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I am not going to give a talk on physics, but I am going to say few things about the 
technical side of Iran’s nuclear weapons development project. Three weeks ago, on 25 
September, Iran wrote a letter to the International Atomic Energy Agency, the IAEA in 
short, informing that Iran was building a small underground uranium enrichment facility. In 
a way, although almost no one wrote it, this was the smoking gun that everyone was 
looking for in order to pin down and verify that Iran was indeed embarking on a nuclear 
weapon development project. 

I will explain how the whole thing went. First, a few technical words. There are several 
forms of uranium, called isotopes, out of which two are important. One is the most 
common uranium isotope, which is of weight 238, and the other, which is in very, very 
short supply in nature, is uranium 235. The 235 isotope is the one which is needed to 
produce nuclear weapons. 

It is what is called a fissile material, it can go, undergo fissional and properly handled, it 
can be used to make nuclear weapons. The abundance of the 235 isotope is only 0.7 
percent – almost nothing. Uranium is a very heavy metal and if you want to set one isotope 
from the other, it is a very difficult technical process. 

One of the processes commonly used now in the world is gas centrifuged isotope 
separated. The uranium is transformed into gas, the gas is put in these very, very delicate 
and intricate machines and thereby enriched. The percentage goes up from 0.7 to several 
categories: if it goes to, let’s say, 3.5 to 5 percent, it is low-enriched uranium, commonly 
called LEU; if it goes up to 90 percent, it is high-enriched uranium, or HEU, which is 
needed for nuclear explosives. 

The problem is that the gas centrifuges can do very little work, so you need thousands or, 
in the Iranian case, several thousands of these are needed in order to produce the 
required amount either for a reactor, which is a 3.5 to 5 LEU, or for nuclear weapons. 
Legally, any country under inspection can produce low-enriched uranium. There are no 
limits to that. No country is permitted – it is not a law, but it is commonly stated – to enrich 
uranium beyond 25 percent. 

What happened in history was the following: In August 2002 an Iranian dissident 
movement informed the world in Washington DC that Iran was developing nuclear 
weapons and it had a huge underground uranium enrichment facility. This huge facility is in 
a place called Natanz and it was later known that it was supposed to hold some 54,000 
centrifuges. This is barely sufficient to produce fuel for one nuclear power reactor, ad Iran 
is building one nuclear power reactor. 

So the excuse for that huge plant was to supply that one power reactor, that is in a place 
called Busheer, under the Gulf, and that was a very nice excuse. The problem was that 
Iran didn’t declare this facility to the world. And then started a long process led by three 
European countries, the EU3 – United Kingdom, France and Germany. What they wanted 
was to Iran suspend its enrichment program and then to see what could be done. 

Iran first agreed and then cancelled the agreement. Why did it cancel the agreement? 
Here we see the mentality, the rational of these people. They demanded and the 



agreement included the words that Iran is suspending voluntarily the uranium enrichment 
activities. Once the word “voluntarily” was there, we in Israel, who thought about it, 
immediately knew that that was the end of this agreement. Why was that? Because in 
Europe the word “voluntarily” would usually mean “good will”, showing good will. While in 
Iran or in the Middle East the word “voluntarily” means “OK, we volunteered and then we 
can take it away” and that is what happened. And that was the first agreement. And that 
was the second agreement. And, unfortunately Mr. Solana, Mr. Havier Solana fell into the 
same trap twice and then a third time. But on the third time already nothing happened. 
What is going on in Iran? Iran in this big underground – some people say it is covered by 3 
meters overhead cover, rock, soil, etc. – they plan, as I said, to put some 54 thousand 
centrifuges. And they begun mounting these centrifuges. And in March this year they 
managed to produce enough LEU, enough low enriched uranium of 3.5 to 4 percent, 
enough so if they enrich this quantity further, they can produce enough uranium, high 
enriched uranium for one nuclear bomb. That was a threshold, that was a sort of not red 
line, but it is a mark, it was a benchmark for testing what are their intentions. But happened 
is, of course, that they are not going to do it now. 

They are going to proceed with a further amount of this low enriched uranium until they 
can arrive at a sufficient quantity for say 3 to 4 percent, and if the political situation will be 
right, then they could re-enrich it to HEU. 

Why they can re-enrich it? Because the centrifuges are exactly the same. It is the same 
machines, it is a slightly different setup, but these are the same machines that they used to 
get the LEU, and they can get HEU with them. They can get there within, let’s say, one 
year after the decision. It is slow. In one year they can probably get to this…

In nuclear weapon there are three parts. The joke says that everything military has three 
parts. The first part is the fissile material, the uranium, the enriched uranium. The second 
part is what is called weaponization, because the enriched material, the uranium, is made 
into a sphere, into a ball, but to explode it, to produce a nuclear weapon, it needs a very 
specialized technology. They need an explosive to implode the sphere, etc.  It is a 
complicated process. 

The third thing, of course, is the delivery system. In the case of Iran this will most probably 
be missiles, because their air force is very outdated. It is not a very good air force. Now, 
Professor Menashri mentioned the NIE – the National Intelligence Estimate of the 
American intelligence community. To many people’s mind, including my own, they made a 
very great mistake in saying that the nuclear weapons development, which means the 
weaponization, the second part, was apparently stopped in 2003 and until 2007, the date 
of the publication of the NIE, it was not renewed. 

Why people beg to differ? For two reasons: one is that probably they did receive from 
Pakistan the blueprints for a nuclear weapon design. It is quite possible and it is more than 
that, because Libya was far behind Iran in developing nuclear weapons and didn’t even 
enrich a gram of uranium, it had these blueprints. 

So it is correct, I think, to assume that Iran had these same blueprints and that they don’t 
really need to develop the weaponization, it needed only to apply the blueprints to 
manufacture the parts. It is possible that they achieved whatever they want in 2003 and 
they didn’t need to do any further work on the development. Another possibility is that, as 
we know now, Western intelligence is not all that good. It is possible that those activities 
went on secretly in concealed facilities, and since now we know that they had concealed 



facilities, they could have other concealed facilities where these activities take place. 
Therefore to assume that they did stop it would have been a mistake. 

Regarding intelligence, there are differences in time estimates. Some intelligence services 
think that the date will be something very early in the next decade, i.e. 2011, 2012 - the 
date of being able to produce nuclear weapons, if the political decision is taken. You have 
to have a political decision in order to produce a nuclear weapon. Everything can be ready 
and waiting, and it can be ready from the dates I just said. It does not mean that they are 
going to do at that date and we have to be very, very clear because we have to be very 
careful. 

If they are not going to have nuclear weapon in 2012, they will have the potential to do so. 
They are not going to do it or they are going to do it. The NIE is much vaguer about it. The 
differences of opinion come because first of all it’s the reason that some intelligence 
services like the Israeli ones will assume the worst case. Worst case is what you have to 
prepare for.  

If you read the NIE, you will see the words “high probability” and “low probability” and 
“medium probability”, the word certainty does not appear there, but if you take reasonable 
probability the dates are not so close. It depends of what your actions want to be. If you 
take the American dates they imply 2014, 2015 - there is time. Unfortunately the time is not 
there, because the Iranians, as I’ve said long before, in March already had the LEU in a 
quantity which is sufficient, if they want to take a the decision to further enrich to 90 
percent. 

What is the problem? They have many problems - not technical, but political problems. 
There are problems to do with MPT , the problems to do with IAEA, are they going to do 
secretly, are they going to have what is calling breakout scenario in which they say:” We 
do not want the IAEA inspectors anymore. It’s big, big political decisions. 

Then what is going to happen? Let’s say that they break out and they take the uranium 
and they start to enriching it further. What will the inspectors do? Will they say: They are 
enriching further or they will say, as usual, We are going to look at it and we are going to 
inspect it and we have to verify what we think of and it’s very complicated business. At the 
moment the Iranians are doing nothing of this sort, as far as we know it. 

Let me come back to what I said in the beginning - that the place, the new installation near 
the ancient city of Qom is a the smoking gun. Why is it a smoking gun? Ahmadinejad came 
out and said “Look this new facility which we declared is for peaceful purposes”. And there 
is no way that this facility is meant to do anything for peaceful purposes. Why? Because it 
is meant to hold 3,000 gas centrifuges, there is a rule of thumb that in the present case of 
the Iranians 3,000 centrifuges can produce one nuclear weapon per year. Can. This is the 
approximate amount needed for that. 

So this place in Qom could produce one nuclear weapon per year. It is very, very well 
concealed - if you look at some of the satellite pictures, it’s inside the mountain. It is very 
well protected. And each square meter inside the mountain costs a lot of money. Why can 
it not be for peaceful purposes? Very simple: you cannot do anything with this amount of 
centrifuges for peaceful purposes. Let’s remember what I have said 54,000 centrifuges will 
supply the nuclear power plant in Busheer with the low-enriched uranium. 54,000 - nothing 
less will do. Now 3,000 you can put in a corner of that installation. It is very small, very tiny 
amount, it cannot do anything for peaceful purposes. 



Now I come perhaps to the second possibility of what Iranians are doing. You know 
enriched uranium is one of the fissile materials that can be used for the production of 
nuclear weapons, the other one is plutonium. Plutonium is produced in reactors and 
plutonium is produced from natural uranium, not enriched uranium and the Iranians are 
now building a nuclear reactor. Natural uranium nuclear reactor - they called nuclear 
research reactor. It is heavy water reactor. They are building the heavy water plant and 
that is meant for the production of plutonium, so the have two roots for nuclear weapons 
development. 

We read from the Geneva, the last Geneva conference that took place on 1 October, that 
the Iranians are willing to give the low enrich uranium to Russia for enrichment to 20 
percent and they give that 20 percent uranium to France, which will produce fuel for the 
Teheran very small nuclear research reactor. This is all very nice and everyone was happy, 
because you take the LEU out of Iran – beautiful, so they don’t have any more low-
enriched uranium.  

However, the sounds that come out of Teheran are different today. They are not much 
willing to do it and if they were willing to do it, what would happen? The world would be 
fueling a nuclear reactor in Tehran and that is a very, very sad joke. 

In conclusion there is no doubt now that the Iranians are under nuclear weapons 
development route. Even the Russians, I didn’t hear anything about – we do not know, we 
do not have a proof, if you have proof, show us. Nothing like that was heard after this 
discovery. It doesn’t mean that Russia will support sanctions, it doesn’t mean that,  that’s 
political. 

El Baradei, who is the IAEA outgoing director-general, said: “We do not have any proof 
that Iran is developing nuclear weapons.” But I think that everyone now realizes what road 
Iran is on!   


