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Iran’s president on Sunday ordered the country’s Atomic Energy Organisation to start enriching 
uranium at higher grade, in a provocative move that could bring more penalties for the Islamic 
regime. 

The head of Iran’s Atomic Energy Organisation said uranium enrichment at 20 per cent from 
the current 3.5 per cent level would start on Tuesday in the presence of international 
inspectors. 

Ali-Akbar Salehi told the state television that Iran would officially inform the International 
Atomic Energy Agency of the country’s decision on Monday. He claimed that higher grade 
enrichment would not block a UN-brokered deal to swap fuel but insisted any swap should 
happen on Iranian territory. 

A move to enhance enrichment would bring the country a step closer to producing uranium at 
90 per cent purity – the level at which it could be used to make a nuclear weapon. 

Robert Gates, US defence secretary, described the move as disappointing. ”If the international 
community will stand together and bring pressure to bear on the Iranian government, I believe 
there is still time for sanctions and pressure to work,” he said during a visit to Italy.  

Iran last year rejected a UN-brokered deal in which it would send two thirds of its low enriched 
uranium abroad – to France and Russia – and receive higher grade uranium for its research 
reactor in Tehran in return. 

Its counter proposal, that a simultaneous swap should happen on Iranian territory, was ruled 
out by western countries. 

“We gave [major powers] … two or three months to decide and said if you don’t come we’ll 
start,” Mr Ahmadi-Nejad said at an exhibition on laser technology, which he claimed Iran could 
potentially use in future to enrich uranium. 

Iran’s president said last week Iran had “no problem” with the fuel exchange deal in principle 
and blamed Britain, Israel and some Iranian politicians for obstructing the deal. He said on 
Sunday said his latest order would not close the door on a deal. 

Manouchehr Mottaki, Iran’s foreign minister, told a weekend security conference in Munich 
there was “political will on both sides” to go ahead with the exchange plan, but then appeared 
to raise objections both on the quantity and timing of such the operation. 

Iran’s stance met with scepticism from the US and Germany at the weekend, but with a more 
positive response from China and Russia. 

Top US officials and politicians insisted that planning should go ahead for tougher sanctions to 
be imposed on the Iranian regime, because of Tehran’s failure to respond in detail to the plan. 

Yang Jiechi, China’s foreign minister, however, exposed continuing divisions among the 
permanent five members of the United Nations security council when he said there was still 
room for dialogue with Iran.  

He appeared to win backing on that question from Baroness Catherine Ashton, the new 
European Union high representative, who chairs the international talks with the Iranian 
regime. 



“There is a need to restore confidence in the peaceful nature of Iran’s programme,” Lady 
Ashton told the Munich conference. “This must be done by dialogue. I agree with the Chinese 
foreign minister that possibilities of dialogue have not been exhausted. But dialogue takes two. 
I am ready to engage in meaningful, productive talks that deal directly with the issues that 
trouble us.” 

She was criticised by Senator Joseph Liebermann, chairman of the US Senate committee on 
homeland security, who said he was “disappointed” by her statement and accused Mr Mottaki 
of obfuscation. 

“Now we simply have to go to tougher economic sanctions if there is any hope that diplomacy 
will work,” he said. 

General James Jones, national security adviser to President Barack Obama, seemed to reach 
the same conclusion, referring to “Tehran’s puzzling defiance, which now compels all of us to 
work together as allies and partners on a second track of increased pressure.” 

German officials also expressed disappointment and scepticism about Mr Mottaki’s statement, 
while doubting that the foreign minister really represented the most powerful factions in the 
Iranian government. 

Sergei Lavrov, the Russian foreign minister, was adamant that “new countries with nuclear 
weapons are unacceptable, be it Iran or anyone else.” But he also stressed the importance of 
trying to find a “technical fix” to supply Tehran’s nuclear research reactor with enriched 
uranium. 
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