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Iran on Friday gave a cautious response to the US and European threat to refer its nuclear programme to the United Nations Security Council, offering to continue talks but saying it would curb co-operation with UN inspectors if referral went ahead.

In a statement released by the official IRNA news agency, Manouchehr Mottaki, the foreign minister, said the involvement of the Council would prompt Iran to stop “voluntary measures”, ending its acceptance of snap UN inspections under an additional protocol signed in 2003. 

But Mr Mottaki stopped short of saying Iran might withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, which allows a basic level of inspection by the International Atomic Energy Agency, the UN watchdog that polices the treaty. 

Mr Mottaki called on Europe to exercise “patience” and to separate research, which Iran resumed this week, from “fuel production”, or the widescale enrichment of uranium for nuclear fuel, which Iran continues to suspend as part of an agreement with the EU made in 2003. 

He repeated Iran’s readiness for talks not just with Europe but also with Russia, China and the non-aligned countries.

China, one of five countries with veto rights at the Security Council, warned on Friday that referring Iran to New York might escalate the crisis between Tehran and the west.

“Our concern is that to refer it to the council might complicate the issue,” Wang Guangya, Chinese UN ambassador, told news agencies. “I think this might make the positions of some parties more tough on this issue.”

While the US has championed Security Council referral since 2003 and France, Germany and Britain came out in support of such a measure this week, Russia and China have not announced public support for such a step.

European and US diplomats have expressed confidence that Russia would not oppose referral despite its nuclear and defence contracts with Iran. But they have been more guarded about China. 

Reacting to Mr Mottaki’s comments, European officials emphasised their own preference for talks, just a day after foreign ministers proclaimed their two-year negotiations with Iran were at a “dead end”.

Jean-Baptiste Mattei, French foreign ministry spokesman, said any demand for sanctions against Iran was “premature for the moment”.

But Britain criticised Iran’s latest statement. “We find Iran’s statements difficult to reconcile with the Iranian president’s commitments in New York last year to full co-operation with the International Atomic Energy Agency,” said a British foreign office spokesman. “This is no way to resolve outstanding international concerns.”

In Iran, President Mahoud Ahmadi-Nejad and Ayatollah Ahmad Khatami, a leading cleric, piled on the nationalist rhetoric. Mr Ahmadi-Nejad said Iran would “continue along the path of producing nuclear energy”.

Ayatollah Khatami told worshippers in Tehran that Iran was “not a nation to yield to the pressures of psychological warfare”.

