its 9,000 or so working centrifuges and convert it to an oxide form,
a way station to being made into nuclear fuel rods.”

Zarif reportedly said Iran would “guarantee, during the agreement, not to build the facility
needed to convert the oxide back into a gas, the step that would have to precede any effort
to enrich it to 90 percent purity, which is what is generally considered bomb-grade.”

The foreign minister claimed that his proposal would lengthen the “breakout timeline” to
more than a year, according to Sanger. As described by Zarif to IPS in early June, the plan is
designed to assure that no low enriched uranium would be available for weapons-grade
enrichment for the duration of the agreement.

Sanger  reported  that  American  officials  are  “doubtful”  that  it  would  accomplish  that
objective  but  offered  no  explanation  and  did  not  quote  any  official.  That  suggests  that
Sanger  was  relying  on  what  U.S.  officials  had  said  about  the  “breakout”  issue  before  the
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Kerry-Zarif negotiations.

Kerry did not  address the issue of  duration of  the agreement in  his  press conference
remarks.  But  a  U.S.  official  was  quoted  in  a  Jul.  12  Reuters  story  as  declining  to  give  a
specific number but as saying that the United States wanted it to be “in the double digits”.

In  earlier  briefings  for  the  news  media,  U.S.  officials  had  indicated  that  the  United  States
wanted the agreement to last 20 years.

Before  the  Kerry-Zarif  meetings,  the  senior  U.S  official  briefing  journalists  Jul.  12  had
criticised Ali Khamenei’s Jul. 7 speech referring to Iran’s need for the equivalent of 190,000
first generation centrifuges. The official had said that the number would be “far beyond their
current programme” and that the U.S. had said the existing capacity needed to be cut
instead.

That suggested that Iran was insisting on getting approval for that increased capacity in the
agreement.

In his news conference, however, Kerry clearly suggested that Khamenei’s citation of the
190,000  figure  is  not  a  deal-breaker.  “[I]t  reflects  a  long-term  perception  of  what  they
currently have in their minds with respect to nuclear plants to provide power,” Kerry said.
“[I]t was framed what way, I believe, in the speech,” he added.

Kerry was implying that Khamenei’s vision of industrial scale enrichment would not fall
within the time frame of the agreement, presumably on the basis of his talks with Zarif.

That answer suggests that Kerry is now considering an Iranian proposal on the duration of
the  agreement  that  would  put  off  the  beginning  of  Iran’s  buildup  to  industrial  level
enrichment to a point close to or within the “double digit” period of years demanded by the
United States.

Once the difference between the proposed duration of the two sides has been reduced to a
very few years, both sides may well conclude that the difference is not important enough to
sacrifice the advantages of reaching agreement.

The Obama administration is still assessing whether to request an extension of the talks
beyond Sunday’s deadline, but it may not take long to wrap up an agreement once the
decision reach compromise on the two key issues is made.

When Sanger of the Times asked Zarif whether agreement could be reached by the Jul. 20
deadline, the foreign minister replied, “We can do that by this evening.”

Gareth Porter is an independent investigative journalist and winner of the 2012 Gellhorn
Prize for journalism. He is the author of the newly published Manufactured Crisis: The Untold
Story of the Iran Nuclear Scare.
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