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VIENNA: This handout photo taken and released on December 3, 2021 by the EU delegation in Vienna shows representatives from Iran (R) and the European Union (L) attending a meeting of the joint commission on nego-
tiations aimed at reviving the Iran nuclear deal in Vienna, Austria. — AFP

WASHINGTON: The United States hit out at Iran 
on Friday, saying nuclear talks between the Islamic 
republic and world powers had stalled because 
Tehran “does not seem to be serious” about return-
ing to the table. US Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken warned that Washington would not let its 
adversary prolong talks while continuing to advance 
its nuclear ambitions, and would pursue “other 
options” if diplomacy failed. 

The rebuke came as diplomats paused a sev-
enth round of international talks aimed at reviving 
the 2015 Iran nuclear deal, with US and European 
participants voicing concern after five days of 
negotiation. “What we’ve seen in the last couple 
of days is that Iran right now does not seem to be 
serious about doing what’s necessary to return to 
compliance, which is why we ended this round of 
talks in Vienna,” Blinken told a virtual conference 
of world leaders. 

“But the window is very, very tight because what 
is not acceptable, and what we will not allow to 
happen, is for Iran to try to drag out this process 
while continuing to move forward inexorably in 
building up its program.” Blinken’s assessment was 
echoed by President Joe Biden, whose spokes-
woman Jen Psaki said the first six rounds had “made 
progress,” but that “Iran’s approach this week was 

not, unfortunately, to try to resolve the remaining 
issues.” Psaki said Iran had “started this new round 
of negotiations with a new round of nuclear provo-
cations” reported by the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA). 

 
‘Time is running out’  

She also blamed 
Biden’s predecessor, 
Donald Trump, for uni-
laterally pulling the 
United States out of the 
deal, sparking a “dra-
matic and unprecedent-
ed expansion” of Iran’s 
nuclear program. Biden 
has said he wants to re-
enter the deal, and the 
United States has been 
participating in this 
week’s talks indirectly. 

The landmark accord-initially agreed between 
Britain, China, France, Germany, Iran, Russia and the 
United States-began unravelling in 2018 when 
Trump pulled out and reimposed sanctions, 
prompting Iran to start exceeding limits on its 
nuclear program the following year. 

“Tehran is walking back almost all of the difficult 
compromises crafted after many months of hard 
work,” said senior diplomats from the “E3” group-
ing of Britain, France and Germany. Delegations will 
now return home before talks resume in the 
Austrian capital next week “to see whether gaps 
can be closed or not,” the diplomats said. 

The E3 “remain fully 
committed to a diplomatic 
way forward,” they added, 
but stressed that “time is 
running out.” The talks are 
aimed at reviving the 2015 
nuclear deal, known as the 
JCPOA, which was aimed 
at putting curbs on Iran’s 
nuclear program to ensure 
it couldn’t develop an 
atomic weapon, in 
exchange for sanctions 

relief for Tehran. Iran has always insisted that its 
nuclear program is peaceful. 

 
‘Nuclear blackmail’ 

Blinken had already issued a warning about the 
prospects for an agreement, arguing that it was “not 
too late for Iran to reverse course.” Zionist Prime 

Minister Naftali Bennett had used a call with 
Blinken to call for the “immediate cessation” of the 
nuclear talks, accusing Iran of “nuclear blackmail.” 

The talks had resumed in Vienna on Monday 
after Iran paused them in June following the election 
of ultraconservative President Ebrahim Raisi. During 
this week’s talks, Iran submitted two draft proposals 
on sanctions lifting and nuclear-related measures, 
presenting them as evidence “of our serious will to 
reach an agreement.” 

But European diplomats said there was “no path 
forward” based on the offer. The talks could resume 
in the middle of next week but speaking on a trip to 
the Gulf, French President Emmanuel Macron hinted 
that there could be a longer break before negotia-
tors reconvene. In a telephone call with EU top 
diplomat Josep Borrell, Foreign Minister Hossein 
Amir-Abdollahian said the talks were going well 
“but slowly on all tracks.” 

Speaking after the end of the latest talks, China’s 
ambassador to the UN in Vienna, Wang Qun, struck 
a more positive note, saying that “all parties have 
re-engaged themselves in very substantive terms.” 
He told reporters outside the Palais Coburg hotel 
where the talks have been taking place that he 
hoped the pause in talks “will help to provide fur-
ther political impetus to the negotiations.” — AFP
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DOHA: French President Emmanuel 
Macron, on a visit to the Gulf, expressed 
appreciation to Qatar yesterday for help-
ing to organise the latest evacuation to 
France of more than 250 threatened 
Afghans. Qatar has played a significant 
role both in diplomacy and evacuations at 
the end of a 20-year war in Afghanistan by 
Western nations. “I thank Qatar for the 
role it has played since the start of the cri-
sis, and which permitted the organisation 
of several evacuations,” said Macron, 
before heading to Saudi Arabia for the 
final leg of his two-day Gulf tour. 

Macron met on Friday evening with 

Qatar’s Amir, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-
Thani. A flight chartered by Paris flew out 
the 258 Afghans who were “particularly 
threatened because of their activities, 
especially journalists, or because of their 
links to France, including former locally-
recruited civilian personnel for our 
armies,” the French foreign ministry said 
on Friday. 

The same flight carried 11 French 
nationals and about 60 from The 
Netherlands, along with dependents. The 
ministry said that since September 10, 110 
French nationals and their dependents as 
well as 396 Afghans have been evacuated 
on 10 flights organised by Qatar. “We are 
going to continue,” Macron said. 

Around half of the 124,000 Westerners 
and Western-allied Afghans flown out of 
Afghanistan in the waning days of the US-
led military involvement in Afghanistan 
transited through Qatar. Several European 
countries are considering opening a com-
mon site for diplomatic representation in 

the country’s capital, Kabul, after the 
departure of their ambassadors following 
the capital’s fall to the Islamist extremist 
Taleban in August, Macron said. 

Qatar has long hosted a Taleban politi-
cal office. After his stay overnight Friday 
in Qatar, the world’s biggest exporter of 
liquefied natural gas, Macron was head-
ing to the Saudi Red Sea city of Jeddah 
yesterday. 

Macron will become one of the first 
Western leaders to meet the kingdom’s de 
facto ruler, Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman, since the 2018 murder of journalist 
Jamal Khashoggi inside the Saudi con-
sulate in Istanbul. 

Speaking in Dubai, the first stop on his 
tour, Macron said he had not forgotten 
Khashoggi but it was impossible to engage 
with the region while ignoring the power-
ful Saudis. The United Arab Emirates 
signed a record 14-billion-euro ($15.8 bil-
lion) contract for 80 Rafale warplanes at 
the start of Macron’s visit. — AFP

DOHA: Qatar’s Amir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani (R) receives French 
President Emmanuel Macron (L) at the Amiri Diwan in the capital Doha. — AFP
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WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden said 
Friday he would make it “very, very difficult” for 
Russia to launch any invasion of Ukraine, which 
warned that a large-scale attack may be planned for 
next month. Washington and Kiev say Moscow has 
massed troops near Ukraine’s borders and accuse 
Russia of planning an invasion. 

Biden and President Vladimir Putin are due to 
hold a video call shortly to discuss the rising ten-
sions, both sides confirmed Friday. Biden told 
reporters in Washington he was putting together 
“the most comprehensive and meaningful set of 
initiatives to make it very, very difficult for Mr 
Putin to go ahead and do what people are wor-

ried he may do.” 
Moscow seized Crimea from Ukraine in 2014 and 

has since backed separatists fighting Kiev in the 
east of the country. The conflict has left more than 
13,000 dead. “The most likely time to reach readi-
ness for escalation will be the end of January,” 
Ukrainian Defense Minister Oleksiy Reznikov told 
parliament in Kiev on Friday. 

A report in the Washington Post on Friday citing 
US officials and an intelligence document said 
Russia was planning a multi-front offensive involv-
ing up to 175,000 troops as soon as next year. 
Reznikov said a “winter training period” had started 
in Russia and that Moscow had already launched 
exercises near Ukrainian territory. He estimated that 
Russia had around 100,000 troops near Ukraine’s 
border. Russia denies any military build-up. 

 
‘This is our land’  

On the frontline in eastern Ukraine, government 
troops said they were ready to repel any Russian 
assault. “Our task is simple: not to let the enemy 

enter our country,” a soldier named Andriy, 29, told 
AFP, smoking in a trench near the frontline town of 
Svitlodarsk. 

“All our guys are ready to hold them back. This is 
our land, we will protect it until the end,” another 
soldier, Yevgen, 24, added. Kremlin foreign policy 
adviser Yuri Ushakov told reporters a date had been 
agreed for the Putin-Biden video summit but would 
not be announced until final details of the talks have 
also been set. 

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken said the 
call was expected “in the very near future.” Asked if 
he had spoken to Putin on Friday morning, Biden 
shouted “no” as he left a press conference in 
Washington. He gave no further details of his 
planned “initiatives” on Ukraine. Putin has warned 
the West and Kiev against crossing the Kremlin’s 
“red lines” over staging military exercises and 
building up weaponry in Ukraine. 

When reporters asked Biden whether he would 
accept Putin’s line, he responded, “I won’t accept 
anybody’s red line.” Despite increased contacts 

between the two rivals since Putin and Biden met 
for the first time at a summit in Geneva in June, ten-
sions remain high. 

As well as the Ukraine conflict, Russia and the 
United States continue to argue over cyberattacks 
and the staffing of their embassies, after several 
waves of diplomatic expulsions. 

Ukrainian Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba told 
AFP on Friday that it rejects any efforts to get it to 
scrap its plans to join NATO. Moscow wants to see 
an end to NATO’s eastward expansion, after much 
of Eastern Europe joined the alliance following the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. 

Agreeing to abandon its plans to join the alliance 
“is not an option,” Kuleba said on the sidelines of an 
OSCE meeting in Stockholm. “I reject this idea that 
we have to guarantee anything to Russia. I insist 
that it’s Russia who has to guarantee that it will not 
continue its aggression against any country,” he 
said. NATO officially opened the door to Ukraine 
membership in 2008, though no progress has been 
made since.  — AFP
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