Iran to Begin Tests at Nuclear Station
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TEHRAN -- Iran started tests at its first nuclear power plant in the southern port of Bushehr on Wednesday, despite intense international pressure over its nuclear program.

Officials said that simulated fuel rods made of lead were used instead of nuclear fuel to test the 1,000 megawatt, Russian-built plant, the ISNA student news agency reported.

“Virtual fuel rods contain lead instead of uranium,” Mohammad Saeedi, the deputy head of Iran’s Nuclear Energy Organization told reporters. “After these tests we can enter the launching process.”

The head of the Russian nuclear agency, Sergei V. Kiriyenko, who was visiting Iran for the occasion, said that the construction stage was over.

“We are now in the pre-commissioning stage, which is a combination of complex procedures,” ISNA quoted him as saying. The long-delayed plant was nearing its “final stages before launching,” he said, but added that it was not clear when nuclear fuel rods would be inserted.

“We do not have a specific schedule for that yet,” he said.

Moscow has supplied the nuclear fuel for the plant under arrangements with the United Nations nuclear agency, the International Atomic Energy Agency. The agency said in a report last week that Iran planned to begin loading nuclear fuel in the second quarter of 2009.

The fuel is currently under I.A.E.A. seal.

Construction of a nuclear facility by a German company began in Bushehr in the mid-1970s but was suspended after the 1979 Islamic revolution. Moscow agreed in 1994 to complete the facility, based on a Russian design.

The project was delayed by Western pressure over Iran’s nuclear program and by the complexities of combining German and Russian designs.

The United States and some Western countries accuse Iran of having a covert nuclear weapons program. Iran contends that it seeks only to produce nuclear energy and its program is peaceful.

Russia sent its first shipment of enriched-uranium fuel rods to the Bushehr plant in December 2007 just two weeks after the release of a United States intelligence report concluding that Iran stopped its nuclear weapons program in 2003 and had not restarted it as of mid-2007. The report subsequently generated much contentious debate about its accuracy.

Initially, the United States opposed Russia’s role in building the Bushehr reactor and supplying it with fuel. But about two years ago, Washington reversed its position in return for Moscow’s support in securing the first United Nations sanctions against Iran. Iran was also reported to have agreed to send spent fuel from Bushehr back to Russia.

More recently, much international attention has focused on Iran’s desert enrichment plant in Natanz.

Iran has been the target of three sets of United Nations Security Council sanctions for refusing to halt enrichment. Iran says that it is only enriching uranium to low levels to produce fuel for its nuclear reactors. Highly enriched uranium could be used for making weapons.

Coupled with its nuclear program, Tehran has been pursuing a missile development project.

Earlier this month, Iran launched a satellite on a domestically-built rocket into orbit. Senior U.S. officials expressed concern, saying that Iran could use the rocket to deliver warheads.

In the first appraisal of Iran’s nuclear program since President Obama took office, international inspectors have found that Iran recently understated by a third how much uranium it has enriched, United Nations officials said last week.

The officials also declared for the first time that the amount of uranium that Tehran had now amassed — more than a ton — was sufficient, with added purification, to make a bomb.

In a report issued in Vienna, the International Atomic Energy Agency said it had discovered an additional 460 pounds of low-enriched uranium, a third more than Iran had previously disclosed. The agency made the find during its annual physical inventory of nuclear materials at Natanz.

President Obama has conditionally offered Iran a dialogue about its nuclear intentions. Earlier this month, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the Iranian president, promised that if the United States is truly serious about changing the countries’ relations, then Iran was ready to respond in kind.

“It is clear that change should be fundamental, not tactical, and our people welcome real changes,” he said. “Our nation is ready to hold talks based on mutual respect and in a fair atmosphere.”

Analysts in Tehran said the Iranian response did not preclude continued efforts to develop nuclear expertise which Iran says is its right under international law. The nuclear program is also seen by analysts as a means for Iran to reinforce its bargaining position in talks over the program and bolster its ambitions as a regional power.

Nazila Fathi reported from Tehran, and Alan Cowell from London.
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