
A step closer to sanctions 

America announces a deal with Russia and China, but the world is divided on how to deal with 
Iran. 

TWO leaders from two big regional powers, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva of Brazil and Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan of Turkey, took a risk in travelling to Iran and negotiating over the country's 
contentious nuclear programme. Surpassing low expectations, the two announced triumph on 
May 17th, clutching hands with Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Iran's president. But just a day later 
came the American response: the secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, announced that the five 
veto-wielding members of the UN Security Council and Germany had agreed on a draft 
resolution extending sanctions on Iran, to be presented soon to the full council. 

Under the Brazilian-Turkish deal, Iran would send 1,200 kg of its stockpile of low-enriched 
uranium to Turkey. In exchange it wants 120 kg of uranium enriched to a higher level (around 
20%) for a research reactor which produces isotopes that can be used in medicine, within a 
year. In outline the deal is superficially similar to the one struck last October between France, 
Russia, Iran and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), with American support. 
Under that plan, 1,200kg of low-enriched uranium (LEU) would have been sent to Russia for 
enrichment to 20%. The material would then have been sent on to France to be turned into 
fuel rods to be used in Iran's medical reactor (which creates isotopes for use in treating 
cancer). 

Iran backed out of that deal, demanding higher-enriched uranium immediately, and insisting 
any swap take place in Iran and that it should be limited to smaller quantities of the stuff. 
Now, Messrs Lula and Erdogan seem to have convinced Iran to give some ground on where 
and how quickly the enrichment would be done. With Iran’s apparent concessions in hand, the 
two mediating presidents now say there is no need for further sanctions from the UN Security 
Council (where both countries currently sit among the 15 members). 

The permanent five Security Council members—America, Britain, France, Russia and China—
obviously disagree, as Mrs Clinton lost no time in pointing out. The October fuel deal, however 
successfully revived by Brazil and Turkey, was meant, at the time, as a way of creating some 
breathing space to get Iran to do a broader deal that might eventually end the stand-off over 
its suspect nuclear work. But since Iran pulled out of the October deal it has gone on adding to 
its stock of LEU. As a result it would still have some 1,100 kg of the stuff after sending the 
other 1,200 kg to Turkey. Worse, it says it will continue enriching its own stock to 20%. 
Getting uranium from 20% enriched to the 90% or so needed for a bomb is an easier task 
than getting to 3.5% in the first place. Whatever trust Iran might have bought by doing the 
deal in October, it has bought a lot less this week. 

Word at the UN has it that the sanctions package includes a full arms embargo, financial and 
shipping sanctions and further restrictions on Iran's Revolutionary Guard. The permanent five 
will remind Iran that three sanctions resolutions have required that it suspend enrichment, not 
just send some of its reactor fuel abroad. 

But the diplomatic picture has been clouded by the Brazilian-Turkish mission. A Security 
Council resolution requires 9 votes of 15 (with no veto from the permanent five). Lebanon is 
already publicly sceptical, and Gabon has called for a negotiated solution. Mexico may feel 
caught between its important American relationship and its regional partner and rival, Brazil. If 
the permanent five have to scrape for the nine votes needed, the signal they send is 
weakened. In any case, many Iran-watchers think that China has already enfeebled the 
resolution by opposing anything contrary to its own commercial interests, that UN action alone 
can do little to influence Iran. 



Separately, America’s Congress is considering tougher sanctions that would clamp down on 
exports of refined petroleum products to Iran. But those who pin their hopes on Iran’s anti-
regime “green movement” worry that such economy-wide pain will make ordinary Iranians 
rally round the flag. Barack Obama has been accused of stalling those bills in the name of 
buying time for his international diplomacy aimed at isolating Iran. But it now seems that Iran 
may have successfully repeated its old trick of confusing and dividing countries preparing to 
tighten the net around it. 
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