
VIENNA: Talks to save the Iran nuclear deal
resumed in Vienna yesterday amid new tensions,
with Tehran preparing to ramp up uranium en-
richment in response to an attack on a facility it
blamed on arch-foe Israel. After a positive first
round of negotiations aimed at resurrecting the
2015 agreement scuttled by Donald Trump,
Iran’s push towards enrichment levels needed for
military use “puts pressure on everyone,” a Eu-
ropean diplomat said.

Tehran says the move is a response to Israel’s
“nuclear terrorism” after an explosion on Sunday
knocked out power at its Natanz enrichment
plant. Israel has neither confirmed nor denied in-
volvement but public radio reports in the coun-
try said it was a sabotage operation by the
Mossad spy agency, citing unnamed intelligence
sources. “It definitely complicates things,” the
diplomat said, ahead of the talks between the re-
maining members of the deal-Germany, France,
the United Kingdom, China, Russia and Iran-re-
suming at 1230 pm local time (1030 GMT). 

But events of the past few days have also “re-
minded both parties that the status quo is a lose-
lose situation”, and have “added urgency” to the
talks, said Ali Vaez, Iran Project Director at the
International Crisis Group think tank.  “It is clear
that the more the diplomatic process drags on,
the higher the risk that it gets derailed by sabo-
teurs and those acting in bad faith,” Vaez added.

‘Only viable solution’ 
Known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of

Action, the deal has been disintegrating since
former US president Donald Trump dramatically
withdrew from it in 2018 and re-imposed sanc-
tions, prompting Iran to retaliate by exceeding
its agreed limits on nuclear activity. Britain,
France and Germany have expressed “grave
concern” over the most recent enrichment move,
while also rejecting “all escalatory measures by
any actor”.

China and Russia also strongly back the
United States returning to the deal, believing it
addresses the most pressing concerns with Iran.
Russia’s representative in Vienna said the deal
remained the “only viable solution which can
bring the Iranian nuclear program back to the
agreed parameters.”

But the Joe Biden administration, while
agreeing on the JCPOA’s value, has stressed
that it is waiting for Iran to first roll back steps
away from compliance that it took to protest
Trump’s sanctions. An American delegation is
attending the talks “indirectly”, staying at a
separate hotel.  Washington is “very open-
eyed about how this will be a long process,”
White House press secretary Jen Psaki told re-
porters Wednesday.

“It’s happening through indirect discussions,
but we still feel that it is a step forward.”

‘Not much time’ 
In the meantime, Tehran is reducing its

“breakout time”-time to acquire the fissile ma-
terial necessary for the manufacture of a bomb,
said the European diplomat. Under the JCPOA,
it had committed to keep enrichment to 3.67
percent, though it stepped this up to 20 percent

in January. The UN’s International Atomic En-
ergy Agency said its inspectors visited the site
at Natanz for “verification and monitoring activ-
ities” on Wednesday, and that Iran had “almost
completed preparations” to enrich uranium to
60 percent purity. Iran insists its nuclear pro-
gram is peaceful. —AFP
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Enrichment and sabotage cast 
shadow over Iran nuke talks

Talks to save Iran nuclear deal resume in Vienna 

VIENNA: Members of the National Council of Resistance of Iran, an Iranian opposition group, stage a protest
outside the ‘Grand Hotel Wien’ for the closed-door nuclear talks with Iran in Vienna yesterday where diplomats
of the EU, China, Russia and Iran hold their talks. —AFP

Biden faces tangle 
of sanctions in 
talks with Iran
WASHINGTON: Reviving the Iran nuclear deal would seem
like a simple task for US President Joe Biden. Iran wants him to
lift sanctions in exchange for Tehran’s return to compliance.

But as Iran and the United States resume indirect talks in Vi-
enna led by the European Union, the Biden administration faces
the question of which sanctions exactly are on the table. Further
casting a shadow over the talks is an explosion at a key Iranian
nuclear facility purportedly carried out by Israel, a sworn foe of
the 2015 accord, which led Tehran to announce it was ramping
up uranium enrichment closer to weapons-grade levels.

Sweeping sanctions in place 
The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, negotiated under

former US president Barack Obama, promised Iran relief from
sanctions if it drastically scaled back its nuclear program-a
commitment that UN inspectors said Tehran had been meeting.
Obama’s successor Donald Trump called the JCPOA “the worst
deal ever” and withdrew in 2018, saying the accord did not take
into account other objectionable activities by Iran. 

Trump imposed a unilateral embargo on Iran’s key export of
oil, punishing any other country that bought it. Trump went on
to impose a number of additional sanctions including declaring
Iran’s powerful Revolutionary Guards to be a terrorist group,
the first time such a designation has been given to a state entity.

Openly seeking to tie Biden’s hands, the Trump administration
in its final months announced a number of duplicative restric-
tions such as designating Iran’s central bank for alleged terrorist
financing in addition to previous nuclear sanctions.

Which sanctions to lift? 
A senior US official reiterated after the initial talks in Vienna

last week that Biden was ready to lift “all sanctions that are in-
consistent with the JCPOA.” “It’s not as easy a process as it
may sound precisely because the Trump administration went
out of its way to make it difficult for a successor administration
to rejoin the JCPOA,” the official said. But the official also said
there remained “legitimate sanctions”-which the United States
could impose over “terrorism, on human rights violations, on
ballistic missiles” or other issues. Iran has pressed hard for a
lifting of all sanctions, warning that it may stop negotiations if
not. It has also refused direct talks with the United States, forc-
ing European intermediaries to shuttle between separate hotels
in Vienna.  Pressures in Washington -

Britain, China, France, Germany and Russia remain in the
JCPOA and strongly back a return of the United States, believ-
ing the deal addressed the most pressing concern with Iran.

But the Biden administration, while agreeing on the
JCPOA’s value, has stressed that it is waiting for Iran first to
roll back steps away from compliance that it took to protest
Trump’s sanctions. Some observers believe Biden was unwill-
ing to invest political capital so early on the Iran deal which
is fiercely opposed by the rival Republican Party. Republican
lawmakers have already accused Biden of capitulation after
he took modest initial steps including easing draconian re-
strictions on the movements of UN-accredited Iranian diplo-
mats in New York. —AFP

Biden to proceed with
UAE F-35 sales, with rules
WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden’s administration indi-
cated Wednesday it was moving forward with a $23 billion
sale of F-35 fighter-jets to the United Arab Emirates but was
considering restrictions and would not deliver them soon. The
State Department shortly after Biden’s inauguration in Janu-
ary ordered a review of the massive arms package, which was
approved by former president Donald Trump when the Gulf
ally recognized Israel. Responding to a lawsuit seeking to
block the sale, the State Department said it planned a “robust
and sustained dialogue” with the United Arab Emirates on
arms transfers.

“We can confirm that the administration intends to move
forward with these proposed defense sales to the UAE, even
as we continue reviewing details and consulting with Emirati
officials to ensure we have developed mutual understandings
with respect to Emirati obligations before, during and after de-
livery,” a State Department spokesperson said. “Projected de-
livery dates on these sales, if eventually implemented, will be
several years in the future.” The lawsuit was filed by a group
on behalf of purported victims of Emirati “aggression” who
pointed to the Gulf state’s participation in the bloody Saudi-
led offensive in Yemen and its support for Libyan warlord
Khalifa Haftar. Announcing a refiled lawsuit, the New York
Center for Foreign Policy Affairs said it had “hoped for better
things out of the Biden administration.” —AFP


