A nuclear night for South Asia? 
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A DOOMSDAY scenario for South Asia has been painted in a book by an American writer who quotes Bill Clinton as saying that Pakistan and India had come dangerously close to a nuclear holocaust during the Kargil conflict. 

This factoid has been repeated ad nauseum. The 700-page book, however, has acquired credibility because it quotes from “restricted” Clinton tapes. 

Going by what has appeared in the press about the book, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author doesn’t tell us who those Pakistani and Indian “zealots” were who told the American president that they were ready to cross the Rubicon and go for the nuclear kill. According to author Taylor Branch, the Indian zealots appeared more comfortable with a nuclear exchange, because they said they would “only” lose 300 to 500 million citizens, while Pakistan would be “annihilated”. The Pakistani zealots purportedly talked what was geographical nonsense, for the vast majority of Pakistanis too live in “exposed plains”. 

Since the identity of the “zealots” remains unknown to those following press reports, one can only conclude that those who talked to Clinton and vowed a nuclear war were men bereft of common sense. Will the Indians who survive a nuclear holocaust find an environment worth living? The world might have forgotten the nuclear winter, because the Nato and Warsaw Pact scientists no more talk about it. But zealots on both sides must answer this question: will the subcontinent be habitable after a nuclear war? Will there, or can, there be a winner after Agnis and Shaheens fly across the subcontinent and detonate their deadly payloads?Will the subcontinent’s ecology be able to sustain human and organic life after the war is over? Will the glaciers and the rivers and the lakes and the fertile agricultural land remain unaffected after the human price for the war has been paid and “only” 300 to 500 million people have died? Will 

the few engineers and technicians who survive be able to work and restore electricity and normal life in a subcontinent that will be a radiation-charged wasteland? 

And what about the world? For humanity, Pakistanis and Indians will be regarded as mankind’s worst enemies for centuries to come. The effects of a nuclear war will not remain confined to South Asia; it will throw out of kilter ecology round the globe. Which means sources of food, and food itself — agricultural commodities, cows and sheep, dairy products and fish — will all be contaminated. 

The Chernobyl disaster in 1986 affected a region as far away as Wales. The nuclear radiation released by the Chernobyl accident was 400 times greater than that released by the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. According to Wikipedia, “the plume drifted over extensive parts” of Eurasia, with “light nuclear rain falling as far as Ireland. Large areas in Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia were badly contaminated, resulting in the evacuation and resettlement of over 336,000 people”.This is just the result of an accident in a reactor. What will be the chances of life itself in the subcontinent after a nuclear exchange? Carl Sagan describes the effect of a nuclear attack on a city thus: a typical warhead has a yield of two megatons, “which is about the same as all the bombs exploded in World War II — a single bomb with the explosive power of the entire Second World War but compressed into a few seconds of time and an area 30 or 40 miles across … buildings would be vapourised, people reduced to atoms and shadows, outlying structures blown down like matchsticks and raging fires ignited. And if the bomb were exploded on the ground, an enormous crater, like those that can be seen through a telescope on the surface of the Moon, would be all that remained where midtown once had been.” 

According to Sagan a nuclear attack would “represent a severe assault on our civilisation and our species … sanitary services would be wiped out. Medical facilities, drugs ... would be unavailable. Any but the most elaborate shelters would be useless, quite apart from the question of what good it might be to emerge a few months later. … Epidemics and pandemics would be rampant” because (in the subcontinent) half a billion bodies would remain unburied. 

Pakistan and India should have the wisdom to leap over at least one step and start their own SALT and START now. The two superpowers began nuclear arms cut talks after they had amassed thousands of nuclear warheads. The extent of the Soviet Union’s arsenal has now been estimated at nearly 50,000. What Paul Newman said on this madness can be paraphrased thus: there is a room full of gas, and one man says he has a matchbox and the other says he has 10. What difference does it make? One only has to ignite one match, and the room goes up. 

We, of course, know India’s stance. It wants the world to believe that its nuclear weapons are not South Asia-specific. This is absurd. India is not in a race with China, for it kowtows to Beijing. It has conceded Aksai-chin to China without demur and would in all probability do the same in the northeast, too. To Pakistan, it would not concede an inch, whether it was the Berubari enclave or the 10 per cent of Rann of Kutch that was awarded to Pakistan by the international mediators. 

Perhaps some future leaders would have the wisdom to have a South Asian version of SALT and START. But by that time billions of dollars would have sunk into the making of thousands of nuclear weapons whose numbers Islamabad and New Delhi would perhaps mutually agree to cut down — but not before the people of South Asia had been deprived of the money that could have given them a better life. 

