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Clock is ticking on nuclear talks with Iran

Berlin

A
diplomat directly 
involved in the nu-
clear talks with Iran 
said they were “very 
intense, both in the 

political and the technical discus-
sions”.

Negotiators face a June 30th 
deadline for agreeing to details — 
and means for implementation — 
of the interim Lausanne agreement 
reached in early April.

Paul von Maltzahn, Germany’s 
ambassador in Tehran from 2003-
06 and now retired from the diplo-
matic service, advised patience.

“They should not stick too much 
to timetables,” he said. “If June 
30th doesn’t work, then go on. This 
is important enough.”

Von Maltzahn conceded that any 
extension would give more time 
and more ammunition to the talks’ 
opponents on both sides. “I’m 
speaking of one week, two weeks, 
not a long time,” he stressed, “be-
cause then, of course, the process 
unravels.”

Those with experience in negoti-
ating with Iran — such as von Malt-
zahn, who was in Tehran during 
the 2003-05 nuclear talks with the 
European Union — are well aware 
of the challenges of diplomacy 
with the Islamic Republic.

First, there is Iranian domestic 
politics. “A revolutionary country, 
its diplomats and negotiators, can 
be outflanked by radicals claiming 
to be the true exponents of nation-
al values,” said Sir Richard Dalton, 
British ambassador to Iran from 

2002 to 2006.
Iranian politicians or diplomats 

“often speak of external enemies 
as a way of fostering internal uni-
ty”, he said. “There is usually lively 
argument [in Tehran] among the 
factions and the personalities in 
the leadership, and it takes time to 
resolve them. Hence the need for 
patience and a thick skin.”

European diplomats well re-
member Hassan Rohani, now Iran’s 
president but in 2003-05 its lead 
nuclear negotiator as secretary 
of the Supreme National Security 
Council, taking time out for phone 
calls at delicate points during talks 
at Sadabad palace in north Teh-
ran. Everyone knew he was call-
ing Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei seeking direction.

But the Europeans also recall Ira-
nian diplomats sometimes floating 
proposals without making clear if 
they were hypothetical, much less 
if they had the backing of the lead-
er. Von Maltzahn remembers infor-
mal meetings with Hossein Mousa-
vian, who played a prominent role 
on the Iranian team, effectively as 
Rohani’s deputy.

“Mousavian flew kites, trying 
out ideas,” said von Maltzahn. “He 
came to the residence [of the Ger-
man ambassador in Tehran] a few 
times.”

Some diplomats saw such kite-
flying as a deliberate effort to 
confuse and were especially sus-
picious when Iranian negotiators 
warned time was running out for 
a deal because they were under 
growing pressure from their own 
hardliners.

This was never an easy judgment 
for the Europeans. Indeed, just as 
the Iranians had warned, the talks’ 
failure and the 2005 election of 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as presi-
dent  led to the removal of both Ro-
hani and Mousavian as negotiators 
and even, briefly, to Mousavian’s 
arrest in 2007.

Dalton traces the confusion in 

part to an approach the Iranians 
tended to follow: “In discussion, 
Iranian representatives are dogged 
and determined — although they 
can also change their line frequent-
ly and not necessarily consistently. 
They can be economical with the 
truth, to put it politely.”

Despite, or perhaps because of, 
their experience in Tehran both 
von Maltzahn and Dalton express 
cautious optimism in regard to the 
current talks. In contrast to 2003-
05, the United States is not only 
directly involved but has agreed 
to accept in principle that Iran can 
continue some uranium enrich-
ment.

It is France that is taking the 
toughest approach, especially in 
demanding access for the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency 
to military sites and that Iran give 
more thorough explanations of al-
leged past research. 

“France wants to rake up the 
past, especially the PMD (possible 
military dimensions),” said von 
Maltzahn.

While Iran’s official line, strongly 
expressed by Khamenei, is that 
allowing access to military sites 
would cross its “red lines”, von 
Maltzahn believes Rohani in 2003-
05 indicated the issue was not en-
tirely closed.

“Rohani regarded this as a play-
ing card, something that might 
be played at some stage,” he said. 
“The big thing for Iran is really 
‘non-discrimination’, so they’re 
not treated differently to anyone 
else.”

This is a matter of presentation 
as well as substance. For the talks 

to work, all sides must be able to 
claim a victory. For von Maltzahn, 
Tehran’s thinking is not only ra-
tional but points towards an agree-
ment. “Iran has come to conclude 
that the nuclear option is not nec-
essary for them to have more pow-
er projected in the area,” he said.

“With the decline or disappear-
ance of Iraq, and with Egypt’s lack 
of a regional role, de facto Iran is 
the most powerful nation in the 
area. They don’t need nuclear 
parity with Israel, and in any case 
it’s far too costly. So why go that 
way?”

Any extension would 
give more time and 
more ammunition to 
the talks’ opponents 
on both sides
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EU representative Helga Schmid (L) and Iran’s Abbas Araghchi at 
the P5+1 powers and Iran talks in Vienna.
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Tunisian-French imam says tolerant Islam 
should be defended by ‘acts on the ground’

Paris

H 

assen Chalghoumi is 
no ordinary imam. The 
Tunisian-born religious 
preacher has stirred 
controversies over his 

close relations with France’s Jew-
ish community and visits to Israel, 
and is outspoken about the need for 
Muslims to face the threats posed 
by religious extremists.

“It is high time the Arab world 
awakes up and starts to fight terror-
ism,” he says.

The 43-year-old imam of the 
Drancy mosque in Seine-Saint-Den-
is, near Paris, advocates an assertive 
posture in promoting a tolerant Is-
lam.

“We can correct this unbecoming 
image of Islam through acts on the 
ground, through strong messages 
and strong relationships that assert 
the desire for coexistence and pri-
oritise the humanity of mankind,” 
Chalghoumi said in an interview.

He sees the power exerted by the 
narrative of extremists as emanat-
ing from the passivity of most Mus-
lims.

“The reason is that the Muslims 
in their majority, though innocent 
of what is being done in their name, 
keep silent about it. They must 
come out and condemn those who, 
in their names, are killing human-
ity; we have had enough of the con-
spiracy theories, enough of blaming 

others for our misfortunes,” he said.
Chalghoumi says time has come 

for action on many fronts. “Take 
the example of the African migrants 
who die in the sea.

 Why don’t we do like the Europe-
ans and send ships to help the mi-
grants?”  he asks. “I wish that one or 
two Arab ships sail to the Mediter-
ranean carrying a message of peace, 
which is something easy to do.”

He says Europeans have assumed 

their responsibility in rescuing mi-
grants trying to cross the Mediter-
ranean. “Europe has contributed its 
share when it contributed billions of 
euros, and it is time the Arabs and 
Muslims shoulder their responsi-
bilities,” Chalghoumi said.

The Tunisian-French imam also 
calls for tangible initiatives in sup-
port of religious minorities perse-
cuted by jihadists in the Middle 
East.

“Why don’t we rebuild the 
churches that ISIS (the Islamic 
State) had destroyed?” he asks not-
ing in contrast the freedom of wor-
ship enjoyed by Muslims in the 
West. “In France, we have more 
than 2,300 mosques.”

Chalghoumi says the attacks on 
the Charlie Hebdo magazine offices 
and the kosher grocery store in Par-
is in January heightened tensions 
between religious communities 
in France. But, he says, “The will 
for dialogue was not affected and 
the French social fabric remains as 
strong as ever in spite of the rise of 
the extreme right.

“We should not be intimidated 
and should continue to talk to each 
other and not give up.”

The imam said he is very much 
aware of the problem of jihadist 
radicalisation of Muslim youth in 
Europe. He sees education as cru-
cial to protecting young Muslims.

“Six-thousand Muslim citizens of 
Europe had gone to Syria and Iraq. 
The most important thing we can do 
to these people is to try to change 
their way of thinking through com-
municating with them with a view 
to educating them,” he says.

He also wants Muslim families in 
Europe to do their part. “We must 
start a dialogue in every house in-
volving every member of the fam-
ily,” he says. Chalghoumi says he is 
doing his part to curtail extremism.

“Very soon,” he said, “we are go-
ing to start a campaign that we shall 
call ‘the campaign of mercy against 
terrorism’ involving religious lead-
ers from Tunisia and Egypt dur-
ing which we shall visit as many 
mosques as possible.”

Chalghoumi, who in 2009 found-
ed the France-based organisation 
the Conference of Imams, says he 
looks forward “to establishing a 

centre for training imams and an-
other for teaching civilisations 
where the true Islam is preached 
and the distorted ideas about Islam 
are repudiated so that non-Muslims 
come to know that those who kill 
have nothing to do with Islam.”

Chalghoumi defends attending 
the Jewish pilgrimage to the Tu-
nisian island of Djerba, last April. 
“The Jewish synagogue has been 
there for more than 14 centuries, a 
testimony that Islam is a tolerant 
religion and that respect for the 
minorities is in its core contrary to 
what some of the misguided groups 
like ISIS and others are doing.”

He is, however, critical of Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu, who warned against Jews tak-
ing part in the pilgrimage because 
of terror threats. “Some people, 
like Netanyahu, promote a policy of 
spreading fear,” he said.

Chalghoumi sees the fates of re-
ligious minorities in the Arab world 
and the West as intertwined.

“I told the pope in 2013 that if you 
leave the Christians of the Orient 
unprotected you will be doing the 
same to the Muslims of Europe,” he 
said.

Houda Ferjani is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Paris.
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